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Differentiating	Instruction
By	Harriet	Isecke,	M.A.

“Do	whatever	it	takes	to	maximize	students’	learning	instead	of	relying	on	one-size-fits-
all,	whole	class	methods	of	instruction.”	(Wormeli	2007)

Why	Do	We	Need	Differentiated	Instruction?
Schools	today,	more	than	ever	before,	serve	children	from	a	wide	variety	of	ethnic,	racial,
language,	cultural,	familial,	and	socioeconomic	backgrounds.	These	students	enter	schools
with	diverse	expectations	for	learning,	interests,	strengths,	needs,	motivational	levels,	and
learning	styles.	This	rich	diversity	necessitates	an	overhaul	of	the	traditional	one-size-fits-
all	instructional	model.

The	 findings	 of	 the	 National	 Center	 for	 Educational	 Statistics	 confirm	 that	 American
schools	have	a	high	percentage	of	students	who	struggle	with	the	regular	curriculum	and
require	 differentiated	 instruction.	 Each	 year,	 the	 center	 analyzes	 the	 reading	 abilities	 of
fourth	 and	 eighth	 grade	 students	 across	 the	 country	 based	 on	 the	 results	 of	 the	 reading
section	 of	 the	 National	 Assessment	 of	 Educational	 Progress	 (NAEP).	 The	 center	 then
compiles	a	National	Report	Card	 in	which	 they	explain	 their	 findings.	According	 to	 the
2007	 NAEP	 results,	 although	 reading	 skills	 have	 improved	 somewhat	 since	 1992,	 34
percent	of	fourth	graders	and	27	percent	of	eighth	graders	still	score	below	the	basic	level
of	 proficiency.	 Students	 reading	 below	 the	 basic	 level	 do	 not	 demonstrate	 an	 overall
understanding	of	what	they	read,	do	not	make	relatively	obvious	connections	between	the
text	and	their	own	experiences,	or	do	not	extend	text	ideas	by	making	simple	inferences.

Although	schools	must	meet	the	challenge	of	supporting	large	numbers	of	low-achieving
students	 in	 their	 classrooms,	 resources	 are	 limited.	 Students	 who	 experience	 minor
difficulties	 frequently	 do	 not	 receive	 timely	 intervention.	 Often,	 as	 these	 students	 fall
further	behind,	their	seemingly	minor	problems	compound	over	time	and	may	ultimately
become	 overwhelming.	At	 the	 same	 time,	 schools	 need	 to	meet	 the	 needs	 of	 on-grade-
level	and	above-grade-level	students.	Since	above-grade-level	students	generally	test	well
no	matter	what	 their	 schools	do,	 their	 special	needs	can	be,	 and	often	are,	 ignored.	Too
often,	advanced	students	feel	bored	by	the	repetition	in	the	regular	curriculum	and	become
unmotivated,	 resulting	 in	 a	 tragic	 loss	 of	 potential.	 Advanced	 students	 need	 to	 be
energized	by	engaging	in	authentic	problem	solving	and	exploring	important	concepts	in
depth.

Another	 challenge	 for	 American	 schools	 is	 the	 high	 dropout	 rate,	 especially	 among
minority	 populations.	 Although	 accurate	 statistics	 for	 high	 school	 dropout	 rates	 are
difficult	 to	 obtain,	 the	 Harvard	 University	 Civil	 Rights	 Project	 Dropout	 Rates	 (2005)
showed	 that	about	32	percent	of	all	 students	who	enter	ninth	grade	do	not	graduate	and
receive	diplomas	with	 their	 classmates	 four	years	 later,	 and	 for	 some	minority	 students,
the	rates	are	even	more	alarming.



Harvard	University	Civil	Rights	Project
Dropout	Rates	by	Race/Ethnicity	(2005)

Ethnic	Group Dropout	Rate

African	American 49.8%

American	Indian 48.9%

Hispanic 46.8%

Asian/Pacific	Islander 25.2%

Caucasian 25%

Civic	Enterprises,	a	public	policy	firm	that	helps	organizations	develop	strategy	initiatives,
was	commissioned	by	 the	Gates	Foundation	 in	2006	 to	determine	 the	main	 reasons	 that
students	 drop	 out	 of	 school.	They	 surveyed	more	 than	 450	 racially	 diverse	 16–24-year-
olds	in	25	different	cities,	suburbs,	and	rural	towns	with	high	dropout	rates.	The	results	of
the	 survey	 showed	 that	 88	 percent	 of	 students	who	dropped	out	 of	 schools	 had	 passing
grades	at	the	time,	but	they	found	school	“too	boring.”	Many	of	the	students	surveyed	felt
that	the	curriculum	was	neither	relevant	nor	engaging,	teacher	expectations	of	them	were
low,	and	they	were	not	inspired	to	work	hard:

• 47%	claimed	they	dropped	out	because	classes	were	not	interesting

• 69%	said	they	were	not	motivated	to	work	hard

• 66%	said	they	would	have	worked	harder	if	more	had	been	demanded	of	them

• 58%	dropped	out	with	two	or	less	years	left	to	complete	high	school

• 80%	did	one	hour	or	less	of	homework	a	night

• 55%	felt	that	more	needed	to	be	done	in	schools	to	help	students	who	were
struggling

• 81%	recognized	graduating	as	being	vital	to	success

• 74%	said	they	would	have	stayed	in	school	if	they	had	to	do	it	again

• 70%	were	confident	they	could	have	graduated	if	they	tried

• 35%	said	that	they	were	failing	some	subjects	in	school	and	that	was	a	major	factor
in	their	decision	to	drop	out

The	decision	to	drop	out	is	a	risky	one	for	the	students	and	for	the	nation.	According	to	the
Civic	Enterprises	 report,	 students	who	 drop	 out	 are	much	more	 likely	 than	 high	 school
graduates	 to	 be	 unemployed,	 live	 in	 poverty,	 receive	 public	 assistance,	 become
imprisoned,	 get	 divorced,	 have	 health	 problems,	 and	 become	 single	 parents	 of	 children
who	also	drop	out	of	school.

The	 official	 mission	 of	 American	 education	 from	 the	 United	 States	 Department	 of
Education	is	“to	promote	student	achievement	and	preparation	for	global	competitiveness
by	 fostering	educational	excellence	and	ensuring	equal	access.”	This	 is	 a	 lofty	goal	and
one	that	is	difficult	to	meet.	The	question	for	American	educators	is	how	to	best	meet	the



diverse	needs	of	our	students	 to	provide	 them	with	an	excellent	and	engaging	education
that	will	enable	them	to	compete	successfully	in	an	increasingly	complex	world.

Although	 the	 essential	 curricular	 goals	 that	 will	 prepare	 students	 for	 the	 world	 beyond
school	 are	 similar	 for	 every	 student,	 instructional	 methods	 and	 materials	 must	 be
differentiated	 to	meet	 individual	 students’	 needs.	 Differentiated	 instruction	 is	 a	 flexible
approach	to	teaching	based	on	an	in-depth	understanding	of	both	the	specific	needs	of	the
students	 in	 the	 classroom	 and	 of	 effective	 instructional	 methodology	 for	 learners	 with
different	 needs.	 Differentiated	 instruction	 occurs	 when	 teachers	 provide	 effective
instruction	 that	 is	 tailored	 to	meet	 the	differences	among	 learners.	Diane	Henry	Leipzig
(2000)	explained	that	differentiation	is	not	just	about	having	different	students	do	different
things.	When	a	teacher	continually	assesses	the	progress	and	understanding	of	his	or	her
students,	both	 formally	and	 informally,	 and	varies	 instruction	 to	create	 the	best	 learning
experience	 based	 on	 the	 changing	 needs	 of	 the	 students,	 that	 teacher	 is	 differentiating
instruction.

According	 to	 differentiation	 expert	 Carol	 Ann	 Tomlinson	 (2003),	 “Differentiated
instruction	offers	a	framework	for	addressing	learner	variance	as	a	critical	component	of
instructional	planning.”	According	to	Marian	Diamond	(2004),	differentiating	instruction
means	 creating	 many	 paths	 to	 learning	 so	 that	 students	 with	 varying	 skills,	 abilities,
interests,	 or	 learning	 preferences	 experience	 appropriate	 ways	 to	 comprehend,	 apply,
develop,	 and	 present	 concepts	 as	 a	 part	 of	 the	 daily	 learning	 process.	 Differentiating
instruction	is	not	a	simple	process,	but	it	is	critical	for	success.

What	Brain	Research	Has	to	Say
Brain	research	shows	that	the	act	of	learning	is	a	process	of	construction	by	the	learner	as
new	concepts	or	information	are	connected	to	previously	learned	information.	Dendrites	in
the	 brain	 are	 special	 treelike	 projections	 that	 branch	 from	 brain	 neurons	 and	 are
specialized	for	receiving	information.	Dendrites	form	synaptic	contacts	with	the	terminals
of	other	nerve	cells	to	allow	nerve	impulses	to	be	transmitted.	Thus,	information	from	one
neuron	 flows	 through	 its	 dendrites	 to	 other	 neurons	 across	 synapses.	 Physiologically,
dendrites	grow	as	people	make	links	between	what	they	are	learning	and	what	they	have
already	 learned.	 The	 human	 brain	 is	 naturally	 curious	 and	 continually	 seeks	 these
connections.	 According	 to	 Mel	 Levine	 (2002),	 the	 human	 brain	 has	 approximately	 30
trillion	 synapses,	 or	 nerve	 linkages,	 that	 function	 together	 in	 eight	 neurodevelopmental
systems.	These	systems	need	to	work	together	for	learning	to	occur.

New	synapses	are	created	with	early	sensory	development,	but	excess	unused	synapses	are
later	 shed.	 Eric	 Jensen	 (1998)	 discusses	 how	 potential	 connections	 between	 brain	 cells
grow	or	die	 in	his	book,	Teaching	with	 the	Brain	 in	Mind.	According	 to	 Jensen,	Harold
Chugani,	 a	 neurologist	 at	 Wayne	 State,	 described	 the	 brains	 of	 school-age	 children	 as
virtually	 “glowing”	 with	 energy	 consumption,	 “burning	 225%	 of	 the	 adult	 level	 of
glucose.”	 Chugani	 found	 that	 stimulation,	 repetition,	 and	 novelty	 were	 all	 essential	 in
building	 the	 neurological	 foundation	 in	 the	 brain	 for	 later	 learning.	 Without	 enough
stimulation,	repetition,	and	novelty,	brain	synapses	remain	unused	and	eventually	are	shed.
This	 research	 supports	 the	 need	 to	 provide	 students	 with	 an	 enriched	 environment	 for
learning.



Jensen	also	described	the	research	of	William	Greenough,	a	pioneer	in	enrichment	studies,
who	explained	how	experience	determines	which	synapses	are	shed	and	which	remain	and
form	a	foundation	upon	which	subsequent	development	builds.	After	20	years	of	studying
what	 constitutes	 an	 enriched	 environment,	 Greenough	 found	 that	 there	 are	 two	 critical
requirements	for	building	a	“better	brain.”	The	first	requirement	is	to	provide	each	learner
with	 the	 appropriate	 amount	 of	 challenge	 to	 prevent	 the	 learner	 from	 becoming	 either
overwhelmed	or	bored	by	the	new	material	being	taught.	Too	much	challenge	can	cause
anxiety,	while	too	little	can	cause	tedium.	The	second	requirement	is	to	give	each	learner
specific,	 clear,	 timely,	multi-modal,	 interactive	 feedback.	The	 reason	 for	 this	 is	 that	 the
brain	is	“exquisitely	designed	to	operate	on	feedback,	both	internal	and	external”	(Harth
1993),	 and	 this	 type	of	 feedback	 increases	 coping	abilities	 and	decreases	 stress,	 thereby
easing	the	path	for	greater	learning.

Classroom	environments	are	not	neutral	places	in	terms	of	brain	development.	Educators
either	help	grow	dendrites	and	save	synapses	by	providing	students	with	enriched	learning
experiences,	or	students	begin	to	shed	synapses	because	of	lack	of	stimulation.	The	brain
does	 not	 process	 meaningless	 data;	 therefore,	 educators	 must	 provide	 students	 with	 an
enriched	environment	for	 learning	in	which	 they	can	construct	meaning.	 In	other	words,
students	 need	 to	 make	 sense	 out	 of	 what	 they	 are	 learning.	 Educator	 and	 author	 Phil
Schlechty	 (2001)	 explains	 that	 students	 must	 do	 the	 “work	 of	 learning”	 themselves,
suggesting	that	“students	learn	by	what	they	do.”	He	feels	that	it	is	the	business	of	schools
to	 provide	 students	 with	 the	 “knowledge	 work”	 that	 will	 bring	 them	 “into	 profound
interactions	with	the	content	and	processes”	that	we	want	them	to	learn.

Although	 processing	 takes	 place	 in	 each	 individual’s	 brain,	 the	 brain	 is	 also	 innately
collaborative	and	social.	Therefore,	 learning	 is	enhanced	when	students	 respond	 to	each
other’s	ideas	and	work	collaboratively	(Wolfe	and	Brandt	1998).

Understanding	by	Design	(UbD)
Though	 differentiation	 is	 necessary	 for	 student	 success,	 providing	 differentiated
instruction	can	be	a	complex	process	for	teachers	in	terms	of	both	planning	and	classroom
management.	 The	 design	 principles	 formed	 by	 Grant	 Wiggins	 and	 Jay	 McTigue	 are
described	in	detail	in	their	book	Understanding	by	Design.	The	goals	for	student	learning
include	enduring	understandings	and	essential	questions	students	will	explore	in	each	unit
of	 study;	 ongoing	 assessments	 to	 confirm	 whether	 students	 are	 gaining	 the	 necessary
knowledge	and	skills	delineated	in	each	unit;	and	daily,	engaging	lesson	plans	that	lead	to
the	learning	goals	of	each	unit	of	study.

Lessons	 are	 designed	 using	 a	 system	 of	 backwards	 planning,	 or	 planning	with	 the	 end
goals	 in	 mind.	 This	 is	 not	 a	 new	 concept.	 In	 1989,	 Steven	 R.	 Covey	 expressed	 the
effectiveness	 of	 planning	with	 the	 end	 goals	 in	mind	 in	 his	 book	 The	 Seven	 Habits	 of
Highly	 Effective	 People:	 “To	 begin	 with	 the	 end	 in	 mind	 means	 to	 start	 with	 a	 clear
understanding	 of	 your	 destination.	 It	 means	 to	 know	 where	 you’re	 going,	 so	 that	 you
better	 understand	 where	 you	 are	 now	 so	 the	 steps	 you	 take	 are	 always	 in	 the	 right
direction.”

There	are	three	planning	stages	in	the	UbD	model.	The	first	stage	focuses	on	identifying
the	desired	results	of	the	unit	of	study.	The	educator	determines	what	content	is	worthy	of



understanding	and	what	the	students	should	know,	understand,	and	be	able	to	do	because
of	what	they	are	studying	(Wiggins	and	McTigue	1998).	The	educator	determines	which
enduring	understandings,	big	ideas,	and	essential	questions	are	at	the	heart	of	the	subject.
During	 this	 stage,	 the	educator	determines	which	 standards	are	 embedded	 in	 the	unit	of
study.	All	students	must	meet	the	standards	embedded	in	the	unit	of	study	and	explore	the
unit’s	 enduring	 understandings	 and	 essential	 ideas;	 therefore,	 this	 is	 not	 where
differentiation	occurs.	At	this	stage,	educators	also	need	to	determine	what	knowledge	and
skills	students	will	need	to	demonstrate	and	how	students	will	ultimately	demonstrate	their
understanding	of	this	unit	of	instruction.

In	the	second	stage,	the	educator	determines	the	acceptable	evidence	that	students	need	to
demonstrate	 to	 show	 that	 they	are	gaining	 the	essential	knowledge	 (facts,	 concepts,	 and
principles)	and	enabling	skills	(procedures,	strategies,	and	methods)	of	 the	unit	of	study.
The	 educator	 must	 “think	 like	 an	 assessor”	 and	 determine	 the	 evidence	 that	 must	 be
collected	 from	 students	 to	 demonstrate	 that	 all	 of	 the	 learning	 targets	 have	 been	 met.
Students	 need	 to	 explain,	 interpret,	 apply,	 and	 analyze	 what	 they	 are	 learning.
Assessments	can	be	formal	or	informal	and	can	be	in	the	form	of	authentic	performance
tasks,	 tests,	 quizzes,	 conferences,	 discussions,	 dramatic	 readings,	 problem	 solving,
interviews,	products,	explanations,	essays,	demonstrations,	or	reflections.

In	 the	 third	 and	 final	 stage,	 the	 educator	 plans	 the	 daily	 learning	 experiences	 and
instruction	that	help	students	achieve	the	goals	of	the	unit.	Daily	lessons	need	to	be	both
effective	 and	 engaging,	 and	 educators	 need	 to	 determine	 the	 appropriate	 sequence	 of
activities	 and	 resources	 that	 will	 lead	 to	 the	 desired	 results.	 Students	 must	 clearly
understand	the	goals	and	be	actively	engaged	through	problem	solving,	research,	inquiry,
and	experimentation.	They	must	have	the	opportunity	to	explore	the	big	ideas	of	the	unit
sufficiently.

Students	must	 also	be	given	 the	chance	 to	create,	 rethink,	 and	 revise	products	based	on
timely	feedback,	and	they	need	to	evaluate	and	reflect	on	their	own	work.	In	this	stage,	the
educator	 also	 determines	 what	 scaffolds	 and	 resources	 can	 be	 used	 to	 help	 struggling
students	and	what	challenging	activities	will	stimulate	the	thinking	of	advanced	students.
This	is	where	differentiation	must	occur	for	all	students	to	be	successful.

According	 to	 Carol	 Anne	 Tomlinson	 and	 Jay	 McTigue	 in	 their	 book	 Integrating
Differentiated	 Instruction	 and	Understanding	 by	Design	 (2006),	UbD	 and	 differentiated
instruction	need	one	another.	UbD	 primarily	 focuses	 on	 sound	 principles	 of	 curriculum
design:	that	means	determining	what	is	essential	for	students	to	learn	and	what	assessment
evidence	 we	 must	 collect	 as	 proof	 of	 student	 learning.	 All	 students,	 from	 the	 most
struggling	 to	 the	 most	 advanced,	 need	 to	 have	 curricula	 that	 lead	 to	 the	 enduring
understandings,	 essential	 knowledge,	 and	 fundamental	 skills	 that	 are	 at	 the	 heart	 of	 the
unit	of	study.	All	students	also	need	guidance	and	support	to	help	them	think	in	complex
ways	and	deeply	explore	the	essential	questions	of	each	unit	of	study.	Students	learn	best
if	 they	engage	 in	deep	 thinking,	because	making	connections	between	meaningful	 ideas
helps	 the	 learner	 to	 create	 a	 neurological	 framework,	 which	 fosters	 mastery	 and
understanding.

Different	 learners,	 however,	 have	 different	 needs	 and	 therefore	 need	 to	 be	 supported	 in
different	ways.	Differentiated	 instruction	 focuses	 on	 the	 strategies,	 resources,	materials,



and	procedures	that	educators	need	to	craft	circumstances	that	can	lead	to	the	success	of
every	learner.

This	series,	Differentiation	Strategies	by	Shell	Education,	follows	the	UbD	principles	and
includes	the	following:

Identified	Desired	Results
• Enduring	understandings,	essential	questions,	and	big	ideas	at	the	heart	of	each	unit
of	study,	based	on	national	standards

• Summative,	authentic	culminating	projects	or	performance	assessments	that	will
demonstrate	each	student’s	deep	understanding	of	the	topic

• Learning	targets	that	delineate	what	students	will	know,	understand,	and	be	able	to
do	as	they	progress	through	the	unit	of	study

Acceptable	Evidence	and	Record	Keeping
• Pre-assessments	based	on	identified	outcomes

• Formative	assessments	(both	formal	and	informal)	for	determining	student	mastery
of	each	learning	target	as	well	as	students’	instructional	needs

• Student	self-reflection/evaluation	sheets

• Class,	group,	and	individual	record-keeping	sheets

• Differentiated	rubrics	with	specific	descriptors	to	ensure	quality

Daily	Learning	Experiences	and	Instruction
• Tiered	assignments	with	resources	and	reading	materials	at	different	readability
levels	and	different	levels	of	complexity	and	abstraction

• Small	group	and	large	group	mini-lessons	to	enhance	knowledge	and	skills,
including	comprehension	strategy	lessons	based	on	proficient	reader	research

• Differentiated	questioning	techniques

• Ideas	for	teaching	the	same	concepts	in	multiple	ways,	geared	to	using	different
modalities,	multiple	intelligences,	and	learning	preferences

• Ideas	for	flexible	grouping

• Ideas	for	compacting	curricula	for	advanced	students

Differentiated	Materials	and	Resources
• Graphic	organizers	that	provide	different	levels	of	scaffolding

• Large	group,	small	group,	and	independent	investigations

• “Sense-making”	activities	for	students	with	specific	needs

• Vocabulary	development	activities	for	English	language	learners	and	struggling



readers

• Activity	choices	based	on	student	interests

• Open-ended	assignments

• Small	and	large	group	discussion/debate	topics

• Self-paced	activities

• Enrichment	activities	for	advanced	students

• Inquiry-based	assignments

• Anchor	activities	designed	to	extend	the	big	ideas	of	a	topic

• Alternative	homework	activities

Management	Materials
• Procedural	ideas	for	managing	large	group,	small	group,	and	individualized
activities

• Student	learning	contracts

Response	to	Intervention	(RTI)
In	designing	 the	 tiered	activities	 for	Shell	Education’s	Differentiation	Strategies,	Wendy
Conklin	has	taken	into	account	a	successful	system	for	differentiating	instruction	to	meet
the	needs	of	struggling	students.	The	Response	to	Intervention	model	(Wright	2007)	is	a
three-tier	 reading	 system	designed	 to	 support	 struggling	 learners	 through	differentiation.
This	 model	 was	 developed	 over	 the	 last	 several	 decades.	 Its	 development	 was	 due	 to
widespread	dissatisfaction	with	the	method	that	most	states	had	used	ever	since	the	1975
Federal	 All	 Handicapped	 Children	 Act	 required	 schools	 to	 proactively	 seek	 out	 and
identify	children	with	disabilities	and	provide	them	with	an	appropriate	education.	In	most
states,	schools	identified	students	with	learning	disabilities	and	established	learning	plans
by	 analyzing	 discrepancies	 between	 students’	 intelligence	 scores	 and	 their	 achievement
test	scores.	Over	time,	this	method	was	discredited	for	the	following	reasons:

• The	discrepancies	were	based	on	single	test	scores,	and	often	students	had	to	wait
long	periods	of	time	before	they	were	tested.

• There	were	no	nationally	adopted	statistical	formulas	established	to	analyze	these
discrepancies,	resulting	in	inconsistencies	among	how	learning	disabilities	were
reported	in	different	locations.

• This	type	of	analysis	did	not	provide	useful	information	about	whether	disabilities
were	due	to	a	lack	of	appropriate	instruction.

• It	did	not	specify	which	academic	treatments	or	interventions	might	help	students.

• The	discrepancy	method	was	not	responsive	to	the	ongoing	learning	needs	of
struggling	students.

In	 2004,	Congress	 passed	 the	 Individuals	with	Disabilities	 Education	 Improvement	Act



(IDEA)	 that	 included	 landmark	 language	 requiring	 schools	 to	 break	 away	 from	 the
discredited	 IQ-achievement	 score	 discrepancy	 model.	 This	 act	 obligated	 schools	 to
determine	 if	 suspected	 learning	 disabilities	 were	 actually	 caused	 by	 inappropriate
instruction	and	to	collect	achievement	data	from	repeated	assessments	given	at	reasonable
intervals	that	reflected	students’	progress	during	instruction.	It	also	required	states	to	use	a
process	 for	 identifying	 and	 servicing	 students	 based	 on	 students’	 reactions	 to	 research-
based	interventions.

The	Response	to	Intervention	model,	which	many	schools	are	now	using	to	 identify	and
instruct	struggling	students,	is	still	in	the	process	of	development.	Its	goals	are	to	identify
at-risk	learners	quickly,	match	them	with	research-based	interventions,	and	provide	them
with	the	specific	flexible	support	that	they	need.

There	are	three	tiers	of	RTI	that	offer	different	levels	of	interventional	intensity	based	on
student	need.

Tier	I	contains	universal	strategies	for	all	children,	including	interventions	that	a	teacher
can	 routinely	 put	 in	 place	 at	 the	 first	 sign	 that	 a	 student	 is	 struggling.	 This	 includes
strategy	mini-lessons,	additional	practice	activities,	and	so	on.

Tier	II	contains	ideas	for	customizing	individual	intervention	strategies	that	are	geared	to
help	meet	the	specific	needs	of	more	at-risk	learners.	This	includes	small	group	instruction
based	 on	 specific	 needs,	 peer	 tutoring,	 group	 counseling,	 materials	 and	 resources	 at
different	 and	 appropriate	 levels,	 differentiated	 graphic	 organizers,	 vocabulary
development	activities,	and	alternative	homework	assignments.

Tier	 III	 contains	 ideas	 for	 intensive	 interventions	 for	 children	 with	 severe	 or	 chronic
academic	 or	 behavioral	 needs.	 This	 includes	 direct	 instruction	 from	 a	 special	 education
teacher,	individual	conferencing,	and	individual	counseling.

Teachers	 have	 tremendous	 responsibilities,	 which	 can	 often	 be	 overwhelming.	 While
differentiating	instruction	is	necessary	for	meeting	the	needs	of	diverse	students,	it	is	also
complex	and	requires	careful	planning	and	implementation.	The	goal	behind	the	creation
of	Differentiation	Strategies	 in	 the	different	content	areas	 is	 to	provide	 teachers	with	 the
high-impact	 materials,	 resources,	 and	 instructional	 plans	 that	 they	 need	 to	 assist	 in
targeting	 their	 instruction.	All	 lessons	provide	 teachers	with	a	quick-glance	overview	of
the	 activity.	 Lessons	 also	 contain	 classroom	 management	 materials	 designed	 to	 help
teachers	organize	whole	group,	 small	group,	 and	 individual	 activities	with	 relative	ease.
The	 differentiation	management	 section	 includes	 record-keeping	 sheets	 so	 that	 teachers
can	keep	track	of	both	the	ongoing	progress	of	the	class	as	a	whole	and	of	each	individual
student.	The	lessons	also	include	reflection	sheets	for	students	so	that	they	can	continually
evaluate	the	quality	of	their	individual	and	group	participation.

Conclusions
Teachers	today	have	many	internal	and	external	resources	to	draw	upon.	One	of	the	most
important	resources	is	the	inner	drive	to	serve	students.	This	drive	motivates	educators	to
keep	 searching	 for	 the	 right	 mix	 of	 challenge	 and	 excitement	 that	 makes	 learning
interesting.



Differentiating	curriculum	is	critical	for	success	in	today’s	schools.	Classrooms	are	filled
with	 diverse	 learners.	 Studies	 show	 there	 is	 a	 high	 percentage	 of	 students	who	 struggle
with	 the	 regular	 curriculum.	Teachers	 today	 are	 supporting	 large	 numbers	 of	 struggling
students	with	limited	resources	while	at	the	same	time	meeting	the	needs	of	on-grade-level
and	above-grade-level	 students	 so	 that	 they	do	not	become	bored	and	unmotivated.	The
high	dropout	rate,	especially	among	minority	populations,	is	a	huge	challenge	for	schools.
Differentiation	is	not	easy,	but	it	is	necessary	for	success.
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