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Introduction



In the very simplest terms, differentiation is about using different approaches with our learners, so that they can all make the maximum progress in their learning. It is about accepting that the learners we work with are all different – that they know, understand and can do different things at the point when we come to teach them. While it is not necessarily easy to differentiate, particularly for a class that you do not see very often, it is part and parcel of a philosophy of inclusive education. We tend to think of differentiation as something very obvious and time-consuming – preparing a variety of worksheets for different learners, for instance. But in reality, it is the subtle, flexible and responsive approaches you use that are the nuts and bolts of everyday differentiation, rather than the specific techniques that you might be able to spell out in a lesson plan. In essence, reacting to each learner’s individual needs is what ‘good teaching’ looks like, because it allows every individual to learn. Differentiation is an attempt to start from where individual learners are at any given moment, and to move them forward from that point.

In this book I will show you that differentiation does not have to be about a big, grand, complicated set of approaches requiring the application of lots of time and money; it is more about all the practical adaptations that good teachers make, day in, day out. As an educator you react differently to different learners because you know that they need different things. For learners who need a lot of support to learn, for instance those with SEND (special educational needs and disabilities), differentiation can be vital for helping them to access the curriculum. For learners who are already way ahead of what the curriculum asks of them, differentiation is important for pushing them and keeping them challenged and engaged. This book outlines a host of practical ways in which you can support, stretch and challenge all your learners, whatever their needs.

Every class is made up of a collection of individuals, and each learner within the class will have had a different set of experiences, before the point at which you begin to teach them. These experiences will not just be about what has happened to them in school, they will also (and often mainly) be about what has happened to them outside of it, because children and young people spend a lot more time not in school than in it. Your learners will have different kinds of interests in and aptitudes for various subjects and they will have varied home, social and cultural backgrounds as well. Your learners will have diverse levels and types of knowledge and they will have picked up different amounts and types of vocabulary. Some of your learners may have travelled the world, while others may never have left the area where they were born. Your learners will have distinct and unique personalities as well. Even if differentiation wasn’t a key part of the expected standards for qualified teachers, it seems obvious that we would want to differentiate to try to meet the varying needs of any group of people.

Differentiation is as much about an attitude to children and young people as it is about an attitude to teaching. If we see ‘the class’ as a single entity, and plan with that in mind, the learning will only be at the right level for a handful of learners – it is likely to be too easy for some, and too hard for others. This mismatch between what we are teaching and what our learners are learning means that they cannot make as much progress as might otherwise be possible. Each and every individual that we teach will have their own strengths, and indeed weaknesses, but these may lie in very different areas. By embracing the need to differentiate, we celebrate the diversity of the learners in our care. We see difference as something to be appreciated and enjoyed – something that adds to the rich tapestry of the classroom – rather than as something that can only ever add to our workload and slow us down in our teaching.

Taking the need for differentiation on board requires us to start from the viewpoint of the individual, rather than from the viewpoint of the teacher. Just because we teach something to the whole class, that does not mean that everyone in the class will have learnt it. We need to see our goal as ensuring that everyone has learnt x, y or z, rather than ensuring that we have taught it. And this means taking the learners’ differences into account in the way that we plan for and teach them. For instance, while one learner in your class might know everything there is to know about dinosaurs, and may have memorised hundreds of their names, another learner might have experienced life in three different countries, and be fluent in several languages. While one learner in your class might struggle with retaining times tables, another might have difficulty in using full stops. While one might be great at listening and focusing, another might find it desperately hard to sit still. In a mixed age group in a small primary school, where the teacher might have three different year groups in a single class, differentiation is more than just a model of good practice – it is an absolute necessity.

In order to differentiate effectively, we need to figure out what the individual currently knows or can do, and then work out what that learner needs to know or learn how to do next. If we don’t manage to do this, some learners might already know what we are teaching them, and others might not be able to access what we are teaching them at all. There is no point in presenting an individual with learning that they find impossible to understand; nor is it a good use of time to teach someone something they already know or can do. As noted previously, to be effective, we need to try to meet each learner at the point they are at now, and move them forwards from that point. However, as every teacher understands, with a class of perhaps 30 or more learners, this is easy to say but remarkably difficult to do. In a secondary school, where a teacher of a ‘once a week’ subject might see 250 or more learners over the course of a week, it can feel like a task of mammoth proportions. But even if we can’t manage to differentiate as fully as we might like, we can still make small tweaks to our practice that will make a big difference to our learners.

Differentiation is a key concern for the teachers that I meet and work with – how can they adapt to the needs of every learner in their classes, yet at the same time stretch and challenge them? How can they show that they are ‘doing differentiation’, in a way that senior leaders or inspectors will understand? With funding going down, class sizes going up, and teachers expected to get every individual to ‘make progress’, differentiation is going to become ever more crucial in doing the best for everyone. Senior leaders and inspectors all say that they want to see effective differentiation going on in classrooms, but what exactly does ‘effective differentiation’ look like? This book will help you to answer that question, so that you feel confident to say ‘this is how I am differentiating and this is how it is helping my learners to learn’. Differentiation categorically does not have to be about creating separate worksheets for different groups of learners – it can and should be about a great deal more than that.

One way that schools try to make differentiation a bit easier is by setting their learners, either into different classes, organised as sets or streams, in a secondary school, or into different attainment groupings within a single class at primary. The idea is that this creates a smaller range of difference between the learners, thus making it easier for the teacher to match the teaching and learning to their current attainment. There is a lot of research into the impact that setting or streaming can have on progress, motivation and outcomes for different groups of learners. While it might work well for some groups, it can be highly problematic for your lowest attainers, because of the impact on motivation, self-image and the need for higher-attaining role models. In any case, even if you or your school use attainment groupings rather than teaching mixed-ability groups, there will still be significant differences from one learner to the next within a class.

This book is at once an impassioned defence of the pedagogical necessity of differentiation, and also a practical, realistic and time-saving guide to ‘doing differentiation’ in real-life classroom situations. The advice in the book is designed to be accessible and easy to dip in and out of for busy teachers on the hunt for tips and strategies. The approaches will work for different age groups, from the youngest children right up to post-compulsory learners. In this book I hope to demonstrate to you that you already differentiate much of the time, in subtle and often creative ways. It is important that we acknowledge and celebrate the variety of approaches that we already use to cater for all our learners – for too long teachers have been quiet about the skills they have in this area. I hope that this book will give you confidence in your own professional judgement, as well as some fresh ideas and ways to develop your skills even further, so that you can meet the challenge to support and stretch every single learner.

Sue Cowley

www.suecowley.co.uk
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