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Differentiation is… 



Defining Differentiation 

“Differentiated instruction is a way of  taking into account the needs 

and wants of  others without relinquishing our own needs and 

wants, or dominating and controlling the other person.  In that way, 

differentiated instruction is more than just a method of  teaching; it 

is a way of  being human.” 

- Carol Ann Tomlinson 





Dispelling the Myths of  Differentiated 

Instruction 

• Myth #1: Differentiation is another name for individualization 

• Differentiation aims to meet individual needs by… 

• Quality curriculum 

• Effective and efficient instructional practices that targets groups of  students based on 

learning readiness, individual interests, and preferred ways of  learning 

• Small groups or individuals will be engaged in different projects; sometimes most students 

are engaged in the same activity 

• Teachers manage the learning process (like the work place); oversees and coordinates 

 

 



Dispelling the Myths of  Differentiated 

Instruction 

• Myth #2: Differentiation will change everything and 

solve all of  our teaching problems. 

• Not a magic potion 

• Differentiating means providing intervention strategies and techniques so 

that every student is successful; this requires constant reflection and 

adjustment 



Dispelling the Myths of  Differentiated 

Instruction 

• Myth #3: You can’t differentiate when you are trying to 

prepare for high stakes testing. 

• “Evidence clearly suggest that for most students, mastery and understanding come 

through, not after, meaningful interaction with ideas.” (Tomlinson, 8) 

• 1st objective: students understand content deeply 

• Thus, they would be more prepared for tests 

• 2nd objective: prepare students for all kinds of  content delivery 



Dispelling the Myths of  Differentiated 

Instruction 

• Myth #4: Differentiation is just a way to group or track 

students. 

• Tracking is the practice of  permanently assigning students to a particular level of  

instruction 

• Differentiation uses flexible grouping practices 

• Interest, ability, learning style, academic strength/weakness, gender 

• Students should move in and out of  groups to as to interact with a variety of  peers 

• Depends on the outcome expected from the activity 

 



Dispelling the Myths of  Differentiated 

Instruction 

• Myth #5: Differentiation takes too much time that I 

don’t have. 

• It will require a considerable time investment initially 

• In the long run, it will save you time and increase overall efficiency 

• Start small, work on one strategy at a time 

• It is not easy 

 

 



A Differentiated Classroom Looks Like… 

• Content goals are defined 

• Know: Factual Knowledge 

• Able to do: Procedural Knowledge 

• Understand: Conceptual Knowledge 

• Learning differences are acknowledged 

• Three types of  assessment (pre-assessment, formative, summative) are employed 

• Curriculum and instruction foster brain-compatible learning 

• The classroom environment respects active learning 

(Cash, 2011) 



A Differentiated Classroom Looks Like… 

• Learners develop 21st Century skills 

• Higher Order Thinking Skills (HOTS) 

• Creative Thinking 

• Critical Reasoning 

• Self-Regulation 

• Flexible learning is used to achieve optimal learning 

• Tiered assignments and activities respond to learning needs and differences 

• The learning environment is interesting, enjoyable, challenging, and choice-filled for all 
students 

• Students develop learning autonomy (Cash, 2011) 



Developing Student Self-Regulation through 

Differentiated Classrooms 

• Theory of  self-regulation 

• “Successful people believe that most things can be 

accomplished as long as one puts effort forward, has a goal in 

mind, knows how to deal with conflict, avoids distraction and 

impulsivity, stays focused on the task at hand, and 

acknowledges both success and failure.” 

• How do we help kids do this? 



Growth vs Fixed Mindset 

• Dr. Carol Dweck 

• Fixed Mindset = person believes that their intelligence and talents are a fixed trait 
that cannot be changed or enhanced 

• Reliance on documentations (i.e. IQ tests) 

• Trouble with… 

• Admitting to or correcting mistakes 

• Patience, perseverance, and persistence  

• Advanced learners who spend years in under-challenging courses don’t develop a need for 
effort; failure when things get hard leads them to think they are not able 

 

 



Growth vs Fixed Mindset 

• Growth Mindset = person believes that most skills and abilities can be 
learned; through dedication and effort that we are successful 

• “Intensity as a learner is a far more useful trait than tested or perceived ability 

• Encourages self-regulation 

• We need to help students shift 

• Create classroom settings that are stimulating and allow students to develop the skills 
of… 

• Monitoring actions, thoughts, feelings, and behaviors 

 

 



http://championshipbasketballschool.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/mindset-animation.png 





Strategies 

• KIQ Charts 

• What do I know, What do I find interesting, What questions do I have 

• Keep Thinking Journals 

• Take notes on their ideas throughout a lesson 

• Encourage Reflection 

• Provide time in each lesson for students to debrief, discuss, debate, and digest (D4) 



Strategies 

• Require Self-Evaluations 

• Have students do them at the end of  every unit 

• Use the 10:2/20:2 Rule  

• Helps students remember information, stay focused, and remain active 

• Elementary: 

• For every 10 minutes of  instruction, allow two minutes of  discussion, application, movement, or 
restating 

• Secondary: 

• For every 20 minutes of  instruction, allow two minutes of  discussion, application, movement, or 
restating 

 



Making the Shift 

• “You can’t differentiate garbage.” – Tomlinson 

• Quality differentiation can only be achieved when we can clearly articulate 

what we want students to know, be able to do, and understand. 

• We need to understand the essence of  a rigorous curriculum, know how to 

define it, and be able to construct activities that guide students toward deep 

levels of  learning. 







Instructional Strategies  

Same educational goals, but 

unique, innovative roads to 

reach the destination. 





Differentiating with 

Creativity and the Arts 

• Why? 

• Utilizing bodies in the learning process can have a big effect 

• Can open doors for our kinesthetic learners 

• Ideas: 

• “Feel” abstract concepts 

• Creative Problem Solving 

• Dancing a timeline 

• Drama and Improv 

• Arts Integration 



“Feeling” Abstract Concepts 

• Physics 

• Using bicycle wheels and a rod to help students experience 

angular momentum 

• Plot Mountain 

• Students use their bodies to review the five stages of  plot 

• Monopolies  

• Use bodies to illustrate how a monopoly works and 

pros/cons 

 



Creative Problem Solving 

• Design Thinking 

• New Neurons! 

• Chindogu Japanese Art – The art of  creating “un-useless” inventions 

• Basic Steps (Mindshift): 

• Identify the problem and research to understand the problem better. 

• Brainstorm possible strategies and identify solutions 

• Test these solutions (welcoming failure as a learning tool.) 

• Apply what you learn to evolve best solutions 

 



https://daisywang326.files.wordpress.com/2012/11/designthinking2.jpg 



Creative Problem Solving and Design Thinking 

• Students are learning to… 

• Trust their own ideas 

• Work without fear of  failure 

• Develop the ability to reflect on a process 

• Exercise their collaboration skills 

• Investigate thoroughly 



Dancing a Timeline 

• “Physically acting out knowledge to be learned or problems to be solved 
makes the conceptual metaphors employed by our brains a literal reality” 
(Paul, 2015) 

• In my class… 

• Students illustrate their understanding of  the shift from nomads to the first civilization. 

• Begin by watching PowerPoint vs Dance 

• We discuss creativity, working as a group, and the connection between movement and 
the understanding the content 

http://www.ted.com/talks/john_bohannon_dance_vs_powerpoint_a_modest_proposal




Drama and Creative Writing 

• Frontloading before Reading with Dramatic Options 

• During reading options to enhance comprehension 

• Post reading options to assess understanding 

• Assess more deeply than a multiple choice test! 

• Hot Seating! 

• Some of  the Why’s: 

• Brings text/characters to life 

• Explores subtexts: what the character doesn’t say 

• Helps students get to know characters deeply  

 







The Arts 

• Comics 

• Take comics from the newspaper, remove the words, and 

have students rewrite their own captions. 

• Group comic strips 

• Options for showing comprehension of  concepts 

through art and drawing 



Project-Based Learning, Compacting, and 

Extension Work 

• Why? 

• Gives students choice 

• Allows students to express themselves in independent directions 

• Individualized (groups or individual) based off  of  interest and ability 

• Ideas: 

• Project-Based Learning 

• Compacting, Extension/Enrichment Projects 

 



Project-Based Learning 

• Leader = BIE 

• Buck Institute 

• Why? 

• Active, not passive 

• Real-world relevance 

• Students retain learning longer 

• More than just basic knowledge and skills 

• Responsibility, confidence, problem solving, collaboration, communication, creativity 

• Include technology 

• High-quality, meaningful work 

 

http://bie.org/




Compacting 

• Definition:  

• A process to help challenge advanced learners where curriculum material is 
eliminated or shortened to allow more time for enrichment or acceleration 
activities (Siegle). 

• “Testing Out” of  particular content  

• Modifying curriculum to challenge students 

• Examples: Paragraphs, grammar, math concepts, hypothesis, scientific method 

 

• “When teachers eliminate as much as 50% of  the grade level curriculum for gifted 
students, there is no difference in achievement test results” (Siegle). 

 

 



Five Most Difficult 

• Choose the five most challenging problems/items on an assignment 

• The items may appear together or throughout the assignment 

• Get 4/5 right to “pass” 

• Students who can demonstrate mastery of  the skill with the five most 
difficult problems can move to more challenging work or extension 
work 

• Cannot correct errors – One Chance  

• Example: Primary and Secondary Sources 

 

(Winebrenner) 





Extension Activities 

• When students document mastery, their first activity should be to engage 

with that material at a higher level 

• It isn’t silent reading time or journal writing time 

• Focus on depth and complexity 

• Always Think: How can a standard be extended in more challenging ways? 

• Don’t use extension work time to have students work on areas of  

weaknesses 

• Should not be MOTS (More of  the Same)! 

 



Extension Activities – Examples 

• Community-based Enrichment 

• Tic-Tac-Toe Boards 

• DDM/DDQM 

• Learning Centers 

• Websites 





Tic-Tac-Toe Board/Extension Menu 

• Can be used as extension work, a tiered assignment, or a way to 
offer choice to gifted students 

•  Options: 

• Student choices create a “tic-tac-toe” 

• Choose one option that ALL students must do 

• Base on skill level, interest, multiple intelligences, etc. 

•  Allows for creativity, and students feel empowered to 
dictate the direction of  the own learning 

www.exquisite-minds.com 





DDM – Digging Deeper Matrix 

• Tiered system for creating activities at all levels of  Bloom’s that are rigorous and complex 

• Moves all students into advanced levels of  thinking, while respecting varying needs for academic difficulty 

 

• Levels 

• Level 1 (Blue): All students 

• Level 2 (Pink): Some students 

• Level 3 (Green): Advanced Learners 

 

•  Could be used… 

• Homework provided to all students; small groupings 

• Extension Work (the Advanced Options) 

• Selected activities used during lessons 

• As an assessment tool for curriculum and instructional purposes 

 







DDQM – Digging Deeper 

Questioning Matrix 





Differentiation Menu 

• Designed to give learners choice of  tasks, while still ensuring that 

each learner focuses on knowledge, understanding and skills 

designated as essential. 

• Main Course: All students are required to complete 

• Side Dishes: Students MUST select an option or two 

• Desserts: Optional extension or enrichment tasks. 

 



Differentiation 

Pyramid 



• Straight-Ahead 

• Instructions guide you from start to finish 

• All grade-level content, skills, and language 

• Uphill 

• Instructions take you about half-way, then drop you off  to see if  you can finish 

• Mostly grade-level content and skills; language may be slightly above grade-level 

• Mountainous 

• Instructions get you started, but you guide the task for most of  the journey 

• Content and skills extend beyond the grade-level framework; cognitively demanding 

diction 

 

Differentiated Assignments/Assessments 



Tiering 

• “Ratcheting” up or down the challenge level based on readiness level 

• Begin with the standard/benchmark performance, and then raise the 

challenge level 

• Don’t tier every aspect of  the lesson/assignment 

• Stay focused on one concept or task, especially as you are learning to tier 

• Example: Analysis of  bias in newspaper articles 

• Fact vs opinion, conjecture, persuasive techniques, logical fallacies, slant, etc. 

 



Tiered Lessons vs Tiered 

Assignments 

• Tiered Lessons:  

• “A teaching strategy in which teachers assess the readiness level (interest, prerequisite 

knowledge, and skill level) of  their students and group them accordingly for both 

instruction and production” (Lafferty). 

 

• Tiered Assignments: 

• A method for differentiating projects for multiple levels of  students 

• Students self-assess the challenge level for themselves 

• Advanced and Most Challenging options should not simply be more work; should be a 

higher level of  work 

 



Example of  a Tiered Lesson – Social Studies 

Enduring Understanding: People 

stopped nomading and settled down.  

Group #1 
Have not demonstrated mastery 

Group #2 
Demonstrated Mastery of  basic 

knowledge 

Group #3 
Mastery understanding of  the overall 

system 

In Class • Focus on the reasons why 

people stopped nomading 

• Read about the end of  

nomading and how early 

villages developed 

• Create a mural or timeline to 

demonstrate understanding 

• Create a skit that illustrates a 

timeline of  how and why 

people stopped nomading 

and settled down 

• Focus on cause and effects 

• Create a modern dance that 

illustrates the factors that led 

to humans settling down 

into early villages 

• Demonstrate mastery 

through movement and 

drama 

• Focus on cause and effect; 

and relationships between 

the past and the present 



Tiered Assignment 







RAFT 

• Role, Audience, Format, Topic 

• Process: 

• Student chooses one from each column to create a unique task 

• Tasks can be tiered… 

• Provide certain students/groups with combinations that are straightforward 
or more abstract 

• T could also stand for Time 

• Instead of  topic, students can choose a time period. 

 



Role Audience Format Topic 

 

A southern orphan living 

under a train depot 

President Lincoln at the 

White House 

A personal journal entry Reconstruction of  the 

United States 

A southern colonel who 

has returned to the South 

to find that his plantation 

burned to the ground 

A group of  Civil War 

Veterans gathered at a 

cemetery to remember a 

friend 

Personal monologue Why the South tried to 

secede from the Union 

A northern industrialist School children ten years 

after the Civil War ended 

A set of  drawings The abolitionists 

Harriet Tubman A news reporter doing a 

story 

A speech Abraham Lincoln’s 

presidency 

From Fair Isn’t Always Equal: Assessing and Grading in the Differentiated Classroom by Rick Wormeli, copyright © 2006.  Stenhouse 

Publishers, Portland, ME; www.stenhouse.com. 



Role Audience Format TIME 

 

The mayor of  Vicksburg, 

Mississippi 

Congress Rap or Song Two years before the war 

ends 

A Japanese immigrant living 

in the United States, 

building railroads 

A group of  Civil War 

veterans gathered at a 

cemetery to remember a 

friend 

Editorial letter in major 

newspaper 

May 18, 2010 

A northern industrialist A group of  European 

politicians of  the 1800s 

Political cartoon During the McCarthyism of  

the 1950s 

Robert E. Lee (chosen for 

his complex views, 

reflecting both North and 

South arguments) 

Mrs. Bixby, who legend 

says lost four sons on the 

battlefield 

PowerPoint presentation Two years after the Civil 

War, during the 

Reconstruction era 

From Fair Isn’t Always Equal: Assessing and Grading in the Differentiated Classroom by Rick Wormeli, copyright © 2006.  Stenhouse 

Publishers, Portland, ME; www.stenhouse.com. 



Using Technology 

• Tools: 

• Popplet 

• Bubbl 

• Toondo 

• KidBlog 

• Edmodo 

• Little Bird Tales 

 

• Ideas: 

• Designing Websites 

• http://wagnerancientegyptscrapbook.weebly.com/  

 

http://popplet.com/app/#/demo
https://bubbl.us/
http://www.toondoo.com/
http://discoveringegyptspast.weebly.com/ii-key-features-and-inventions.html
http://wagnerancientegyptscrapbook.weebly.com/
http://wagnerancientegyptscrapbook.weebly.com/


Graphic Organizers to Increase Depth and 

Complexity 

• Could be used…. 

• As a pre-assessment 

• For extension/enrichment 

• As formative assessments 

• Examples 
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