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Abstract

The objective of this study was to explore and interpret the lived experiences of multi-grade teachers in applying pedagogical content knowledge and to
examine how this knowledge is formed, reconstructed, and enacted within multi-level teaching contexts. This qualitative study employed an
interpretative phenomenological analysis approach. The participants consisted of eight multi-grade teachers with at least three years of teaching
experience, selected through purposive sampling. Data were collected using in-depth semi-structured interviews lasting between 45 and 90 minutes.
Data analysis was conducted based on Smith, Flowers, and Larkin’s phenomenological model through three systematic stages: initial coding, development
of emergent themes, and identification of superordinate themes. To enhance credibility and trustworthiness, strategies such as participant validation,
detailed documentation of the analytic process, and strict adherence to ethical principles were implemented. The inferential analysis revealed that
pedagogical content knowledge in multi-grade classrooms is dynamic, context-dependent, and integrative in nature. Teachers continuously adapt
instructional content, integrate subject matter across grade levels, and design differentiated learning activities tailored to diverse learner needs. The
findings demonstrated that teachers employ flexible instructional strategies, including cooperative learning, peer-assisted instruction, multilevel task
design, and adaptive time management. Furthermore, teachers’ instructional decision-making reflects the simultaneous integration of content knowledge,
pedagogical knowledge, learner knowledge, and contextual knowledge. The analysis also indicated that teaching in multi-grade settings contributes
significantly to the development of teachers’ professional competence, enhances their instructional flexibility, and strengthens their classroom
management abilities. Importantly, pedagogical content knowledge was found to emerge as a reconstructed and evolving form of professional knowledge,
shaped through continuous interaction between instructional content, learner characteristics, and environmental constraints. The findings indicate that
pedagogical content knowledge in multi-grade classrooms is not a fixed or transferable construct but rather a dynamic, contextually constructed, and
continuously evolving professional competence. Teachers develop and refine their knowledge through ongoing adaptation, reflective practice, and
situational decision-making. This adaptive process enhances teachers’ ability to address learner diversity, improve instructional effectiveness, and foster
meaningful learning experiences. The lived experiences of multi-grade teachers play a central role in shaping their professional knowledge and
competence. These insights highlight the importance of incorporating experiential and context-based approaches in teacher professional development
programs to better support educators working in complex instructional environments.

Keywords: Multi-grade classroom, Pedagogical Content Knowledge, Lived Experience, Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis, Teacher Knowledge, [’r(y(essiona]
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Multi-grade classrooms represent one of the most complex instructional environments within contemporary
educational systems, particularly in rural, geographically isolated, and resource-constrained regions. In such
contexts, a single teacher is responsible for simultaneously instructing students from multiple grade levels,
each with distinct developmental, cognitive, and academic needs. This structure, while essential for ensuring
access to education in low-density populations, introduces substantial pedagogical complexity and requires
teachers to employ highly adaptive instructional strategies and sophisticated professional knowledge
frameworks (Little, 2008; Msimanga, 2020). Recent international research highlights that multi-grade
teaching is not merely a logistical solution but also a pedagogically demanding practice that requires dynamic
adaptation of instructional content, differentiated teaching approaches, and continuous decision-making in
response to diverse learner profiles (Ares-Ferreiros et al., 2025; Farrokhnia, 2025). As a result, teachers
operating in multi-grade classrooms must rely heavily on their pedagogical expertise and their ability to
integrate multiple domains of professional knowledge effectively.

Within this context, Pedagogical Content Knowledge (PCK) has emerged as a central theoretical construct for
understanding effective teaching. PCK refers to the specialized knowledge that enables teachers to transform
subject matter into forms that are accessible and meaningful for learners. It encompasses the integration of
content knowledge, pedagogical knowledge, and an understanding of learner characteristics, allowing teachers
to design instruction that aligns with learners’ cognitive levels and contextual needs (Kind, 2009; Park &
Oliver, 2008). This knowledge domain is widely recognized as a key determinant of instructional effectiveness

and student learning outcomes. Teachers with well-developed PCK demonstrate greater capacity to adapt



instructional strategies, anticipate learner difficulties, and facilitate meaningful learning experiences
(Kleickmann et al., 2012; Krepf et al., 2018). Furthermore, contemporary frameworks have expanded this
concept by emphasizing the dynamic and context-dependent nature of teacher knowledge, particularly in
complex instructional settings such as multi-grade classrooms (Garmabi, 2024; Khodarami et al., 2024).
Multi-grade classrooms provide a particularly rich environment for examining the development and enactment
of PCK because teachers must continuously interpret and restructure instructional content to meet the needs of
students across multiple grade levels. Research has shown that effective multi-grade teaching requires teachers
to integrate differentiated instruction, flexible grouping, peer-assisted learning, and adaptive classroom
management practices (Geramian & Khosravi, 2015; Hyry-Beihammer & Hascher, 2015). These practices
depend heavily on teachers’ ability to apply their pedagogical content knowledge dynamically and
responsively. Moreover, multi-grade teaching contexts often present unique environmental challenges,
including limited instructional resources, diverse learner populations, and contextual constraints, which further
necessitate adaptive professional competence (Brown, 2010; Darling-Hammond, 2012). Despite the
recognized importance of PCK in such environments, there remains a limited understanding of how teachers
experience and construct this knowledge in real-world multi-grade classroom settings.

Recent studies have emphasized the importance of examining teachers’ lived experiences to gain deeper insight
into the formation and application of professional knowledge. Interpretative phenomenological research
provides a powerful methodological framework for exploring how teachers make sense of their instructional
experiences and how professional knowledge emerges through practice (Smith et al., 2009). Understanding
teachers’ lived experiences can reveal the underlying cognitive, pedagogical, and contextual processes that
shape professional competence. Such insights are particularly important in multi-grade teaching contexts,
where teachers must continuously adapt their knowledge and instructional practices in response to evolving
classroom conditions. Therefore, the present study aimed to explore and interpret the lived experiences of
multi-grade teachers in applying pedagogical content knowledge and to examine how this knowledge is
constructed and enacted within complex instructional environments.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative research design based on interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) to
explore teachers’ lived experiences in applying pedagogical content knowledge within multi-grade classrooms.
IPA was selected because it enables in-depth examination of individuals’ subjective experiences and allows
researchers to interpret how participants make meaning of their professional practices. The participants
consisted of eight multi-grade teachers who had at least three years of teaching experience in rural and multi-
grade classroom settings. Participants were selected using purposive sampling to ensure that they possessed
rich and relevant professional experience related to the phenomenon under investigation.

Data were collected through semi-structured, in-depth interviews, each lasting between 45 and 90 minutes.

The interviews focused on teachers’ instructional planning processes, classroom management strategies,




adaptation of instructional content, understanding of learner differences, and experiences related to
pedagogical content knowledge. All interviews were audio-recorded with participants’ consent and transcribed
verbatim for analysis.

Data analysis followed the systematic procedures outlined in interpretative phenomenological analysis. First,
transcripts were read multiple times to identify significant statements and initial codes. Second, emergent
themes were developed by grouping related codes and identifying recurring patterns across participants’
experiences. Third, superordinate themes were constructed by integrating related emergent themes into broader
conceptual categories. To enhance trustworthiness, strategies such as member checking, prolonged
engagement with data, and detailed documentation of analytic decisions were employed. Ethical considerations
were strictly observed, including informed consent, confidentiality protection, and participants’ right to
withdraw at any stage.

Findings

The analysis revealed that pedagogical content knowledge in multi-grade classrooms is characterized by
dynamic adaptation, contextual responsiveness, and integrative decision-making. Five major thematic domains
emerged from the analysis: dynamic content adaptation, flexible instructional strategies, real-time pedagogical
decision-making, learner-centered instructional adaptation, and contextualized professional growth.

Dynamic content adaptation emerged as a central theme, reflecting teachers’ continuous efforts to modify and
restructure instructional content to accommodate multiple grade levels simultaneously. Teachers described
how they simplified complex concepts, integrated related topics across grade levels, and designed instructional
sequences that supported progressive learning. This process involved constant reinterpretation of curricular
content to ensure accessibility for diverse learners.

Flexible instructional strategies were another prominent theme. Teachers reported using a wide range of
instructional methods, including cooperative learning, peer-assisted instruction, differentiated assignments,
and multi-level task design. These strategies enabled teachers to manage diverse learner needs effectively while
maintaining instructional coherence. Teachers emphasized the importance of flexibility in instructional
planning and implementation.

Real-time pedagogical decision-making was identified as a critical component of teachers’ professional
practice. Participants described how they continuously monitored students’ responses and adjusted
instructional approaches accordingly. This involved modifying explanations, adjusting pacing, and providing
individualized support based on students’ immediate learning needs.

Learner-centered instructional adaptation was also a significant theme. Teachers demonstrated strong
awareness of individual differences among learners and tailored their instructional approaches accordingly.
They emphasized the importance of understanding students’ cognitive abilities, learning styles, and

developmental characteristics to design effective instructional interventions.



Finally, contextualized professional growth emerged as an important outcome of multi-grade teaching
experience. Teachers reported that working in multi-grade classrooms enhanced their professional competence,
improved their instructional flexibility, and strengthened their classroom management skills. Participants
described multi-grade teaching as a transformative professional experience that contributed to their overall
development as educators.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that pedagogical content knowledge in multi-grade classrooms is not a
static or fixed body of knowledge but rather a dynamic, contextually constructed professional competence that
evolves through continuous interaction between teachers, learners, instructional content, and environmental
conditions. Teachers’ lived experiences revealed that effective multi-grade teaching requires ongoing
adaptation, reflective practice, and integrative decision-making.

The study highlights the central role of dynamic content transformation in effective multi-grade teaching.
Teachers continuously reinterpret and restructure curricular content to align with diverse learner needs. This
transformation process reflects advanced professional competence and underscores the importance of
pedagogical expertise in facilitating meaningful learning experiences.

Flexible instructional practices were also found to be essential for managing multi-grade classroom
complexity. Teachers’ ability to employ differentiated instruction, cooperative learning, and adaptive teaching
strategies enabled them to address diverse learning needs effectively. These findings underscore the
importance of instructional flexibility as a core component of professional competence in complex teaching
environments.

Furthermore, the study demonstrates that real-time pedagogical decision-making plays a crucial role in
effective multi-grade teaching. Teachers’ capacity to respond to learners’ immediate needs and adjust
instructional approaches accordingly reflects sophisticated professional judgment and adaptive expertise.
Importantly, the findings also indicate that multi-grade teaching contributes significantly to teachers’
professional development. The challenges and demands of multi-grade classrooms foster the development of
instructional flexibility, problem-solving skills, and reflective teaching practices. These experiences strengthen
teachers’ professional competence and enhance their ability to manage complex instructional environments.
In conclusion, this study provides important insights into the lived experiences of multi-grade teachers and the
dynamic nature of pedagogical content knowledge. The findings highlight the importance of supporting
teachers’ professional development through context-sensitive training programs that emphasize adaptive
teaching strategies, reflective practice, and learner-centered instruction. By understanding how pedagogical
content knowledge is constructed and enacted in real-world classroom contexts, educational systems can
develop more effective strategies for supporting teachers and improving instructional quality in multi-grade

educational environments.
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