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The Challenges of Today's

Diverse Classrooms

What is your biggest challenge as a teacher? For
many, it 15 attempting to respond o an increas-
ingly broad spectrum of student needs, back-
grounds, and learning styles. We know a lot more
than our predecessors about why some students
learn casily and others struggle. We have useful
mformation  about thinking  and ' learning
strengths and limitations; about the influence of
socieeconomic and family factors on children's
schoo)] - performance and on their access to
regources and learning experiences, both within
and outside the home; and about the role of gen-
der and cultural background in learning prefer-
ences. We know the importance of a student's
readiness, learning stvle, motivation, interests,
regard for learning, and confidence. All these
factors broaden the range of student needs
within ‘a single classroom. But how do we
address those needs? And what about the influ-
ence of state corriculum standards, graduation
requirements, and performance assessments?

Differentiated instruction is a way of thinking
about teaching and learning. It is also a collec
tion of strategies that help you better address
and manage the variety of learning needs in
your classroom. How can you diagnose your stu-
dents' learning needs accurately and practically?
How can you provide learning opportunities that
increase the likelihood of student success? The
answers to these guestions are what differentiat-
ing instruction is all about

Differentiated instruction is not a new mend.
It is based on the best practices in education. It
puts stidents at the center of teaching and leam-
ing. It -lets -their learning meeds -direct “your
instructional planning.

The Goals of Differentiated
Instruction

Differentiated instruction enhances learning for
all students by engaging them in activities that
better respond to their particular learning needs,
strengths, and preferences. The goals of differ-
entiated instruction are:

B To develop challenging amd engaging tasks
for each learner.

B To develop instructional activities based
on essential topics and concepts, significant
processes and skills, and multiple ways to

display learning.

B To provide flexible approaches to content,
instruction, and products.

B o respond to students' readiness, instruc-
tional needs, interests, and learning
preferences,

B To provide opportunities for students to
work in varied instructional formats.

B To meet curriculum standards and require-
ments for each lecarner

B To establish learner-responsive, teacher-
facilitated classrooms.

About This Book

This book provides a wide variety of strategies for
differentiating instruction. As a professional, you'll
easily recognize those that make sense o vou and
the technigues that refléct your style of teaching.
A strategy that's easy for one teacher to use may
be burdénsome for another At the same time, the
way  you differentate instruction for this year's
group of students may differ from what works
next year The intent is o introdace many options



Within gach of jhﬂaa units, students explore
various aspects of the essential question. For
exarmple:

Whao were the leaders of this peripd of American
histary (for example, during the Civil Warp?

What characteristics of eadership did each person
possess (for mrmple, Livicol) ?

Ag they returm to the essential question in urnit
after ‘unit, stadents discover what - leadership
entails through various pericds of American his-
tory, T tie content from one unit to the next, you
might ask students, for example, to explore the
similarities and  ditferences  between - Lincoln's
leadership during the Civil War and Washington's
leadership during the Revolutionary War 1 your
curriculum: is: organized around essential ques:
tiens and if instruction flows from them, students
should be able to-answer essential questions from
what they've learned in each unit.

Present your essential guestions to students
at' the beginning of the year ‘or your course.
Allow time for guestions and discussion; then
post the questions on a bulletin board or class-
room wall 50 you can refer back (o them.

Unit Questiuns

Onee you have developed essential questions, it's
time to design unit-level guestons. Unit questions
provide specific content and facts about essen-

tial guestions, They add depth amd specificity.
Here are examples of essential questions fol-
Iowed by their associaved Bnit questions:

Geography
Essential Cuestion: What 15 geographical
change?

Linedt: Geography and climate of North America
it Chiesrions:

1. What are the important seasonal and climatic
chamges ifn Morth America?

2. What natural forces have changed the
geography of North America?

3. How has land use changed the geography of
Morth America?

What Do You Teach? 55

4, How have population changes in North
America affected its geography?

5. How have people’s use of land and water
affected geography and climate in MNorth
AErcar

Life Science
Essenitial Questions:

1. 'What are living organisms?

2, What are some characteristics of living
Organisma?

3. How are living organisms classified in
SCienoe’

4. What are common laws or principles of
living arganisms?

5. What ams common ovcles or patterns of
living organisms?

Dwit: Amphibians
L'nit Questions:
1. What are the characteristics of amphibians?

2. What animals ar= included in the class
Amphibia?

3. Which laws or principles of living organisms
govern the life cycle of amphibians?

4. Which cycles or patterns of living organisms
do amphibdans follow?

Writing Unit (Juestions
Here are some tips for writing unit questions:

B To distinguish - between essential “and unit
questions, think  BIG/Tittle, " Essential ‘questions
are the big ideas and concepts that vou'll revisit
throughout the vear/courss, ever as vou stedy
different topics. Umit questions are subsets of
essential questions that address specific content
and skills.

W Relate unit questions directly 10 essential
questions o maintain vour focus on what's
important o teach.

W Prioritize content by limiting the number of
unit questions to five or fewer. Drop or set aside
any content that takes yvou away from your
questions.
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B Make the questions as interesting as possible,
since, like your essontial questions, you'll be
sharing them with students.

B Mot every essential question will necessarily
be addressed in each unit, nor will every essen-
tial question have only one unit guestion. 1t all
depends on how the content flows in a particu.
lar wnit.

Unit Questions as a Teaching Tool

As vou begin each unit, post the unil questions
with their corresponding essential questions. Refer
back to both often so students can see the inpor-
tance of the particular content ou're presenting.
At the end of each unit, students should be
able to answer each unit gueston = provided that
yvou've based your curriculum on essential ques.
tioms and your activities on unit guestions. At the
end of your course, students should be able to
respond in detail to each essential question.

Using Essential and Unit
Questions to Differentiate
Instruction

Formulating essential questions and unit gues-
tions gives you a framework in which to dif-
ferentiate activities. As vou design activities that
respond 1o students” needs, continue fo ask your-
self: What leamning experiences will ‘enable my
students o understand and answer my Curtici-
lum's essental guestions® How can T vary my
instruction so that more students can successtlly
answer my unit guestions? Differentiated activi-
fies should be as relevant and significant as any
other learning activity you ask your students to do.
T determing dhe relevance of activities, examing
how well they reflect essential and unit questions.

Choosing a Unit of Your Own

Use the form on page 63, Essential Questions
ard Unit Cestions, © formulate gquestions for
your coutse or curricalum, and for & specific
unit. Here's the procedure for completing the
form, as illustrated by the sample on page 57:

1. Subject. Select a subject you'd like to difber-
entiate, such as algebra 1, third-grade reading, or
Amuerican history. The sample subject is fourth-
grade science.

2. Most important concepts. Consider: What
are the most important concepts in this material
that my students should investigate? What is
essential for them to know and remember? List
these on the form, indicating those concepts that
address reguired curriculum standards. Notice
that on the sample two of the impontant concepts
are related to curniculum standarda: the interac-
tions and interdependence of living systems and
the interactions of people, places, and lecations.

3. Essential questions. Write up o five essential
guestions that reflect these important concepts.
Ask yoursell: What concepts will T return to unit
by unit threughout the year or during the course?
Phrase your questions in language students will
understand. For example: “What are some typical
plants and animals that live in each blosphere?™
Indicate gquestions that address curriculim stan-
dards: for example, the sample guestion, “How do
plants and animals interact in cach biosphere?”
relates to the curriceium smandard “the inverac-
tiens and interdependence of living systems.”

4. Unit/theme, Now choose one unit or theme
vou'd like to differentiate. Choose one that, from
vour experience, could be better presented with
differentiated activities. A likely candidate is a
unit or theme that includes leaming goals that
some students are close to mastering and some
need more work on, Il yow're a beginning
teacheror new to this grade level or course, sim-
ply select a unit you'd like to differentiate. This
may be one you're particularly interested in or
one you see as a special challenge, The sample
unit is *Ocean Biosphere.”

5. Unit gquestions. Write up to five unit ques-
tions that build on, elaborate on, and make more
specific the essential questions yvou've formi-
lated. Remember that umit questions convey
specific facts and concepts in “student-friendly”
language. For esach wnit question, identify the
related essential question. In our example, the
unit question “What are the characteristics of
poeans?™ relates o the first essential question,
“What are the characieristics of a bivsphere?
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