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INTRODUCTION 

The term ‘multigrade teaching’ in Sri Lanka generally refers to classroom situations in schools where a single teacher has to take responsibility for teaching pupils across more than one curriculum grade within a timetabled period (Little, 2001:477). 

Like in most countries in the world, monograde teaching is the accepted ‘ideal practice’ for formal school education in Sri Lanka. In spite of the fact that there is very much less recognition for multigrade teaching, the persisting existence of multigrade classes are confirmed and reconfirmed (Little, 2001; Vithanapathirana, 2006a). 

Sri Lanka, previously known as Ceylon is an island in the Indian Ocean with a land area of 65,610 sq. km. The population is 20m and the population density is 319/sq km.  The current per capita income figure is US$960. GDP growth rate is 6.8 (National Census, 2007). The war in the northern parts of the country persisted for three decades slowing down the rate of development. The war ended in the mid 2008. 

The country comprises three sectors, urban, rural and estate plantations (mainly tea and rubber). Demographic statistics of the Sri Lankan population distribution show that the majority of the population (80%) lives in rural areas. The urban population is 14.6%. The plantation worker communities comprise 5.3%. 

The Constitution of Sri Lanka affirms the need for complete eradication of illiteracy and assures the right to universal and equal access to education for all citizens. The government is the principal source of funding for the provision of education. 

Achievements made in terms of human development in Sri Lanka may be attributed mainly to the provision of free education since 1945. Progressive policies under the Free Education Act have facilitated access to education for all citizens for over 50 years. Education imparted through the mother tongue is another factor that contributed to the high rates of literacy. One example of the impact of these measures is seen in Sri Lanka’s achievements in reaching gender parity in primary education. 

Sri Lanka has shown a considerable improvement in terms of literacy. The current adult literacy rate is 92%, with 94% and 89% for males and females, respectively. The Compulsory Education Act of 1998 enforces compulsory education for children aged 5 -14 years.  The curricula are one year with thirteen grade groups, starting at age 5, organized into four levels: primary (grades 1–5), junior secondary (grades 6–9), senior secondary (grades 10 and 11) and collegiate (grades 12 and 13).

NECESSITY FOR MULTIGRADE TEACHING 

The education system managed by the Ministry of Education in Sri Lanka has adequate stock of teachers to serve the schools of the entire country. Yet, severe teacher shortages exist especially in remote rural schools due to problems of teacher deployment. Teachers are reluctant to serve in remote stations and they would get the transfer cancelled by making a range of appeals indicating personal difficulties. 

Disparities in teacher deployment are a significant reason for the occurrence of multigrade teaching in Sri Lanka. According to ministry of education instructions, schools with 45 or less students are entitled to have three teachers. If instructions are strictly enforced there cannot be any school, however small the enrolment is, be with less than three teachers. However, figures indicate that 440 schools with less than three teachers existed even in 2006 (Ministry of Education, 2006). The existence of such schools is not a new finding. In Sri Lanka conditions such as ‘one-teacher schools’, ‘two-teacher schools’ or ‘three-teacher schools’ have been existing for a long time.

Most multigrade schools are small schools. Small schools are the schools with less than 50 students if it a primary school and less than 100 students if it is a school with secondary classes. 30.3 % out of 9,714 schools in Sri Lanka are less than 100 children (ministry of Education, 2006). In 2002 enrolment did not exceed 100 students in 27.4% of the schools, (Vithanapathirana, 2005). When compared this statistic, the incidence of small schools in 2006 show an increase of 3% in four years. Although these schools exist the quality of education imparted from these schools is low, resulting a high incidence of low achievement. 

There are no statistics on the prevalence of multigrade teaching as education authorities are with the misconception that multigrade teaching situations are temporary. Hence, the incidence of multigrade teaching could only be estimated using criteria, such as “schools in which the number of teachers is less than the number of grade groups”. In doing a secondary analysis of latest 2006 School Census data (Ministry of Education, 2006) it can be approximated that there are at least 2000 schools (20% of the total number of schools), with multigrade classes. This figure coincides with the estimate made using 1998 data by Vithanapathirana (2005). 

Small schools in Sri Lanka have been a target for closure as part of World Bank promoted strategies to rationalise the school system.  However, the community response to closure has been negative. Children who attend small schools come from impoverished homes. Such schools are the only means of providing education to such students and contribute to reach the targets of education for all. 

Out of the conditions reported by Little (2001), the following can be identified as the main conditions in Sri Lanka under which multigrade classes occur:

(i) Schools in low population density areas where schools are widely scattered and inaccessible and enrolment is low.

(ii) Schools in areas in where parents send their children to more popular schools within reasonable travel distances, leading to a decline in the number of students in the less popular school.

(iii) Schools in which the official number of teachers deployed is less than actual number deployed.

(iv) Schools in which teacher absenteeism is high.

Schools with multigrade classes are broadly divided into two categories depending on the extent to which multigrade teaching has become a necessity. In ‘fully’ multigrade schools, there are no grade groups that are not combined to form multigrade classes. In ‘partial’ multigrade schools only some of the grade groups are combined to form a multigrade class, while others function as monograde classes. 

INNOVATIONS FOR MULTIGRADE TEACHING 

Adapting the monograde curriculum for multigrade teaching

The most common strategy adopted by the untrained multigrade teachers in Sri Lanka is the ‘quasi-monograde’ strategy, teaching one grade at a time dividing the total instructional time between the grade groups. Quasi-monograde strategy had come into use mainly for two reasons. On the one hand, the syllabi being structured for monograde teaching and teachers were unable to adapt them for multigrade teaching; while on the other hand, the teachers were reluctant to combine the grades due to lack of any policy guidelines. The extent to which this strategy can be adopted successfully to implement the entire curriculum is limited, as all curricula in Sri Lanka are one-year long. The primary curriculum in Sri Lanka is organized as a gradual advancing set of topics across the five grades. Hence, the need to cover the objectives of addressing lesson objectives of two or more grades during a single time-tabled period is a necessity in a multigrade context (Vithanapathirana, 2005).

In Sri Lanka where multigrade teaching was considered as a ‘poor alternative’ for monograde teaching, the intervention by the Institute of Education, University of London by including Sri Lanka in the DFID sponsored four country international programme (United Kingdom, Peru, Vietnam being other members) in multigrade teaching was a landmark event. The author of this paper was the postgraduate research scholar who completed the doctoral studies in multigrade teaching in Sri Lanka being a member of the programme. The journey to improve multigrade teaching in the primary grades began with curriculum developers and teachers of multigrade classes collaborating with me who functioned as the researcher cum teacher educator. With this project it was possible to work towards a realistic innovative strategy to improve multigrade teaching. 

The innovative strategy focused on curriculum reorganization and lesson planning for multigrade teaching deviating from the ‘quasi-monograde’ approach. It included the following steps:

1. Familiarising teachers with the subject content of the graded syllabi pertaining to the grade combination of the multigrade class. 

2. Selecting similar topics from the graded syllabi of the grade combination.

3. Selecting the objectives under the specific topics to be covered for each grade.

4. Re-sequencing the two or more sets of objectives selected from different grades in a logical sequence where a gradual advancement of the lesson could take place. 

5. Clustering the re-sequenced objectives for a suitable number of lessons considering time allocations and students’ ability levels.

6. Organising the content of the re-sequenced objectives to include the following:

· an introduction to the lesson at a level suitable for grade combination

· a plan to develop the lesson deviating sequentially to meet different needs of grade levels. 

7. Allocating suitable assignments within the different objectives for different grades/ ability levels.  

8. Concluding the lesson by directing the students of different grades to extend their learning depending on their different levels.  

This innovation for a combined lesson for two or mode grades yielded positive outcomes in student achievement in multigrade contexts and also in teacher dispositions towards multigrade teaching (Vithanapathirana, 2006a). Based on this initiative the National Institute of Education (2003) introduced an introductory handbook on multigrade teaching in the two national languages which is a resource for many teachers. 

In-service training strategy for multigrade teaching 

The method used in teacher training and development in multigrade teaching was collaborative action research approach. Teachers in remote rural schools initially hesitated about having to adopt multigrade teaching. They were not confident whether multigrade teaching was an effective approach and anticipated an overload of work. However, when involved in action research realised the convenience of adopting an whole class approach with the possibility of developing towards different grade level activities, the teachers gradually changed their perceptions and showed readiness to make a difference to the development of the small rural school and its community.

Following are steps adopted by Vithanapathirana (2005) in collaborative action research to innovate a strategy to improve multigrade teaching in Sri Lanka. 

Step 1:  Awareness building by teacher educator who is a researcher on existing multigrade teaching scenarios. Pre-test the initial knowledge on concepts on selected topics 

Step 2: Collaboratively prepare lesson plans for selected topics for selected grade combinations and implement them (first phase of intervention). Develop teaching and learning materials to be used in multigrade teaching. 

      Step 3:  Assessing the impact through weekly teacher-made tests through school visits by teacher educators. 

      Step 4: Sharing the critical reflections on the intervention and do the necessary changes in the lesson planning to improve the lesson implementation 

      Step 5: Multigrade teaching second phase by the teachers 

Step 6: Impact assessment by a post test (the same test paper given for the pre-test can be given) given to students to test the development as a result from the intervention. . 

      Step 7: Sharing the critical reflections and incorporate the changes into the lesson planning. 

During the seven month of intervention the teachers gradually began to adopt the innovative strategy to plan the lessons for teaching in multigrade classes and address two-grade and three-grade combinations depending on the necessity of the specific school contexts.

Approaching multigrade teaching through student self learning material (work cards)

The innovation was a result of the project titled “Learning and Teaching In Multigrade Settings” commonly known as LATIMS (www.ioe.ac.uk/multigrade) an extension of the earlier International Project by the University of London. Sri Lanka was a member of this three country project and the other countries were the United Kingdom and Nepal. The study undertook the development of learning materials especially self educative work cards across the primary mathematics curriculum (Little et al, 2006). The main emphasis was to identify the different levels of a mathematical concept and develop self learning activities for each level. A collection of multi-leveled work cards per concept were developed by the team of teachers and curriculum developers. 

Distance training modules for multigrade teaching 

Distance education is becoming a popular mode of teacher education in the world. Teacher-education modules were designed for self-study and directed learning on multigrade teaching (Vithanapathirana, 2006b). The modules are published in the LATIMS (Learning and Teaching In Multigrade Settings) project website. http://ioe.ac.uk/multigrade/
Three modules were developed. 

Module 1: The concept of multigrade teaching: A generic training module

Module 2: The context of Multigrade teaching: Reflecting on the challenges and

needs analysis

Module 3: Learning and teaching of mathematics in multigrade/multilevel settings

adopting a learner and materials centred approach

These teacher education modules published in the project website were found to be appreciated internationally. The modules were picked up by the Open University, United Kingdom for their African portal. These modules paved the way for developing more fuller training manuals for Aga Khan Education Service, Pakistan (2007) and UNICEF, Eritrea (2008). The latter manuals were developed by the author with teachers and teacher educators of the two countries (Vithanapathirana, 2007 and 2008).

CHALLENGES FOR SCALING-UP 

Although the innovations for multigrade teaching have yielded positive student achievement outcomes and teachers positive views yet the challenges for scaling-up the innovations are many. 

Monograde emphasis in curriculum policy 

The main reason for the resistance for multigrade teaching is the deeply rooted ‘monograde culture’ in Sri Lanka. Sri Lanka implements a National Curriculum organized in a monograde structure across the country for more than fifty years. Therefore, the curriculum development is carried out based on the assumption that there will be a teacher available for teaching each grade. Graded curricula are in one year blocks. Principals of multigrade schools are reluctant to do timetabling deviating from the monograde system in spite of the problems that are encountered when attempts are made to implement monograde-oriented curricula in multigrade settings. All students except those who repeat a specific grade are promoted to the next grade at the end of an academic year which corresponds to a calendar year.  All schools feel the need to cover the curriculum content on time within a year to prepare students for school tests or public examinations. 

Deeply rooted monograde culture is much powerful as it maintains the status-quo. The readiness to adopt multigrade teaching is minimum in policy makers of Sri Lanka. Curriculum developers who design monograde curricula are reluctant to reorganise the existing curricula to facilitate  multigrade instruction even though they realize the potential advantages of the latter. The gap between curricular design and its implementation in the classrooms in rural localities is not recognized, nor acknowledged by teacher educators. Even the Universities are not ready to design a teacher education curricula for multigrade teaching as it lacks status and recognition.  

Absence of multigrade teaching in teacher education policy 

Sri Lanka has a good reputation for its monograde teacher education. Teachers are trained through pre-service and continuing teacher education programmes. However, no regular training in multigrade teaching is offered by either of the two modes. 

From time to time special in-service training in multigrade teaching takes place in different parts of the country. Such training is made available to small groups of teachers from time to time through special development projects (e.g. the Department for International Development funded programme for primary Mathematics). Innovations in teaching in multigrade classes are disseminated to the multigrade contexts in a limited manner as there is no formal framework to impart training to the teachers who are faced with the challenge of multigrade teaching or to all trainees in pre-service teacher education. The institutions are not ready to conduct teaching practice components of both pre-service and postgraduate programmes multigrade schools. However, action research is gradually being introduced to teacher education programmes.  

Little (2001) raises the question “Do teacher educators who deliver training on multigrade teaching themselves have experience of such teaching?” for which there is still no satisfactory answer. There are only two resource persons who are competent to train teacher educators in multigrade teaching. One being the author of this article and the other is a retired Teacher Educator who functioned as the Senior Research Associate of the International Multigrade Project conducted by the Institute of Education, University of London from 1999 to 2001. A large number of teachers have been trained by these two resource persons in numerous occasions where special sessions for multigrade teaching have been organized at regional levels. 

Lack of political will

Lack of political will and support is the major obstacle for introducing policy guidelines for multigrade teaching. Lack of provision in policy to recognize multigrade teaching is the main barrier in scaling-up the innovations. The reason for neglecting policy formulation in spite of highlighting the need through research is an open secret. Lack of teachers is an opportunity to bring up a promise for election into political power. All political parties promise to reduce the teacher shortages in rural schools by recruiting teachers once they get into power. The irony is that although teachers are appointed to the system as promised the shortages of teachers in rural remote schools remain the same.
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