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Strategies for Differentiation

Aims: 
Participants will:
• develop strategies for differentiation when planning for the 

 teaching of reading in mixed ability groups

Objectives: 
By the end of the session participants

 
will be able to:

• Identify a range of strategies for differentiation and apply 
 them to teaching reading

• Use a single text to provide for a variety of activities for  
 teaching reading



What differences between individuals might 
 one find in a group? 



Differences between individuals

• Attention 
• Interest 
• Motivation 
• Learning styles 
• Types of intelligences 
• Physiological needs 
• Psychological needs 
• Speed 
• Maturity 
• World knowledge 
• Knowledge of and about the English language



Research on mixed ability teaching 

1. Grouping by sets and streams in primary schools has 
 no influence on performance or achievement.

2.  It may slightly disadvantage boys from working class 
 families

• Sukhnandan L with Lee B (1998) Streaming, setting and grouping by ability: a 

 review of the literature, NFER

3. In secondary schools, those in the top set progress 
 better and those in lower sets progress more slowly.

• Wiliam D and Bartholomew H (2004) 'It's not which school but which set 
 you’re in that matters: the influence of ability‐grouping practices on 

 student progress in mathematics'. British Educational Research Journal, 
 30(2), 279‐294, 2004.

•



Differentiation needed according to:

Readiness 
• Students’

 
knowledge, understanding and skill

• Influenced by cognitive proficiency, prior learning, life 
 experience, attitude to learning

Interest
• Students’

 
feelings about education, the topic, the skill 

 to be learned
Learning profile
• How a student learns best
• Shaped by learning style, MI preference, culture, age 

 and gender
Tomlinson (2003)



Tomlinson’s definition of differentiation 

“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 

 classroom provides different avenues to acquiring 
 content, processing or making sense of ideas, and 
 developing products.”

Adapted from The Differentiated Classroom: Responding to the Needs of All Learners, by C. Tomlinson, 

 
1999, Alexandria, VA: Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development.



Content Process Product

What students need 
 to learn

Ways in which the 
 content is taught

Ways of 
 demonstrating what 

 has been learned

concepts and skills activities outcomes

All should have 
 access to the same 

 content

Flexible grouping  
 according to :

•Readiness
•Interest
•Learning profiles

Different outcomes  
 according to:

•Readiness
•Interest
•Learning profiles



Content

• What different ways can you suggest for 
 enabling access for all to the same content?



Content

• Small group work
– Mixed level groups + peer support (e.g. reciprocal 

 reading)
– Similar level groups + some working independently; 

 teacher can target those who need most help
• Choice of texts at different levels of complexity
• Simplified text
• Reading supported by peer, teacher, tape
• Choice of different formats e.g leaflet, website, 

 poster



Process

• What techniques, approaches or methods 
 could you use to differentiate the process

 
of 

 teaching reading?



Techniques for differentiating process

• Variety of tasks with flexible grouping
• Project work (task‐based learning)
• Problem‐based learning 
• Tiered activities with varying degrees of complexity
• Variety of resources 
• Chunking into smaller parts, and providing more 

 structured directions for each part. 
• Flexible pacing
• Independent study on topics of interest



Product

• What different products
 

could you use to 
 demonstrate the learning of reading skills?



Product 

Products should be related to real problems, concerns, and 
 audiences

• written report e.g book review
• oral presentation,
• group discussion
• paired feedback  
• a game e.g around the characters in a book
• event planned 
• picture  or poster
• summary of text
• synthesis of several texts
• Graphic organiser e.g spidergram, diagram, timeline
• Question answering or question generation



Reading as a holistic activity

Australia –The Four Resources Model

• Code breaking 
• Meaning making 

• Text use 
• Text analysis 

Luke A (1999) http://www.readingonline.org/research/lukefreebody.html

http://www.readingonline.org/research/lukefreebody.html


Code breaker
Key question:  How do I crack this code?

Literacy theory: Skills approach

What learners are able to do: 
 

decode language at 
 appropriate level, recognising letters, sounds, words 

 sentences
 

and conventions 

What teachers need to teach:

• Decoding (phonemic awareness, phonics)

• Whole word recognition

• Morphology

• Etymology 



Meaning maker

Key question:
 

What does this text mean to me?

Literacy theory:
 

Whole language approach
What learners are able to do: use their knowledge of: 

• the world
• other texts
• how language works       …to comprehend texts 

What teachers need to teach:

• Schema activation (using knowledge of the world, other texts, 
 language)

• Comprehension (self‐monitoring)

• Vocabulary



Text user

Key question: What do I do with this text?
Literacy theory :

 
Genre approach

What learners are able to do: understand how 
 language varies according to context, 

 purpose, audience and content, and apply this 
 knowledge

What teachers need to teach: 
• Modelling what we do with texts

• Finding, using and responding to texts



Text analyst

Key question: What does this text do to me?
Literacy theory: Critical literacy approach 
What learners are able to do:  analyse and challenge 

 the ways texts are constructed to convey particular 
 ideas and influence people

What teachers need to teach: 
• No text is neutral ‐

 
social and cultural contexts

• Interaction between writer and reader

• Understanding how texts position us

• Who is included and who is excluded



• How could you plan 
 to use this text to 

 develop skills in: 

• Code breaking
• Meaning making

• Text use
• Text analysis



Code breaker
• What is dermatitis? 

• Can you break it into syllables to make 
 it easier to read? Are there any smaller 
 words inside it that might help with 

 reading it? 

• How did you work out how to read it? 
 Letter by letter? Sound by sound? 

 Break it into syllables?

• Are there any other difficult words in 
 this poster? Can you use the same 

 techniques to work out how to 
 pronounce them?  



Code breaker

• What other words end in itis

 
like dermititis?  What 

 do these words have in common? 

• Can you think of any other words that have the 

 same root word as dermatitis? What do these 

 words have in common?

• Dryness

 
and redness

 
both have the same ending. 

 Can you think of other words with this ending? 

 What do these words have in common? 

• In the thesaurus, some other words for redness are; 

 blush, rosiness, ruby, glow. Why did the writer not 

 pick one of these words? 

• How would flaking, scaling, swelling

 
be written 

 without the

 
ing

 
ending? 



Meaning maker

• If you saw the logo HSE what 
 might you guess this text was 
 about? 

• What might you predict was in the 
 poster?

– if you saw the heading ‘Skin checks 
 for dermatitis’?

– if you saw the image of the hand?

• What do the pictures tell us? Why 
 are there 6 different images of 

 hands? 



Meaning maker

• Does the text remind you of 
 something that has happened to 

 you or to someone else you 
 know? 

• What did you feel as you read 
 the text? What made you feel 
 that?

• What message is the author 
 presenting? What are the main 

 ideas presented? 
• Did the poster raise any 

 questions for you? What more 
 would you like to know?



Text user

• What is the purpose of this 
 text? How do you know?

• Where would you find a text 
 like this? Who would read it? 

• How can you find information 
 in this text? 

• Why has the writer presented 
 the text like this?  Do you 

 think it works?



Text user

• How is the language /layout / 
 images the same or different from 

 other similar posters you have 
 seen? 

• If you wrote a text like this, how 
 would you present it? 

• What will you do with this text? 
 What might others do with this 
 text? 

• If you were going to put this text 
 on the web, what changes would 
 you make? 



Text analyst
• What is the text trying to make you 

 think or believe? 

• Is this text fact or opinion? How do 
 you know? 

• How would the text be different if 
 it was aimed at a different group of 

 people (doctors? employers? 
 children?) 

• Why do you think the author chose 
 these words/ pictures? 



Text analyst
• Who does the text represent? (Who is 

 shown in the text?) 

• Is there anyone not represented by 
 the text? (Who is not shown in the 

 text?) 

• There are some instructions in the 
 text. Should you follow them? Why or 

 why not? What might happen if you 
 do (or don’t) follow them? 

• Who is responsible for your health 
 and safety at work according to this 
 poster?  Is this how it should be? 
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Other resources 

• Differentiation in ESOL teaching: notes to 
 accompany the video (2004) ref: PLRAV1 DfES

• Managing Learning ‐
 

Secondary ‐
 

Mixed 
 Ability ‐

 
Group Work (history and English 

 classes )15 mins 
 http://www.teachers.tv/video/2747

• Corley, Mary Ann (2005) List of further online 
 resources

 
http://www.ncsall.net/?id=736

http://www.teachers.tv/video/2747
http://www.ncsall.net/?id=736
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Effective teaching and learning

• Theories of reading
• The most important factors in effective 

teaching and learning: evidence from 
research

• Group discussions on three key factors
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Theories of reading

• Cognitive
• Social
• Integrated/ ‘balanced’
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Cognitive perspective

• ‘You can’t read unless you look at the print and 
recognise the letters and then recognise the 
words’

• Bottom-up: from letters, to words, to sentences, 
to whole text, aiming for this linear process to 
be largely automatic and instantaneous

• Strong focus on decoding skills and phonics, 
comprehension follows when decoding is 
automatic
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Social perspective
• ‘Reading is comprehending from print.  Decoding is not 

reading.  Only comprehension is reading’
• Top-down: starts with reader’s existing knowledge of the 

text, which is used to predict what it is saying.  Reading is 
a process of confirming or refining this predictive process.  
This starts with an overview of the text, and only 
scrutinises individual words and letters if necessary to 
confirm meaning

• Reading seen as a cyclical, iterative process, not linear
• Strong focus on using texts that are meaningful and 

authentic for learners
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Integrated model

• ‘Learners need both to focus on meaning with 
real, authentic texts and to work on decoding 
skills’.

• Reading as a complex interaction between the 
writer of the text and the reader

• Implies a balanced approach needed to the 
teaching of reading, drawing on both theoretical 
models
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Implications for teaching

• Cognitive model: skills-driven approaches
• Social model: comprehension-driven approaches
• Integrated model: a balance of both skills and 

comprehension

• It is important that tutors identify their own position in 
relation to these theories, so that they are conscious 
and transparent about their practice, and so that they 
can make sense of research findings



PPS Teaching Reading to Adults Mar 09 Jay Derrick and Jude Gawn 7

Effective teaching and learning: the 
most important factors (Hattie, Black and Wiliam)

•
 

Expert teachers set challenging goals, 
•

 
Expert teachers have a very deep understanding of teaching and 
learning, 

•
 

Expert teachers provide constant constructive feedback
•

 
Expert teachers see their students’

 
work as a reflection of their 

teaching, not of the students’
 

circumstances
•

 
Expert teachers are flexible, spontaneous, and have plans but are 
willing to change them if necessary
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Some lower-scoring factors in effective 
teaching and learning: Hattie

LOW-SCORING Factors
•

 
Programmed instruction

•
 

Class size
•

 
Making weak students repeat a year

•
 

Problem based learning in which students teach themselves
•

 
Ability grouping

MIDDLE-SCORING Factors
•

 
Individualised instruction

•
 

Home environment
•

 
Homework
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Underlying message 

What the teacher does is more 
important than any other factor 
in effective teaching and 
learning



PPS Teaching Reading to Adults Mar 09 Jay Derrick and Jude Gawn 10

Emerging messages for teachers 1 
(Looney/OECD/IFA)

*
 

Learning should be structured as dialogue between 
learners themselves and their teachers
*

 
Teachers need to employ the very highest level of 

communication skills at all times 
*

 
Teachers need to have high expectations of students 

*
 

Feedback and marking are critical aspects of 
effective practice 
*

 
Questioning that aims to develop thinking and 

conceptual understanding is more useful than 
questioning for accuracy and correctness
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Emerging messages for teachers 2

*
 

Teachers need to develop and sustain an 
atmosphere and culture conducive to learning, in which 
learners feel they can take risks and face challenges 
*

 
Peer assessment and self-assessment activities are 

essential elements of sustainable learning at any level of 
study 
*

 
Activities which focus on developing learner 

autonomy are effective in improving motivation and 
confidence, and support citizenship 
*

 
Classroom assessment activities provide teachers 

with evidence for planning and differentiation 
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Dialogue in teaching reading
•

 
Pressley (2002): Engaging in dialogue with their 
teachers helps students ask themselves critical 
questions that get to the essence of what they 
are reading

•
 

Palincsar and Brown (1984): Teachers should 
encourage students to question what they don’t 
understand, summarise the context, identify key 
issues, clarify,predict and infer what happens 
next.  These habits provide students with a 
lifelong approach to extracting meaning from 
more and more sophisticated text.



PPS Teaching Reading to Adults Mar 09 Jay Derrick and Jude Gawn 13

Three key focuses for teachers
Overarching themes:   

•
 

Dialogue between teacher and learners, and between learners
•

 
Improving learners’

 
motivation, confidence and autonomy

1.
 

Peer-assessment and self-assessment:

•
 

Learners practising assessment and developing judgement

•
 

Learners’
 

understanding of assessment, and the language of  
assessment

2.
 

Constructive feedback and marking of work, focusing on how it can 
be improved

3.
 

Effective questioning and checking that learning has taken place
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Improving feedback

•
 

Focus on the task rather than the person
•

 
Be highly focused, constructive and practical, on 
how the work can be improved

•
 

Give feedback as soon as possible
•

 
Relate feedback to success criteria and the 
learner’s goals

•
 

Feedback should reflect high expectations of the 
learner, and should not be patronising
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Improving classroom questioning 1

•Teachers need to develop a repertoire of questioning 
techniques, and share ideas with colleagues to maintain 
and develop this repertoire 

•The best questions are open. They require students to 
think about the problem and to find their own words to 
answer it

·
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Improving classroom questioning 2

Examples of the best type of question: 

•challenging (how/ why did you do that?) 

•checking (how do you know…?) 

•uncovering thinking (can you explain this?)

• offering strategies (have you thought about….?) 

•or re-assuring (are you happy with that?)

•Sometimes a ‘devil’s advocate’
 

question (what makes 
you sure?)

Double, leading, rhetorical, and closed questions are usually best 
avoided
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Self-
 

and peer-assessment 1
•

 
Students need to be able to use their new skills as confidently 
and fluently as possible when they do not have the support of 
the class and the teacher. 

•
 

They need to develop the ability to perform and simultaneously 
to evaluate their performance. 

•
 

They need to practice and develop their capacity to make 
critical, aesthetic and practical judgements of the quality and 
effectiveness of their developing skills and knowledge. 

•
 

Developing these abilities often implies the need to go beyond 
the formal requirements of courses
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Self-
 

and peer-assessment activities

•
 

Discussion and evaluation of assessment criteria

•
 

Developing their own assessment criteria

•
 

Evaluating their own and other students’
 

tasks, against 
different criteria of quality

•
 

Evaluating and giving feedback on ‘exemplar’
 

pieces of 
work at a range of standards

•
 

Particularly effective following collaborative group tasks
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Group task on three aspects of effective 
teaching

•
 

Take one set of topic cards

•
 

Use them to start a discussion in your group about that aspect of 
effective teaching and learning, and relate it to the teaching of 
reading to adults:  

•
 

how would you implement it?

•
 

what would you need to be careful about? 

•
 

what problems could arise?

•
 

how would you address these problems?

•
 

Write down key ideas on a flipchart

•
 

Repeat for the other sets of topic cards
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