BUILDING CLASSES OF COMBINED GRADES

Given that the goal is to build a community of learners in every classroom, it is essential

to ensure that the best interests of the students are central in all decisions about classroom

organization. In order to ensure that the classes consisting of students from more than one

grade are balanced in as many different ways as possible, principals and teachers need to take

into consideration various factors, just as they do with single-grade classes. Some significant

factors are the following:

• number of students in each grade

• number of boys and girls in the class

• social skills of the students (e.g., ability to cooperate or take

the initiative)

• relationships with peers (e.g., ability to maintain friendships

and to build new friendships)

• level of student achievement in literacy and numeracy

• students’ strengths (e.g., degree of independence, ability in problem solving)

• students’ needs (e.g., need for support in learning English, special education needs)

• students’ interests

“In successful schools, classrooms are

organized to meet the learning needs

of students. … Teachers create a culture

of learning in the classroom that values

each member of the learning community.”

– Literacy for Learning, 2004, p. 96

Factors to Consider in Organizing Classes
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In assessing such factors, teachers can use the same assessment methods for students in classes of

combined grades as they do for students in single-grade classes to identify the developmental

phase of students.

Building balanced classes of students in combined grades is part of the process of equitable

organization of all classes in the school. As they organize classes school-wide, principals and

teachers should consider the social and emotional profiles, as well as the academic profiles,

of the students. In doing this, it is useful to build a class profile to help classroom teachers

to recognize students’ strengths, needs, and interests

PARENTS’ QUESTIONS

Parents often have questions about the placement of their children in classes. The following

are some frequently asked questions about classes of combined grades.

Why do you have classes of combined grades?

Most classes of combined grades are created to accommodate students in a school where it is

not possible to create only single-grade classes. For example, if there are thirty Grade 2 students,

thirty Grade 3 students, and three teachers, the only way to organize the children into smaller

classes is to combine some students from both grades in one class. Some schools, however,

choose to create classes of combined grades, so that their students have the opportunity to

gain the academic and socio-emotional benefits associated with such classes.

What are the benefits of placement in a class of combined grades?

There are many socio-emotional benefits for students who are in classes with students of various

ages. For example, in such classes, peer interactions have been shown to be very positive;

students have opportunities for greater development of social skills and cooperation skills; and

students often develop a feeling of comfort and security, a positive self-concept, and a sense

of satisfaction with their achievements. There are also significant opportunities for development

of leadership skills and for learning from peers. In studies measuring academic achievement,

students in classes of combined grades were found to perform as well as students in singlegrade

classes.

Why was my child chosen to be in a class of combined grades?

When placing students in all classes, educators consider a variety of factors, including

number of students, number of boys and girls, and students’ interests, strengths, needs,

learning styles, motivation, work habits, emotional development, and linguistic, cultural,

and social backgrounds.

4. For details, see the expert panel report entitled Education for All: The Report of the Expert Panel on Literacy and

Numeracy Instruction for Students With Special Education Needs, Kindergarten to Grade 6 (Toronto: Ministry of

Education, Ontario, 2005), chapter 4.

COMBINED GRADES: STRATEGIES TO REACH A RANGE OF LEARNERS

Will the teacher have as much time for each child in a class of combined grades?

The amount of time for an individual student is not determined by the organization of

classrooms by grade. In all classrooms, teachers employ a number of instructional strategies

to address the needs of all students. On a daily basis, teachers work with large groups, small

groups, and individual students.

How do teachers prepare for teaching classes of combined grades?

Teachers develop the knowledge and skills to effectively manage any classroom, including

knowledge of curriculum resources and flexibility in planning. Teachers also learn about which

instructional strategies work well with the students in their class while they teach, whether it

is a single-grade class or a class of combined grades. As well, the Ministry of Education and

the local district school board provide many professional learning opportunities for teachers

on planning and instruction.

Will the child in the higher grade be sufficiently challenged?

Research has shown that there are no negative effects on academic

achievement. Teachers design programs to challenge children at

their appropriate academic level. In any given classroom, students

have diverse needs and interests, and teachers spend a great deal

of time planning a program so that it addresses this range. Along

with the academic studies, students also learn to work with a

cross-section of other students, reinforcing social and leadership

skills. Research suggests that this is an advantage.

Might the child in the lower grade be overwhelmed?

Teachers and principals are careful in selecting students who

will be compatible in all classes. In any class, children show a

range of development physically, emotionally, and academically.

It is an advantage for younger children in a class of combined

grades to have many people they can ask for help – both the

teacher and older students. They may also benefit from being able to learn from older

children who can model leadership and academic skills.

“The older students really get to know their

stuff through explaining it, younger classmates

get peer role models, and everyone

learns the importance of helping people.”

– Trish Snyder, Today's Parent,

October 2005

“Younger children actively use older

children to develop skills and to

acquire knowledge.”

“Older children actively assert responsibility

for younger ones and develop an

increasingly sophisticated understanding

of that responsibility.”

J. Feldman and P. Gray, 1999

