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Abstract

This study aimed to explain the roles of teachers, principals, and parents in
enhancing meaningful learning in multi-level classrooms and to develop a
context-based conceptual model using a qualitative grounded theory
approach. Purposive sampling followed by theoretical sampling was
employed. Data were collected through 27 semi-structured interviews with
12 teachers, 8 principals, and 7 parents in multi-level schools in
Mazandaran Province, Iran, and analyzed using Strauss and Corbin’s three-
stage coding process. The findings revealed that meaningful learning in
multi-level classrooms emerges from the dynamic interaction of these
three key actors and is achieved when teachers’ instructional strategies,
principals’ supportive leadership, and parents’ informed participation are
aligned in a synergistic manner. Causal conditions such as heterogeneous
learning levels, contextual conditions including limited resources, and
intervening conditions such as parental attitudes and principals’ leadership
styles were found to influence the implementation of instructional
strategies. The final conceptual model indicates that meaningful learning is
not the result of isolated individual efforts but develops through a network
of coordinated actions. Moreover, when effectively managed, multi-level
classrooms can provide a suitable context for the development of students’
cognitive skills and the enhancement of academic self-efficacy.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction: Multi-level classrooms, in which students with different grade levels or learning abilities
are taught simultaneously, represent one of the most complex instructional environments within
contemporary educational systems. These classrooms—common in geographically dispersed, under-
resourced, or rural regions—require teachers to navigate substantial diversity in learners’ prior
knowledge, cognitive readiness, and instructional needs. In such settings, traditional, one-size-fits-all
teaching approaches tend to be ineffective, making the pursuit of meaningful learning a central challenge.
Meaningful learning, understood as a deep, interconnected, and experience-based construction of
knowledge, demands instructional practices that go beyond content delivery and instead emphasize active
engagement, differentiation, and conceptual understanding.

Despite the critical importance of multi-level classrooms in fostering educational equity, the dynamics
that shape meaningful learning within them remain underexplored, particularly in contexts where the
school and family play pivotal roles in supporting learning. The responsibility for creating meaningful
learning does not rest solely on teachers; rather, it emerges from a broader ecosystem that includes the
leadership of school principals and the involvement of parents. Principals influence classroom processes
through their leadership style, resource management, and support for instructional innovation. Parents,
meanwhile, provide emotional, motivational, and academic support that reinforces school-based learning.
The interactions among these three groups—teachers, principals, and parents—form a network of
relations that ultimately shapes students’ learning experiences.

Understanding how these actors collectively contribute to meaningful learning is essential, especially in
multi-level classrooms where instructional demands are heightened. Yet, there is limited empirical
research that examines these roles simultaneously and within a unified conceptual framework. This study
addresses this gap by employing a grounded theory approach to generate a context-specific model
illustrating how teachers, principals, and parents synergistically influence meaningful learning in multi-
level classrooms.

Method: This study was conducted using a qualitative research design grounded in the principles of
Strauss and Corbin’s systematic grounded theory methodology. The aim was to generate a contextually
rooted conceptual model that explains how teachers, principals, and parents contribute to meaningful
learning in multi-level classrooms. To capture the complexity and depth of participants’ experiences, data
were collected through semi-structured, in-depth interviews conducted with 27 individuals across several
multi-level schools in Mazandaran Province. Participants included 12 teachers with direct experience
teaching heterogeneous groups, 8 principals responsible for managing instructional processes, and 7
parents whose children were enrolled in multi-level classes. Sampling began purposively to recruit
information-rich cases and later shifted to theoretical sampling as categories emerged and required further
refinement.

Interviews ranged between 30 and 60 minutes and were audio-recorded with participants’ consent before
being transcribed verbatim. Additional observational notes captured contextual cues related to school
climate, teacher—student interactions, and parental involvement. Data collection and analysis proceeded
simultaneously to ensure that emerging insights informed subsequent sampling decisions. The analytic
process followed three iterative stages. During open coding, interview transcripts were examined line by
line, leading to the identification of initial concepts grounded in participants’ narratives. Axial coding
then involved organizing these concepts into broader categories by examining causal relationships,
contextual influences, intervening conditions, and strategic actions affecting meaningful learning. Finally,
selective coding was used to integrate categories around a central phenomenon, resulting in the
development of a coherent conceptual model.
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To enhance the credibility and trustworthiness of the findings, member checking, peer debriefing, and
triangulation across participant groups were employed. Ethical considerations—including informed
consent, confidentiality, and voluntary participation—were carefully observed throughout the research
process. This methodological approach allowed for the construction of a nuanced, empirically derived
model reflecting the realities of multi-level classrooms in the studied context.

Findings: The analysis of the interview data revealed that meaningful learning in multi-level classrooms
emerges from a dynamic and interdependent process shaped by the actions, beliefs, and interactions of
teachers, principals, and parents. During open coding, a large number of initial concepts were extracted,
reflecting participants’ lived experiences with heterogeneous learning levels, instructional challenges,
parental expectations, and administrative constraints. As these concepts were refined through axial
coding, they converged into several core categories that clarified how meaningful learning is formed and
sustained in this complex instructional context.

A central finding was that teachers play a pivotal role in orchestrating learning across multiple academic
levels. Their ability to design multi-level tasks, facilitate peer learning, and adapt content to diverse
readiness levels directly influenced students’ engagement and depth of understanding. However, teachers’
efforts were significantly shaped by contextual conditions such as limited resources, high workload, and
structural constraints within the school environment. Principals emerged as key mediators in this process;
when principals adopted a supportive leadership style—providing professional autonomy, emotional
support, and structured communication with families—teachers were better able to implement meaningful
learning strategies.

Parents also played an essential yet often underestimated role. Their understanding of the multi-level
structure and their willingness to reinforce learning at home contributed to students’ confidence,
motivation, and academic persistence. Intervening conditions such as parental attitudes toward the school
and teachers, as well as teachers’ beliefs about students’ capabilities, influenced how effectively strategies
were applied.

Selective coding revealed a central phenomenon: a triadic synergy among teachers, principals, and
parents that supports meaningful learning in multi-level classrooms. This synergy was associated with
greater student participation, stronger higher-order thinking skills, and higher academic self-efficacy,
showing that meaningful learning arises from coordinated, mutually reinforcing actions across the school
community rather than isolated teaching efforts.

Discussion and Conclusion: The findings of this study highlight that meaningful learning in multi-level
classrooms is shaped by a complex web of interactions among teachers, principals, and parents. The
discussion of these results shows that teachers operate at the center of this learning ecosystem, yet their
ability to implement multi-level instructional strategies is strongly influenced by the broader school
environment. Meaningful learning flourishes when teachers are supported by principals who provide
instructional autonomy, emotional encouragement, and opportunities for collaboration. These forms of
support help teachers navigate the inherent challenges of heterogeneous classrooms, including varied
learning levels, limited instructional time, and resource constraints. The study further demonstrates that
parents play an equally important role by reinforcing learning at home and sustaining students’
motivation, especially when they possess a clear understanding of the multi-level structure. Where
parental involvement was informed and consistent, students showed increased confidence and greater
engagement with classroom tasks.

The interplay of these actors, as captured in the final conceptual model, underscores that meaningful
learning is not achieved through isolated teaching practices but through coordinated, mutually reinforcing
actions across the school community. This synergy becomes especially critical in multi-level classrooms,
where the complexity of instruction demands a shared approach rather than individual effort. The study
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concludes that multi-level classrooms, far from being inherently limiting, can offer rich opportunities for
deep and meaningful learning when managed through a collaborative framework. Strengthening teacher
development programs, cultivating supportive leadership practices among principals, and improving
communication with parents are essential steps toward enhancing learning outcomes in such
environments. Overall, the findings contribute a contextually grounded model that can inform policy,
professional development, and school-family partnerships aimed at improving meaningful learning in
multi-level settings.
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