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ABSTRACT Multi-grade teaching is a commonly used pedagogic strategy in rural schools. However, this form of
teaching continues to present challenges to both the teacher and the learner in particular since the advent of
inclusive education in South Africa. The policy on inclusive education is silent on how it could be enhanced in a
multi-grade class. This paper therefore attempts to analyse and deconstruct the tensions, contradictions and
anomalies within the practice of inclusion as a pedagogic discourse in a multi-grade teaching system. The qualitative
study on which this article is based employed a critical emancipatory lens and critical realist analysis as instruments
with which to analyse narratives from selected cases at multi-grade schools in the Free State province of South
Africa. The findings of the study indicated that, while the knowledge and skills teachers need to enhance inclusion
within a multi-graded system were limited, well-designed teaching practices in a multi-grade class may enhance an
inclusive pedagogy and promote inclusive learning.

INTRODUCTION

There is a global movement towards accom-
modating learners with special educational needs
in regular classrooms. The Department of Edu-
cation in South Africa has made it clear that spe-
cial education as it existed in the past will be
replaced with an inclusive model of education in
line with international developments (Makoelle
2014). This includes schools with multi-grade
classrooms, especially in rural areas. The in-
crease in the number of learners requiring speci-
alised education and the implementation of in-
clusive education have become a global agen-
da. Inclusive education looks at how all learn-
ers, regardless of their individual differences,
could be taught in regular mainstream school
classrooms (Makoelle 2013). The first challenge
facing the theory or ideology of inclusion is the
on-going debate about how this can be achieved.
Trends have emerged from what is termed inte-
gration as opposed to full inclusion, as ex-
plained in the following quotation:

“All forms of integration assume some type
of assimilation of the disabled learners into the
mainstream school largely unchanged. Inclusion
is not a static state like integration. It is a con-
tinuing process of school ethos and change. It
is about building school community that accepts
and value differences” (Florian 2007: 37)

Therefore, simply placing learners in a main-
stream school without adequate measures to
respond to their needs is contrary to the ideal of
full inclusion. In this regard, Ainscow and Far-

rell (2002) distinguish between integration and
inclusion by referring to integration as the place-
ment of learners in terms of three broad ap-
proaches:

Location:  classes are located within the
mainstream campus.
Social interaction:  learners meet and inter-
act during social activities at schools, for
example at meal times.
Functionality:  learners with difficulties are
placed in the mainstream classes alongside
their peers.
Inclusion, according to the latter approach,

means that learners should be welcomed as full
members of the class regardless of their differ-
ences (Ainscow 2013). In South Africa, inclu-
sion and integration were clearly spelled out in
White Paper 6 (DoE 2001: 17) on education. Ta-
ble 1 illustrates the differences between the two
are approaches.

The emphasis in White Paper 6 (DoE:  2001)
is on the significance of support that should be
provided to all learners rather than focusing on
individuals. Given the challenge of operational-
ising inclusion in the classroom, lessons can be
drawn from the definition of inclusive education
by UNESCO (2001) in an attempt to arrive at a
common understanding. The main features of
the definition of inclusive education include the
following:

Inclusive education:
acknowledges that all children can learn and
that all need some form of support for learn-
ing;
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aims to uncover and minimise barriers to learn-
ing;
is broader than formal schooling and includes
the home community and other opportuni-
ties for education outside the school;
is about changing attitudes, behaviour, teach-
ing methods, the curriculum, and the envi-
ronment to meet the needs of all children;
is a dynamic process which is constantly
evolving according to local cultures and con-
texts and part of the world strategy to pro-
mote an inclusive society.
Dyson and Millward (2000:  64) define inclu-

sive education in similar terms as follows:
Inclusive education means education that is

non-discriminatory in terms of disability, culture,
gender or other aspects of student or staff that
are assigned significance by the society. It in-
volves all students in a community with no ex-
ceptions and irrespective of their intellectual,
physical, sensory or other differences having
equal rights to access the culturally valued cur-
riculum of their society as full-time valued mem-
bers of age appropriate mainstream classrooms.
Inclusion emphasizes diversity over assimilation,
strives to avoid the colonization of minority ex-
periences by the dominant modes of thought
and action.

The UNESCO understanding of inclusion
seems to converge with the definition by Dyson
and Millward (2000) in the sense that in both
instances prominence is given to aspects such
as notions of equality, access and provision of
education to all, regardless of their background,
and a curriculum responsive to the needs of all
learners. These aspects seem to inform defini-
tions of inclusive education across the world

despite the varied and diverse conceptualisa-
tions referred to earlier.

The South African definition of inclusive
education embraces similar sentiments. White
Paper 6 (DoE 2001) states that inclusive educa-
tion is about:

acknowledging that all children and the
youth can learn and that they all need sup-
port;
accepting and respecting the fact that all
learners are different in some way and have
different learning needs which are equally
valued as an ordinary part of human experi-
ence;
enabling education structures, systems and
learning methodologies to meet the needs
of all learners;
acknowledging and respecting differences
between learners, whether due to age, gen-
der, ethnicity, class, disability or HIV sta-
tus;
acknowledging that inclusive education is
broader than formal schooling and that it
also occurs in the home and community, as
well as within formal and informal modes
and structures;
changing attitudes, behaviour, teaching
methodologies, curricula and the environ-
ment to meet the needs of all learners;
maximising the participation of all learners
in the culture and the curricula of educa-
tional institutions;
uncovering and minimising barriers to learn-
ing and empowering learners by develop-
ing their strengths and enabling them to
participate critically in the process of learn-
ing.

Table 1:  Essential differences between mainstreaming and inclusion

Mainstreaming or integration                Inclusion

Mainstreaming is about getting learners to “fit into” a
particular kind of system, or integrating them into the
existing system.
Mainstreaming is about giving some learners extra
support so that they can “fit in” or be integrated into
the normal classroom routines. Learners are assessed
by specialists who diagnose and prescribe technical
interventions, such as the placement of learners in
special programmes.
Mainstreaming and integration focus on changes that
need to take place in learners so that they can “fit in”
Here the focus is on the learner.

Inclusion is about recognising and respecting the
differences among all learners and building on the
similarities.
Inclusion is about supporting all learners, educators and
the system as a whole so that the full range of learning
needs can be met. The focus is on the teaching and
learning actors, with the emphasis on the development
of good teaching strategies that will be of benefit to all
learners.
Inclusion focuses on overcoming barriers in the system
that prevent it from meeting the full range of learning
needs. The focus is on the adaptation of and support
system available in the classroom.
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The general understanding of inclusion is
that all learners are included within the main-
stream classroom and that support is given to
all learners in response to their needs (Makoelle
2013).

However, despite all the principles enshrined
in the policy, there is still the conundrum of
translating them into practice and giving them
the form and structure of an inclusive pedago-
gy. Corbett (2001) defines inclusive pedagogy
as an approach intended to promote the culture
of accommodating all by making use of diverse
teaching strategies in the classroom. It is asso-
ciated with a connective pedagogy; that is, first
connecting learners with their own learning and
then connecting their learning to the curriculum
(Corbett 2001). Nilholm and Alm (2010) postu-
late that inclusive pedagogy is a process where-
by learners constantly engage with the learning
material, drawing on their experiences. The ma-
terial is presented as close to reality as possible
and the learners are not passive recipients of
knowledge but allowed to attach subjective
meaning to it. However, in the research on which
this article is based, inclusive pedagogy was
assumed to refer to the totality of thoughts, ap-
proaches, methods, beliefs and conceptions
about teaching (Makoelle 2013). This line of
thinking therefore led to the posing of the fol-
lowing questions:

Which pedagogic practices would be rele-
vant to and appropriate for a multi-grade class-
room? When is teaching inclusive in a multi-
grade class, and when is it not?

Teaching as an integral aspect of pedagogy
and largely determines the pedagogic approach;
hence, it is important to conceptualise the phe-
nomenon of inclusive teaching. Hart (1996) ar-
gues that inclusion is an exercise in creativity
and innovation on part of the teacher. This is
underscored by the manner in which Ainscow
and Booth (2002), in the Index for Inclusion (di-
mension C: 78), conceptualise the indicators that
are important in determining the characteristics
of inclusive teaching. This form of teaching is
planned with the instruction of all learners in
mind:

The lessons encourage the participation of
all students.
The learners are actively involved in their
own learning and work collaboratively.
Assessment contributes to the success of
all learners.

Classroom discipline is based on mutual
respect.
Teachers plan, teach and review in partner-
ship.
Teaching assistants support the learning
and participation of all the learners.
Homework contributes to the learning ex-
perience of everyone.
All learners take part in activities outside
the classroom.

In all the other dimensions, the Index indi-
cates other aspects of inclusion, such as estab-
lishing inclusive values, support for diversity, and
the collaboration of staff members (Rahaman and
Sutherland 2011). The above description points
to the cornerstone of inclusive teaching – that is,
the way it responds to the needs of all learners,
the way all learners are accommodated in the class-
room, and how learning material is planned to
encourage diversity and differentiation.

Therefore innovative thinking, which is the
way teachers respond intuitively to the needs
of learners in the classroom, appears to be sig-
nificant. Pedagogy assumes an interactive mode:
the teacher interacts with the learners during
the teaching process, makes connections, builds
interactive relationships between him-/herself
and the learners, and fosters collaboration (Nind
and Sheehy 2004; Florian and Linklater 2010;
Makoelle 2013). On the other hand, inclusive
teaching is associated with what Skidmore (2004)
refers to as pedagogical discourses. Two dis-
tinct discourses are differentiated, namely the
discourse of deviance and that of inclusion.

Elaborating on the discourse of inclusion,
Skidmore (2004) seeks to clarify the notion of
inclusive teaching by articulating the signifi-
cance of curriculum delivery, form and content.
Skidmore (2004) emphasises that the curriculum
should be responsive to the needs of all learn-
ers to enhance their participation in the teach-
ing and learning process. The author cautions
against the discourse of deviance, which places
more emphasis on the learners’ weaknesses rath-
er than on the teaching and support system,
which could have a severely negative effect on
what inclusive teaching advocates.

While it is important to conceptualise inclu-
sive teaching, it must be remembered that it does
not take place in a vacuum, and that the space
and the environment in which it occurs show
certain attributes and characteristics. Concep-
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tualising an inclusive class is daunting. In the
past, special classrooms were designed for learn-
ers with special educational needs. The main
problem was that such learners were not be liv-
ing in their own world after schooling, so it did
not make sense to separate them from their peers.
The inclusive classroom is understood to be a
place where communities of learners from differ-
ent backgrounds are developed (Stainback and
Stainback 1992; Volts et al. 2010). For instance,
an inclusive classroom is perceived to be heter-
ogeneously organised; support is given to all
learners; diversity is valued; the teaching and
curriculum are responsive to the needs of all
learners; and the learners are encouraged to work
together and support one another (Stainback
and Stainback 1992; Makoelle 2014).

While it could be argued that all attributes
centre on the need for learners to be supported,
and that everyone in the classroom should par-
ticipate and co-operate, it is also important to
describe an inclusive classroom as more con-
cerned with aspects such as learner composi-
tion. The following quotation gives a hypothet-
ical thumbnail sketch of an inclusive classroom:

You are teaching a year 3 class in a regular
school. Typical students in your class include
two very able students (probably gifted and tal-
ented), a group of five students who can easily
complete all assigned tasks, a core of fifteen “av-
erage students” who can usually complete as-
signed tasks with little assistance, six students
with learning difficulties who struggle with all
tasks and need constant teacher assistance, one
student with a learning disability who cannot
read but is “average” in other subjects areas,
and one slow-learning student who has a mild
intellectual disability and generally needs teach-
er assistance in all subject areas. Of these stu-
dents in this “typical” class, two exhibit behav-
iour problems such as non-conformity and ag-
gressive behaviour to their peers, three are bois-
terous to the extent of unsettling the class, three
come from homes where English is a second lan-
guage, and ten are from single-parent homes
(Night  1999: 3).

The quotation sums up how others view an
inclusive class in which the leaners are categor-
ised according to their perceived needs and
traits. While some researchers believe that all
learners have educational needs, others believe
that an inclusive classroom becomes a place
where both learners and teachers act as their

own resources (Ainscow 1999; Miles and Ains-
cow 2010). Encouraging learner participation is
to a large extent influenced by how well human
resources in particular are managed in the class-
room. It is important for teachers to draw sup-
port from one another by working collaborative-
ly in response to the needs of the learners in the
classroom. However, the decision to enhance
inclusion in the classroom depends to some ex-
tent on the teachers’ attitudes, opinions, beliefs
and willingness to implement inclusion (Tembo
and Ainscow 2001; Makoelle 2013).

An inclusive class may also to some extent
be conceptualised according to the activities
taking place in the classroom. For instance, in
an inclusive class, learner participation is pivot-
al; therefore, it should be emphasised that learn-
ers have to be in charge of their own learning,
learn at their own pace and style, and should
express their feelings about their own learning
(Cheminias 2004; Makoelle 2013). The inclusive
classroom should be a relatively unrestrictive
learning space where learners are free to explore
the alternative possibilities in their own learn-
ing. The climate in the inclusive classroom
should foster emotional discipline in learners,
who should be able to analyse their own
strengths and weaknesses, engage in proper
decision-making, be assertive and be able to re-
solve conflicts (Cheminias 2004). An inclusive
classroom should attempt to enhance the self-
concept and self-esteem of learners so that they
feel worthy of being members of the class.

Furthermore, an inclusive class can be
viewed from the point of view of socialisation.
For example, while teachers are responsible for
making sure that an inclusive classroom is in-
deed a place where all learners are welcome (Le-
hohla and Hlalele 2012), teachers face challeng-
es in maintaining an inclusive classroom, espe-
cially at secondary-school level (Mastropieri and
Scruggs 2001). It is therefore important to con-
sider the socialisation role of the classroom with-
in an inclusive context.

For instance, teachers and learners are so-
cial beings who constantly interact and form re-
lationships with one another. The promotion of
inclusion in the classroom makes such relation-
ships pivotal because they are the building
blocks of an inclusive culture characterised by
acceptance of and respect for others. The rela-
tionships are usually based on shared values
and on recognising diversity in the classroom.
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Teachers have a responsibility to nurture rela-
tionships based on trust, but how?

The relationship between the learner and the
teacher should be based on trust and mutuality.
To foster caring and supportive relationships in
the classroom, teachers have to ensure that they
know their learners and that the learners know
them, listen actively to the learners, allow them
to share their views in the classroom, recognise
their successes and ensure that disciplinary
measures are in keeping with the maintenance
of the learner’s dignity and respect (Bartolo et
al. 2007). The learners should be taught to be
respectful of diversity, cultural differences, and
the opinions of others. A decision-making pro-
cess around classroom activities and rules
should attempt to include all the learners. The
teacher should inculcate an attitude of self-dis-
cipline in the learners (Lorenz 2002).

The relationship between the teacher and the
learners should be based on the principle of equal
treatment for all learners, regardless of their back-
ground. It must be a relationship that is fostered
by values of respect, genuineness and empathy
(Fox 2003).

Teacher-learner relationships are enhanced
by effective communication and interaction (An-
tia 1999). Effective communication is a prerequi-
site for the development of “social competence”,
which is the ability to work and interact with
others. Language is crucial to communication,
but in their interaction with learners, teachers
also have to be aware of non-verbal forms of
communication such as gestures. All in all, lan-
guage is important for the development of the
learner`s cognitive, social and cultural develop-
ment (Brown 2002; Conteh 2003).

Language is a medium through which learn-
ers learn. In countries such as South Africa, lan-
guage is still used by some to exclude other rac-
es, with schools separating learners according
to the language of instruction in the classroom,
often under the pretext of mother-tongue teach-
ing and the protection of standards (Chick 2000).

The concept of pastoral care, which is the
process of establishing genuine relationships
of care with the learner, is pivotal in the develop-
ment of the learner’s self-esteem within the cul-
ture of inclusion (Farrell and Ainscow 2002). The
learners feel emotionally valued if they are un-
conditionally accepted by the teacher. Teachers
have to orientate the learners towards emotion-
al maturity. The development of the learners’

emotional attributes enhances their emotional
intelligence. This form of intelligence is the pro-
cess encompassing the learner‘s self-awareness,
mood control, motivation, the development of
empathy, and the ability to manage relationships
(Bartolo et al. 2007). Learners should be taught
to use their internal locus of control to attribute
their successes or failures appropriately with-
out blaming themselves unnecessarily as it
could have negative consequences for their
sense of identity. A positive self-concept is vital
for developing healthy self-esteem. Teachers
have to inculcate in their learners a spirit of resil-
ience, which is the capacity to survive, cope
with adversity in their lives (Rief and Heimburge
2006). Resilience is promoted by the recognition
and appreciation of each individual learner’s ef-
fort, effective communication and, to a greater
extent, the involvement of parents in the self-
actualising process of the learner.

Teachers should recognise that learners are
different and that every learner brings unique
experiences to the classroom. Teachers have to
foster a culture of respect for differences and
the ability to draw strength from diversity. Stim-
ulating critical thinking broadens the horizon by
clarifying misconceptions about cultural differ-
ences; therefore teachers should ensure that the
learning material responds to the needs of di-
verse cultures. There should be a positive cor-
relation between the learner’s home culture and
the classroom (school) culture (Brown 2002).

The analysis of what are thought to be in-
clusive teaching and an inclusive classroom
seems to be based on the notion or the idea of a
traditional classroom where there is mono-teach-
ing, with learners homogeneously belonging to
the same grade. While there have been efforts
to implement inclusion in South African schools,
White Paper 6 (DoE 2001) is silent on inclusion
within multi-grade classrooms. Besides the at-
tempts to define an inclusive pedagogy within
mono-teaching classrooms, little attention has
been given to defining inclusive pedagogy within
a multi-grade classroom.

Conceptualising Multi-grade Teaching

Multi-grade teaching refers to teaching more
than one grade in the same classroom. This form
of teaching differs from mono-grade instruction
as aspects such as lesson preparation and as-
sessment have to accommodate learners from
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different grades in the same classroom (Beukes
2006; Taole 2014).

Multi-grade teaching has been used in dif-
ferent countries throughout the world for many
years already (Brown  2008). Brown postulates
that multi-grade classes are usually established
where there are few learners per grade in a school.
Brown (2008) further holds that the notion of
multi-grade teaching is practised within the epis-
temological framework of constructivism. Learn-
ers participate in their learning and work collab-
oratively with one another. It is noteworthy that
this educational approach has affinities with the
notion of outcomes-based education adopted
in South Africa during the advent of the new
educational dispensation. Multi-grade teaching,
however, presents various challenges to teach-
ers, such as their ability to manage a multi-grade
classroom, a shortage of appropriate resources,
and the complicated nature of planning and les-
son presentation. While a number of studies
have confirmed the success of multi-grade teach-
ing with regard to the scholastic achievement of
learners (Miller  1990) and its advantage to fos-
ter social learning among the learners (Brown
2008), hardly any studies have explored the suc-
cess of multi-grade teaching in an inclusive class.

The Aim of the Study

In South African rural schools, teachers use
multi-grade teaching as a pedagogic practice
concurrently with having to implement inclusive
teaching. They are therefore confronted with the
daunting task of having to define what it means
to teach in an inclusive way in the rural context
within  multi-grade classrooms. As yet, the fol-
lowing question remain unanswered:   How can
teaching in a multi-graded classroom be made
inclusive?

In order to answer this overarching ques-
tion the following sub-questions were posed:

 What is inclusive multi-graded teaching?
Which practices could enhance inclusion

in a multi-graded classroom?

Theoretical Framework

The research on which this article is based
adopted a critical realist approach. This ap-
proach was developed by Bhaskar (1989) and
focuses on the structures, entities and mecha-
nisms that constitute the social world (Burnett

2007). Similar to critical theory, critical realism
finds its habitus in the uncompromising posi-
tion of social reality. A brief summary of critical
realism as expounded by Bhaskar follows:

• The world exists independently of our
knowledge of it.

• All knowledge is fallible.
• Knowledge is transient (metabletic) and rel-

ative to the historical, social and political
context;

• Individuals (agents) produce and transform
social structures while the structures con-
strain  and shape the individuals (Giddens
1984, 2013).

Critical realism advocates the importance of
the relationship between an individual and struc-
ture. The medium through which an individual
develops occurs within structures, mechanisms
and processes which are real. The role of the
structure becomes paramount in relation to its
members.

Burnett (2007) posits that critical realism
views the world as consisting of social realities
which are usually independent of us. Individu-
als have to discover reality through empirical
processes and by employing their senses. How-
ever, the perceived reality could differ from ac-
tual reality in that what is perceived to be real
might not be. Burnett (2007) further postulates
that there is a causal relationship between an
individual and the structure:

The critical realist view of social reality is
that individuals reproduce and transform social
structures as well as being formed by them, whilst
social structures both shape and place con-
straints on individuals but are also the results of
continuous activity by individuals.

What the statement implies is that individu-
als are influenced by the socio-cultural factors
of their society which are embedded within struc-
tures. There is an interplay of knowledge be-
tween a particular society and its members. Bur-
nett (2007) stresses that the beliefs and knowl-
edge held by any given society might not nec-
essarily be correct as correctness is determined
by how communities construct and reconstruct
forms of knowledge – a view embedded in social
constructivism.

Critical realism assumes that the social realm
is influential and that socially constructed be-
liefs may be manipulated to perpetuate inequal-
ity in society. The emphasis is on the interrela-
tionship between individuals and their society,
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which forms the basis for mutual transforma-
tion. The current constructions of ‘disability’
are founded on “fallible” constructions which
could, if, challenged, foster the attainment of
emancipation.

Critical realism is premised on the notion of a
duality of agent and structure. Reality is layered
into the following three strata:  the domain of
real, which includes the actual events generated
or caused by specific mechanisms; the domain
of actual, which encompasses the underlying
generative mechanisms which may or may not
be exercised by actors within social reality; and
the domain of the empirical, which includes so-
cial reality as a world that is observable through
the senses. Therefore critical realism creates an
appropriate lens to unmask the different layers
of reality and expose the underlying mechanisms
which may constrain the agency of teachers and
learners within a multi-grade classroom.

METHODOLOGY

The study reported on in this article was
(generatively) qualitative and used multiple cases
to generate data. Five classes were observed
according to a pre-planned schedule and their
teachers were interviewed using open-ended
questions. Observations and interviews were
terminated upon reaching theoretical saturation,
that is, when no new knowledge was being gen-
erated. The classes were randomly selected from
different multi-grade schools in one of the dis-
tricts in the Free State province.

The process of analysis involved analyzing
and interpreting the development data induc-
tively according to the following steps (Laws et
al. 2003:  395).

Step 1:  Reading and rereading all the data
closely. This was done to ensure that research-
ers were fully conversant with the facts to make
the process of analysis more manageable.

Step 2:  Drawing up a preliminary list of
themes arising from the data. The process in-
volved categorising the data into themes (that
is, “coding the data”), assigning labels or texts
to all the data collected, and organising raw data
into conceptual categories in order to make the
data more manageable.

Step 3:  Re-reading the data to confirm the
themes. By reading the data several times, re-
searchers were able to verify that the interpreta-
tions were correct.

Step 4:  Linking the themes to quotations
and notes. Researchers then wrote themes along-
side the quotations and notes as they went
through the data to establish interrelationships.

Step 5:  Perusing and interpreting the cate-
gories of themes. This was done to discover
what the data were telling researchers in relation
to the objectives of the study.

Step 6:  Designing a tool to assist in discern-
ing patterns in the data. In order to triangulate
and determine the patterns during data analy-
sis, a spreadsheet was used which gave a sum-
mary of the themes. For example, the spread-
sheet recorded the title of the theme and quota-
tions from different sets of data.

Step 7:  Interpreting the data. During this
stage, researchers re-read the quotations and
deduced the meaning of each in relation to the
others. This resulted in my interpretations, which
researchers presented according to each theme.

FINDINGS

The data analysis generated the following
themes:

Communication in a Multi-grade Class

It was clear that the learners and teacher in a
multi-grade class communicated freely and in-
teractively. Asked about the benefit of being in
a multi-grade class, one learner replied:  “When
we are in the class, we can speak to our fellow
learners from other grades and ask questions.”
The learner’s response suggests that the learn-
ers valued the space provided by a multi-grade
setting for them to be able to communicate across
the grades.

Collaboration in a Multi-grade Class

The data showed that learners in a multi-
grade class, even when not instructed to work
together on a specific classroom tasks given by
the teacher, collaborated with learners from oth-
er grades. One learner remarked:  “If I struggle to
complete a task provided by the teacher, I nor-
mally ask learners in Grade 5 [the learner was in
Grade 4] for them to help me.” Asked if this was
helpful, the learner responded:  “Yes, we are able
to work together.” While the learners were pos-
itive about working together, the teacher be-
lieved that working together was only encour-
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aged when the task demanded group work and
not always. For example, one of the teachers
stated:  “Learners are allowed to talk to and work
with one another when there a group-work task
is given, not always.” It was clear that, although
the learners felt that working together was im-
portant, there was a clear restriction imposed on
this by the teacher.

Content Integration in a Multi-grade Class

The data suggested that the way teachers
taught the different subjects was such that dif-
ferent topics derived from the work of the vari-
ous grades. For example, one of the teachers
related how the work was selected and present-
ed:  “I choose the work for Grade 5, 6, 7 and try
to present the work in such a way that [all the]
learners in those grades will understand it at
their own level of understanding.” When asked
about the value of being taught content with
learners from other grades, one of the learners
said:  “Because we are all there in the class be-
ing taught the same subjects, when we arrive at
home we can help one another with [the] home-
work.” The analysis shows that integrating con-
tent across different grades forces learners to
depend on one another and to cooperate in the
learning process.

Socialisation within a Multi-grade Class

It became clear that learners interacted with
their peers from different grades. Although the
learners were from different grades, it seemed
that sharing a multi-grade class had influenced
them to accept and respect one another; for in-
stance, one learner stated:  “We all accept that
we are one big family regardless of the grade
you are in.” This sentiment was echoed by one
of the other teachers when asked about how
being in one class bridged the diversity gap be-
tween the learners in the classroom. The teacher
said:  “Learners are from different families with
different socio-economic, ethnic and perhaps
cultural backgrounds, but being in a multi-grade
class creates a bond between them and they are
able to tolerate one another.” Furthermore, be-
ing in the same class exerted a profound impact
on the learners to share resources and space.
For instance, one of the learners pointed out:
“If I do not have a calculator, I borrow from those
in Grade 7 because all of them must have it”. In

general, it seems that multi-grade classes foster
appropriate socialisation, as well as acceptance
and respect for diversity, which is crucial to ef-
fective participation in the classroom.

Democratic Classroom Participation

The data showed that, in a multi-grade class,
democratic participation and decision-making are
essential. For example, some of the learners indi-
cated that they were able to choose their peers
or those whom they wished to work with. For
instance, asked about how democratic the ac-
tivities in the class were, one learner said:  “I like
it when the teacher allows us to choose people
whom I can do classroom tasks with.” While the
learners were optimistic about their democratic
right of choice in the classroom, it appeared that
the teachers were not ready to relinquish their
authority to make way for other learners to en-
joy full democratic decision-making; for exam-
ple, one teacher lamented that “learners some-
times want to take over; once you allow them,
they do not see you; they want to do as they
please”. While there was an indication that the
learners were willing to be involved in decision-
making in the classroom, it appears that some
teachers were not yet fully convinced that it
would be appropriate to allow learners to have
full rights to make choices and take partial con-
trol of some activities in the classroom.

DISCUSSION

At the beginning of this article the question
was asked:  How can teaching in a multi-grad-
ed classroom be made inclusive? The next sec-
tion will discuss the findings using the follow-
ing research questions as a framework and guide:
What is inclusive multi-graded teaching? Which
practices could enhance inclusion in a multi-
graded classroom? The themes derived from the
research were used to guide the discussion of
the findings in order to answer the questions.

Communication in a Multi-grade Class

Previous studies on inclusion have empha-
sized the significant of communication in devel-
oping practices of inclusion (Antia 1999; Brown
2002; Conteh 2003; Makoelle 2013, 2014). Al-
though most focused on teaching in a class-
room with a single grade, this research study,
though has demonstrated that inclusion in a
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multi-grade class is also influenced by   how
effectively communication between the learners
and the teacher and between the learners them-
selves is enhanced. The conclusion is that ef-
fective communication is fundamental for inclu-
sion within a multi-grade class.

Collaboration in a Multi-grade Class

 Ainscow and Miles (2010) echoed by Raha-
man and Sutherland (2011) supported by Ma-
koelle (2014), indicate that collaboration is cru-
cial for inclusion, in the research study reported
on here inclusion was enhanced when the learn-
ers in a multi-grade class were permitted to col-
laborate across grades. This has demonstrated
that collaboration at various contexts is crucial
and important for inclusion to take place even in
a multi-grade class.

Content Integration in a Multi-grade Class

The aspect of context integration across
grades is a phenomenon associated with multi-
grade teaching. In the research study, the integra-
tion of content fostered co-operation on the part
of learners across the grades. Indeed, exposure to
the same topic of learning content provided a ba-
sis for teaming up learners in the lower grades with
learners in the senior grades, thus fostering a more
inclusive atmosphere for learning.

Socialisation within a Multi-grade Class

Mastropieri and Scruggs (2001) echoed by
Lehohla and Hlalele (2012) have sort to concep-
tualise an inclusive class as a space from which
the learner is socialized while their focus was on
mono-grade classes, this study on which this
article is based demonstrated that the sharing of
space and resources predominated in multi-
grade classes, and that such sharing had far-
reaching implications for supporting learners. If
all of these resources had not been shared, learn-
ing would have been a daunting task. Indeed,
the sharing of resources across grades appeared
to have had a profound impact on learning, es-
pecially in previously disadvantaged classrooms
in the South African rural context.

Democratic Classroom Participation

Democratic atmosphere in an mono-grade
inclusive classes has been found to be a prereq-
uisite for  inclusive pedagogy (Lorenz 2002; Fox

2003; Bartolo et al. 2007), this study though in a
multi-grade class has indicated, that when learn-
ers were included in the decision-making pro-
cess in the classroom, they were likely to partic-
ipate actively in the classroom activities. Fur-
thermore, this had a profound influence on col-
laboration and appeared to widen the participa-
tion of learners in the classroom. It could be
concluded that democratization of class partici-
pation is significant for inclusion even in multi-
grade classes.

CONCLUSION

While numerous studies on multi-grade class-
rooms have been conducted across the globe,
the study on which this article is based attempt-
ed to conceptualise inclusive pedagogy within
a multi-grade classroom and in disadvantaged
rural classrooms in the South African context in
particular. Although the study had been con-
ducted on a small scale, the findings make a sig-
nificant contribution to understanding the no-
tion an inclusive pedagogy within multi-grade
classrooms in South Africa.

RECOMMENDATIONS

It is therefore recommended that teachers in
a multi-grade class should encourage intergrade
communication among the learners as it was
beneficial to learners and fostered classroom
community learning. Teachers should therefore
allow intergrade collaboration because this
would widen participation for all learners in the
classroom. It is therefore crucial for teachers,
while integrating content in their teaching, to
encourage integrated learning because this will
have positive scaffolding consequences for all
learners. It therefore stands to reason that learn-
ers in multi-grade classrooms should be social-
ised towards communal resource utilisation to
accommodate those facing the challenge of re-
source shortages. It can therefore be concluded
that teachers in multi-grade classrooms should
encourage learner involvement in the decision-
making process, particularly about what is be-
ing taught and how it can be learned.
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