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U nlike one-size-fits-all instruction
where all students are expected

to learn the same material in the same
way, differentiated instruction pro-
vides options. Teachers use an array of
instructional strategies, including
multiple texts and supplementary
materials, interest centers, independ-
ent learning contracts, group investi-
gations, assignments with varying lev-
els of complexity or guidelines for
evaluating student work along a range
of abilities. 

There is no recipe for differentia-
tion. Rather, it is a way of thinking
about teaching and learning that
focuses on the individual needs of
individual learners. However, some
broad principles can be applied in all
differentiated classrooms:
• Assessment is ongoing and linked

clearly to instruction. 
• All students are working on

worthwhile and valuable learning
tasks. 

• There is flexible grouping.
Depending on what they are doing,
students work with others who are
at the same level, in mixed groups,
with students who have the same
interests or learning styles, etc.

Getting started

The most important thing to remem-
ber when moving toward differentiat-
ed instruction is to think small.
Remember that you are not adding
things to your curriculum. You are
making fundamental changes in the
way you teach.

Elementary school teachers might

begin in language arts or social stud-
ies. Subject area teachers might begin
with an objective from a favorite unit.
The bottom line is that you need to
feel comfortable with and competent
in the content with which you are
working.

Think differently

The move toward differentiated
instruction begins with a different
way of thinking about teaching. It
means developing a range of instruc-
tional strategies that respond to the
mix of students in your classroom.
Rather than asking yourself, “What
am I going to do in class tomorrow?”
consider the following:
• What do I expect my struggling

learners to know and be able to do
tomorrow?

• What do I expect my most
advanced learners to know and be
able to do?

• What do I expect my typical
learners to know and be able to do?

Planning 

Here are some
questions to use
as a guide when
planning for dif-
ferentiated
instruction:
1. Do you know what you want

your students to do? What facts
will they learn? What principles
and ideas will they understand?
What will they be able to do as a
result of the learning experience?

2. Have you selected a variety of
resources as you decide on the con-
tent? Have you planned for a vari-
ety of support systems (reading
buddies, direct instruction, digests,
recordings, etc.) and varied pacing?

3. Have you planned for pre-assess-
ment of student readiness so you
can prepare appropriate content
and learning activities?

4. Do the activities you have planned
call for high-level thinking? Will
your students find them interest-
ing? Do they address students’ vari-
ous readiness levels? Do they
address various modes of learning?
Is each focused on one, or a very
few, key concepts? Do you have a
plan for assessing activity out-
comes? Do you have a plan for
bringing closure to the tasks?

Differentiated Instruction

Technology

Make the most of technology
when planning different learn-
ing activities for your students.
Technology provides some excel-
lent tools and resources, many
of which are free. There are a
number of Web sites
(www.math.com, for example)
where students can practice
required skills. Students can cre-
ate PowerPoint® presentations,
HyperStudio® stacks or Word
documents as they build knowl-
edge or demonstrate what they
have learned.



Strategies

Following are some of the many
strategies that can be used to differen-
tiate instruction:
• Adjusting questions—discussion,

test and homework questions that
are based on the varied readiness
levels, interests and learning pro-
files of your students.

• Agenda—a personalized list of
tasks that a student must complete
in a specified time.

• Flexible grouping—students join
different groups or work alone
based on the match of the task
with their individual strengths and
needs.

• Independent study—student and
teacher identify an area of interest,
a method of investigation and the
type of product the student will
develop as a result of the independ-
ent work.

• Problem-based learning—a strate-
gy that places students in the role
of active problem solvers.

• Learning centers—stations or col-
lections of materials that students
can use to explore topics or prac-
tice skills.

• Literature circles—student-led
discussion groups that allow stu-
dents to share with other students
who have done the same reading. 

• Tiered assignment—an assign-
ment that includes tasks and/or
resource materials of varied levels
of complexity.

• WebQuests—teacher-designed
Internet lessons that involve using
specified and relevant Internet links
as students use research and prob-
lem solving skills as they find infor-
mation, draw conclusions and
develop a product.

Keep parents informed 

When parents hear about any change
in how a classroom will operate, they
naturally ask one question: How will
this affect my child?

Differentiated instruction is
designed to meet the needs of all chil-
dren. As you inform parents about
differentiated instruction in your
classroom, you can and should invite
them to work with you.

Here are some ways teachers can
help parents feel more at home in a
differentiated classroom:
• Let parents know that your goal is

to help each student make progress
in all areas. Parent input and
involvement will make it easier to
do that.

• Talk frankly with parents about
how differentiated instruction can
help their child develop other qual-
ities such as independence and self-
discipline. Ask for their help as you
work to promote those character
traits.

• Work with parents to develop
goals for their child’s learning.
When parents clearly understand
where you’re going, they will worry
less about how you plan to get
there.

• Let parents know that students
will learn how to evaluate their
own work in your classroom.
Encourage family conversations
about what is going on in class.

• Let parents know how you plan to
measure their child’s progress. In a
differentiated classroom, regular
assessment is essential for planning.

• Be sensitive to the concerns of
parents of advanced learners. These
parents often worry that their child
may simply mark time and be
asked to tutor other youngsters.
Show parents how you plan to
challenge their child during the
year.
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Concept-based
teaching

It’s necessary to have a basis
from which to work before you
can begin to differentiate
instruction. If instruction is
based on facts, the only way to
differentiate is to give students
either more facts or fewer facts. 

If instruction is based on
concepts, however, there are
many ways to help students
learn. Some students may need
a concrete approach while others
do better with a more abstract
or complex approach.

Assessment 

Ongoing assessment is an essen-
tial element of differentiated
instruction. Before beginning a
unit, conduct a pre-assessment
(oral questioning, written jour-
nal prompts, objective tests,
webbing, etc.) to find out what
your students already know. 

During the lesson, ask stu-
dents to rate themselves on their
degree of understanding. Some
students may be ready to build
on the concept, some may need
reinforcement and some may
need more intensive or explicit
instruction.




