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Introduction

Bill Bosher, a former Superintendent of Education for Virginia, was fond 
of saying that the only time there was any such thing as a homogeneous 
classroom was when he was in the room by himself. He would follow this 
statement with a longish pause and a questioning brow—then, “and come 
to think of it, I’m not even sure about that.” 

He’s right, of course. All classrooms are heterogeneous on many levels, 
as are the individual students within them.

Some kindergartners arrive at school already able to read 3rd grade 
books with comprehension, while their peers grapple for months, if not 
years, with the idea of left-to-right print progression or the difference 
between short and long vowel sounds. Some 3rd graders make an inde-
pendent leap from multiplication to division before any explanation has 
been offered. Many of these same children, when they reach middle school, 
make connections between themes in social studies and literature, or apply 
advanced mathematical tools to solve science problems before other stu-
dents in their classes have grasped the main idea of a chapter in the text-
book. In high school, students who have been seen as “slow” or “average” 
can surprise everyone by developing a complex and articulate defense of a 
position related to scientific ethics or economic strategy. Meanwhile, some 
of their classmates who had always found school a “cinch” find they must 
now work hard to feel comfortable with ideas at a more abstract level. One 
student is more successful in math than in English and, within math, more 
comfortable with geometry than with algebra and, within English, more 
competent—at least for the time being—with analyzing fiction than with 
analyzing nonfiction or with grammatical constructions. Another student 
easily envisions objects moving in space but has great difficulty following 
the multistep directions necessary to complete science labs.

In life, kids can choose from a variety of clothing to fit their differing 
sizes, styles, and preferences. With just a few clicks, they can create their 
own playlists one song at a time, free from earlier generations’ obligation to 
buy an entire album just to hear a favorite song. They can access all kinds 
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of media on demand and on multiple platforms. We understand, without 
explanation, that these choices make them more comfortable and give 
expression to their developing personalities. 

In school, instruction that is differentiated for students of differing 
points of entry and varied interests is also more comfortable, engaging, 
and inviting. Even though students in a classroom may be chronologically 
the same age, one-size-fits-all instruction will inevitably sag or pinch 
just as surely as single-size clothing would. Acknowledging that students 
learn on different timetables, and that they differ widely in their ability 
to think abstractly or understand complex ideas, is no different than 
acknowledging that students at any given age aren’t all the same height. 
It is not a statement of worth but of reality. 

To operate with the assumption that it is of little significance whether 
a student understood last year’s math, or whether a student loses concen-
tration when forced to sit still for extended periods, or whether a student 
can read the required textbook, or whether words scramble on a page for 
a student, or whether a student has already mastered the content in the 
unit of study that is about to begin is delusional. 

To argue that we teach too many students to be expected to know 
them in a multidimensional way is to reject one of the clearest and most 
fundamental findings of educational research: that learning is relational.

To say that teachers don’t have time to attend to student differences is 
akin to a physician telling a patient that his case is taking too much time 
to figure out and should therefore be dismissed.

In truth, most teachers grasp the reality of learner difference early 
in their careers and quickly begin the process of adapting to it. They use 
humor differently with one student than another. They move around the 
classroom while most students are working confidently to answer questions 
for those who are still uncertain with the content. They ask questions tar-
geted at students’ different interests or strengths during class discussions. 
They offer choices of topics for papers or performance tasks. The question 
is not whether asking teachers to attend to students’ varied learning needs 
is appropriate or desirable, but rather how school and district leaders can 
systematically and vigorously support the growth in the direction that 
virtually all teachers begin as a matter of course and a matter of necessity.

A baseline goal for success in today’s schools should be helping teach-
ers create “user-friendly” learning environments in which they become 
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systematically more confident and competent in flexibly adapting pacing, 
approaches to learning, and channels for expressing learning in response to 
their students’ differing needs—learning environments designed to make 
room for the students who inhabit them. While the goal for each student in 
such environments is challenge and maximum growth, teachers will often 
define challenge and growth differently in response to students’ current, 
diverse interests and starting points.

A goal of this book is to provide a reliable source of guidance for teachers 
seeking to create learning environments that address the variety typical of 
academically diverse classrooms. It aims to help these teachers determine 
what differentiated instruction is, why it is essential for all learners, how to 
begin to plan for it, and how to become comfortable enough with student 
differences to make school comfortable for each and every student.
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1

1
What Differentiated  
Instruction Is—and Isn’t

Kids of the same age aren’t all alike when it comes to learning any more 
than they are alike in terms of size, hobbies, personality, or food preferences. 
Kids do have many things in common, because they are human beings and 
because they are all young people, but they also have important differences. 
What we share in common makes us human, but how we differ makes us 
individuals. In a classroom with little or no differentiated instruction, only 
student similarities seem to take center stage. In a differentiated classroom, 
commonalities are acknowledged and built upon, and student differences 
also become important elements in teaching and learning.

At its most basic level, differentiating instruction means “shaking up” 
what goes on in the classroom so that students have multiple options for 
taking in information, making sense of ideas, and expressing what they 
learn. In other words, a differentiated classroom provides different avenues 
to acquiring content, to processing or making sense of ideas, and to devel-
oping products so that each student can learn effectively.

In many classrooms, the approach to teaching and learning is more 
unitary than differentiated. For example, 1st graders may listen to a story 
and then draw a picture about the beginning, middle, and end of the story. 
While they may choose to draw different aspects of the elements, they all 
experienced the same content, and they all engaged in the same sense- 
making or processing activity. A kindergarten class may have four centers 
that all students visit to complete the same activities in a week’s time. Fifth 
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graders may all listen to the same explanation about fractions and complete 
the same homework assignment. Middle school or high school students 
may sit through a lecture and a video to help them understand a topic in 
science or history. They will all read the same chapter, complete the same 
lab or end-of-chapter questions, and take the same quiz—all on the same 
timetable. Such classrooms are familiar, typical, and largely undifferentiated.

Most teachers (as well as students and parents) have clear mental images 
of such classrooms. After experiencing undifferentiated instruction over 
many years, it is often difficult to imagine what a differentiated classroom 
would look and feel like. How, educators wonder, can we make the shift 
from “single-size instruction” to differentiated instruction to better meet 
our students’ diverse needs? To answer this question, we first need to clear 
away some misperceptions.

What Differentiated Instruction Is NOT
Differentiated instruction is NOT “individualized instruction.”

Decades ago, in an attempt to honor students’ learning differences, 
educators experimented with what was called “individualized instruction.” 
The idea was to create a different, customized lesson each day for each of 
the 30-plus students in a single classroom. Given the expectation that 
each student needed to have a different reading assignment, for example, 
it didn’t take long for teachers to become exhausted. A second flaw in this 
approach was that in order to “match” each student’s precise entry level 
into the curriculum with each upcoming lesson, instruction needed to be 
segmented or reduced into skill fragments, thereby making learning largely 
devoid of meaning and essentially irrelevant to those who were asked to 
master the curriculum.

While it is true that differentiated instruction can offer multiple avenues 
to learning, and although it certainly advocates attending to students as 
individuals, it does not assume a separate assignment for each learner. It also 
focuses on meaningful learning—on ensuring all students engage with power-
ful ideas. Differentiation is more reminiscent of a one-room-schoolhouse than 
of individualization. That model of instruction recognized that the teacher 
needed to work sometimes with the whole class, sometimes with small groups, 
and sometimes with individuals. These variations were important both to 
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move each student along in his or her particular understandings and skills, 
and to build a sense of community in the group.

Differentiated instruction is NOT chaotic.
Most teachers remember the recurrent, nightmarish experience from 

their first year of teaching: losing control of student behavior. A bench-
mark of teacher development is the point at which the teacher becomes 
secure and comfortable with managing classroom routines. Fear of return-
ing to uncertainty about “control of student behavior” is a major obstacle 
for many teachers in establishing a flexible classroom. Here’s a surprise, 
though: teachers who differentiate instruction are quick to point out that, 
if anything, they now exert more leadership in their classrooms, not less. 
And, student behavior is considerably more focused and productive. 

Compared with teachers who offer a single approach to learning, 
teachers who differentiate instruction have to be more active leaders. Often 
they must help students understand how differentiation can support greater 
growth and success for everyone in the class, and then help them develop 
ground rules for effective work in classroom routines—all while managing 
and monitoring the multiple activities that are going on. Effectively differ-
entiated classrooms include purposeful student movement and sometimes 
purposeful student talking, but they are not disorderly or undisciplined. 
On the contrary, “orderly flexibility” is a defining feature of differenti-
ated classrooms—and of any classroom that prioritizes student thinking. 
Research tells us that neither “disorderly” environments nor “restrictive” 
ones support meaningful learning (Darling-Hammond & Bransford, 2007).

Differentiated instruction is NOT just another way to provide 
homogeneous grouping. 

Our memories of undifferentiated classrooms probably include the blue-
bird, cardinal, and buzzard reading groups. Typically, a buzzard remained a 
buzzard, and a cardinal was forever a cardinal. Under this system, buzzards 
nearly always worked with buzzards on skills-focused tasks, while work 
done by cardinals was typically at “higher levels” of thought. In addition 
to being predictable, student assignment to groups was virtually always 
teacher-selected.

A hallmark of an effective differentiated classroom, by contrast, is the 
use of flexible grouping, which accommodates students who are strong in 
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some areas and weaker in others. For example, a student may be great at 
interpreting literature but not so strong in spelling, or great with map skills 
and not as quick to grasp patterns in history, or quick with math word prob-
lems but careless with computation. Teachers who uses flexible grouping 
also understand that some students may begin a new task slowly and then 
launch ahead at remarkable speed, while others will learn steadily but more 
slowly. They know that sometimes they need to assign students to groups so 
that assignments are tailored to student need, but that in other instances, it 
makes more sense for students to form their own working groups. They see 
that some students prefer or benefit from independent work, while others 
usually fare best in pairs or triads. 

In a differentiated classroom, the goal is to have students work con-
sistently with a wide variety of peers and with tasks thoughtfully designed 
not only to draw on the strengths of all members of a group but also to 
shore up those students’ areas of need. “Fluid” is a good word to describe 
assignment of students to groups in such a heterogeneous classroom. See 
the Appendix for more information on flexible grouping.

Differentiated instruction is NOT just “tailoring the same suit 
of clothes.”

Many teachers think they are differentiating instruction when they let 
students volunteer to answer questions, grade some students a little harder 
or easier on an assignment in response to the students’ perceived ability and 
effort, or let students read or do homework if they finish a class assignment 
early. Certainly such modifications reflect a teacher’s awareness of differ-
ences in student needs and, in that way, the modifications are movement 
in the direction of differentiation. While such approaches play a role in 
addressing learner variance, they are examples of “micro-differentiation” or 
“tailoring,” and are often just not enough to adequately address significant 
learning issues. 

If the basic assignment itself is far too easy for an advanced learner, hav-
ing a chance to answer an additional complex question is not an adequate 
challenge. If information is essential for a struggling learner, allowing him 
to skip a test question because he never understood the information does 
nothing to address the student’s learning gap. If the information in the basic 
assignment is simply too complex for a learner until she has the chance to 
assimilate needed background information or language skills, being “easier 
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on her” when grading her assignment circumvents her need for additional 
time and support to master foundational content. In sum, trying to stretch 
a garment that is far too small or attempting to tuck and gather a garment 
that is far too large is likely to be less effective than getting clothes that 
are the right fit. Said another way, small adjustments in a lesson may be all 
that’s needed to make the lesson “work” for a student in some instances, but 
in many others, the mismatch between learner and lesson is too great to 
be effectively addressed in any way other than re-crafting the lesson itself.

Differentiated instruction is NOT just for outliers.
Certainly students who have identified learning challenges such as 

autism spectrum disorder, ADHD, intellectual disabilities, visual impair-
ment, and so on are likely to need scaffolding on a fairly regular basis in 
order to grow academically as they should. Likewise, students who learn 
rapidly, think deeply, and readily make meaningful connections within or 
across content areas will need advanced challenge on a regular basis in 
order to grow as they should. And students who are just learning the lan-
guage spoken in the classroom will typically require support as they seek 
to master both content and the language in which it is communicated. 
But in virtually any class on any day, there are students “in the middle” 
who struggle moderately, or just a little, with varied aspects of what they 
are seeking to learn. 

There are students who know a good bit about a portion of a lesson or 
unit but struggle with specific steps or content. There are students whose 
experiences outside the classroom weigh negatively on their ability to con-
centrate or complete work. There are students who are just about to “take 
flight” with an idea that has been out of their reach and need encourage-
ment and a boost to ensure their launch is successful. Every student benefits 
from being on the teacher’s radar and from seeing evidence that the teacher 
understands their development and plans with their success in mind. 

What Differentiated Instruction IS
Differentiated instruction IS proactive.

In a differentiated classroom, the teacher assumes that different learners 
have differing needs and proactively plans lessons that provide a variety of 
ways to “get at” and express learning. The teacher may still need to fine-tune 
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instruction for some learners, but because the teacher knows the varied 
learner needs within the classroom and selects learning options accordingly, 
the chances are greater that these experiences will be an appropriate fit for 
most learners. Effective differentiation is typically designed to be robust 
enough to engage and challenge the full range of learners in the classroom. 
In a one-size-fits-all approach, the teacher must make reactive adjustments 
whenever it becomes apparent that a lesson is not working for some of the 
learners for whom it was intended. 

For example, many students at all grade levels struggle with reading. 
Those students need a curriculum with regular, built-in, structured, and 
supported opportunities to develop the skills of competent readers. While 
it may be thoughtful, and helpful in the short term, for a teacher to provide 
both oral and written directions for a task so that students can hear what 
they might not be able to read with confidence, their fundamental reading 
problems are unlikely to diminish unless the teacher makes proactive plans 
to help students acquire the specific reading skills necessary for success in 
that particular content area.

Differentiated instruction IS more qualitative than  
quantitative.

Many teachers incorrectly assume that differentiating instruction means 
giving some students more work to do, and others less. For example, a 
teacher might assign two book reports to advanced readers and only one 
to struggling readers. Or a struggling math student might have to complete 
only computation problems while advanced math students complete the 
computation problems plus a few word problems. 

Although such approaches to differentiation may seem reasonable, 
they are typically ineffective. One book report may be too demanding for 
a struggling learner without additional concurrent support in the process 
of reading as well as interpreting the text. Or a student who is perfectly 
capable of acting out what happened in the book might be overwhelmed 
by writing a three-page report. If writing one book report is “too easy” for 
the advanced reader, doing “twice as much” of the same thing is not only 
unlikely to remedy that problem but could also seem like punishment. A 
student who has already demonstrated mastery of one math skill is ready 
to stop practicing that skill and needs to begin work with a subsequent 
skill. Simply adjusting the quantity of an assignment will generally be less 
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effective than altering the nature of the assignment to match the actual 
student needs.

Differentiated instruction IS rooted in assessment.
Teachers who understand that teaching and learning approaches must 

be a good match for students look for every opportunity to know their 
students better. She sees conversations with individuals, classroom discus-
sions, student work, observation, and formal assessment as ways to keep 
gaining insight into what works for each learner. What they learn becomes 
a catalyst for crafting instruction in ways that help every student make the 
most of his or her potential and talents. 

In a differentiated classroom, assessment is no longer predominantly 
something that happens at the end of a unit to determine “who got it.” 
Diagnostic pre-assessment routinely takes place as a unit begins to shed light 
on individuals’ particular needs and interests in relation to the unit’s goals. 
Throughout the unit, systematically and in a variety of ways, the teacher 
assesses students’ developing readiness levels, interests, and approaches to 
learning and then designs learning experiences based on the latest, best 
understanding of students’ needs. Culminating products, or other means of 
“final” or summative assessment, take many forms, with the goal of finding 
a way for each student to most successfully share what he or she has learned 
over the course of the unit.

Differentiated instruction IS taking multiple approaches to 
content, process, and product.

In all classrooms, teachers deal with at least three curricular elements: 
(1) content—input, what students learn; (2) process—how students go 
about making sense of ideas and information; and (3) product—output, 
or how students demonstrate what they have learned. These elements are 
dealt with in depth in Chapters 12, 13, and 14. 

By differentiating these three elements, teachers offer different 
approaches to what students learn, how they learn it, and how they 
demonstrate what they’ve learned. What the different approaches have 
in common is that they are crafted to encourage substantial growth in all 
students with established learning goals and to attend to pacing and other 
supports necessary to advance the learning of both the class as a whole 
and individual learners. 
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Differentiated instruction IS student centered.
Differentiated classrooms operate on the premise that learning experi-

ences are most effective when they are engaging, relevant, and interesting 
to students. A corollary to that premise is that all students will not always 
find the same avenues to learning equally engaging, relevant, and interest-
ing. Further, differentiated instruction acknowledges that later knowledge, 
skill, and understandings must be built on previous knowledge, skill, and 
understandings—and that not all students possess the same learning foun-
dations at the outset of a given investigation. Teachers who differentiate 
instruction in academically diverse classrooms seek to provide appropriately 
challenging learning experiences for all their students. These teachers realize 
that sometimes a task that lacks challenge for some learners is frustratingly 
complex to others.

In addition, teachers who differentiate understand the need to help 
students develop agency as learners. It’s easier sometimes, especially in large 
classrooms, for a teacher to tell students everything rather than guide them 
to think on their own, accept significant responsibility for learning, and 
build a sense of pride in what they do. In a differentiated classroom, it’s 
necessary for learners to be active in making and evaluating decisions that 
benefit their growth. Teaching students to work wisely and share respon-
sibility for classroom success enables a teacher to work with varied groups 
or individuals for portions of the day because students are self-directing. It 
also prepares students far better for life now and in the future.

Differentiated instruction IS a blend of whole-class, group, 
and individual instruction.

There are times in all classrooms when whole-class instruction is an 
effective and efficient choice. It’s useful for establishing common under-
standings, for example, and provides the opportunity for shared discussion 
and review that can build a sense of community. As illustrated in Figure 1.1, 
the pattern of instruction in a differentiated classroom could be represented 
by mirror images of a wavy line, with students coming together as a whole 
group to begin a study, moving out to pursue learning in small groups or 
individually, coming back together to share and make plans for additional 
investigation, moving out again for more work, coming together again to 
share or review, and so on.
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Figure 1.1  The Flow of Instruction in a Differentiated Classroom

1 Teacher pre-assesses 
students on upcoming 
concepts/skills.

2 Teacher 
introduces new 
topic/concept 
to students.

3 Teacher models 
some ways to think 
about skills involved.

4 Students 
work in small 
heterogeneous 
groups on  
exploratory task.

5 Class comes 
together to 
share ideas, 
pose questions.

6 Students 
complete 
a quick 
formative 
assessment.

7 Class reviews 
ideas from  
previous day.

9 Students 
share their 
ideas/solutions 
in whole-class 
discussion.

8 Students work on assigned 
readiness-based task, which 
reflects assessment data.

10 Teacher  
introduces new ideas/
skills, followed by 
discussion/modeling.

11 Students work 
in self-selected, 
interest-based 
groups to try out 
new content.

A differentiated classroom is marked by a repeated 
rhythm of whole-class preparation, review, and 
sharing, followed by opportunity for individual or 
small-group exploration, extension, and production.
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Differentiated instruction IS “organic” and dynamic.
In a differentiated classroom, teaching is evolutionary. Students and 

teachers are learners together. While teachers may know more about the 
subject matter at hand, they are continuously learning about how their 
students learn. Ongoing collaboration with students is necessary to refine 
learning opportunities so they’re effective for each student. Teachers 
monitor the match between learner and learning and make adjustments 
as warranted. And while teachers are aware that sometimes the learner/
learning match is less than ideal, they also understand that they can con-
tinually make adjustments. This is an important reason why differentiated 
instruction often leads to more effective learner/learning matches than the 
mode of teaching that insists that one assignment serves all learners well.

Further, teachers in a differentiated classroom do not see themselves as 
someone who “already differentiates instruction.” Rather, they are is fully 
aware that every hour of teaching and every day in the classroom can reveal 
one more way to make the classroom a better environment for its learners. 
Nor do such teachers see differentiation as “a strategy” or something to do 
once in a while or when there’s extra time. Rather, it is a way of life in the 
classroom. They do not seek or follow a recipe for differentiation, instead, 
they combine what they can learn about differentiation from a range of 
sources with their own professional instincts and knowledge base in order 
to do whatever it takes to reach each learner.

A Framework to Keep in Mind
As you continue reading about how to differentiate instruction in academ-
ically diverse classrooms, keep this framework in mind:

In a differentiated classroom, the teacher proactively plans and carries 
out varied approaches to content, process, and product in anticipation 
of and response to student differences in readiness, interest, and learn-
ing needs.
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The explanations and examples in this book are presented to help populate 
this new framework for you as you work to differentiate instruction in your 
academically diverse classroom. Let’s get started with a closer look at the 
rationale for differentiation.
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2
The Rationale for Differentiating 
Instruction in Academically  
Diverse Classrooms

Basic as it may seem, the definition of what “a good education” is varies 
among educators, parents, politicians, and the citizenry at large. Some say 
a good education is one that ensures that all students learn specified core 
information and master basic skills according to a prescribed route, timeline, 
and even script. Others see it as the near opposite: a good education means 
students pursue what is meaningful to them and on a timeline defined by 
the students themselves. In between are many other visions—ones empha-
sizing preparation for 21st century demands, focused on inquiry, advancing 
a product orientation, built around community service, and so on. Despite 
our differences in what we believe a good education to be, we all generally 
agree on the importance of ensuring all students maximize their capacity 
as learners within that particular framework. Figure 2.1 provides a basic 
line of logic supporting differentiated instruction.

In a preponderance of schools and classrooms, the unit of focus is the 
group as a whole. In those places, to differ from the norm in any significant 
way is to be an inconvenience—a stressor on the system. One of two “solu-
tions” is commonly applied. Either the inconvenient students remain in aca-
demically diverse classrooms with minimal instructional adaptations made 
to address their needs, or they are separated into “homogeneous” classrooms 
of peers who “learn like they do.” In the former case, students who are lost 
tend to become more so, and students who are advanced or divergent in their  
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Figure 2.1  The “Why” of Differentiation

One that is rooted in 
an inviting environ-
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inform instruction, 
and flexible classroom 
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We can’t pro-
vide that if we 
ignore student 
differences.

Students differ 
as learners.

To learn well, 
each student 
needs challenge 
and success.

Attending to 
these differences 
requires a flexi-
ble approach to 
teaching . . . 

The Line of Logic for Differentiating Instruction

thinking often become more disenchanted with schoolhouse learning. When 
the latter course is taken, students who are lost typically find themselves 
taught as though they have little capacity for anything other than being lost. 
In a homogenous classroom, students who are advanced in learning gen-
erally receive more experienced and attentive teachers, but too often they 
find curriculum that is “harder” without being significantly more engaging.

Differentiation proposes an alternative approach—a classroom that 
honors and adapts to learner variation while building a “team of learners” 
who work together to benefit outcomes for the group and each of its mem-
bers and around curriculum that is designed to be relevant and engaging to 
young people. Further, differentiation encourages the lifting of ceilings and 
testing of personal limits and advocates “teaching up,” otherwise known as 
working from a complex curriculum that will challenge advanced learners 
and providing scaffolding for other students to enable the greatest num-
ber possible to access and succeed with the key elements of the complex 
curriculum and meaning-rich learning experiences.
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Considered alongside the more standard approaches to attending to 
students’ varied learning needs, differentiation is far more likely to provide 
virtually all students equity of access to a high-quality education. This is 
because it’s rooted in our best understanding of how people learn.

How People Learn Best: The Engine  
That Drives Effective Differentiation
We actually know a great deal about how people learn. For example, we 
know that each learner must make meaning of what teachers seek to teach. 
We know that the meaning-making process is influenced by the student’s 
prior understandings, interests, beliefs, how the student learns best, and the 
student’s attitudes about self and school (National Research Council, 1999).

We also know that learning takes place most effectively in classrooms 
where knowledge is clearly and powerfully organized (Erickson, 2006; 
National Research Council, 1999; Wiggins & McTighe, 2005), students 
are highly active in the learning process (Hattie, 2009, 2012; McTighe & 
Wiggins, 2013; National Research Council, 1999; Sousa, 2011), assessments 
are rich and varied and yield meaningful feedback (Black & Wiliam, 2010; 
Hattie, 2009, 2012; National Research Council, 1999), and students feel 
a sense of safety and community (Hattie, 2009, 2012; National Research 
Council, 1999).

We know that learning happens best when a learning experience pushes 
the learner a bit beyond his or her independence level. If the challenge is 
too little, as when a student continues to work on understandings and skills 
already mastered, little if any new learning takes place. If the challenge is 
too great, and tasks are far beyond a student’s current point of mastery, the 
outcome is frustration, not learning (Sousa & Tomlinson, 2011; Vygotsky, 
1986; Willis, 2006).

In addition, we know that motivation to learn increases when the 
learner feels a kinship with, interest in, or passion for the subject (Piaget, 
1978; Wolfe, 2010). Further, we know that people go about learning in a 
wide variety of ways, influenced by how our individual brains are wired, by 
our culture, and by our gender (Delpit, 1995; Gardner, 1983; Gay, 2013; 
Ladson-Billings, 1995; Noddings, 2005; Sternberg, 1985; Tannen, 2013).



 The Rationale for Differentiating Instruction in Academically Diverse Classrooms  15

In the end, we can draw at least three powerful conclusions about 
teaching and learning:

1. While the image of a “standard issue” student is comfortable, it 
denies most of what we know about the wide variance that inevitably exists 
within any group of learners. 

2. There is no substitute for highly relevant, meaning-rich, student- 
focused curriculum and instruction in every classroom. 

3. Even in the presence of high-quality curriculum and instruction, we 
will fall woefully short of the goal of helping each learner build a good life 
through the power of education unless we consistently seek to understand 
that learner, understand that learner’s progression of growth in critical 
content and skills, and build bridges between the learner and learning.

These three conclusions are the engine that drives effective differentia-
tion. They, along with our best knowledge of what makes learning happen, 
are non-negotiables in a classroom where a teacher sets out awaken all 
children to the mystery and power of knowing about the world.

Academically diverse classrooms in which teachers are ambiguous 
about learning goals, exhibit and evoke little passion, cast themselves as 
the centerpiece of learning, and lack responsiveness to student variance 
exhibit little understanding of these various learning realities. They lack the 
foundation of powerful learning, dynamic curriculum and instruction, and 
the intention to connect each learner’s experiences with that curriculum 
and instruction. Thus, these classrooms operate as though understanding 
can be achieved through ambiguity and as though fires of inquiry will be 
ignited in the absence of a flame. They appear to accept as given that all 
students will learn the same things in the same way over the same time 
span simply because content—meaningful or not—is laid out before them.

Ensuring clarity about where students should end up as a result of a 
sequence of learning is fundamental to educational success. Understanding 
the students we ask to learn is foundational to creating learning opportu-
nities that enliven them. Remembering that we cannot reach the mind we 
do not engage ought to be a mandate for instructional planning. Offering 
multiple and varied avenues to learning is a hallmark of the kind of pro-
fessional quality that denotes expertise. Our students, each of them, are 
individual reminders that we can never stop attending to either the art or 
the science of teaching.
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The focus of this book is the refinement of high-quality, alluring instruc-
tion that we call “differentiation.” However, this book also calls for clarity 
and quality in what we differentiate. It is an exercise in futility to try to 
meet the needs of learners from a base of low-quality, incoherent curriculum 
and rote instruction. Such approaches, at best, provide learners with several 
varieties of gruel that will fall short of nourishing virtually all of them.

Looking at the Classroom Through Many Eyes
Their teacher cares about her work. She likes kids, and she likes teaching. 
She works hard and is proud of her profession. The kids know that, and 
they like her for all those things. But the day too often seems long for many 
of them. Sometimes their teacher knows it. Often she does not.

Rama does not understand English well. No one understands her lan-
guage either, as far as she can tell. The teacher smiles at her and assigned 
a classmate to help her. That classmate does not speak her language. The 
classmate smiles too. Sometimes smiles help. Sometimes they seem like 
music without sound. In math, she understands more. Numbers carry fewer 
hidden meanings than words. No one expects her to understand, however, 
and so no one asks her to share her thinking about the problems. That’s 
OK, she thinks, because if she tried, she wouldn’t have the words to talk 
about her numbers. And yet, she’s disappointed.

Santiago wants to read aloud, wants to ask for more books about the 
people in history, wants to add his questions to the ones the other kids ask 
in discussions. He doesn’t, though. His friends are down on school. It’s not 
for kids like us, they say. Where would grades get you? they ask. Maybe they’re 
right. He knows he won’t go to college or get a big-deal job . . . but he 
secretly thinks about it. And he wants to know things. But it’s hard to ask.

Abby reads her mom’s books at home. She reads her dad’s newspapers 
online. She and her friends write and produce a neighborhood play every 
summer. Lots of people come. In school, she’s “learning” 4th grade spelling 
words. She gets As on the tests. She gets As on everything. Still, she doesn’t 
work hard in school like she does when she’s getting the plays ready. This 
makes her feels dishonest somehow. She makes up stories in her head while 
she waits for other students to learn. They try hard and don’t get As. That 
makes her feel dishonest, too.



 The Rationale for Differentiating Instruction in Academically Diverse Classrooms  17

Noah hates reading. He misbehaves sometimes, but it’s not that he 
wants to. He’s just tired of seeming stupid in front of everyone. He thinks 
he sounds like the dumbest kid in the class when he tries to reads aloud. 
The weird thing is that he understands what the pages are about when 
somebody else reads them. How can you not be able to read something 
but still understand it? And how can you be a normal 4th grader and not 
be able to read?

Livvie knows she doesn’t learn like the other kids do. She knows people 
think she’s “slow.” She has a special teacher who comes to class to help her 
or takes her to a special room to learn things. She likes that teacher. She 
likes her main teacher, too. But she doesn’t like the fact that having two 
teachers makes her feel different. She doesn’t like the way her peers look 
at her when she leaves to go to the special room with the special teacher. 
She doesn’t like that what she studies there seems so different from what 
everyone else in her “real” class studies. She doesn’t like feeling like she’s 
on the outside so much of the time.

Daniel likes coming to school because people there don’t yell all the 
time. Nobody hits at school—or if they do, they get in trouble. There are 
things to play with at school. His teacher smiles. She says she’s glad he’s 
there. He’s not sure why. He doesn’t do well. He wants to, but it’s hard to 
concentrate. He worries about his mom. He worries about his sister. He 
forgets to listen. At home, it’s hard to do homework. He gets behind. He 
wonders how he’ll ever catch up.

Anthony keeps listening in class for questions that sound like something 
a person in his house would ask. In the books they read, he keeps looking 
for language that sounds like his and for people he can relate to. He keeps 
waiting to see how what they’re learning will make a difference in his life. 
He doesn’t mind learning. He just wants to know why. He’s restless.

Anna is curious. She asks a lot of questions at home. There are so many 
things she wants to learn about. (Who invented trees? Why are the Jedis 
good and the Sith bad? Why do people from different parts of the world 
have different-colored skin?) These things almost never come up at school.

Their teacher works hard, and she cares about them. They know that. 
But sometimes—many times—it seems like she thinks they are all the 
same person. Sometime they feel bad or embarrassed for falling behind, or 
having a question, or wanting to try things a different way, or being bored. 
Sometimes they wonder why they have to spend so much time with so 
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many tests. Sometimes it feels like school is like a shoe that’s shaped for 
somebody else’s foot. 

A good way to begin an exploration of differentiated teaching is to 
look at the classroom through the eyes of four broad categories of students: 
advanced learners, learners who struggle, English language learners, and 
learners “in the middle.” These categories, of course, are fluid; students 
can and do move among them at varied points in their academic careers. 
Nevertheless, we know that much of a student’s experience in the class-
room is colored by readiness to learn particular content at a particular 
time. Accordingly, these categories can help us focus our thinking about 
the readiness-related needs that academically diverse learners bring with 
them to school on any given day. 

The next chapter will briefly examine needs of students in these four broad 
categories, looking at ways in which teachers in differentiated classrooms 
might adjust their practices to meet these needs and teach these students 
most effectively.
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