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to the first of three sessions 
 
on leading and managing a 
 
differentiated classroom! 

Session 1: Understanding differentiation and the kind of classroom it requires 
   Making students to make them your partners in creating a classroom that works for everyone 
 
Session 2: Handling “hot spots” in a differentiated classroom 
 
Session 3: Basic routines and tips for managing a differentiated classroom 



Goals for this session: 
 
Explore and understand more deeply the intent of differentiation, 
 
Distinguish between leading and managing in a differentiated  
 classroom, 
 
Predict/project from an understanding of differentiation the nature 
 of effective leadership & management in a differentiated 
 classroom, 
 
Explore ways in which teachers can help students understand and 
 contribute to effective differentiation. 





Take a look at these ideas about what differentiation is…& isn’t. 

Let’s start by talking about them. 



Differentiation is not a 
set of strategies, but 
rather a way of thinking 
about teaching & 
learning. 



Differentiation is 

a sequence of common sense decisions 

made by teachers 

with a student-first orientation. 

Adam Hoppe, 2010 



Ensuring an environment that actively supports students 
 in the work of learning (mindset, connections, community) 
 
Absolute clarity about a powerful learning destination, 
 (KUDs, engagement, understanding, teaching up),  
 
Persistently knowing where students are in relation 
  to the destination all along the way (pre- & 
  on-going assessment), 
 
Adjusting teaching to make sure each student  
 arrives at the destination (and, when possible,  
 moves beyond it), 
 
Effective leadership & management of  flexible classroom routines. 
 



Environment Curriculum 

Assessment Instruction 
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THE HALLMARK OF EFFECTIVE TEACHING 

Environment, Curriculum, Assessment, Instruction & Leadership/Management Working Together 



Three Pillars of Effective Differentiation 

Philosophy Principles  Practices 

Regarding diversity as  
normal & valuable 

Teaching & learning 
focused on a growth 
mindset 

Accepting responsibility  
for maximum progress 
for each learner 

Recognizing & removing 
barriers to equity of 
access to excellence for 
marginalized learners 

Environment as a catalyst 
for learning 

Foundation of quality  
curriculum 

Assessment to inform 
teaching & learning 

Instruction in response to 
student needs indicated 
by formative assessment     

Leading & managing a  
flexible classroom 
      

Proactive planning to 
address readiness, interest, 
learning profile 
 
Instructional approaches 
based on student needs 
& nature of content 
 
Teaching Up 
 
Respectful Tasks 
 
Flexible Grouping 

Tomlinson 2013 



One of my undergraduate majors was  
Religious Studies.  I see some parallels 
between the ways we think about religions 
and the way I understand differentiation. 
 
It has a set of core doctrines (all students can 
achieve, etc.).  It holds expectations of its 
adherents (instruction responds to student 
needs), and it provides a general roadmap  
for meeting those expectations (environment, 
curriculum, assessment, instruction, management). 
In religion, we might call these rituals or practices. 
 
The physical action of a religious ritual or practice 
lacks greater significance without belief.  Likewise, 
The practices of a differentiated classroom lack 
greater significance if they are not in service of goals 
or mission of differentiation. 
 Many sociologists describe religion as a “life-orientational force.”  It affects the adherent in visible and invisible ways. 

It helps them make meaning of what they do in life.  I would like to think differentiation will orient my teaching 
practices in a similar manner. 

Aaron Stiles, UVa, 2014 



How do these definitions of/perspectives on differentiation  
fit with your current thinking?  How are they different? 
 
What sort of classroom do these definitions suggest will be 
necessary for differentiation to work? 
 

(With one or two colleagues) 



The simple truth is that we 
cannot meet the needs of any of 
the students we teach if we teach 
them as though they are all alike, 
and as though they are essentially 
the same as all other students of  
the same age and grade. 
 
To teach any of them well, we  
have to learn to teach much  
responsively and teach much more 
flexibly. 



A look at “traditional” classroom management? 



We often think of “classroom management” as a  
synonym for “control.” 
 
We think , then, of the teacher as the person who 
must ensure that students stay quiet and still. 
 
Accomplishing that requires that the teacher’s will  
supersede that of the student—a battle of wills. 
 
A baseline assumption of such an approach is  
the unreliability of young learners. 



When we manage students 

                  …the more we “manage”  
                   students’ behavior and try to  

         make them do what we say,  
                   the more difficult it is for  
                   them to become morally 
                   sophisticated people who think 
                   for themselves and care                              

     others.                                                
         Alfie Kohn 



A Different Approach Is… 

Asking… 
“What do children need?” 
“How can we work together to meet those 

needs?” 
  



What Children Need 

• Acceptance 
• Understanding 
• Respect 
• Belonging 
• Evidence of contribution 
• Challenge 
• Support 

 



Learning Environment: What DI 
Advocates 

• Respectful 

• Responsive 

• Flexible 

• Planned 

• Shared 

• Reflective 

 

 

What’s the match? 



Sustaining learning requires a balanced success to effort ratio. 

Success Effort 



Struggling Learner Imbalance 

Great  
Effort 

Little  
Success 

Advanced Learner Imbalance 

Great  
Success 

Little  
Effort 



Effective differentiation keeps students’ success-to-effort ratios balanced. 

That’s important for motivation to learn, growth mindsets, and achievement! 

Tomlinson 2013 



Team 

• “Group” and “team” are not synonymous 
• Teams have a common purpose 
• Their members are interdependent 
• They are complex 
• The members of a team have complementary skills 
• They generate synergy through a coordinated effort that allows each member 
 to maximize his/her strengths and minimize his/her weaknesses 
• Team members have to learn how to help one another reach their potential 
• They must work in an environment that allows everyone to go beyond his/her 
 limitations 
• Team members practice both their individual skills as well as group skills 

Wikipedia--Team 



DI Team 

• Shared vision about the nature and purpose of the class 
• Shared responsibility for classroom operation 
• Competition against self rather than against one another 
• Emphasis on growth and celebration of growth 
• Partnership with the teacher  in making learning work for everyone 
• Learned responsibility for self, others, and all 
• Interdependent work in which the absence of any member lessens 

 the effectiveness of the group 
 

Wikipedia--Team 



Community 

Listening Problem Solving 

Connections 

With each student Among Students 

 Growth Mindsets 

Beliefs Trust 

Effectively Differentiated Classrooms are Built Around 



Invitational Learning 

Invitational learning requires a transparent commitment to promote learning for all, consideration for a 
student’s prior learning & of what each student brings to the lesson.  It requires a sense of fairness and 
openness to allow students to learn, to make errors & to collaborate in the success of the learning. 
 
It allows for a dialogue among teacher and students related to understanding the concepts in the lesson.  
Further, invitational learning requires the teacher to be proficient in establishing & maintaining such an 
environment & observably demonstrating high expectations for all students… 
 
Learning is invitational when the teacher demonstrates: 
 
1) Respect—treating all students with the belief that they are 
 able, valuable, & responsible. 
2) Trust—The lesson led to collaborative engagement in 
 learning, indicating that the process of learning is as 
 important as the product. 
3) Optimism—The students get the clear message from the 
 teacher that they possess untapped potential to learn  
 what is being taught. 
4) Intentionality—Each step in the lesson was specifically designed to invite every student to learn. 
  
 

Hattie, J. (2012). Visible learning for teachers: Maximizing impact on learning.  New York: Routledge, pp. 139-140. 



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 



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 teacher’s “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) 



It requires an “orderly, enabling environment.” 

These are found in smoothly run classrooms, with an 

often looser (though not loose) structure, and a wider 

range of routines and instructional strategies in evidence.  

These classrooms were most likely to focus on meaning 

and understanding.  

Defensible Differentiation Requires  
Flexible Classroom Routines 

Relevant Research for School Decisions • Academic Challenge for the children of 

Poverty.  Educational Research Service, Arlington, VA. p. 11 



In a differentiated classroom, 

“batch processing just doesn’t work!” 

          Theodore Sizer (2004) Introduction to Breaking Ranks II: Strategies for High School Reform. Reston, VA: NASSP 



The greatest sign of 

success for a 

teacher… 

Is to be able to say, 

“The children are 

now working as if I 

did not exist.” 

  -Maria Montessori 



Let’s Talk about It… 

Which of these ideas make sense to you? 
 
What questions do they raise for you? 
 
Summarize briefly why an “orderly, flexible 
 classroom” is essential for 
 effective differentiation.  Give as 
 many reasons as you can. 

http://www.leeds.gov.uk/westnorthwesthomes/Pages/Your-Community.aspx


Le
ad

in
g &

 M
an

agin
g 

The Game Plan For 
1. Teacher leadership for a 
shared vision of a  
classroom that works for  
everyone 

 
2. Routines developed by 
teacher and students to 
support the vision 

 
3. A balance between structure and flexibility 
 
4. A planned flow of whole class and small group/ 
individual instruction with a focus on learning 





•Has a vision for something good 
•Has the capacity to share the vision 
     & enlist others in it 
•Builds a team for achieving the  
     vision 
•Renews commitment to the vision 
•Celebrates successes 
•ABOUT PEOPLE 
 
 

•Plans schedules 
•Handles details 
•Prepares materials 
•Arranges furniture 
•Orchestrates movement 
•Practices routines 
•Troubleshoots 
•ABOUT MECHANICS 
 

First be a leader Then be a manager 







Helping Kids Understand and Contribute to  

Differentiation as a Way of Life  

in the Classroom 



Graphing Me!! 



Graphing Me 

 swell 

ouch 

okay 

now then 















Your Roles 
 
Parent: 
Please explain to the doctor that your 
son must have poison ivy because he mowed 
the lawn yesterday and now he has a rash 
and big whelps all over his arms. 
 
Son: 
Please don’t say anything.  Just look 
uncomfortable and scratch your arms. 



3 Routes to Launching a 
Differentiated Classroom 

What Will it Look Like? 

•Sometimes different books, activities, 
homework, projects 

•Different individuals and groups doing 
different things 

•Different spans of time 

•Need to focus on my task 

•Be a colleague 

•Starting class/group work 

•Stopping class/group work 

•Anchor activities 

•Getting help 

•Keeping records 

•Setting goals 

•Learning routines (books, furniture) 

Why Would We Do This? 

•To grow 

•Because we aren’t carbon copies of each other 

•Because each of us has the need to develop 
our talents and shore up our weak points 

•We like different things, learn in different ways 
and have different talents Assessment? 

Varied routes to learn about students’ 
starting points 

•Interest surveys 

•Writing samples 

•Mini observations 

•Skills inventories 

•Small group dialogues 



With starting class? 
 stopping class? 
Materials? 
Getting help when the teacher is busy? 
Helping colleagues? 
Anchor activities? 
Sticking with your work? 
Finding working conditions that work for you? 
Knowing what quality work looks like? 
 



What 

Does 

Fair  

Mean in 

Our 

Class? 

Doing the same thing for everyone? 
 
“You’re fair if you like us all alike.” 
 
“It’s fair if everyone gets the support 
he/she needs to succeed.” 
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So, Should WeThink About Grades?? 



that support  
differentiation… 



If you were to design a 
set of rules  for students 
and the teacher to  live by 
in a differentiated  
classroom, what would  
those rules be? 

What are the five most 
important reminders to  
yourself about being at the  
helm of an effectively  
differentiated classroom? 

Work in groups of 1-3 people—about 3 minutes 



•We agree to give Respect: 

•To people, feelings, space, property and ideas 

•We agree to be Responsible: 

•For our actions, words and choices 

•We agree to show Appreciation: 

•No put downs, inclusive, friendly 

•We agree to be X-Factor Learners: 

•Positive role models, excellence, can-do attitudes,  

 personal best!  

Rules in Judy Rex’s Grade 3-4 Classroom 



•Be nice.   

•Work hard. 

•No shortcuts. 

•No excuses. 

KIPP School Rules  

(for teachers & students) 



•I will be the student I need to be in order to  

 become the person I ought to be. 

 

•I will practice the “Platinum Rule.”  
 (The Golden Rule asks that we treat others the way  

 we’d like to be treated.   

 The Platinum Rule asks that we treat others they way  

 they’d like to be treated.)   

Two Rules that Governed a Middle School Classroom* 

•Students were asked to modify or  
 add to these rules. 



•Take care of  yourself. 

•Take care of  each other. 

•Take care of  this place. 

3 Rules for a High School Classroom 

                      (Stephanie Pace Marshall) 



•Be serious about learning. 
•Be respectful. 

Two Rules that Cover Most Needs 

Rothstein-Fisch and Trumbull (2008)  



John Dewey 
Experience and Education 

 

The ultimate aim of education is 
creation of the power of self-

control. 


