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“Cunosity and inspiration are powerful
catalysts for learning.”

In this 2nd Edition of a book that has provided inspira
tion to countless teachers, Carol Ann Tomlinson

offers three new chapters, extended examples and
information in every chapte and field-tested strategies that

teachers can use in todays increasingly diverse classrooms.
Tomlinson shows how to use students readiness levels,
interests, and learning profiles to address student diversity.

In addition, the author shows teachers how to differentiate,
or structure, lessons at every grade level and content area to
provide “scaffolds”—as well as high-speed elevators—for
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Teachers can draw on the book’s practical examples as
they begin to differentiate instruction in their own class

?8-O-87120-5L2- rooms. Strategies include curriculum compacting, “sidebar”

I
5 2 4 9 investigations, entry points, graphic organizers, contracts,

and portfolios. AsTomlinson says, “Differentiation challenges
us to draw on our best knowledge of teaching and learning.
It suggests that there is room for both equity and excellence

I 205124 in our classrooms:’

• The content of lessons,
•The processes used in learning, and
•The products of learning.
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Introdution
Differentiation suggests it is feasible to

develop classrooms where realities of student
variance can be addressed along with curricular
realities. The idea is compelling. It challenges us
to draw on our best knowledge of teaching and
learning. It suggests that there is room for both
equity and excellence in our classrooms.

As “right” as the approach we call differenti
ation seems, it promises no slick and ready
solutions. Like most worthy ideas, it is com
plex. It calls on us to question, change, reflect,
and change some more.

This second edition of How to Differentiate
Instruction in Mixed-Ability Classrooms follows this
evolutionary route. In the years since the first
edition, I have had the benefit of probing ques
tions and practical examples from many educa
tors. This revision reflects an extension and
refinement of the elements presented in the ear
lier version of the book, based in no small meas
ure on dialogue with other educators.

I am grateful to ASCD for the opportunity to
share reflections and insights fueled by many
educators who work daily to ensure a good aca
demic fit for each student who enters their
classrooms. These teachers wrestle with stan
dards-driven curriculum, grapple with a pre
dictable shortage of time in the school day, and
do battle with management issues in a busy
classroom. These educators also derive energy
from the challenge and insight from their stu
dents. I continue to be the beneficiary of their
frontline work. I hope this small volume repre
sents them well. I hope also that it clarifies and
extends what I believe to be an essential discus
sion on how we can attain the ideal of a high-
quality public education that exists to maximize
the capacity of each learner who trusts us to
direct the course of his or her learning.

The students populating U.S. classrooms today
are a diverse lot. They come from differing cul
tures and have different learning styles. They
arrive at school with differing levels of emotion
al and social maturity. Their interests differ
greatly, both in topic and intensity. At any given
time, they reflect differing levels of academic
readiness in various subjects—and in various
facets of a single subject. And to complicate
things even further, readiness and interest can
vary for a given student over time and depend
ing on the subject matter.

Teachers in mixed-ability classrooms face
multiple challenges, at every grade level. Each
September, many 1st graders arrive already able
to read 3rd grade books with comprehension,
while their peers grapple for months with the
idea of left-to-right print progression or the dif
ference between short and long vowels. Some
3rd graders make an independent leap from
multiplication to division before any explana
tion has been offered. Many of these same chil

dren, when they reach middle scho
make connections between themes i
studies and literature, or apply adva
ematical tools to solving science pro
before other students in their classe
main idea of a chapter in the textbo
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WHAT DiffereAtidted
IAStIU(tiOA IS—AND ISN’T

and interests is also more comfortable, engaging,
and inviting. One-size-fits-all instruction will
inevitably sag or pinch—exactly as single-size
clothing would—students who differ in need,
even if they are chronologically the same age.

Acknowledging that students learn at differ
ent speeds and that they differ widely in their
ability to think abstractly or understand com
plex ideas is like acknowledging that students
at any given age aren’t all the same height: It is
not a statement of worth, but of reality. To
accommodate this reality, teachers can create a
“user-friendly” environment, one in which they
flexibly adapt pacing, approaches to learning,
and channels for expressing learning in
response to their students’ differing needs.

While the goal for each student is challenge and
substantial growth, teachers must often define
challenge and growth differently in response to
students’ varying interests and readiness levels.

This book provides guidance for teachers
who are interested in creating learning environ
ments that address the diversity typical of
mixed-ability classrooms. The principles and
strategies included here can help teachers
address a variety of learning profiles, interests,
and readiness levels. The goal here is to help
teachers determine what differentiated instruc
tion is, why it is appropriate for all learners,
how to begin to plan for it, and how to become
comfortable enough with student differences to
make school comfortable for each learner who
comes their way.

Kids of the same age
aren’t all alike when it

comes to learning,
any more than they
are alike in terms of

size, hobbies, personality, or likes and dislikes.
Kids do have many things in common because
they are human beings and because they are all
children, but they also have important differ
ences. What we share in common makes us
human. How we differ makes us individuals. In
a classroom with little or no differentiated
instruction, only student similarities seem to
take center stage. In a differentiated classroom,
commonalities are acknowledged and built
upon, and student differences become impor
tant elements in teaching and learning as well.

At its most basic level, differentiating
instruction means “shaking up” what goes on in
the classroom so that students have multiple
options for taking in information, making sense
of ideas, and expressing what they learn. In

other words, a differentiated classro
different avenues to acquiring conte
cessing or making sense of ideas, ar
oping products so that each studeni
effectively.

In many classrooms, the approa
ing and learning is more unitary th
ated. For example, 1st graders may
story and then draw a picture abou
learned. While they may choose to
ent facets of the story they all expei
same content,and they all had the
making or processing activity A kin
class may have four centers that all
visit to complete the same activities
time. Fifth graders may all listen to
explanation about fractions and cor
same homework assignment. Middi
high school students may sit throu
and a video to help them understar
science or history They will all reac
chapter, take the same notes, comp
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there ectra time. Rather, it is a way of life in
the classroom. She does not seek or follow a
recipe for differentiation, but rather combines
what she can learn about differentiation from a
range of sources to her own professional
instincts and knowledge base to do whatever it

takes to reach out to each learner.

A Nw Imag. to K..p In Mind

As you continue reading about how to differen

thte instruction in mixed-ability classrooms,
keep this new image in mind:
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knowledge of varied learner needs, the chances
are greater that the learning experiences will
provide an appropriate fit for many learners.
Effective differentiation will typically be proac
tively planned by the, teacher to be robust
enough to address a range of learner needs, in
contrast with planning a single approach for
everyone and reactively trying to adjust the
plans when it becomes apparent that the lesson
is not orking for some of the learners for
whom it was intended.

Differentiated instruction is more
QUALITATIVE than quantitative.

Many teachers incorrectly assume that differen
tiating instruction means giving some students
more work to do, and others less. For example,
a teacher might assign two book reports to
advanced readers and only one to struggling
readers. Or a struggling math student might
have to do only the computation problems
while advanced math students do the word
problems as well.

Although such approaches to differentiation
may seem to have an adequate rationale, they
are typically ineffective. One book report is too
much for a struggling learner without additional
support in the process of reading as well as
interpreting the text. Or a student who could
act out the substance of the book effectively
might be overwhelmed by writing a three-page
report. If writing one book report is “too easy”
for the advanced reader, doing “twice as much”
of the same thing is not only unlikely to remedy
the problem, but it could also seem like punish
ment. A student who has already demonstrated
mastery of one math skill is ready to stop prac
tice related to that skill and begin practice in a
subsequent skill. Simply adjusting the quantity
of an assignment will generally be less effective
than adjusting the nature of the assignment to
match student needs as well.

Differentiated Instruction is ROOTED IN
ASSESSMENT.

A teacher who understands the need for teach
ing and learning to be a good match for stu
dents looks for every opportunity to know her
students better. She sees conversations with
individuals, classroom discussions, student
work, observation, and formal assessment as a
way to gather just a little more insight about
what works for each learner. What she learns
becomes a catalyst for crafting instruction in
ways that help each student make the most of
his potential and talents. Assessment is no
longer predominately something that happens
at the end of a unit to determine “who got it.”
Assessment routinely takes place as a unit
begins to determine the particular needs of indi
viduals in relation to the unit goals.

Throughout the unit, in a variety of ways,
teachers assess students’ developing readiness
levels, interests, and modes of learning. Then
the teachers design learning experiences based
on their best understanding. Culminating prod
ucts, or other forms of “final” assessment, take
many forms, with the goal of finding a way for
each student to most successfully share what he
or she has learned in the course of the unit.

Differentiated instruction provides
MULTIPLE APPROACHES to content,
process, and product.

ln all classrooms, teachers deal with at least three
curricular elements: (1) content—input, what
students learn; (2) process—how students go
about making sense of ideas and information;
and (3) product—output, how students demon
strate what they have learned. These elements
are so important in differentiating instruction
that they are dealt with in depth in Chapters 8,
9, and 10. By differentiating these three ele
ments, teachers offer different approaches to
what students learn, how they learn it, and how

they demonstrate what they’ve learned. What these
different approaches have in common, however,
is that they are crafted to encourage substantial
growth in all students.

Differentiated instruction is
STUDENT CENTERED.

Differentiated classrooms operate on the premise
that learning experiences are most effective when
they are engaging, relevant, and interesting. A
corollary to that premise is that all students will
not always find the same avenues to learning
equally engaging, relevant, and interesting.
Further, differentiated instruction acknowledges
that later understandings must be built on previ
ous understandings and that not all students
possess the same understandings at the outset of
a given investigation. Teachers who differentiate
instruction in mixed-ability classrooms seek to
provide appropriately challenging learning expe
riences for all their students. These teachers real
ize that sometimes a task that lacks challenge for
some learners is frustratingly complex to others.

In addition, teachers in differentiated classes
understand the need to help students take
increasing responsibility for their own growth.
It easier sometimes in large classrooms for a
teacher to tell students everything rather than
guiding them to think on their own, accept sig
nificant responsibility for learning, and develop a
sense of pride in what they do. In a differentiated
classroom, it necessary for learners to be active
in making and evaluating decisions. Teaching
students to share responsibility enables a teacher
to work with varied groups or individuals for
portions of the day It also prepares students far
better for life.

Differentiated instruction is A BLEND of
whole-class, group, and individual
instruction.

There are times in all classrooms when it is

more effective or efficient to share information
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As illustrated in Figure 1.1, the pat
instruction in a differentiated classr
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Differentiated instruction
is “ORGANIC.”
In a differentiated classroom, teach
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together. While teachers may know
the subject matter at hand, they ar
ly learning about how their studen
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NOW TO

Differentiate Instrution
— Hixed-Ability
Uassmoms

lab or end-of-chapter questions, and take the
same quiz. Such classrooms are familiar, typical,
and largely undifferentiated.

Most teachers (as well as students and par
ents) have clear mental images of such class
rooms. After experiencing undifferentiated
instruction over many years, it is often difficult
to imagine what a differentiated classroom
would look and feel like. Ho educators wont
der, cazi we make the shift from “single-size
instruction” to differentiated instruction so we
can better meet our students’ diverse needs?
Answering this question first requires clearing
away some misperceptions.

What Differentiated Inatniction
Is NOT

Differentiated instruction is NOT the
“Individualized Instruction” of the 1970s.

We were probably onto something important in
the ‘70s when we experimented with what we
then called individualized instruction. At least
we understood that students have different
learning profiles and that there is merit in meet
ing students where they are and helping them
move on from there. One flaw in the ‘70s
approach was that we tried doing something
different for each of the 30-plus students in a
single classroom. When each student had a dif
ferent reading assignment, for example, it didn’t
take long for teachers to become exhausted. A
second flaw was that in order to “match” each
student’s precise entry level, we chopped up
instruction into skill fragments, thereby making
learning fragmented and largely irrelevant.

While it is true that differentiated instruction
offers several avenues to learning, it does not
assume a separate level for each learner. It also
focuses on meaningful learning or powerful
ideas for all students. Differentiation is probably
more reminiscent of the one-room-schoolhouse
than of individualization. That model of

instruction recognized that the teacher needed
to work sometimes with the whole class, some
times with small groups, and sometimes with
individuals. These variations were important in
order both to move each student along in his
particular understandings and skills as well as
to build a sense of community in the group.

Differentiated instruction is
NOT chaotic.

Most teachers remember the recurrent night
mare (and periodic reality) from their first year
of teaching: losing control of student behavior.
A benchmark of teacher development is the
point at which the teacher has become secure
and comfortable with classroom management.
Fear of losing control of student behavior is a
major obstacle for many teachers in establishing
a flexible classroom. Teachers who differentiate
instruction quickly point out that, if anything,
they exert more leadership in their classrooms,
not less.

Compared with teachers who offer a single
approach to learning, teachers who differentiate
instruction have to manage and monitor many
activities simultaneously And they still must
help students in developing ground rules for
behavior, give and monitor specific directions
for activities, and direct the sequence of events
in each learning experience. Effective
differentiated classrooms include purposeful
student movement and some purposeful
student talking. They are not disorderly or
undisciplined.

Differentiated instruction is NOT just
another way to provide homogeneous
grouping.

Our memories of undifferentiated classrooms
probably include the bluebird, cardinal, and
buzzard reading groups. Typically, a buzzard
remained a buzzard, and a cardinal was forever

a cardinal. Under this system, buzzards nearly
always worked with buzzards on skills-focused
tasks, while work done by cardinals was typi
cally at “higher levels” of thought. In addition to
being predictable, student assignment to groups
was virtually always teacher-selected.

A hallmark of an effective differentiated
classroom, by contrast, is the use of flexible
grouping, which accommodates students who
are strong in some areas and weaker in others.
For example, a student may be great at inter
preting literature, but not so strong in spelling,
or great with map skills and not as quick at
grasping patterns in history or quick with math
word problems but careless with computation.
The teacher who uses flexible grouping also
understands that some students may begin a
new task slowly, and then launch ahead at
remarkable speed, while others will learn, but
more slowly. This teacher knows that sometimes
she needs to assign students to groups so that
assignments are tailored to student need, but
that in other instances, it makes more sense for
students to form their own working groups. She
sees that some students prefer or benefit from
independent work, while others usually fare
best with pairs or triads.

In a differentiated classroom, the teacher
uses many different group configurations over
time, and students experience many different
working groups and arrangements. “Fluid” is a
good word to describe assignment of students
to groups in such a heterogeneous classroom. In
the older, “three groups approach” to instruc
tion, student assignment to tasks was more
fixed. Flexible grouping will be discussed in
greater detail in Chapter 4.

Differentiated instruction is NOT just
“tailoring the same suit of dothes.”

Many teachers think that they differentiate
instruction when they ask some students to
answer more complex questions in a discussion

fli)i

or to share advanced informationc
grade some students a little harder
an assignment in response to the si
ceived ability and effort, or let stud
which questions to answer or skip
Certainly such modifications reflec
awareness of differences in student
to that degree, the modifications ai
in the direction of differentiation. ‘

are not necessarily ineffective or “ID
on the teacher’s part, they are a “ui

tiation” or “tailoring,” and are ofteu
enough.

If the basic assignment itself is
for an advanced learner, having a
answer a complex question is not
challenge. If information is essenti
gling learner, allowing him to skip
tion because he never understood
information is ineffective. If the ml
the basic assignment is simply too
a learner until she has the chance
needed background information ai
being “easier” on her when gradmn
ment does not help her in the lon
trying to stretch a garment that is
or attempting to tuck and gather a
is far too large is likely to be less e
getting clothes that are the right fit
time.
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Instruction Is

Differentiated instruction
is PROACTIVE.

In a differentiated classroom, the t

assumes that different learners ha’
needs. Therefore, the teacher proa
variety of ways to “get at” and exp
He still needs to tailor or fme-tun
for individual learners, but becaus
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