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DIFFERENTIATED INSTRUCTION IN THE GENERAL EDUCATION 
ELEMENTARY CLASSROOM 

	
Abstract:	

	
 Differentiated instruction is the way in which a teacher anticipates and responds to a 
variety of students' needs in the classroom. To meet students needs, teachers differentiate 
instruction by modifying the content, the process, and the product of the way that 
students demonstrate their learning. Differentiation involves making a learning task fit 
students need instead of the other way around. The goal of differentiated instruction is to 
bring the ideas and concepts of the curriculum to the learner at a pace and a depth that is 
appropriate for the ability of each student. I created a handbook for teachers to utilize 
when they need suggestions on differentiating instruction in the classroom. Different 
learning styles, and tips for teachers to accommodate to those learning styles will be 
categorized in the handbook. It will also include information on how the teacher can set 
up the classroom to promote differentiated instruction. The purpose of this handbook is to 
provide teachers information about differentiated instruction and give ideas about how it 
can easily be done. It is important to keep each student in mind when lesson planning, 
and making sure everyone is on the same page with the content being taught. 	
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    Chapter 1- Introduction 

           

In an effort to respond to diverse learner needs and to increase student 

achievement, teachers as well as scholars are always searching for best practices in 

differentiated instruction. Davis (2013) proposed the following ideas about differentiated 

instruction. First, teachers need to appropriately fit the needs of all diverse learners in the 

classroom. Second, teachers need to use practices that reflect in their knowledge, skills, 

dispositions, and support (p. 3).  The ideas Davis proposes are important for a teacher to 

think about when it comes to differentiating instruction in the classroom. For my 

curriculum project, I will be creating a handbook that provides strategies to effectively 

implement differentiated instruction into the elementary curriculum. These strategies 

would best provide for students who struggle academically and need extra assistance to 

understand the content being taught.  

Differentiated Instruction  

Differentiated instruction is the way in which a teacher anticipates and responds 

to a variety of students' needs in the classroom. To meet students needs, teachers 

differentiate instruction by modifying the content, the process, and the product of the 

ways that students demonstrate their learning. I believe differentiating instruction in the 

general education classroom is an ongoing issue amongst many elementary school 

teachers. This may stem from teachers who either aren’t aware of differentiating 

instruction or teachers who don’t know effective strategies on how to differentiate 

instruction in the classroom. According to Rubenstein (2010), “customizing your 

teaching to suit each child makes eminent sense. Kids are different, they learn differently, 
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so we should teach them differently. But when you’re staring out at 20 or 30 students as 

individual snowflakes, you may find yourself asking that ever-daunting question: How?” 

(p. 34).   It is important for teachers to learn about differentiating instruction and the ways 

in which to use it in the general education classroom. Lessons need to be planned 

thoroughly so that all learners’ can understand the content of what is being taught.  

A teacher may have a great idea in mind when lesson planning, but there are 

many factors to consider. The lesson plan has to accommodate all of the students in best 

way for them to learn content effectively. Students also have to be engaged and attentive 

when learning new content being taught. To ensure this in the classroom, implementing 

differentiated instruction will benefit the students greatly. As a teacher, it is important to 

learn about each student and their learning styles, especially students with learning 

disabilities in the general education classroom. Some students are auditory learners, some 

are visual learners, and some are kinesthetic learners. “Approximately 20 to 30 percent of 

the school-aged population remembers what is heard, 40 percent recalls well visually the 

things that are seen or read, many must write or use their fingers in some sort of 

manipulative way to help them remember basic facts, and other people cannot internalize 

information or skills unless they use them in real-life activities such as actually writing a 

letter to learn the correct format” (Carbo, 1986). There are many ways to differentiate 

instruction in the classroom to meet the needs of all learners. 

There are many factors that come into play when it comes to differentiating 

instruction in the classroom. One of those factors being the class size. According to 

Hollowell (2015), “It is hard to implement differentiated instruction in a classroom of 

over 20 students. The value of this teaching style lies in the grouping of students by 
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academic ability and need” (p. 15). It is hard to manage and teach effectively with a large 

class size. Another issue with differentiating instruction is not having enough staff in the 

classroom to differentiate. Hollowell (2015) also states that, “One teacher cannot 

differentiate alone. The teacher might design activities and plan lessons, but 

implementation will require the help of a classroom assistant, at least on a part-time 

basis” (p. 16). Not all classrooms have the staff required to effectively differentiate 

instruction. Another problem teachers find with differentiating instruction is lack of 

resources. Hollowell (2015) mentions that “Differentiated instruction requires a that 

variety of materials and resources are available for students with different learning styles. 

For example, some students may learn a skill by practicing at a website, some many need 

to learn through the use of manipulatives and hands-on activities, and others may need to 

see a videotape of a skill being practiced” (p. 17).  Administrative and parental support is 

another problem teachers run into when differentiating instruction. It is sometimes 

difficult to get parent and administrative approval for different teaching methods. 

Hollowell (2015) states, “If test scores are going up and students are making progress, it 

will be easier to get the principal’s approval” (p. 18). Parents need to be on board when 

using different teaching methods because they need to reinforce lessons learned in the 

classroom at home. Teachers will need to communicate often with parents about what 

their child is learning and how their child learns best.  

On top of many physical factors, a lot of the problem with differentiated 

instruction has to do with the teacher’s mindset. A lot of teachers go into differentiating 

instruction with negative thoughts. Pennington (2009) stated that, “Teachers tend to teach 

the way they were taught. If it worked for me, it should work for my students- a 
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consistent rationale for choosing instructional materials and teaching strategies. What 

once worked for us may not work for today’s culturally diverse students” (p. 19). 

Teachers also tend to use the instructional materials that they were provided with. 

Pennington (2009) also stated that “Teachers use these resources not because they have 

carefully examined all available resources to match them to the needs of our students, but 

because there is pressure to do so from administrators and the district” (p. 19).  Although 

teachers take pride in their independence and academic freedom to teach how they want, 

they are conformed to do otherwise. Teachers who differentiate instruction necessarily 

minimize their time commitment to the learning outcomes and mandated instruction. 

There is a lot of pressure to teach like everyone else and avoid differentiating lesson 

plans to best fit the needs of all students in the classroom. Lack of preparation time also 

directly impacts a teacher’s inability to treat students as individuals. If a teacher wants to 

effectively differentiate instruction, it requires more planning time, more analyzing, and 

more re-teaching.  

Another problem related to this topic is that teachers find it hard to differentiate 

instruction. Sometimes, teachers may lose sight of each individual need in the classroom. 

Each student is unique and prefers a different learning style. At the beginning of each 

school year, it is important for a teacher to learn about each student as an individual. This 

takes time and preparation, but it is worth it to see the academic success of all students in 

the classroom. Utilizing resources such as student surveys, KWL charts, and student files 

is a great place to start.  Cox (2008) noted that, “Modifying instruction to draw on a 

student interests is likely to result in greater engagement, higher levels of intrinsic 

motivation, higher student productivity, greater student autonomy, increased 



DIFFERENTIATED INSTRUCTION	 	 5	

achievement, and an improved sense of self-competence” (p. 52).  According to 

Tomilson (2000), there are four classroom elements based on a student’s readiness, 

interest, or learning profile. These four elements are content (the content that the student 

needs to learn or the ways that the student will get access to the information), process 

(activities in which the student engages in order to make sense of or master the content), 

products (culminating projects that ask the student to rehearse, apply, and extent the 

content and skills that he or she has learned in a unit), and learning environment (the way 

the classroom works and feels) (p. 2).  

The topic of differentiating instruction in the general education classroom is 

something I am very passionate about. Growing up, I dealt with having a learning 

disability in a general education classroom. I remember there were times in elementary 

school that I felt completely lost and couldn’t follow along with many lessons, especially 

mathematics. When talking to my parents about this matter, they told me that I had some 

teachers who didn’t care to accommodate to my specific learning needs, making learning 

new content extremely difficult. This is the reason that I am in the special education field. 

I wanted to try and make a difference for children who are going through the same things 

that I did in the classroom. The review of the literature that I’ve conducted thus far has 

expanded my knowledge on this topic and has also given me a lot of insight on effective 

strategies to use while differentiating instruction in the general education classroom. The 

purpose of this curriculum project is to find easy and effective ways for teacher’s to 

implement differentiated instruction techniques and strategies into their classrooms, so all 

of the needs of their learner’s are being met.  
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State of Purpose 

I currently work at The Summit Center, a school that serves students who are 

primarily on the Autism Spectrum. Each classroom at Summit either has 6 students, 8 

students, or 12 students, depending on if the student is higher or lower functioning. 

Working at this school has really opened my eyes to the idea of differentiated instruction. 

At my school, we work with the students in a way that best suits their needs. The teachers 

utilize strategies that best fit a student’s specific needs and give them one on one 

attention. This got me thinking about the ways that students in the general education 

classroom learn in a way that best fits their needs. Teachers need to make sure that their 

students are learning in the most effective way.  

Conclusions 

There are many ways we can differentiate instruction in order to help meet the 

needs of all learner’s in the classroom. There is a wide range of learning disabilities that 

teachers need to accommodate. It can be as simple as providing clear directions, 

providing lesson outlines, developing alternative activities, planning frequent breaks, 

using physical activities, developing neat and organized worksheets, decreasing task 

length, checking all assignments, developing alternative assessments, and assigning 

students a “learning buddy” to keep each other accountable. As my thesis/curriculum 

further develops, I will be creating a Differentiated Instruction Handbook as a resource 

for teachers to use when accommodating for students with learning disabilities or 

students with different learning styles in the classroom. The handbook will be categorized 

by different learning disabilities and by learning styles. The purpose of this handbook is 

to provide teachers information about differentiated instruction and give ideas about how 
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it can easily be done. It is important to keep each student in mind when lesson planning, 

and making sure everyone is on the same page with the content being taught. In the next 

chapter, I will review the relevant literature associated with differentiated instruction in 

the general education elementary classroom.  
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Chapter 2- Review of the Literature  

 

In Chapter One, I introduced the problem of differentiating instruction (DI) in the 

classroom for students at the elementary level. For my curriculum project, I will be 

creating a handbook categorized by learning styles, classroom structure, and 

strategies/tips for teachers to utilize when implementing differentiated instruction in the 

classroom.  In this chapter, I will discuss a review of the literature I’ve conducted on this 

topic and also review the types of research that has been done on DI.   

The support of research on DI is limited. Most studies conducted are based on 

individual theories that DI is practiced and developed. According to Hall 2002, 

“Although we have witness curriculum changes that promote the implementation of 

differentiation, literature lacks of substantial research evidence supporting differentiation 

theory” (p. 3). Tomlison (2000) noted, “The first attempt on research on differentiation 

constitutes of a growing number of studies and small scale research that show and 

support the enhancement of teaching and learning through differentiation and provide 

evidence for positive effects on students achievement” (p. 23). Although studies on DI 

are limited, there is a lot of information on how to differentiate instruction and use it 

effectively in the classroom. Tomlison also stated that “Although experts and 

practitioners acknowledge that research on differentiated instruction as specific practice 

is limited, solid research does validate a number of practices that provide the foundation 

of differentiation” (p. 56). The practices Tomlison refers to are using effective classroom 

management procedures, promoting student engagement and motivation, assessing 

student readiness, responding to learning styles, and grouping students for instruction. 
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Tomlison also mentioned that teaching to the students’ zone of proximal development 

which is defined as “the distance between what a learner can demonstrate without 

assistance and what the learner can do with assistance” (p. 32). There are many ways for 

teachers to utilize these resources and implement them into their lesson plans. It is 

important to make sure that each student is academically succeeding in a way they learn 

best.  

Differentiation involves making a learning task fit the student’s need instead of 

the other way around. According to Smeeton (2016), “the goal of differentiated 

instruction is to bring the ideas and concepts of the curriculum to the learner at a pace and 

a depth that is appropriate for the ability of each student” (p. 14). To meet students needs, 

teachers differentiate instruction by modifying the content, the process, and the product 

of how students demonstrate their learning.  

One aspect of DI that is important for teachers to keep in mind is classroom 

structure. Classroom structure can be defined by how the classroom furniture and 

equipment is organized, but it can mean a lot more in a differentiated classroom. 

According to Bender (2012), “classroom structure, such as how a teacher, as the 

instructional leader, structures the time of the students, as well as how the specific 

assignments are structured. High levels of organization within specific assignments will 

tend to result in better performance from students with learning disabilities, and preferred 

learning styles” (p. 7). Teachers can utilize the Bender Classroom Structure 

Questionnaire (BCSQ) in order to determine whether or not they have an effective 

classroom structure. “The indicators on the BCSQ were specifically selected to represent 

the types of instructional practices that encourage differentiated instruction and have been 
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shown to facilitate effective inclusion of students with learning disabilities” (p.7). 

According to Bender, this questionnaire has been used in a variety of subsequent research 

investigations on how both special and general education teachers structure their 

classroom. 

It is proven that using Bloom’s Taxonomy of Cognitive Educational Outcomes 

allows the teachers to design projects around the content, process, and product that meet 

needs of all levels of students in the classroom. Teachers need to utilize many types of 

resources to support contents being taught. There are many effective research-based 

teaching strategies to use in the classroom when differentiating instruction. The first 

strategy Cox suggests is flexible grouping. According to Cox (2008), “Teachers can use 

whole class instruction, small group instruction, and individual instruction, and students 

can be grouped based on readiness, interests, or learning profiles” (p. 23). “Another 

helpful strategy is using tiered activities, where the teacher keeps the concepts and skills 

the same for each student but provides “routes of access” that vary in terms of 

complexity, abstractness, and open-endedness” (p. 18). In a classroom that uses 

differentiated instruction, the learning outcomes are straightforward. There should be a 

strong connection between assessment and instruction, students should be grouped 

according to flexibility, individual growth is emphasized, goals are set high for both the 

students and the teacher, and the teacher makes sure they are accommodating for their 

students in the best way possible. This type of instruction can help result in greater 

student learning.  

When lesson planning as a teacher, keeping students engaged and attentive is 

something to always keep in mind. This is especially important for students with learning 
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disabilities in the classroom. There are many ways that the teacher can make sure 

students are engaged in a learning task, or just simply paying attention during instruction. 

A student’s behavior in the classroom can be an easy distracter for other students in the 

classroom. The teacher should always have the class rules posted clearly in the classroom 

for the student to review. Bender argued that “Rules should state what a child should do, 

(for example, quietly complete your work) are usually best, and by referring to the rules 

when a student is misbehaving, the teacher can, in effect, differentiate his or herself from 

the discipline process and make the behavior an infraction in class” (p. 51). Making sure 

that students desks are clear is also an easy way to make sure they are on task. Reminding 

students to keep their desks clean and uncluttered will help eliminate distraction. 

Arranging the classroom to visually monitor the students can help the teacher have eyes-

on at all times to see whether students are attentive or not. Lastly, assigning a student a 

partner or a learning buddy can help keep students accountable and responsible. This can 

help students make sure they are neat and organized and ready to learn.   

Different learning styles are a huge factor to keep in mind when lesson planning. 

According to Dunn (1983), “learning style is based on the concept that individuals differ 

significantly in the way/style that they concentrate, absorb, and retain new information. It 

comprises a combination of environmental, emotional, social, physical, and 

psychological elements that permit individuals to receive, store, and use knowledge” (p. 

11). There are three main ways students learn in the classroom visually, auditory, and 

kinesthetically. Each student has a way they prefer to learn. The teacher could benefit 

from giving their students a preference assessment/survey to see what type of learning 

style they prefer.  
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Some students in the classroom will prefer to learn visually or with visual aids. 

The use of visual aids can help a student learn to their best potential. According to 

Shabiralyani (2015), “visual aids arouse the interest of learners and help the teachers to 

explain the concepts easily. They are instructional aids which are used in the classroom to 

encourage students learning process” (p. 226). Visual aids can help clarify, establish, and 

correlate understandings that help activate and engage learning. Some students prefer 

auditory learning. An auditory learner is a student who retains information better when 

the information is being taught through sound. They benefit through oral instruction, and 

prefer to hear information from auditory repetition. Wegman (2014) stated that, “When 

reproducing information, auditory listeners usually choose to express themselves through 

speaking. They generally reproduce using words they heard while listening. They learn 

best when they participate in discussions where they are both listening and speaking” (p. 

32). Lastly, some students prefer to learn kinesthetically. Kinesthetic learners need hands-

on work and body movement in order to learn successfully. They enjoy learning through 

sense of touch and engaging in learning by using their bodies to move. This type of 

learning style can be difficult to accommodate for because it is sometimes hard for 

kinesthetic learners to focus on a learning task. Implementing periods of movement 

throughout the day can help kinesthetic learners focus better. 

Conclusions 

In conclusion, my curriculum project will be developing a handbook for teachers 

to utilize when they need suggestions on differentiating instruction in the classroom. 

Different learning styles, and tips for teachers to accommodate to those learning styles 

will be categorized in the handbook. It will also include information on how the teacher 
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can set up the classroom to promote differentiated instruction. The purpose of this 

handbook is to provide teachers information about differentiated instruction and give 

ideas about how it can easily be done. It is important to keep each student in mind when 

lesson planning, and making sure everyone is on the same page with the content being 

taught. For the next chapter, I will be discussing the steps that I took in creating my 

differentiated instruction handbook and include the information I will be providing for it. 
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Chapter 3- Methodology 

The purpose of this curriculum project is to develop a handbook for teachers to 

utilize when they need suggestions on differentiating instruction (DI) in the classroom. 

Different learning styles and tips for teachers to accommodate to those learning styles 

will be categorized in the handbook. It will also include information on the ways that the 

teacher can set up the classroom to promote differentiated instruction. This handbook will 

provide teachers information about differentiated instruction and give ideas about how it 

can easily be done in the classroom. It is important to keep each student in mind when 

lesson planning, and making sure everyone is on the same page with the content being 

taught. In an effort to respond to diverse learner needs and to increase student 

achievement, teachers are actively searching for best practices in differentiated 

instruction. Emery (2009) asks the following questions, “First, in what ways do 

educational leaders and faculty meet the needs of diverse learners in elementary schools? 

Secondly, how are these practices reflected in their knowledge, skills, dispositions, and 

support? Finally, is there a difference in the perceptions of the knowledge, skills, 

dispositions, and support of differentiated instruction between faculty and educational 

leaders?” (p. 43). These questions are important to think about when it comes to 

differentiating instruction in the classroom. In the following chapter, I will be discussing 

the methodology behind my Curriculum Project using the principles of DI to help support 

teachers’ efforts with Students with Disabilities (SWD).  

Conceptual Frameworks 

The purpose of this thesis is to promote DI in the classroom by utilizing strategies 

and methods to ensure that every child is learning in a way that best suits them. 
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According to Huebner (2010), “today’s classrooms are filled with diverse learners who 

differ not only culturally and linguistically but also in their cognitive abilities, 

background knowledge, and learning preferences. Faced with such diversity, many 

schools are implementing differentiated instruction in an effort to effectively address all 

students learning needs” (p. 79). Research on DI is limited, but positive results yield from 

research that is conducted. In a three-year study conducted in Alberta, Canada, scholars 

researched the application and effects of differentiated instruction in K-12 classrooms. 

They found that “differentiated instruction consistently yielded positive results across a 

broad range of targeted groups. Compared with the general school population, students 

with mild or severe learning disabilities received more benefits from differentiated and 

intensive support, especially when the differentiation was delivered in small groups or 

with targeted instruction” (Huebner, 134). In another study, Lawrence-Brown (2004) 

confirms “differentiated instruction can enable students with a wide range of abilities- 

from gifted students to those with mild or even severe disabilities- to receive an 

appropriate education in inclusive classrooms” (p. 62). Lawrence-Brown concluded that 

the use of manipulatives such as visual aids, charts, and audiotapes can be implemented 

into the classroom curriculum. When teachers differentiate instruction in the classroom, 

they are creating different expectations and learning outcomes in order for all students to 

be successful. According to Lawrence-Brown, differentiated instruction is as important 

for students who find school easy as it is for those who find it difficult. All students 

benefit from the availability of a variety of methods and supports, and an appropriate 

balance of challenge and success” (p. 35). 
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Learning styles are also important factors to keep in mind when differentiating 

instruction. The three learning styles include visual, auditory, and kinesthetic. According 

to Dunn (1983), “20% of students appear to be auditory learners, 40% of students are 

visual learners, 30% are kinesthetic learners, and 10% are a combination of all three 

learning styles” (p. 498). Dunn stresses the importance of correlating instruction to 

students preferred learning styles. There are many ways to implement preferred learning 

styles into a curriculum.  

Lastly, classroom structure is important when using DI in the classroom. 

According to Bender (2012), “regardless of whether the organizational issues deal with 

desk arrangement in the class or with the most effective method to study a particular 

section of the text, highly structured classes and assignments tend to facilitate learning 

among students” (p 6). It is important for teachers to reconfigure the instructional space 

and approaches in order to easily differentiate instruction and accommodate for the needs 

of all students. 

My curriculum project would best fit under the theory of constructivism, which is 

based on observation and scientific study of the ways in which people learn. In this case, 

students construct their own understandings and knowledge of content based on 

experience and reflection. This gives students the opportunity to see the types of learning 

styles with which they do best with and also gives teachers the opportunity to implement 

DI strategies based on the results.  

Audience 

 The curriculum project I created is a handbook on DI that is categorized into 

sections. The intended audience for this handbook is for elementary school teachers to 
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utilize when they want to use DI in the classroom. The North Shore Center is a private 

school, but is considered apart of the Williamsville School District. Williamsville, New 

York is a town located in Northern Erie County, with a population of 5,292 people. (US 

Census Bureau, 2018). The racial make-up of Williamsville is 92% White, 4% Black or 

African American, 0.2% American Indian or Alaska Native, 2.4% Asian, 0% Native 

Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander, and 3.2% Hispanic or Latino. (US Census Bureau, 

2018).  The median household income is $59,552 and 7.6 % of the population live in 

poverty. 

Procedure 

Step One- Choosing the Topic 

I chose the topic of DI because it is something I wish was used more in the 

classroom when I was an elementary school student. Growing up, I dealt with having an 

auditory process delay, which made learning new content being taught difficult for me in 

the general education classroom. Clearly, the auditory learning style was not the style I 

preferred. I benefitted from the use of visual aids and one on one attention. I remember 

there were times in elementary school that I felt completely lost and couldn’t keep up 

with other peers in the classroom, especially in mathematics. When talking to my parents 

about this matter, they told me that I had some teachers who didn’t care to accommodate 

to my specific learning needs, making learning new content difficult. This is the reason 

that I am in the special education field. I wanted to try and make a difference for children 

who are going through the same things that I did in the classroom. The research I have 

conducted for the handbook I will be creating has expanded my knowledge on this topic 

and has also given me a lot of insight on effective strategies to use while differentiating 



DIFFERENTIATED INSTRUCTION	 	 18	

instruction in the classroom. The purpose of this handbook is to find easy and effective 

ways in an organized manner for teachers to implement differentiated instruction 

techniques and strategies into their classrooms, so all of the needs of their learners are 

being met.  

Another reason that I chose the topic of DI is I see the way it is presently used at 

my job at The North Shore Center, a school that serves students who are primarily on the 

Autism Spectrum. Each classroom at North Shore is categorized by academic and social 

ability. Working at this school has made me realize how important differentiated 

instruction is. Without DI, it would be very hard for these students to master IEP goals 

and learn new things. The teachers at North Shore work with the students in a way that is 

best for them. The teachers utilize strategies that best fit a student’s specific needs and 

incorporate one-on-one instruction throughout the day. Seeing how effective DI is at 

Summit got me thinking about the ways that students in the general education classroom 

learn in a way that best fits their needs. Students can easily fall behind academically 

simply because the teacher doesn’t realize that not every student is going to learn in one 

specific way. Teachers need to make sure that their students are all relatively on the same 

page and are learning new content in a way that is beneficial to them.  

Step 2: Conducting the Research: 

 When choosing this research topic, I kept in mind that DI is a broad topic, so I 

broke it down and chose to study it in certain areas. First, I chose my targeted group to be 

the elementary classroom (grades K-5). From there, I researched DI in the elementary 

classroom in order to see the results that I would come up with. I used the SUNY 

Fredonia library database access and explored databases such as ERIC, JSTOR, and 
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others. When searching, I used phrases such as differentiated instruction, elementary 

classroom, elementary school, and diverse learners. I found that the areas within DI that 

were most referenced in the elementary classroom were learning styles and classroom 

structure. So I decided to focus my research on DI in general and how it benefits students 

in the classroom, visual, auditory, and kinesthetic learning styles, and the components of 

classroom structure. For my handbook, I will include definitions of each of these terms, 

strategies and tips for each term, and ways to implement these terms into the classroom 

and curriculum.  

Step Three: Identifying the Audience 

The identified audience for my curriculum project is the teachers at the 

elementary school. The handbook will be available for teachers to utilize when they need 

strategies and tips to effectively differentiate instruction for a specific student or for the 

class as a whole. The students in the classrooms will also be involved when the teachers 

practice these strategies and make the classroom as a whole more differentiated. I am 

creating this handbook in the hope that teachers will be more inspired to take the time to 

learn about each one of their students and especially the ways that they prefer to learn. 

From there, I hope that teachers can use my handbook to find effective ways to use 

differentiated instruction and to implement it into their curriculum, in order to ensure that 

all students are receiving a successful education.  

Step Four- Planning the Curriculum Project 

 It took me a while to figure out the topic for my curriculum project. When this 

project was assigned, it was hard for me to conduct my own research at the school I was 

teaching in because each of my students was on the Autism Spectrum and had more 
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individualized instruction. They already incorporate DI in the curriculum. So from there I 

decided I would take the curriculum project route. Once again since my students aren’t 

appropriate for this research topic, I had to think outside the box traditional of lesson 

plans. After consulting with a couple of my professors, I came to the conclusion that I 

would pursue a professional development approach on the topic. From this, I decided to 

create a handbook as a resource for teachers to consult when differentiating instruction in 

the classroom. 

Step Five- Creating the Handbook 

 As I stated above, I found that the most relevant areas of DI in the elementary 

classroom were classroom structure and auditory, visual, and kinesthetic learning styles. 

The handbook that forms the center of this thesis will start with a table of contents, 

including the topic being talked about (which will be the chapter titles) and the pages 

where you can find the topic. 

 The first chapter will be titled “Differentiated Instruction”. This chapter will 

include some general information regarding DI including the definition, the history, 

strategies, and important researchers who have contributed to DI. The purpose of this 

chapter will be to educate teachers on the importance of DI in the classroom and the ways 

that it can help benefit students academic success in a way that best fits their specific 

needs.  

The second chapter will be titled “A Differentiated Classroom: Classroom 

Structure.” This chapter will include the definition of classroom structure in terms of DI, 

strategies on how to organize your classroom in order to promote differentiation, and tips 

to implement differentiated structure in the classroom. I will also be including a copy of 



DIFFERENTIATED INSTRUCTION	 	 21	

the Bender Classroom Structure Questionnaire (BCSQ) for teachers to refer to when 

organizing and setting up their classroom. According to Bender (2012), “The indicators 

on the BCSQ were specifically selected to represent the types of instructional practices 

that encourage differentiated instruction and have been shown to facilitate effective 

inclusion of students with learning disabilities” (p.7). These indicators in the classroom 

can help promote a differentiated classroom. 

The third chapter will be titled “Learning Styles.” This chapter will include some 

general information and statistics about learning styles and the ways in which they 

correlate with DI.  This chapter will also include a questionnaire to give to students that 

asks some questions related to preferred learning styles. In other words, basically giving 

students an academic situation and having them choose an answer that has to do with 

visual, auditory, or kinesthetic learning. This chapter will have three parts to it. Part 1 

will be titled “Learning Styles: Visual Learning.” This part will include some general 

information on the visual learning style including the definition. It will also include some 

strategies, tips, and research on visual learning and the ways to use it in the classroom as 

a whole, or for a student who prefers visual learning to the other styles of learning. The 

second part will be titled “Learning Styles: Auditory Learning.” This chapter will include 

some general information on the auditory learning style including the definition. It will 

also include some strategies, tips, and research on auditory learning and how to use it in 

the classroom as a whole, or for a student who prefers auditory learning to the other 

styles of learning. The third part will be titled “Learning Styles: Kinesthetic Learning.” 

This chapter will include some general information on the kinesthetic learning style 

including the definition. It will also include some strategies, tips, and research on 
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kinesthetic learning and the ways to use it in the classroom as a whole, or for a student 

who prefers kinesthetic learning to the other styles of learning.  

The fourth chapter will be titled “Differentiated Instruction in the Special 

Education Classroom”. This chapter will include strategies, tips for success, and practices 

of differentiated instruction in special education. DI is very important and crucial in the 

special education field.  

At the end of the handbook, there will be a page to conclude the content that was 

discussed about DI and some inspiration to start thinking about students who struggle to 

learn and what teachers can do to help these students.  

Scope and Sequence: 

Chapter 1: Differentiated Instruction 

-What is differentiated instruction? 

-Definition  

-History and research 

-How it’s used in classrooms today 

Chapter 2: A Differentiated Classroom: Classroom Structure 

-Definition of classroom structure 

-How to set up a classroom to promote a differentiated instruction-learning environment  

-The Bender Classroom Structure Questionnaire  

Chapter 3: Learning Styles 

-Definition of learning styles of students  

-Discuss the importance of knowing how a student learns best 

-Introduction of visual, auditory, and kinesthetic learning  
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Chapter 3- Part 1: Visual Learning 

-Definition of visual learning  

-Research on visual learning  

-Strategies for visual learners 

-Activities for visual learners 

Chapter 3- Part 2: Learning Styles: Auditory Learning 

-Definition of auditory learning 

-Research on auditory learning  

-Strategies for auditory learners  

-Activities for auditory learners 

Chapter 3- Part 3: Learning Styles: Kinesthetic Learning 

-Definition of Kinesthetic Learning 

-Research on kinesthetic learning 

-Strategies for kinesthetic learners 

-Activities for kinesthetic learners  

Chapter 4: Using Differentiated Instruction in the Special Education 

Classroom  

-Stressing the importance of DI in the special education classroom 

-Research on DI in the special education classroom 

-Strategies and activities for students who receive special education  

Validity 

 Differentiated instruction is a topic about which I believe all teachers should be 

educated. Whether you are an elementary school teacher, a 10th grade social studies 
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teacher, or a college professor, there is always going to be a student that doesn’t learn in 

the same way as other students do. It is important to be aware of the different ways a 

student can learn. Differentiated instruction is relevant across the board. I believe that is 

the reason that this research topic has validity and can be generalized to other audiences. 

What makes this topic a little difficult are the techniques and strategies used within 

differentiated instruction practices. Research-based methods obviously have more 

validity than a random strategy that comes up when you Google “differentiated 

instruction”. Teachers need to use their best judgment when it comes using differentiated 

instruction in the classroom. They also need to keep strategies in mind that will best help 

a student who is struggling to learn content being taught. In the next chapter, I will be 

creating my Differentiated Instruction handbook. 
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Chapter 4- Results 

Introduction 

 In the previous chapters of this thesis, I have researched information on 

differentiated instruction for the introduction, reviewed the literature, and put together an 

outline of my scope and sequence. The following chapter contains the Differentiated 

Instruction Handbook that I created for this Curriculum Project, along with an activity or 

strategy that best corresponds with specific sections of the handbook.The purpose of this 

chapter is to have teachers utilize this handbook as a resource, and to apply the 

information on differentiated instruction provided in their classrooms. 

Full Scope and Sequence 

Table of Contents: 

Chapter 1: Differentiated Instruction……………………………1-3 

Chapter 2: A Differentiated Classroom: Classroom Structure….2-4 

Chapter 3: Learning Styles……………………………………..4-5 

Chapter 3a: Learning Styles: Visual Learning………………......5-6 

Chapter 3b: Learning Styles: Auditory Learning………………..6 

Chapter 3c: Learning Styles: Kinesthetic Learning……………..7 

Chapter 4: Differentiation in Special Education………………….8 

Chapter 1: Differentiated Instruction 

What is Differentiated Instruction (DI)? DI is the way in which a teacher 

anticipates and responds to a variety of students needs in the classroom. To meet 

student’s needs, teachers differentiate instruction by modifying the content, the process, 

and the product of the ways that students demonstrate their learning. Differentiation 
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involves making a learning task fit the student’s need instead of the other way around. 

The goal of differentiated instruction is to bring the concepts of the curriculum to a 

student in a way that is approachable and customized to their specific learning needs.  

Teachers need to get themselves into the differentiated mindset. A lot of teachers 

go into differentiating instruction with negative thoughts. Teachers tend to teach the way 

that they were taught. Teachers also tend to think, “if it worked for me, it should work for 

my students” when lesson planning and choosing instructional methods. What once 

worked for many teachers back when they were students, may not work in this day and 

age. Another problem is that teachers also tend to use the instructional materials with 

which they were provided. Teachers use given resources because of the pressure from 

administrators and districts, not because they have taken the time to find resources that 

accommodate to the needs of their students. Although teachers take pride in their 

independence and academic freedom in order to teach in the way that they want, they are 

conformed to do otherwise. Teachers who differentiate instruction necessarily minimize 

their time commitment to the learning outcomes and mandated instruction. There is a lot 

of pressure to teach like everyone else and avoid differentiating lesson plans in order to 

best fit the needs of all students in the classroom. Lack of preparation time also directly 

impacts a teacher’s inability to treat students as individuals. If a teacher wants to 

effectively differentiate instruction, it requires more planning time, more analyzing, and 

more re-teaching.  

Teachers may lose sight of each individual need in the classroom. Each student is 

unique and prefers a different learning style. At the beginning of each school year, it is 

important for a teacher to learn about each student as an individual. This takes time and 
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preparation, but it is worth it to see the academic success of all students in the classroom. 

Differentiating instruction in order to connect with students’ interests is more likely to 

result in better engagement, motivation to learn new content, greater overall student 

productivity, increased achievement, and improved confidence from students in the 

classroom.   

According to Tomlinson (2000), there are four classroom elements based on a 

student’s readiness, interest, or learning profile. These four elements are content, process 

product, and learning environment. 

1) Content: The content being taught in the classroom most likely aligns with 

some sort of state or school district standards (for example, the Common Core State 

Standards). Although these standards give you a pretty concrete way to teach the content, 

not all students are going to be able to understand the content when it is being taught in 

one specific way. This applies to all levels of thinking. I believe that teachers tend to 

forget about students who are at higher levels of learning, and how easily they can get 

bored when learning the content. It is obviously easier to differentiate instruction for 

lower level learners, and also in a sense more important. The ultimate goal for students 

who are lower level learners is to remember and understand the content being taught, 

while a goal for higher-level thinkers can be to analyze and apply the content in a creative 

way.  

2) Process: The process of DI in the classroom is for the teacher to take into 

consideration the preferred learning styles of their students. These learning styles include 

visual, auditory, and kinesthetic (Gardner, 1983). The idea of this learning style method 

is to see how much extra support a student may need to understand the content. Students 
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who prefer to learn visually may prefer to look at a textbook while a student who prefers 

auditory learning may benefit from one on one instruction with the teacher. 

3) Product: The product is the requirement that the students fulfill at the end of a 

lesson/unit in order to demonstrate whether or not they mastered the content. The product 

could be a project, a paper, a report, or an assessment. Teachers can take the extra step 

and differentiate the final assignment for the lesson so that students have a fair chance to 

show what they learned.  

4) Learning Environment: The learning environment includes the physical 

layout of the classroom. The key to promote differentiation in the classroom is to have a 

flexible layout, with various types of arrangements and furniture in order to support all 

learning styles. The classroom layout should also be clearly adapted to individual and 

group work. Teachers should always promote a safe and supportive classroom for all 

students to succeed academically.  

As the handbook continues, you will learn about promoting a differentiated 

classroom, learning styles, and tips and strategies to make differentiated instruction easy 

and successful! 

Chapter 2: A Differentiated Classroom: Classroom Structure 

Classroom structure can be defined by the ways in which the classroom furniture 

and equipment is organized, but it can mean a lot more in a differentiated classroom. 

Classroom structure is the way that the teacher schedules the day, the way to manage the 

classroom, and the way to plan lessons and assignments. It is important to keep in mind 

all of the learning styles that students prefer when structuring the classroom and creating 

lesson plans. 
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Here are some guidelines to follow when structuring a classroom that promotes DI: 

• The arrangement of furniture 

• The establishment of learning centers 

• The arrangement of instructional computers and other devices 

• The instructional grouping patterns for students 

• The orchestration of students learning time 

• The structure of communication between teacher and students, as facilitated or 

restricted by the elements of classroom organization  

• The structure of the content of the lessons, the learning processes, and the 

instructional activities aimed at increasing the variety of learning activities  

  Teachers can also utilize the Bender Classroom Structure Questionnaire (BCSQ) 

in order to determine whether or not they have an effective classroom structure (Bender, 

2012). The indicators on the BCSQ are specifically selected in order to represent the 

types of instructional practices that encourage DI and have been shown to facilitate 

effective inclusion of SWD. 

The Bender Classroom Structure Questionnaire  
Name _______________________________ Date ____________________  
This self-evaluation rating is designed to measure various aspects of instructional 
environments in order to assist in making useful instructional improvements. It will take 
about fifteen minutes to complete. Please fill in each blank below, then rate your 
classroom on each question on the 5-point scale ranging from only rarely (i.e., less than 
once a month) to almost always (almost every day).  
How many years have you taught school? _________  
In what areas are you certified to teach? _________________________________  
How many years have you taught students with disabilities?_________  
What is your current teaching assignment? _______________________________  
How many courses specifically on teaching students with disabilities have you 
completed? _______________  
How many students with learning disabilities are in your class currently (during any one 
period)?_________  
How many students total are in that class? _______________  
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THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS ARE SCORED ON A 1-5 NUMBER SCALE. 1 
BEING RARELY AND 5 BEING ALWAYS 
 

1. I keep the lesson moving along quickly  
2. The class reviews assignments when I return them  
3. Several students may be walking around in my class at any one time retrieving 

materials  
4. Students receive verbal praise from each other  
5. I encourage students to share various techniques that may help them memorize 

facts in class  
6. The class emphasizes correction of worksheets  
7. Students must raise their hand before standing  
8. I ask, “How did you learn that?” or some other question to focus on learning 

strategies  
9. I insist that doors be shut and students remain in their seats to minimize 

distractions  
10. New material is introduced fairly rapidly  
11. I suggest particular methods of remembering  
12. Peer tutoring is used to assist slower learners  
13. I emphasize the importance of working quietly  
14. I determine early in the year if a student needs the same concepts covered in 

different ways  
15. I use physical touch, such as a pat on the back, as a reinforcer  

      16. I praise students for successful work whenever 
            possible  

17. Students are encouraged to help each other informally on learning tasks  
18. I try to determine how students learn best  
19. I use reading materials that highlight the topic sentence and main idea for slower 

learners  
20. I individualize in my class when necessary  
21. Students are taught to use their own inner language to give themselves silent task 

instructions  
22. I use class privileges as rewards for work  
23. I use a specialized grading system that rewards effort for pupils with disabilities  
24. I use several test administration options such as oral tests or extended time tests  
25. Directions for educational tasks are kept simple and are demonstrated to achieve 

clarity  
26. Differential curriculum materials are selected based on the learning characteristics 

of particular students  
27. I routinely vary the instructional level for different ability children doing the same 

task  
       28. Instructional materials are varied for different 
            students  

29. I constantly monitor the on-task behavior of my students  
30. I individualize my class for low-ability students  
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31. Visual displays and transparencies are used in class to aid comprehension  
32. Students use self-monitoring to record daily  

academic and behavioral progress   
33. A token economy is used for reinforcement  
34. I use the dry-erase board frequently to explain 

concepts  
35. I have an assertive discipline plan in effect  
36. Cooperative learning groups are frequently used  
37. I use individual behavioral contracts with students to improve behavior  
38. I use advance organizers to assist students in comprehension of difficult concepts  
39. Students complete direct daily measures of progress in class  
40. A set of class rules is on display in my class  

 

According to Bender, this questionnaire has been used in a variety of subsequent research 

investigations on how both special and general education teachers structure their 

classroom. This is a great tool for teachers to refer to when trying to promote 

differentiated instruction in the classroom.  

Chapter 3: Learning Styles 

 “Learning styles” refer to the understanding that every student prefers to learn in a 

way that best works for them. In other words, this is the way a student understands, 

absorbs, processes, and retains new content being taught. There are many factors that 

contribute to the learning style a student may prefer. Prior learning experience as well as 

cognitive, emotional, and environmental factors contribute to the ways that a student may 

prefer to learn. It is important for teachers to understand that everyone is different and 

that students will succeed better academically learning in a way that best suits their 

needs. It is also important for teachers to educate themselves on the different learning 

styles in order to implement the most fitting strategies into their daily lessons, 

curriculum, and assessments.  
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 As a teacher, it is important to learn about each student and their learning styles, 

especially students with learning disabilities in the general education classroom. Some 

students are auditory learners, some are visual learners, and some are kinesthetic learners. 

According to research, approximately 20 to 30% of the school-aged population remember 

what is heard, 40% recall the way things are visually seen or read, many must write or 

use their fingers in some sort of manipulative way in order to help them to remember 

basic facts, and other people cannot internalize information or skills unless they use them 

in real-life activities (Dunn, 1983). There are three main ways students learn in the 

classroom visually, auditory, and kinesthetically. The teacher could benefit from giving 

their students a preference assessment/survey to see the type of learning style that they 

prefer in the beginning of the school year. This way, it gives teachers time to implement 

strategies in order to promote academic success in the classroom by differentiating 

instruction to cater to all of the students needs.  

Chapter 3 Part A: Learning Styles- Visual Learning 

Some students in the classroom will prefer to learn visually or with visual aids. 

According to Gardner (1983), visual learning can be described as “capacity to think with 

images and pictures, to visualize accurately and abstractedly” (p. 4) The use of visual aids 

can help a student learn to their best potential, if they prefer to learn that way. Students 

who prefer visual learning tend to learn best from the use of visual aids. Visual aids spark 

the interest of learners and help teachers explain concepts more easily. These visually 

instructional aids are used in the classroom in order to encourage the learning process for 

students. Visual aids can help clarify, establish, and correlate understandings that help 

activate and engage learning. Visual learners can remember what they read and write, 
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remember diagrams and charts, and enjoy projects and presentations. There are many 

ways to accommodate for students who prefer the visual learning style. Here are some 

tips and strategies to promote visual learning in the classroom.  

Visual learners benefit from: 

• The use of maps, charts, or webs to display and organize new content 

• Highlighting or color coding relevant notes related to new material 

• Displaying a checklist of new key terms/formulas of the new content 

• The use of flash cards to review new material 

• Drawing pictures or cartoons to explain ideas 

• The use of technology (such as watching videos or presenting material on a 

SMARTboard) in the classroom to enhance visual learning 

• Using presentations to present new content  

Some examples of differentiating a lesson plan to benefit visual learners in the classroom: 

• Connecting books with movies is a great way to provide visual guidance in a 

lesson plan. If the book you are reading in class also has a movie, try and break 

down the book after a couple chapters and watch the part of the movie that 

corresponds with those chapters. Sure, the book will always be more descriptive 

than the movie, but it can really help visual learners grasp a better understanding 

of what is going on.  

• When presenting new material, make sure to present it in a visually engaging and 

interactive way. Including videos, different colors, and big font will grasp the 

attention of visual learners and help them better understand new material being 

taught.  
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• In the beginning of the school year, it is important for the teacher to have a set of 

classroom rules to present to their students. Instead of just orally going over the 

rules, have the rules listed on a colorful poster board so that students can visually 

be reminded on what is expected of them in class. 

• Instead of giving assignments in which students are required to write responses, 

assign one where they have to draw out an idea to answer what is being asked.  

These strategies and tips are simple ways to implement visual-based learning in the 

classroom.  

Chapter 3 Part B: Learning Styles: Auditory Learning 

An auditory learner is a student who retains information better when the information 

is being taught through sound. They benefit through oral instruction and prefer to hear 

information from auditory repetition. When being assessed on new information, auditory 

listeners usually choose to express themselves through speaking. Students who prefer 

auditory learning generally reproduce using words they heard while listening. They learn 

best when they participate in discussions where they are both equally listening and 

speaking. Auditory learners excel at explaining ideas, writing responses to lectures, oral 

examinations, story-telling, solving difficult problems, working in groups, participating 

in class discussions, and listening to directions. Here are some tips and strategies for 

auditory learners in the classroom. 

Auditory learners benefit from: 

• Differentiate your teaching strategies to include lectures, paired readings, group 

work, experiments, projects, and plays to keep auditory learners engaged when 

learning new material. 
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• Regulate your tone of voice, inflection, and body language when presenting 

material. 

• Differentiate assessments by giving oral exams instead of written exams. 

• Promote class discussion on content being taught. 

• Have auditory learners sit in the front of the class so they can hear easily. 

• Have students listen to audio books. 

• Read directions to assessments, assignments, and class activities out loud. 

Some examples of differentiating a lesson plan to benefit auditory learners in the 

classroom: 

• When assessing students on new content, assign students who prefer auditory 

learning with an oral presentation. 

• Present students with audio books when assigning reading assignments. 

• Have students participate in more group work and group projects. 

• Have the class debate about a new topic (a topic that the class can easily debate 

about). 

Chapter 3 Part C: Learning Styles: Kinesthetic Learning 

Kinesthetic learners understand information through tactile representations of 

information. They need hands-on work and body movement in order to learn 

successfully. These students also learn best by figuring things out by hand. They enjoy 

learning through sense of touch and engaging in learning by using their bodies to move. 

According to Gardner (1983), kinesthetic intelligence is the “ability to control one’s body 

movements and to handle objects skillfully” (p. 7). This type of learning style can be 

difficult to accommodate for because it is sometimes hard for kinesthetic learners to 
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focus on a learning task. Implementing periods of movement throughout the day can help 

kinesthetic learners focus better. Here are some strategies and tips to help accommodate 

for students who prefer the kinesthetic learning style. 

Kinesthetic learners benefit from: 

• Offering kinesthetic learners things they can physically interact with such as 

manipulatives  

• Incorporate periods of movement throughout the day such as a 2 minutes exercise 

period in between subjects to let energy out 

• Doing classroom activities that involve getting out of your seat and moving 

• Playing games that correlate to what is being taught 

• Breaking lessons up into smaller chunks 

• Having the students change teaching location- for example moving to the rug for 

a lesson then going back to the desks 

• Encouraging drawing or diagrams to promote the use of their hands 

• Incorporate outdoor time or recess when it is well deserved 

Some examples of differentiating a lesson plan to benefit kinesthetic learners in the 

classroom: 

• Give students a creative way to use their bodies/hands to demonstrate the content 

that they learned 

• Have students perform a play on the content 

• Incorporate more hands-on activities such as hands-on experiments in science, the 

use of manipulatives in mathematics, etc. 

Chapter 4: Differentiation in the Special Education Classroom: 
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 DI is just as important in the special education classroom as it is in the general 

education classroom. In fact, differentiation is highly encouraged in the special education 

classroom because the students have such specific and unique learning needs. Just like in 

the general education classroom, it is important to set up the classroom in a way that fits 

the needs for all learners, and where learning resources are easily accessible. When 

differentiating instruction in the special education classroom, there are three components 

for the teacher to keep in mind- strong visual components, collaborative activities, and 

sensory approaches.  

Strong Visual Components: Through research and experience as a special 

education teacher, I have learned that it is extremely important to have a good number of 

visuals throughout the room. Essentially, this is the way that students can communicate 

their wants and needs because many students in the special education classroom either 

have a hard time or cannot communicate their wants and needs verbally. Not only is it 

important to have visuals in the classroom for students to use everyday, it is also 

important to implement them in your lesson plans. For example, if the teacher has a 

community safety lesson plan, make sure that all of the components are visual (such as 

printing out and labeling safety signs, printing out a labeling safety helpers, etc.). 

Students in the special education classroom will highly benefit from the use of visuals to 

learn new content and to express what they learned as well.  

Example of implementing strong visual components into the classroom: the use of a daily 

schedule.  

“A visual schedule lets the students know what is coming next. It can show the whole day 

or chunks of time. Again, the format may vary from objects to words. Another type of 
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schedule is a first-then board. This is used to typically show a non-preferred activity is 

completed first, and then a preferred activity can be done. It also lays the foundation to 

follow multi-step directions” 

Collaborative Activities: It is very difficult for students in the special education 

classroom to make peer connections and friendships. But at the same time, a great 

strategy to use while differentiating instruction is the use of collaborative activities. Not 

only will the teacher help students interact with other peers, but also will serve an 

educational purpose while doing it. One strategy in particular that works well in the 

special education classroom is mixed ability grouping. Mixed ability grouping is when 

you mix high ability students with low ability students, so that the low ability students 

have the opportunity to learn content through high ability peers. This is an easy way to 

differentiate instruction and to ensure that students are academically succeeding. Also, 

teachers can take time to evaluate the group as a whole to watch to see the students that 

participated and those students that didn’t. This will help teachers to identify the students 

that are struggling and can differentiate instruction according to their specific learning 

needs.  

A Sensory Approach: Students in the special education classroom have a lot of 

unique strengths that teachers may not be aware of. They bring a new perspective to the 

teacher’s eye and challenge teachers to come up with creative ways for them to learn new 

content. Incorporating multiple uses of sensory into lesson plans can really benefit these 

students and help them understand new content. For example, a student may be a great 

illustrator, a creative builder, or can use technology to express new ideas. Sensory 

approaches also really benefit early childhood education. The use of manipulatives such 
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as clay, Play- Doh, sensory bins, shaving cream, and water play can stimulate and engage 

students as well as develop curiosity. The more sensory items the teacher implements in 

the curriculum and daily lesson plans, the more information students in the special 

education classroom are likely to retain. 

 Assessing students in the special education classroom also requires differentiated 

instruction. It is very unlikely that students would benefit from a multiple-choice test or a 

written essay prompt. It is the teacher’s job to find creative ways for students to show 

what new information that they have retained and in a way that best fits what learning 

style they prefer. For example, if a student is a talented artist, give them an assignment 

where they have to draw something that they learned.  

Conclusions 

 The purpose of this curriculum project was to create a handbook for teachers to 

refer to so that they can educate themselves and find ways to differentiate instruction in 

the classroom. The completed curriculum addresses differentiated instruction, and the 

many aspects of it in organized chapters. Although I am not currently working in a 

typical district school, I was able to share my handbook amongst my co-workers at the 

private, strictly special education school where I currently work. I was able to share the 

last chapter of the handbook with them because it specialized in special education. In the 

future, I hope to share this handbook in an elementary school and with general education 

teachers. In the next chapter, I will be discussing the results of the handbook and how it 

helped my co-workers differentiate instruction.  
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Chapter 5- Discussion 
  

For my curriculum project, I created a handbook on Differentiated Instruction 

(DI). For the first chapter, I stated the problem of the lack of differentiated instruction in 

the classroom and how implementing it in a curriculum could benefit students 

academically. For the second chapter, I researched DI and found studies on its success in 

the classroom. For the third chapter, I discussed the outline of my handbook and what 

topics it would include. Lastly for the fourth chapter, I created the scope and sequence, 

which was the full DI handbook. The DI handbook that I created for my thesis project is 

geared towards the elementary general education classroom. The following chapter will 

discuss the results of my curriculum project.  

Significance 

Although my DI handbook was designed for the general education classroom, I 

was able to share the last chapter of my handbook with my co-workers, since it was about 

differentiating instruction in the special education classroom. The present findings show 

that the methods and strategies provided in the last chapter of the handbook I created 

increased student achievement in a few areas. Since each classroom is a 6:1:1 (six 

students, one teacher, and one teacher assistant) a lot of instruction is one-on-one based, 

which promotes DI. My co-workers found it easy to implement the strategies provided in 

the handbook and had some good results with it.  

 Although the handbook I created was geared toward the general education 

classroom, the learning styles students prefer also pertains to special education. The 

strategies I provided for each learning style are not exactly appropriate for special 

education: however, learning styles are definitely something to keep in mind while lesson 
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planning. For special education, it is very important to incorporate a lot of sensory 

(kinesthetic learning) and visual supports (visual learning) in the classroom and in the 

curriculum.  

 The use of visual supports is crucial in the elementary special education 

classroom. This is a very effective way to differentiate instruction for students who have 

a hard time communicating their wants, needs, and ideas. According to Gonzalez (2018), 

“visual supports can help students learn new skills, know what to do, and help them feel 

included. Visual supports using pictures or drawings to label the classroom can promote 

independence in children” (p. 1). Personally, I decided to implement the use of visual 

schedules in the classroom. Most of my students have a hard time transitioning from one 

activity to the next, so I thought that this strategy would be effective in my classroom. I 

especially focused on one student who has a particularly tough time transitioning from 

activity to activity in the classroom. Gonzalez stated that, “A visual schedule lets the 

students know what is coming next. It can show the whole day or chunks of time. Again, 

the format may vary from objects to words. Another type of schedule is a first-then 

board. This is used to typically show a non-preferred activity is completed first, and then 

a preferred activity can be done. It also lays the foundation to follow multi-step 

directions” (p. 1). I implemented the daily schedules into my curriculum at the beginning 

of November. Since then, I have seen improvement in all of my students when 

transitioning from activity to activity. The one student that I was focusing on really 

enjoys his daily schedule. This student has very limited oral communication ability, so 

the visual daily schedule really helped him understand transitioning a lot better. For 

example, this student has a hard time transitioning from a preferred activity to a non-
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preferred activity, so I created a first/then board for him. If he has a hard time 

transitioning from preferred to non-preferred, I pull the board out for him to see. Then I 

will say “first worksheet at the table, then magnetic blocks.” I have pictures of each 

location, toy, and activities in the classroom to put on the board. Once he sees his board, 

he starts to understand the tasks that he needs to do first before he gets to choose an 

activity.  I was pleased with these results, and made sure to tell my co-workers how 

effective this was in my classroom.  

 My co-worker in the classroom next to me has a higher functioning group of 

students. In other words, her students have more cognitive, social, and emotional 

capabilities than do the other students at our school. She decided that, after reading my 

handbook that she wanted to implement the use of collaborative activities in her 

curriculum. Since her students are mostly all verbal and can communicate with their 

voices, she thought it would be a great idea to implement more social interaction in her 

lesson plans. She wanted to find ways for her higher functioning students to work with 

her lower functioning students. For example, for a lesson plan about learning about 

different feelings and emotions she paired a student who can identify feelings (Student A) 

with a student who has a hard time working through his emotions (Student B). Student B 

often throws tantrums, cries for a long period of time, and throws items across the room. 

For her lesson plan, she had two students pair together to talk about feelings. She read the 

book F is for Feelings (Millar, 2014) out loud at the group table and provided each 

student with a copy of the book. Student A and Student B flipped through the book page-

by-page. When they came to the “sad” page, Student A told Student B that “it makes me 

sad when you cry and scream. It hurts my ears.” Student B responded well to this 
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activity. My co-worker has been integrating this lesson plan into her curriculum once to 

twice a week, because Student B has been responding so well to it. This is a great 

example of the ways that a special education teacher can implement mixed ability 

grouping into the curriculum.  

 Another co-worker of mine implemented the sensory approach in her classroom. 

Although the sensory framework is relied on heavily in our classroom, my co-worker 

noticed that this is something that should always be implemented in her lesson plans. 

According to Metrick (2016), “Sensory play is any activity that stimulates the senses. 

Sensory play is essential for all kids to learn how their bodies work, and how to process 

and interpret the world around them” (p. 2). She decided to incorporate a sensory 

approach in her lesson plan on colors by using shaving cream and food coloring. Instead 

of teaching a boring group lesson about learning colors, she used piles of shaving cream 

with food coloring in it for students to explore and engage in. She put the piles of shaving 

cream on the table and used a few drops of food coloring in each pile. She then labeled 

each pile with a colored index card that matched the color of the shaving cream pile. The 

students all took turns with the piles of shaving cream, which also promoted social 

interaction. Metrick stated that, “Children of all abilities can participate in sensory play. 

Peers who are typically developing may be apprehensive to approach a child who looks 

or acts different than they do. Sensory play activities can naturally entice kids to come 

close and investigate. Getting kids in close proximity to one another is the first step to 

interaction” (p. 3). My co-worker stated that the results of this activity promoted social 

interaction amongst the students, engaged the students, and the students seemed to have a 

better understanding of colors.  
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Limitations 

 The DI handbook I created was geared towards an elementary general education 

classroom. The school at which I currently teach is a non-profit school specifically for 

students who need special education. I was only able to share the last chapter of my 

handbook with my co-workers. Also, the school I work at already incorporates a lot of 

differentiated instruction practices because all of the students that attend the school have 

Individualized Education Plans. This means that all of the students have specific 

academic, social, and emotional goals that require differentiated instruction to run. 

Therefore, my findings are limited at the time, but I do plan on sharing this handbook 

with general education teachers when I teach in a district school someday.  

Future Investigations 

 If I had more time or was in a position at a district school, I would have held a 

professional development seminar about Differentiated Instruction (DI). I would have 

presented my DI handbook on a SMARTboard and distributed a copy of my handbook to 

each teacher participating. This would be a great way for teachers to ask any questions 

they may have or give examples of the ways that they’ve differentiated instruction in 

their own classrooms. I also would provide visual examples for teachers to look at, such 

as materials to include in a sensory lesson, or examples of the types of visuals a teacher 

can put up in the classroom. This is also a great opportunity for teacher collaboration. 

During this professional development session, I would provide activities for teachers to 

come together collaboratively in order to discuss their ideas on DI. For example, I would 

have teachers discuss a time that they had to differentiate instruction for a student. If a 

teacher had not differentiated instruction before, it would be a good opportunity to listen 
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to co-workers who have. Also, I would give each group of teachers a scenario of a 

student struggling to keep up academically. The teachers would have to come up with 

strategies to differentiate instruction for this student so that they can have academic 

success in the classroom. At the end of the professional development seminar, I would 

answer any questions that were asked and would have teachers approach me to talk about 

DI. I would encourage teachers to use the handbook as a resource throughout the school 

year. It is very likely that each classroom has those couple of students who cannot keep 

up with standardized lesson plans and content. DI is crucial for the students who prefer 

different learning styles and need something different or creative to comprehend the 

content being taught.  

Conclusions  

In conclusion, I hope to be able to share the differentiated instruction handbook I 

created with a general education elementary district school in order to help teachers find 

strategies and ideas to implement in their curriculum. As for the last chapter of my 

handbook, I am glad that it could help improve academic instruction for some of my co-

workers. The students responded well to the strategies that were included in the lesson 

plans the teachers created. In an effort to respond to diverse learner needs and to increase 

student achievement, teachers are actively searching for best practices in differentiated 

instruction. It is important to keep the following questions in mind when differentiating 

instruction: “First, in what ways do educational leaders and faculty meet the needs of 

diverse learners in elementary schools? Secondly, how are these practices reflected in 

their knowledge, skills, dispositions, and support? Finally, is there a difference in the 

perceptions of the knowledge, skills, dispositions, and support of differentiated 
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instruction between faculty and educational leaders?” (Davis, 2013, p. 43).  The 

handbook I created includes some practices to help students struggling academically and 

includes strategies that pertain to certain learning styles. As a teacher, taking time to get 

to know each one of one’s students is crucial at the beginning of each school year. Not 

every student is going to be able to learn new content in the same robotic way. Students 

need differentiation, creativity, and determination from their teachers. It is the teacher’s 

job to ensure academic success with their students, and taking time to cater to each 

student’s individual learning needs is a big step towards that.  
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