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Who’s Coming to School these Days?
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In Fact, Indications are that:

Most teachers are aware of students’ learning differences.

Most teachers feel it is beneficial to address those differences 

in instructional planning and delivery.

Few teachers  do those things systematically.

Of those who do, most differentiate “reactively,” improvisationally,

and/or by assigning students more work if they are

advanced and less work if they are struggling.

In schools where differentiation is implemented consistently and 

with fidelity,  student outcomes are strong across groups.

We live in a time when…

 separating students by race, class, language, ability seems like the wrong
course for a world which is both blurring borders and often
imprisoned by borders,

 people expect to have access to personalization—and often do,

 we can’t afford a citizenry that is not educated—not helping each
individual reach his/her capacity.
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So...What is differentiation?

Differentiation is 

classroom practice

that looks 

eyeball to eyeball 

with the reality 

that kids differ, and the most effective teachers

do whatever it takes to hook the whole range

of kids on learning.
-Tomlinson (2001)

“It means teachers proactively plan 
varied approaches to what

students need to learn, how they 
will learn it, and/or how they will 
show what they have learned 
in order to increase the likelihood 

that each student will learn as 
much as he or she can, as 

efficiently as possible.”
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National Center on Accessing the General Curriculum cited in Hall, Strangman, &  Meyer (2011). Differentiated

To differentiate instruction is to recognize students’ varying background knowledge, 

readiness, language, [culture], preferences in learning and interests; and to 

react responsively. Differentiated instruction is a process of teaching and learning

for students of differing abilities in the same class.  The intent of differentiating

instruction is to maximize each student’s growth and individual success by meeting 

student where he or she is, and assisting in the learning process. 

instruction and implications for UDL implementation. Retrieved from National Center on Accessing the General 
Curriculum: http://aim.cast.org/learn/historyarchive/backgroundpapers/differentiated

Definition from the National Center on Accessing the General Curriculum

Differentiation is 
not a set of 

strategies, but 
rather a way of 
thinking about 

teaching & 
learning.

http://aim.cast.org/learn/historyarchive/backgroundpapers/differentiated
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Differentiation is

a sequence of common sense decisions

made by teachers

with a student-first orientation.

Adam Hoppe

UVa Preservice Teacher

Ensuring an environment that actively supports students
in the work of learning (mindset, connections, community),

Absolute clarity about a powerful learning destination
(KUDs, engagement, understanding),

Persistently knowing where students are in relation to the
destination all along the way (formative assessment
for and as instruction),

Adjusting teaching to make sure each student arrives at the 
destination and, when possible, moves beyond it 
(addressing readiness, interest, learning profile),

Effective leadership & management of  flexible classroom routines.
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Environment Curriculum

AssessmentInstruction
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THE HALLMARK OF EFFECTIVE TEACHING

Environment, Curriculum, Assessment, Instruction & Leadership/Management Working Together
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If this is all

differentiation is,

then why doesn’t

everyone do it?

I guess what I’m 

asking is which of these

elements do teachers 

feel are 

unimportant?

Here’s what informed and consistent attention to differentiation produces…..

Seems like a worthy investment!

Seems like a worthy investment!
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An Invitational 
Learning Environment

Growth mindset

Teacher-student connections

Community

Invitational Learning
Invitational learning requires a transparent commitment to promote learning for all, 
consideration for a student’s prior learning & of what each student brings to the lesson.  It 
requires a sense of fairness and openness to allow students to learn, to make errors & to 
collaborate in the success of the learning.

It allows for a dialogue among teacher and students related to understanding the concepts in 
the lesson.  Further, invitational learning requires the teacher to be proficient in establishing 
& maintaining such an environment & observably demonstrating high expectations for all 
students…

Learning is invitational when the teacher demonstrates:

1) Respect—treating all students with the belief that 
they are able, valuable, & responsible.

2) Trust—The lesson led to collaborative engagement 
in learning, indicating that the process of 
learning is as important as the product.

3) Optimism—The students get the clear message 
from the teacher that they possess 
untapped potential to learn what is 
being taught.

4) Intentionality—Each step in the lesson was specifically designed to invite
every student to learn.

Hattie, J. (2012). Visible learning for teachers: Maximizing impact on learning.  New York: Routledge, pp. 139-140.
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“An average student with a teacher whose teacher-

student interactions scored 1 standard deviation

below the mean in Emotional Support would, on average,

place in the 41st percentile in end-of-year tests.

The same student with a teacher whose interactions

scored 1 standard deviation above the mean in

Emotional Support would, on average, place in the 

59th percentile in end-of-year tests.”

Allen, J., Gregory, A., Mikami, J, Hamre, B., & Pianta, R.  Predicting Adolescent Achievement with the CLASS-S 
Observation Tool.  A CASTL Research Brief.  University of Virginia, Curry School of Education
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Everyone brings something important to the success of the team…
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Cris Lozon’s kindergarten students doing “monster math” “Best day ever!”

“We should focus on the greatest source 
of variance that can make the difference –
the teacher….We need to direct attention 
at higher quality teaching, and higher 
expectations that students can meet 
appropriate challenges – and these occur 
once the classroom door is closed and not 
by reorganizing which or how many 
students are behind those doors…” (p. 3).

To Improve Student Achievement

John Hattie



Copyright 2017 Carol Tomlinson 12

A Quality Curriculum that 
Focuses & Energizes Learning

 Clear, comprehensive learning goals  (KUDs)

 A plan to engage learners

 Focus on understanding

It’s essential to be clear about

what a curriculum is—and isn’t.

(A curriculum includes, but should not be limited to a set of standards/goals.

In other words, a curriculum should not be seen as a “fixed” or “immutable” 

entity.)
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This is NOT a meal…

It’s ingredients for a meal!

You would not take people you care about into 

the kitchen, point to the ingredients on the 

counter, and say, “Here’s dinner.  Eat it.”

To make dinner, 

you mix the Ingredients in an 

appetizing and healthful way…

…ensuring the right balance 

of ingredients
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In fact - with the same 

ingredients, you can make a base

that you can then use to 

make many different 

dishes

dishes

depending on the needs

& tastes of your diners.

Analyze how particular elements of a story or drama 
interact (e.g., how setting shapes the characters or plot).

Grade 7 Literature

Know
Elements of fiction (plot, setting, character, theme)
Analysis, evidence, interaction, supporting a position

Understand
Elements in our lives affect us and affect one another.

The people we associate with help shape us—and we help shape them.
Time of day, weather, where we are, the music we hear all impact our

mood, thoughts, and actions.
The “themes” of our lives that most strongly represent who we are and

what we stand for shape our thoughts, lives, and actions.
Authors use the elements of fiction in purposeful ways to guide readers’ thinking.
Stories are representations of life and in that way, act like our lives do.
Each element in a story shapes every other element in the story.

Do
Recognize the elements in a story.
Analyze how the elements interact—and why.
Provide evidence from the story to support 

their explanation.
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It’s a Mystery!!!
A kindergarten example

of quality curriculum:
Engagement + Understanding

with Standards

When the kindergartners came to
school, they saw something unusual.

Something or someone had been in
their cubbies on the porch outside
their classroom.

A cookie had been taken out of its
wrapper and a juice box was almost
eaten!

Cris Lozon & colleagues

They saw tracks from an animal, but no one knew what made those tracks.

“Look!  The tracks go down to 
there!”

“Maybe it’s dog prints.”

“It can’t be a big person 

It can’t be baby prints because
there is some fur sticking out of 
it.”

It can’t be squirrel prints because
they are too small.”

“It looks like it has only four 
fingers and three toes.”

And that’s how the scientific
thinking of the kindergarten 
students started.
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The kids asked the secretary if she knew about different animals on campus that might go 
into their cubbies at night.  They showed her what they found.  She knows the campus 
better than anyone.  They looked for more tracks on campus.

They constructed a hypothesis about which animals on campus might have made the prints.
They called Miss Amy in the library to see if she could help them find books about raccoons
and possums and any other animals that might have four fingers and three toes.  She could!
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At exploration time, they played with wooden animals and wondered whether any of those animals might 
make prints like the ones on the porch. They tested their hypothesis about what animal might have made 
the prints by looking at patterns in the books Miss Amy gave them. They analyzed their data in groups and 
concluded that a raccoon came and ate the snack in their cubbies.

At the end of the day, Cris taught the 
students the elements of scientific 
inquiry that they’d been using.

We talked about how when they were 
outside, they exhibited behaviors of a 
group of scientists who asked questions, 
formed hypothesis, experimented with 
clues in around the premises, compared 
and contrasted the tracks, 
and used tools (some ran back in the
classroom and got the magnifying glasses)
to help them find the answers

The kindergartners asked for a list of
the words so they could tell their
parents about their work as scientists.
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Kindergarten KUDs for “It’s a Mystery”

Know:
scientist, observe, scientific method, inquiry, experiment, hypothesis, tools, clues, 
compare/contrast

Understand:
Scientists try to answer questions about the world around them.
Scientists observe so they can ask and answer important questions.
Scientists use information to get clues about how things work so they can answer 
important questions.
Scientists test their ideas to see which ones are correct.
Scientists can explain how they work and why they get the answers they get to their 
questions.

Be Able to Do:
Compare and contrast
Develop a question to answer through inquiry
Hypothesize
Use information to establish clues
Draw an informed conclusion and explain the conclusion

Clear KUDs matter in any curriculum because they facilitate teacher clarity,

alignment between goals, assessments, and instructional planning.

They matter additionally for differentiation because they let us know

what to differentiate!

Who needs additional work with KNOWS?

Who needs more practice with DOs?

Who needs to continue building understanding?

Who shows misunderstanding?

How can I connect students’ interests with KUDs? 

How can I provide varied approaches

to proficiency with the KUDs?
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Strong KUDs are non-negotiable for:

 CIA alignment

 A “thinking classroom”

 A classroom designed to work

for each student.
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Persistent use of Formative Assessment
to Inform Teaching & Learning

 Tightly aligned with KUDs

 Focus on understanding

 Of and for learning

 Emphasis on feedback vs. grading

Black and Wiliam (1998) proposed that effective 
formative assessment involves:

• teachers making adjustments to teaching and learning in 
response to assessment evidence;

• students receiving feedback about their learning with 
advice on what they can do to improve; and

• students' participation in the process through self-
assessment.

They concluded that the student learning gains triggered by 
formative assessment were among the largest ever 
reported for educational interventions.

Effective Formative Assessment

Heritage, M. (2010). Formative assessment & next generation 
assessment systems: Are we losing an opportunity.  A paper 
prepared for the Council of Chief State School Officers, p. 2.
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https://www.teachingchannel.org/videos/class-warm-up-routine

My Favorite No

6min Gr8 math

Based on this strategy, what
does Ms. Acala see as the 
purpose of formative assessment?

Would she be interested in giving
students a grade for their index
card answers?  Why or why not?

Based on what you see in the
early part of this whole-class lesson,
what might Ms. Acala want/need
to do next (or later) in the lesson? 

Instruction that Addresses Students’
Varied Readiness Levels, Interests, &

Approaches to Learning

 Guided by formative assessment

 Tightly linked with KUDs

 Emphasis on understanding

 Flexible grouping

 Respectful tasks

 “Teaching Up”

https://www.teachingchannel.org/videos/class-warm-up-routine
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Differentiation Addressed Directly…

Teachers must know where students are and aim to move them
“+1” beyond that point; thus the idea of teaching the class as 
a whole is unlikely to pitch the lesson correctly for all students.  
This is where the skill of teachers in knowing the similarities 
across students and allowing for the differences
becomes so important.

Differentiation relates primarily to structuring classes so that all students are
working at or “+1” from where they start, such that all can have maximal 
opportunities to attain the success criteria of the lessons.

A truism in many schools is that the year of schooling reflects the spread of
of readiness levels more than anything else—at year 5 suggesting a 5 year
readiness spread among students and a year 10 a 10 year spread.  How to
accommodate this spread is a major concern.  

Hattie, J. (2012). Visible learning for teachers: Maximizing impact on learning.  New York: Routledge, p. 97.

Many schools—especially high schools—resort to structural methods (e.g. tracking, 
pull-out programs). Despite these methods, all classes are full of heterogeneity, 
which is likely advantageous because students can learn so much from one another.
There is no doubt that every student is different from every other one.  An
art of teaching is seeing the commonality among the differences and having
peers work together around those
commonalities—especially when
they bring different talents,
errors, interests, and dispositions 
to the situation.  

Note that differentiation relates 
more to  addressing students’ 
different phases of learning from 
novice to capable to proficient 
rather than merely providing 
different activities to different 
groups or students.

Hattie, J. (2012). Visible learning for teachers: Maximizing impact on learning.  New York: Routledge, p. 97.
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For differentiation to be effective, teachers need to know, for each student, 
where the student begins and where he or she is in his or her journey toward meeting
the criteria of the lesson.

Is the student a novice, somewhat capable, or proficient?  What are his or her
strengths and gaps in knowledge and understanding?  What learning strategies does
he or she have and how can we help him or her to develop other useful learning
strategies?

Depending on the student’s phase of learning, their understanding of surface and
deep thinking, their phase of motivation, and their strategies of learning, the teacher
will have to provide different ways in which students can demonstrate mastery and
understanding along the way to meeting the criteria for success.

It should be obvious that rapid formative feedback can 
be very powerful for teachers to know a student’s phase 
of learning and then help them to achieve “+1” outcomes.

Hattie, J. (2012). Visible learning for teachers: Maximizing impact on learning.  New York: Routledge, p. 98.

An Example of Differentiation based on Student Readiness
Middle School Social Studies

“Teaching Up”

Readiness Teaching Up

Readiness is a student’s proximity to 
specified learning goals.

It is not a synonym for ability or capacity.

It should be variable across goals, not
fixed or seen as fixed.

It is one student characteristic on the 
basis of which teachers differentiate.

It is determined based largely on pre-
assessment, on-going (formative 
assessment, & teacher observation.

Teaching Up is based on the assumption 
that the vast majority of students should 
have access to the richest curriculum a 
school can offer.

It also works from the premise that 
students get smarter when we teach them 
like they’re smart.

A teacher begins planning for advanced 
students and differentiates by providing 
scaffolding that enables other students to 
work successfully toward those complex 
goals.



Copyright 2017 Carol Tomlinson 23

EVERYONE’S TASKS:

Clear KUDs

Require careful thought

Focus on understanding

Problems to solve/Issues to address

Use key knowledge & skills to explore,

or extend understandings

Authentic

Require support, explanation, application,

evaluation, transfer

Criteria at or above “meets expectations”

Require metacognition, reflection, planning,

evaluation

Plan first for high-end challenge, then scaffold to 

support a broad range of students in 

accessing the complexity

New World Explorers

KNOW

• Key biographical information on two “New World 
Explorers”

• Key contributions of the two explorers

UNDERSTAND

• Exploration involves
– risk
– costs and benefits
– success and failure

Do
• Use resource materials to illustrate

& support ideas
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New World Explorers

Using a teacher-
provided list of 
resources and list of 
product options, 
show how 2 key 
explorers took 
chances, experienced 
success and failure, 
and brought about 
both positive and 
negative change. 
Provide 
proof/evidence.

Using reliable and 
defensible 
research, develop 
a way to show 
how New World 
Explorers were 
paradoxes. 
Include and go 
beyond the unit 
principles.

If Version 1 of the task is too demanding for students with more 
complex learning challenges, consider:

Providing resource boxes with appropriate materials,
Having students meet in start-up groups with the teacher to plan,
Enabling the student to use his/her first language,
Using brainstorming or think-tank groups prior to beginning work,
Providing graphic organizers  with prompts to guide gathering and

synthesizing information,
Giving directions one step at a time,
Having students check in with the teacher after each step, 
Having students who need planning assistance create a timeline/checklist 

for completing their work,
Writing the directions with more basic vocabulary, 
Writing the directions in bulleted form, 
Providing a model of straightforward, competent student work,
Providing a summary of ideas in the student’s first language to

support comprehension,
Providing a list of key vocabulary with clear explanations,
Using “experts of the day” to answer questions,
Etc.
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Defensible Differentiation:

•Teaches 
UpAlways

•Waters 
downNever

Leading Students & 
Managing Routines

Teacher-student partnerships

Balance of predictability & elasticity
(an “orderly-flexible classroom”)

Careful planning to build student agency
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•Has a vision for something good

•Has the capacity to share the vision

& enlist others in it

•Builds a team for achieving the 

vision

•Renews commitment to the vision

•Celebrates successes

•ABOUT PEOPLE

•Plans schedules

•Handles details

•Prepares materials

•Arranges furniture

•Orchestrates movement

•Practices routines

•Troubleshoots

•ABOUT MECHANICS

First be a leader Then be a manager

1. Dysfunctional
2.

Adequate

3.

Orderly

3a.

Orderly 
Restrictive

3b.

Orderly 

Flexible

Relevant Research for School Decisions • Academic Challenge for the children of Poverty

Educational Research Service, Arlington, VA. p. 11

Kinds of Learning Environments
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Provide 

examples to 

illustrate

Allow for 

in-class 

practice

Assign 

homework

Introduce 

and teach 

concept 

[idea, skill]

SAMPLE ROUTINE

What subject does this look like?

What students might experience the most success 

within the structure of this routine? 

What students might experience the least success 

within the structure of this routine? 

A flexible learning environment includes opportunities to  focus on
individual needs and opportunities for group conversation and 

collaboration.

Teaching and learning in a differentiated classroom form a rhythm of 
“breaking apart” and “coming together.”

Goals that are specific to individuals or small groups are best achieved 
in times of breaking apart.

Goals that are shared by the class as a whole are best achieved in
times of coming together.
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Whole Class Differentiated

Discussion on elements in our lives and how they interact.

Introduction to unit.
Review of elements of literature using matching exercise 
in which some students have cards w/ element names, 
some have definitions, some have examples from stories 
students have read in common.
Discussion of things we analyze in our daily lives and how 
we go about it—create a set of steps in analysis.

Students work in quads or triads to analyze a story to 
identify story elements and analyze how they work 
together.  Group size, story choice, and graphic organizer 
used to guide work will vary based on pre-assessment 
results.  Teacher will meet with small groups throughout 
the class period.

Whole class review of theme, proposing themes in lives of 
famous people, analyzing how they arrived at those 
themes. Practice with themes in brief “stories” –Stories vary in 

mode, complexity, support.  Varied organizers.
Identify and support your conclusion—Identify and show 
how the elements contribute to a theme.

Identify and demonstrate how the elements contribute
Develop a story in which elements interact to point to 
a theme—Varied directions, organizers, supports, modes 

of expression.
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If this is all

differentiation is,

then why doesn’t

everyone do it?

I guess what I’m 

asking is which of these

elements do teachers 

feel are 

unimportant?
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It is important to say that change is a possible 

task:  “Schools, classrooms, and school 

systems can and do improve.  The factors 

facilitating improvement are neither so exotic, 

unusual or expensive that they are beyond 

the grasp of…ordinary schools.”

Clark, Lotto & Astuto in Michael Fullan (2001), 

The New Meaning of Educational Change (3rd Edition), 

pp. 59-66.

We live in a time when…

 we contribute to our own peril if we don’t plan proactively to
provide the highest quality education to every student
that we know how to provide to any student.

 we lose the attention and motivation of too many students who
feel school is not for them

 we can see the cost of a less than fully and thoughtfully educated
citizenry on the news every day.


