
Understanding Differentiated Instruction

An organized guide for teachers, tutors, and education students

1. What Is Differentiated Instruction (DI)?

Aspect Description

Definition
A proactive teaching approach that adjusts content, process, product, and learning

environment to meet the diverse needs of all learners.

Goal
Maximize each student’s growth and achievement by providing appropriately

challenging experiences.

Key

Principle

“One size does not fit all.” Instruction is tailored while maintaining the same

learning objectives for the whole class.

2. The Four Pillars of DI

Pillar What It Involves Practical Examples

Content What students learn.

• Offer texts at varying reading levels.

• Provide video, audio, and graphic organizers

for the same concept.

Process
How students make sense of

the content.

• Small?group inquiry stations.

• Tiered worksheets (basic, intermediate,

advanced).

Product
How students demonstrate

learning.

• Choice of a written report, poster, slide deck,

or oral presentation.

• Rubrics that focus on mastery, not format.

Learning

Environment

Physical and psychological

climate.

• Flexible seating, quiet zones, and

collaborative tables.

• Clear expectations, supportive feedback, and

growth?mindset language.

3. Why Differentiate? (The Rationale)
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Reason Evidence / Impact

Student Diversity
Differences in prior knowledge, language, culture, interests, and abilities

are the norm.

Improved

Engagement
When tasks match readiness and interests, on?task behavior rises.

Higher Achievement
Research (e.g., Tomlinson, 2014) links DI to gains in reading, math, and

science scores.

Equity
DI narrows achievement gaps by giving each learner the support they

need to succeed.

4. Steps to Plan a Differentiated Lesson

1. Identify Learning Goals

Write clear, standards?based objectives.

2. Assess Learner Profiles

Pre?assessment data (quiz, KWL, diagnostic).

Ongoing observations (strengths, preferences, challenges).

3. Design Tiered/Choice Options

Content: multiple resources (text, video, manipulatives).

Process: varied activities (guided practice, independent work, peer tutoring).

Product: choice boards, rubrics with common criteria.

4. Organize the Physical Space

Stations, flexible seating, technology hubs.

5. Implement & Monitor

Circulate, ask probing questions, collect formative data.

6. Reflect & Adjust

Review student work, note what worked, refine for next lesson.
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5. Common Differentiation Strategies

Strategy When to Use Quick Implementation Tip

Tiered

Assignments

Varying readiness

levels.

Create three versions of a worksheet: basic (recall),

intermediate (application), advanced (analysis).

Learning Centers /

Stations

Small?group work,

hands?on learning.

Set up 3–4 stations with distinct tasks; rotate groups

every 15 minutes.

Flexible Grouping
Changing needs

(ability, interest, task).

Re?group weekly based on data; use homogeneous

for skill practice, heterogeneous for problem solving.

Choice Boards Boosting motivation
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