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 I am a passionate, highly qualified, organized, hard-working, caring, creative educator; 

but teaching a combination 4
th
/5

th
 grade class during the 2009-10 school year was the greatest 

challenge of my career.  The virtually impossible task of constantly and consistently 

differentiating instruction for two separate grades illuminated the chronic problem of 

accommodating the needs of countless student subsets that fall along a broad spectrum of ages 

and abilities. 

    After the excitement of accepting a new job had transformed into a reality that required 

me to seamlessly integrate two curriculums, I understood that the complex challenges of 

differentiation would need to be addressed.  Along with the scent of newly sharpened pencils and 

the thrill of stiff book spines, came the overpowering realization that I was now solely 

responsible for meeting a multitude of expectations and requirements that had not been present in 

my previous single grade classrooms.  The gravity of the situation became apparent when 

Curriculum Night was poetically defined by a parent question that drilled to the core of my 

differentiation concerns:  “With two grades in here, what are you going to do for my child?” he 

asked.  Attempting to conquer momentary speechlessness, I found myself reciting clichés and 

reaching back to my very limited academic experience with differentiation training. I faced the 

one man firing squad and said: “Well, it’s going to be a lot of work on my part…you see…I will 

combine what subjects and topics can be combined and I will teach individual lessons on 

objectives that cannot, while the other group of students will be working on something else 

entirely… Mr. Smith, my goal is to challenge your child regardless of the diversity of learners in 

this class”.  Crisis averted, but the writing on the dry-erase board was abundantly clear. 

 Reflecting on the problems associated with effective differentiation during the early days 

of the school year suggested to me that this would be an enduring theme that would forever 

shape the way I teach.  While differentiation is not just a combination classroom teacher’s 

dilemma, I feel it is fair to assert that the level of difficulty grows exponentially in a room that 
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contains two grades.  Taking inventory of the students in my classroom revealed a definitive split 

that punctuated the problem (14 fourth graders and 10 fifth graders).  My first instinct was to 

map students chronologically based on age and preliminary indications of their academic ability.  

I constructed a mental map of learners along a continuum that ranged from younger fourth 

graders to older fifth graders, which is largely a quantitative assessment, but carries with it, those 

all-important qualitative metrics like maturity, social skills, and emotional development.  This 

picture would not be complete without attempting to map my students on an opposing axis of 

academic prowess and potential.  Despite the margin for error in estimating a student’s 

“coordinates” in this way, I believed it was imperative to build an informed profile of my 

students’ position at the outset so I could anticipate the need to differentiate. An exercise like this 

may come naturally to seasoned teacher with extensive combination classroom experience, but I 

found this “mapping” an essential part of helping plot the first few steps along the academic path 

my students were preparing to travel. 

 Admittedly, this scatter plot of children is a complex equation, especially when you have 

an immense diversity of students, but the clear crossover students (e.g. very low performing fifth 

graders and/or high performing fourth graders) reside at the heart of the differentiation 

discussion.  A quintessential example of the very low achieving fifth grader was represented by a 

boy named “James”, who joined our classroom in mid-October on the first day of MEAP testing.  

Differentiating the curriculum for James so he was challenged, but not exasperated meant the 

following:  methodically scaffolding every math lesson at a one-on-one level; creating a small 

guided reading group that focused on predicting, decoding, and comprehending; and providing 

him with writing prompts that were accessible and appropriate for his output.  Not only did I 

work diligently to make academics approachable at his level, I also put great effort into helping 

James “fit in” socially.  I introduced him to possible new friends by encouraging the use of 

certain “friendly phrases” with others and monitored his peer interactions to avoid having to 
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patch things up later.  All of these accommodations were made while still respecting that 

invisible line between fourth and fifth grade so as not to stray into fourth grade territory, a 

position from which he may not have easily recovered.   

 At the opposite end of the academic and chronological spectrum was “Abby”, a high 

performing fourth grader with exceptional maturity and advanced social skills that placed her 

well into the ranks of fifth grade academia.  As a consistently impressive performer and an 

outstanding leader in the classroom, I also had to create curriculum for her while still keeping 

that critical fourth/fifth grade divide in my peripheral vision.  Differentiating the curriculum for 

Abby so that she was challenged, but not skipping the fourth grade GLCE’s meant the following:  

locating in-depth enrichment activities in math lessons to push her understanding of the 

concepts; creating independent study models in our Social Studies units; and forming a small 

literature circle group where she could read and respond to challenging texts.   

 Although my instincts led me to target the two students requiring the most extreme 

amounts of differentiation, I knew there was plenty of room for application of differentiation 

across the rest of the class – if only I could create sufficient time, summon extra effort, and tap 

into additional resources beyond those being jeopardized by the students in greatest need. As 

such, crossover students should not represent the only learners in the classroom who are 

deserved of such thoughtful planning and individualized instruction, however, I found myself 

only able to accomplish so much on a daily basis.  Apart from serving as good differentiation 

case studies, I learned that the common thread between the two aforementioned crossover 

students was tied to the creation of extra curriculum outside of the two curriculums that I was 

hired to teach.  

 

 With the end of the school year in sight, my more informed understanding of 

differentiation challenges within a combination classroom allowed me to see why teaching two 
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grades simultaneously is regularly, but unnecessarily viewed in a negative light.  Simply put, the 

process is flawed from the start.  In my school, the creation of combination classrooms is based 

on the theory of “independent workers” – an ambiguous term at best.  Unfortunately, our school 

discourages teachers from explaining to parents how classes are formed and parents are never 

given the opportunity to understand the potential for outstanding growth that may result from 

having their child assigned to a combination class.  This process is further complicated by parent 

requests, prior combination classroom experiences, and most tenured teachers’ ability to avoid 

the assignment, even if they are the best qualified candidate.  From time to time, this ad hoc 

system works, resulting in a class list that contains enough students that are individually 

motivated and possess strong work ethics.  But, more often than not, combination class lists 

result in a cross section of students that require high levels of differentiated instruction. 

 Teachers that commit to more effective methods of differentiation have the collective 

ability to dispel the legendary myth that a combination classroom is an unfortunate year-long 

sentence for a child.  Based on my experience this year, I am convinced that the central reason a 

“split” classroom persists as a dirty word in elementary education is because not enough teachers 

are effective differentiators – which is why this particular problem of practice has captured my 

undivided attention. Going forward, my challenge is to learn and develop advanced techniques 

that will allow me to proactively manage the variables that create distance between learners with 

a commitment to deliver the best possible education for every student that walks through my 

door.   

 Although I am proud of the work that my students and I have accomplished this past 

year, I was far from the perfect teacher in this unique environment.  But, because I know that 

effective differentiation will likely remain at the forefront of elementary education in perpetuity, 

I believe there is an incredible amount of growth and work to be done in this area – work that I 

am prepared to begin. 


