
The Differentiated Classroom
Not As Hard As You Think

Jessica Brown & Julia Mihelich 



Mindstreaming
Activity 

Think of a lesson that was 
very successful and one that 
was not successful. 

Get ready to share them 
with a partner. 



Share out 

● What made your lessons successful? 
● Who has an failed lesson to share? 



Table Talk
Sticky-note Activity 

● What are the benefits of 
differentiation? 

● What are your fears with 
differentiation? 



If you’re still 
wondering 

whether or not 
differentiation is 

a good idea...

Here is a video to 
defend its honor.

http://study.com/academy/lesson/differentiated-instruction-adapting-the-learning-environment-for-students.html


Myth Busting: Differentiated Instruction: 
3 Myths and 3 Truths

1. Read through each of the myths and truths
2. Reflect on whether your fears and/or benefits were supported 

or challenged by the article



Take a second to 
check over your 
post-it sections. 
Should any of 
them be moved or 
added?





How can we make it more accessible? 

What is our purpose? What are we going to do 
with this? 

● You have to read this paper for curricular 
expectations (you processing this reading)

● You need to learn this content (you 
learning this content





2 Major Ways to Organize Differentiation

1. Transparent Choice Differentiation -- presenting multiple 
options and/or levels to students and allowing them to 
choose which option they would like to take

2. Purposeful Flexible Grouping (Teacher Chosen) -- teacher 
assigns students to groups based on some sort of pre-
assessment 



Pre-Assessment results



Homogeneous



Heterogeneous



Pull-Out



Parallel Teaching



Note: Often 
easiest to begin 
with READINESS!!



Names for Transparent Choice Readiness:

1. Straight Ahead -- Moving right along where you should be 
(NOTE: IT IS NOT MOVING DOWN; IT IS MOVING FORWARD -- 
This should be considered grade level)

2. Uphill -- A little added challenge 
3. Mountainous -- A BIG challenge



Example One: Grouping (Beginning Band)

● Most students practice in a whole heterogeneous setting
● Small groups of students work on review app in homogeneous small group pull 

out
● One MOUNTAINOUS student works in pull out entire time with a video of teacher
● Flexible grouping
● Process AND Content



Example Two A: Leveled Lesson (Math)

● You can differentiate a lesson, review, exit slips, quiz, etc. 
based off readiness. 

● This lesson is a review for a quiz and then the same format for 
the quiz. 

● Process AND/OR Product
● Readiness and Interest



Example Two B: Leveled Lesson (PE)
5 reps of 3 different exercises, for 5 minutes. The exercises can change, depending on what the focus is that week- Cardiovascular, 
Strength, Flexibility, Team building. (*I’ve done 5 exercises, but found that 3 works better, less time explaining, more working) 
ALL students are actively engaged for full 5 minute workout. You can do it too!   
*none to minimal equipment, minimal space needed. 

The Exercises: Jumping Jacks, Push-ups, Burpees… Most have up to three different versions for each student to choose what’s best 
for them. The goal is to never have a student say, “I can’t do it”...you will see you CAN! 

Differentiated: I’ve used terms such as Amateure/high school, College, Profession…(When you say “Professional” many think they 
already should be PRO athletes. So they go right to it… which is great. 
NOTE: Each exercise has a designated area where you need to do the particular exercise- this promotes movement and increases 
cardiovascular health- many times students will run to get to the spot, as not to waste time. 

Jumping Jacks: (*5 reps)  All should be started & finished while stationary- (Not while moving to JJ station area) 

 Amateure/High School: Basic Jumping Jack. Hands at sides, jump separating feet, bringing hands above shoulders. 
College: Basic Jumping Jack. Hands at sides, Jump separating feet, Bring hands above head with a clap. 
Pro: Jumping Jacks while holding 2.5 lbs weights. (* careful you don’t bang your hands on weights) 

● Process
● Readiness AND Interest



Example Three: Reading Comprehension 
(Language Arts)



Example Three: Reading Comprehension 
(Language Arts) Cont.



Example Four: Leveled Reading (Language 
Arts)
● All students reading the same story, but students will read at different levels 
● One exemplary website to do this easily is newsela.com
● Content
● Readiness

https://newsela.com/articles/zika-rio-opinion/id/18411/


Example Five: Sentence Starters

● Students will need complete a piece of writing, but the level of scaffolding will vary
● Straight Ahead: 
● Uphill:
● Mountainous:
● Process
● Readiness



Example Six: Menu of Options (Social Studies)

● Menu of Options: 



Example Seven: Menu of Options (Science)
● Students can choose from a variety of topics (these are a few examples from 

many)



Example Seven: Menu of Options (Science) 
cont.
● Teacher sets specific stipulations for each topic



Example Seven: Menu of Options (Science) 
cont.
● Students can choose from a long list of ideas to present their knowledge

● Content AND Product
● Interest AND Learning Profile



Example Eight: R.A.F.T. (Language Arts)
● RAFT Assignment (R.ole, A.udience, F.ormat, T.opic)
● Content AND Product
● Interest AND Learning Profile



Example Nine: Alternate Assignments 
(Language Arts)
● Same objective, different tasks
● Process AND Product
● Learning Profile



Example Ten: Alternate Assignments (Social 
Studies)
● All students would tell the story of how Hunters and Gatherers become 

Agricultural Societies
● Product
● Learning Profile



Example 11: Enrichment 

● Provide enrichment project for students that want to go further into a topic. 
● They can work on it during a lesson or outside of school
● Process, Content, OR Process
●  Readiness or Interest



Classroom 
Management? 
Thoughts from 

Sousa and 
Tomlinson 

(2011)

Leader Manager

Focuses on people Plans schedules

Has a vision for 
something good

Plans schedules

Has the capacity to share 
the vision and enlist 

others in it

Handles details

Builds a team for 
achieving the vision

Prepares materials

Renews the commitment 
to the vision

Arranges furniture

Celebrates successes Orchestrates movement

Practices routines

Troubleshoots

What is your view of classroom 
management and teacher role?

(Sousa and Tomlinson, 2011, p. 167)



Four Kinds of Classroom Environments
Dysfunctional Learning 

Environments
Adequate Learning 

Environments
● Constant struggle for control
● Uncomfortable to be in
● Difficult to complete work

● Basic level or order
● Tension exists from the power struggles
● Interruptions occur
● Some academic work can be accomplished

Orderly-Restrictive Learning 
Environments

Orderly-Flexible Learning 
Environments

● Classes run smoothly
● Highly managed
● Tight routines
● Limited range of instructional 

strategies

● Classes run smoothly
● Loosely structured days
● Variety of instructional strategies
● Classroom routine is flexible and 

changeable
● Most likely to have learning occur(Sousa and Tomlinson, 2011, p. 168)



Flexible Learning Environments:

● Encourage Relaxed Alertness
○ Low Threat; High Challenge
○ Optimal emotional state; learner feels both competent and confident

● Students in these environments show increases in:
○ Competence
○ Creative performance
○ Vocabulary use and variety
○ Problem-solving performance

(Sousa and Tomlinson, 2011, p. 167)



Let’s Review

● Start small 
● Make it a habit from the start
● Don’t think you have to differentiate 

everything everyday
● Three is the magic number
● Ask for help
● Don’t get discouraged if it doesn’t work
● Time up front is paid back in the end



Table Talk
Reflection Activity

Think back to the unsuccessful 
lessons we shared at the beginning , 
how could we fix them?

Think of the lesson you shared, how 
could you fix it? 



Questions?


