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Extended Abstract

Analysis of the Educational Coverage Policy of Preschool
Children in Special Multigrade Classes in Bilingual Rural
Regions: A Descriptive Qualitative Study

Seyyed Ali Khaleghinejad?, Hojat Pirzadi®*

Introduction: In today’s world, learning is considered a right, opportunity, and
tool for growth for all children. Providing opportunities and effective learning
experiences for children is something that should be valued by the education
system. According to findings in cognitive neuroscience, developmental
psychology, and education, early childhood plays a crucial role in cognitive and
personality development (Hermida et al., 2015; Van Laere, & Vandenbroeck,
2016). Research findings by Rexhepi, Murati & Ceka (2020) showed that
preschool education in rural areas plays a significant role in children’s
psychological development and the growth of their cognitive and social skills.

In Iran, certain groups of children, including those in rural and bilingual areas, do
not have access to preschool education. In this regard, many education systems
have initiated multi-grade schools and classes as a solution to providing
educational opportunities for children (Mulkeen & Higgins, 2009; Blum &
Diwan, 2007). Multi-grade classes provide an opportunity for groups of children
who are at risk of illiteracy and dropping out of school (Ansari, 2017; Hyry-
Beihammer & Hascher, 2015). This is particularly important in rural and
bilingual areas, especially for covering the education of preschool beginners
(Preschool group of planning and writing textbooks, 2017).

The preschool period is recognized as a golden age for the development of
prerequisite skills for reading, writing, and mathematics. Where formal education
begins with reading and writing, the readiness to learn these skills depends on
learning linguistic and metalinguistic skills; therefore, the existence of a
longitudinal relationship in the path from oral language to written language
(Hjetland et al., 2020) indicates the importance of the preschool period in the
development of language skills and readiness to acquire reading and writing skills
in later ages. In this context, the phenomenon of bilingualism in some beginners
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and the weakness in the development of language skills in rural areas for
preschool children can be considered as a risk factor in the development of
language skills and prerequisite skills for reading and writing, which is of special
importance to educational policymakers. Given such a necessity, the aim of the
present research was to explore the obstacles and problems of educational
coverage of preschool beginners and solutions for its improvement in multi-grade
schools, especially in rural and bilingual areas at the national level. Based on this
goal, the present research sought to answer the following questions:

1- From the perspective of teachers and educational experts, what are the
obstacles to educational coverage of preschool beginners in multi-grade schools
in rural and bilingual areas in Iran?

2- From the perspective of teachers and educational experts, what are the

solutions to improve the educational coverage of preschool beginners in multi-
grade schools in rural and bilingual areas in Iran?
Method: To answer the research questions, a descriptive qualitative method
(Sandelowski, 2000) was used. The research community included experts from
provincial general offices and multi-grade teachers in bilingual villages. A total
of 37 participants (22 from provincial general offices, 15 multi-grade school
teachers) were selected using purposeful sampling from the provinces of Sistan
and Baluchestan, Fars, Qazvin, West Azerbaijan, and the counties of Tehran.

Data were collected using a focus group interview method and the interview

texts were analyzed using a network content analysis method. The extraction of
themes was carried out in three stages, including the identification of basic
themes, the identification of organizing themes, and the identification of global
themes. The results were validated using four indices of triangulation, credibility,
reviewability, and long-term engagement. In conducting this research, respect
was shown for the rights of the participants and only those who had full consent
to participate in the interview participated in the research. Participants were
debriefed about the research objectives and could withdraw at any stage of the
research. Also, participants were assured that all their personal and confidential
information would be confidentrial.
Results: The results are presented in two sections, including the obstacles and
problems of educational coverage of preschool beginners and solutions for its
improvement. The qualitative analysis of the participants’ views on the obstacles
to educational coverage of preschool beginners in multi-grade classes led to the
identification of one global theme, four organizing themes, and ten basic themes,
which are reported in Table 1.

Table 1. Obstacles to the educational coverage of preschool children in multi-grade
schools of bilingual rural areas

Organizing

themes

Global theme Basic and secondary themes




Low social
capital of
unofficial
teachers

Parents’ distrust of soldier-teachers

Parents’ distrust of outsourced staff

low motivation
of multigrade
teachers to work
with preschool
children

Obstacles to the
educational
coverage of
preschool children

Insignificant per capita education for
preschool children in multi-grade schools

Low wages of outsourced coaches and
multi-grade teachers’ remuneration

Preschool education not being a priority in
multi-grade schools

Lack of a model for preschool children’s
education in multi-grade classrooms

Difficulty in managing the education of
multi-grade schools

Limited time of multi-grade teachers for
educating preschool newcomers

Lack of educational resources

in multi-grade
schools and Poor management
bilingual rural of preschool
areas children’s
education
Lack of proper
facilities and

equipment in the
environment

Mismatch of space and equipment with
the needs of preschool children

The second part of the results regarding the solutions to improve the educational
coverage of preschool newcomers in multi-grade classrooms in deprived and
bilingual areas led to the identification of one overarching theme, three
organizing themes, and six basic themes, which are reported in Table 2.

Table 2. Strategies to improve the educational coverage of preschool children in
multi-grade schools of bilingual rural areas

Global theme

Organizing themes

Basic and secondary
themes

Efficient financial

Quality assurance policies
mechanisms of the policy
for preschool coverage in

multi-grade schools.

Allocating requisite
financial resources for
comprehensive
educational access

Activation of the free
nutrition, clothing, and
stationery plan

Cultivating an
understanding of the
importance of preschool

education

Empowerment of parents
Utilization of local trustees
and institutions




Conducting in-service

Empowering multi- training Utilizing the
grade teachers capacity of educational
leaders

Discussion and Conclusion: The present research aims to explore the obstacles
and challenges in providing educational coverage for preschool students, and
potential solutions for improvement, in multi-grade schools, particularly in rural
and bilingual areas in Iran. A qualitative analysis of the perspectives of
educational experts and teachers in multi-grade schools regarding the obstacles
and issues faced by preschool children in these settings led to the discovery of
four key organizing themes. The first theme and obstacle relate to the low social
capital of unofficial teachers, as evidenced by some parents of preschool children
lacking trust in teachers and educational authorities. The second theme and
obstacle are the weak motivation of multi-grade teachers when working with
preschool children. The research findings showed that multi-grade teachers and
coaches in rural areas are dissatisfied with the per capita student considered and
teachers face challenges in dealing with these costs. Consistent with this finding,
UNICEF (2011) names financial resources as a pillar of the early childhood
education system. The third obstacle is poor management of preschool children’s
education. Consistent with this finding, Condy & Blease (2014) and Mulryan-
Kyne (2007) also mentioned time constraints as one of the challenges faced by
teachers in multi-grade classes. The fourth theme and obstacle is the environment
lacking proper facilities and equipment. The space and equipment, such as tables
and chairs in multi-grade classrooms, are old and do not suit the physical
characteristics of children. Consistent with this finding, Mortazavizadeh et al.
(2017) named the poverty of educational materials and the educational
environment as part of the problems of bilingual students in Iran.

The analysis of participants’ perspectives on how to improve the education of
preschool children in multi-grade schools led to the identification of three themes
regarding improving the educational coverage of the preschool period in multi-
grade classes. First, efficient financial policies are needed to provide the
necessary financial resources for the educational coverage of preschool children
in multi-grade schools and to activate the plan for free nutrition, clothing, and
stationery. Consistent with this concern and on a much broader level, the National
Nutrition Support Program in Indliuj’oijlkia started in 1995 and in 2013 more
than 120 million primary school students received free meals. Also, since 2003,
books have also been made free for deprived students in schools (Afridi, 2010).
In Kenya (Vermeersch, & Kremer, 2005) and Bangladesh (Ahmed, 2004), the
free nutrition program has increased the participation of children in the preschool
period. The second identified solution is culturalization about the importance of
the kindergarten period, which is tied to empowering parents and using trusted
local institutions. Consistent with this finding, Mortazavizadeh et al. (2017)



found that the local community plays an important role in improving children’s
learning in multi-grade schools. The third solution is to empower teachers
through in-service training and to use the capacity of educational leaders to
support teachers. Holding centralized in-service training courses can also be used
as a solution to reduce costs.

Based on the results of this research, the following practical suggestions are
offered for improving the preschool period in multi-grade classes:

1-Reorganize in-service training courses for multi-grade school teachers. 2- It
is suggested that in the education departments of rural and border areas, activities
should be carried out to sensitize and reassure about observing all ethical affairs.
3- Itis suggested that in multi-grade classes in rural areas, nutrition, clothing, and
stationery should be provided free of charge to preschool students to increase
their educational enthusiasm. 4- It is suggested that the necessary financial credits
be provided to solve the financial problems of multi-grade schools. 5- Paying
attention to indigenous issues and linking them to national-religious themes at the
national level can be useful in fostering the national identity of bilingual children.

Keywords: preschool education, multigrade schools, multigrade class, bilingual
children



