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Abstract

This article aims to examine practices in multigrade teaching with a particular focus on 
how teachers model and plan learning content in multigrade classrooms and its relevance, 
as an important phenomenon in the schools of many European countries. Our study uses 
a qualitative model through semi-structured interviews and participatory classroom 
observations. Data sources include perceptions of 10 teachers serving in common classes 0-2 
(preschool, first grade, and second grade), grades 3-4 (third and fourth grade), and 1- 4 (first, 
second, third, and fourth grade) in multigrade teaching in two Austrian primary schools. 
The results in this study show that integrated classes learn together in one classroom, while 
the curriculum is done as it should be done in separate classrooms, based on the level of 
the children and their needs. Among other things, this study demonstrates teaching models 
used in multigrade classrooms illustrated with examples of how teachers can apply learning 
content in different areas. in adapting integrated classrooms and how it can effectively 
support students’ individual learning. 
Keywords: Multi-grade, teaching practices, primary education, students

According to studies, the term 
multigrade teaching refers to a situation 
in which one teacher has to teach students 
of two or more grade levels during one 
timetabled period, usually in the same  
classroom. They are also called split grade  

classes, or double grade classes. In some 
places, multi-grade teaching is regarded 
as “Alternative Education”, or multi-grade 
classes are regarded as “Combination 
Classes” (Mathot, 2001). Students in 
multigrade classes need to take more 
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responsibility for their own learning and to 
have a system of continuous assessment so 
that they get feedback on progress (Pridmore, 
2007). Research indicated that teaching in 
multi-grade classes is demanding and more 
complex than teaching a mono-grade class 
(Taole, 2014). In such schools, there may be 
only one, two or three teachers, however they 
offer a complete cycle of primary education, 
as a result, each of these teachers must deal 
with multigrade classes (Enayati, Zameni & 
Movahedian, 2016). 

Teachers agreed that teaching in 
the multigrade setting is different and more 
difficult than teaching in the single-grade 
setting (Mulryan-Kyne, 2004). The teacher 
should know his/her students, the teacher of 
a multi-grade class and their experiences, 
so that he/she can use strategies which will 
make learning appealing and effective; also, 
the teacher should be able to recognize and 
cater for the individual differences which 
exist among the students. (Mathot, 2001). 
This is attributed to the different levels, age 
and capabilities of learners in one classroom. 
(Mulkeen & Higgins, 2009) points out 
that teaching in multi-grade classrooms 
requires greater effort in planning, adapting 
instruction, and managing the classes. 

The Austrian reform of implementing 
a new secondary school (Neue Mittelschule) 
has separated students very early based on 
their levels of achievement (Austrian Federal 
Ministry of Education and Women’s Affairs, 
2015) and is still going on. 

Today, multi-grade teaching is 
gaining new importance in the context of 
future plans for small schools, alternative 
scholastic education, and reforms of 
educational systems, as well as for inclusive 
education in high-quality teacher training for 
thetwenty-first century (Hyry-Beihammer 
&Hascher, 2015). 

The main function of the multi- grade 
teacher is the develop- ment of students into 
persons who have some knowledge, skills, 
and share desirable values and attitudes 
(Mathot, 2001). Methods and approaches 
which can be used in accordance with the 
multigrade classroom in educational process 
are defined as process writing, literature-
based reading, thematic teaching, learning 
canters, math manipulatives which help 
students understand math easier, cooperative 
learning, peer tutoring, computer assisted 
instruction, team teaching, project papers, 

outdoor learning activities, problem based 
instruction, use of story-line method and 
entrepreneurship (Engin, 2018).

The aim of this study is to understand 
the teaching modeling practices used in 
multigrade teaching, considering that today 
innovations in the education system focus 
on an integrated curriculum approach, 
personalized learning, and the inclusion of 
education for all, which are best described 
in multigrade teaching. Therefore, this 
article seeks to explore these practices 
with a particular focus on how teachers 
model and plan the curriculum content in 
multigrade classrooms and its significance as 
an important phenomenon in schools across 
many European countries. Our research 
question was: “What are the practices of 
teachers in modeling teaching in multigrade 
classrooms?”

The organization of categories for 
teacher questions is based on studies used 
for multigrade teaching strategies, as: Using 
Differentiated Instruction, Flexibility of the 
teacher, Connecting the teaching to real-
life situations (Naparan & Alinsug, 2021) 
whole-class teaching (Cornish, 2006). 
These categories are divided into different 
subcategories, which focused on the main 
research issues. Teachers were asked the 
following questions:
1.	 What are your views on the importance 

of learning in multigrade classrooms?
2.	 What are the advantages of learning in 

multigrade classes compared to regular 
classrooms?

3.	 How do you plan a lesson in a multigrade 
classroom?

4.	 How are students supported in acquiring 
the content?

5.	 How do you model learning content in 
multigrade classrooms (please provide 
examples)?

Research Methodology 

This study adopts an interpretative 
paradigm with a qualitative approach. 
Interpretative research, as described by 
Henning et al. (2004), does not merely 
involve the effortless collection of data; 
instead, it involves working with data 
to reveal the essence of participants’ 
experiences and the underlying reasons 
for their actions. The primary aim of this 
research was to understand the teaching 
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modeling practices used in multigrade 
classrooms. 

By exploring teachers’ perceptions, 
the study sought to describe and interpret 
their experiences regarding how they model 
and plan the learning content in these 
classrooms.

The qualitative approach is 
particularly suited to understanding human 
phenomena and investigating the meanings 
that individuals attach to their lived 
experiences (Henning et al., 2004). In this 
case, the focus was on teachers’ practices in 
multigrade teaching and how they approach 
the modeling of curriculum content in 
classrooms with students of varying ages and 
levels.

Participants 
A total of 10 teachers participated 

in this research, from two primary schools 
in Austria: a multigrade primary school 
in Linz and a multigrade primary school 
in Graz. The classes involved in the study 
included grades 0-1-2 (preschool, grade 1, 
and grade 2), grades 3-4 (grades 3 and 4), 
and grades 1-2-3-4 (grades 1, 2, 3, and 4), as 
the criteria for inclusion in the research were 
teachers working in multigrade classrooms. 
Interviews were conducted in the first week 
of January 2019 (Linz) and October 2019 
(Graz), in agreement with the teachers, and 
took place during the month.

During these two months, 
the researcher participated in regular 
observations in the classrooms involved 
in the study, which allowed us to closely 
examine multigrade teaching practices as 
well as other aspects that were not the main 
focus of our research, but which nevertheless 
enriched our understanding of the topics 
of primary interest to us. During these 
observations, the presence of a dog in one of 
the multigrade classrooms was also noted. 
Teachers were asked about the reasons for 
its presence in the learning environment. 
However, this issue was not part of the 
study’s main focus and is therefore not 
included in the analysis of this research.

None of the teachers had specific 
training in multigrade education; however, 
they indicated that they regularly attend 
training programs in areas such as digital and 
social competencies, pedagogical reforms, 
and advanced professional development.

Data Collection and Analysis 
Data collection was carried out 

through semi-structured interviews with 
teachers, as well as classroom observations. 
The multigrade teaching schools in Linz 
and Graz were selected during study visits, 
with the schools chosen by representatives 
from Padagogische Hochschule University 
(Linz) and the University College of Teacher 
Education Styria (CUTE Styria) (Graz), 
respectively. The sample consisted of 10 
teachers with varying levels of experience: 
four with 5 years of experience, three with 3 
years, one with 4 years, and two with nearly 
2 years of experience.

Classroom observations were 
conducted using a researcher’s diary 
to record the interactions between the 
researcher and the teachers. In addition, 
the teachers’ files and lesson plans were 
examined. The interviews were audio-
recorded, transcribed, and analyzed using 
inductive thematic content analysis (Ryan & 
Bernard, 2003). Transcripts were carefully 
analyzed to identify codes and categories 
based on emerging themes related to the 
modeling of teaching practices in multigrade 
classrooms. The duration of the interviews 
ranged from 20 to 25 minutes.

Results 

In the following, we present the data 
that emerged from the teacher interviews, 
illustrated with examples in multigrade 
teaching modeling. We present their answers 
with the initials of the names and surnames 
of the teachers. The experiences discussed 
by teachers show us modeling of learning 
and other important aspects in multigrade 
classrooms.
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Importance of Multigrade Teaching 
Teachers, in this study, showed that 

nowadays the integration of students with 
mixed classes is a need of the education 
system, when we consider that we have quite 
different children, so they have different 
interests and different needs, and in these 
classes they can complement each other. 
Teacher D.M. explained that the importance 
of children learning in multigrade classes 
is because all children help each other and, 
according to her: “Students here learn other 
things to go to the toilet, to eat on their own, 
to learn how to behave with each other.” 
While the teacher M.S emphasized that in the 
social aspect this is very good because the 
students also see what others do; even when 
they are divided into parts of the lessons in 
something else, they hear and see even those 
that are not part of them.

Another teacher refers to cooperation 
as in the case when students of the same 
level who have tasks and lessons of the same 
nature, but, when they ask for help “oh this is 
a problem for me to choose ...”, then instead 
of helping the teachers, they are helped by 
other students who know the task and solve 
them together, and that is what they were 
given importance to these classes because it 

works very well. 
While teacher S.T emphasized that learning 
in multigrade allows students to become 
familiar to hear many different things, 
because sitting with mixed students enables 
them to be interested in the things others 
around them are doing, asking them what 
they are doing. So this way of learning, when 
young children learn new things, asking 
for help from older ones and older children 
repeating things, explaining to the little ones 
and making them more motivated, so the 
possibility of cooperating with what they 
have learned and new things is much greater. 

Differentiated Curricular 
The elementary school in Linz had 

five years offering multigrade teaching. The 
teachers at this school said: “At first we 
were scared because we thought if we could 
manage the class well with mixed students, 
so that each level gets exactly what it needs, 
as they have to share knowledge, while 
they have to stay in one place. One of the 
important aspects to succeed in multigrade 
classes is team teaching, so if there is 
genuine cooperation between teachers, you 
can succeed; otherwise, there are no good 
results. This is what teacher B.K said: “We 

Table 1.  
Teachers’ Perceptions in Multigrade Teaching Practices

 

 
 

 The importance of 
multigrade teaching 

       Differentiated 
          curricula 

Modeling of learning contents 

Teachers from 
the school in Linz 

 
Independent exercises; 
Mutual cooperation; 
Students choose who they 
work with and at what pace 
they work; 
New things are learned in 
different ways. 

 
Curriculum rotation; 
Same topics but at different 
levels of students; 
Team teaching; 
Reciprocal processes in 
social learning. 
 

Practical examples; 
Experience from everyday life; 
Illustrations through photos, 
texts, objects, games, 
technology, etc .; 
Young children work with 
easier tasks and older children 
take on more difficult tasks; 
Tasks differentiated according 
to the level and needs of 
children. 

Teachers from 
the school in 
Graz 

Students' interests; 
Grouping of peers; 
Student-led teaching; 
Lesson with the whole class; 
Children help each other;  
Students' strengths and 
weaknesses 

Differentiated work plan; 
Teaching directed as a 
teaching strategy; 
Parallel curriculum; 
Teamteaching. 

Selection of learning contents 
according to different groups of 
students; 
Discussion and sharing of ideas 
with the whole class; 
Same topic with all children; 
Learning new things. 
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sit down and make the plan together, because 
I know the level of the youngest children and 
my colleague knows the level of the older 
ones, and we consider their needs”.

Whereas, teacher K.E said that we 
make the plan for a week for a total of 11 
teaching units of the week. She said that 
if one teacher explains a lesson to a level, 
she works with one part of the class and the 
other teacher works with the second class, 
something else: “we do what needs to be 
done in separate classes.” When teachers 
explain something, for example, in biology 
of course that the curriculum is different for 
grade 1 and different for grade 2 and it does 
not matter that the same thing is taught, for 
example, in biology of course the curriculum 
is different for grade 1 and different for grade 
2 and it does not matter that the same thing is 
taught, for example, they learn about the cat, 
and they learn this with class I, but also with 
class II, because they do 2 years of program 
there, but they always learn something 
different.

When the differentiated curricula 
model is used, the lesson plan becomes 
more complex. This is because the plan 
needs to indicate how whole class teaching 
will be used to bring the class together at 
the beginning and end of the lesson and 
how graded differentiated activities will be 
introduced in the middle section (Pridmore, 
2007). The teachers showed that first the 
curriculum is revised of what the children 
have learned, and then they change, add new 
things, but in different ways. This is how 
classes 0-1-2 start, then integrated classes 3-4 
continue, so they stick in relation to mixed 
students. The next year it works like this, but 
something else always happens, so according 
to S.T, “first the curriculum is reviewed what 
they have learned and we have to change 
them and add new things different with other 
methods”.

According to the findings, the 
dominant practice in teaching mathematics 
and (native) language in both countries (used 
by all teachers expect one Austrian and two 
Finnish teachers) was the parallel curriculum, 
meaning that both grades are taught the same 
subject but have different assignments. While 
the teacher is explaining a new task to one 
grade, the other grade is working silently 
on assignments adjusted to their group level 
(Hyry-Beihammer & Hascher, 2015). 

Model of Teaching Content in Multigrade 
Classrooms

Teachers showed through examples 
different practices of modeling learning 
content with students of multigrade classes. 
As teacher AH points out, “when we explain 
about animals, with preschoolers we lower 
them in a circle and give each child an 
animal toy in their hands, so one gets a dog 
toy, the other gets a cat, the other holds a 
chicken toy, then the other he takes pet food, 
the other takes the pillow where the cat 
sleeps and so on ”. First graders should take 
pictures, e.g., of how the cat is on the road 
and the car arrives, or where the cat eats food 
with its mother, and so on. While the second 
grade get some texts, because they can now 
read, in this case, those students who read 
better get longer texts, and those who have 
little difficulty get, for example, a sentence 
from those animals that assigns the teacher.

Another example in our study shows 
L.O in the subject of mathematics, which 
says that it is not so easy with mathematics, 
because we are dealing with different 
numbers; for example, first graders learn 
addition and subtraction up to the number 30, 
while second graders learn multiplication and 
division up to 100. Teachers say that these 
calculations are sometimes made through the 
texts that children see in pictures. While the 
teacher PA illustrated a field where 8 carrots 
are presented in one line and 6 carrots in the 
other line (among the carrots there are also 
withered carrots that the teacher uses for 
subtraction) and she asks the children how 
many carrots can be we have there. Whereas 
S.T showed when in mathematics, they learn 
about meter, centimeter, and kilometer; 
with the first grade saying that we can 
practice meter and centimeter, while with the 
second grade the kilometer, but also meter, 
centimeter, and decimeter, but that they apply 
them at different levels. So kids do different 
tasks, and this is very successful for kids. It 
is suggested that knowledge of multigrade 
teaching strategies is needed by all teachers 
and not simply those in classes designated as 
‘multigrade’(Little, 2021). 

Another example shows teacher A.M, 
when they learn numbers up to 10 and take 
a box of 10 eggs, and the children see and 
touch the eggs, then do math operations. 
When the teacher asks to remove some 
or add them, and so on, and then draw 
them in different colors.  Whereas, with 
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the second grade with which the other 
colleague works, they do the same topic, but 
with mathematical operations with larger 
numbers, using mathematical objects, but 
also with exercise notebooks. The teachers 
also showed that they use Iped to perform 
these operations since for children, this is a 
game. Whereas, in fact, they learn writing, 
reading, and calculations.

Discussion 

The importance of learning 
in multigrade classrooms lies in the 
opportunity for students to be exposed 
to diverse perspectives and experiences. 
Being in a class with students of different 
ages encourages them to observe and 
engage with the activities of their peers, 
which fosters curiosity and cooperation. 
Students in multigrade classrooms often 
help each other, which not only develops 
their independence but also teaches them 
that learning is not solely dependent on the 
teacher (Engin, 2018). In these settings, the 
teacher serves more as a facilitator than the 
sole source of knowledge. As teachers in this 
study indicated, the multigrade classroom 
environment allows for cross-age interaction, 
where younger students benefit from the 
repetition of concepts explained by older 
students, and vice versa. This interaction 
helps reinforce the material for both groups 
and fosters collaborative learning.

The practice of students sharing 
knowledge with each other creates an 
inclusive environment where the learning 
process is more dynamic. Teachers noted 
that when explaining a concept to younger 
students, older students also benefit by 
hearing the information again, either 
reinforcing their own understanding or 
supporting their peers. These shared 
experiences are typically addressed in brief, 
5-10 minute sessions where the whole 
class engages in a common discussion 
before moving on to differentiated activities 
according to the students’ levels. This 
collaborative approach helps solidify the 
learning for all students, regardless of their 
grade level.

In a study by Hyry-Beihammer and 
Hascher (2015), 18 multigrade teachers 
in schools in Austria and Finland were 
interviewed and found that many teachers use 
a parallel curriculum model. In this approach, 

all students work on the same general 
theme or topic, but the content and tasks are 
differentiated based on the grade level of 
the students. This model allows for a shared 
focus across different age groups while still 
addressing the specific learning needs of each 
grade level. In this study, teachers similarly 
reported using this parallel curriculum 
approach, especially in subjects like language 
and mathematics, where students in different 
grades learn the same subject but at varying 
levels of complexity.

Curriculum design in multigrade 
classrooms is based on students’ existing 
knowledge and their developmental stages. 
In these classrooms, teaching often occurs 
in integrated groups, with students divided 
according to their learning needs, levels, and 
the specific topic being taught. While some 
subjects, like language and mathematics, 
require differentiated instruction, other 
subjects may involve shared learning 
activities. Teachers in this study emphasized 
the need to review and adjust the curriculum 
each year to reflect students’ progress and 
to introduce new material in creative and 
diverse ways. This iterative process of 
reviewing, revising, and expanding the 
curriculum helps maintain engagement 
and supports the ongoing development of 
students’ skills.

The findings of Hyry-Beihammer and 
Hascher (2015) support these observations, 
as the parallel curriculum was the dominant 
teaching practice in multigrade classrooms 
across both Austria and Finland. In this 
model, teachers work with students 
from different grade levels on the same 
subject matter, but differentiate the tasks 
and expectations based on each grade’s 
curriculum. This approach not only ensures 
that the learning experience is appropriate for 
each student’s developmental stage but also 
allows for flexibility in how students interact 
with the content.

Conclusion 

This study emphasizes the importance 
of teaching practices in multigrade 
classrooms, particularly focusing on how 
teachers model and differentiate learning 
content for students of various age groups 
and grade levels. Multigrade teaching, 
where students from different grades 
learn together in the same class, requires 
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teachers to implement flexible and adaptive 
instructional strategies. Teachers in this 
study demonstrated the use of differentiated 
tasks and learning activities, with younger 
students receiving simpler lessons, while 
older students were given more complex 
and detailed tasks. This approach not only 
promotes independent learning among 
students but also encourages peer teaching, 
where older students support younger ones, 
thereby reinforcing their own learning while 
helping others.

As highlighted by Little (2009), 
the key feature of multigrade classrooms 
is that students across different grade 
levels are taught the same subject during 
the same timetable period, yet each group 
works according to its own curriculum 
requirements. This approach contrasts with 
monograde teaching, where teachers are 
responsible for instructing a single grade 
level within a specific time frame (Little, 
2021).

The benefits of this system are clear, 
as younger children gain exposure to content 
that is not directly related to their own grade 
level, while older students reinforce their 
understanding by teaching and assisting 
younger peers. Another important aspect of 
multigrade teaching identified in this study is 
teacher collaboration. The teachers involved 
in this research emphasized the significance 
of cooperation between colleagues for 
successful multigrade teaching. Regular 
collaboration between two or more teachers, 
who would rotate between classes and 
work with students of varying grade levels, 
was key to creating a dynamic learning 
environment. 

Despite not having formal training 
in multigrade teaching, teachers were able 
to develop effective strategies for managing 
these complex classroom structures. The 
teachers expressed that, although they 
initially faced concerns about their ability to 
manage multigrade classrooms, they found 
the experience to be both rewarding and 
motivating, particularly due to the positive 
response from parents who actively sought 
placement for their children in these classes.

In conclusion, multigrade teaching 
not only allows for the development of 
diverse teaching methods but also encourages 
collaboration, both among teachers 
and students. This model presents both 
challenges and opportunities, with teachers 

continually adapting their approaches to 
meet the varying needs of their students. The 
findings of this study suggest that further 
professional development for teachers 
in multigrade settings could enhance the 
overall effectiveness of this teaching model 
and support teachers in overcoming initial 
challenges. Future research could explore 
the long-term impacts of multigrade teaching 
on student learning outcomes and teacher 
professional development.
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