2-day Symposium-Workshop on

Multi-Grade Multi-Level Pedagogy and SDG 4 Quality Education: Possibilities and
Challenges

The symposium-workshop on "Multi-Grade Multi-Level Pedagogy and SDG 4 Quality
Education: Possibilities and Challenges" commenced on 12th February 2026 at the Department of
Humanities and Social Sciences, IIT Madras. The inaugural session, featuring Prof. Prathap
Haridoss, Iwan Siemens, and Prof. Rajesh Kumar, positioned pedagogy as a rigorous scientific
endeavour rather than a mere instructional routine. The speakers highlighted IIT Madras’s proactive
stance on inclusivity, specifically noting the establishment of courses accessible to all students
regardless of their academic background and the implementation of a relaxed attendance policy to

foster a more flexible, learner-centric environment.

Thomas Miiller, Professor of Special Pedagogy, University of Wuerzburg, Germany, followed
the inauguration by introducing the core mechanics of the Multi-Grade Multi-Level (MGML)
methodology, specifically the "Ladders of Learning." Using successful models from the Rishi Valley
School as a benchmark, Miiller explained how students can progress through educational content in
"uneven steps" tailored to their individual pace. A key takeaway from his session was the
recommendation that MGML be employed as a versatile teaching tool rather than a rigid, dogmatic
rule of law, allowing educators the freedom to adapt the framework to their specific classroom

dynamics.

The practical application of these principles was further explored by Jayashree Nambiar,
Educationist, Secretary, The School KFI, Chennai, who shared insights from "The School," an
institution governed by Krishnamurti’s educational philosophy. Her discussion focused on the
potential of mixed-age classrooms up to Class 7, where strategies are designed to cultivate learner
agency and voluntary participation. By involving parents and encouraging students to take
ownership of their duties and discipline, the school moves away from traditional enforcement

toward a model of self-governance and intrinsic motivation.

Following a session of unstructured sharing and Q&A, Christine Schmalenbach, Professor of
Education, University of Hamburg, Germany, addressed the concepts and methods of cooperative
learning. She demonstrated how learning ladders facilitate an environment where students can
independently or collaboratively "exit or enter" a concept based on their current level of knowledge.
However, the session also highlighted a significant systemic challenge: the rigid timetables and
standardised schedules prevalent in Indian schools, which often clash with the fluid, non-linear

nature of cooperative MGML models.




The dialogue then shifted to the future of education with G Gautama, Director, Palar Centre for
Learning - KFI, Chengalpattu. He detailed the success stories of his institution, emphasising a
culture of trial and error that renders true autonomy to the learner. Gautama also tackled the
contemporary role of Artificial Intelligence, acknowledging the risks of addiction and the "advent of
AI" as a potential disadvantage, while simultaneously identifying its benefits as a support tool for

teachers and a navigational aid for students in their self-directed studies.

The final session of the day was led by Christian Rommelt, Professor of Teacher Education,
Padagogische Hochschule Weingarten, Germany, who provided a global perspective on art
education. Drawing on his experience as both a primary school art teacher and a teacher trainer,
Rommelt discussed the abstract nature of art and how its interpretation varies across different
cultures. He argued that the inherent flexibility and differentiation of art make it a perfect fit for the
MGML framework, offering teachers a unique medium to implement multi-level learning. The day
concluded with an interactive Q&A where participants synthesised these diverse viewpoints,

focusing on how to overcome institutional barriers to achieve the high standards of SDG 4.

The second day of the symposium began with a focus on the practical realities of the public
school system, presented by Merlia Shaukath, Founder & CEO, Madhi Foundation, Chennai.
Providing a data-driven overview of student enrollment and teacher ratios in Tamil Nadu, Shaukath
highlighted a critical systemic challenge: the teacher shortage often forces schools into an
"accidental" version of MGML without the necessary training or mindfulness. She argued that while
the infrastructure often lags, MGML remains the most effective strategy for these environments,

provided it is implemented intentionally rather than as a desperate response to resource scarcity.

The morning sessions continued with Steven Puttick, Associate Professor of Education, St
Anne's College, University of Oxford, UK, who addressed the pervasive issue of "examification." He
explored how current evaluation and assessment patterns often stifle genuine learning, further
complicating the pursuit of the general and specific aims of education. This was paired with a
discussion on the concept of "Net Zero" within the educational sphere. Following this, Gregor Lang-
Wojtasik shifted the lens to Global Citizenship Education, tracing the historical trajectory of Indian
education policy post-independence. He emphasised the enduring influence of Mahatma Gandhi
and Jiddu Krishnamurti on these policies and discussed the significance of Indo-German relations

in shaping a modern, globalised pedagogical framework.

The afternoon transitioned from theory to practice with a hands-on workshop led by Citka
Ashouri, PhD. Research Scholar, University of Hamburg, Germany. This session focused on the
socio-emotional domain of elementary learners, utilising the "Ladders of Learning" Teaching
Learning Material (TLM) developed by Christine Schmalenbach and Thomas Miiller. Participants

were divided into groups to actively test three specific rungs of the ladder, allowing them to
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experience the methodology from a student’s perspective. This interactive exploration led to a
positive collective reflection on the potential for these materials to foster emotional intelligence
alongside academic milestones, sparking deeper questions about the theoretical framework behind

the TLM’s development.

The symposium concluded with a comprehensive wrap-up, synthesising the reflections and inquiries
gathered over the two-day event. The discussions underscored that achieving SDG 4 (Quality
Education) through MGML requires a shift away from rigid institutional norms toward a model that
embraces learner autonomy and socio-emotional growth. Participants left with a shared
understanding that while challenges like "examification" and infrastructure deficits persist, the
collaborative strategies shared—ranging from AI integration to peer learning—offer a viable

roadmap for transforming classrooms into inclusive, high-quality learning environments.

Shania Kariappa
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Beyond the narrative already captured in the primary report, several sessions engaged in detailed
conceptual and structural elaboration of the Multi-Grade Multi-Level (MGML) framework,
particularly through the articulation of the “Ladders of Learning” model. The ladder was presented
not as a metaphorical device but as an operational framework structured around clearly defined
competency-based rungs. Each rung represented a demonstrable learning milestone, enabling
progression based on mastery rather than age, time spent, or synchronised classroom pacing. The
phrase “learning in uneven steps” was used to emphasise the non-linearity of cognitive development.
Learners were described as moving forward, pausing, consolidating, or revisiting prior levels as

needed, thereby institutionalising flexibility within a structured progression system.

The MGML classroom was described as a “decentred, democratic” learning environment. Rather
than organising instruction around a single teaching point directed uniformly at all learners, the
methodology redistributes activity across multiple levels simultaneously. This structural decentring
requires intentional grouping, differentiated task allocation, and constant observation. The teacher’s
role was described in expanded terms: facilitator, observer, diagnostician, and progression-monitor.

This redefinition marks a significant departure from conventional transmission-based instruction.

The integration of cooperative learning was articulated as intrinsic rather than supplementary to
MGML. The concept of “cooperation rather than competition” was repeatedly emphasised. Learners
at different rungs of the ladder were described as capable of supporting one another, entering and

exiting conceptual engagement based on readiness. Peer interaction was not framed as enrichment




but as structural necessity within heterogeneous classrooms. Cooperative mechanisms were

therefore embedded within the ladder design itself.

In relation to public school systems, the distinction between intentional implementation and
structurally compelled multi-level teaching was articulated through the expression “accidental
MGML.” It was acknowledged that teacher shortages and uneven resource distribution often result
in multi-grade conditions. However, the sessions stressed that without methodological clarity, such
conditions do not automatically translate into pedagogical effectiveness. Intentional structuring,

training, and material alignment were identified as prerequisites for meaningful implementation.

The alignment with Sustainable Development Goal 4 (SDG 4) was discussed in explicit terms.
MGML was presented as a response to the call to “ensure inclusive and equitable quality education
and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all.” The emphasis on self-paced progression and
learner autonomy was positioned as central to inclusive quality. The notion of “learning to learn”
emerged as a guiding orientation, reinforcing MGML’s alignment with lifelong learning dispositions

rather than short-term academic attainment.

The session addressing “examification” examined the narrowing effect of examination-dominated
systems. The term itself was used to describe the over-centrality of testing regimes in shaping
curriculum and classroom behaviour. It was argued that rigid summative structures are often
misaligned with non-linear, mastery-based progression models such as MGML. The discussion
highlighted the need for assessment systems capable of recognising incremental achievement across

differentiated levels.

In the discussion of MGML in the age of Artificial Intelligence, technology was framed as assistive
rather than determinative. Al was described as a potential support mechanism for navigation,
content access, and teacher facilitation, while the primacy of learner agency remained central.
Concerns regarding dependency and over-reliance were acknowledged, but the broader emphasis

remained on controlled integration.

The session on art education demonstrated how aesthetic engagement allows differentiated
complexity within shared thematic frameworks. Learners were described as working on the same
conceptual stimulus while producing outputs at varying levels of abstraction and technical

sophistication. This reinforced MGML’s adaptability across disciplines.

The workshop on socio-emotional skills extended the ladder framework into affective domains.
Teaching-learning materials were organised sequentially, demonstrating that emotional
competencies can be scaffolded progressively. Participants worked through specific rungs, observing
how emotional awareness, regulation, and relational capacity can be cultivated systematically rather

than incidentally.




Implementation discussions further addressed phased adoption, contextual adaptation, and teacher
capacity-building. MGML was not presented as an immediate systemic replacement but as a model
requiring sustained institutional commitment, professional development, and ongoing
collaboration. The importance of research engagement and cross-contextual dialogue was reiterated

as part of the concluding deliberations.

Subhra Shankha Chakraborty
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The Department of Humanities and Social Sciences, IIT Madras, hosted a two-day symposium-
workshop on "Multi-Grade Multi-Level Pedagogy and SDG 4 Quality Education: Possibilities and
Challenges" on the 12th and 13th of February. The event brought together experts, scholars,
students, researchers, and educational practitioners from schools for substantive discussions on
pedagogy and educational practice. The symposium positioned Multi-Grade Multi-Level (MGML)
methodology as a systematic pedagogical approach that acknowledges the multidimensional
diversity and heterogeneity present in classrooms across the world, situating it within the broader

goals of SDG 4 and its commitment to inclusive and equitable quality education.

The symposium was inaugurated in the presence of Prof. Prathap Haridoss, Dean of Academic
Courses, IIT Madras; Iwan Siemens, Consular Attaché at the Consulate of the Federal Republic of
Germany; and Prof. Rajesh Kumar, Head of the Department of Humanities and Social Sciences.
Following the inaugural session, Thomas Miiller, Professor of Special Pedagogy at the University of
Wiirzburg, Germany, led the first session titled "Learning with Ladders of Learning: Learning in
Uneven Steps." Miiller introduced the core ideas of the MGML methodology with a focus on the
"Ladders of Learning" framework. He drew examples from the Rishi Valley School to illustrate how
learning can be meaningful, joyful, and efficient even through uneven steps. Following Miiller,
Jayashree Nambiar, Educationist and Secretary of The School KFI, spoke about the potential of
mixed-age classrooms, exploring their purpose, effectiveness, and practical concerns. She explained
how The School KFI has successfully implemented mixed-age classrooms up to Class 7, fostering
cooperative learning, student agency, and peer-to-peer learning. The discussion also raised
important questions regarding barriers to mixed classrooms at senior levels and how schools might
navigate implicit hierarchies among students of varying ages. The session was followed by an open,

unstructured sharing among attending teachers and scholars.




The third session of the day was led by Christine Schmalenbach, Professor of Education at the
University of Hamburg, Germany. Christine explored the concepts and methods of cooperative
learning and demonstrated how learning ladders provide a structured progression for students
working together as a group. She stressed the importance of positive interdependence, where
collective success is prioritized over competitive individualism. Following this, G. Goutama, Director
of Palar Centre for Learning, KFI, turned the discussion toward MGML in the age of Al
Incorporating some slides generated by artificial intelligence as a live demonstration, Goutama
offered a nuanced discussion of the potentials and challenges that Al presents within educational
contexts, while acknowledging its value as a support tool for educators. The final session of the day
was led by Christian Rommelt, Professor of Teacher Education at the University of Education,
Weingarten. Rommelt examined art education and its role from a global perspective, demonstrating
multiple art projects to illustrate how the ways in which we see, create, and understand art vary
considerably across cultures. He emphasized the significance of art and art education within the
MGML framework, where creative expression serves as a means of bridging differences in ability,
background, and learning pace. The day concluded with a Q&A session in which scholars and

teachers engaged in meaningful exchanges, drawing on their own classroom experiences.

The second day comprised three sessions followed by a hands-on workshop. The first session was
led by Merlia Shaukath, Founder of the Madhi Foundation, who shifted the discussion to a public
policy perspective. Drawing on empirical data, she drew attention to the structural realities of the
public school system, particularly how the chronic shortage of teachers often compels schools to
adopt arrangements similar to MGML without the necessary training or institutional support. The
session was followed by Steven Puttick, Associate Professor of Education at St Anne's College,
University of Oxford, who addressed the themes of examification, Net Zero, and the broader aims of
education. Drawing on his experience as a geography teacher, he examined the relationship between
exam-driven schooling and the concept of Net Zero in education. The final session before the
workshop was led by Gregor Lang-Wojtasik, Professor of Educational Science at the University of
Education, Weingarten, whose session addressed the importance of global citizenship education in
a contemporary world increasingly marked by social division. Drawing on Gandhi's educational
philosophy, he argued that education, at its core, is not merely the transmission of knowledge but

the cultivation of empathy, responsibility, and a commitment to a more just and peaceful world.

The sessions on the second day were followed by a hands-on workshop led by Citka Ashouri,
Research Scholar at the University of Hamburg, Germany. Utilizing the "Ladders of Learning"
materials developed by Christine Schmalenbach and Thomas Miiller, the workshop allowed

participants to engage with the approach directly and experientially. It served as an appropriate and
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meaningful conclusion to two days of discussion, offering participants the opportunity to move from

theoretical engagement with MGML to a direct experience of its practice.

The symposium-workshop concluded with tea and a closing reflection session in which participants
shared their thoughts and experiences. Teachers from various schools noted that they had already
been practicing some of the approaches discussed by the speakers, often without awareness of the
formal frameworks or terminology. They also spoke about how they intended to carry these
learnings back to their classrooms. Participants left with a clearer understanding of MGML
pedagogy, a stronger grasp of its theoretical foundations, and a renewed sense of its relevance within

diverse educational contexts as a meaningful pathway toward achieving SDG 4 quality education.

Abdulla Sarfraz

KX KX X* ¥k kR KXX* ¥ Ko e K KK KK ¥k KKK

Going to the MGML symposium was more like having my preconceptions subtly questioned than it
was like listening to lectures. I always assumed that "order" in the classroom meant that everyone
was learning the same material at the same rate. The "Ladders of Learning" got me thinking about
why we use time rather than mastery to gauge development. I never realised how many public
schools are already intentionally multi-grade as Ms Shaukath outlined in her lecture. It helped me
recognise that intention and structure are more important than circumstances. By the end of the
symposium, I was able to complicate that SDG 4 question, expanding the scope from that of just
mere educational access and to concerns where classrooms genuinely enable students to reflect, halt,

struggle, and develop at their own pace.

Utkarsh Upadhyay

KHXXXX KX XKXX* KR KK K** *

%k
k







