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For many successful educators, 
supporting exceptional learners means 
differentiating curricula and instruction. 
While this approach is admirable and 
effective, I find that a significant obstacle is 
having enough time to plan individualized 
supports for adhering to the goal of 
differentiation. In a perfect world, there 
would be more teachers with fewer students, 
and more time to make specific adjustments 
for each of the individuals that come into a 
classroom. While I certainly do not dismiss 
the idea of differentiation, I have found that 
taking a broad approach is effective given 
the nature of the students I teach and the 
limited amount of time I have in which 
to teach them. Specifically, I plan lessons, 
select instructional methods, and deploy 
assessments based on principles of effective 
teaching to raise achievement and preserve 
the social-moral fabric of the classroom.

Ensuring respect, safety, and value. 
The first principle is ensuring students 
feel respected, safe and valued. I treat my 
students with dignity while insisting on 
high standards of work and conduct from all 
classroom participants. I never communi-
cate that mastery of subject matter is beyond 
the reach of any student. At the same time, I 
deploy activities for remediation when they 
are needed, such as inviting students in after 
class for extra help, periodically reviewing 
assignments, and organizing students into 
peer-assisted study groups. As a result, I 
know that with effort, any student can be 
successful in the classes I teach.

Preparing for diverse learning 
preferences. I have a deep interest in 
understanding how students develop and 
learn, and I pride myself on incorporating 
my knowledge on the current and emerging 
theories of cognition and development into 
my daily practice. I understand that very 
few students actually acquire lasting, usable 
knowledge if instruction is irrelevant or 
unsupported according to the different ways 
knowledge and skills are cultivated. For me, 
this means lessons must utilize multiple 
instructional strategies that together are 
able to meet the needs of a wide range of 
students. For example, learning activities 
incorporating physical engagement benefit 
students with kinesthetic preferences. Verbal 
and linguistic learners benefit from whole 
class and small group discussions. Visual 
learners benefit from questions, models and 
video clips being projected on the classroom 
screen. Intrapersonal and interpersonal 
students benefit from the opportunity for 
both individual and group responsibilities. 
Application of multiple instructional 
strategies promotes success for all students.

Planning efficient, organized, and 
coherent lessons. All students are more 
successful in a class in which activities are 
planned in a logical order, from simple 
to more complex, with a clear beginning, 
middle and end (Marzano, 2007). Within 
the lessons I plan, the outcomes, activities, 
materials, methods and grouping of students 
are aligned. Additionally, I incorporate 
different rates of activity, from slow and 

steady reflection to frenetic production. My 
intent is to alternate the pace at least every 
10 minutes. Brain research suggests that 
people of all ages tend to lose focus after 10 
minutes and need alternative stimulation 
(Medina, 2008). Alternating the pacing 
provides stimulation and gives students a 
sense of progress.

Facilitate autonomous thinking. 
I favor activities in which students are 
cognitively active, such as class discussion. 
Discussion encourages students to explore, 
develop and express their own ideas, while 
processing other points of view. Research on 
learning suggests that discussion is supe-
rior to lecture for promoting higher-order 
thinking skills such as analysis, evaluation, 
and synthesis (Caram & Davis, 2005). The 
assumption is that when students actively 
and cooperatively develop knowledge, 
understanding, attitudes and behaviors, they 
are more apt to retain these attributes than 
if they had received them passively.

Three techniques for facilitating 
autonomous thinking include wait time, 
redirecting, and complete ideas. For me, 
wait time means withholding immediate 
responses to encourage student thinking. 
Redirection is helpful when a student 
asks me a question while working with a 
group, I respond with, “ask each other” and 
remain nearby as students derive answers 
with their peers. Last, requiring complete 
ideas from students as they respond reduces 
the likelihood of an incomplete answer. 
Sentence frames helpful for prompting 
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complete responses include 1) avoid the 
word thing, 2) what do you mean by it, and 
3) be specific.

Thoughtful questioning. I utilize 
strategic questioning in order to guide and 
build student understanding of concepts. I 
often prepare questions in advance, which 
allows me to focus on what the students are 
doing during the lesson, not what I am go-
ing to say next. Prepared questions help me 
address common misconceptions, allow for 
easier success for some students and deeper 
challenges for others. Once a question has 
been posed, I use think-pair-share and other 
quick activities to activate student memory 
of background knowledge or to practice 
responses with a peer before sharing with 
the class.

Make learning positive and fun. I like 
to infuse my lessons with fun. No matter 
the level of student achievement or ability, 
when the students are enjoying themselves, 
their mental states are receptive for learning. 
When I am having fun, obviously enjoy-
ing the content or structure of a lesson, 
the students will mirror my interest and 
enthusiasm. Not every second of every les-
son has to be fun. Brief interludes of humor, 
movement, song or story are sufficient. 
In my class, a review dance is one way I 
incorporate fun. My students and I have 
choreographed the major ideas from each 
unit of study, which over the course of the 
school year evolves into a longer and longer 
review dance. The dance adds novelty and 
fun to the class structure, while helping 
students recall information from the entire 
course sequence.

Justify and explain instruction to 
students. I never want my students to 
wonder why we are doing an activity. I like 
to explain the logic behind any activity, rule, 
expectation, or assessment. I have found 
that students are more cooperative if they 
understand each lesson segment, which 
requires a brief rationale and clear expecta-
tions. For example, in a recent lesson, I 
recall saying “the reason I’m having you 
do that is that it forces you to talk to each 
other, and also to look at your notes and 
to find gaps in your knowledge that you 
might need to fill.” And again, “the reason 
we are going to do this is because not only 
is it important in our class, but scientists, 
practicing scientists of all kinds, in medical 
or research fields, data analysis, all use this 
technique.” And finally, “Do not talk for the 
first 15 seconds. You’ve got to give yourself 

time to process the question and come up 
with an answer.”

Catching them on-task. Another strat-
egy I use to challenge students is catching 
them on task by cold calling. Cold calling 
usually means students are unsure when 
they will be called on to respond and this 
tends to promote attention. In my class, 
cold calling is not used as a “gotcha” for off 
task behavior. Rather, it is used as a way 
to systematically check for understanding 
among students, which is necessary for rais-
ing achievement (Black & Wiliam, 1998). 
I call on students of all abilities to respond 
to a question, informally assessing compre-
hension of the content at hand. While cold 
calling, I encourage show-of-hands if others 
want to respond. Moving seamlessly be-
tween calling on students with raised hands 
and cold calling encourages participation 
and distributes talk-time across the class. 

Enabling choice. Students in my class 
have opportunities to make choices about 
their learning. Choice promotes students’ 
sense of autonomy, positive behavior, and 
self-motivation. For example, within my 
DNA model assignment, students have 
choice about their partner and the amount 
of detail to include. Students pick and 
choose from a menu of options to include in 
their model (without limit to the number of 
options they select). Students with varying 
levels of skill and background knowledge 
have equal access to content, along with 
exercise of creativity.

Sampling performance with multiple 
assessments. I value the fact that all of my 
students have unique talents and gifts, and 
operate from varying levels of skill, knowl-
edge, and dispositions toward learning. The 
conclusion of this reality is that a variety of 
assessment techniques are required for valid 
evaluation of performance, whatever the 
subject matter at hand. Some methods I use 
for collecting information for making deci-
sions about students and instruction include 
1) teacher talks, 2) self-assessments, and 3) 
pretests.

Teacher talks are informal chats with 
colleagues who have taught my students in 
previous courses. I ask questions such as, 
“have students been exposed to this content 
before? What have they learned in the 
past? What details were not included in the 
instruction?” I will also talk with teachers 
about individual students for identifying 
supports.

Student self-assessments come in a 
variety of forms, but one I have found most 
effective is the questionnaire with Likert-
scaled items such as “I am familiar with this 
content” and “I know where to go for help” 
or “I don’t have many questions about what 
we are studying.”

While students may not accurately 
assess their performance all the time, the 
results do engage the metacognitive domain 
and provide useful information for planning 
instruction.

Finally, pretests are content specific 
tests which include items assessing student 
knowledge and skill of up-coming subject 
matter. While results of pretests are not 
graded, they do yield insights about stu-
dents’ background knowledge and miscon-
ceptions. Pretests are also useful for cueing 
students to content we will emphasize in 
proceeding lessons.

The ten instructional practices 
presented here help me differentiate lessons 
to support all learners. While each teacher 
approaches differentiation according to the 
particular needs of students, I have found 
that writing lesson plans, selecting methods 
of instruction, and deploying multiple 
approaches to assessment - aligned with 
sound principles of teaching and learning – 
achieve the goal of differentiation.
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