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What is differentiated instruction?

Differentiated instruction is a teaching approach that proactively adapts content, process, product, and
learning environment to meet the diverse readiness, interests, and learning profiles of students. Rather
than teaching every student the same way, teachers plan different paths so all learners can access the
curriculum, make progress, and demonstrate learning.

Why it matters

¢ Increases student engagement by matching tasks to student needs.
¢ Improves learning outcomes because instruction meets students where they are.
e Supports equity by giving all learners appropriate challenge and support.

Key principles (what to keep in mind)

1. Pre-assess and know your students: Use quick checks, quizzes, inventories, or observations
to gauge readiness, interests, and learning profiles.

2. Vary instruction, not standards: The learning goal stays the same, but the route to reach it
can vary.

3. Use flexible grouping: Groups change based on task and data — whole-group, small groups,
partners, individual.

4. Continuous formative assessment: Monitor progress and adjust instruction frequently.

What teachers can differentiate (the 4 main targets)

e Content: What students learn. Examples: texts at different reading levels, audio/video versions,
condensed vs. extended materials.

¢ Process: How students learn. Examples: tiered activities, scaffolds, guided practice, choice of
tasks, manipulatives.

¢ Product: How students demonstrate learning. Examples: written reports, posters, videos, tests,
presentations, portfolios.

¢ Learning environment: Where and how students work. Examples: quiet zones, collaborative
spaces, timing, seating options.

Three common bases for differentiation

¢ Readiness: Adjust complexity, pacing, or scaffolding based on current skill level.

¢ Interest: Offer topics or modes that tap student curiosity to boost motivation.

¢ Learning profile: Match instruction to perceptual preferences, strengths, cultural background, or
language needs.

Practical classroom strategies (step-by-step examples)

1. Tiered assignments

Design 2-3 versions of a task at different difficulty but aligned to the same objective. Give
students the tier that fits their readiness and allow movement between tiers.

2. Choice boards / menus
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Provide a grid of activity options across content/process/product. Students choose items to
complete, ensuring variety and ownership.

3. Learning centers / stations

Rotate students through stations that target different skills or modalities (e.g., teacher-led small
group, independent practice, technology, hands-on).

4. Compact the curriculum

When students demonstrate mastery early, compact or accelerate by offering extension projects
or deeper applications instead of reteaching.

5. Scaffolding & guided supports

Use checklists, sentence stems, graphic organizers, worked examples, or chunked lessons to help
learners progress independently over time.

6. Choice in product

Let students pick how to show learning (e.g., poster, essay, video, model) while assessing the
same standards-based rubric.

7. Flexible grouping

Intentionally group by need, skill, or interest and change groups as data dictates. Keep groups
small and time-limited for teacher efficiency.

Step-by-step planning routine for a lesson

Identify the learning goal (standard) and success criteria.

Pre-assess students (quiz, exit tickets, quick task, prior work).

Decide which aspect(s) to differentiate (content/process/product/environment).

Plan 2-3 pathways (scaffolded, on-level, extension) and how you'll group students.

Create materials/tools (graphic organizers, leveled texts, choice board, rubrics).

Teach the mini-lesson to all (explicit modeling of strategy/skill).

During practice, circulate, deliver targeted small-group instruction, and collect formative data.
Adjust next lessons based on evidence; offer reteach, enrichment, or reassignment as needed.

®NoUhAWNE

Example: Differentiating a 5th-grade fraction lesson (short)

Goal: Add and subtract fractions with like denominators.

Content: Provide manipulatives (fraction tiles), visual fraction models, and leveled word problems.
Process: Group A (needs support) uses guided practice with tiles; Group B (on-level) completes
mixed practice sheets; Group C (advanced) solves multi-step real-world problems.

Product: Options: show work on paper, create a screencast explanation, or design a real-world
problem and solution poster.
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Assessment and data use

¢ Use frequent, short formative checks (exit tickets, quick quizzes, observations) to inform grouping
and next steps.

¢ Maintain simple records (checklist or spreadsheet) to track who needs reteach or extension.

e Adjust groups every 1-2 lessons based on data — differentiation should be responsive.

Classroom management tips

e Teach routines for independent work and station transitions to minimize downtime.
¢ Prepare materials in advance and use clear visible instructions at stations.
¢ Keep teacher-led small groups short and focused; use consistent entry/exit cues.

Common pitfalls and how to avoid them

¢ "Too much planning workload" — start small: differentiate one part of the lesson (e.g., product)
and scale up.

¢ "Labeling students forever" — avoid fixed-grouping; use flexible grouping and allow movement.

¢ "Lowered expectations" — differentiate support without lowering the standard; keep the learning
goal consistent.

Quick teacher checklist

¢ Have | identified the standard and success criteria?

What do | know about students' readiness, interests, and learning profiles?
Which element(s) will | differentiate (content, process, product, environment)?
Do | have formative checks and flexible group plans?

How will students show mastery and how will | record it?

Where to learn more

Look for books and resources by Carol Ann Tomlinson, strategies on sites like ASCD and Edutopia, and
practical tools such as choice board templates, rubrics for tiered tasks, and formative assessment
trackers.

If you want, | can: provide a ready-to-use lesson plan differentiated for a specific grade and subject,
create a choice-board template, or show sample formative assessment items. Tell me the grade and
subject you teach.
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