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1 Differentiation: 
The Basics

Learning how to learn is life’s most important skill.
—Tony Buzan

Key Question
• What must be in place to motivate teachers to differentiate 

instruction?

Th e goal of school is for all children to learn on an ongoing basis. Developing 
lifelong learners must be the priority at all schools and, consequently, for all ed-
ucators—classroom teachers, specials teachers, counselors, and school leaders. 

The Goals of Differentiation
Th e goals of diff erentiation are complementary to the goals for school: 
1. Every student will make continuous progress no matter how old she is 

or at what levels her knowledge and skills are as she begins the unit of 
study. 
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2 I Teacher’s Survival Guide: Differentiating Instruction in the Elementary Classroom

2. Every student will become a lifelong learner, the long-term goal for all 
children and young people. Learning at the appropriate level of chal-
lenge is motivating and builds lifelong learners.

Th ese goals are important at each stage of K–12 education, and they are 
especially important as children begin their formal schooling. A great start in 
school means that children are enjoying learning. Th at love of learning happens 
in classrooms in which children are respected as learners and are engaged in 
learning on a daily basis. Diff erentiation is planned to allow for growth in learn-
ing capacity. Diff erentiation increases interest in learning and hones skills for 
learners. Lifelong learning is the long-term goal of education.

Continuous progress means that everyone has the opportunity to learn 
regardless of readiness level; whether a weakness needs to be shored up or a 
strength needs to be developed; a child’s reading level is at, above, or below 
grade level; whatever the student’s interests are for the content being stud-
ied; or whether the student is an English language learner or native English 
speaker. Everyone learns when the teacher recognizes diff erences among chil-
dren, respects those diff erences, and accommodates them to engage children 
in learning.

Definition of Differentiation
Defi nitions of diff erentiation are numerous. For this book, the defi nition of 

diff erentiation is tied to the match—the match of the curriculum and learning 
experiences to learners. A teacher who diff erentiates eff ectively matches the 
content (basic to complex), the level of the thinking processes, the sophistication 
and choice of the product, and/or the assessment to the student or cluster of stu-
dents. Diff erentiation is not a strategy but rather a way of teaching that accom-
modates diff erences among children so that all are learning on an ongoing basis.

Rationale for Differentiation

Response to Differences
Th e most basic reason to diff erentiate is that children diff er. Because chil-

dren are diff erent in their readiness to learn specifi c content and skills, it is 
necessary to respond accordingly. Children of the same age who are in the same 
grade have a range of reading abilities, varied interests and experiences with 
the content being studied, and diff erent levels of skills for thinking critically 
and creatively as well as in communicating via writing and speaking. Children 
seldom come to any class ready for learning at the identical rate and at the same 
level of complexity.
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Differentiation: The Basics I 3

As Figure 1 suggests, it is fi ction or a fairy tale to assume that all children 
in a class are at the same level such that a one-size-fi ts-all lesson will allow all 
of them to make continuous progress. One lesson for all children will likely be 
too diffi  cult for a few and not challenging enough to hold the interest of or chal-
lenge others.

A Standard of Excellence
For our communities to thrive, elementary, middle, and high schools must 

be centered on a standard of excellence. A standard of excellence means that 
all children achieve at levels that are challenging—but not so challenging that 
they are not attainable. Grade-level learning experiences will provide the cor-
rect match for many children at a particular grade level but not for all. All learn-
ing experiences for a particular age group will not “fi t” all children appropriately 
any more than one size of shoes will off er the proper fi t for all children who are 
in the second grade or fi fth grade. No child should be held back or inappropri-
ately challenged because she is a particular age; rather, learning opportunities 
must be matched to the children.

Figure 1.  A fairy tale. Illustration by J. W. Bellemere.
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4 I Teacher’s Survival Guide: Differentiating Instruction in the Elementary Classroom

Excellence, then, should be a personal standard rather than a grade-level 
standard. A standard of excellence means that each child makes at least a year’s 
growth in achievement no matter what the starting point for the school year. 
More than one year of achievement would be even better, and such growth in 
achievement is quite possible. However, it is unacceptable in a school that is 
centered on excellence for any child to make less than a year of progress. Th at 
includes children whose achievement level is above or way above the grade that 
they are in just as it includes children who are not yet achieving at grade level. 

All children need ongoing opportunities to learn at the highest level at 
which they can achieve. Learning at an advanced level is certainly within the 
realm of possibility for a much higher percentage of children than currently 
are achieving at advanced levels. Mind the (Other) Gap! (Plucker, Burroughs, & 
Song, 2010) described the excellence gap as the “diff erence between subgroups 
of students performing at the highest level of achievement” (p. 1). Th e report 
stated:

Th at excellence gaps have received so little attention over the 
past decade is a major oversight. Th e existence of such gaps 
raises doubts about the success of federal and state govern-
ments in providing greater and more equitable education op-
portunities, particularly as the proportion of minority and low-
income students continues to rise. Th e goal of guaranteeing that 
all children will have the opportunity to reach their academic 
potential is called into question if educational policies only as-
sist some students while others are left behind. Furthermore, 
the comparatively small percentage of students scoring at the 
highest level on achievement tests suggests that children with 
advanced academic potential are being under-served, with 
potentially serious consequences for the long-term economic 
competiveness of the U.S. (p. 1)

Focus on the achievement gaps among children from lower income fami-
lies, children from various racial and ethnic groups, and children with special 
education needs has been on reaching profi ciency. Many of these children are 
capable of reaching advanced levels (because high-ability and gifted children 
come from all backgrounds), but currently that is not the emphasis in many 
schools and classrooms.

Fairness
Is it fair for diff erent children to be learning at diff erent levels in one class-

room? Defi nitely. It is unfair to have some children struggling with assignments 
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Differentiation: The Basics I 5

that are too diffi  cult, just as it is unfair to have some children waiting for some-
thing new to learn. Fairness means matching learning experiences to needs. 
Although it is not the usual way to think about needs, it is important to re-
member that needs are created from strengths as well as defi cits. Needs also 
arise from the pace at which children learn. Some students need more time and 
multiple opportunities to practice a skill or to learn the content, while others 
need less time and few repetitions (or perhaps no repetition) to master a skill or 
to learn the content. Fairness means allowing each child opportunities to learn 
new things every school day. Fairness means matching the level of complexity 
and the pace of learning to the child’s readiness, interest in the concept or topic, 
and/or learning profi le. Ward (1983) stated, 

One of the objectives of free public education in a democracy 
is to provide equal opportunity for all youth to develop their 
potential abilities to the fullest. In attempting to reach this ob-
jective educators have come to the realization that equal oppor-
tunity does not mean identical opportunity. (p. 1) 

Ward (1980) coined the term diff erential learning to describe the concept 
that is now known as diff erentiated instruction. 

Differentiation: Not Really a New Concept
Perhaps the best place to start to examine diff erentiation is with early school 

practices that diff erentiated instruction for learners. In rural America, eff ective 
teachers in the one-room schoolhouse arranged lessons by grouping children 
by ability (not by age), so that all children were learning—but not the same 
thing at the same time. Understood Betsy (Fisher, 1917), a novel about a 9-year-
old girl, describes her puzzlement as she moves from a school organized by 
grades to a one-room school. Th ere she fi nds that the teacher has her reading 
with the seventh graders, doing arithmetic with the second graders, and spell-
ing with the third graders. When Betsy remarks that she doesn’t know what 
grade she is in, the teacher said, 

You aren’t any grade at all, no matter where you are in school. 
You’re just yourself, aren’t you? What diff erence does it make 
what grade you’re in? And what’s the use of your reading little 
baby things too easy for you just because you don’t know your 
multiplication table? (pp. 101–102) 

Very succinctly, the teacher told Betsy why it is necessary to diff erentiate 
instruction for her if she is to learn as much as she can learn that year. Th e 

© H
aw

ke
r B

ro
wnlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n



PRU9464 • 9781760019464 • © 2016 Hawker Brownlow Education
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schools are all about learning, then teachers must become adept at diff erentiat-
ing instruction. Assessment, both formative and summative, is essential in a 
diff erentiated classroom in which instructional strategies are planned to match 
learner readiness, interests, and learning profi les.

Formative Assessment
“Formative assessment is defi ned as assessment carried out during the in-

structional process for the purpose of teaching and learning” (Shepard et al., 
2005, p. 274). Formative assessment is assessment for learning while summative 
assessment is assessment of learning (Stiggins & Chappuis, 2012). Th e purpose 
of formative assessment is to support and encourage learning. It includes vari-
ous preassessments and also other assessments (such as anecdotal records, per-
formances, student conferences, feedback, rubrics, student self-assessments, or 
work samples) that mark progress toward the learning outcomes. In combina-
tion, all types of formative assessments are planned to let teachers better know 
their students in order to facilitate learning. Data from formative assessments 
allow teachers to plan and implement diff erentiated learning experiences that 
match learners’ readiness to learn specifi c content and skills, learners’ interests 
in general and in specifi c content and skills, and the learner profi les of students 
in the class.

Planning Precedes Preassessment
Preassessment is the step that follows planning. Naturally, it is not possible 

to preassess without planning the learner outcomes. Otherwise, there is no bar 
against which to measure student performance. Planning always comes fi rst, 
as it answers the question: What does the teacher want the students to know, 
understand, and be able to do?

It is critical to remember the three steps for diff erentiated instruction (see 
Chapter 1), guided by the following questions (Roberts & Inman, 2009b):

 l Planning Question: What do I want students to know, understand, and 
be able to do?

 l Preassessment Question: Who already knows, understands, and/or 
can use the content or demonstrate the skills? Who needs additional 
support in order to know, understand, and/or demonstrate the skills? 
(Answers to this second question lead to appropriate diff erentiation.)

 l Diff erentiation Question: What can I do for him, her, or them so they 
can make continuous progress and extend their learning?

“Preassessment makes diff erentiation strategies defensible” (Roberts & 
Inman, 2009b, p. 46). Diff erentiation is a key part of any unit or lesson. However, 
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Strategy 4: Graphic Organizers
Graphic organizers are visual tools created by teachers to help students or-

ganize and make sense of content. Th ey may be used as advanced organizers, 
comprehension strategies, tools for activating background knowledge, forma-
tive assessments, or as a content review. Th e form and function of the graphic 
organizer is based on the content being taught and the type of thinking a teach-
er wants to encourage. For example, to preassess students’ knowledge of con-
tent, a mind map might be used where students write down the concept and all 
connected ideas that they can remember. For compare and contrast, a T-chart 
is useful to help students organize similar attributes. For sequencing events in a 
story or steps of a problem, a fl ow chart graphic organizer is helpful.

Although all students can benefi t from graphic organizers, it is also possible 
to use them to diff erentiate for student readiness or ability. Conklin (2010) sug-
gested fi rst choosing the standard, then articulating the skills or concepts to be 
learned, and then creating the graphic organizer that would work best for on-
grade-level students. After that graphic organizer is created, she provided the 
following suggestions for adapting the graphic organizer for diff erent learner 
needs: 

 l English Language Learners: Level the text in the examples on the 
graphic organizers, use a word bank with defi nitions, allow students to 
answer in pictures and/or words instead of writing sentences to sum-
marize, label the titles and parts on the graphic organizers, let them 
verbally explain the graphic organizers, give individual or small-group 
instruction, provide recorded instructions or reminders using podcast 
software, etc.

 l Below Grade Level: Provide a few examples already fi lled in on the 
graphic organizers, use an appropriately leveled word bank, let them 
write only one or two sentences to summarize the graphic organizer, 
label the titles and parts on the graphic organizers, provide lines to 
write on in the graphic organizers, simplify the directions, ask for fewer 
examples, etc.

 l Above Grade Level: Increase complexity by adding another circle to the 
Venn diagram or another column to the T-chart, assign more ambigu-
ous items to compare/contrast, give students a sophisticated word bank, 
let them work in homogenous groups, let them summarize the graphic 
organizers and then provide their evaluation of the situation, etc. (p. 71)

Th e following examples show ways to diff erentiate using a cause/eff ect chart 
and Venn diagram as graphic organizers. In the Being a Good Citizen lesson 
(see Figure 30), students are given one of three cause/eff ect charts based on 
their readiness. Th e fi rst is a blank chart that allows students to fi ll in the causes 
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Lino (http://www.linoit.com) is a highly visual application that lets stu-
dents post their thoughts on an online pinboard. Students can create their own 
customizable virtual sticky notes and “stick” them to the screen to share with 
the class. Th is serves essentially the same function as students responding to a 
teacher prompt on real sticky notes and then collating them on anchor charts. 
Pinboards can be saved indefi nitely, and one avoids the inconvenience of notes 
being shed all over the classroom fl oor at the end of the day. Students don’t have 
to crowd around an easel to try to see their classmates’ input—it’s fully visible 
right in front of them on their computer screen. Figure 36 provides a visual 
image of how Edmodo and Lino can be used in a classroom.

Another interesting and highly engaging collaboration tool is SpiderScribe 
(http://www.spiderscribe.com), an online interactive concept-mapping tool. 
Students can collaboratively mind-map and brainstorm ideas on a virtual graph-
ic organizer that they create together. Th is is also an excellent platform for stu-
dents to engage in nonlinear written conversations and debates. SpiderScribe is 
simple to learn and easy to use, and students love when a classmate “connects” a 
related response to one of their thought bubbles. As with Lino and Edmodo, the 
teacher acts as the moderator and is able to remove any off -topic student posts.

Although not used for written collaboration, another Web 2.0 tool that 
bears mentioning is Skype (http://www.skype.com). Skype is a free online face-
to-face video chat application that operates in real time. Using a webcam, stu-
dents can interact with other students, teachers, and experts across the globe. 
Skype is a fantastic way for students to interview authors, scientists, or other 
professionals without having to arrange for a cost-prohibitive speaker or fi eld 
trip. Th ere are multiple resources available online to help teachers fi nd other 
classrooms to Skype with from around the world.

Products as Assessments
How does a teacher know if students understand the assigned content? By 

giving a written cumulative test, of course! Th at may have been the correct an-
swer years ago, but today’s teachers understand that assessment occurs during 
all stages of the learning process: preassessments given to fi nd out what stu-
dents already know, formative assessments to gauge learning throughout the 
unit, and summative assessments at the end to see what knowledge has been 
retained. But these certainly don’t all have to take the form of a test or quiz, as 
student-generated products are another excellent way to assess what students 
can do, know, and understand.

Web 2.0 tools off er a wealth of possibilities for students to design prod-
ucts to share with real-world audiences, giving tangible evidence of their depth 
and breadth of understanding of a given topic. Using technology to create digi-
tal presentations, slideshows, movies, podcasts, and animated shorts engages 
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