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Introduction

If children grew up according to early indications, we
should have nothing but geniuses.

—Goethe

Jimmy brought an armful of books to his first day of first grade.
During a free activity period, he sidled over to a couple of chil-
dren constructing a bridge and asked if they wanted him to
read a Frog and Toad book. One of them agreed and sat quietly
by his side as Jimmy read and dramatized one of his favorite
stories.

In the same class sat Saha, whose family moved to the
United States a month before she started school. She knew
English but could not understand American accents very well.
She shrank into her seat and scribbled the sounds of English
words in Arabic script. When flipping through the books on a
nearby table, she instinctively opened one from the back.

Russell had so much energy that he zoomed wherever he
went. Some people in the school thought he had an attention
deficit problem, but his teacher did not agree. His family had
moved six times in the past 3 years seeking work, and Russell
needed time to get used to the rhythms of school life. At the
moment, all he seemed ready for was running around the
edges of the classroom.

Desiree entered first grade with the idea of becoming a pot-
ter. She brought her own clay to class every day and asked the
teacher when she would learn how to make pots and also statues
of her favorite animals. She had no interest in reading or math
and spent most of her time making the other children laugh.

During the primary years, children express a wider range of differ-
ences than older learners. As a general rule, the younger the age group,

xi
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the more dramatic the variations within the group and the more likely
that differences in tests or in the performance of any task reflect differ-
ences in developmental level. Add to this the influence of culture, special
ability, and language, and you have a classroom, such as the above, where
the range of knowledge and understanding in any given subject can span
at least several years.

So how do we begin to teach such children? What does a teacher do
in a grade where every child is supposed to finish the year reading at a cer-
tain level and yet at least a third of the class is bilingual, four children
have special problems, and two are already reading? Is it possible to teach
essential reading strategies to Russell, who can hardly sit still and barely
knows his alphabet; Saha, who painstakingly sounds out words in an
Arabic script; Desiree, who would rather do pottery; and Jimmy, who is
already reading books at third-grade level?

The first response must be to know what these children are bringing
to the table—their special abilities, their struggles, their loves, their par-
ticular state of development—and to craft each lesson around them.
Differentiating instruction literally means beginning with the differences
of the child and adjusting the curriculum accordingly. For young chil-
dren, significant changes take place within each year of the primary
grades. One month, you may find a child struggling with the most basic
math concept; then the next month, he suddenly masters it. The strate-
gies used to differentiate the curriculum give primary teachers tools for
responding to these leaps and halts in development and also with other
situations such as the growing number of bilingual and culturally differ-
ent students in American classsrooms today.

A central purpose of Differentiating for the Young Child is to help pri-
mary teachers respond to the learning needs of an increasingly diverse
student body while also navigating the demands of their curriculum
(including state curriculum standards). Most primary teachers live under
the constant pressure to deliver specific content each year to all students
regardless of their learning needs and backgrounds. But they also recog-
nize the developmental needs of young children and have already figured
out ways to adjust instruction accordingly. The question is, How can we
better balance the demands of state standards and district requirements
with the needs of the children before us?

Using the original definition of curriculum, which means “to run”
(Latin currere), this book approaches differentiating in the form of a jour-
ney. Thinking of teaching in this way makes sense when we consider
what happens in the process of planning and executing a journey. Let us
say that you have decided to organize a journey for 20 young children.

xii • Differentiating for the Young Child
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There are only two lasting bequests we can hope to
give our children. One of these is roots, 

the other, wings.
—Hodding Carter

very student who walks through the door of the classroom brings
special gifts to the learning table. He may have unkempt hair and

stare down at his shoes, or she may speak another language and hop
around the room like a grasshopper. But each one has some hidden
strength that enables her to learn. In preparing to differentiate, you have
to find out who your learners are—what abilities, interests, and experi-
ences have shaped them. In addition, you must honor the unique devel-
opmental needs of young children. 

During the toddler years and even beyond, children learn by explor-
ing their environment; they finger, touch, taste, and shape whatever they
can get their hands on (Morrison, 1997). Gradually, their explorations
become more focused as they seek to understand the world around them
through more systematic experiments. As higher level thinking advances
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and they enter school, young primary students create and improvise
with any materials at hand, inventing the world from their own imagi-
nation (Belgrad, 1998, p. 373).

It is this constructive behavior of young children that has become the
foundation of teaching in preschool, kindergarten, and, to some extent,
the primary grades (Cohen & Jipson, 1998, p. 405). Drawing on the work
of Piaget (1977, 1980), a “constructivist” or “developmental” model
evolved, based on how children construct their understanding of the world
through continuous contact with and adaptation to their immediate envi-
ronment. This constructivist model not only responds to the unique learn-
ing needs of young children but also stimulates growth in their reasoning
and thinking ability (Cohen & Jipson, 1998, p. 406).

Teachers play a key role in anticipating students’ learning needs and
guiding the process of thinking, applying, and inventing. Vygotsky (1962)
and Feuerstein (1980) theorized that teachers need to become active medi-
ators in the learning process and lead development, rather than just pro-
vide contexts that may stimulate it. They design learning experiences that
are slightly ahead of the child’s development but within reach of his abil-
ity and understanding, thus stimulating cognitive growth.

This kind of educational program for young children emphasizes play,
exploration, risk taking, and creative problem solving. Children advance at
their own rate and teachers use learning contracts and planning sheets to
assess strengths and weaknesses and to monitor each student’s progress.

2 • Differentiating for the Young Child

Many primary teachers already have features of a differentiated class-
room in place: ways to discover the learners’ special abilities and charac-
teristics, a variety of work areas in the classroom, a diversity of resources,
and an active class of eager students who are used to doing different
things. If this is your case, you already have a strong foundation to create
a supportive environment for differentiating. On the other hand, if your
school emphasizes direct instruction in the primary grades, introducing
new changes may take more time. In this case, you can integrate the
strategies of differentiated instruction more gradually, beginning with
those areas where your students have the greatest need.

In the developmentally appropriate classroom, the role of the
teacher has changed. Formerly, the teacher was someone who told
and imparted all of the knowledge. Now the teacher is one who
extends, engages, questions, affirms, and challenges children as they
are constructing knowledge. (Cummings & Piirto, 1998, p. 383)
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