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Students differ from one another in size, shape, and social development.
Students also learn differently. Teachers can no longer teach “The
Lesson” and hope that everyone gets it. Teachers must consider each
child based on his or her needs, readiness, preferences, and interests.
Teachers should strive to differentiate the content, the assessment
tools, the performance tasks, and instructional strategies. Differentiation is a philosophy that enables teachers to plan strategically in
order to meet the needs of the diverse learners in today’s classrooms.
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Much has been researched and written about classroom climate and the
need for a safe, nurturing environment with high challenge and low
threat where all learners can thrive. This chapter explores ideas and
strategies that can help teachers build this learning community so vital
for success.
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Teachers must make every effort to know learners in order to meet their
diverse needs. Just as clothing designers must know about the many
fabrics and styles to create a garment to suit the wearer, so in
classrooms we teachers must know about our learners so that we may
find the strengths and uniqueness of each child. This chapter describes
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Everyone needs feedback. Teachers and students need to exchange
constant feedback to monitor progress and to adjust learning. It has been
said that assessment drives the curriculum. Teachers need pre-assessment
tools to plan for learning as well as ongoing assessment tools to use
during and after the learning process. Pre-assessment is essential for
teachers to find out what students know, can do, and are interested
in learning. If teachers use pre-assessment data when they are planning
lessons, learners are not bored by repeating “history” or, conversely, lost
with no frame of reference when the new learning is beyond their realm
of experience. Suggestions and examples of effective pre-assessment
tools are outlined as well as tools to use during and after the learning
process. Ideas for grading are explored.
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After pre-assessment, teachers need to examine the data and adjust
the learning based on students’ knowledge, skills, past experiences,
preferences, and needs. A practical process is shared that allows
teachers to adjust learning. With knowledgeable and capable learners,
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compacting is a strategy that sometimes can be used, and several ways
of compacting are shared and explained. Processes for grouping students for a variety of reasons are explored, and techniques to form
groups and design interactions are examined. The chapter works with
the acronym TAPS, representing Total or whole group, Alone or independent, Partner work, or Small-group interaction.
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Teachers everywhere are paying attention to how the brain works and
makes meaning, and to what should go on in classrooms as a result of
that knowledge. An instructional repertoire is a necessary component
of classrooms that have a greater capacity to reach all learners. If
students do not understand content (or process or concept) the first
time the teacher presents it, “saying it louder and slower in another part
of the room” will not make it any clearer. Extensive research is now
available on best practices and pedagogy that make a difference in
student achievement. This research is explored, and brain-based strategies are outlined.
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KNOWIING
THE
LEARNER

3

WE LOOK IN CLASSROOMS AT SCHOOLS AND OBSERVE THE
variety of students in all different shapes and sizes. They all look different, and they are.
As with clothing, their sizes vary, and each wearer has individual preferences for style,
color, and occasion.
Could we buy clothing for children we didn’t know? We would need to find out
about them as individuals, ask about their likes and dislikes, preferences for color and style,
and of course their sizes. We would never consider buying just anything and hope that it
would fit and appeal to the recipient. So in classrooms, we need to know the learners so
that we can make sure the curriculum fits.
Many teachers have spent summers writing and designing curricula that focus on
standards and are intended to engage learners. But when they met the students in the classroom, the program didn’t fit their needs or appeal to them (or, it might be said, “They sent
the wrong students”). It is important to look at the reality in our classrooms, recognizing
that each learner is unique and that what would engage or intrigue one learner wouldn’t
have the slightest chance of capturing the attention of another student. Part of the reason
for this situation is that students have “designer brains,” as noted cognitive researcher
Robert Sylwester (1995) points out. That is to say, their brains differ as much as their
fingerprints and faces do. Over the years, a variety of experts have shared with educators
the notion of student learning styles and the fact that we all learn in different ways, process
information differently, and have distinct preferences about where, when, and how
we learn.

LEARNING STYLES
How do students access, process, and express information? By viewing different theories
on learning styles, personality types, and multiple intelligences, educators can learn about
the individual ways in which they and their students learn and solve problems. As more
information about each student’s learning styles, modalities, multiple intelligences, and
thinking styles is gathered, it allows teachers to use the knowledge of student strengths as
an entry point for instruction and to capture attention.
It is also important for students to increase their knowledge of themselves and for
teachers to help students develop metacognitive skills for self-assessment and learning for
life. Knowing how one learns is necessary information if one is to learn throughout life.
Research on instructional strategies at the Maryland State Department of Education indicates that “teachers who help students develop and internalize metacognitive strategies
through direct instruction, modeling, and practice promote learning because the effective
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DIFFERENTIATED INSTRUCTIONAL STRATEGIES
use of such strategies is one of the primary differences between more and less able
learners” (McTighe, 1990).
One learning-styles model, developed by Rita Dunn and Ken Dunn (1987), classifies
learning styles as auditory, visual, tactile, and kinesthetic:
• Auditory Learners. Auditory learners absorb spoken and heard material easily
and like to be involved in aural questioning rather than reading materials. They
prefer listening to lectures, stories, and songs, and they enjoy variation, such as
voice inflection and intonational pitch. They like to discuss and use opportunities to talk about their learning with other students.
• Visual Learners. Visual learners learn best from information that they see or
read. They like illustrations, pictures, and diagrams. Graphic organizers are useful tools for them to construct meaning visually. Color has an impact on their
learning.
• Tactile Learners. Tactile learners learn best from handling materials, writing,
drawing, and being involved with concrete experiences.
• Kinesthetic Learners. Kinesthetic learners learn best by doing and moving, by
becoming physically involved in learning activities that are meaningful and relevant in their lives.
• Tactile/Kinesthetic Learners. Tactile/kinesthetic learners want to be physically
involved in the learning process. They enjoy role-playing and simulations and
like the freedom and opportunity to move about the classroom.

So What Should We Do About That?
It is important for teachers to be aware of the different modalities and provide adequate
activities that tap into each of them during the school day.
The more teachers can involve all modalities and learning styles, the more chances
they have of engaging learners in using their whole brains. Rather than trying to categorize students, it would be preferable to provide a wide range of learning activities that consider and honor each style (see Figure 5).

Examine Lesson Plans for Multiple Ways of Processing Information
Is there opportunity for auditory learners listening, speaking, and discussing?
Is the room equipped with audio headsets to provide individual time to allow students access to audiotapes, CDs, and DVDs?
Do visual learners get information from reading, observing, and viewing?
Is the room visually appealing, with charts, diagrams, pictures, and student representation for the visual learners?
Do tactile learners get a chance to examine, manipulate, and handle materials and
models?
Is there ample opportunity for kinesthetic learners to move about as they need or
choose to?
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Figure 5.

Learning Styles: Learning Is Affected by
Such Factors as Time of Day and Environment
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DESIGN STRUCTURE
• room arrangement
• temperature

LEARNING
STYLES
Learning is affected
by many factors
(Dunn & Dunn, 1987)
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• bright
• dim

KINESTHETIC
MOBILITY
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• hands on
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• role-play
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INTAKE
• food
• liquids

morning
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TIME OF
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INDIVIDUAL
COOPERATIVE

together

afternoon

evening
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Do you build in role-playing and simulations that deepen understanding and satisfy the tactile-kinesthetic learners?
Variety in the classroom satisfies more learners and engages more areas of the
brain, thus causing greater learning and retention.
It has been said that we learn:
10% of what we read
20% of what we hear
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30% of what we see
50% of what we see and hear
70% of what is discussed with others
80% of what we experience personally, and
95% of what we teach to someone else (Ekwall & Shanker, 1988)
Teachers also need to consider other factors that affect learning styles:
• Noise level: Do students prefer noise or quiet?
• Design structure: What is the preferred room arrangement? Is the room too hot
or cold?
• Motivation and persistence: Are they able to engage for long or short periods of
time?
• Responsibility: Are they fairly independent and self-directed, or do they need a
lot of guidance?
• Structure: Do they prefer to have more flexibility, or do they need detailed
structure?
• Individual/Peer: Do they like to work with others, or do they prefer to learn
alone?
Teachers also can use a learning inventory (see Figure 6) to get more data about
learners and their needs. Just the knowledge that there are preferences should influence
teachers’ plans for presenting a variety of material and designing practice in the classroom with options and choices.
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