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 Flexible structures 

 Vision-based

 Shared responsibility

 Practiced routines

 Understanding-focused

 Transfer-oriented
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Learning Environment & DI
• Respectful

• Responsive

• Flexible

• Planned

• Shared

• Reflective

Essential  Characteristics

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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RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN TWO ABILITIES

No. 1: Teachers’ ability to manage a set of complex

activities in the classroom

No. 2: Teachers’ ability to teach intellectually

challenging material

Because the novel tasks required for problem solving are more

difficult to manage than the routine tasks associated with rote

learning, lack of knowledge about how to manage an inquiry-

oriented classroom can lead teachers to  turn to passive tactics

that dumb down the curriculum (Carter and Doyle, 1987).

Preparing Teachers for a Changing World What -- Teachers Should Learn and Be Able To Do

by Darling-Hammond & Bransford • Jossey-Bass • p.331
(1 of 2)

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN TWO ABILITIES

No. 1: Teachers’ ability to manage a set of complex

activities in the classroom

No. 2: Teachers’ ability to teach intellectually

challenging material

In a recent study of four high schools, McNeil (2003) confirms 

that intellectual expectations can be lowered when teachers 

“teach defensively,” choosing methods of presentation and 

evaluation that simplify content and reduce demands on 

students in return for classroom order and minimal student 

compliance on assignments.

Preparing Teachers for a Changing World What -- Teachers Should Learn and Be Able To Do

by Darling-Hammond & Bransford • Jossey-Bass • p.331
(2 of 2)
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Classroom Management 

and Learning

Safety

Predictability

Think time/ 

OK to make 

errors

Willing to 

Take Risks



Copyright 2015 Tomlinson & Imbeau 5

TALK ABOUT IT…

Discuss/list with a group  or alone what 
you see as the key hot spots in managing 
or leading a differentiated classroom.
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Getting into groups Early finishers

Giving directions Curbing noise

Stray movement Re-arranging furniture

Stopping and starting Keeping track of  work

“Ragged time” Grading daily tasks

On-task behavior Keeping up with papers

Finishing up and moving on

Effective group work

Some Hot Spots in the DI Classroom

Getting Started:  A Scenario
Please read the scenario below and then work with colleagues who to give the 

teacher in the scenario some advice.

•Mrs. Creighton likes her students and isn’t afraid of modifying what she does in

the classroom when she believes the changes will make her teaching more 

effective for her learners.  However, it is often hard for her to know what will work in

her classroom and what won’t.  It’s like that with a lesson she’s planning for next 

week.  She hasn’t tried giving different tasks to different groups before, but she

has such a wide variety of readiness levels in her class that it seems like a good idea.

•When her students come to class on Monday, she’s going to tell them they’ll be 

working on several  different activities.  Right now, Ms. Creighton is not quite sure 

who will be in which group.  Maybe she’ll let  the students make the choices.

•She’s going to describe all of the activities to the whole class so they will 

understand the directions and what’s going on in other groups.  At that point, she’s 

planning to call out names of students to let them  know what group to work with 

so they can find one another and find place to work together. 

Every student has to complete the group’s assigned task, but she wants the 

students to collaborate on the work.
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•She’ll ask the group to send someone to pick up the written directions for their work.  

the directions tell them to be sure to get materials that will help them with their 

learning goals.  

•If students need her, they can come ask her for help.  When students finish 

their work, they will bring it to her.  She will grade it overnight so they can see 

how they did.  If a student or group doesn’t finish the work, they will have to turn it in 

unfinished.

As a group or alone, analyze Ms. Creighton’s plan step-by-step.  Jot down advice 

you think will facilitate her management of the class she’s planning.  Think about 

various needs of students who may be in her class, as well as needs of the class 

as a whole. Be sure to consider both what she’s thinking about and what she has

Not mentioned but needs to include in her plans.

Movie Time….

In These Classrooms, Look For:

Key elements to which teachers attend to
create classrooms that support flexible
teaching &  learning,

Assumptions the teachers are making about
teaching, learning, students, & environment

Ways in which the hot spots addressed in the video
mirror or differ from yours, 

How you think the teachers in the video might have
advised Ms. Creighton.
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What am I really trying
to accomplish with 
classroom management
or leadership?
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With regard to 
Planning for a Differentiated Classroom …………. 

Some Practical Considerations

• Work from a Philosophy--& Share it with the 
Kids (Build it Together!)

• Give Thoughtful Directions

• Establish Routines

• Stay Aware, Stay Organized

• Consider “Home Base” Seats

• Establish Start-up and Wrap-up Procedures

• Teach Students to Work for Quality

• De-brief & troubleshoot with Kids,

Make them Partners

Tomlinson, The Differentiated Classroom

.

Preparing Teachers for a Changing World What -- Teachers Should Learn and Be Able To Do

by Darling-Hammond & Bransford • By Jossey-Bass • p 279    (2 of 2)

If students have learned

to work independently and in

groups, then teacher time

can be used efficiently to assist

individual students at just

those points where a student

is stuck.
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How do I ensure that
groups are productive?
That they are working for
each student?  That 
they are flexible?

 Students understand the task goals.

 Students understand what’s expected of individuals to make the  group

work well.

 The task matches the goals (leads students to what they should know,

understand, and be able to do).

 Most kids should find the task interesting.

 The task requires an important contribution from each group

 The task is likely to be demanding of the group and its members.

 The task requires genuine collaboration to achieve shared understanding.

 The timelines are brisk (but not rigid).

 Individuals are accountable for their own understanding of all facets of 

the task.

 There’s a “way out” for students who are not succeeding with the group. 

 There is opportunity for teacher or peer coaching and in-process quality

checks.

 Students understand what to do when they complete their work at a high 

level of quality.

Tomlinson • 2000
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Assigning Groups

• Clothes pins with student names to assign 
them to a particular task

• Color code children to certain groups (a 
transparency with student names in color 
works well)

• Pre-assigned groups

• Be sure to include groups by readiness, 
interest, learning profile, by student 
choice, teacher choice, random, 
homogeneous and heterogeneous

Michael

Heidi

Catherine Regan

Gwen

Tonya

Chris

Katie

EricTim

Amy Steven

Chloe

Stephanie

Jimmy

Computer       Invitations           Skills            Teacher

Flexible Grouping Chart

Jane

Date: __________________Monday, Feb 2

Velcro/Sticky tackNote: This teacher used the term “invitations” 
for permanent folders inside of which 

she gave students assignments based on 
readiness, interest, or learning style
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Tomlinson & Imbeau

Pre-Assigned “Standing” Groups

11 O’Clock Groups

2 O’Clock Groups1 O’Clock Groups

Interest/Strength- Mixed Readiness

Pairs Quads

Interest/Strength- Student - Selected

Based Triads

Quads
Tomlinson - 03

Grouping By The Clock

10 O’Clock Groups
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Pre-Assigned “Standing” Groups

Text Teams

Synthesis Squads

Teacher Talkers

Think Tanks

Dip Sticks

Peer Partners

Similar Readiness

Reading Pairs

Mixed Readiness

Writing Generator

Groups of 4 or 5

Sets of 4 with visual, 

performance, writing, 

metaphorical (etc.) 

preferences

Groups of six with varied 

profiles used by teacher 

to do “dip stick”, cross-

section checks of 

progress, understanding

Groups of 5-7 with 

similar learning needs 

with whom the teacher 

will meet to extend and 

support growth

Student selected 

Groups 3 or 4

I am writing my rough draft. I am meeting with my Peer Review 

Partner.

I am ready for a conference with the 

Editor; in the meantime, I will work on an 

Anchor Activity.

Nick

Tony

Roya

Susan

Jessie Juan

Mason

JenMandy

Reynaldo

Kevin

Shante Liz

Tim

JoshAndy

Emma

KoriMatt

Kelsey Kyle

KateSteven

Paige

I am working in the publishing stage.
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I am working with my oral dialogue I am working with vocabulary.

I am working on my culture project

Nick

Tony

Roya

Susan

Jessie

Juan

Mason

JenMandy

Reynaldo

Kevin

Shante Liz

Tim

JoshAndy

Emma

Kori
Matt

Kelsey Kyle

KateSteven

Paige

I am working with my teacher-choice 

assignment

I am working on the problem of 

the day.

I am doing homework checkers.

I am doing computer math.

Nick

Tony

Roya
Susan

Jessie Juan

Mason

Jen

Mandy

Reynaldo

Kevin

Shante Liz

Tim

JoshAndy

Emma

KoriMatt KelseyKyle

KateSteven

Paige

I am working at the math station.
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Giving Directions for Groupwork 

• If the whole class is doing the same activity then give the 
directions to the whole group.

• Do not give multiple task directions to the whole class.
• For small group work, tape directions so students can 

listen to them repeatedly.
• Use task cards to give directions to small groups.
• Give directions to a group member the day before.
• A general rule is that once the teacher has given directions 

the students can’t interrupt while he/she is working with a 
small group.
– “Ask Me” Visors
– Expert of the Day
– Consultants
– Keeper of the Book

TALKING CHIPS
Each student gets a certain number of chips (e.g., 3)

1 chip = 1 turn (to talk, to contribute, to write)

The group leader or teacher monitors the discussion or 

task and redistributes chips according to predetermined 

rules or guidelines.

Rules for Group Discussion

1. One person speaks at a time.

2. Surrender a chip at the beginning of your turn. You lose a chip if you 
speak out of turn.

3. Address other discussion members directly--not in the third person 
(e.g., “Rob, I respectfully disagree with your point,” not “I don’t 
agree with what Rob said.”)

4. Tangents are okay, but begin by making a connection to the current 
focus of the discussion, or to an earlier focus.
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WHAT OTHER QUESTIONS DO YOU

HAVE ABOUT USING GROUPS?

WHAT STRATEGIES

CAN YOU SHARE 

WITH COLLEAGUES 

FOR MAKING 

GROUPWORK 

SMOOTH

& EFFECTIVE?

How do students get
help when the teacher
is off-limits?
How do I know which
students to go to when
I am circulating in the
room?
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If students are stuck about what to do next when you’re 
with a group…

• They should first try hard to RECALL what you 
said.

• If that doesn’t work, they should close their 
eyes, see you talking, use good practical 
intelligence, and IMAGINE logically what the 
directions would have been for the task.

• If that doesn’t help, they can CHECK with a 
classmate (someone at their table or nearby 
doing the same task).  This should be done in a 
whisper.

• If that doesn’t work, go to a designated 
“EXPERT of the day” who has the skills 
necessary to provide guidance.  The “EXPERT” 
should continue with his work, stopping only long 
enough to help someone who is genuinely stuck. 
(Tomlinson, 1999, p. 102)

If all else fails, begin with an anchor activity until the teacher can get to you.

When students are beginning to work on a new task

When the teacher is working with a small 

group or individual

When more than one thing is going on 

simultaneously that is somewhat 

unfamiliar to students
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Green = We’re working fine!

Yellow = We need you over 

here, but we can continue 

working!

Red = S.O.S. We need 

you here right now, we’re 

stuck!

Upside down during task

Right-side up when finished

COLORED CUPS FOR MANAGING GROUPS

You can post a sign like this in the room to teach students how to 

use the system.

Place cups on desks prior to the start of the period to “signal” 

students that they will be doing group work.

Sign Me Up!

The use of posters and signs can work as cues to 

youngsters as well as promote independence!

#1
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Haiku Poetry
 

A Japanese verse in three lines.  

Line one has 5 syllables, line two has 7 syllables, and line three has 5 

syllables.  

The 17 syllables are a compressed form which is a composition in 

praise of nature.  

Many original books of haiku verse in Japanese are illustrated 

gracefully in pen and ink sketches which capture the simple moment 

in nature.  

There is a rhythmic difference between Japanese and English, 

therefore much is lost in the translation…

Old Crow in command

Always foraging for food

On his daily route

A color riot
Lilac bush bursts into bloom
A splash of flowers

Ink black night cover

A wrapper of soft silence

Our way lit with stars
Water slaps the shore

Against the white crystal sand

Under a hot sun

Discussion Director 

 
Your job is to list 5 questions that your group may want 

to discuss.  Don’t worry about the small details.  Help 

your group discuss the BIG ideas! 
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“My paper won’t print!”

Step 1: Are you connected to Apple Talk? (If not, 
and you’re not sure how, go to the “How do I 
connect Apple Talk?” card.)

Step 2: Go to the Chooser. Are you connected to 
the Room 216 printer?

Step 3: If Steps 1 and 2 don’t work, ask another 
student to assist you 

Step 4: See me.

“My computer says ‘Unexpected Error -10’”

Step 1: Uh-oh! Go see Ms. Thorne, the 
technologist, in the library. Take your laptop 
with you!   Don’t forget to get a pass.

Loose-leaf Ring

Great for “workshop” times when 
the teacher needs to assist 

individual or small groups of 
students while the rest of the class 

works independently.

Keep them in the same spot and 
monitor student use to establish 

routine

More sets = more students can            
access at once

Rescue cards

Hint cards

What is a 
symbol?

Graphic  
organizers for 

compare/ 
contrast

Chalkboard

“Self-help” and reminders for group 
or independent work

Can change with units, or be recycled 
for similar purposes in different units.

(File Folders with support materials inside)
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WHAT OTHER QUESTIONS DO YOU

HAVE STUDENTS GETTING HELP

WHEN YOU’RE OFF LIMITS?

WHAT STRATEGIES

CAN YOU SHARE 

WITH COLLEAGUES 

FOR ENSURING

THAT STUDENTS

HAVE THE HELP

THEY NEED TO SUCCEED?

How do I make sure
students are using their
time well, handling 
materials effectively?
Making transitions
smoothly?
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Handling Materials

• Assign jobs to different students (materials 
handler, table captain)

• As a teacher ask yourself, “Is this something I 
have to do myself, or can the students learn to 
do it?”

• Remember that you have to teach kids how to 
become responsible for their own things & the 
classroom as 

a  whole.

Transitions

• Directions for transitions need to be 
given with clarity and urgency.

– Time limit for transition

– Address the acceptable noise level

– Rehearsal

– Be a floater during transitions
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Routines for Handling Paperwork

• Color-coded work folders

• Portfolios

• Baskets for each curricular area or class period

• Filing Cabinet

Key to these organizational patterns is that the 
children have access to their own work and know 
how to file and/or find what they need to 
accomplish a task.

Time

Must be flexible in order to address every 
child’s readiness level

– Catch-up days/Design-A-Day

– Anchor Activities

– Independent Investigations

– Exploration Centers

– Applications for a Time Extension

– Flexible Deadlines
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Errand Passes

Errand passes assume that 

routines and expectations are 

firmly in place!


