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Foreword

For John McCarthy, Author

SO ALL CAN LEARN: A PRACTICAL GUIDE TO DIFFERENTIATION

When someone writes about their passions, you can feel it come right off the pages. Add teachers and students into the mix, and you can feel the passion even deeper. When you are writing for your own children’s success … well, you get the picture.

John McCarthy has been an educational leader in the area of differentiation for more than 20 years. He has worked in schools across the globe sharing his passion with teachers who are truly in it for the kids. Our paths crossed almost 20 years ago when we both started a leadership journey that taught us that we “lead from where we stand” and being advocates for our profession and students is what it is all about. John has exemplified this model in his new book … leading, modeling, and advocating for both teachers and students. Twenty plus years of experience and 1000s of classrooms later, John has captured the importance of differentiation and the empowerment it brings to classrooms.

Our paths again crossed at Wayne County RESA, Michigan’s largest Regional Education Service Agency located right in the heart of Detroit. We both were school improvement consultants. Again, John embraced the idea of “leading from where you stand” by bringing differentiation to the forefront in Wayne County. He embraced the teacher and the student, improving and empowering one classroom, one school, and one district at a time. His passion led to professional learning and led him to join the Buck Institute for Education, and his travels began across the globe. His work in Wayne County began to cross state lines and then oceans as demands for speaking and talent for improving schools were beginning to be recognized. John demonstrated the power of differentiation in schools where multiple languages, cultures, and climates intersected in the Detroit area. He showed teachers and administrators alike that all students can learn by shaping the learning and strategies for learning to the individual.

I too began a journey of my own, to seek a new place to stand and lead. I found myself as a principal of an elementary school in an urban Michigan school district. The challenges were many. Decisions on whether to be a manager or a leader were before me. Instructional leader or business leader … my passions in the world of instruction were strong … an instructional leader it would be. My teachers were strong, leaders in their own right, and adventurous too! John joined me on this journey a few times to shadow me at my school. Our walks together in the halls, peeking into classrooms, and an occasional staff meeting led to great dialogue about instructional practices that make a difference. One of the conversations shows up in this book. ;) As a teacher I didn’t read the CA-60 (student file that gets passed on year by year). I wanted to know my students from day one, not the days that lead them to my classroom door. I wanted to get to know their strengths and challenges, not by someone else’s observations. Time had passed, growth may have occurred. Who knows their kids better than their parents? I asked the parents to write me a letter each year to tell me about their child’s strengths and weaknesses, to tell me what gets them motivated, to inform me the best ways to communicate with their child and them as parents. As I shared with John and many others, I didn’t always get 100% of the kids covered by these personal messages of growth and quite frankly awe … however, for the parents who took the time to inform me, I learned so much more, began a relationship so much stronger with both the student and the parents … far more than a file from the past describing where the student may or may not have been in that moment.

John has always been a learner and a writer! Ever since I have known him, he has been working on something. He met with his writers group, the Deadwood Writers, talked about the experience with me many times over lunch, and encouraged me to write. John is not only a talented writer but also a storyteller who can make the strategies come off the page. John’s new book So All CAN Learn: A Practical Guide to Differentiation is filled with ideas for educators to “provide access to knowledge, skills, and concepts through a variety of delivery systems and instructional strategies.” John explains, defines, and gives real examples that guide both the novice and seasoned teachers. His challenge is for “teachers to be working more efficiently and having students do all the heavy lifting of learning.”

This book is resource rich and invites you to add to your own toolkits!

Syndee Malek, Ed.S.
Leadership Development Consultant


Preface

Differentiation has been my passion since my first day of teaching. I was filled with excitement and enthusiasm for the moment I became a third-generation teacher. Like my grandmother, and mother, before me, I wanted to make a difference in the world by supporting the next generations along their learning journey and preparing them for their future.

In American history, I told the students about the great time we’d have exploring history together. While I sought to convince them to be as enthusiastic as I felt, the students sat quietly in rows, staring at me. Near the end of the period, I gave them their first reading assignment, which I planned on using for an eventful Q&A (question and answer) session on Monday.

One of the students raised his hand. Yes, I enthused to myself, my first student question of my career. The young man spoke with firm politeness. “Mr. McCarthy, we don’t do homework on the weekends. That’s our time.” The entire class nodded in agreement.

Every day that I teach and coach, that student’s voice echoes in my head. He, and the many students who’ve followed him, reminds me that becoming a successful teacher means involving students in the teaching and learning processes, because they, not me, are in control of learning. Starting where students are in their understanding and perceptions, differentiation becomes just how learning happens. Developing my differentiation skills never stops.

THE DIFFERENTIATION CHALLENGE

Behind every person is a cadre of teachers who intersected their path. We’ve all heard that the profession of teaching is a calling. For many, there is a desire for meeting students’ needs, helping them learn, and building their skills. Through time and effort, we strive to help them grow into someone more capable, confident, and learned so as to find success in their lives.

The responsibilities on teachers are great. Not all who answer the call are able to shoulder the responsibilities successfully, at least not without ongoing reflection and learning. Teachers must navigate the challenges of working with a group of individuals who have different perspectives about themselves, the tasks asked of them, and about the teacher. One constant is that each group of students will vary widely in their skills, personalities, and confidence. For these reasons alone, differentiation is imperative.

The reality is that differentiation happens. It may be part of a thoughtful plan or emerge from the need to modify instruction because some students have disengaged when they do not understand, a gap in skills is uncovered, or the content is already deeply known. Add to the mix the expectations by testing, instructional initiatives, political mandates, and public criticism, student learning can be lost in the fog. Yet the calling and responsibility remains: student learning.

This book, So All Can Learn, is intended to help teachers support themselves and mentor others on how to address that which they have control: their instructional work with students. Differentiation is a lens for meeting learner needs based on the instructional outcomes required of students. This same lens can be used to bridge mandates and challenges to meet student needs in the best ways that educators can design.

Often times, differentiation is misunderstood as something that cannot be done in “my situation.” But if differentiation happens with or without our conscious intervention, then what is needed by teachers and administrators is how to frame and plan differentiation so that all can learn. Education professionals simply need an understanding of frameworks for how to differentiate effectively and more tools to support learning by all students.

PEDAGOGIES AND STRATEGIES

Through the many workshops and coaching experiences I have provided, every teacher I worked with believed that they taught students who:


	are composed of a mixture of skill levels

	learn at different rates and paces

	have unique personalities and perceptions



Yet, many of the teachers shared a common thought that differentiation is an ideal that is unattainable in the real world of the classroom. For those teachers to transform their view of differentiation to one of practical approaches, they needed understanding of concrete frameworks that work. They had to unpack the relationship of pedagogies and practices.

The term “differentiated instruction” represents a myriad of ideas about teaching and learning. Many teachers and administrators talk about it in terms of strategies that support instruction. For example, what are differentiated writing strategies or differentiated math strategies? This question creates an assumption that there are strategies that are labeled as differentiated, and those that are not. Any strategy can be differentiated for the needs of learners, but to be effective the pedagogical practices need to align
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FINAL THOUGHTS FOR TAKING THIS JOURNEY
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