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This book is based on various presentations I have conducted around the country on
motivation, creativity, and differentiated instruction. You can recapture your joy by
celebrating the differences of your students. Let me warn you: In an attempt to capture the
vibe of those presentations in writing, you may find my writing a little unorthodox. Yes,
fun is good. In fact, I think learning has to be fun in order to be meaningful or memorable.
When you see me present in person, you will find it easier to follow the book. (Hint:
Come to one of my workshops.)

Having taught people of all ages and abilities—from preschoolers to rocket scientists, I
have developed a cache of “tricks” to accommodate the vast and varying needs of my
audiences, from non-English-speaking immigrant children to prominent executives. One
can adapt to the students’ needs and ditch strategies that prove ineffective. What works for
one student may not work for another. What works this year may be obsolete next year. It
is a good idea for teachers to arm themselves with lots of “weapons of mass instruction” in
their teaching arsenals, so I hope you find this manual to be a good starting point to
provide fresh ideas, reaffirm old ones, and stimulate you to think of better ways to meet
the needs of all your learners. As you will see, there is a direct link between differentiating
to the various needs of our students and “bringing joy back into the classroom.”

I love working with great teachers. They are my heroes. They inspire me. They do what I
wish I’d done: stay in the classroom. My biggest regret was leaving the classroom. It took
me a long time to get over that. One day, my mother—who is a very peppy person—
reminded me that I still have the opportunity to inspire teachers to stay and thrive in the
classroom. In this way, I can have an even bigger impact than when I was a teacher. That
talk gave me a new perspective, and I take my calling very seriously. My purpose is to
help great teachers stay in the classroom. We need you.

Enjoy this book, and remember, you make a difference every day.

—Danny Brassell



CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Songs and chants are a fun way to start a class. Each day my students and I write a
number of songs and chants. Yes, I sing with middle school and high school students, too.
Why? It annoys them (though they secretly enjoy it). And even if songs may annoy some
students, they are a great way to help students remember concepts and skills. It also helps
to get the blood circulating so that they are not stuck in their seats all day. My students and
I try to write songs to basic beats, like nursery rhymes, commercial jingles, TV theme
songs, Disney® movies, and the occasional oldies-but-goodies. So, put aside your pride
and sing our “Differentiation Ditty”:

“The Differentiation Ditty”
By Danny Brassell (2007) D
# (to the tune nf Urmﬁu(.’ Mann’s “Do Wah Diddy”) ﬁ
@ There I was just about to teach my class,
bmgﬁm . “Do what I say. I'm the teacher. Yes, indeed.”
Then my students looked at me en masse,
Askin’, “Do what you say? Are you kiddin'® We can’t 1e{1d
They looked str essed (l()oked stressed ).
Thex- looked bored (looked bored).
Thex looked stressed. They looked bored. L ﬁ
Thc—-\ were not a happy hor de.
I had kids of all sizes. They were different, every one.
Singin’, “Do you want to teach a standard or teach me?”
Thex asked, “Why is school always work, and no fun?”
bmg this: “That is not the way that school has to be!”
[ said, “Yes!” (said “Yes!”)

“You're all right” (all right). ./7
L I said, “Yes! You're all right. 'b
D Now our future’s lookin” bright.”

Our class is now happy, and we learn a lot more. ﬁ

‘Cause we each are different, and we learn differently.

When others critique us, we just shut our door.

And we play. And we sing. And we think critically. Yeah!
There are a number of authors and books that I’d like to recommend. (An extensive
recommended reading list is provided in the Appendix, pages 147-150.) Carol Ann
Tomlinson is the guru behind differentiated instruction. In fact, she coined the term (1998)

and has written numerous books and articles on the subject filled with informative tips for
classroom teachers.



Howard Gardner may be one of the most important educational researchers of the past 50
years. I highly recommend all books that consider the learning needs of students based on
their multiple intelligences.

Wendy Conklin has written some very practical guides that demonstrate the nitty gritty of
how to differentiate any lesson or standard, including Applying Differentiation Strategies
(2007). Her work is essential reading for anyone interested in specific step-by-step
approaches to differentiating instruction.

Finally, all teachers should read a book that far too few American educators know about:
The Learning Revolution (Dryden and Vos 1994). This is one of the most successful
education books of all time. It sold over seven million copies in China alone. It is filled
with wonderful ideas about enabling teachers to teach in ways that students will
remember. All of these authors’ works complement this book in examining better ways to
engage students’ curiosity so they can think better.

The Joy of Differentiated Instruction

“Differentiated instruction is a teaching philosophy based on the premise that
teachers should adapt instruction to student differences. Rather than marching
students through the curriculum lockstep, teachers should modify their instruction to
meet students’ varying readiness levels, learning preferences, and interests.
Therefore, the teacher proactively plans a variety of ways to “get at” and express
learning.”

—Scott Willis and Larry Mann (2000)

“Whenever a teacher reaches out to an individual or small group to vary his or her
teaching in order to create the best learning experience possible, that teacher is
differentiating instruction.”

—Carol Ann Tomlinson (1998)

Basically, Tomlinson, Willis, and Mann agree: one size does not fit all.
In your own seats, or in your own mind, follow these directions:
* Raise your hand if you have a wide diversity of students in your class.

 Raise your hand if you utilize a number of different teaching strategies with your
students.

* Raise your hand if you have a hand.
» Repeat after me: “I think, therefore I am.” (René Descartes said that.)

* Now, repeat after me: “I think I will succeed, therefore I can.” (We said that—just
now.)

Whether you’re firing up an audience or firing up your students, learning should never be
a static activity. School and fun do not have to be mutually exclusive concepts. Learning is
a state of mind, and students should be in a positive, joyful state. If you keep students



moving and playing, they will be joyful. When students are joyful, they will learn, because
they do not even realize that they are learning. How do we get students excited? We pay
attention to their individual needs. (Chances are, you are already doing this.) We are all
different. We can all learn from somebody else. Wave your arms wildly if you choose to
learn from others! Compliment the people in your school and tell them how happy you are
to be there. Joy is a state of mind, too, and that starts with you.

Why Is Differentiating Instruction Joyful?

Marilyn Hughes says that “some children need days; some, ten minutes,” to learn a
particular concept (Gartrell 2010); but, as Willis (2000) observes, “the typical lockstep
school schedule ignores this fundamental fact.” Really, students are like automobiles: they
all require their own type of gasoline, and some students are higher octane than others.

Students come to us with various degrees of readiness. Matching learning opportunities to
readiness levels ensures that students will master key skills and understandings rather than
glossing over them. (This will be discussed in further detail later.) Additionally, students
vary in what interests them and in their learning profiles. By matching learning
opportunities to student interests, teachers increase the likelihood that a student sees
school as relevant.

Eight Principles of a Differentiated Classroom
Use these principles to guide you (Tomlinson 1998):
Be Clear About What Matters in the Content Area

Know the standards. Adjust instruction so that all students can succeed. Students may
meet the standard at different levels, and this is one of the joys in the challenge of teaching
—how to help a student progress from reaching the standard at a minimum level to a
maximum level.

Understand, Appreciate, and Build Upon Student Differences

Have you ever been visited by a “specialist” who is there to “examine” your students to
see if they qualify for Special Education services? How do they test the students? Some of
the criteria on the checklists would qualify every student for Special Education, and
probably many of the teachers, too. While Special Education is a worthwhile and
necessary part of a successful school experience, too many students are improperly labeled
or placed in programs simply because they don’t fit the mold of the model student.

All students have special needs, and the only labels we should place on students are
positive ones, since students tend to rise to our expectations. Treat your students like
geniuses, and they will act accordingly. In other words, don’t be so quick to judge and
dismiss your students. They may surprise you.

Partner Assessment with Instruction

Assessments are more than tests. Assessments are meant to inform and guide instruction.
Period. Feedback is more critical than labeling or pigeon-holing kids. There are two types
of teachers: The ones who tell students, “You’re wrong,” and the ones who ask students,



“Why did you say that?” Teachers must question students as to how they arrived at their
answers. Students are often sophisticated in their reasoning. Their reasoning may simply
differ from ours. Understanding this can help us learn better ways to meet their individual
learning needs.

I once worked at a preschool where I enjoyed working with a four-year-old named
Francisco. One day I showed him the words Francisco and Papd, and I asked him to point
to the word that said “Papa.” Francisco pointed to the word Francisco, and so I told him
he was wrong, right? Wrong! I asked him why he thought that was the word, and he
informed me that it was bigger. Hmm, that was interesting. Francisco associated the size
of words with the size of people and objects, so of course he thought the longer word,
Francisco, represented the large image Francisco had of his father. While he may have
been technically “wrong,” Francisco had shown his teacher a glimpse of how he was
thinking. Based on that kind of understanding, any teacher could better serve his needs.

Remember, assess for understanding, to inform instruction, not just at the end of a lesson.
Assessment is for the teacher—it provides the justification for the next lesson.

Create a Classroom Community that Honors Learning

Community is everything, and teachers need to build a community of learners in their
classrooms. A number of years ago, Dreyer’s Ice Cream conducted a study that found
three in 10 Americans do not know their neighbors’ first and last names. That is
completely unacceptable. Students must work together and learn to get along. Do not
stand in the front of the classroom all day—sit in the seats beside your students. See the
room from their perspectives. Each student has so much to offer. Each is an amazing
resource waiting to be discovered.

Additionally, teachers need to “teach to the heart,” as the Dalai Lama says. Teachers are
not there to make their students smarter. They are there to make them lifelong learners.
The world is changing, and people who are willing to investigate and learn new things will
have more success adapting to whatever the future holds.

Collaborate with Students in Learning

Ever notice that the landscaping in neighborhoods with high ownership rates is often nicer
than on streets with more rentals? Why do you think this is so? Homeowners take better
care of their yards because they are more invested. Japanese schools do not employ
janitors. Students clean the schools themselves. As a result, their schools are pristine, since
no student wants to clean up a big mess. Teachers need to empower their students to take
ownership of their classroom. When students see the classroom as belonging to them, they
collaborate in making it a better environment. The same goes for assignments. Give
students some choices and they will own their work. Ownership fosters pride, diligence,
and tenacity. Aren’t these the kinds of qualities that will serve our students as they journey
through school?

Adjust Content, Process, and Product in Response to Student Readiness,
Interests, and Learning Styles

This is known as differentiation. Teaching is like riding a 10-speed bicycle up a hill: You



have to shift gears from time to time. Only the stubborn teacher fails to realize the
importance of making adjustments. Some subjects lend themselves to easy understanding,
while others take a lot more work for the teacher to convey. What kind of knowledge did
students have already when they entered the room? Is the lesson relevant to them, or to
you? Are you referencing stories, television shows, movies, experiences, or songs that are
well-known to them, or foreign? Are the conditions in your room suitable for students to
attend to and participate in instruction? How’s the noise level outside? How’s the lighting
inside? Did your students have breakfast this morning? If you have 40 students in your
room, there are 40 different reasons why learning may be difficult. Find out, and adjust.

Make Maximum Growth and Continued Success the Goals of a
Differentiated Classroom

It should go without saying that teachers differentiate in order to achieve the best results
with students. Everything we do needs to be in the interest of student learning.

Stay Flexible (It Is the Hallmark of a Differentiated Classroom)

Good teachers roll with the punches. A colleague told me about a study conducted to see
which professionals made the highest number of decisions per hour. Of all professionals,
teachers ranked second. Air traffic controllers came in at number one. I would argue that a
kindergarten teacher sometimes has a more difficult job than an air traffic controller.

Say you are trying to teach your students how to add 2 + 2.

“Two plus two equals...,” you say, before a student yells, “Teacher, can I go to the
bathroom?”

You stop to write a bathroom pass. Then you resume your lesson.

“So, two plus two equals...,” you say, and then the school secretary knocks on the door
and says, “Yo, teacher! You’ve got a late attendance sheet. You keep on turning in late
attendance sheets, and you’re going to get late paychecks, you know what I’'m saying?” So
you apologize and fill in your late attendance sheet. You resume your lesson.

“So, two plus two equals...,” you say, and a child from the class next door knocks on the
door and asks if students have turned in their pledge sheets for the school’s latest fund-
raising effort. So you ask students to pass along the sheets, and then you resume your
lesson.

“So, two plus two equals...,” you say, and then a garbled announcement comes over the
intercom, interrupting your lesson again. After taking a moment to try to decode the
gibberish, you resume your lesson.

“So, two plus two equals...,” you say, and then a parent bursts into the classroom with
hands waving, saying, “Maestro, mi hijo no esta aqui porque se duele su estomago.” You
try your best to formulate an answer for her in Spanish before resuming your lesson.

“So, two plus two equals...,” you say, and then a cafeteria worker knocks on the door and
asks how many students will be eating hot lunch. You do a quick count of student hands
before resuming your lesson.

“Okay, kids, two plus two equals three,” you say, because you have just lost your mind!



Consider everything you just dealt with: students, bureaucracy, and unintelligible intercom
speak! No wonder we lose so many teachers in their first three years. We ought to be
surprised more are not committed to mental institutions.

Tricks of the Trade

Many teachers fear the word differentiation because they are overwhelmed, annoyed, or
confused by it. In reality, differentiation is something any good teacher is already striving
for, because good teachers constantly adjust their classrooms to meet the needs of different
students. To save your sanity, though, take small steps toward implementing systematic
differentiation. It takes time to get the hang of it, but once you do, you will probably
wonder how you ever taught without differentiating. You and your students will be
happier and more productive for it.

Many teachers differentiate the delivery of their instruction without even realizing it. One
of the greatest pleasures is watching great teachers. They constantly experiment, refine,
and perfect their classroom strategies. When you come across an idea you like, try it out.
If it bombs, hold on to it for another day. What bombs today can save you tomorrow.

Teachers should create classrooms that meet state and federal standards. Maintaining high
levels of student understanding is accomplished by supporting all students’ learning
modalities, and by differentiating through content, activities, and product—based on
students’ readiness, interests, profiles of learning, and environments. Sound like a lot to
remember? Use a simple mnemonic trick to help keep differentiation in mind: “Each
student is RIPE for learning when the teacher uses his or her thinking CAP.” RIPE stands
for Readiness, Interests, Profiles of Learning, and Environments; CAP stands for Content,
Activities, and Product (Brassell and Rasinski 2008).

Organization of This Book

This book refocuses teachers on the basics. Abraham Maslow developed his Hierarchy of
Needs model for understanding human motivation and personal development. Used
extensively in businesses, it provides a great model for teachers to keep in mind when
working with students. Indeed, each of us is motivated by these needs. Our most basic
needs are inborn, and Maslow attempted to explain how these needs motivate us all.
Maslow’s original Hierarchy of Needs (Maslow 1954) included five levels, from lower-
order needs of physical and emotional well-being to higher-order needs of influence and
personal development. They are:

1. Physiological needs (biological needs for basic survival)
Safety needs (needs for security and stability)
Love and belonging needs (affection and attention from different groups)

Esteem needs (status, value, and confidence)

o1 W N

Self-actualization needs (a person’s need to be and do what the person was born to
do)

Maslow’s model teaches that we must satisfy each need in turn, beginning with basic
survival needs. Only when the lower-order needs of physical and emotional well-being are



satisfied can we focus on the higher-order needs of influence and personal development.
The remainder of this book is organized into five sections based on Maslow’s Hierarchy of
Needs.

Many of the anecdotes from this book are drawn from movies, newspaper clippings,
reports on National Public Radio, personal experiences, my colleagues, my pastor, and
online devotionals. The goal of this book is to demonstrate how we can bring joy back into
the classroom by differentiating instruction to meet the various needs that drive us and our
students.

It is a dark time out there. Public schools—teachers, in particular—have been taking a
beating. While policymakers from both parties push their way in front of microphones to
announce what is best for the nation’s youth, educators find their opinions almost
completely ignored. Government mandates have prompted many great teachers to leave
the classroom. This must end.

Let there be light! The goal of this book is to get teachers to “lighten up” and remember—
you became teachers to make a lasting, positive impact on students. Constantly consider
“AYP.” (Besides Adequate Yearly Progress, AYP means asking yourself, “Are You
Playing?”) The intention of this book is to cram some fun down your throats, so beware!
People can argue about the quality of schools, funding shortfalls, or any number of other
educational issues until they are blue in the face, but one variable stands out as a tried-and-
true indicator of student success: quality teachers. Haven’t you enjoyed inspirational
books and movies about teachers who inspired students to write through poetry, who
challenged impoverished students to excel at calculus, and who taught all of their
standards through music? Yet how many books or films about teachers tell the story of one
who dramatically changed students’ lives by following a school district’s scripted reading
program? Great teachers inspire by being a little unorthodox in their approaches. It is my
hope that this book inspires your “unorthodoxy.”

Reflection Questions

1. Who was your favorite teacher? What do you remember the most about him or her?
2. What is it that brings you the most joy in the classroom?

3. How could you make a conscious decision to choose joy?
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