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Driving Question 
What does Differentiated Instruction look like in classroom practice?  Does it work?  
 
Introduction 
What is Differentiated Learning?  
Carol Ann Tomlinson and Susan Allen 

“ “Differentiated instruction, according to Carol Ann Tomlinson (as cited by Ellis, 
Gable, Greg, & Rock, 2008, p. 32), is the process of “ensuring that what a 
student learns, how he or she learns it, and how the student demonstrates what 
he or she has learned is a match for that student’s readiness level, interests, and 
preferred mode of learning.” (2015) 

Much of the academic research on differentiation could leave a new educator puzzled. 
What does it look like in practice? How do I do it? The National Center for Accessing the 
General Curriculum defines Differentiated Instruction as: “a process to approach 
teaching and learning for students of differing abilities in the same class. The intent is to 
maximize each student's growth and individual success by meeting each student where 
he or she is…” (Huebner 2010)  
Tracy Huebner goes on to say that differentiation includes: 

“...using effective classroom management procedures; promoting student 
engagement and motivation; assessing student readiness; responding to learning 
styles; grouping students for instruction; and teaching to the student's zone of 
proximal development (the distance between what a learner can demonstrate 
without assistance and what the learner can do with assistance)” (Huebner 2010) 

Researched Peter Westwood responds to this by writing “The teaching methods and 
practices required for the provision of effective inclusion are easier to identify than they 
are to implement.” (Yuen, Westwood, Wong 2005)  
 
Statement of the Problem 
Differentiated Instruction is not executed properly in classrooms. This is due to lack of 
experience, resources, or education in proper execution. In a classroom with limited 
resources, inappropriate execution of differentiated instruction can lead to the following 
scenario: 
 
Mrs. Smith teaches a 5th grade English class of 15 students. In her class, she has three 
students at an advanced reading level, seven students at grade level, two students who 
are approaching grade level, and three students who are struggling in the class. The 
class is currently divided into three reading groups, reading three different novels, at 
three different grade levels, with three different reading packets. This means that Mrs. 
Smith is preparing three sets of lesson plans for each unit. She spends a majority of her 
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time addressing the needs of the struggling students, as they are the most vocal and 
needy group, a small amount of time addressing the needs of the grade level group, 
and the advanced reading group is often left to read on their own or help their 
classmates with their packets. Each group is keeping pace, but they don’t seem to be 
heading towards a meeting place anytime soon.  
 
Educational research Mike Shmoker noted that, "In every case, differentiated instruction 
seemed to complicate teachers' work, requiring them to procure and assemble multiple 
sets of materials, … and it dumbed down instruction." (Shmoker 2010) Educational 
James DeLisle wrote, “Although fine in theory, differentiation in practice is harder to 
implement in a heterogeneous classroom than it is to juggle with one arm tied behind 
your back.” (DeLisle 2015) Research Peter Westwood agrees with this and goes on to 
specify that, “Major obstacles to differentiation include limited preparation time, large 
class size, teachers’ heavy workload, lack of resources, teachers’ lack of skills in 
differentiation, and teachers’ lack of motivation to differentiate.” (Yuen, Westwood, 
Wong 2005) Additionally, Differentiated Instruction was designed for Gifted Students in 
mind. It would appear that most educators seem to feel it still mostly applies to gifted 
learners. An article by researcher Holly Hertberg Davis seems to support this notion, "It 
does not seem that we are yet at a place where differentiation within the regular 
classroom is a particularly effective method of challenging our most able learners." 
(Delisle 2015)  
 
In addition, researcher Carol Ann Tomlinson found that many classroom teachers do 
not know what differentiation should look like. Since they don’t have an understanding 
of the practice of differentiation, it isn’t being executed at all in some classrooms. 
(Tomlinson & Allan 2000) She goes on to layout a complex methodology and practice, 
which includes personalizing the content, process, and products. TeacherThought, a 
professional development site for educators, indicated that differentiation included 
multiple sets of reading comprehension classes, personalized work packets, adaptive 
assessments, one on one coaching, and grouping students. (Yu 2014) This brings 
educators back to the original problem of executing multiple lesson plans for multiple 
learners within one unit. The theory is sound, but the practice lacks foresight. The more 
labor intensive building a unit is perceived, the less likely a classroom teacher will be 
willing to plan and implement it.  
 
Subsequently, Differentiated Instruction becomes a methodology which creates 
inequality in the classroom. Students are being taught differently. Inevitably, the 
teacher’s times is split between the various groups. Only one group will end up getting a 
majority of the attention. With my colleagues, I noticed that either the top learners in the 



classroom or the most challenged learners in the classroom were given top priority. A 
majority of the time, this will leave the average learner out in the cold. In addition, 
students’ self-esteem becomes a serious factor. Despite our efforts to conceal how 
groupings are determined, students always know. Challenged learners feel “stupid”, top 
learners feel smug, and average learners feel disenfranchised and find it hard to make 
more than the minimal effort.  
 
Classroom teachers need to know how to create content that can be accessed by all the 
students. Classroom teachers need to know how to create content that is not labor 
intensive and does not lead to multiple lesson plans per unit. Classroom teachers need 
to be able to create an equitable environment where it is possible for all students to 
achieve success, at their own level. This will not only help the teacher create more 
focused lesson plans and lighten the workload in lesson planning, but it will create an 
equitable classroom environment. Such a classroom will not be as dependant on 
special education resources as the traditional classroom models. This will greatly help 
classrooms in which a variety of special education resources (aides, tutors, resource 
rooms, etc) are just not readily available.  
 
Background and Need 
Beginning in the 1970s, America began to focus on the challenge of education students 
with differences in the public school system. Prior to 1975, many types of students were 
actually barred from attending public schools. (2015) Each decade, the American school 
system has made leaps and bounds to try to accommodate students with many kinds of 
learning differences in the general classroom. The challenge is that the school system is 
trying to shoehorn many different types of learners into a “traditional” classroom model, 
which is only accessible to a minority of learners, who are generally considered 
“advanced” or “gifted”. While the “advanced” learners excel in a traditional classroom 
model, which caters to only one type of learning style, many different kinds of learners 
are left behind.  
 
One of the more contemporary methodologies of creating an “equitable” classroom is 
Differentiated Instruction. “Differentiated Instruction is the way in which a teacher 
anticipates and responds to a variety of student needs in the classroom. To meet 
student needs, teachers differentiate by modifying the content (what is being taught), 
the process (how it is taught) and the product (how students demonstrate their 
learning).” (Carlson 2015) The essential goal is to make all learning accessible to all 
students. Differentiated Instruction “...requires teachers to be flexible in theirs approach 
to teaching and adjusting the curriculum and adjust the curriculum and presentation of 



information to the learners.” (Hall, Strangeman, & Meyer 2014) DI has been reported to 
help more students in diverse classrooms. (Hall, Strangeman, & Meyer 2014) 
 
The challenge with Differentiated Instruction is that it requires flexibility, training, and 
resources. Teachers must be fluent in a range of strategies which will best speak to the 
various students in their classrooms. In addition, it requires tailoring to the specific 
student in front of you.  “By considering the varied learning needs, teachers can create 
personalized curriculum…” which means that one unit of study could be revised multiple 
times to fit the needs of the various students participating in that unit. (2015) This 
creates many problems.  
 

Without the proper training and resources, Differentiated Instruction turns into a 
modern version of tracking. In addition, it is executed in a labor intensive manor. In an 
effort to be flexible and offer content which meets all students needs, teachers will 
“differentiate” by creating more than one curriculum for each level of ability in their class. 
Differentiated Instruction is very teacher led. Each level will require one on one time 
from the teacher in order to properly execute the lesson. If the teacher is unable to 
properly attend to the needs of each group, the neediest group (which could be the 
lowest level group or the most vocal group) will have the most access to the teacher, 
while the other groups will be left to work with peers or fend for themselves. A 2008 
study by Fordham found that 83% of teachers found DI difficult to implement. (Farkas & 
Duffet 2008) In addition, the lessons in Differentiated Instruction are very focused on 
where the student is right now, not where the teacher desires the student to be. (2013)  
 
Review of the Literature  
 
The challenge teachers face is how to differentiate in the classroom. It is very clear 
through many studies and practical experience that differentiation is a vital aspect of 
any curriculum. In the literature reviewed for this study, differentiation is consistently 
described as a method of teaching that involves adapting curriculum to specific 
students’ needs. This may include: 

● Grouping 
● Re-teaching to select students 
● Individual assistance  
● Assigning a stronger peer to a weaker peer  
● Time accommodations 
● Different work for different group levels  

The literature confirmed this researcher’s suspicion that differentiation is not much more 
than creating multiple lesson plans for multiple learning levels within one classroom 



environment. This creates a strong need for resources such as time, professional 
development, and teacher motivation.  
 
Purpose of the Project 
The purpose of this project was to understand what Differentiated Instruction looks like 
in practice, in real classrooms, from real teachers. Once that has been determined, an 
alternative method can be formulated from the data provided by the teachers.  
 
 
 
Research Methodology  
Information was gathered via an online survey via Google Form. The survey contained 
23 questions about the practice of Differentiated Instruction in the classroom. The 
survey was distributed via e-mail, teacher resource websites, and mom blogs. The goal 
was to obtain information from educators from a wide variety of backgrounds, 
geographic locations, and school sites.  

● There were 35 respondents.  
● They came from six states 
● They ranged from elementary school to high school  

  
Summary  

● 61% of respondents identified as “self-taught” in Differentiated Instruction.  
● 84% of respondents indicated that time was a major stress factor in 

planning for Differentiated Instruction.  
● 58% of respondents said that they “very often” or “somewhat often” find 

themselves making multiple lesson plans.  
● 19% of respondents said that they “occasionally” find themselves making 

multiple lesson plans.  
● The less formal training in DI, the more labor intensive the planning and 

execution. 

Proposal of Solution 
While Differentiated Instruction can leave students behind, another methodology, known 
as Universal Design for Learning “minimizes barriers and maximizes learning for all 
students.” (CAST 2015) Universal Design for Learning creates a flexible curriculum that 
can be accessed by many different students, at many different levels. Each student is 
accessing information that achieves the same goal for the entire classroom.  

 



In Universal Design for Learning, the goal would be to have the whole class able to 
participate with one another. While the “struggling” students may not be very strong 
readers, they may be able to identify themes or symbols that the grade level readers 
would benefit from hearing. If all sets of students are reading the same book, in 
Universal Design for Learning, Mrs. Smith’s job would be to provide multiple access 
points to the book (audio reader, whispersync, kurzweil, different kinds of 
summarization) and then different ways to engage with the same book (presentations, 
visual model projects, writing projects, podcasts, etc).  
 
UDL has three basic design principles:  

1) Representation  
a) present content in a variety of ways  

2) Action and Expression 
a) Give students many ways to express what they know  

3) Multiple means of engagement 
a) give students choices to engage their interest  

The teacher must always keep in mind that the goal is minimizing barriers. (UDL 2012)  
 
In the 1990s, Dr. David Rose designed a methodology called “Universal Design for 
Learning.” (UDL)  

“Universal Design for Learning (UDL) is based on the evidence from 
neuroscience that no two brains learn in the same way; learner variability is the 
norm...  By providing multiple means of representation, action and expression, 
and engagement in the curriculum from the beginning, all students can become 
‘expert learners’ which includes being resourceful, strategic, and purposeful 
towards a goal.” (2013)  

A teacher who is executing a Universal Design for Learning curriculum is creating 
multiple access points to one area of information, and allows the students to express 
that information in a variety of ways in assessments. While it is not as “personalized” as 
the category of Differentiated Instruction suggests, it allows all students to access the 
same content of a unit in a variety of ways.  



 
This means that is a high level academic student and a low level academic student are 
both visual learners, viewing a short video clip on the topic of instruction would allow 
both to access the same content in the bast way for their learning styles. Students 
would be able to express their learning in the way that will show off their knowledge to 
the best of the potential. Lastly, students will be able to engage with various students 
that they may not have had access to if grouped by ability. 
 
In addition to benefiting a broad range of students, Universal Design for Learning 
curriculum planning would greatly benefit the teacher in a variety of ways. First, the 
labor to create a curriculum set would be greatly reduced (See Appendix 1). Second, in 
a school with limited resources, teachers would be able to address the need of a wider 
range of students. Lastly, teachers will be able to allow the students to direct and take 
charge of their learning.  
 
Definition of Terms 
Differentiated Instruction: curriculum tailored to individual learner’s needs in order to 
accommodate multiple learning levels in one classroom.  
 
Universal Design for Learning : a theory of differentiation, creating multiple access 
points to the content as opposed to multiple contents.  
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Appendix I 
The graphic below represents the workflow chart of the two styles 

 

 



 

 


