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Differentiating Teaching and Learning: The Benefits and 
the Challenges 

Summary 

In this second issue of Volume 5 of the ELIS Research Digest, we look at differentiated instruction, a way of 
providing for the variety of students in our schools. Not only do our students vary in their home languages 
and socioeconomic backgrounds, they also vary in their prior school experiences, their learning styles and 
profiles, and their abilities. To help each one of our students be the best that they can be, we need to look at 
what we can do to support the learning of each child. What is the ideal? What is practical? One suggested 
answer is the use of differentiated instruction, where the teacher adjusts the learning programme to max-
imize the possibilities for every student in the classroom. How far can a teacher of large classes make such 
accommodations? How does the teacher make such accommodations? Can this be done in classrooms where 
the range of students is very wide? What are the advantages and disadvantages? This issue looks at some 
of these questions: what differentiated instruction is, how to begin, and whether it is practical. 

 

Introduction 

In his speech to the Seventh International Confer-
ence on Thinking in 1997, Mr Goh Chok Tong, then 
the Prime Minister of Singapore, explaining the 
government’s philosophy behind ‘Thinking 
Schools, Learning Nation’, stated: 

…Excellence does not simply mean ‘out-
standing’. Excellence means each of us at 
our own level, being the best that we can 
be… we want to have an environment 
where workers and students are all the time 
thinking of how to improve. (Speech – 
Shaping our future: Thinking Schools, 
Learning Nation – given on 2 June 1997 as 
cited in Ng, 2008, p. 3) 

How then do we ensure that each of our students 
is, at their own level, the best that they can be? In 
their discussion of how to move Singapore from 
‘great’ to ‘excellent’ on the scale reported by 
Mourshed, Chijioke, and Barber (2010) and Barber, 
Chijioke, and Mourshed (2010), Lee, Hung, and Teh 
(2013) proposed that excellence for Singapore 
could only be achieved by raising the level of all stu-
dents. This could only be done when high quality 
teachers adapted their instructional practices to 
the learning needs of individual students. To be-
come an ‘excellent’ system as defined by 

Mourshed et al. (2010), teachers needed to be em-
powered to adapt the instruction to the different 
learning styles and profiles of their students. Lee et 
al. (2013) felt that this might be difficult to do all 
the time for all students in Singapore because of 
the emphasis on tests and ranking that it shared 
with other East Asian cultures and the difficulty of 
reconciling differentiated instruction with the de-
mands of an undifferentiated testing system. Thus, 
they suggested a balance of teacher-centric and 
student-centric parts to the curriculum. Resources 
availability could mean that the focus would have 
to be on lower achieving students and on their par-
ticular strengths and talents so as to bring up their 
level closer to that of the high achievers and thus 
raise the overall level (Lee et al., 2013, p. 283). 

Lee et al. (2013) reported evidence indicating that, 
when classrooms became more student-centred, 
responding to the needs and interests of the stu-
dents, the lower achieving students learnt more. 
Moreover, when the tasks and activities related 
more to real world issues and less to school, lower 
achieving students performed better. One reason 
why the lower achieving students had difficulty 
with English, for example, was that, in school, Eng-
lish was taught as a ‘subject’ with less emphasis on 
it as a system of everyday communication. The 
findings of Lee et al. (2013) indicated that it was not 
the case that lower achieving students were ‘less 
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intelligent’ but rather it was that the learning envi-
ronment in the schools was not helping them to re-
alize their full potential. 

In their work on what research said about learning, 
Bransford, Brown, and Cocking (2000) pointed out 
that teachers who saw students as the central con-
cern of education understood the importance of 
building the conceptual and cultural base that indi-
vidual students brought to the classroom. They 
recognized that students constructed meaning 
starting from the base of the beliefs, understand-
ings and culture they brought from home and pre-
vious experiences. Bransford et al. (2000) used the 
metaphor of a bridge between the school subject 
and the students to indicate how such teachers 
‘keep a constant eye on both ends of the bridge’ 
(p. 136). Each student brought a unique set of such 
beliefs, understandings and culture with them. 
(See also Shillady, 2013, with regard to the im-
portance of student background in early childhood 
education.) 

The Singapore English Language Syllabus 2010 
stated that ‘Learners are at the centre of the teach-
ing-learning process. Teaching will be differenti-
ated according to pupils’ needs, abilities and inter-
ests.’ (Curriculum Planning & Development Divi-
sion, 2008, p. 11). Later, further detail was given: 

Within each year level, how the Learning 
Outcomes will be achieved … depends on 
the entry profile, needs and abilities of the 
pupils. Teachers can differentiate instruc-
tion in many ways. For example, teachers 
can modify the difficulty level of the text in 
terms of its length, the density of the infor-
mation it contains, the familiarity of the 
topic to the pupils and the organisational 
structure of the text. Teachers can also vary 
the extent of scaffolding, from chunking 
texts, giving explicit instruction and model-
ling of the processes, to creating opportuni-
ties for pupils to work independently. In ad-
dition, varying performance expectations in 
terms of the duration for task completion 
and the type of assignments, i.e., written, 
oral or performance, will cater to the range 
of pupils’ needs, abilities and interests. (Cur-
riculum Planning & Development Division, 
2008, p. 18) 

The next section discusses what the literature de-
scribes as ‘differentiation’ or ‘differentiated in-
struction’. The literature tends to use the two 
terms as synonyms. This text will generally use the 
term, ‘differentiated instruction’, but will some-
times use ‘differentiation’ where this is simpler to 
do in terms of text structure. 

What is differentiated instruction? 

Algozzine and Anderson (2007) believed that, de-
spite teachers hoping for more, many students 
continued to perform at the ‘margins’ of their 
classrooms, never fully achieving all that they 
could. In a nutshell, the problem was that the stu-
dents were varied in many ways. However, despite 
each student being different in their learning, the 
end target, the examinations, and the preparation 
for them were the same for all the students. The 
authors suggested that the answer was differenti-
ated instruction. 

Tomlinson and Allan (2000) defined differentiated 
instruction as ‘simply attending to the learning 
needs of a particular student or small group of stu-
dents rather than the more typical pattern of 
teaching the class as though all individuals in it 
were basically alike’ (p. 4). 

Differentiated instruction was not a new concept. 
According to Tomlinson (1999) and Algozzine and 
Anderson (2007), it went back to the days of the 
one classroom school house where all students 
from a number of grade levels were taught in the 
same class but where the content, process and 
products were differentiated according to the 
level of each student or group of students. Watts-
Taffe et al. (2012) agreed that differentiated in-
struction was not new but argued that it was gain-
ing in importance as some accommodation needed 
to be made for the many students who failed to 
meet the highest levels of literacy required at 
school. 

Tomlinson and Allan (2000) believed that differen-
tiated instruction was more than a single strategy 
or series of strategies. It was ‘a way of thinking 
about teaching and learning’ (p. 13). Similarly, 
Tomlinson (2000) emphasized that differentiated 
instruction was not of itself an instructional strat-
egy nor a recipe for teaching nor something that a 
teacher did to fill a gap in the teaching programme. 
It was, she argued, a teaching philosophy based on 
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a set of beliefs: 

 Students of the same age differed in terms of 
their readiness to learn, their learning styles, 
their interests, their experiences and back-
grounds. 

 These differences were substantial enough to 
warrant the students being taught different 
things at different speeds and with different 
support. 

 Students learnt best when an adult pushed 
them just beyond the point where they could 
work without assistance. 

 Students learnt best when a connection was 
made between the curriculum content and 
their personal interests and experiences. 

 Students learnt best when the learning was 
natural. 

 Students learnt best when they felt they were 
respected members of the school community. 

 The main job of the school was to maximize the 
potential of every student. 

Tomlinson (2000) suggested that this set of beliefs 
highlighted a potential problem with enforced 
standards as, inevitably, standards that ignored 
student differences left out 
some students. 

Tomlinson (2000) empha-
sized that differentiated in-
struction did not substitute 
for expert teaching or a well-
designed curriculum. It was 
a refinement. (See also Tomlinson & Allan, 2000, p. 
81.) Expert teaching helped students understand 
the principles in subject areas, making the princi-
ples relevant to their lives. However, this could not 
be done for all students unless there was some dif-
ferentiation in the instruction that allowed for the 
varied interests and backgrounds of the students, 
that involved the students in setting learning goals 
for themselves, and that linked the learning to 
their interests and experiences. 

One difficulty was that the single standard test 
that students were required to take was not differ-
entiated in any of these same ways and teachers 
were left with the dilemma of whether to teach to 
the test or to teach to the needs and interests of 
the students. Tomlinson (2000) argued that the 
teacher’s first obligation was to ensure that stand-
ards-based instruction did not conflict with best 

teaching practices. If that was done, she believed 
that, automatically, there would be no conflict be-
tween the standards and differentiated instruc-
tion. In fact, differentiated instruction would help 
by indicating how best to teach the same set of 
standards to a range of students. Whatever the 
standard given, differentiated instruction should 
help challenge any student to meet the standard 
through material set at various levels of difficulty, 
with different scaffolding, through different 
grouping over different time periods, while consid-
ering the interests and learning styles of the stu-
dents. The teaching approaches could vary at dif-
ferent stages of the learning with some teacher-
fronted approaches, class work and small group 
work. 

Like Tomlinson (2000), Fernandez (2015) believed 
differentiated instruction was not a teaching 
method or approach. It was more a philosophy 
that instruction should cater to the needs of all stu-
dents. It was a part of and did not replace good 
teaching. There would be times when the most ap-
propriate activity would be a teacher-led class ac-
tivity. There would be times when the most effec-
tive thing would be for the class to work together 

as a unit. However, there 
would be times when the 
most effective activity would 
be some form of differenti-
ated instruction (Fernandez, 
2015). The decision should be 
dictated by the learning 

goals. Once these were clearly set out, the decision 
on which type of activity was appropriate would 
follow on from those goals. 

Tomlinson (1999) defined the differentiated class-
room as one where the teacher accepted that stu-
dents varied in terms of their starting point, their 
interests and their learning profiles. It was a place 
where each student competed against him or her-
self more than against other students. The teacher 
worked hard to make sure every student, strug-
gling, advanced and in-between, also worked hard 
and achieved more than they thought they could 
and, in the process, learnt that learning involved ef-
fort, disappointment and triumphs. The teacher ac-
cepted that, while the students had much in com-
mon, there were also important differences that 
had to be accommodated if the students were all 
to reach their full potential. The teacher then set 
up the classroom to match his or her own teaching 

Differentiated instruction was not a 
teaching method or approach. It was more 
a philosophy that instruction should cater 

to the needs of all students. 
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style and the different learning needs of the indi-
vidual students. 

For Tomlinson, Brimijoin, and Narvaez (2008), the 
non-negotiables of differentiated instruction were 
‘respecting individuals, owning student success, 
building community, providing high-quality curric-
ulum, assessing to inform instruction, implement-
ing flexible classroom routines, creating varied av-
enues to learning, and sharing responsibility for 
teaching and learning’ (p. 3). Tomlinson and Allan 
(2000) stated that differentiated instruction was 
not an add-on to teaching. It was the mark of good 
teaching. 

In her definition of differentiated instruction, Fer-
nandez (2015) began with the concept of ‘respect-
ful tasks’. She explained that, though respectful 
tasks might be adjusted to the diverse needs of 
students, no matter where students were in their 
learning, they deserved work that focused on key 
concepts, ideas and skills. Respectful tasks were 
significant and interesting tasks that required the 
students to think. To effectively arrange such tasks 
for all students, the teacher needed to have a sys-
tem of assessment that indicated the progress 
each individual student was making so that appro-
priate adjustments could be made to the tasks. The 
teacher also needed to keep details of each stu-
dent’s interests so that tasks could be made as rel-
evant as possible to the student. 

Fernandez (2015) recognized that differentiated in-
struction could be demanding for teachers, who 
had to have a deep understanding of their own 
subject and where the difficulties might lie for their 
students. They also needed to be aware of the 
strengths and difficulties that different students 
might have and how the students could be sup-
ported. 

While having the required skill in their subject, the 
teacher needed to build a classroom atmosphere 
that was conducive to learning with students being 
supportive of each other’s learning and feeling 
safe in the certainty that the teacher had their best 
interests in mind when allocating activities. Fernan-
dez (2015) suggested that part of developing such 
a classroom community was developing appropri-
ate classroom routines for transitions between ac-
tivities, for the forming of and conduct within 
groups, and for the beginning and ending of class. 

For educationists such as VanTassel-Baska, 

MacFarlane, and Feng (2006), differentiated in-
struction was associated with the teaching of the 
gifted. They looked at how teachers of gifted pro-
grammes interpreted and implemented differenti-
ated instruction in two different cultural settings – 
the United States and Singapore. The teachers 
were interviewed directly or sent questionnaires 
by email. All were teachers on programmes for 
gifted students. Both groups reported on how im-
portant it was to adjust to the interests, learning 
styles and abilities of individual gifted students. Dif-
ferentiation could be introduced in terms of con-
tent, instruction and assessment. Varying the in-
struction and including hands-on activities and 
technology in the programme allowed the stu-
dents to explore, reflect and evaluate their own 
understanding and develop problem-solving skills. 

Principles of differentiated instruction 

Tomlinson (1999) and Watts-Taffe et al. (2012) both 
listed a set of principles that guided differentiated 
instruction, and were the hallmarks of effective dif-
ferentiated instruction. 

 The teacher recognized that nobody could 
learn everything and thus designed instruction 
around the essentials, ensuring that these 
were understood by all students. 

 The teacher understood that, while all stu-
dents had the same basic needs, there were 
important differences in their learning that 
needed to be accommodated. 

 Appropriate instruction could not be given 
without regular assessment that indicated 
where the student was and how he or she was 
progressing. This assessment could be infor-
mal but, on occasions such as at the end of a 
unit, the assessment needed to be more for-
mal and the results to be recorded. It was im-
portant that the focus of the assessment was 
on helping the students to grow rather than on 
judging them. 

 The teacher modified the content, teach-
ing/learning process and target product to suit 
the needs of different groups of learners 
where appropriate. There would be times 
when the whole class worked as a unit and 
times when the teacher varied one or more of 
the components of the lessons to meet the 
needs of different learners. 

 Students were given respectful tasks as de-
tailed above. (See also Algozzine & Anderson, 
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2007.) The allocated tasks varied in relation to 
each student’s readiness, led to the growth of 
the student, involved the development of es-
sential understanding and skills that grew in 
difficulty as the student progressed and were 
interesting, important and engaging for the 
student. 

 While the teacher orchestrated the learning, 
the students had some influence on the pro-
cesses. The teaching/learning process was a 
collaboration led by the teacher and the stu-
dents could influence classroom routines and 
rules. 

 Not all the students would meet the group 
norms in everything and some might exceed 
them. While recognizing the group norms, the 
teacher also recognized the strengths and 
weaknesses of individual students and worked 
to help the students improve in areas of weak-
ness as soon as possible. 

 Finally, the teacher and students worked flexi-
bly together, reorganizing groupings as cir-
cumstances changed, using different strate-
gies as appropriate. Sometimes everyone used 
the same material, sometimes different stu-
dents used different ma-
terials. Sometimes the 
teacher decided, some-
times the decisions were 
taken by the students. 

Differentiated instruction 
was equally applicable to all 
learners. It emanated from 
the principle of maximising 
the potential of each and every student across the 
whole spectrum of abilities (Law, 2013). It took into 
account constructivist learning theory, learning 
styles and brain development and combined these 
with the research that had been done on learning 
readiness, interest and intelligence and their influ-
ence on motivation, engagement and academic 
growth (Watts-Taffe et al., 2012). Differentiated in-
struction allowed students to access the same cur-
riculum through different entry points, learning 
tasks and outcomes aligned to their learning 
needs. Watts-Taffe et al. (2012) reported that there 
was correlational evidence that showed that cer-
tain types of instruction worked better with some 
students than others and differentiated instruction 
allowed for such differences. 

Differentiated instruction was an approach to in-
struction that incorporated a variety of instruc-
tional strategies that could be used to respond to 
the unique needs of individual students (Watts-
Taffe et al., 2012). Watts-Taffe et al. (2012) listed 
nine categories of diversity: gender, ethnicity, lan-
guage, race, socioeconomic status, and physical, 
mental, emotional and intellectual differences. 
Brualdi (1998) stated that every child was born 
with Gardner’s seven intelligences but each individ-
ual developed them in different ways and thus 
came to the classroom with their own individual 
set of strengths and weaknesses. Everyone found 
different forms of presenting information easier or 
more difficult than others. They thus had different 
learning styles. Brualdi (1998) suggested that each 
class of students had such a range of learning 
styles that it might be difficult for a teacher to ac-
commodate all of them all the time. Nonetheless, 
the teacher could help students use their areas of 
strengths to offset areas of weakness. For exam-
ple, students who were more visual could be en-
couraged to develop graphical representations of 
ideas. 

To put it another way, every 
child was different and the 
most effective instruction 
was targeted at the particu-
lar child. Differentiated in-
struction could not depend 
on school texts or commer-
cial text books. The skilled 
teacher needed to draw on 
their understanding of learn-

ing, their knowledge of their own students, and 
their ability to choose the appropriate materials 
and methods for each student. 

Aspects of differentiated instruction 

Teachers could differentiate in many ways. First, 
the content could be differentiated to meet the 
needs of individual students. The difficulty of the 
material or content could be varied to match the 
ability of different students or it could be varied to 
cover the different interests or backgrounds of the 
students. 

A class teacher might recognize the different inter-
ests and abilities of students in a class and still plan 
to have all students learn a similar set of skills or 
knowledge by the end of the lesson. What the 

The content could be differentiated to 
meet the needs of individual students. The 
difficulty of the material or content could 
be varied to match the ability of different 
students or it could be varied to cover the 
different interests or backgrounds of the 

students. 
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teacher varied could be the material used by differ-
ent groups of learners differentiated by content or 
difficulty. For example, some might look at mate-
rial focusing on soccer while others looked at a 
text on swimming resulting in a differentiation of 
content. 

Second, the learning processes could be varied. 
The learning could be differentiated according to 
the different learning styles of the students. Some 
might prefer to work alone and at their own pace. 
Others may be happier and more responsive in 
groups of different sizes. It was also important for 
the teacher to give regular practice in the various 
strategies, such as drawing comparisons between 
the new and the familiar, to ensure that the stu-
dents became competent users (Watts-Taffe et al., 
2012). For homework, different students might be 
given different follow-up activities leading to a fur-
ther differentiation of the process. In this way, the 
teacher provided for a differentiation in the learn-
ing processes. 

Third, different students could prefer different en-
vironments. The most important thing was that 
the environment be varied to enhance the learning 
of each and every child because the teachers cared 
about every child (Algozzine & Anderson, 2007; 
Watts-Taffe et al., 2012). 

Fourth, there could be differentiation in how stu-
dents demonstrated their learning. Some might be 
asked to write a brief report on a match while oth-
ers were asked to develop a full news item. They 
were all being asked to develop reporting skills but 
with different content and with different complex-
ity. Algozzine and Anderson (2007) suggested that 
students could be encouraged to take on the re-
sponsibility for their own learning by allowing 
them to choose from a list of possible end prod-
ucts they could develop and which could be used 
by themselves and their teacher to assess their 
learning. The product would then not just repre-
sent their learning but also their personality and 
style. They could be encouraged to make a con-
tract with the teacher regarding what product they 
would produce. This helped make them responsi-
ble for their own learning. In this way, the learning 
was made more relevant to the student through a 
differentiation of product. 

Watts-Taffe et al. (2012) emphasized that the four 
dimensions (content, process, environment and 

product) of differentiated instruction could not be 
completely independent of each other. Invariably, 
changing one would have an effect on the others, 
which, they felt was the way it should be. Fernan-
dez (2015) also emphasized the interplay between 
the dimensions and suggested that it was better to 
look at tasks holistically. Moreover, the differenti-
ation could also be based on complexity, pacing, 
the amount of scaffolding provided and the levels 
of abstract thinking involved. 

Scigliano and Hipsky (2010) believed effective dif-
ferentiated instruction had several benefits. They 
argued that it gave students a sense of self-efficacy 
and empowerment as it included every child in the 
learning process. As a result, the students had a 
better understanding of the curriculum content, 
resulting in increased academic achievement. 

Tomlinson (1999) argued that what was taught in 
a healthy classroom should be relevant to the stu-
dents and things familiar to them and support 
them in understanding their lives at that time and 
in the future. Moreover, what they were taught 
could not simply be academic exercises but had to 
be the authentic application of the subjects they 
were learning. Thus, it needed to be of immediate 
relevance and usability and empower the students 
for both their present and future lives. 

Tomlinson (1999) noted that for differentiated in-
struction to work, the teacher needed to be clear 
about the central understanding or skills that were 
being targeted before deciding on the differenti-
ated activities for different students. Simply giving 
a variety of miscellaneous activities did not help 
the students learn the required skills. Two things 
were required for a great class: engagement and 
understanding. Students needed to be engaged in, 
to enjoy, the activities. However, they also needed 
to learn something from those activities, some-
thing that was meaningful and that they under-
stood in depth as a result. 

Language focused differentiated in-
struction 

Baecher, Artigliere, Patterson, and Spatzer (2012) 
reported that the number of students classified as 
English Language Learners (ELLs) was increasing in 
the United States. ELLs were defined as students 
for whom English was not their main language of 
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communication at home and who had difficulty us-
ing English in school. It had been estimated that, by 
2025, one in four public school students in the 
United States would be ELLs. Most of them would 
be native-born American citizens. Already half of 
ELLs were second or third generation Americans. 
Baecher et al. (2012) noted that, at the higher 
grade levels, helping the ELLs was even more diffi-
cult as the students at that level moved from 
teacher to teacher as they moved from subject to 
subject, making it more difficult for teachers to get 
to know their backgrounds. Some of the factors af-
fecting the ELLs included the level of literacy in 
their first language, the length of residence in the 
United States and their familiarity with academic 
English. The authors suggested that one way of 
helping the ELLs was 
through a differentiated in-
struction approach. 

Echevarria, Frey, and Fisher 
(2015) reported that some of 
the ELLs in the United States schools felt ashamed 
to speak their first language and, because of the 
language barrier, felt they did not belong in the 
school despite some having spent most of their ed-
ucation in such schools. Without help, these stu-
dents would continue as English Language Learn-
ers throughout their education. The authors 
agreed with Baecher et al. (2012) that one ap-
proach to supporting the ELLs was differentiated 
instruction. When the ELLs needed more support, 
they could be put into their own special groups. At 
other times, they could be put in mixed groups so 
that they learnt from the other students as well. 

In such classes, it was important to value and build 
on the diversity. The class teacher needed to de-
velop a class environment that drew on the differ-
ent ways of learning, behaving and using language. 
The class should include not only the students but 
also their language and culture. It was important to 
remember that a lack of proficiency in a language 
did not mean that students were unable to think 
given the appropriate support. These students 
needed more than just new vocabulary. They also 
needed support in the use of academic language – 
oral language, grammar, genre knowledge and 
other literacy skills. 

Differentiated instruction sought to help, within a 
class, subgroups of students who were having dif-
ficulties (Baecher et al., 2012). It involved making 

adjustments to the main activities of a content les-
son to meet the particular language needs of dif-
ferent subgroups. Baecher et al. (2012) pointed to 
Tomlinson’s framework for differentiating by con-
tent, process and product (Tomlinson & Allan, 
2000) but cautioned that this was mainly used to 
differentiate instruction to match the learning 
styles of students rather than the language skills of 
the students. However, the principles of differenti-
ated instruction could be used to help ELLs in con-
tent classrooms. 

Teachers were generally used to planning lessons 
with a single set of objectives, activities and clo-
sure. The principles of differentiated instruction 
brought that process into question as the teacher 

needed to provide several 
pathways to meet the differ-
ent learning needs of the dif-
ferent students. In the case 
of ELLs, the differentiation 
could take place with regard 

to language. Baecher et al. (2012) suggested that 
there were 10 principles to follow: 

1. Know the learners’ language strengths and 
weaknesses. These would change over time so 
teachers had to monitor the students’ pro-
gress. 

2. Set a common content objective but differen-
tiate the language objective. Simplifying the 
language did not mean that the content should 
be simplified. 

3. Make the differentiated instruction managea-
ble for the teacher. If too much was demanded 
of the teacher, the teacher would fail to put 
any of the differentiation into practice. 

4. Use differentiated instruction to make learning 
more manageable for learners. For example, 
simplifying content might not be the way to 
help if language was the problem. 

5. Identify the basic activity for the high ability 
groups and then level down. It was easier to 
start with learning activities suitable for the 
higher levels and adjust for the lower ability 
groups by adding the scaffolding they needed. 
As far as possible, the learning goals should be 
the same across the whole class. 

6. Provide the differentiated instruction yourself. 
Having a higher ability student do it did not do 
any favours for either student. One was work-
ing below their standard while the other was 
often simply copying from the higher ability 

The class should include not only the 
students but also their language and 

culture. 
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student. Once the groups were set to work, 
the teacher could work with a group to provide 
support for the lower ability students or fur-
ther challenge for the high ability students. 

7. Use flexible grouping. There was no reason for 
students to feel that they had been labelled in 
some way. The teacher should set up the 
grouping, sometimes purposefully mixing 
lower and higher ability language users, while 
noting that language skills might not always 
correlate with content knowledge or under-
standing. On other occasions, the teacher 
might want to have homogeneous groups ac-
cording to language to focus on a particular 
language skill. 

8. Offer alternative activities. Wherever possible, 
the teacher could offer some choice of activity, 
thus allowing students to choose activities 
they felt appropriate to their level. 

9. Remember that language was needed to ex-
press complex thought. Students without the 
language resources might have difficulty ex-
pressing complex concepts in English even if 
they understood them. 

10. Allocate the same amount of time for differen-
tiated activities so that different groups did not 
finish at different times. Also consider having 
sharing across groups to build up the class 
community and to provide a meaningful pur-
pose for the group activities. 

Starting differentiated instruction 

Tomlinson (1999) believed that starting differenti-
ated instruction could be demanding for a teacher. 
She recommended that the teacher start slowly 
and develop a full programme step by step. The 
first step was for the teacher to examine their own 
thinking about how the needs of individual stu-
dents should be approached. For example, was it 
better for the teacher to do all the work in the 
classroom or should the students do the greater 
part of the work? Do students all learn in the same 
way? 

The next step was to start small. The teacher could 
start by getting the whole class to practise the 
types of activity they would later do in groups. 
Later, they could be asked to do the activities in 
their groups. After some practice, the work of the 
groups could be differentiated in some way. This 
process could slowly introduce the students to 
working on their own while the teacher worked 

with other groups as well as introduce them to the 
kinds of activity that the groups would do. While 
the development would be designed to move at a 
pace suitable for the students, it was, however, im-
portant that the teacher commit him or herself to 
the step-by-step development over a given time-
line (Tomlinson, 1999). 

When introducing a new type of activity, it was 
good for the teacher to take some time to envision 
how it would proceed. Tomlinson (1999) likened 
this step to the actions of athletes who spent mo-
ments before a big race visualizing how it would be 
run. Once the activity had been tried, it was equally 
important for the teacher to reflect on how it had 
gone, what had succeeded, what had not and what 
adjustments were needed. 

Once differentiated instruction was established in 
the classroom, the teacher still needed to ensure 
its success. This could be done in several ways such 
as by the teacher talking to the students about 
how they had varied interests, varied learning 
styles and different strengths and weaknesses to 
help them understand why the teacher gave stu-
dents different activities to do. Moreover, the stu-
dents could be involved in the setting up of class-
room routines so that they became owners. The 
teacher could hand over some classroom tasks to 
the students such as keeping the classroom tidy, 
handing out and collecting in work and ensuring 
that the work of every student was properly filed. 
In this way, the students were involved in the pro-
cess and the teacher’s load was lightened (Tomlin-
son, 1999). 

The proper filing of student work was crucial as it 
was even more important than usual that the 
teacher in a differentiated classroom stay on top of 
how individual students were progressing so that 
they could be always given appropriate activities. 
The teacher needed to demand quality from the 
students while, at the same time, giving them work 
that pushed them into developing new skills (Tom-
linson, 1999). 

Wehrmann (2000) similarly recognized that start-
ing differentiated instruction could be daunting for 
a teacher who was already busy planning, teaching 
and marking. However, the teacher could consider 
a mix of whole class instruction and differentiated 
instruction, a mix that mounting evidence indi-
cated was important (Watts-Taffe et al., 2012). 
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Wehrmann (2000) thus suggested that teachers 
started with baby steps. First, she advised, they 
should start with some small changes to the con-
tent for just a few of the students. Second, they 
should make the new activities different and not 
just more of the same. For example, it was not a 
good idea to give the competent group 50 multipli-
cation problems to do while the lower ability group 
were only given 20. The higher ability group might 
begin to feel that they were being punished for 
their extra skill. Third, when planning, the teachers 
should ensure that the tasks were sufficiently de-
manding for the higher ability groups and scaffold 
the tasks for the weaker ones if necessary. In this 
way, the process could be differentiated while the 
content remained the same. Fourth, the teachers 
should find out the students’ passions and inter-
ests so that they could link tasks to individual inter-
ests. Linking the products of learning to the stu-
dents’ real world made learning easier for them 
and kept them engaged. 

When talking to teachers, Fernandez (2015) de-
fined differentiated instruc-
tion as ‘good teaching’. Most 
teachers were already cater-
ing to some extent to the dif-
ferences among the stu-
dents they taught, albeit 
probably unplanned. She 
suggested that this would be 
a good place to start. The idea might seem daunt-
ing at first but, by building on what they already 
did, these teachers could become expert practi-
tioners by focusing on the differences in a more 
structured manner. The teachers could start from 
where they were and build up routines and materi-
als incrementally. There was no fixed process be-
yond the teacher working to further develop their 
skills. 

Scigliano and Hipsky (2010) agreed that setting out 
to differentiate instruction could be daunting. 
They also proposed that teachers should start 
small, start with something that they were com-
fortable with and then move on to add new forms 
of differentiated instruction. They used the anal-
ogy of the teacher being the circus ringmaster in 
charge of the stage. They pointed out there were 
three areas to consider: content as set by the cur-
riculum, process or the ways in which the students 
would learn and, finally, the product of the stu-
dents’ learning such as an activity or paper. These 

had to be matched to the student’s profile – learn-
ing profile or style, ability and interests. 

The learning style of the students could be based 
on Gardner’s multiple intelligences (Brualdi, 1998). 
Each student’s style could be built up by observing 
the student, through student interviews or with 
the use of multiple intelligence surveys. Based on 
the intelligence profile, the student could then 
draw up a learning contract with the teacher with 
the student’s preferred intelligence given priority 
(Brualdi, 1998; Scigliano & Hipsky, 2010). The con-
tract would include what facilities the student 
would need to use and what was expected to show 
mastery of the content to be covered. 

The second area to be taken into consideration 
was the different abilities of the students. 
Scigliano and Hipsky (2010) suggested that it was 
possible to work on the same knowledge, under-
standing or skill area with the whole class but to 
differentiate the difficulty level for individuals 
based on their current ability. The first step was to 

establish the prior 
knowledge of each student 
in the area to be looked at. 
That could be done in vari-
ous ways – through an oral 
quiz or a list of questions re-
quiring short answers. For 
students who showed little 

knowledge or understanding, the teacher needed 
to give them learning choices that helped build up 
their knowledge and application. For those with a 
deep knowledge or understanding, the teacher 
needed to give them opportunities to analyse, syn-
thesize and evaluate. The differentiation could be 
done through a menu of activities from which the 
students could select a few. 

A similar approach could be made to accommo-
date interests. A menu of activities could be drawn 
up that matched the students’ areas of interest in 
the topic being studied. For example, if the topic 
was about Singapore, one activity that might be 
available to students interested in music would be 
the collection and analysis of the words of National 
Day songs. 

The first step towards a differentiated classroom 
was the preparation of student profiles. These pro-
files contained, for each individual student, infor-

They also proposed that teachers should 
start small, start with something that they 
were comfortable with and then move on 

to add new forms of differentiated 
instruction. 
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mation on family and language background, pre-
ferred learning styles, interests and hobbies. They 
also included grades from major examinations as 
well as regular classroom assessment. The profiles 
were central to planning for the teacher (Algozzine 
& Anderson, 2007). They helped the teacher plan 
flexible groups and lessons that took into account 
the varied needs of the students. Watts-Taffe et al. 
(2012) and Brualdi (1998) emphasized the im-
portance of keeping these profiles up to date as 
students advanced at different rates in their stud-
ies and changes could occur in their interests and 
personal background. Brualdi (1998) pointed out 
that the assessments could vary from the teacher 
regularly sitting with each small group of three to 
four students to check on their progress, to the in-
dividual student being able to present their learn-
ing using the method they found most comforta-
ble in line with their areas of strength. 

To introduce the class to using differentiated ap-
proaches, the teacher could start by having a few 
lessons in which there was a choice of, for exam-
ple, six activities from which the students could se-
lect two. The activities would require different skill 
levels but the students would not be made aware 
of that. In this way, they would all be required to 
demonstrate their skills in the particular area with 
choices about how that was to be done (Algozzine 
& Anderson, 2007). 

A further step involved setting differentiated pro-
ject work at the completion of a unit. Students 
could choose the project through which they 
would demonstrate their learning and could 
choose to complete the project on their own, with 
a friend or in a group according to their preferred 
learning style (Algozzine & Anderson, 2007). 

Algozzine and Anderson (2007) believed that the 
important aspect of this approach was that, as well 
as learning to meet the required performance cri-
teria, the students were also making their own de-
cisions about how they would learn. In their study, 
students enjoyed flexible grouping, choice of 
tasks, increased time to read material of their 
choice and a larger set of materials to choose from. 
Students not working directly with the teacher 
could move through a relevant range of materials 
and activities placed in the classroom (Watts-Taffe 
et al., 2012). The initial stages might involve some 
trial and error but, after regular practice, students 
could get used to the approach and know what 

was to be done at different times and where it was 
to be done. 

When teachers differentiated instruction in the 
classroom, they had to be sensitive to the possibil-
ity that some students might feel left out of an ac-
tivity. Wehrmann (2000) reported how, in her own 
teaching, when the higher ability students got ex-
cited over a project, she gave them the freedom to 
do their own special project. Later, she realized 
that the other students felt they had been left out 
of the chance to do something interesting. It was 
important to ensure that all the students felt that 
that their learning was as important to the teacher 
as that of everyone else. 

Once the teacher was more comfortable with dif-
ferentiated instruction, the final stage in the pro-
cess was to plan differentiation across all three ar-
eas – content, process and product. Wehrmann 
(2000)’s students impressed her at the end of that 
first year when, in groups, they contracted with 
her to take on different projects within a specified 
time frame. Among the submitted projects were a 
22-page science fiction story, and a storyboard il-
lustrating the history of linguistics. 

Examples for beginning 

Setting material at various levels of difficulty, with 
different scaffolding, through different grouping 
over different time periods, while taking into ac-
count the interests and learning styles of the stu-
dents could be overwhelming for a teacher at first. 
There was a lot to do, a lot to get used to. Inevita-
bly, there would be the temptation to revert to the 
teaching mode that had been used previously per-
haps with some feelings of guilt that such teaching 
would not meet the needs of all students. Tomlin-
son (2000) felt that teaching without differentia-
tion undermined the whole idea of quality teaching 
and fell short for both teachers and students alike. 
Differentiated instruction was hard work for the 
teacher but then good teaching had always been 
hard work. 

As with all teaching, looking at the teaching of oth-
ers might suggest ideas that could simplify com-
plex classroom procedures. Brimijoin, Marquissee, 
and Tomlinson (2003) reported on several quick 
ways of simplifying activities when using differen-
tiated instruction. One teacher set up a simple sys-
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tem to get feedback from the students on the con-
cepts the class had been working on. Using the car 
windscreen as a metaphor, she asked how many 
were as clear as glass, how many had insects on the 
windscreen and how many had mud on the wind-
screen. Based on the feedback, she asked the stu-
dents to do one of three different tasks that, for 
example, took those ‘as clear as glass’ to a higher 
level and provided help for those who had ‘mud on 
the windscreen’. The students had taken part in 
setting up the feedback system and it helped them 
understand the purpose of differentiated instruc-
tion. 

The same teacher had provided another simple 
system for when the students were carrying out 
the allocated tasks in groups. Each group had a set 
of three differently coloured cups. If the students 
in a group placed the red cup on the desk, the 
teacher knew that they felt they could not go on 
without help. If they placed the yellow one on the 
desk, it signalled that, while they had questions, 
they were not blocked. The green cup signalled the 
students were fine and did not need help (Brimijoin 
et al., 2003). 

The teacher collected data on student progress at 
three different stages using formal and informal 
processes. She collected 
data before beginning a unit 
of learning to find out what 
students already under-
stood. She also collected 
data of various kinds during 
the unit to check on pro-
gress and then adjusted 
where necessary. Finally, at the end of the unit, she 
looked at what had been achieved against what 
had been planned for. 

Closer to the state examinations, the teacher 
asked the students to look through their books 
and decide on topics where they felt least confi-
dent. She then set up study centres to cover vari-
ous topics with the help of student ‘experts’ who 
helped their peers. 

The teacher credited the use of pre-assessment, 
self-assessment and on-going assessment to help 
her differentiate instruction as the reason for the 
general improvement in scores in the state exams. 
She kept running data in a spreadsheet and, in in-
dividual consultation sessions, was able to guide 

the students to set targets for themselves. With 
the knowledge she had of each student, she was 
able to build on what they already knew. The self-
assessment processes not only informed the 
teacher but also helped the students understand 
their own strengths and weaknesses and cooper-
ate with the teacher in developing their skills. 

Watts-Taffe et al. (2012) suggested several teacher 
actions that could be used in differentiated instruc-
tion: 

 Regular, varied formative assessment to keep 
student profiles up to date. 

 Modifications of the content, process, product 
and environment or any permutation of the 
four. 

 Use of regular small group activities. 

 Use of tasks matched to the students. This 
might involve working with homogeneous 
small groups on some occasions or heteroge-
neous groups on others. 

 Responsibility released gradually to the stu-
dents. 

In allocating differentiated tasks, the authors sug-
gested that the teacher needed to make the ex-
pected outcome for each group very clear, check 

the student profiles to see 
the relative strengths and 
needs of each student, ex-
amine the range of instruc-
tional strategies that could 
be used in the tasks and then 
offer the differentiation that 
was appropriate to different 

students (Watts-Taffe et al., 2012). 

How early should we start differenti-
ated instruction? 

Even if it is accepted that differentiated instruction 
can help students with different needs, one ques-
tion that remains is at what level differentiated in-
struction should be introduced. Piasta (2014) ar-
gued that assessment driven differentiated in-
struction should start during early childhood edu-
cation. Even at that early stage, there were differ-
ences between students. 

Using it as an example, Piasta (2014) pointed out 
that developing an understanding of the ‘alpha-
betic principle’ was a crucial step in learning to 

Each group had a set of three differently 
coloured cups. If the students in a group 

placed the red cup on the desk, the teacher 
knew that they felt they could not go on 

without help. 
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read and write as evidenced by several research 
findings. However, children developed an under-
standing at different times and needed differenti-
ated support. As with all differentiated instruction, 
the first step was to see where the student was in 
terms of the targeted skill. In this case, this in-
volved checking the alphabet knowledge of the 
child by asking them to name the 26 letters. While 
the result could be a simple count of which of the 
26 letters the child had got right, a more useful ap-
proach was to test particular letters that were 
known to cause difficulty for many students. 

Once the assessment was done, the second step, 
was for the teacher to consider which letters and 
sounds were understood and which caused confu-
sion for different students. On this basis, the 
teacher could draw up a plan of what letters to 
teach to which small groups of two to five stu-
dents. The best approach was to start with those 
letters in the targeted set that were known to be 
easier to learn to help consolidate the alphabetic 
principle for the students. The reason for using 
small groups to work with was that research had 
shown that learning was better in small group in-
struction than in whole class or individual instruc-
tion. 

The third step was to plan the instruction, which 
should be fun and engaging and set in authentic 
contexts relevant to the students although it could 
also be intentional and explicit. 

The role of the school leadership 

The school leadership played a crucial role in the 
adoption of differentiated instruction. Throughout 
the process, Tomlinson (1999) felt that the school 
leaders would need to support the teachers by: 

 making time to plan differentiated lessons; 

 creating differentiated curriculums when curric-
ulum guides are revised; 

 providing opportunities to visit differentiated 
classrooms; 

 giving access to a wide range of learner materi-
als; 

 making them feel safe in trying a new approach 
in their classrooms, with no fear of judgement if 
there is noise or clutter for a while; 

 giving meaningful, targeted feedback about 
their work with differentiated instruction; 

 providing networks of mutual support and en-
couragement for teachers who are early sub-
scribers to the initiative so that they do not feel 
alone if they are ‘punished’ by colleagues who 
resist the change; and 

 expressing clear appreciation when they have 
done a good job, or even taken a risk that was 
less than successful. (Tomlinson, 1999, pp. 113-
114) 

Tomlinson et al. (2008) reported on the journey of 
two very different schools towards the introduc-
tion of differentiated instruction throughout the 
schools. One was a highly successful elementary 
school that sought to make further improvements 
and the other was a secondary school that was run-
ning into difficulties and wanted to break down the 
social barriers that were undermining the work of 
the school. While the journeys of the two schools 
were very different, the major thing they had in 
common was the belief and strong support of the 
school leadership over a period of a number of 
years. The studies covered the successful introduc-
tion of differentiated instruction into the schools, 
reporting how the school managements worked 
closely with students, parents and teachers. 

Despite the successes of differentiated instruction, 
Algozzine and Anderson (2007) felt that there was 
still a need for further studies to check whether the 
approach they described was viable for the full 
range of students with different backgrounds, abil-
ities and learning styles. They felt that differenti-
ated instruction alone was not enough to solve all 
the issues for students with low performance lev-
els. However, they felt that, combined with regular 
formative assessment, responsive educational pro-
grammes for students at risk and positive school, 
home and community support for the students, 
this approach was the most likely to allow teaching 
professionals to be fully responsive to learner 
needs. Some of these concerns of Algozzine and 
Anderson (2007) were met by the detailed studies 
of the two very different schools in the USA re-
ported in Tomlinson et al. (2008) and mentioned 
above. The issues and concerns are further dis-
cussed in more detail in the next section. 

Is differentiated instruction practical? 

Despite the arguments offered, not everyone 
agrees that differentiated instruction is a neces-
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sary or even practical option. The discussion is in-
extricably related to whether students should be 
streamed, and whether classes should be homoge-
neous or heterogeneous. It could be argued that, 
if classes were homogeneous, there would be no 
need for differentiated instruction but, if they 
were heterogeneous, the demands of differenti-
ated instruction on the teacher would be too heavy 
to be sustainable. The arguments against stream-
ing include the belief that it has caused lower 
placed students to underperform and the ten-
dency for streaming to correlate with ethnicity and 
socioeconomic status. 

Complicating the issue is the variety of ways that 
grouping students can take place and the variety 
of terms used. Hornby and Witte (2014) described 
different types of between-class and within-class 
grouping, Between-class grouping included track-
ing, streaming, banding and setting. ‘Streaming’ 
was the term used in the UK for what was called 
‘tracking’ in the USA. It in-
volved placing students in a 
year or grade according to 
their scores in an examina-
tion. In its strictest form, the 
students were simply placed 
into Class A through to Class 
F according to their exami-
nation scores. An alternative to this was ‘banding’ 
in which students were placed in general bands 
such as high-ability, average-ability and low-ability 
bands. ‘Setting’ was a system for placing students 
in classes for specific subjects according to their 
ability in that subject but in a general mixed-ability 
class for most sessions. Within-class grouping in-
volved putting students into temporary groups for 
particular purposes within mixed-ability classes (as 
in differentiated instruction). 

Between-class grouping was based on the belief 
that such grouping allowed for the creation of 
more homogeneous classes, which allowed for in-
struction to be adjusted to meet the needs of each 
class and thus maximize the learning of the stu-
dents. Hornby and Witte (2014), however, re-
ported that reviews from the USA and the UK had 
cast doubt on the effectiveness of such between-
class grouping. A Dutch review had found that 
high-ability students benefited from such group-
ings but that low-ability students either did not 
benefit or performed worse. Other studies indi-

cated negative effects on the motivation and atti-
tudes to school among low-ability students in 
streamed classes. A study of setting in the UK indi-
cated similar issues with the subject sets still hav-
ing a fairly large range of student ability and, again, 
the high-ability students benefiting more from set-
ting than low-ability students. No overall ad-
vantage for setting over mixed-ability classes was 
found. Summarizing research findings, Hornby and 
Witte (2014) indicated that grouping did provide 
some advantage to high-ability groups, probably 
because of the teachers and the curriculum in-
volved. However, students not in the high-ability 
streams lost out with lower achievement, in-
creased behavioural problems and low self-es-
teem. 

Grouping used in Singapore was a blend of the ap-
proaches discussed by Hornby and Witte (2014) 
(Curdt-Christiansen & Silver, 2013). ‘Subject-based 
banding’, the equivalent of what Hornby and Witte 

(2014) called ‘setting’ was 
used in primary schools usu-
ally from Primary 3. On entry 
into secondary school, stu-
dents were ‘banded’ into 
four broad streams – Special, 
Express, Normal (Academic) 
and Normal (Technical) (Liu, 

Wang, & Parkins, 2005; Silver, Curdt-Christiansen, 
Wright, & Stinson, 2013). Some schools then placed 
students into classes within those bands according 
to their ability thus using ‘tracking’ or streaming as 
defined by Hornby and Witte (2014). 

Duflo, Dupas, and Kremer (2009) summarized the 
arguments for and against streaming (tracking): 

If teachers find it easier to teach a homoge-
neous group of students, tracking could en-
hance school effectiveness and raise test 
scores of both low- and high-ability stu-
dents. But if students benefit from learning 
with higher-achieving peers, tracking could 
disadvantage lower-achieving students, 
thereby exacerbating inequality. (p. 64) 

However, they pointed out that it was quite diffi-
cult to get convincing evidence as the schools that 
tracked (streamed) were often different in other 
ways from the schools that did not, thus making it 
difficult to establish cause and effect. In order to 
avoid this problem, they based their study on a 

If teachers find it easier to teach a 
homogeneous group of students, tracking 

could enhance school effectiveness and 
raise test scores of both low- and high-

ability students. 
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group of schools in Kenya that had just received 
new funding allowing them to employ another 
teacher and thus divide up large (average of 83 stu-
dents), heterogeneous classes into two for the 
first time. Approximately half the schools divided 
the students according to ability while the others 
placed students randomly. The results of the study 
showed that all students regardless of ability ben-
efited from being grouped according to ability. The 
benefits were still apparent one year later. Duflo et 
al. (2009) reported, however, that there were a 
number of factors present that might prevent the 
conclusions being applied to other situations. 
These included the very large size of the classes in-
volved and the difference in attitude of the regular 
teachers and those newly employed. 

In contrast, in a study of within-class ability group-
ing in reading classes in the USA, Lleras and Rangel 
(2009) found that lower ability students learnt sub-
stantially less in grades K to 3 than those not 
grouped by ability. The gains of the higher ability 
students through being grouped by ability were far 
smaller than the losses of the low ability students. 

van Houtte (2004) investigated the effect of 
streaming on student progress in Belgium, which 
she suggested had fewer of the research problems 
caused by the variety of practices and definitions 
of streaming (tracking) found in the USA. This was 
because the system of streaming in Belgium was 
mandated by the government with students di-
vided between general education and vocational 
schools. She suggested that the purpose of the 
streaming was not only to accommodate the dif-
ferent abilities of the students but also to prepare 
the students for different futures. Her results indi-
cated that students in the lower streams achieved 
less even after taking ability into account and that 
teachers in the vocational schools were less aca-
demic oriented than those in general education 
schools. She believed that the teachers’ lack of ac-
ademic orientation was a factor in the poor perfor-
mance of the lower placed students. She pointed 
to the irony that, despite the lack of academic de-
mands on students in the lower streams, the stu-
dents were still judged by academic oriented ex-
aminations. 

Delisle (2015b) thought that differentiated instruc-
tion appeared to have some benefits: 

 It started from what each student knew and 

what each needed to learn. 

 It accommodated multiple activities for stu-
dents to demonstrate their knowledge and un-
derstanding. 

 It supported teacher and student in adding 
depth and complexity to their teaching/learn-
ing. 

Delisle (2015b) believed that differentiated instruc-
tion was, however, very difficult to implement in 
heterogeneous classrooms. He reported one study 
in which a group of teachers had been given exten-
sive professional development in the implementa-
tion of differentiated instruction. Three years later, 
a follow-up study on the impact of differentiated 
instruction in their schools had to be abandoned 
when the researchers found that none of the 
teachers were actually implementing differenti-
ated instruction. Other studies reported teachers 
overburdened with having to make multiple sets of 
different materials while a clear majority of teach-
ers felt that differentiated instruction was either 
somewhat or very difficult to implement. 

Delisle (2015b) argued that the demands on teach-
ers made by differentiated instruction were too 
difficult to meet. It was well-nigh impossible to 
meet all the learning needs of all students in a large 
class with a range of abilities and behaviours, with 
students that included gifted and average learners, 
English Language Learners and disruptive stu-
dents. He suggested that differentiated instruction 
might work in situations where students were 
streamed so that the range of needs in a single 
class was more manageable. Meanwhile, teachers 
either abandoned the idea of differentiated in-
struction or felt despondent about not being able 
to meet the needs of their various students. 

In a response to criticisms of his ideas, Delisle 
(2015a) pointed out that he was not against differ-
entiated instruction per se and, moreover, he was 
not advocating a return to teacher-fronted class-
rooms. However, he felt that it was too demanding 
to ask teachers to respond to the whole range of 
learning needs found in heterogeneous classes. He 
added that it was important to note that some re-
search pointed to gifted students benefiting very 
little from differentiated instruction in heterogene-
ous classes. 

In a study of a programme in which two teachers 
worked with a class of mixed ability students set 
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up to bring together students of different ethnicity 
and ability in a detracking exercise, Rubin (2003) 
found that students were not always receptive to 
the teachers’ attempts. The teachers made a con-
scious attempt to form within-class groups that 
were mixed by ethnicity and ability. However, the 
students did not have the interpersonal negotia-
tion skills needed for the situation. This caused 
problems when students found themselves iso-
lated in their groups because of their ethnicity or 
ability. Their views were not sought by the group 
and they were allocated simple tasks appropriate 
to their capabilities as judged by the group. As a re-
sult, they did not have the opportunity to learn or 
develop the sense of academic identity that their 
teachers had hoped for. For this to happen in this 
class, Rubin (2003) believed the students would 
need to be given extra support in learning the so-
cial and academic skills they needed. 

Liu et al. (2005) looked at the self-concept of Sin-
gaporean students that had been placed in an aca-
demically lower class. They found that the stigma-
tizing effect of having been 
placed in a lower level class 
was only temporary and be-
lieved that being in a lower 
stream did not affect the ac-
ademic progress of many of 
the students. Moreover, the 
system meant that the stu-
dents in the lower stream had an extra year before 
taking the national (O Level) examinations allow-
ing them to prepare at a slower pace and increas-
ing their chances of passing. Three years after 
streaming began, overall the Normal (Academic) 
students had better self-concepts than the Express 
stream students. However, Liu et al. (2005) chose 
to look at a selection from the top 40 schools with 
good academic results for their Normal stream stu-
dents and then only compared the Express and 
Normal (Academic) streams and not the Normal 
(Technical). These choices might have affected 
their results. 

George (2005) proposed that the heterogeneous 
classroom provided a learning environment that 
fitted in with ‘democratic goals’ (p. 186), one 
where students learnt with others that they would 
need to work and live together with in the future 
while still achieving educational success on their 
own terms and at their own level. He believed that 
such a classroom provided opportunities for the 

students to develop important social and interper-
sonal skills, as well as knowledge and attitudes im-
portant for success in adult life. At the same time, 
it allowed flexibility for the different learning 
needs of individual students. 

In the United States, in schools where streaming 
was used, the advanced classes had a dispropor-
tionate number of White, affluent students. In het-
erogeneous classes, this problem was avoided. 
George (2005) felt that, even if streaming led to an 
improved education for a few, it did so at the cost 
of an education system divided by ethnicity and so-
cial class. Moreover, having heterogeneous classes 
removed the risk of labelling or stigmatizing stu-
dents as high or low achievers and the resulting 
possibility of life changing classification errors. Re-
search had indicated that, if the body of students 
was considered as a whole, heterogeneous classes 
provided for more effective peer-to-peer learning, 
could improve the self-esteem of all students and 
prepared all for future citizenship (George, 2005). 

George (2005) believed that, because heterogene-
ous classes put less empha-
sis on narrow measures of 
ability, more emphasis was 
put on attitude and effort, 
and the students’ responsi-
bility for their own personal 
growth. Moreover, when 
students were taught to-

gether in heterogeneous classes, the distribution 
of teacher talent and other resources was more 
likely to be equitable. 

The argument in favour of homogeneous classes 
suggested that high ability students could be bet-
ter stretched and helped to reach their full poten-
tial. In contrast, George (2005) claimed that a het-
erogeneous class combined with differentiated in-
struction could be designed to stretch all students, 
not just high ability students. Moreover, it allowed 
the high ability students to have a more nuanced 
perception of their own learning as against the 
possibility of them seeing themselves only as poor 
performers in a class of high flyers. Mixing with 
other students would give them opportunities to 
help others and to be helped by others, important 
learning opportunities for both tutor and tutee. It 
would also enable students to form understand-
ings and friendships across the full spectrum of 
learners. 

Such a classroom provided opportunities 
for the students to develop important 

social and interpersonal skills, as well as 
knowledge and attitudes important for 

success in adult life. 
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Having made a case for heterogeneous classes, 
George (2005) went on to argue that in such clas-
ses, differentiated instruction was essential to 
providing challenge and to catering to different in-
terests and learning styles. No section of the class 
could be allowed to stagnate. Without differenti-
ated instruction, some high achievers might get 
high grades with little effort, while others might 
become addicted to high grades rather than learn-
ing. Instead, the committed teacher would not 
teach in one way but would develop an arsenal of 
teaching approaches to ensure the interest and 
learning of all students, differentiating content, ap-
proach and assessment according to the varied 
learning needs of all the students. 

All teacher-fronted classes, with little or no differ-
entiated instruction, ran the risk of students be-
coming dependent on the teacher to do their 
thinking for them. This was not likely to prepare 
the students to be future leaders, independent 
thinkers or professionals for tomorrow. In con-
trast, the differentiated classroom encouraged the 
students to do the main work with the teachers 
there to help manage the classroom and facilitate 
the learning. George (2005) believed that only in 
this way could the teacher provide the range of 
learning experiences that matched the needs of 
students with different types of strengths, differ-
ent home backgrounds, different experiences, dif-
ferent interests and different learning styles. 

Even with the benefits of differentiated instruction 
accepted, it was still important to remember that 
it was hard work for any teacher to change their 
approach. A move from the teacher-fronted class-
room to one where the individual needs of stu-
dents were catered to would be difficult and de-
manding. It was necessary to recognize this and, 
while it was important for future education to 
move in that direction, the demands placed on 
teachers at any point should not be so onerous as 
to make them abandon the project (George, 2005). 

In a response to Delisle (2015b), Tomlinson (2015) 
argued that teachers she worked with in the 
United States and around the world did differenti-
ate in the classroom. Moreover, though they might 
not immediately meet all the learning needs of all 
their students, they did not get despondent as 
they knew that honing teaching skills was a career-
long endeavour. They did not expect quick results. 

Tomlinson (2015) felt streaming was not the solu-
tion as, where it was used, students in the lower 
streams were given the least experienced or inter-
ested teachers, the curriculum was less rigorous 
and the students were aware that they were re-
garded as less able and responded accordingly. Re-
search had shown that brains were generally mal-
leable. As a result, students who were taught as if 
they were smart became smarter. Further teachers 
who believed that students could achieve more by 
working hard and smart achieved better student 
results than teachers who believed some students 
were smart and some were not and little could be 
done about it. As a result, the students placed in 
the lower streams did less well than when included 
in heterogeneous classes. 

A further issue was that, generally, lower stream 
classes had much higher proportions of students 
from low socioeconomic backgrounds and the 
poorer quality of the learning in those classes 
tended to guarantee that those students would re-
main poor (Tomlinson, 2015). 

The best solution, Tomlinson (2015) suggested, 
was for the teacher to ‘teach up’. The first step was 
to plan the lesson for the higher ability students in 
the class and then to provide the necessary scaf-
folding for the lower performing students. Where 
the initial activity was not sufficiently demanding 
of the higher ability students, the teacher needed 
to extend the activity to provide the necessary 
challenge for the students. 

Differentiated instruction was not easy for the 
teacher. In fact, it was demanding. However, Tom-
linson (2015) believed that, with the necessary sup-
port, teachers could develop the skills and atti-
tudes necessary for the type of teaching in which 
each student was constantly being pushed to 
strive to go one more step beyond what they had 
already learnt. 

Conclusion 

The basic tenet of differentiated instruction that 
each student should be treated with respect and 
supported in ways that best helps them develop is 
probably something that all educationists can ac-
cept. It is probably true that we would all like to do 
our best to ensure that this happens. As Tomlinson 
and Allan (2000) pointed out, ‘All these students 
have the right to expect enthusiastic teachers who 



 

33 
 

are ready to meet the students as they are, and to 
move them along the pathway of learning as far 
and as fast as possible’ (p. 3). 

However, even with the best will, it is unlikely that 
any of us can guarantee to get it right every time. 
As Tomlinson (2015) suggested, the important 
thing is that we try to improve our teaching so that 
we ensure that as many of our students as possible 
maximize their potential. 

The main area of disagreement seems to be 
whether that can be done in heterogeneous class-
rooms with a wide range of student ability, needs 
and interests. As we have seen, some have argued 
that it would be too demanding of teachers and 
that it would also mean that some of the brightest 
students would be held back while some of the 
weaker students could feel they had been left be-
hind if the differentiated instruction was not care-
fully done. 

Others argue that homogeneous classrooms lead 
to the hardening of social and ethnic stratification 
with the high ability classes having a high propor-
tion of students from high socioeconomic sections 
of the population. The students in the lower 
streams are stigmatized early on and they begin to 
perform at the low levels expected of them. Thus, 
movement between streams becomes difficult. 
Moreover, the best educational resources, both 
personnel and materials, tend to be allocated to 
the top streams. The result is that the socioeco-
nomic differences are maintained with a growing 
gap between groups. 

The discussion may seem a mute one as Singa-
pore’s education has already succeeded in becom-

ing among the best in the world as judged by inter-
national tests. However, Lee et al. (2013) pointed 
out that, to improve further, we may need to focus 
on levelling up the performance of low achievers. 
We need to look at these questions for reasons 
perhaps best summed up in the words of Mr Goh 
Chok Tong in 1997 quoted at the beginning of this 
issue of the Digest and in the words of Ms Indranee 
Rajah, Second Minister for Law, Finance and Edu-
cation, in her speech on the Singaporean Identity 
in the debate on the President’s Address on 18 May 
2018. There, she emphasized that Singaporeans: 

… care about our children and their future. 
We want every child to fulfil his or her fullest 
potential, to give every child the oppor-
tunity to succeed, irrespective of starting 
point. This is the reason why we put so much 
emphasis on education. (Indranee Rajah, 
2018) 

Throughout her speech, Ms Indranee emphasized 
again and again that the hallmark of Singapore and 
the Singaporean education system cares about the 
children and their future. Singapore’s education 
system has done well performing on international 
tests at or near the top. However, she points out: 

This was and continues to be driven not by a 
desire to top the rankings but by the desire 
to ensure that our children succeed, to give 
them the best chance to navigate the future 
and help them be the best they can be. 
(Indranee Rajah, 2018). 

Is differentiated instruction in heterogeneous 
classrooms the most caring way to giving our stu-
dents the chance to be the best they can be? 

 

References 

Algozzine, B., & Anderson, K. M. (2007). Tips for teach-
ing: Differentiating instruction to include all 
students. Preventing School Failure: Alternative 
Education for Children and Youth, 51(3), 49-54. 
doi:10.3200/psfl.51.3.49-54 

Baecher, L., Artigliere, M., Patterson, D. K., & Spatzer, A. 
(2012). Differentiated instruction for English 
language learners as “variations on a theme”. 
Middle School Journal, 43(3), 14-21. 
doi:10.1080/00940771.2012.11461807 

Barber, M., Chijioke, C., & Mourshed, M. (2010). How the 
world's best-performing school systems come 
out on top. Retrieved from McKinsey & Com-
pany: http://www.mckinsey.com/App_Me-
dia/Reports/SSO/Worlds_School_Sys-
tems_FinaI.pdf 

Bransford, J. D., Brown, A. L., & Cocking, R. R. (2000). 
How people learn: Brain, mind, experience and 
school (Expanded ed.). Washington, DC: Na-
tional Academies Press. 

Brimijoin, K., Marquissee, E., & Tomlinson, C. A. (2003). 
Using data to differentiate instruction. Educa-
tional Leadership, 60(5), 70-73.  

http://www.mckinsey.com/App_Media/Reports/SSO/Worlds_School_Systems_FinaI.pdf
http://www.mckinsey.com/App_Media/Reports/SSO/Worlds_School_Systems_FinaI.pdf
http://www.mckinsey.com/App_Media/Reports/SSO/Worlds_School_Systems_FinaI.pdf


 

34 
 

Brualdi, A. (1998). Gardner's theory. Teacher Librarian, 
26(2), 26-28.  

Curdt-Christiansen, X. L., & Silver, R. (2013). New wine 
into old skins: The enactment of literacy policy 
in Singapore. Language and Education, 27(3), 
246-260. doi:10.1080/09500782.2012.704046 

Curriculum Planning & Development Division. (2008). 
English language syllabus 2010 (primary & sec-
ondary). Singapore: Ministry of Education. Re-
trieved from http://www.moe.gov.sg/educa-
tion/syllabuses/languages-andlitera-
ture/files/english-primary-secondary-express-
normal-academic.pdf. 

Delisle, J. R. (2015a). Comments underscore differentia-
tion's failings. Education Week, 34(19), 26.  

Delisle, J. R. (2015b). Differentiation doesn't work. Edu-
cation Week, 34(15), 28, 36.  

Duflo, E., Dupas, P., & Kremer, M. (2009). Can tracking 
improve learning? Education Next, 9(3), 64-70.  

Echevarria, J., Frey, N., & Fisher, D. (2015). What it takes 
for English learners to succeed. Educational 
Leadership, 72(6), 22-26.  

Fernandez, L. O. (2015). Differentiated instruction: Mak-
ing sense of it. In C. Lim-Ratnam, L. O. Fernan-
dez, & A. B. Mardiana (Eds.), Curriculum designs 
for teachers, by teachers (pp. 7-13). Singapore: 
Pearson Education South Asia. 

George, P. S. (2005). A rationale for differentiating in-
struction in the regular classroom. Theory Into 
Practice, 44(3), 185-193.  

Hornby, G., & Witte, C. (2014). Ability grouping in New 
Zealand high schools: Are practices evidence-
based? Preventing School Failure, 58(2), 90-95. 
doi:10.1080/1045988X.2013.782531 

Indranee Rajah. (2018). Speech by Ms Indranee Rajah, 2nd 
Minister for Law, Finance and Education, at the 
Debate on the President’s Address: Being Singa-
porean. Singapore: MOE Retrieved from 
https://www.moe.gov.sg/news/speeches/spee
ch-by-ms-indranee-rajah-2nd-minister-for-edu-
cation-at-the-debate-on-the-presidents-ad-
dress--being-singaporean. 

Law, J. S. P. (2013). Establishing the cognitive writing 
profile of academically lower-achieving stu-
dents in Singapore: Why is it important? Journal 
of Reading and Literacy, 5, 51-66.  

Lee, S.-S., Hung, D., & Teh, L. W. (2013). Moving Singa-
pore from great to excellent: How educational 
research informs this shift. KEDI Journal of Edu-
cational Policy, 10(2), 267-291.  

Liu, W. C., Wang, C. K. J., & Parkins, E. J. (2005). A longi-
tudinal study of students' academic self-con-
cept in a streamed setting: The Singapore con-
text. British Journal of Educational Psychology, 
75(4), 567-586.  

Lleras, C., & Rangel, C. (2009). Ability grouping practices 
in elementary school and african american/his-
panic achievement. American Journal of Educa-
tion, 115(2), 279-304.  

Mourshed, M., Chijioke, C., & Barber, M. (2010). How the 
world's most improved school systems keep get-
ting better. Retrieved from McKinsey & Com-
pany: http://www.mckinsey.com/client_ser-
vice/social_sector/latest_think-
ing/worlds_most_improved_schools 

Ng, P. T. (2008). Thinking schools, learning nation. In J. 
Tan & P. T. Ng (Eds.), Thinking schools, learning 
nation: Contemporary issues and challenges (pp. 
1-6). Singapore: Pearson/Prentice Hall. 

Piasta, S. B. (2014). Moving to assessment-guided differ-
entiated instruction to support young chil-
dren's alphabet knowledge. The Reading 
Teacher, 68(3), 202-211. doi:10.1002/trtr.1316 

Rubin, B. C. (2003). Unpacking detracking: When pro-
gressive pedagogy meets students' social 
worlds. American Educational Research Journal, 
40(2), 539-573.  

Scigliano, D., & Hipsky, S. (2010). 3 ring circus of differ-
entiated instruction. Kappa Delta Pi Record, 
46(2), 82-86. 
doi:10.1080/00228958.2010.10516699 

Shillady, A. (2013). Individualizing in early childhood. YC: 
Young Children, 68(2), 6-7.  

Silver, R. E., Curdt-Christiansen, X., Wright, S., & Stinson, 
M. (2013). Working through the layers: Curricu-
lum implementation in language education 
Globalization and the Singapore curriculum (pp. 
151-167): Springer. 

Tomlinson, C. A. (1999). The differentiated classroom: Re-
sponding to the needs of all learners. Alexandria, 
VA: ASCD. 

Tomlinson, C. A. (2000). Reconcilable differences? 
Standards-based teaching and differentiation. 
Educational Leadership, 58(1), 6-11.  

Tomlinson, C. A. (2015). Differentiation does, in fact, 
work. Education Week, 34(19), 26, 32.  

Tomlinson, C. A., & Allan, S. D. (2000). Leadership for dif-
ferentiating schools and classrooms. Alexandria, 
VA: ASCD. 

Tomlinson, C. A., Brimijoin, K., & Narvaez, L. (2008). The 
differentiated school: Making revolutionary 
changes in teaching and learning. Alexandria, 
VA: ASCD. 

van Houtte, M. (2004). Tracking effects on school 
achievement: A quantitative explanation in 
terms of the academic culture of school staff. 
American Journal of Education, 110(4).  

VanTassel-Baska, J., MacFarlane, B., & Feng, A. X. 
(2006). A cross-cultural study of exemplary 
teaching: What do Singapore and the United 
States secondary gifted class teachers say? 
Gifted and Talented International, 21(2), 38-47. 
doi:10.1080/15332276.2006.11673474 

http://www.moe.gov.sg/education/syllabuses/languages-andliterature/files/english-primary-secondary-express-normal-academic.pdf
http://www.moe.gov.sg/education/syllabuses/languages-andliterature/files/english-primary-secondary-express-normal-academic.pdf
http://www.moe.gov.sg/education/syllabuses/languages-andliterature/files/english-primary-secondary-express-normal-academic.pdf
http://www.moe.gov.sg/education/syllabuses/languages-andliterature/files/english-primary-secondary-express-normal-academic.pdf
https://www.moe.gov.sg/news/speeches/speech-by-ms-indranee-rajah-2nd-minister-for-education-at-the-debate-on-the-presidents-address--being-singaporean
https://www.moe.gov.sg/news/speeches/speech-by-ms-indranee-rajah-2nd-minister-for-education-at-the-debate-on-the-presidents-address--being-singaporean
https://www.moe.gov.sg/news/speeches/speech-by-ms-indranee-rajah-2nd-minister-for-education-at-the-debate-on-the-presidents-address--being-singaporean
https://www.moe.gov.sg/news/speeches/speech-by-ms-indranee-rajah-2nd-minister-for-education-at-the-debate-on-the-presidents-address--being-singaporean
http://www.mckinsey.com/client_service/social_sector/latest_thinking/worlds_most_improved_schools
http://www.mckinsey.com/client_service/social_sector/latest_thinking/worlds_most_improved_schools
http://www.mckinsey.com/client_service/social_sector/latest_thinking/worlds_most_improved_schools


 

35 
 

Watts-Taffe, S., Laster, B. P., Broach, L., Marinak, B., 
McDonald Connor, C., & Walker-Dalhouse, D. 
(2012). Differentiated instruction: Making in-
formed teacher decisions. The Reading Teacher, 
66(4), 303-314. doi:10.1002/TRTR.01126 

Wehrmann, K. S. (2000). Baby steps: A beginner's guide. 
Educational Leadership, 58(1), 20-23.  

 


	Introduction
	What is differentiated instruction?
	Principles of differentiated instruction
	Aspects of differentiated instruction
	Language focused differentiated instruction
	Starting differentiated instruction
	Examples for beginning
	How early should we start differentiated instruction?
	The role of the school leadership
	Is differentiated instruction practical?
	Conclusion
	References

