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Curriculum Design:  Differentiated Instruction in the English Classroom

Statement of Purpose


One of the main goals in any class is for students to achieve mastery of the content. Although all students are working toward this goal, the way students achieve this goal may vary. Moreover, the way everyone learns is different. Thus, it is the role of the educator to take into account various learning styles and create meaningful learning experiences for all students. This is where differentiated instruction comes into play. According to Heacox (2009), “Differentiation is what we do to enable more students to meet their state’s standards or province’s goals. It is the way in which we respond to learning differences as students engage in daily activities in our classroom” (p. 6).  Furthermore, by examining the role of differentiation, one will find that it can play an integral role to students’ success in the English classroom.


Before successfully implementing differentiated instruction in the classroom, one will find there needs to be a clear focus on what must be taught. This puts value in the subject matter. Heacox (2009) reiterates this point stating, “As such, we cannot even begin to think about differentiation (how we teach, how our students learn) without first considering our standards (what they will learn)” (p. 6). Moreover, there needs to be some form of plan in what students need to ultimately achieve. Nevertheless, as emphasized above, examining the content is only the first step in implementing this curriculum design. If educators only focus on the content, they are taking an academic rationalism point of view and ignoring some of the needs of the individual. According to Chiarelott, “…academic rationalism is perhaps the most decontextualized in its view of the learner, societal, and content needs” (p. 19). Moreover, this orientation would be the least suitable for the differentiated classroom. Educators must look beyond just content needs and look at the needs of the learner and society. This ties in with the elements of differentiation, as well as the orientations of curriculum in personal relevance and development of cognitive processes discussed by Chiarelott.


When preparing to incorporate elements of differentiation into their classrooms, many educators do not know where to start. In reviewing information from Heacox, one will find three contextualized ways to incorporate differentiated instruction into the English classroom. These three methods include: tiered assignments, choice opportunities, and grouping of students. Furthermore, tiered assignments and choice opportunities truly focus on the needs of the learner. On the other hand, grouping of students allows students to build a sense of community, and it addresses the needs of society. 

As mentioned, in order for differentiation to be successful the needs of the learner must be kept in mind. Tiered assignments acknowledge that different students may need different levels of support and modifications. Heacox (2009) states of tiered assignments, “They are the most prescriptive, learner-responsive, and sophisticated strategy for differentiation” (p. 85). Moreover, tiered assignments allow educators to shape learning experiences to individual students. If true learning is going to occur, teachers must realize that instruction is not a one-size-fits-all approach. Rather, instruction should be differentiated. When examining this facet of differentiation, some educators fear that they are doing students a disservice for the real world. However, Wormeli (2006) contests this point, stating, “When we differentiate, we give students the tools to handle whatever comes their way – differentiated or not” (p. 5). Moreover, when educators differentiate, they are allowing students a better understanding of the material and  learning process. Thus, students are becoming better equipped for their futures.

While tiered assignments adjust to students’ skill levels, educators must also find a way to keep students engaged in the learning process; choice opportunities can allow for this engagement. Heacox (2009) encourages choice opportunities through various choice boards (p. 74). Heacox (2009) states of choice opportunities, “Choice provides students the opportunity and power to act on their interests; and the key to motivation is interest. Not only does choice motivate students to learn but also to actively engage in their learning” (p. 71). Moreover, this is true of any facet in life. When individuals are interested, they become both motivated to complete the task and their level of engagement in the task increases. Some educators fear if they allow students choice, the standards will not be met. However, this is not the case. Educators can create guidelines in their choice assignments that adhere to state standards while also engaging students through various choices. Like many elements in teaching, it is a balancing act. Furthermore, in order for differentiation to achieve optimal success, educators must incorporate choice opportunities into their teaching.

The final element of differentiation in the curriculum design is the grouping of students. The thought of group work is frightening to some educators. However, educators must come to the realization of the benefits groups can have for students. Additionally, if groups are properly monitored and guidelines are provided, students have the capabilities to stay on focus with the task. Moreover, grouping of students can be done in various ways. One way Heacox (2009) suggests grouping students is by their interests, which can be achieved through literature circles (p. 99). Additionally, she suggests grouping students by mixed readiness when some students may benefit from the skills of others (Heacox, 2009, p. 99). On the other hand, it is beneficial at times for students to be grouped by similar readiness. In order for this to most smoothly occur, Heacox (2009) states, “The more strategies you use for creating groups in the classroom, the less noticeable it is when you group for instruction” (p. 103). Moreover, it is less evident to students that grouping is being based on those mastering a concept versus those who are not mastering the concept. Whatever the method may be, grouping allows students to learn from one another and to share in a sense of community. Students can work together to solve a problem, as well as value one another’s opinions. One of the main benefits of a group situation is that it allows students to share a sense of teamwork. With the idea of preparing students for the future, educators would be doing students a disservice by not allowing them to achieve a goal within a group. 


When implementing a curriculum design, a question that should be on all educators’ minds is how do I best reach the needs of my students? Before addressing this question, most educators instantly realize that the needs of their students vary. Thus, in order to meet the needs of all learners, differentiated instruction should be integrated into the classroom instruction. As emphasized above, the content serves as the basis for what must be taught. After all, the goal of English is for students to learn the foundations of reading, writing, vocabulary, grammar, and so on. Nevertheless, for the majority of students to walk away with an understanding of this content, the way the information is relayed must be differentiated. Differentiation should address the needs of the learner through tiered activities and choice. In addition, differentiation should promote a sense of community and real life experiences by allowing students to work in groups. Furthermore, through implementing these elements of differentiation, it is a goal that students will have mastered their English course. However, even more so, another goal is that students will have learned reading and writing strategies that will benefit them in future endeavors.  
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