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“Why do my students need choice? Well, it helps with
ownership, motivation, responsibility, self-confidence, the
list goes on.”
– Shared by a group of primary school teachers
when asked why choice is important for students

Why Is Choice Important?
Ask any adult if they would prefer to choose what to do or be told
what to do and of course, they are going to prefer the choice. Children
have these same feelings. Although they may not always stand up and
demand a choice if none is present, children beneﬁt in many ways from
having them.
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One beneﬁt of choice is its ability to meet the needs of so many diﬀerent students. The Dunedin College of Education (Keen, 2001) conducted
a research study on the preferred learning options of 250 gifted students.
Students were asked to rank diﬀerent learning options. Of the 13 various options described to the students, only one option did not receive at
least one negative response, and that was choice. Although students have
diﬀerent preferences, choice is the one option that meets all students’
needs. Why? Well, it removes the teacher from the role of decision maker
and allows students to decide what is best for them. Choice permits the
teacher to become a facilitator, and the child to be the centre of their
educational experience. When given the opportunity to choose, students
are going to choose what best ﬁts their educational needs.
Another beneﬁt of choice is its ability to address diﬀerent learning
styles and ultimately better assess what students understand about the
content being studied. During professional development, I often ask
teachers what learning styles are most addressed in the products they
provide. Not surprisingly, visual and written products top the list. These
two learning styles are most popular for many reasons including ease of
marking, ease of organising and managing and lack of supplies needed.
In looking back on all of the diﬀerent products my students have created, however, I noticed that most often, the tactile, kinesthetic and verbal products provided greater depth and complexity (Komarraju, Karau,
Schmeck, & Avdic, 2011). After analysing these “noisy” products, I have
come to realise that if I really want to know what my students understand,
I need to allow them to show me through their learning style – and the
most common learning styles of my students are not visual-written. Most
students are tactile-kinesthetic (Dunn & Honigsfeld, 2013; Ricca, 1984;
Sagan, 2010; Snyder, 1999). Because these learning styles are not always
provided during whole-class instruction, teachers need a strategy that
can allow students to express themselves through their learning styles.
Using choice to oﬀer these opportunities can help address the needs of
more students in our classrooms.
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“I saw a change in how my students participated in social
studies. We do not always have as much time for science
and social studies, so I decided to try a community menu.
They got into the topics, and we were able to cover a lot of
information in a short amount of time!”
– Year 3 teacher, when asked to share a
benefit of using menus in her classroom
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“Wow, so if good choices are a skill, that means I should
teach it. That is an eye-opening statement.”

– Year 4 teacher, after hearing me discuss choice as a skill
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So what is the best way to provide guidance and enable our students
to develop the skill of making good choices while still allowing them
to develop their individuality? First, choose the appropriate number of
choices for your students. Although the goal might be to have students
choose from 12 diﬀerent options, teachers might start by having their
students choose from three predetermined choices the ﬁrst day (if they
were using a Game Show menu, for instance, students might choose an
activity from the ﬁrst column). Then, after that product had been created, students could choose from another three options from another
column a few days later and perhaps from another three the following
week. By breaking students’ choices down, teachers reinforce how to
approach or attack a more complex and/or varied choice format in the
future. All students can work up to making complex choices from longer
lists of options as their choice skill level increases.
Inexperienced “choice-makers” may need guidance on how to select
the option that is right for them. Students may not automatically gravitate towards options without an exciting and detailed description of each
choice. For the most part, students have been trained to produce what
the teacher requests, which means that when given a choice, they may
choose what seems to be the easiest and what the teacher most wants
(then they can get to what they would prefer to be doing). This behaviour
means that when the teacher discusses the diﬀerent menu options, they
have to be equally as excited about each option. The discussion of the
diﬀerent choices has to be somewhat animated and speciﬁc. For example,
if the content is all very similar, the focus should be on the product: “If
you want to get up and perform something, this one is for you!” or “If you
want to draw or work on the computer, check this one as a maybe!” The
more exposure students have to the processing the teacher provides, the
more skilful they become in their choice making.
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“This menu really challenged my students. If one of my
students saw another student choosing a more difficult
option, they wanted to choose one, too. I had very few
students choose the basic options on this menu. It was
wonderful!”
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– Year 6 science teacher
Description
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Benefits
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The Game Show menu (see Figure 1.4) is a complex menu. It can
cover multiple topics or objectives with three predetermined choices
and a free student choice for each objective. Choices are assigned points
based on the levels of Bloom’s revised taxonomy. All choices carry different weights and have diﬀerent expectations for completion time and
eﬀort. A point criterion is set forth that equals 100%. Students must complete at least one activity from each objective to reach their goal.
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Free choice. This menu allows the most free choice options of any of
the menu formats. Although it has many choices for students, if they do
not want to complete the oﬀered activities, students can propose their
activity for each objective addressed on the menu.
Responsibility. This menu allows students to guarantee their mark
as long as they meet the point goal for 100%.
Mark-as-you-go. This menu requires that teachers mark products
as the students complete them. By marking-as-you-go, teachers will not
have piles of products to mark once the menu is completed.
Diﬀerent learning levels. The Game Show menu has the ﬂexibility
to allow for individualised contracts for diﬀerent learning levels within
the classroom. Each student can create a contract for a certain number of
points for their 100%.
Objectives guaranteed. The teacher is guaranteed that the students
complete an activity from each objective covered, even if it is at a lower
level.

© 2017 Hawker Brownlow Education • 9781743307342 • PRU7342

15

How to Use Menus in the Classroom

Building Background Knowledge
or Accessing Prior Knowledge

at
io
n

“I started developing menus to build background knowledge
when working with my small groups. I had so much more
time to go deeper once they were all on the same page.”

uc

– F–5 gifted teacher
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There are many ways to use menus in the classroom. One way that is
often overlooked is using menus to review or build background knowledge or access prior knowledge before a unit begins. Using menus this
way is beneﬁcial when students have had exposure to upcoming content
in the past, perhaps during the previous year’s instruction or through
life experiences. Many gifted students have had preliminary exposure
to the basic information needed in their classes. However, students may
not remember the details of the content at the level required to proceed
with the upcoming unit immediately. A shorter menu covering the background or previous year’s objectives can be provided in the week prior to
the new unit so that students have the opportunity to recall and engage
with the information in a meaningful way, while not using valuable class
time during the ﬁrst day of a unit to do so. Because the teacher knows that
the students have covered the content in the past, the students should be
able to successfully work independently on the menu by engaging their
prior knowledge. Students work on products from the selected menu as
anchor activities and/or homework throughout the week preceding the
new unit, with all products being submitted prior to the upcoming unit’s
initiation. By using menus in this manner, students have been thinking about the upcoming unit independently for a week and are ready to
investigate the topic further. When using a menu this way, students are
prepared to take their knowledge to a deeper level on the ﬁrst day of
instruction, conserving that much-needed instruction time.

© 2017 Hawker Brownlow Education • 9781743307342 • PRU7342

23

Differentiating Instruction With Menus: English • Years 3–6

“Wow. You know how great these are … how much time
they will save?”
– A group of teachers, when presented with a page
of product guidelines for their classroom
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Most frustrations associated with the varied products placed on
menus can be addressed proactively through the use of standardised, predetermined product guidelines. These guidelines need to be shared with
students prior to them creating any products. These product guidelines
are designed in a speciﬁc yet generic way, such that any time throughout
the school year that students select a product, that product’s guidelines
will apply.
A beneﬁcial side eﬀect of using set guidelines for a product is the
security the guideline creates in the choice-making process. Students are
often reticent to try something new, as doing so requires taking a risk.
Traditionally, when students select products, they ask questions about
creating the product, hope they remember all of the details and submit the product for marking. It can be quite a shock when the students
receive the product back and realise that it was not complete or was not
what was expected. As you can imagine, students may not want to take
the risk on something new the next time. They may prefer to stick to what
they know and be successful. Through the use of standardised product
guidelines, students can begin to feel secure in their choice before they
start working on a new product. Without this security, students tend to
stay within their comfort zone.
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Sharing the Product Guidelines
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“Wow! It’s already done for us.”
– A group of teachers at staff development after
discovering the product guidelines pages

©

The guidelines for all of the products used on the menus in this
book, as well as some potential free-choice options, are included in an
easy-to-read card format (see Figure 3.4). Once the topic menu has been
selected, there are many diﬀerent ways to share this information with
students. There is no one “right way” to share the product guideline
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2 Points

Characterisation

 _________________________
 _________________________

5 Points
 _________________________
 _________________________
 _________________________

2-5-8 Menu

 _________________________

8 Points
 _________________________

Reading Objectives Covered Through
This Menu and These Activities
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Writing Objectives Covered Through
This Menu and These Activities
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Students will write to express their feelings, inform, explain, describe,
narrate or entertain.
Students will support their responses with textual evidence.
Students will exhibit voice in their writing.
Students will revise drafts.
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Students will represent textual evidence and use it to prove
conclusions.
Students will make and explain inferences made from the story.
Students will make predictions based on what is read.
Students will show comprehension by summarising a story.
Students will represent textual evidence by using story maps.
Students will analyse characters, their relationships and their importance in the story.
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Poster board or large white paper
Magazines (for collages)
Aluminium foil (for quiz board)
Wires (for quiz board)
Miniature holiday lights (for quiz board)
Recycled materials (for puppets)
Microsoft PowerPoint or other slideshow software
Recording software or application (for videos)
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Special Notes on the Use of This Menu
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 _________________________

This menu provides the opportunity for students to create a quiz
board. A student-friendly informational sheet that oﬀers the steps for
constructing a quiz board is available at http://www.cesiscience.org/
attachments/article/100/QuizBoardDirections.pdf.
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2 Points

Fables

 _________________________
 _________________________

5 Points
 _________________________
 _________________________
 _________________________

2-5-8 Menu

 _________________________

8 Points
 _________________________

Reading Objectives Covered Through
This Menu and These Activities
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Writing Objectives Covered Through
This Menu and These Activities
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Students will write to express their feelings, inform, explain, describe,
narrate, entertain, develop, inﬂuence, persuade, reﬂect or problem
solve.
Students will revise drafts.

Br

•

ow

•
•
•
•
•

Students will represent textual evidence and use it to prove
conclusions.
Students will compare one literary work with another.
Students will make and explain inferences made from the story.
Students will show comprehension by summarising a story.
Students will represent textual evidence by using story maps.
Students will analyse characters, their relationships and their importance in the story.
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Recycled materials (for dioramas)
Shoe boxes (for dioramas)
Story map
Materials for bulletin board display
Recording software or application (for commercials, videos)
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Special Notes on the Use of This Menu
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 _________________________

This menu gives students the opportunity to create a video or commercial. The marking and sharing of these products can often be
facilitated by having students pre-record their product using whatever technology is most convenient for the teacher. This allows the
teacher to decide when it will be shown as well as keep the presentation to its intended length. If recording options are limited, then this
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