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FACT SHEET –COMBINED GRADES 
 
 
What are Combined Grades?  
It is the practice of creating classrooms made up of two different grades of 
students—for example grades 2 and 3. They are sometimes called ‘split grades' or 
'multi-age classes' (though often the multi-age classroom is made up of more than 
two different grades).  
 
Why do they exist?  
Principals organize Combined Grades in their schools when the numbers of 
students don't match the numbers of the teachers and to provide additional 
placement opportunities. For example, there may be 29 Grade 3's and 11 Grade 4's. 
School staffing committees facing these lopsided numbers may use Combined 
Grades to balance out and meet class size restrictions and to have more than a 
single placement opportunity for each grade of students. Class make-up is very 
carefully thought out by school staff. Even though schools have to work within 
certain restrictions, each and every child is placed with consideration to the whole 
child. Likewise, individual needs are also balanced with class dynamics and the 
needs and compatibility of the group. Some of the other factors taken into 
consideration are the teacher, classroom size, gender, work habits, emotional 
development, special education needs, English language development, grade being 
taught, etc.  
 
Is it really possible to teach two different grades?  
Just as in same-grade classes, teachers in combined grades use a wide range of 
teaching strategies to make sure they cover all of the curriculum expectations. 
Students in a Combined Grade follow expectations for their specific grade. 
Children in a Combined Grade spend time learning as a whole class, in small 
groups and individually. Sometimes they will be grouped based on a specific task 
and other times the teacher will group them based on their learning needs. Here are 
some examples of how a teacher of a Combined Grade class might cover the 
curriculum for two grades.  
 
Many parts of the overall expectations of the curriculum do not change from one 



 

grade to the next; rather, skills are developed to a more complex level. In a 
Combined Grade 1/2 class, all of the students would learn about Science and 
Technology. Grade 1 students, might investigate how a variety of plants adapt to 
their environments, and/or react to changes in their environments. As a writing 
assignment, the grade 1s would be expected to use joining words to combine 
simple sentences. Grade 2 students working on the Science unit would learn to 
explain habitats as areas where plants and animals meet their needs (e.g., for food, 
water, air, space, and light). In their writing assignment, the grade 2s would be 
required to use sentences of different lengths and complexity. The teacher will  
assess and evaluate the work differently to reflect the slight variation in curriculum 
expectations from one grade to the next.  
 
Here’s another example: 
The teacher may have the whole class participate in a common activity, and then 
begin working individually or in a small group on grade-specific curriculum 
expectations. For example, in a Combined Grade 1/2 class, when teaching the life 
systems strand of science, the teacher might start by showing a video about a 
specific animal. The grade 1 students would do a follow-up activity to identify the 
characteristics and needs of living things, while the grade 2 students would find 
and describe characteristics that are similar among a variety of animals and focus 
on growth and change in animals.  
 
During the literacy block students are taught, individually and in carefully planned 
groups, at their instructional level.  
 
Math instruction may begin with a large group activity, but students are grouped 
according to grade level.  
 
Another important aspect:  
Students will be provided supports from a second teacher who will work closely in 
the classroom, daily. Your child will have the benefit of working closely with two 
teachers everyday.  



 

But my child is in the older grade...will they be challenged?  
Yes! Your child will be challenged at their own academic level. It is both the 
teacher's and principal's responsibility as educators to provide your child with a 
challenging, yet not frustrating program. While some of the topics your child 
studies may vary from other children in the school at one time or another, all 
students will receive the full and complete grade program. Along with the 
academic studies, your child will also learn to work with younger children, 
reinforcing their confidence, their independence and their leadership skills. In fact, 
researchers have found these are the most important advantages.  
 
My child is in the younger grade...will they be confused /overwhelmed 
/overlooked?  
No! There is a wide variety of emotional, physical, and academic traits in any 
group of children. The younger children in a Combined Grade class have many 
people they can ask for help and older children whose emotional maturity, 
leadership and academic skills they can model.  
 
How to help your child succeed in a Combined Grade class  
You’re important to your child's success—in a Combined Grade or Same Grade 
classroom. The more information you have about your child and their education, 
the more you will be able to support and help your child succeed.  
 
Here are some ways you can support your child’s learning:  
Read information that comes from your child’s teacher and school and may be 
available on a school website. These sources will provide you with knowledge of 
what is happening in school and will make it easier for you to talk with your child 
about the school day.  
  
Find out how the program has been tailored to meet the needs of the children in the 
class as a whole, and each child’s individual needs.  
 
Talk to your child regularly about their school experience and about schoolwork 
that is brought home. Become familiar with the curriculum for your child’s grade. 
It is on the School District of Philadelphia’s website: 
http://webgui.phila.k12.pa.us/offices/c/curriculum/ 
  
Communicate with your child’s teacher about individual learning needs. If you 
have questions or concerns talk to the teacher about the strategies that they are 
using to cover the Split Grade curriculum.  
 
Be a part of the school. Attend parent information nights and other school events. 
Volunteer at the school if you have the time. Attend a school council meeting.  
 
Research on Combined Grades: Do Combined Grades really work?  
Dr. Joel Gajadharsingh (Professor Emeritus, University of Saskatchewan) has been 
a leader in North American research in combined grades. In 1991, the Canadian 



 

Education Association summarized his extensive findings and concluded the 
following:  
 
1. Children in combined classes get an education that is just as good or better as in 
single grade classes.  
 
2. Children in classes where there is more than one level learn to become more 
independent, responsible learners and develop a greater degree of social 
responsibility. They also develop better study habits and a more positive attitude 
towards school.  
 
3. 85% of teachers considered the achievements of students in multi-grades to be 
equal or superior to the achievement of students in single grades in language arts, 
mathematics, sciences and social studies.  
 
 


