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Abstract

The purpose of the present study is to explore challenges faced by classroom teachers in multi-
grade classes from a comparative perspective of pre-pandemic and peri-pandemic processes. The
qualitative case study was employed as the research design. Nine classroom teachers working in
multi-grade classes in a district of southeastern Turkey were recruited using the criterion-based
sampling technique. Three focus group interviewing sessions, three teachers in each session, were
carried out to gather data. The researchers utilized a semi-structured interview protocol including
eight open-ended questions. Data were analyzed using thematic analysis. The themes produced
were categorized as challenges before the pandemic, challenges faced in distance education during
the pandemic, and challenges faced in face-to-face education during the pandemic. The challenges
accentuated most, in the pre-and peri-pandemic periods, were parents’ indifference, students’
approaches to learning, inappropriate learning materials, frequent electric and water outages, a lack
of internet infrastructure, difficulties to ensure social distancing in the classroom, and difficulties
to teaching under the pandemic conditions.

Keywords: multi-grade classes, COVID-19 pandemic, classroom teachers, challenges
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Introduction

Multi-grade schools refer to small schools that have one classroom staffed by one teacher and
enroll students of multiple ages and grade levels (McEwan, 2012). In these schools, two or more
grades are educated in the same classroom simultaneously under the guidance of one teacher
(Hargreaves, Montero, Chau, Sibli, & Thanh, 2001). Ilter (2015) defines multi-grade teaching as
an educational implementation that covers providing education to a group of students from
different grade levels under the sole responsibility of one teacher in the same classroom. These
definitions underline certain characteristics of such classrooms: a single teacher, more than two
different grades, a single classroom, and simultaneity. In the related literature, three main reasons
are revealed about the rationale behind multi-grade schools. These are the lack of classrooms,
which mostly results from insufficient financial resources (Erdem, Kamaci, & Aydemir, 2005);
the shortage of teaching staff (Palavan & Gdger, 2017), and the lack of students (Samanci, Ocaket,
& Ocakci, 2016) which refers to an insufficient number of enrolled students to construct
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independent classrooms, especially in rural and dispersedly located settings (Abay, 2007). All
these reasons make this educational implementation a necessity. Examples of multi-grade schools
can be seen across the world, in many developing and developed countries such as Colombia,
Guatemala, and Chile (McEwan, 2012), Maldives (Shareefa, 2021), Vietnam (Aikman &
Pridmore, 2001), Africa (Msimanga, 2020), Philippines (Naparan & Alinsug, 2021), Australia
(Cornish, 2006), Ireland (Mulryan-Kyne, 2004; Quail & Smyth, 2014) and Turkey (Aksoy,
2008b), among others.

Although the number of multi-grade schools has been decreasing in Turkey in recent years, more
than one-fourth of primary schools (28% in the 2017-2018 academic year according to the MoNE
statistics) in Turkey are run as multi-grade schools (KODA, 2018). The proportion gives the
impression that multi-grade schools still play a significant role in the Turkish education system.
Multi-grade schooling helps many students to access education and benefit from educational
opportunities in the Turkish education system. However, previous research has indicated that
teachers working in multi-grade schools have to deal with various challenges (Ozdemir, Ozdemir,
& Giil, 2020; Taskaya, Turhan, & Yetkin, 2015). These challenges are reported to cause teachers
to experience emotional problems (Dal, 2004; Eris, Arican, & Go6ksoy, 2015), higher levels of
burnout (Sekerci, 2015; Akdag, 2014) and lower job satisfaction (Ince & Sahin, 2016). These
negative issues may lower teacher performance (Sahin, 2003) and, as a result, decrease the quality
of education offered. According to Cift¢i and Cin (2018), schools located in rural settings in
Turkey suffer from a lack of resources; and the gap in terms of student achievement, teachers’
professional satisfaction, and educational quality may be broader thereof.

Literature Review

The virus that emerged in the Wuhan province of China in December 2019 was named Coronavirus
(COVID-19) by the World Health Organization (WHO) (Lu, Zhao, Li, Niu, Yang, et al., 2020)
and was announced to have transformed into a global pandemic on 12 March 2020 by the WHO
(WHO, 2020a). This global pandemic has affected national education systems around the world,
and 191 countries decided to interrupt face-to-face education by 17 April 2020 according to a
report by the United Nations (Viner, Russell, Croker, Packer, Ward, et al., 2020). Turkey also had
to close schools on 16 March 2020 (MONE, 2020a), and school closures lasted until 19 June 2020,
the last day of the 2019-2020 education year (Anadolu Ajansi, 2020). The distance education
process started on 21 September 2020, and a gradual transition to face-to-face education was put
into practice through diluted education starting from that date (MONE, 2020b). At the primary
education level, first graders continued their education through distance education, and they also
had attended face-to-face education two days a week for three weeks since 21 September 2020
(MONE, 2020c). Other graders continued their education through distance education in this
process. After the first three-week period, 2", 3™, and 4" graders started to receive education partly
through distance education and partly through face-to-face education. With this process, the
schools in villages including multi-grade schools started to provide face-to-face education every
day of the week, and central schools offered only a 2-day face-to-face education in a week (MONE,
2020d).

Face-to-face education that lasted for about one and half months was ended on 20 November 2020
due to the spread of the virus, and education was offered through distance education since then
(MONE, 2020¢). The cautions taken due to the pandemic led to several changes in the education
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process. Distance education was implemented as a requirement of this process at all levels of
education. Primary-level education was offered as face-to-face more than other education levels,
namely middle and secondary education levels. Therefore, rural schools in villages and multi-
grade schools had more experience regarding different modes of education (i.e. distance, face-to-
face, or hybrid) when compared to central schools.

The global pandemic has affected educational systems deeply, and this necessitates the
investigation of the immediate and large effects on all education levels. Research on primary
education has focused on classroom teachers’ perceptions and experiences of distance education
during the pandemic (Karahan, Bozan, & Akcay, 2020; S6nmez, Yildirim, & Cetinkaya, 2020;
Kantos, 2020). Furthermore, some studies examined the views of preservice teachers, parents, and
students (Duban & Sen, 2020; Yurtbakan & Akyildiz, 2020; Yolcu, 2020). All these research
studies underlined the difficulties caused by the pandemic; however, the challenges faced in
educational processes by teachers of multi-grade classes during the pandemic have not been
revealed. Dealing with one grade of primary education through distance education has brought
about novel challenges due to an obligatory use of distance education. What has happened in the
multi-grade classes during the pandemic requires detailed investigation as having more than two
grades in one classroom could be rather challenging when the inadequate physical and
technological infrastructure of multi-grade schools is considered. Thus, delineating the lived
experiences and challenges in multi-grade classes during the pandemic presents a unique case for
scrutinization.

Apart from students and different educational stakeholders, teachers were among the most affected
actors in education by the global pandemic of Covid-19. Although research has been conducted
on the effects of the pandemic on education, the number of research studies that focus on teachers’
experiences during the pandemic is rare (Cicek, Tanhan, & Tanriverdi, 2020). During the
pandemic, teachers of multi-grade classes taught both face-to-face and online, in a diluted mode
when needed. Apart from the challenges faced in pre-pandemic (normal) times, it is deemed
significant to reveal how pre-existing challenges affected teacher experiences during the pandemic
and if the pandemic has added new challenges to the existing ones. This study set out to reveal the
novel challenges as well as existing ones to detect the problems faced and then draw implications
to help solve these problems. The research questions sought to be answered are a) What challenges
did teachers of multi-grade classes face before the pandemic? b) What challenges have these
teachers experienced in face-to-face education during the pandemic? and ¢) What challenges have
these teachers experienced in distance education during the pandemic?

Methods

A qualitative case study was employed in this research to explore the educational challenges faced
by classroom teachers working in multi-grade classes from a comparative perspective covering
pre- and peri-pandemic processes. As put by Yilmaz (2013, p.312), qualitative research is a
methodological approach that allows investigating “people, cases, phenomena, social situations
and processes in their natural settings” to grasp an understanding of meanings that are attached to
human experiences of the world. Creswell (2016) explains a case study as an approach to examine
a bounded case in-depth. The case study research was used as the challenges classroom teachers
encountered were examined within specified time boundaries (pre-and peri-pandemic periods).
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Sample

The researchers used a purposive sampling technique to recruit the participants from among
teachers of multi-grade classes working in a district in the southeast of Turkey. The researchers
paid attention to select teachers who taught the same class in both pre-and peri-pandemic
processes. Although the researchers invited teachers experiencing both processes in multi-grade
schools, only nine (N=9) classroom teachers volunteered to participate in the interviews held on
Zoom. Teachers’ identities were kept confidential, and pseudonyms were used to ensure
anonymity. Table 1 demonstrates the demographics of participating teachers.

Table 1. The Demographics of Participating Teachers
Pseudonym  Gender Age Seniority Grades taught  Class size  School SES

Asu Female 26 3 Years 1-2 20 Low
Banu Female 26 1 Year 1-2-4 10 Medium
Ali Male 29 2 Years 1-2-3-4 23 Low
Eda Female 31 15 Months 1-2-3-4 19 Low
Akif Male 25 18 Months 1-2-3-4 19 Low
Asaf Male 30 4 Years 1-2-3-4 34 Medium
Ahu Female 25 16 Months 1-2-3-4 27 Medium
Seda Female 25 1 Year 1-2-3-4 21 Medium
Eymen Male 25 2 Years 1-2-3-4 13 Medium

As Table 1 demonstrates, four teachers were male, and five teachers were female. Teachers’
seniority ranged between 1-4 years. Except for two teachers, seven teachers taught all primary
education grades (1-4 grades) in the same classroom. The class sizes were between 10-34 students.
School socioeconomic statuses (SES) were reported to be low and medium.

Data Collection

Data were collected through focus group interviews as this kind of interviewing enables the
researcher to collect rich information thanks to group interactions. An interview protocol
consisting of 8 open-ended questions written about the educational challenges experienced:
general situation, in-class instruction, distance education, curriculum, instructional materials, and
students. Probes were used to seek comprehensive information about the challenges faced in
educational processes. The researchers carried out the interviews via Zoom on different dates
(09/12/2020, 12/12/2020, and 19/12/2020). Research indicates that Zoom can be used to collect
and manage qualitative data and has several advantages such as being user-friendly and cost-
effective besides providing security options (Archibald, Ambagtsheer, Casey, & Lawless, 2019).
The tools like Zoom enable conducting qualitative interviews via online videoconferencing and
provide invaluable opportunities to collect data despite the challenges of social distancing (Lobe,
Morgan, & Hoffman, 2020). The duration of the interviews was about 300 minutes in total.

Data Analysis

The collected data were analyzed using thematic analysis. According to Matthews and Ross (2010,
p.374), “Thematic analysis is a process, a way of working with data which works from the raw
data — the raw verbal or visual data we have gathered — and remains in touch with that raw data
throughout”. The researchers transcribed the recorded videos verbatim to prevent the loss of data
and then analyzed the transcribed text to develop themes and codes based on similarities and
differences between the participants’ perspectives and experiences.

https://digitalcommons.usf.edu/m3publishing/vol3/iss2021/17
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Reliability and Validity

To ensure reliability and validity, the researchers followed some procedures. Firstly, an expert
examined the interview protocol, and a Turkish language teacher examined the comprehensibility
of the form. One pilot interview was carried out with one teacher of a multi-grade classroom.
Feedback from the expert, pilot study, and linguistic investigation required to make some
corrections in the questions and wording of them. The interview protocol was finalized based on
the corrections made. The researchers arranged the dates of the interviews in line with teachers’
availability. During the interviews, the first few minutes were used for teachers’ feeling relaxed.
Participants’ feeling comfortable during the interviews is an important issue for focus group
interviews (Krueger & Casey, 2000). The researchers took notes during the interviews and
attempted to give them an equal right to speak. The researchers paid attention to maintain the
interviews on the research topic. These were believed to enhance the quality of focus groups
(Yildirim & Simsek, 2011). Both of the researchers did the analysis of the data individually, and
later on, the developed themes and codes were compared and discussed to reach a consensus. This
may enhance the reliability of the data analysis process when each researcher deals with the same
data as this kind of coding can help make the definitions clearer (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Direct
quotations from teachers’ speech are presented to support the themes and codes developed.

The Role of Researchers

One of the authors of the current research has been working as a classroom teacher at a multi-grade
school governed by the Ministry of National Education. He deals with administrative issues at his
school as well as teaching in the classroom; he has experience in teaching-learning processes at
multi-grade schools. The other researcher has published research using qualitative research
methods and is interested in the experiences of teachers of multi-grade classes. The congruence of
researchers’ past experiences, education, research interests, and the research topic is important to
enhance the credibility of the research (Shipman, 2015). In the present research, the researchers
attempted to assure such a congruence.

Findings

Three main themes emerged in the data analysis with regards to educational challenges faced in
pre-and peri-pandemic periods. These were: challenges faced in normal times, challenges faced in
face-to-face education in the pandemic, and challenges faced in distance education in the
pandemic. Each theme and related codes are presented under different sections.

Challenges Faced in Normal Times

The challenges faced in multi-grade classes before the pandemic was the first theme constructed.
5 sub-themes addressing specific challenges in different aspects were categorized under this main
theme.

Teachers faced several challenges on different issues before the pandemic, in the normal times.
Among these challenges were infrastructural challenges which refer to fundamental physical and
organizational structures. The most accentuated challenges were frequent electric power and water
outages, and inadequate physical structures. Sewer blockages and heating problems were also
reported as the challenges of multi-grade schools and classes. Teachers believed that these
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challenges affected teaching-learning processes negatively because teachers made efforts to
overcome these challenges. Regarding power outages and water shortage, Asaf commented: “The
physical structure of the school is really bad. There are electric power outages. When there is
electric, we face water shortage.” (19/12/2020). Ali opined that:

Burning stove for heating is a problem in itself. It takes away teachers’ time for activities in the lessons. I
write a question on the board and go to check whether the stove is burned. There is nothing to do, we need
to warm up, children will be sick there. (09/12/2020).

The systemic challenges were mostly related to not getting enough support from the district
authority responsible for education in terms of providing the required materials. Teachers argued
that the district authority was not interested in the challenges they encountered. As a result,
teachers had to spend money for supplying these materials. Another stressed issue was related to
security; some teachers opined that required cautions were not taken. Lastly, salaries were an issue
teachers complained about. Teacher views about these challenges were as follows:

We obtain the materials ourselves. It is a ruler, a sphere, or a block, we take them all ourselves. This is
how we teach the lessons. There were none of them at my school either. It has been three years already
since I came to this school, I bought them all myself. I provided some of them with assistance and I bought
some of them by paying from my pocket. (Asu, 09/12/2020)

My problem is about the functioning of the district authority for national education. We are going (to get
help) but I think we are not as interested as the principal of a big school. For example, the difficulties of
principals in other big schools are taken into consideration. I noticed that. (Eymen, 19/12/2020)

I don’t think I have the safety of life. Last year it was not that much, but with the closure of middle schools
in the new period, middle school students are constantly coming to my school to play games. I do not get
along with the older children. They do constantly give harm and are noisy. Although I warn them nicely, I
see very different reactions. I have a lot of problems; they throw stones at school and come to school with a
knife. I’ve experienced much worse things. (Seda, 19/12/2020)

Educational challenges cover diverse issues regarding the curricula, textbooks, learning outcomes,
teaching, and students. Teachers stated that the books and curricula are not suitable for multi-grade
classes. Eda commented: “The curricula, the textbooks, and resources provided are not suitable for
multi-grade classes. Lessons other than Mathematics and Turkish are taught somehow. However,
the learning outcomes in Mathematics and Turkish for the 4th grade cannot be attained.
Sometimes, we attempt to offer the learning outcomes of the first grade in the second grade...”
(09/12/2020)Eymen stated: “I have been here for two years, but I could never implement the
curriculum provided by the MoNE. It is an intensive curriculum. It is too comprehensive for broad
for multi-grade classes. In the first year, I was only able to teach the four math operations, I could
not start to teach the subject of fractions...” (19/12/2020)Some challenges were faced due to
students’ lack of readiness and not knowing Turkish. Seda noted that:

Each student’s readiness was different from others. I would divide the board (by drawing via a marker). I
could never teach in a teacher-homework-based mode. There were seven students and seven letters. I would
teach seven different letters in the same lesson to different students. (19/12/2020)

Another group of challenges was related to families and parental attitudes. Parents’ lack of interest
in education, namely parental indifference, crowding of the family, poverty, seasonal working, and
conflict among siblings were the most underscored issues. Ali complained about parents’
indifference:

https://digitalcommons.usf.edu/m3publishing/vol3/iss2021/17 6
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Fathers go to the district center very rarely, not for their children, but themselves. Parents are very indifferent.
Some send their children with slippers when raining. They do not say they cannot buy a coat for them due to
poverty, they do not buy or could not afford to buy. (09/12/2020)

The children come to school in November because they work as seasonal workers, they go again by March.
In this way, when they come back to school, they forget everything they’ve learned. (Asaf, 19/12/2020)

The last challenges were contextual ones which are most peculiar to the conditions of rural settings.
The most highlighted problem was transportation and undertaking responsibilities not related to
teaching. Teachers stated that their schools were far from their homes, and this caused problems
for them on a daily routine. Eda explained that:

Last year, our bus service was not passing near the school. I would get off on the road and continue the
remaining road with a parent’s car. I would pay him too. I would get tired, become late and pay a lot. We
were tired even before starting to teach. These negative issues lower one’s motivation naturally. (09/12/2020)

Challenges Faced in Distance Education During the Pandemic

Based on teachers’ views and hands-on experiences, it was revealed that challenges faced in
distance education during the pandemic were categorized under 5 themes. The root reasons behind
the challenges faced were rather similar to those experienced before the pandemic. The challenges
were infrastructural, family-related, distance education-related, and process-related. The
infrastructural challenges were the lack of internet infrastructure and the insufficiency of the
network. Teachers reported that these technical challenges made the distance education process
ineffective. Ali noted that: “For us to teach via live lessons, the Internet is needed. In this village,
the network is insufficient. My own telephone’s network is also insufficient. No one can reach me
in the village.” (09/12/2020) Seda similarly stated that: “We could not do any synchronous live
lessons during the distance education process in March as the opportunities are lacking. There is
no internet in the village.” (19/12/2020)

Family-related challenges came to the fore during the pandemic. These challenges were: the lack
of parental support, lack of technological tools, having many children, lack of digital awareness,
and inability to provide a learning environment for synchronous live courses. The socio-economic
features of the families living in villages seem to have affected teaching-learning processes. One
teacher (Ali) commented: “The biggest problem in synchronous lessons is that we do the lessons
together with the families. We sit down like in a congregation, they are in their homes, and I am
in my home. As you know, there are single rooms in a typical house. The kitchen is a room in
some houses. In some houses, the voices of children, crying of a baby come from the back.
Sometimes a younger sibling wants to attend the lesson. We are trying to do the lessons one way
and another.” (09/12/2020)

Distance education-related challenges were specific problems such as inability to concretize the
materials used, inability to get quality feedback from students, students’ not following the
instructions, difficulty to teach a new subject, inability to teach some lessons, lagging behind the
curriculum, and inappropriateness of the learning outcomes provided on the EBA TV. For the
problem of inability to concretize the materials used, Asu stated that: “It becomes sometimes hard
to concretize the materials while teaching on WhatsApp. We try to use the materials we have
developed, but it is not very effective.” (09/12/2020)
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Eda expressed that: “Although we share the textbook on the screen, students cannot find the
instructions. When I say the fifth question, they say “which fifth question?” The problem gets
greater when the grade level decreases. I cannot say a first grader to open the 60" page of the
book.” (09/12/2020)

Challenges Faced in Face-to-Face Education During the Pandemic

Apart from the challenges faced during the distance education process, there were several
challenges encountered in face-to-face education provided during the pandemic. The findings
revealed that teachers faced challenges regarding obeying hygiene rules, social distancing,
teaching under pandemic conditions, the nature of the pandemic, and procedures of teacher work.
Under this theme, the main challenges were related to hygiene and social distancing, and student
attitudes. Teachers believed that it was hard to ensure social distancing in the classroom and
breaks. Water outages prevented students from cleaning their hands. The problem of water outages
was faced before the pandemic, and it affected ensuring hygiene during the face-to-face education.
Some teachers complained about students’ unwillingness to wear face masks in the classroom and
breaks and use disinfectant. Concerning these challenges, Seda noted that: “Students do not obey
social distancing anyway. They cannot obey because the classroom is small. I have 20 students,
how can they ensure this? We cannot ensure classroom order. We cannot make students sit in
distance; we do not have enough desks.” (19/12/2020)

Some issues regarding teaching under pandemic conditions made it hard for teachers to work
effectively. To begin with, few teachers found it hard to teach effectively in social distancing.
Teaching letters while wearing face masks was another challenge. Managing classrooms under
pandemic conditions was found to be challenging as well. Some challenges rose from the nature
of the pandemic and its negative effects on students. Teachers argued that students participated in
the courses less than before, and their interest in the courses decreased. They believed that the
pandemic deteriorated students’ psychology and weakened their social skills. Another important
issue was that infected students under quarantine could not attend the lessons. These findings
indicate the overall negative effects of the pandemic on students in multi-grade classes. The last
theme was about the procedures of teacher work. Regarding this theme, it was unearthed that
teachers’ workload increased due to the pandemic. Some teachers did not believe in some
educational activities done during the pandemic asserting them to be a formality and not effective.

Discussion, Conclusion, and Implications

The most significant challenges that teachers encountered in the pre-pandemic (normal times) were
infrastructural challenges including frequent electric power and water outages and inadequate
physical structures such as sewer blockages and heating problems. The lack of support provided
by district authorities of education which refers to both financial and material support and social
support was an issue that teachers considered to affect teaching-learning processes negatively.
Security of teachers and teacher salaries were also deemed to be problematic although the issue of
teacher salaries is not peculiar to teachers of multi-grade classes. These were named systemic
challenges. Furthermore, some issues related to educational resources, curricula, teaching, and
students constructed challenges. A specific focus was on the unsuitability of textbooks and
curricula for multi-grade classes. These problems mostly arise due to the organization of national
education systems in a monograded norm (Pridmore, 2007). The nature of multi-grade classes,
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namely having students from different grades in the same classroom, makes it hard for teachers to
perform better. In these classes, students’ readiness levels were noted to be highly divergent,
accompanied by a language problem in some cases. Some challenges were seen to be related to
family characteristics and attitudes. The low socio-economic status of families affected their
involvement in and support for education. Having many children, poverty, seasonal work, and in-
family conflicts set challenges about teaching and learning. Most of these challenges were revealed
in previous research as well (see Atalay & Anagiin, 2014; Ay & Aydogdu, 2016).

Teachers complained a lot about parents’ indifference. In addition, some contextual challenges
including transportation and undertaking non-role duties/responsibilities affected teaching-
learning processes as teachers suggested. Consistent with these findings, previous research has
revealed that there are many challenges faced in multi-grade schooling. For example, in the studies
by Karayel (2017) and Kaya and Tasdemirci (2005), parents’ indifference was found to be a
significant problem in multi-grade schools. In a similar vein, Aksoy (2008a) revealed that teachers
were not able to get sufficient support from parents to solve problems about students and schools.
In the current study, support from the district authorities of education was considered to be
insufficient too. The lack of financial support was revealed in different studies (see Aksoy, 2008b;
Summak, Summak, & Gelebek, 2011; Sahin, 2003). Insufficient physical capacity (Abay, 2006;
Temizyiirek, 2019) and a poor working environment (Yerlikaya, 2000) were found to be among
the problems too. The textbooks were found unsuitable for multi-grade schools in the current
study, consistent with the results of the Mulryan-Kyne (2004) study. Taken together, it may be
argued that teachers suffered from many challenges in the educational process before the pandemic
and that these challenges mostly affected their experiences during the pandemic. In their study on
the effects of the pandemic on teachers, Esici, Ayaz, Yetim, Caglar, and Bedir (2021) revealed that
teachers were both positively and negatively affected by the pandemic and that teachers needed
psychological support, support for in-service training and infrastructure.

The findings revealed that classroom teachers encountered different challenges during distance
education in the pandemic period. These challenges were infrastructural, family-related, distance
education-related, and process-related. Infrastructural challenges which refer to technical issues
concerning physical and organizational structures were related to the lack of internet infrastructure
and the insufficiency of the network. These challenges decreased the effectiveness of distance
education as teachers suggested. In the Arslan and Sumuer (2020) study, it was reported that
teachers experienced challenges during the teaching in online classes due to some reasons
stemming from students, lack of resources, time constraints, and contextual issues. Similar
challenges were revealed in the research by Leech, Gullett, Cummings, and Haug (2020).

The parental attitudes and the socio-economic status of families also caused some challenges in
terms of providing support, technological tools, and an appropriate learning environment for
students’ learning. Families had many children, which made their contribution and involvement
rather limited, apart from the lack of digital awareness, based on teachers’ experiences and
perspectives. These findings are consistent with those of Erbag’s (2021) study on the challenges
of teaching literacy in the first grade, in which parents’ indifference, technological problems,
socio-economic challenges, and the lack of effective communication with students were found to
make teachers’ job harder. Teachers also had difficulties in using materials effectively as students
mostly attended the courses via WhatsApp, and therefore, the materials did not address their
senses. They could not get feedback from students. Teachers were unable to teach new subjects
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and some lessons, which was followed by lagging behind the curriculum. Educational outcomes
provided on the EBA TV were regarded as inappropriate by teachers. Can (2020) argues that the
distance education system should be strengthened in terms of infrastructure and access. In the
study by Sonmez et al. (2020), it was found that classroom teachers believed that the
appropriateness of the content on the EBA TV decreased from central schools to rural schools.

In face-to-face education during the pandemic, teachers had challenges about social distancing.
Students did not obey the rules related to the pandemic both in classes and breaks. One main reason
behind this challenge was linked with class size by teachers. Having small classes set barriers for
ensuring social distancing. As for teachers’ work, it was observed that novel challenges were
experienced due to the pandemic and new normal education processes. Teachers argued that they
had problems in teaching letters (literacy) to students while wearing masks. Social distancing
lowered social interaction in the classroom, therefore some teachers stated that they were unable
to teach effectively. This new process caused an increase in paperwork for teachers since some of
these teachers were holding administrative duties.

It was concluded in this study that the challenges that classroom teachers of multi-grade classes
encountered are multi-faceted rather than unidimensional. New challenges were observed to have
come out with the pandemic. Before the pandemic, several challenges were stemming from
different sources including infrastructural inadequacies, systemic issues, the lack of parental
support, the inappropriateness of the curriculum and textbooks, and structural challenges of multi-
grade schools. The pandemic caused novel challenges such as problems related to hygiene,
difficulty in following social distancing rules, students’ limited access to distance education, and
psychological effects of the pandemic. The pandemic added new challenges to pre-existing
challenges faced in multi-grade schools. Attempting to adapt to the new challenges deepened the
existing problems, and this both increased teachers’ workload, lowered their job performance and
decreased the effectiveness of the teaching-learning processes. Multi-grade schools were
disadvantaged when compared with the central schools in the pre-pandemic period, and the
pandemic has worsened the conditions multi-grade schools are run in. Teachers complained about
the lack of support from parents and upper echelons of the district officials both before and during
the pandemic periods. These schools were expected to be supported more in the pandemic period;
however, this was not the case as the teachers accentuated. The results overall imply the
importance of providing more support for multi-grade schools. Support systems need to be built
for multi-grade schools due to their peculiar organization. These schools may be prioritized in the
normalization process, first of all, by strengthening the infrastructure, providing financial aids
allocated for instructional materials, and empowering teachers through building their resilience.

Further research should focus on the effects of the pandemic on teachers and students in multi-
grade schools from a multidimensional perspective to reveal the adversities that the pandemic has
caused. Consistently, how student learning and achievement have been affected by the pandemic
requires future investigation. Due to the difficulties faced during the pandemic, teachers were
unable to teach effectively and students could not participate in distance education due to the lack
of technological means, which may have caused learning losses. Learning losses and how to take
action to compensate for these losses should also be examined in detail since classroom teachers
of multi-grade classes would have to deal with diverse challenges regarding student learning and
behaviors in the post-pandemic period. Continuing previous implementations in the post-pandemic
period would do more harm than good.
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The results of this study should be considered in light of some limitations. Firstly, only nine
classroom teachers of multi-grade classes participated in the study. Therefore, the results cannot
be generalized. The data were collected through interviews held online, thus data triangulation was
not possible. The results can be tested by using different research methodologies, i.e. quantitative
and mixed. The experiences of classroom teachers in multi-grade schools in different regions of
Turkey and the world can be investigated to obtain comprehensive results.
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