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Background and Objectives: Multi-grade classes, while necessary in
deprived and underprivileged areas, present unique challenges for
teachers. The present study aimed to conduct an in-depth exploration of
the lived experiences of primary school teachers in multi-grade classes in
Sanandaj and to identify their educational and pedagogical challenges as
well as their coping strategies. Methods: This research was conducted
using a qualitative approach and a narrative inquiry method based on the
three-dimensional model of Clandinin and Connelly. The participants
consisted of experienced multi-grade teachers in Sanandaj, and through
purposive sampling, 12 experienced teachers (at least 10 years) were
selected. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with a
narrative orientation. They were analyzed using narrative analysis
methods, including immersion in the data, identifying the plot and story
structure, narrative coding (aimed at identifying semantic patterns in the
narratives), and story reconstruction (recreating two main plots). To
ensure validity, member checking, triangulation, and expert review were
utilized. Findings: From the analysis of teachers' narratives, two main
categories, six subcategories, and seventeen main concepts (components)
were extracted. The narratives included two main plots: (1) the plot of
confronting structural and educational challenges (including time
shortage, high content volume, lack of equipment, and specialized
training) and (2) the plot of managing educational and cultural challenges
(including students' bilingualism, managing mixed-age groups, and
limited parental participation). In response, the teachers recounted
creative coping strategies in their narratives, such as differentiated
instruction, student cooperation, flexible grouping, content integration,
and parental involvement. Conclusion: The teachers' narratives
demonstrated their high agency and resilience in the face of systemic
shortcomings. Understanding these experiences may assist policymakers
in designing targeted professional development programs and revising
the curriculum to suit multi-grade classes.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction and Objectives: Multi-grade classrooms, where one teacher instructs
students from two or more grade levels simultaneously, are a common educational model
in developing countries, especially in remote and rural regions. In Iran, particularly in
Kurdistan province, factors such as geographical dispersion, migration, financial
limitations, and teacher shortages have made these classes essential. Sanandaj, the capital
of Kurdistan, hosts a significant number of multi-grade schools (118 out of 192 elementary
schools). Despite their necessity, these classes present unique and complex challenges
affecting teaching quality and the overall educational experience. Teachers must manage
diverse curricula, varying age groups, and different cognitive and emotional needs within
a single classroom, often without specialized training or sufficient physical and
educational resources. Previous studies have quantitatively identified challenges like time
constraints, high content volume, and lack of equipment, but there is a noticeable gap in
deep qualitative explorations of teachers' lived experiences. Most research has relied on
statistical descriptions rather than understanding the nuanced narratives of teachers who
navigate these difficulties daily. The lived experiences of these educators—how they
perceive, interpret, and overcome barriers—have remained largely understudied,
particularly in Sanandaj. Thus, the primary objective of this study was to conduct a deep
qualitative investigation into the lived experiences of primary school teachers in multi-
grade classrooms in Sanandaj, aiming to: (1) identify the most significant educational and
pedagogical challenges perceived by these teachers, and (2) explore and document the
practical, innovative strategies they employ to address these multifaceted challenges in
daily practice.

Methodology: Given the exploratory and interpretive nature of the research questions,
this study adopted a qualitative approach using narrative inquiry, which is particularly
well-suited for exploring lived experiences by collecting and interpreting personal stories
and accounts, allowing researchers to understand how individuals construct meaning from
their professional and personal lives (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). This method
prioritizes context, temporality, and social interactions embedded in participants'
narratives, making it ideal for capturing the complex realities of multi-grade teaching. The
research population consisted of all experienced multi-grade teachers (both male and
female) in Sanandaj city. Using purposive sampling, 12 teachers with the highest number
of years of teaching experience in multi-grade settings (at least 10 years) were selected to
ensure rich, mature, and insightful narratives. The sample size was determined based on
theoretical saturation, meaning data collection continued until no new themes or narratives
emerged. Data were gathered through semi-structured, narrative-oriented interviews,
where participants were encouraged to narrate their experiences as detailed stories. The
prompts were designed to elicit comprehensive narratives covering the three dimensions
of narrative inquiry: interaction (personal and social), continuity (past, present, future),
and situation (physical and temporal context). Key questions included: narrating a typical
or challenging day, describing the professional journey over time, recounting practical
strategies developed to overcome obstacles, and offering advice to novice teachers. All
interviews were audio-recorded with informed consent, transcribed verbatim, and lasted
between 45 and 90 minutes. Data analysis followed the three-dimensional space model of
Clandinin and Connelly, focusing on the simultaneous examination of interaction,
continuity, and situation. The analytic process involved four iterative phases: (1)
immersion in data—multiple deep readings of each transcript to become familiar with each
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narrator's world and voice; (2) identification of plot and narrative structure—treating each
interview as an independent story, identifying turning points, primary characters (teacher,
students, parents, officials), problematic situations, and practical resolutions embedded in
the narrative timeline; (3) narrative coding—unlike grounded theory coding which
abstracts concepts, narrative coding involved labeling meaningful story segments that
shared common themes across narratives, e.g., "time pressure" as a recurring antagonist
character, and "peer-assisted learning" as a strategic theme; and (4) restorying and
integration—synthesizing extracted themes from all narratives to reconstruct two main
overarching plots: "The Plot of Confronting Structural Challenges" and "The Plot of
Navigating Pedagogical-Cultural Challenges.” A sub-plot, "Teacher Agency and
Creativity amid Constraints,” was also reconstructed. To enhance trustworthiness, three
strategies were employed: member checking (sharing reconstructed narratives with four
participants), triangulation (comparing narrative findings with field notes and school
documents), and peer debriefing (review of analysis by two qualitative research experts).

Findings:The narrative analysis revealed two overarching plots in the teachers' stories,
encompassing significant challenges and corresponding practical solutions. Plot 1:
Confronting Structural and Educational Challenges—this revolved around severe time
constraints; teachers narrated that teaching six different textbooks within a 45-minute
session was the most formidable barrier. The high volume of curricular content, coupled
with the absence of specialized pedagogical equipment (teaching aids, computers, internet
access) and inadequate physical classroom space, compounded the issue. Teachers also
lamented the lack of pre-service and in-service professional development specifically
tailored for multi-grade teaching, as most training programs are designed for mono-grade
contexts. Plot 2: Navigating Pedagogical and Cultural Challenges—the most prominent
theme was student bilingualism; teachers narrated that Kurdish-speaking students entered
first grade with minimal Persian proficiency, creating significant barriers to understanding
textbooks, reading, and writing. Other challenges included managing mixed-age and
mixed-gender classrooms, especially with sixth-grade students entering puberty, and
passive parental involvement due to economic hardship or cultural distance. Narrated
Strategies (Teacher Agency)—despite obstacles, teachers portrayed themselves as
creative and adaptive agents. Key strategies included: differentiated instruction (designing
lessons with multiple difficulty levels), peer tutoring and cooperative learning
(encouraging older students to assist younger peers), flexible grouping (temporarily
grouping students based on shared objectives), integrated curriculum (connecting themes
across subjects), explicit classroom routines (visual schedules and clear expectations), and
parental engagement (inviting parents to observe classes).

Discussion and Conclusion: narratives vividly illustrate a complex interplay of severe
structural deficiencies and remarkable human agency. The findings underscore that while
systemic issues—insufficient time, overloaded curricula, lack of resources, and inadequate
specialized training—pose significant threats to educational quality, teachers themselves
have developed a rich repertoire of adaptive strategies to mitigate these deficiencies. Their
resilience, resourcefulness, and unwavering commitment to students emerge as the most
critical assets. The stories reveal that teachers view themselves not as passive victims but
as active problem-solvers who leverage peer cooperation, parental involvement, and
flexible pedagogies to create functional learning environments. These findings carry
profound implications for policy and practice: there is an urgent need to redesign teacher
training programs at both pre-service and in-service levels to include specialized modules
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on multi-grade pedagogy, focusing on time management, differentiated instruction, and
bilingual education strategies. Educational authorities must revise the national curriculum
to produce textbooks and teaching materials specifically tailored for multi-grade contexts,
rather than ineffectively adapting mono-grade materials. Additionally, fostering
collaborative professional networks among multi-grade teachers can facilitate the sharing
of localized, tested strategies. Ultimately, the study affirms that understanding and
supporting the lived experiences of these educators is not merely an academic exercise but
a practical imperative for achieving educational equity in underserved regions. Without
systemic recognition and support for their agency, educational outcomes for students in
multi-grade classrooms will remain compromised, perpetuating cycles of disadvantage.
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