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So many students are physically present and psychologically absent. About
40 percent of students go through the motions, neither trying hard nor paying attention. So many cut class and are truant, so many admit to cheating
to get through, so many lose interest because they cannot keep up, and so
many are bored by the lack of appropriate challenge. So many do not learn
that ability is not enough and effort is crucial. About half of students who
drop out say their classes were not interesting, and about two-thirds say not
one teacher cared about their success in learning at school. Not all is rosy
with teachers, teaching, and school.
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Adapted slightly from John Hattie, Visible Learning
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More than a century ago in the United States and other parts of the world,
the teacher in a one-room schoolhouse faced a challenging task. She had
to divide her time and energy between teaching young people of varied ages
who had never held a book and could not read or write along and teaching
more advanced students of varying ages who had very different content needs.
Today’s teachers still contend with the essential challenge of the teacher in
the one-room schoolhouse: how to reach out effectively to students who span
the spectrum of learning readiness, personal interests, and culturally shaped
ways of seeing and speaking about and experiencing the world.
1
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Although today’s teachers generally work with individual classes where
students are approximately the same age, these children arguably have an
array of needs greater than those of the children in the one-room schoolhouse. Thus, a teacher’s question remains much the same as it was 100 years
ago: “How do I divide time, resources, and myself so that I am an effective
catalyst for maximizing talent in all my students?”
Consider how these teachers answer that question.
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• Ms. Handley studies her students persistently; she feels she must
know them well to teach them well. She sets as her measure of professional success that every student engages in and contributes to learning
every day and that every student makes observable progress every day. She
works hard to gain her students’ trust very early in the year and to prove
herself worthy of their trust thereafter. She uses formative assessment, both
formal and informal, as her primary understanding of what each student
needs in order to connect with the curriculum and to grow as a result of
class experiences. She says that formative assessment lets her know what
she needs to do to make tomorrow’s lesson work best for every student.
• Mrs. Wiggins assigns students to multiple spelling lists based on
pre-assessment results rather than making the assumption that all 3rd graders should work on List 3.
• Mr. Owen matches homework to student need whenever possible, trying to ensure that practice is meaningful for everyone. He invites students
to be part of determining which home tasks will best help them understand
and apply mathematical concepts and principles.
• Ms. Jernigan sometimes teaches math to the whole class at once.
More often, she uses a series of direct instruction, practice, and application groups based on daily formative assessment information. She matches
practice activities and sense-making tasks to students’ varied readiness
needs, and she groups students for real-world math applications based on
their interests or preferred approaches to learning. In this way, she says,
students learn from and contribute to the learning of a variety of peers.
• Ms. Enrico offers students two or three options when it’s time for
them to develop a final product or complete an authentic assessment at
the conclusion of a unit. She bases the options on students’ interests so
they have the chance to link what they’ve learned with something that
seems important and relevant to them as individuals. She also often offers
a “Let’s Make a Deal” option through which students can propose their
own product formats, making certain that the learning outcomes that
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students need to demonstrate remain constant across options. Students
use Wikispaces Classroom to develop their projects, which allows Ms.
Enrico to monitor their progress throughout the process.
• Mr. Raules encourages English language learners to do initial drafts
of writing in their first language if that helps them express their ideas. He
also ensures that, as often as possible, students have access to some online
or print resource materials in their first languages so they can more readily
understand and relate to important concepts.
• Ms. Willoughby “flips” her classroom at key instructional points when
it makes sense for students to explore new content at home and practice
their newly developing skills and ideas in class. She carefully monitors students’ understanding with “entry cards” or other types of formative assessment and creates instructional groups when it makes sense for students to
work together toward common learning goals. She moves among the groups
or sits with them to coach and mentor student progress.
• Mr. Ellis works regularly with small-group instruction he designs to
move students forward from their current points of knowledge, understanding, and skill. Students with whom he’s not meeting at a given time
work independently, in pairs or in small groups, on practice or sensemaking tasks set at appropriate challenge levels or tailored to connect current content to students’ interests. Formative assessment guides his instructional planning.
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All of these teachers are differentiating instruction. They may have practiced differentiation before it had a name. They are simply teachers who strive
to do whatever it takes to ensure that struggling, advanced, and in-between
learners; students with varied cultural heritages; and children with a broad
array of background experiences all grow as much as they possibly can each
day, each week, and throughout the year.
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Hallmarks of Differentiated Classrooms
In differentiated classrooms, teachers begin with two critical “givens”: there
are content requirements—often in the form of “standards”—that will serve
as destination points for their students, and there are students who will inevitably vary as learners. Thus, teachers in differentiated classrooms accept and
act on the premise that they must be ready to engage students in instruction
through different approaches to learning, by appealing to a range of interests,

© 2014 2nd
Hawker
Tomlinson-The Diifferentiated Classroom
ed.indd Brownlow
3

Education • 9781760013455 • 108029

4/30/14 8:14 AM

The Differentiated Classroom

and by using varied rates of instruction along with varied degrees of complexity and differing support systems. In differentiated classrooms, teachers
ensure that students compete against themselves as they grow and develop
more than they compete against one another, always moving toward—and
often beyond—designated content goals.
In other words, teachers who differentiate provide specific alternatives for
individuals to learn as deeply as possible and as quickly as possible, without
assuming one student’s road map for learning is identical to anyone else’s.
These teachers believe that students should be held to high standards. They
work diligently to ensure that all students work harder than they meant to;
achieve more than they thought they could; and come to believe that learning
involves risk, error, and personal triumph. These teachers also work to ensure
that all students consistently experience the reality that success stems from
hard and informed work.
Teachers in differentiated classes use time flexibly, call upon a range of
instructional strategies, and become partners with their students so that both
what is learned and the learning environment are shaped to support the learner
and learning. They do not force-fit learners into a standard mold; these teachers
are students of their students. They are diagnosticians, prescribing the best
possible instruction based on both their content knowledge and their emerging understanding of students’ progress in mastering critical content. These
teachers are also artists who use the tools of their craft to address students’
needs. They do not aspire to standardized, mass-produced lessons because
they recognize that students are individuals and require a personal fit. Their
goal is student learning and satisfaction in learning, not curriculum coverage.
Teachers in differentiated classrooms begin with a clear and solid sense
of what constitutes powerful curriculum and engaging instruction. Then
they ask what it will take to modify that curriculum and instruction so that
each learner comes away with knowledge, understanding, and skills necessary to take on the next important phase of learning. Essentially, teachers in
differentiated classrooms accept, embrace, and plan for the fact that learners
bring to school both many commonalities and the essential differences that
make them individuals.
Differentiated classrooms embody common sense. The logical flow of
thought in a differentiated classroom is this: a nurturing environment encourages learning. Quality curriculum requires clear and compelling learning goals
used in ways that engage students’ minds and lead to understanding. Persistent
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formative assessment guides both teacher and students toward essential goals.
Instruction works best when it’s carefully aligned with content goals and fashioned to address the needs indicated by both formal and informal formative
assessment. Classroom management must allow for both predictability and
flexibility in order for a range of students to achieve essential goals. Although
this sequence of logic is more or less common sense, nonetheless it can be
difficult to achieve—as common sense often is. In part, it can be difficult to
implement and plan for effectively differentiated classrooms because we see
few examples of good ones. There are such examples, however, and they offer
a productive way to start exploring differentiated instruction.
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Teachers work daily to find ways to reach out to individual learners at their
varied points of readiness, interest, and preferred approaches to learning.
There is no single “right way” to create an effectively differentiated classroom; teachers craft responsive learning places in ways that match their own
personality and approach to teaching. Some of the following samples from
classrooms in which teachers differentiate instruction are lifted directly from
my own observations. Some are composites of several classrooms or extensions
of conversations with teachers. All are intended to help form images of what
a differentiated classroom looks like and feels like.
Think carefully about the contrasts between examples in which teachers
teach with little regard to student variance and those in which teachers plan
with student variance in mind. Think about particular students you teach.
Which scenario is likely to be a better fit for those students? Why?
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Snapshots from Two Primary Classrooms
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For a part of each day in Mrs. Jasper’s 1st grade class, students rotate
among learning centers. Mrs. Jasper has worked hard for several years to
provide a variety of learning centers related to several subject areas. All students go to all learning centers because Mrs. Jasper says they feel it’s unfair
if they don’t all do the same thing. Students enjoy the movement and the
independence the learning centers provide.
Many times, Isabel breezes through the center work. Just as frequently,
Jamie is confused about how to do the work. Mrs. Jasper tries to help Jamie
as often as she can, but she doesn’t worry so much about Isabel because her
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skills are well beyond those expected of a 1st grader, and Isabel completes all
of the work quite readily and accurately. Today, all students in Mrs. Jasper’s
class will work in a learning center on compound words. From a list of 10
compound words, they will select and illustrate 5. Later, Mrs. Jasper will ask
for volunteers to show their illustrations. She will do this until the students
share illustrations for all 10 words.
Down the hall, Ms. Cunningham also uses learning centers in her 1st
grade classroom. She, too, has invested considerable time in developing interesting centers on a variety of subjects. Ms. Cunningham’s centers, however,
draw upon some of the principles of differentiated classrooms. Sometimes all
students work in a particular learning center, if it introduces an idea or skill
new to everyone. More often, Ms. Cunningham assigns students to a specific
learning center or to a particular task at a certain learning center, based on
her continually developing sense of their individual readiness.
Today, her students will also do learning center work focused on compound words. Students’ names are listed at the center, and beside each name
is a sticker in one of four colors. Each student works on a task contained in
the folder that matches the color of his or her sticker. For example, Sam has
a red sticker next to his name. Using the materials in the red folder, Sam
must decide the correct order of pairs of words to make familiar compound
words. He also will make a poster that illustrates each simple word and the
new compound word they form. Using materials in the blue folder, Jenna will
look around the classroom and in books to find examples of compound words.
She will write them out and illustrate them in a booklet. Using materials in
the purple folder, Tjuana will write a poem or a story that uses compound
words she generates and that make the story or poem interesting. She then
can illustrate the compound words to make the story or poem interesting
to look at as well as to read. In the green folder, Dillon will find a story the
teacher has written. It contains correct and incorrect compound words.
Dillon will be a word detective, looking for “villains” and “good guys” among
the compound words. He will create a chart to list the good guys (correct
compound words) and the villains (incorrect compound words) in the story,
ultimately correcting the “villains” in the story.
Tomorrow, during circle time, all students may share what they did with
their compound words. As students listen, they are encouraged to say the
thing they think is best about each presenter’s work, based on a checklist
of learning goals posted for the assignment. Ms. Cunningham may also
spotlight a few students who are sometimes reticent to speak in front of the
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group, noting something she appreciated about their work and asking them
a question that should elicit at least a brief response.
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In 5th grade, students at Sullins Elementary work with the concept of
“famous people” to make connections between social studies and language
arts. All students are expected to hone and apply research skills, write with
a logical flow of ideas, and share with an audience what they understand
about the famous people they are studying.
Mr. Elliott asks all his students to select and read a biography of a famous
person from the literature or history they have studied. Students then use
books from the school library and Internet resources to find out more about
the person they have chosen. Each student writes a report about a famous
person, describing the person’s culture, childhood, education, challenges, and
contributions to the world. Students are encouraged to use both original
and “found” illustrations in their reports. Mr. Elliott gives the whole class
a coaching rubric focused on use of research resources, organization, and
quality of language.
In her 5th grade class, Mrs. May gives her students interest inventories
to help her identify areas in which they may have a special talent or fascination, such as sports, art, medicine, the outdoors, writing, or helping others.
Ultimately, each student selects an area of special interest or curiosity to be
his or her focus in an upcoming unit on characteristics of famous people.
Mrs. May’s class discusses the fact that in all areas of human endeavor,
famous people from many cultures have shaped our understanding and
practice in all sorts of fields. Mrs. May reads aloud biographical sketches of
a statesman, a musician, an astronaut, a community organizer, a scientist, and
an artist. The people she spotlights are both male and female and represent
multiple ethnic or cultural groups. Together, students and teacher describe
traits and principles related to these famous people.
For example, famous people often are creative, they take risks to make
advances in their fields, they tend to be rejected before they are admired, they
sometimes fail and sometimes succeed, and they are persistent. Students test
these principles as they discuss historic figures, authors, and people in the
news today. In the end, students conclude that people can be famous “for
the right reasons” or “for the wrong reasons.” They decide to research people
who became famous by having a positive impact on the world.
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Examples from Two Elementary Classrooms
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The school media specialist helps each student to generate lists of “productive” famous people in that student’s particular categories of interest. She
also helps them learn how to locate a variety of resources that can help them
research famous individuals from varied cultures and time periods (including
brainstorming possible interview sources). She talks with them about the
importance of selecting research materials they can read and understand
clearly, and she offers to help them look for alternatives for materials that
seem too easy or too hard for them.
Mrs. May and her students talk about how to take notes and try various
ways to take notes during their research. They also consider different methods of organizing their information, such as webs, outlines, storyboards, and
matrices, and discuss the approaches that seem to work well for different
students in the class. They talk about all the ways they can express what they
learn: through essays, historical fiction, monologues, or character sketches.
Mrs. May provides students with a rubric that guides them on the content,
research, planning, and traits of effective narrative writing. Students also work
with Mrs. May individually to set their own personal goals for understandings,
working processes, and final products.
As the assignment continues, Mrs. May works with individuals and small
groups to assess their understanding and progress and to provide personal
coaching. Students also assess each other’s work according to the rubrics and
individual goals. They ensure that each report shows someone who has made
a positive contribution to the world. In the end, the whole class completes a
mural in the hallway outside their room that includes the principles related
to fame in the shape of puzzle pieces. On each puzzle piece, students write
or illustrate examples of the principle from their famous person’s life. They
then add ways in which they believe the principles are or will be important
in their own lives.

Comparisons from the Middle Grades
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In Ms. Cornell’s science class, students work in a specific cycle: read the
textbook chapter, answer questions at the end of the chapter, discuss what
they have read, complete a lab, and take a quiz. Students do the labs and
complete their reports in groups of four. Sometimes Ms. Cornell assigns
students to a lab group as a way of minimizing behavior problems; often,
students select their own lab groups. They read the text and answer the questions individually. Ms. Cornell typically conducts two or three whole-class
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