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What is Differentiation?
(Making Sure Weôre on the Same 

Pageé)

Differentiation is 
planning for the 

unpredictability of a 
classroom.

At its most basic level, 

differentiating instruction 

means ñshaking upòwhat 

goes on in the classroom

so that students have

multiple options for

taking in information,

making sense of ideas,

and expressing

what they learn.



Copyright 2009 Carol Tomlinson 2



Copyright 2009 Carol Tomlinson 3

1 Quality  DI

Is predominately proactively planned.

ñIt means teachers proactively plan 
varied approaches to what

students need to learn, how they 
will learn it, and/or how they will 
show what they have learned 
in order to increase the likelihood 

that each student will learn as 
much as he or she can, as 
efficiently as possible.ò
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2 Quality  DI

Begins with a growth mindset, moves 

to student-teacher connections, & 

evolves to community.

MINDSET CONNECTIONS COMMUNITY

ÅSuccess comes from being

smart 

ÅGenetics, environment

determine what we can do

ÅSome kids are smartðsome 

arenôt

ÅTeachers canôt override 

studentsô profiles

ÅSuccess comes from effort

ÅWith hard work, most students

can do most things

ÅTeachers can override studentsô

profiles

ÅA key role of the teacher is to set

high goals, provide high support,

ensure student focusðto find

the thing that makes school

work for a student
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New York Times | February 08, 2009 
Op-Ed Contributor:  Education Is All in Your Mind 

By RICHARD E. NISBETT 

Just telling students that their intelligence is under 
their own control improves their effort on school 
work and performance. In two separate studies, 
Mr. Aronson and others taught black and Hispanic 
junior high school students how the brain works, 
explaining that the students possessed the ability, 
if they worked hard, to make themselves smarter. 
This erased up to half of the difference between 
minority and white achievement levels.

BLUEBIRDS            BUZZARDS          WOMBATS

MINDSET CONNECTIONS COMMUNITY
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Caring Teachersé

écan help disengaged, passive, confused, or discouraged 

students become connected to school and to learning.  By 

making their commitments to students and subjects regularly 

visible, some teacher emerge as stimulating personalities who 

breathe life into learning.  They get respect as role models or 

mentors.  Students develop lasting interests through teachersô 

enthusiastic representations of subjects, or they develop 

interest in subjects because teacher show enthusiasm for the 

students.  A few become actual apprentices.  Positive 

relationships with their instructors can motivate students when 

other incentives fail.  Personalization should not be confused 

with social work; it is directly linked to the                      

promotion of academic learning.

Lessons from Privilege by Arthur G. Powell

(That teachers must connect with all 

students in an effort to teach them well)

is

a moral imperative

and failure to try constitutes

professional dereliction

Lessons from Privilege

Arthur G. Powell

Teachers discover that they need to develop 
and maintain personal relationships with the 
students they teach -- because for most 
students, meaningful interaction with a 
teacher is a precursor to academic learning.

Huberman, 1983 in

The New Meaning of Educational Change

(3rd Edition) by Michael Fullan

2001, New York:  The Teachers College Press, p. 33
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ÅLΩŘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ 
our job is just to get the kids 
to learn new things, think 
ōŜǘǘŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ ōŜ άǎƳŀǊǘŜǊΦέ

ÅBut in the bigger picture, 
learning is about what we at 
¢ƘŜ aŜǘ Ŏŀƭƭ άǘƘŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ wΩǎέ--
relationships, relevance, and 
rigor.

ÅYou cannot have a 
relationship with or make 
things relevant for or expect 
ǊƛƎƻǊ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ƪƛŘ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ 
know.

The BIG Picture by Dennis Littky, ASCD, p. 39

Teacher-Student Connections

allow us to access what 

matters about learners

Teacher-Student Connections Bridge the Risk of Learning

MINDSET CONNECTIONS COMMUNITY
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Motivation and Relationships

The new common ground for both 
cognitive scientists and 
sociologists concerns motivation 
and relationships, that is, it is only 
when schooling operates in a way 
that connects students relationally 
in a relevant, engaging, and 
worthwhile experience that 
substantial learning will occur.  

That only a small proportion of any 
students are so engaged in a 
measure of the seriousness of the 
problem.

The New Meaning of Educational Change, Third Edition Michael Fullan

ÅEstablishes the framework for a responsive classroom

Each studentôs need for a ñnext stepò

Responsibility for own growth

ñWeôve got your backò mentality

Competition against self (vs. others)

Fair as each student getting what he/she needs to succeed

Working like colleagues

ÅBegins with teacher mindset

ÅExtends to student belief in one another

ÅSupports the belief that we win or lose together

ÅEnsures security/safety necessary for academic growth

ÅEnables students to work as a team

ÅProvides the teacher with ñteammatesò too

There is no program,

textbook or pacing guide or

set of strategies

that can substitute 

for a teacherôs belief in 

and connection with

studentsé
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2 Quality  DI

Is rooted in meaningful curriculum.

QUALITY CURRICULUM:

THE SHORT VERSION

Engagement + Understanding = Success

However we conceive it, every lesson plan should be, at its plan at its 

heart,  motivational plan. Young learners are motivated and engaged 

by a variety of conditions. Among those are:

novelty

cultural significance

personal relevance or passion

emotional connection

product focus

choice

the potential to make a contribution or

link with something greater than self

Tomlinson Å 2003 Å Fulfilling The Promise...


