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Students are unique learners and come 

to the classroom with different 

interests, varying levels of prior 

knowledge and readiness, and individual 

strengths and weaknesses. All of these 

factors make up a students’ learning 

profile.  

Differentiated instruction means that 

teachers consider the learning profiles 

of individual students, adapt the 

curriculum to meet the needs of 

learners, and ensure that all students 

have opportunities to reach 

understanding of concepts and develop 

skills. 

A curriculum furthers excellence when 

it opens doors to a promising 

tomorrow. Instruction furthers 

excellence when it moves a learner 

toward expertise as a thinker, problem 

solver, and producer. And procedures, 

policies, and practices further equity 

when they maximize the likelihood 

that each learner will be a full 

participant in an excellence-based 

education. 
 

Adapted from  C. A. Tomlinson. (2003). 

Deciding to Teach Them All. Teaching All 

Students, 61, 6-11. 

Great Resources for You 
Articles: 

 How to Plan for Differentiated Instruction for 

Students (eHow article: http://www.ehow.com/

how_5699284_plan-differentiated-instruction-

students.html) 

 Assessment as a Learning Tool (eHow article: 

http://www.ehow.com/

way_5379357_assessment-learning-tool.html) 

Books: 

 Changing Teaching Practices Using Curriculum 

Differentiation to Respond to Students’ Diversity 

(http://unesdoc.unesco.org/ )  

 How to Differentiate Instruction in Mixed-Ability 

Classrooms, 2nd Ed. by Carol Ann Tomlinson 

(2001) 

Websites: 

 Carol Tomlinson’s website: 

http://www.caroltomlinson.com/ 

 Differentiation Central: 

http://www.differentiationcentral.com/ 
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What is Differentiation? What does it look like?  

Four principles shape teaching and 
learning in a differentiated classroom 
(Tomlinson, 1995): 

 “Instruction is concept focused 
and principle driven.” Students 
understand the key principles 
upon which study is based. 
Instruction stresses understanding 
rather than retention and 
regurgitation. 

 “On-going assessment of student 
readiness and growth are built 
into the curriculum.” Student’s 
prior knowledge, interests, and 
growth are used to determine 
what content students are 

involved with (works of 
literature) and in which learning 
activities they participate.  

 “Flexible grouping is consistently 
used.” Students will work alone, 
in pairs, and in different types of 
groups based on readiness, 
interests, learning styles, etc.  

 “Students are active explorers.” 
Teachers should be facilitators of  

learning, not dispensers of 
information. Students are 
responsible for their own path to 
knowledge, determining learning 
goals, and working toward them.   

Differentiation is attending to 

the needs of  each student by 
modifying instruction for 

differences in: 

 Readiness - activities & 
assignments are adjusted 

based on student’s prior 

knowledge & abilities 
 Interest - incorporating 

student’s personal interests 

make learning more 
engaging 

 Learning Profile - student’s 

learning style (how they 
learn best) & preferred 

learning environment are 

used to adjust groupings and 
activities 
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The model of differentiated instruction 
requires teachers to be flexible in their 
approach to teaching and adjust the 
curriculum and presentation of 
information to learners rather than 
expecting students to modify themselves 
for the curriculum (Hall, Strangeman, & 
Meyer, 2003) 

What to Expect 
 Students may have slightly different 

assignments. Strategies such as 
tiered assignments, learning 
contracts, and compacting will be 
utilized.  

 Compacting is when gifted students 

spend less time with the regular 
curriculum and more time with 

extension and enrichment 
opportunities that they find more 

challenging and interesting (Siegle, 
1999; Winebrenner & Berger, 1994). 

 Assessment is the component that 

drives a differentiated curriculum. 
Assessments and grades are 
different. Students will be assessed 
before (to determine readiness), 
during (to determine progress) and 
after each unit (to measure 
achievement).  

 The teacher’s role is facilitator of 

learning rather than sole source of 
information.  

“If a student has heard about an idea, sung about it, built a representation of it, and read about it, 

success is far more likely than if one avenue to learning predominates” (Tomlinson, 2001). 


