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Background

Multi-grade teaching has become one of the priority topics of the Working Group on the Teaching Profession (WGTP) agenda. The reason for bringing this issue onboard is the recognition that multi-grade teaching has a potential to improve quality of teaching, thus contributing to the global effort of achieving EFA goals and MDGs education related. 
The Africa Region of the World Bank in collaboration with ADEA and the Development Cooperation Ireland agreed a 5-year capacity building program focusing on quality improvements in teaching and learning in basic Education in Sub-Saharan Africa. The program proposes a series of activities to improve multi-grade teaching as an alternate instructional strategy to support teachers. 
The WGTP has participated in specific multi-grade teaching activities with involvement of African Ministries of Education and international cooperating partners. A technical workshop attended by practitioners from six African countries was organised in Uganda, in November 2004 to test the new modules on multi-grade teaching. In July 2005, Tanzania hosted the first training workshop for what purpose attended by eleven countries represented by policy makers, curriculum developers, educators, inspectors and teachers.
This paper intends to highlight some of the reflections of the WGTP on the role of multi-grade teaching in improving quality of basic education, particularly in rural settings. The paper maintains that all teaching and learning is multi-grade teaching. Even in a mono-grade class with just one grade group, there is always a considerable range of interests, abilities, maturity and needs. In fact, all teachers in all classrooms should consider themselves multi-grade teachers.
Multi-grade teaching is not a new idea, but it now calls for a much broader operational and technical definition to address problems and issues facing most educational systems. In Africa, as a consequence of shortages of teachers, teacher absenteeism owing to HIV/AIDS related causes and to budget restraints facing many countries, multi-grade classes an inevitable option. Ministries of Education see multi-grade teaching approaches as a key pedagogic tool that can assist teachers to cope with teaching in these very difficult situations.
At the same time, in order to obtain a more complete and realistic picture of multi-grade teaching it is important that it be conceptualised and contextualised as a programme with economic, political and educational dimensions. Each dimension presents a different agenda, with its own set of constraints to the investment and commitment of policy-makers, educational managers, educators and the community to the programme.
Defining Multi-Grade Teaching
Multi-grade teaching refers to the teaching in which one teacher instructs pupils of different ages, grades and abilities at the same time. It is referred to variously in the literature as ‘multi-level’, ‘multiple classes’, ‘composite class’, and the case of one-teacher schools, ‘unitary schools’. It is to be distinguished from mono-grade teaching in which pupils within the same grade are assumed to be more similar in terms of age and ability (Commonwealth Secretariat, 1999; Little, 1995). 
However, the perceptions of some of the key officers implementing multi-grade teaching in the field do not show an accurate understanding of the concept. This is illustrated by a sample of definitions given by some education managers in the implementing districts cited below (Tambulukani, 2004):

Multi-grade teaching is

· Teaching pupils at once
· Teaching many grades together using the syllabus of one grade

· Provision of learning where two different grades learn in the same room

· Teaching more than one grade in one class.

The practice of one teacher having to teach several grade levels all at the same time is quite common in low population settlements such as remote areas and small villages in Africa. Multi-grade teaching assumes teachers are trained, skilled and well experienced to handle multi-level and multi-ability classes. This is not always the case. The reality in many countries is that untrained teachers have to deal with mixed classes. However, due to lack of appropriate training and support these teachers are not effective in multi-grade context. 
Rationale for Multi-Grade Teaching in Africa

Yet despite the ideal, the multi-grade reality has characterised many schools in Sub-Saharan countries. Multi-grade teaching was initially adapted as a necessity rather than by design to:

· Address teacher shortage especially in rural, hard-to-reach areas with small school enrolments.
· Viewed as a cost effective measure to expand access to basic education.
· Assist countries to achieve MDGs and EFA goals.

According to the Ethiopia Education Sector Development Plan (ESDP III) 2005/06-2009/10, one area of implementing the alternative basic education mode of instruction is the use of multi-grade classrooms. Hence, 

(i) The introduction of multi-grade schools shall be enhanced for improving access and internal efficiency of the first cycle of primary education for hard-to-reach remote rural communities, sparse settlement areas, pastoralists, semi-agriculturalist societies.
(ii) Appropriate training courses and material development shall also be made for teachers who will become multi-grade teachers.

(iii) Teachers shall also be trained in pedagogy and management for multi-grade teaching.

(iv) Textbooks shall be modified in such a way that a great deal of self-learning approaches and exercises are incorporated to meet the demands of multi-grade class student.

The history of multi-grade in Zambia gives similar reasons. Tambulukani (2004) states that multi-grade has been introduced in schools, which are mostly in rural and sparsely populated areas and have difficult terrain. The main reasons cited for the introduction of multi-grade include:
(i) Increase access to education provision to disadvantaged areas.

(ii) Increase access to learning in understaffed schools.

(iii) Maximise use of available teachers and classroom space.

(iv) Cost effective use of available resources.

To date, many countries view multi-grade teaching as a strategy to enhance quality of education both in real multi-grade schools and mono-grade schools. In the case of Tanzania, the Education and Training Policy (1995) and subsequent Primary Education Development Plan (PEDP) put emphasis on quality education and equitable access to primary education. The multi-grade teaching is seen as a strategy for improving equitable access to primary education as well as improving quality teaching and learning in the classroom. Quality teaching implies providing teachers with skills and strategies that will promote pupils active learning.
The multi-grade teaching programme attempts to address and redress the disjuncture between the education systems in African countries and the needs of learners in a changing society. The process of education development is a long and continuously changing one. There are elements of change and continuity in all aspects of education and training. One of these elements which certainly will influence current and future trends of education development is the emergence of ICTs in education. The introduction of ICTs combined with use of distance education methods has serious and wide implications for teachers in general and multi-grade-grade teaching in particular. Use of ICTs in teaching will enhance multi-grade teaching in response to the challenge of improving quality of teaching. 
Finally, there are strong factors which suggest that the need for multi-grade teaching will remain a permanent feature of education in Africa. The required paradigm shift from teacher to learner-centred could be appropriately addressed by multi-grade teaching. Small, scattered settlements will always have a problem providing education for these populations groups. Multi-grade makes it possible to provide basic education for such populations. Small moving populations such as nomadic people create the need for multi-grade teaching. Further, by its nature, multi-grade teaching encompasses teacher development, curriculum reform, language issues, learning, support materials and tutor pedagogic awareness.
Multi-Grade Teaching and Rural Education

The traditional mode of teaching in school and classroom settings has remained the dominant way of organising formal learning. The standard practice is to organise by class or grade, and have one teacher responsible for teaching one grade of pupils. However, socio-economic factors in rural and sparsely populated communities have often changed the traditional way of organising schooling through designated separate grades under separate class teachers. That is why multi-grade teaching offers a genuine and workable alternative to traditional modes of teaching, because it caters for the needs of teachers and learners in rural sparsely populated classrooms.
For decades, African countries have been plagued by chronic teacher shortages, which combined with lack of basic teaching and conducive learning conditions have led to very large classes, high drop out and repletion rates, denial of even minimum access, especially for girls and children in rural regions, and general poor educational quality. High demographic growth rates in many of these countries continue to outstrip the recruitment of teachers, many of whom additionally do not meet minimum qualifications standards required, thereby replicating poor teaching and learning conditions in schools. Fiscal and budgetary constraints mean that teachers are paid low salaries and few incentives to work in rural and disadvantaged areas. Budget constraints combined with EFA pressures have resulted in policies to hire under-trained and low-paid “contractual” teachers. Shortened initial training programmes has undercut teacher professionalism and weakened capacity to deal with other challenges such as very large and multi-grade classes.
Some African countries have addressed the multi-grade reality of rural primary schools directly. The Zambia education system was known by the high incidence level of primary schools that were “ungraded” in recent years, meaning that they offered only four grades of primary education in a full cycle of seven years. These ungraded schools had fewer teachers than grades, small enrolments in each grade and were located in remote and sparsely populated areas. While a majority of children attending primary school in urban areas completed seven years of primary education, the percentages are smaller in rural areas where enrolment in an ungraded or incomplete school represents a terminal educational experience. A particular problem facing many of these incomplete schools is the small enrolment of children in each grade. The problem is essentially one of resources – rural communities in sparsely populated areas too impoverished to contribute to the physical development of a school, and the high costs of providing teachers to teach each grade separately. The solution adopted by Zambia was the introduction of multi-grade teaching in which two or more grades are taught simultaneously. 
In Mozambique, the prevalence of incomplete primary schools is one of the main problems affecting the education system to date. A recent study conducted by the Ministry of Education and Planning and Finance in the country revealed that, incomplete schools in lower primary education (grade 1 to 5) are the main cause of the low efficiency of the system. The problem is typical in rural areas, as much of rural Mozambique is sparsely populated. The government commitment stated in the Education Policy of providing the complete primary education of seven years is seriously compromised by the existing incomplete primary schools.
The recent work undertaken by the Working Group on the Teaching Profession with some African countries suggests that multi-grade teaching is probably more common than we realise or care to admit. However, although many teachers work in multi-grade teaching situations few countries have developed special teacher training curricula for pre- or in-service training. Teaching practice during pre-service is invariably carried out in mono-grade schools. Most countries have only ad hoc arrangements for preparing and supporting multi-grade teachers. This is clearly not an effective way of creating a supportive environment for teachers and learners. Since multi-grade teaching is likely to be a permanent feature of most education systems, it is important that efforts should be made to strengthen it through teacher training as well as by winning support from the public and governments. What is required are clearly articulated policies on multi-grade teaching on its own right and development of strategies and interventions for the implementation of these policies.
Implications for the practice of Multi-Grade Teaching

Participants of the recent workshop on Multi-grade teaching were unanimous on one point. For children to learn effectively in multi-grade environments teachers need to be well organised, well resourced and well trained, as well as hold positive attitudes on multi-grade teaching. Yet, as it was stressed by workshop participants, many teachers who find themselves teaching in a multi-grade environment are frequently under resourced, and are often the most undereducated and under-trained members of a national teaching force.
Experience suggests that the multi-grade teacher cannot, and indeed should not, be expected to solve the problems of the multi-grade classroom alone. Hence, some of the key issues and challenges to be addressed include:
a) The Policy Challenge

There is a growing culture of putting multi-grade teaching into Ministries of Education annual plans and Education Sector Development Plans in some countries e.g. Uganda, Namibia, Zambia, and Ethiopia… All countries which attended the Tanzania workshop on multi-grade teaching have drawn work plans and made commitments to inform respective ministries on the need of multi-grade. This is a positive trend but additional policies measures needed include:

· To regard multi-grade teaching as an important strategy that can improve the quality of teaching and learning.

· To mainstream multi-grade courses within existing pre-service and in-service training programmes.

· To provide incentives that will encourage teachers to teach in multi-grade schools.

b) Changing Attitudes

The development of positive attitudes among teachers, parents and education officers that will create an understanding of the value of multi-grade teaching as a pedagogy that promotes quality rather tan seeing it as an inferior and cheap option.

c) The Curriculum Challenge
One of the major reasons why multi-grade teaching is in disfavour is the dominance of the paradigm of developmental psychology as reflected in the age-grade approach. Most countries have national curricula and this prescribed curricula is almost the same for both urban and rural schools. The curricula consist of a list of minimum learning competencies stated in terms of behavioural objectives. These minimum competencies are specifically designed for regular school situations and the multi-grade teacher finds it difficult to make the content meaningful to the pupils. 
The multi-grade teaching programme demonstrates that pedagogy is about what and how teachers teach. Therefore multi-grade teaching analyses the core of learning and radically calls into question the age-grade system of formal education delivery. The implications of this approach for an appropriate teaching-learning methodology are obvious. Teachers should be skilled to handle combined grades. The reality however is that teachers are being trained to handle separate grades. The concept of multi-grade teaching is therefore quite challenging to most teachers prepared in the traditional way. Teachers need to learn new skills on the job or from experienced colleagues. Teachers training institutions will need to retrain teachers to adapt to multi-grade teaching in classrooms. At national level, policy decisions will be required to incorporate multi-grade teaching in pre- and in-service teacher education programmes, but also to consider use of multi-grade techniques in mono-grade settings.
d) The Resource Challenge
The multi-grade strategy involves a number of components besides teacher training. The design, reproduction and distribution of large quantities of self-study materials to support individual, peer and small group learning is essential.

Effective implementation of multi-grade teaching requires establishment of mechanisms for regular supervision, monitoring and support at regional/district and teacher/classroom level. It requires support structures in place and definition of minimum standards and benchmarks against which pupils’ learning achievement will be assessed.
One positive feature of multi-grade teaching is the involvement of parents and the community in the provision of facilities. However, a cautionary note is that facilities can only reflect the wealth or poverty of such communities. Therefore if inequities are to be addressed, government has to come up with an equity policy.

Concluding Remarks
This paper has attempted to highlight that multi-grade teaching is not just a mere pedagogy but goes beyond that to be a methodology for reflective, critical and good teaching. 

As stated by Kaluba (1997) developing quality of education calls not only for increasing levels of budgetary allocation to the sector, but also ensuring that such measures are accompanied by policies and strategies that will create a sustainable and enabling teaching and learning environment, be in urban or rural schools. The circumstances facing rural schools in many African countries requires consideration of quality improvement interventions that take account of the special needs that are particular to schools in rural communities.
African government are committed not only to providing education for all, but also to ensuring that what is provided is of the best quality that the country can afford. Investment in the skills of multi-grade teaching should therefore be seen as contributing to the goal of quality basic for all.
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