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Understanding Differentiation

As I conduct workshops with teachers of all ages and grade levels, I hear a
familiar tune: Differentiating curriculum is worrisome and stressful. 1
believe this is due to the fact that teachers do not know how to begin
differentiating. Their administrators tell them that they must differentiate,
but teachers are overwhelmed with the task of doing it because there is not
a clear explanation of what to do. Teachers know the theory. They know
they need to do it. They just do not know how to do it.

The right way to differentiate depends on the unique students in a
classroom. To successfully differentiate, teachers must first know their
students. Knowing where students are academically helps us understand
where to begin. When we have students who do not succeed, we need to
find out why they are not succeeding. Then, we look for the kinds of
support that they need to help them learn specific concepts. We make
adjustments when students have trouble comprehending material. We look
for new ways to present information, new manipulatives that make sense,
and opportunities to provide additional support. As our struggling students
grow, we can then reduce the amount of support that we provide so that
students continue to grow instead of leaning too heavily on that support.
Differentiation is about meeting the needs of all students and providing the
right amount of challenge for all students.

What Should I Differentiate and Why?

Many teachers have heard the terms content, process, and product when it
comes to differentiating curriculum, but few have the time to ponder how
these words apply to what they do in their classrooms. Below is a chart
that quickly defines how we differentiate and why we differentiate.

Differentiating Curriculum

How Why
Vary the Content Readiness
(what is taught) (students are not at the same place
& academically)
Vary the Process Learning Styles

(how it is taught) (students prefer different ways of learning)




Vary the Product
(what students
produce)

Interests
(students have different passions)




Differentiation Strategies in This Book

What Differentiation Strategies Can I Use?

Each book in the Activities for a Differentiated Classroom series
introduces a selection of differentiation strategies. Each lesson in this book
uses one of the six differentiation strategies outlined below. The strategies
are used across different curriculum areas and topics to provide you with
multiple real-world examples.

Differentiation Strategy Lessons in This Book

* Reading for Fluency—
Language Arts

» Extending Patterns—

l_f Tiered Mathematics
Assignments

» Water Changes—Science

* Chinese New Year—Social
Studies

* Memories—Language Arts

* Measurement—Mathematics

Three-Story
Intellect * Weather—Science

* Changes in Community—
Social Studies

* Retelling—Language Arts

. * Fractions!—Mathematics
Multiple
Intelligences * Where Does the Moon Go?—
00° Science

* On the Trail—Social Studies

* Descriptive Words—
Language Arts




Time—Mathematics

Menu of Options * Scientists Observe and
Experiment!—Science

* Alexander Graham Bell—
Social Studies

O0OR

* Poetry—Language Arts

* Geometry—Mathematics
Open-Ended
Tasks * Plants—Science

 Family Life and Community
—Social Studies

* Words Are Everywhere—
Language Arts

Leveled * More-or-Less Story Problems
@ Learning —Mathematics
Centers « How Do Birds Eat?>—Science

* American Symbols—Social

Studies
Tiered Assignments | j

One way to ensure that all students in a classroom advance—using the
same skills and ideas regardless of readiness levels—is to tier lessons.
Often referred to as scaffolding, tiered assignments offer multilevel
activities based on key skills at differing levels of complexity. One
example of this is leveled reading texts. All students can learn about the
Civil War by reading texts that are leveled according to the different
reading abilities in the classroom. You can also provide comprehension
questions that are leveled. Each student comes away with essential grade-
appropriate skills in addition to being sufficiently challenged. The entire
class works toward one goal (learning about the Civil War), but the path to
that goal depends on each student’s readiness level.

So, how do you tier lessons?



Pick the skill, concept, or strategy that needs to be learned. For
example, a key concept would be using reading skills and strategies
to understand and interpret a variety of informational texts.

Think of an activity that teaches this skill, concept, or strategy.
For this example, you could have students summarize the
information and include a main idea in the summary.

Assess students. You may already have a good idea of your students’
readiness levels, but you can further assess them through classroom
discussions, quizzes, tests, or journal entries. These assessments can
tell you if students are above grade level, on grade level, or below
grade level.

Take another look at the activity you developed. How complex is
it? Where would it fit on a continuum scale? Is it appropriate for
above-grade-level learners, on-grade-level learners, below-grade-
level learners, or English language learners?

Modify the activity to meet the needs of the other learners in the
class. Try to get help from the specialists in your school for English
language learners, special education students, and gifted learners. For
this example, summarizing with a main idea would be appropriate for
on-grade-level students. Above-grade-level students should include
supporting details in their summaries. The below-grade-level
students will need a few examples provided for their summaries.
English language learners will begin with the same examples given
to below-grade-level students so that they understand what is
expected of them. Then, they will summarize information verbally to
you.

Remember, just because students are above grade level does not mean that
they should be given more work. And, just because students are below
grade level does not mean that they should be given less work. Tiered
lessons are differentiated by varying the complexity, not necessarily the
quantity of work required for the assignment. Likewise, all tiered activities
should be interesting and engaging.

Three-Story Intellect

- )

“There are one-story intellects, two-story intellects, and three-story
intellects with skylights. All fact collectors who have no aim
beyond their facts are one- story people. Two-story people compare,



reason, and generalize, using labors of fact collectors as well as
their own. Three-story people idealize, imagine, and predict. Their
best illuminations come from above through the skylight.”

This quotation is from Oliver Wendell Holmes, a physician and author who
lived in the 1800s. Art Costa applied Holmes’s quote to academics and
produced the three-story intellect model (Costa and Marzano 1987). This
model categorizes thinking into three levels. The three levels work
together to process information much like the brain works. First, the brain
gathers information, then processes it for understanding, and finally
applies the information.
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Level I, called the Gathering or Input Phase, describes how students



gather information through their senses. This is the foundation for higher-
level thinking. Students learn to state problems in their own words,
observe and gather information for making decisions, create goals, and
connect information with previous experiences.

Level II is the Processing Phase. Information is processed to make it
meaningful. Students build on the foundation of skills in Level I by
comparing, inferring, organizing, and questioning information.

In Level III, the Applying Phase, students incorporate all the levels of
thinking. They generate new ideas by predicting, judging, imagining, and
evaluating.

It is not necessary to advance our thinking in a particular order. Thinking
can begin at any level. For example, if you give students a problem to
solve, they are beginning at Level III. A problematic situation is one of the
best ways to get students excited about learning. When students are
confronted with a problem (Level III), they must gather information (Level
I), process it (Level II), and then return to the problem (Level IIT) to make
a final decision.

Multiple Intelligences  -c®

The multiple-intelligences model is based on the work of Howard Gardner
(1983). He has identified nine intelligences, which include
verbal/linguistic, logical/mathematical, visual/spatial, bodily/kinesthetic,
musical/rhythmic, interpersonal, intrapersonal, naturalist, and existential.
Gardner says that everyone possesses each of these intelligences, but in
each of us, some intelligences are more developed than others.

Some research suggests that certain pathways of learning are stronger at
certain stages of development. Sue Teele (1994) devised a survey titled the
“Teele Inventory for Multiple Intelligences.” She gave it to more than
6,000 students. Her research found that verbal/linguistic intelligence is
strongest in kindergarten through third grade. It declines dramatically
thereafter. The logical/mathematical intelligence is strongest in first
through fourth grade. It also declines dramatically thereafter. The
visual/spatial and bodily/kinesthetic intelligences were shown to be
dominant throughout elementary and middle school. In addition, middle-
school children also show a preference for musical/rhythmic and
interpersonal intelligences. Teele’s findings show that if elementary
teachers want to use the best strategies, they must present lessons that



incorporate verbal/linguistic, logical/mathematical, visual/spatial, and
bodily/kinesthetic activities.

The Nine Multiple Intelligences

.. The Verbal/Linguistic child thinks in words. This child likes to write,
“ read, play word games, and tell interesting stories.
The Logical/Mathematical child thinks by reasoning. This child likes
x = finding solutions to problems, solving puzzles, experimenting, and
calculating.
. The Visual/Spatial child thinks in pictures. This child likes to draw and
design.
¥ The Bodily/Kinesthetic child thinks by using the body. This child likes
dancing, moving, jumping, running, and touching.
The Musical/Rhythmic child thinks in melodies and rhythms. This child
47 likes listening to music, making music, tapping to the rhythm, and
singing.
The Interpersonal child thinks by talking about ideas with others. This
{1 child likes organizing events, being the leader, mediating between friends,
and celebrating.
The Intrapersonal child keeps thoughts to him- or herself. This child
likes to set goals, meditate, daydream, and be in quiet places.

The Naturalist child thinks by classifying. This child likes studying
" anything in nature, including rocks, animals, plants, and the weather.

The Existential child reflects inwardly about the ultimate issues in life
] while learning and interacting with others. This child likes to express
opinions.

o
(]
m

Menu of Options

Providing students the opportunity to choose what activity they want to do
increases their level of interest in what they are doing or learning.
However, many students do not often get the chance to make choices about
their work. It can be challenging and time-consuming for teachers to
develop a variety of engaging activities. Yet offering options is essential to
getting students interested and motivated in learning. When students are
involved in something of their own choosing, they are more engaged in the
learning process (Bess 1997; Brandt 1998).

Choices in the classroom can be offered in a variety of ways. Students can



choose what they will learn (content), how they will learn (process), and
how they will show what they have learned (product). A menu of options
is a strategy that differentiates product by giving students the opportunity
to choose from a list of highly engaging activities.

The menu of options strategy works well for many reasons. First, it
operates much like a menu from a restaurant. A person looking at a menu
sees all the choices. Some cost more and some cost less. No one likes
going to a restaurant and being told what to eat. People enjoy choosing
what they prefer from the menu. In the same way, a menu of options offers
students many different projects from which to choose. These projects are
assigned various point values. The point values depend on the amount of
work or detail involved in the project. Students must earn a set number of
points determined by the teacher, but they can choose which activities they
want to complete. Any kind of point system can be used. For example,
basic projects that do not take much time can be worth 10 points. Projects
that take a moderate amount of time and energy can be worth 30 points.
Projects that are very time-consuming can be worth 50 points. If the
students need to complete 80 points total, they can get to that total number
in many different ways. They may choose a 50-point project and a 30-
point project. Or, they may choose two 30-point projects and two 10-point
projects.

Secondly, a menu of options is effective because the freedom of choice
allows students to complete projects that are of interest to them. This
increases the chance that the students will produce high-quality products.
Students like to feel in control. When given a list to choose from, students
often choose projects that they like or that fit their learning styles.

If the teacher provides enough variety, then all students can find projects
that they feel passionate about.

As an alternative to creating a menu of options based on point systems, a
teacher can create three or four sections on a menu of options and ask
students to choose one project from each section. This strategy is helpful
when there are a particular set of concepts that the teacher needs to be sure
that students have learned.

Open-Ended Tasks

Open-ended tasks provide students the opportunity to make choices as they
create products. When teachers use open-ended tasks, they are
differentiating the process and the product. Open-ended tasks are activities



that do not have a single correct answer or outcome. Since the outcomes of
these tasks vary, the solution paths vary as well. Open-ended tasks are the
opposite of closed tasks, which have one single answer, outcome, or
expectation. At first, some students might resist open-ended tasks because
they only feel comfortable attempting problems that have definite answers.
They do not like to take risks because they fear getting the answers
incorrect. Teachers may need to reassure these students that there is not
one right answer for these tasks and encourage students to be creative.

Open-ended tasks are among the easiest to differentiate because they allow
for creativity with answers and ideas. This is important because some
students who generally underperform can rise to the occasion, take
ownership of their work, and create some amazing products. Students can
be offered options of different open-ended tasks to complete. All the
different activities allow students to express what they know. Teachers can
specify that students complete at least one of the open-ended activities.

Open-ended tasks can be arranged in a variety of ways and can incorporate
other differentiation strategies.

+ Plan activities based on several different multiple intelligences, such
as bodily/kinesthetic, musical/rhythmic, and verbal/linguistic.

* Develop discovery learning activities, which provide a natural
avenue for open-ended tasks.

* Design tasks based on questioning strategies like Bloom’s
Taxonomy or Kaplan’s Depth and Complexity.

» Use open-ended tasks in leveled learning centers, stations, or labs
around the classroom for students to complete as extension activities.
In this case, these open-ended tasks become meaningful extension
activities that engage students.

Evaluating students’ work on open-ended tasks can be a challenge. While
students are encouraged to work creatively toward unique solutions, it can
be helpful to set clear expectations before assigning activities. Creating a
rubric as a class enables students to understand how they will be graded.
One option for evaluating students’ open-ended tasks is to hold individual
conferences. This provides the teacher with information on how each
student approached and ultimately accomplished the task.

Leveled Learning Centers Q [J A

Providing academically appropriate assignments for students is important.



All students need to be sufficiently challenged so that they can continue to
increase their knowledge. If assignments are too easy, students will be
bored and they will not learn anything new. If assignments are too difficult,
students will experience stress, which can also deter the learning process.

Leveling, or tiering, assignments will ensure that all students work on
parallel tasks designed to have varied levels of depth, complexity, and
abstractness along with differing degrees of scaffolding, support, and
direction depending on each student and the topic. All students work
toward one goal, concept, or outcome, but the lesson is tiered to allow for
different levels of readiness and performance. As students work, they build
on their prior knowledge and understanding. Tiered assignments are
productive because all students work on similar tasks that provide
individual challenges. Students are motivated to be successful according to
their own readiness levels as well as their own learning preferences.

When possible, teachers should also look for ways to offer students
choices. When students are given a chance to choose their activities, they
are likely to be more engaged in the learning process (Bess 1997; Brandt
1998).

Leveled learning centers combine the best of both worlds—choices and
tiered assignments. Leveled learning centers are centers with activities that
are leveled according to academic difficulty. Each student is given a choice
to work at any of the centers. The following are some best practices for
using leveled learning centers:

» There should be at least three centers to choose from.

» Within each center, there are activities that are appropriate for below-
grade-level students, on-grade-level students, and above-grade-level
students.

» The varying activity levels can be indicated by different shapes:

~ above-grade-level activities can be identified with a triangle
D on-grade-level activities can be identified with a square
© below-grade-level activities can be identified with a circle

" activities for English language learners can be identified with a star. These
activities should contain vocabulary and language support. Partner English
language learners with students who are proficient in English for additional
support.

Using leveled learning centers also provides busy teachers with unique
opportunities for assessment. As students work in their centers, teachers



can observe students and document their progress using checklists.
Teachers will be able to identify students who need more challenging
activities or scaffolded work, and assignments can be quickly adjusted.



Grouping Students

What Grouping Strategies Can I Use?

There are many variables that a teacher must consider when grouping
students to create a successful learning environment. These variables
include gender, chemistry between students, social maturity, academic
readiness, and special needs. Some students will work well together while
others will have great difficulty.

In this book, for ease of understanding, readiness levels are represented
with a shape (triangle for above-grade level, square for on-grade level, and
circle for below-grade level). In a classroom, however, a teacher might
want to change the names for leveled groups from time to time. A teacher
might use colors, animal names, or athletic team names to group students.
For example, a teacher could cut out and distribute three different colors of
construction paper squares, with each color representing a different
readiness level. The teacher would tell all the “yellow square” students to
find partners who also have a yellow square. This way, the teacher creates
homogeneous groups while also allowing students to choose partners.

The following grouping strategies demonstrate various ways to group
students in a differentiated classroom. This section is included so that you
can learn to quickly group your students and easily apply the strategies.

Flexible Grouping

Flexible grouping means that members of a group change frequently.
Routinely using the same grouping technique can lead to negative feelings,
feelings of shame or a stigma associated with some group levels, lack of
appropriate instruction, boredom, and behavior problems in the classroom.
Flexible grouping can change the classroom environment daily, making it
more interesting. It takes away the negative feelings and stigma of the
struggling students because groups are always changing. No longer are the
struggling students always in the same group.

Flexible grouping can occur within one lesson or over an entire unit. Try to
modify groups from day to day, week to week, and unit to unit. Flexible
grouping can include partner work, cooperative grouping, and whole-class
grouping. Students’ academic levels, interests, social chemistry, gender, or
special needs can determine their placement in a particular group.
Organize charts like the ones on the following pages to help you keep track



of how you are grouping your students.
Homogeneous Grouping

Homogeneous grouping brings together students who have the same
readiness levels. It makes sense to group students homogeneously for
reading groups and for language and mathematics skills lessons. To form
groups, assess students’ readiness levels in a content area. Then, order
students from highest to lowest in readiness, and place them in order on a
three-row horizontal grid.

One way to create homogeneous groups is by using the chart below. Notice
that students in the same row have similar readiness levels.

(A Student 1 A Siudent 2 A Student 3 A Student 4 )

C. Student 5 M student 6 M student 7 M student 8 )

(

@ siudent 9 @ Student 10 @ Student 11 @ Student 12 )

Homogeneous groups share similar readiness levels.
Heterogeneous Grouping

Heterogeneous grouping combines students with varied academic
readiness levels. When grouping heterogeneously, look for some diversity
in readiness and achievement levels so students can support one another as
they learn together.

£ N\ 7 R B a )
A Student 1 A Student 2 A Student 3 A Student 4
M siudent 5 M siudent ¢ M siudent 7 M siudent 8
@ student 9 @ Student 10 @ student 11 @ student 12

\_ 7 7\ L P

Heterogeneous groups have varying readiness levels.

Another strategy for heterogeneous grouping is to group by interest.
Interest groups combine students with varied levels of achievement to
create groups that have common interests. Other strategies for
heterogeneous grouping include allowing students to self-select their
groups, grouping by locality of seating arrangements in the classroom, and
selecting groups at random.

Flexogeneous Grouping



Flexogeneous grouping allows for the flexible grouping of homogeneous
and heterogeneous groups within the same lesson. Students switch groups
at least one time during the lesson to create another group. For example,
the homogeneous groups meet for half the lesson and then switch to form
heterogeneous groups for the rest of the lesson.

One easy flexogeneous grouping strategy is to jigsaw or mix up already
established homogeneous groups. To jigsaw groups, allow homogeneous
groups of students to work together for part of the lesson (circle, square,
and triangle groups). Then, distinguish group members by labeling them A,
B, and C within the same group. All the As form a new group, the Bs form
a new group, and the Cs form a new group.

Homogeneous Groups
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Heterogeneous Groups
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Flexogeneous grouping uses homogeneous and heterogeneous groups in a single lesson.
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