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How to Differentiate Instruction 

Originally Posted At: http://www.teach-nology.com/tutorials/teaching/differentiate/ 

**What's All the Hype?**  

Unfortunately, our images of school are almost factory images, so school is very standardized. But kids don't 
come in standard issue. The challenge is having teachers question the standardized notion of school and then 
helping kids realize there's a better way to do school. (Carol Ann Tomlinson, Associate Professor of 
Educational Leadership, Foundations, and Policy; The Curry School of Education, University of Virginia)  

Effective teachers have been differentiating instruction for as long as teaching has been a profession. It has to 
do with being sensitive to the needs of your students and finding ways to help students make the necessary 
connections for learning to occur in the best possible way. In this day and age, we have extensive research 
available to us to assist us in creating instructional environments that will maximize the learning opportunities 
that will assist students in developing the knowledge and skills necessary for achieving positive learning 
outcomes.  

 

**What the Research Tells Us**  

There are three bodies of research worth mentioning. They are:  

1. Brain-based Research  
2. Learning Styles and Multiple Intelligences  
3. Authentic Assessment  

*Brain-based Research on Learning*  

Research on the brain has been used to inform educational practice for many years and is becoming more and 
more popular. Brain-based research helps us to know the many influences that can affect learning. The more we 
understand about "how" students learn best given the variables affect learning, the better equipped we are to 
provide instruction that will maximize learning outcomes.  

Other valuable links on this topic can be found at:  

http://www.teach-nology.com/litined/brain_learning/  

*Learning Styles and Multiple Intelligences*  

Learning styles research is predominantly used to understand learning preferences that students use to receive 
and/or process information. Obviously, the ideal is to create instruction that will address all three learning 
styles: Visual, Auditory, and Kinesthetic.  

Howard Gardner's Theory of Multiple Intelligences has received an overwhelming response from educators in 
the past several years. Gardner offers seven different ways to demonstrate intellectual ability and has recently 
added an eight intelligence. Understanding how students demonstrate their intellectual capacity is an important 
factor in designing instruction that will meet the specific learning needs of students who may be dominant in 
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one or several intelligence as opposed to other forms of intelligence. More information on these topics can be 
found on:  http://www.teach-nology.com/teachers/methods/multi_intelligences/  

*Authentic Assessment*  

Not enough can be said about authentic assessment. Basically, what it means is that students are tested on what 
they have been taught and hopefully, what they have learned. The greatest implications are that: curriculum is 
aligned with what is expected to be learned; strategies used to teach are according to students' needs; and 
assessment instruments used are flexible and adequately and appropriately used to measure on-going 
performance. The bottom line is that authentic assessment offers students the opportunity to "measure up" to the 
standards that are aligned to the curriculum. For more information on this very important topic, go to:  

http://www.teach-nology.com/currenttrends/alternative_assessment/ 

 

**How to Plan for Differentiated Instruction**  

After having read what the research has to offer on differentiated instruction, specifically, brain-based research 
on learning, learning styles and multiple intelligences, and authentic assessment, you are now ready to plan.  

*Step 1- Know Your Students*  

Determine the ability level of your students.  

This can be done by surveying past records of student performance to determine capabilities, prior learning, past 
experiences with learning, etc.  

Survey student interests.  

It is also important to get to know your students informally. This can be done by an interest inventory, an 
interview/conference, or asking students to respond to an open-ended questionnaire with key questions about 
their learning preferences (depending on the age group).  

Is behavior management a problem?  

This is key when planning for activities that require less structure. However, it is still important to determine 
learning styles and preferences for students who may have a hard time controlling their behaviors. Sometimes 
knowing preferences can help to motivate students to attend to any tasks that are presented.  

*Step 2- Have a Repertoire of Teaching Strategies* 

Because "one size does not fit all," it is imperative that a variety of teaching strategies be used in a differentiated 
classroom. Among many teaching strategies that can be considered, there are four worth mentioning: direct 
instruction, inquiry-based learning, cooperative learning, and information processing models. 

Direct Instruction  
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This is the most widely used and most traditional teaching strategy. It is teacher centered and can be used to 
cover a great amount of material in the amount of time teachers have to cover what students need to learn. It is 
structured and is based on mastery learning. More information can be found on:  

http://www.teach-nology.com/teachers/methods/models/  

Inquiry-based Learning 

Inquiry-based learning has become very popular in teaching today. It is based on the scientific method and 
works very well in developing critical thinking and problem solving skills. It is student centered and requires 
students to conduct investigations independent of the teacher, unless otherwise directed or guided through the 
process of discovery. For more information, go to:  

http://www.teach-nology.com/currenttrends/inquiry/  

Cooperative Learning  

Probably one of the most misunderstood strategies for teaching is "cooperative learning." Yet, if employed 
properly, cooperative learning can produce extraordinary results in learning outcomes. It is based on grouping 
small teams of students heterogeneously according to ability, interest, background, etc. However, one of the 
most important features of cooperative learning is to pick the best strategy that will be used to assign the task 
for students to accomplish. The more popular strategies include JigsawII, STAD-Student Teams, or Group 
Investigation. For more information, go to:  

http://www.teach-nology.com/currenttrends/cooperative_learning/  

Information Processing Strategies  

Teaching students "how to" process information is a key factor in teaching students how to strategically 
organize, store, retrieve, and apply information presented. Such strategies include, but are not limited to, 
memorization, KWL, reciprocal teaching, graphic organizing, scaffolding, or webbing. More information on 
this topic can be found at:  

http://www.teach-nology.com/teachers/methods/info_processing/  

*Step 3- Identify a Variety of Instructional Activities*  

Engaging students in the learning process using activities that motivate and challenge students to remain on task 
is probably one of the most frustrating events in the teaching learning process. But if you know your students' 
profiles, you have a better chance at keeping them on task to completion of any given assignment or activity. In 
a differentiated classroom, activities are suited to the needs of students according to the mixed ability levels, 
interests, backgrounds, etc. For example, if you have English language learners in your class, you need to 
provide activities that are bilingual in nature or that provide the necessary resources for students to complete the 
activity with success. Good activities require students to develop and apply knowledge in ways that make sense 
to them and that they find meaningful and relevant. Ideas for activities can be found at:  

http://www.teach-nology.com/teachers/lesson_plans/  

*Step 4- Identify Ways to Assess or Evaluate Student Progress* 
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Once again, we cannot assume that "one size fits all." As a result, varying means of student assessment is 
necessary if students are to be given every opportunity to demonstrate authentic learning. Authentic assessment 
has been around for a long time and is now taking the limelight as we attempt to measure students' progress in a 
fair and equitable way. A variety of assessment techniques can include portfolios, rubrics, performance-based 
assessment, and knowledge mapping. For more information on this topic go to:  

http://www.teach-nology.com/currenttrends/alternative_assessment/  

 

**Examples of Differentiated Instruction**  

The following web sites prepared by ASCD will give you an example of differentiated instruction in a high 
school setting and in an elementary setting.  

High School Example 

As students enter Cory Berg's 90-minute high school precalculus class in Fort Defiance, Va., they 
immediately go over to shelves full of colorful plastic containers and select activity folders they feel 
they need to work on to enhance their understandings and skills. They can select from folders that allow 
them to review homework problems or correct their own quiz from the previous day, packets of file 
cards with problems at varied levels of difficulty that help them prepare for the upcoming SAT test, a 
skill review packet with math puzzles directly related to the current unit, a graphing calculator sheet 
with problems, and a miniproject folder where they create relevant puzzles and problems to be used in 
the skill review packet. These 11th and 12th grade students work intently on their folder activities for 
about 15 minutes. During this time, Cory works individually with students -- assisting them with 
problems, monitoring their progress, and challenging them with questions that make them stretch.  

Cory often uses whole-class instruction to initiate or close a lesson, but most of the class period involves 
group work, with small clusters of three or four students working together to grasp a concept or refine a 
skill. Students are assigned to a group by the teacher based on their current level of readiness for what 
they are studying, or, on occasion, by their interest in a particular application for the math skill they're 
studying. Regardless of what the class is covering, all students are focused on the same concept -- but 
the set of problems each group works on is adjusted to challenge the group. Typically, Cory uses a tiered 
assignment with two, three, or four activities at different levels of readiness. There is usually more than 
one small group working at the same readiness level. Members of each group have their own activity 
sheet with problems, directions, and additional information as needed. Students work together, helping 
each other to understand and correct their work. The teacher monitors the students' work, answering 
questions only if the group members can't figure something out. Cory changes the membership of the 
groups almost weekly, based on her observations of each student's readiness based on whole-class, 
small-group, and one-on-one discussions, as well as performance on quizzes.  

Students take a quiz and have a homework assignment every day. Quiz and homework problems are at varying 
levels of difficulty. All the problems are on a single handout, but Cory differentiates them by assigning specific 
problems to each group. At the same time, students are encouraged to try more challenging problems if they 
wish. This flexibility allows students to move ahead at their own pace and allows Cory to better monitor their 
individual progress. Cory also differentiates for the pace at which students work. During the quiz, students who 
work at a faster pace can turn in their work and go back to working on the folder activities from the start of 
class, as other students continue working on the quiz problems. Using the practice folders as anchoring 
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activities, students are never waiting for others to "catch up," and slower working students are never "penalized" 
by having to rush through their work. 

http://www.ascd.org/pdi/demo/diffinstr/l1hsex.html  

Elementary School Example 

Stepping into Mary Hooper's multi-age class of 1st and 2nd graders in Grosse Pointe, Mich., you are 
struck by the wide range of activities that engross students as they work at a variety of learning centers. 
Her students are working all around the room -- some work alone, some with a partner they've chosen, 
some in small groups that randomly formed -- reading a book they've selected from the reference cart, 
filled with books on plants and insects written for different reading levels. They learn about garden 
insects of their choice and write and illustrate an adventure story about an insect hero. They also sort and 
position pictures of various seeds based on how they travel, calculate how much it will cost to buy the 
seeds and materials to plant a garden of their own design, and examine the parts of different insects and 
plants under a microscope, sketching and writing a description of them. As an extension activity, 
students can  

• Write a story from the perspective of a small insect that fits beneath a microscope slide.  
• Design, draw, and write a description of a new plant that would inhibit weed growth, building it 

from materials in the arts and scraps bag.  
• Dissect lima beans and examine them under a magnifying glass to identify seed parts.  
• Design an illustration of bean parts in their science journal and create riddles about them.  
• Identify and color plant parts on a worksheet, then "dissect" silk flowers to identify parts or create a 

rap song using a poem about plant parts.  

All the activities are framed around the plant unit Mary's students are studying. Every student doesn't do 
every center activity. This week, all students must do a few required activities identified by the teacher, 
a writing activity and a science activity of their choice, and other activities of their choice. Some 
activities are differentiated on the basis of student readiness; for example, writing the adventure story 
was created for more advanced readers and writers in Mary's class. However, if a less advanced reader 
wants to try the activity, she may do so after completing required activities. Many activities are designed 
toward the multiple intelligences; for example, the rap song activity may interest students with a strong 
musical intelligence, while calculating garden costs might intrigue those with sharp logical-
mathematical intelligence. Students work at their own pace, can choose to work alone or with partners, 
and manage their own movement among the centers.  

As students work in the centers, Mary monitors their progress, answers questions their classmates 
couldn't help with, and reviews student work in one-on-one conferences. If she notices from reviewing 
students' work a need for direct instruction on a particular skill or understanding, she calls those students 
together for a brief lesson while the remainder of the class continues their center work. Of course, Mary 
regularly provides small-group instruction in language arts and math, with students working in different 
readiness-based groups. The membership in these groups changes based on students' progress. As a 
result, students work in a variety of different groups throughout a typical week. 

Independent study is another tool that Mary uses to challenge students and respond to their interests. 
During each unit, each student selects a topic of interest, conducts research, and develops a product that 
shows what they have learned. Students select what type of product they will create -- whether it is a 
journal, story, video, or live performance. Mary provides the amount of guidance and structure each 
student needs to ensure a successful outcome. These projects allow students to project their own 
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personality into the work -- to make it their own -- and the experience can often lead to a long-term 
endeavor. For example, during her 1st grade year in Mary's class, a student did an independent study on 
birds. Her research generated an even greater interest in birds, and in her 2nd grade year with Mary, the 
interest continues. At home, the girl has set up her own bird-watching system with a log and a journal, 
charting days and times and making comparisons among visiting habits of different species.  

Mary uses a mix of whole-class, small-group, and individual work during a unit. The typical pattern for 
each unit is as follows: 

Days 1 - 2 -- Whole-class instruction on key concepts and terminology. 

Days 3 - 4 -- Class moves apart to work individually and in small groups on new material 
through tiered lessons. 

Day 5 -- Class shares information as a whole group to clarify and refine ideas. 

Days 6 - 7 -- Tiered lessons. 

Day 8 -- Class moves together to share and clarify. 

Days 9 - 12 -- Explore and extend knowledge through tiered lessons, centers, independent 
research, and contracts. Skill development through flexible grouping, tiered lessons, centers, or 
contracts. 

Days 13 - 14 -- Students share what they're learning. New information given to complete the unit 
and begin work on products. 

Days 15-19 -- Students complete work on differentiated activities and work on products. 

Days 20-24 -- Final review of material, final assessment, sharing of student products. 

http://www.ascd.org/pdi/demo/diffinstr/l1esex.html 

 

**The Bottom Line**  

Differentiated instruction is about using teaching strategies that connect with individual student's learning 
strategies. The ultimate goal is to provide a learning environment that will maximize the potential for student 
success. The important thing to remember is to hold on to the effective teaching strategies that lead students to 
positive learning outcomes and to make adjustments when necessary. It's about being flexible and open to 
change. It's also about taking risks and trying teaching and learning strategies that you would have otherwise 
ignored. It's about managing instructional time in a way that meets the standards and also provides motivating, 
challenging, and meaningful experiences for school age students who are socialized to receive and process 
information in ways that require differentiation of experience. These are very exciting times for the teaching 
profession, we are faced with a generation of learners who are challenging us to think about how we deliver 
instruction. 
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