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Introduction

In an Educational Digest for ERIC Tomlinson (2000) notes the obvious: all students learn in a
variety of ways and have different interests. Some students excel in some areas but not in others.
Hence, she suggests, the best school instruction is fitted to a diverse student population which is
called “differentiated.” Research notes that there is ample evidence that students experience
greater school success (i.e. personally satisfying) if teaching is responsive to their learning needs.
There is no one recipe for differentiation, but several broad principles that might be used to
establish differentiated classrooms.

Tomlinson notes that good teaching includes offering students a range of learning tasks
developed along eight differentiations: (1) concrete to abstract, (2) simple to complex, (3) basic
to transformational, (4) fewer facets to multi-facets, (5) smaller leaps to greater leaps, (6) more
structured to more open, (7) less independence to greater independence, and (8) slower to
quicker.

Ainslie’s work (1994) discusses instruction for student groups of mixed abilities. She examines
factors that determine mixed ability which include students” motivations, interests, and needs;
linguistic ability; general educational background; learning styles; age; external pressures and
time available to study; and student anxiety. She believes that teachers need to differentiate
student instruction.

Teachers who attend to these different needs must first create different instructional goals for
their students. To do this well, one key is to know the students. How can this task — knowing
students — be done efficiently and well? This review uses research to explain some general ideas,
and provide some hints for teachers who want to create activities that address a wide range of
student needs and abilities.

Key Findings

1. All students differ so teachers must attend to different needs by first creating unique
instructional goals for each student. Teachers need to follow up on these goals with practical
learning activities. Research indicates that differentiation improves student learning.

2. The term “differentiation” differs from mixed-ability teaching. Differentiation emphasizes
the needs of individual learners, while mixed-ability teaching is managing groups of students
for teaching purposes. The goal of differentiation is to create learning environments, content,
process, and products that enable students with learning challenges (including giftedness) to
succeed with meaningful curriculum.
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There are several ways classrooms and teaching might be differentiated. As Tomlinson notes,
differentiation takes into account:
(i) content — what students need to learn or how students should access information
(if) process — activities where students work to make sense of the content
(iii) products — projects or activities that allow students to rehearse, apply, and extend
what they have learned
(iv) learning environments — how the classroom works and feels

Tomlinson further says that differentiation can occur by utilizing:
(i) differences in texts
(if) differences in support for students
(iii) differences in expectations for learning outcomes
(iv) differences in students’ abilities
(v) differences in student interests
(vi) differences in curriculum tasks

Instructional activities should be created based on instructional needs, multiple intelligences,
learning modalities, cognitive levels, student backgrounds, and personal interests.
Differentiated teaching strategies include cooperative learning, individual learning, learning
centers, and technology.

The best differentiated classrooms are proactive, qualitative (which involves producing
superior student work), student-centered, and use a mix of whole-class, group, and individual
instruction. Differentiating learning experiences means that teachers must understand and
attend to the needs of both advanced and struggling learners.

Content and instructional modifications include multilevel instruction, the use of learning
contracts, small-group instruction, language study, the use of centers, projects, using different
tasks for different ability levels, supporting independent learning, utilizing more carefully
organized group work, curriculum replacement, acceleration, course compacting, pull-out
programs, competitions, and out-of-school programming.

The techniques most useful for meeting students’ needs include differentiated instruction,
student choice, flexible grouping, and mixing enrichment with acceleration.

Both traditional (Bloom’s Taxonomy) and new ways (brain-based research and constructivist
learning theories) to differentiate instruction are promising.

Parents whose children struggle to learn report that schools often seemed unfriendly and
unresponsive to the needs of their children and that differentiated instruction was not evident.
Parents believe differentiated instruction supports their children in acquiring self-esteem,
practical skills, and learning strategies.

As leaders of a school, administrators bear responsibility for differentiation because they
respond to the needs of students and the community while shaping curriculum. They need to
support their staff members as teachers attempt to use differentiated instruction in their
classrooms. Administrators must promote parent participation, provide special education
counseling, and advocate staff professional development.



Suggestions for Teachers

To differentiate instruction, teachers could use the following strategies in their classrooms:

Create a positive classroom atmosphere that is proactive, qualitative, and student-
centered.

Get to know your students in the first few weeks of school by conducting ice-breaking
classroom activities and written activities to help students know themselves and each
other.

Group wisely for instruction. Use flexible grouping — a mix of whole-class, group, and
individual instruction.

Plan an optimal physical arrangement for the classroom.

Use multiple texts and supplementary materials in lessons.

Utilize homogeneous grouping, along with differentiated instruction, to benefit students
of medium ability and low ability.

Allow students to have choice in learning.

Use individual learning and independent projects.

Try a variety of activities: word searches, matching games, and language exercises — such
as cloze, un-jumbling, sequencing, word study, reading comprehension, and writing.
Incorporate cooperative learning — simulation, projects, teaching games, problem-based
learning, and inquiry models.

Use Bloom’s Taxonomy to develop learning centers by organizing work around each
level (knowledge, comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis, and evaluation).
Use computers to help in the area of information-handling activities, multiskill tasks,
foreign language writing, desktop publishing, and the increased use of CD-Rom
resources.

Use different ways of teaching from the textbook; text alteration.

Make student work real and relevant.

Deliver challenging, high-level, fast-paced instruction to the gifted and talented.

Group the gifted and talented together for subjects in which they are talented.

Share personal contributions, such as stories, collected memorabilia, and hobbies, which
encourages students to contribute as well.

Mix enrichment with acceleration for some students.

Try peer mentoring or tutoring.

Set appropriate and achievable individual student goals.

Involve students as planners and organizers of lessons.

Use role-play and drama in the classroom.

Teach students critical thinking skills.

Use learning contracts to motivate students.

Consider differentiation in areas such as classroom management, community building
lessons/activities, literacy and mathematics education, and student assessment and
evaluation.
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