A guide to differentiation
Intended learning outcomes

Working through this resource will help you understand why and how you need to differentiate in your planning and delivery of sessions with adult learners.  There are some examples of activities you can try out with your groups.

The guide has five sections:

1. What does differentiation mean?

2. Why do you need to differentiate?

3. How can you differentiate?

4. Tips for differentiating.

5. Over to you!

What does differentiation mean?

What do you understand by differentiation?  (Click anywhere inside the textbox and insert your ideas.)

	


Why do you need to differentiate?

Each group you teach is made up of a number of very different individuals.  Think about the learners you teach in one of your sessions and the factors that you think affect their learning.  Find a minimum of six.
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Follow-up activity

Look at the list below and tick the factors you have identified in the previous activity.  Tick any others in the list that might also affect learning.

	Motivation, interests and needs
	

	Past educational experience and attainment (including development of study skills/learning strategies)
	

	Expectations, attitudes and self perception
	

	Levels of confidence and anxiety
	

	Linguistic awareness and level (in taught language, other foreign language and mother tongue)
	

	Psychological and social needs
	

	Previous language learning experience
	

	External pressures, missed attendance and time available to study
	

	Age
	

	Memory
	

	Learning speeds/attention spans
	


Taking into account the above listed factors, insert what you think the benefits of differentiation are:
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Compare your answer with these suggestions:

· You need to differentiate because competence levels in a group are different and not all learners progress at the same rate.

· They also have different interests and reasons for learning.

· If all learners work on exactly the same task at the same time, those who complete the task more quickly have to wait for others to catch up.

· At the same time, those who progress more slowly may lose confidence if they feel they are holding the group back.

· By providing a range of activities and tasks, you provide an opportunity for all leaners to learn in a way and at a pace that suits them.

In order to differentiate successfully it may be helpful to monitor your interactive style with learners.  Ask yourself how well you promote active learning.

If you’d like to find out more about active learning and how to incorporate it into your teaching, look at the resources for the QIA National Teaching and Learning Change Programme: Engineering Section 3: Learning by doing.  The content can be applied to any subject.

How can you differentiate?

For some clues about how to differentiate, use the chart below as a reading activity.

You can download ‘Definitions of differentiation’.

(with copyright permission from the Centre for Information on Language Teaching and Research (CILT): Convery, A and Coyle, D, Differentiation and Individual Learners, a guide for classroom practice, Pathfinder 18, CILT, 1999)
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Tips for differentiating
	Step 1:  Get to know your learners.

	· During the first session, you should carry out some form of initial assessment.  This could be a questionnaire, supplemented by an ice breaking activity, which will help learners to get to know each other and at the same time allow you to begin to assess abilities.

· From the information you gain, you will need to build a profile of your learners, which will help you plan differentiated activities to meet individual needs.

	Step 2:  Create an atmosphere conducive to learning.

	· The Adult Learning sessions that work best are those with a tutor who takes the trouble to create a relaxed social atmosphere, who is approachable and who, above all, shows sensitivity in the way that he or she deals with learners.

· A non-threatening atmosphere helps learners to recognise individual differences, and to support each other and value each other's contributions (see below: Establishing ground rules).

· It is also important to make time to speak to each learner individually to give help, feedback and reassurance.

· Learners also need to understand what you want them to do and why.  As well as outlining aims and objectives at the start of each session, it is essential that any activity is properly explained so that they know what is expected of them.

· Learners need to be motivated by success, not demoralised by failure.  Short-term goals and manageable tasks can help them to see the progress they are making.

	Step 3:  Establish ground rules with your learners.

	At the first session, it is very important to establish ground rules with your learners.  These should include the following.
· The need to respect other learners and support each other in the learning process.
· The recognition that everyone works at a different pace and that more advanced learners should not dominate to the detriment of the rest of the session.
· Negotiation and clarification of realistic aims and intended outcomes so learners know what they can hope to achieve by the end of the course.
· An understanding of how the session will operate.  This will include session structure (whole group work, pair work and homework, for example), your availability for individual support, coffee breaks.
· Strategies you will use to ensure learners who are absent do not fall behind.
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	Step 4:  Plan a variety of strategies to respond to individual needs.

	Once you are aware of learners’ individual differences, you need to plan a range of strategies to meet their needs.  Ways of doing this are:

· whole group question and answer sessions with differentiated questions

· pair and small group work

· a variety of texts, materials, methods and resources

· a range of activities, differentiated for level where appropriate, and

· additional activities for those who finish early.


When you’re planning a session, devise core intended outcomes for the whole group and then extended outcomes to challenge more expert learners.

In summary

· Differentiation is about helping each learner to achieve her or his potential.  It is not just about taking into account differences in competance, experience and achievement.  Consider also the many other factors that influence the rate at which adults learn.

· By using a range of teaching methods, activities and materials you will be more prepared to meet a range of needs.

· In order to differentiate successfully, you need to get to know your learners.  Initial assessment will help you to find out about each individual learner's interests, preferences and competence, thus helping you plan for these.

· When planning a session, you should think about the needs of different learners in your group and identify which differentiated tasks and extension activities you will need to meet these.

· At the end of the session, you should encourage learners to feed back to you what they have learnt, what they need to revisit, what they did not understand and what they enjoyed or did not enjoy.  This will enable you to adjust your next session to meet emerging needs, either by tackling issues individually, or as a whole group activity if there are common needs.

Over to you!

Go back to the learners that you identified in Why do you need to differentiate?
Using the grid provided below, identify the ways in which you would differentiate for each learner.  Be specific about the differences it makes to your planning to facilitate the best outcome for the learner.
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Where appropriate, you can promote equality and diversity issues.  For example, if a learner requires handouts in a larger font, you can issue everyone with the same.

Print your list and take it with you to any further session on planning or discuss it with your curriculum manager, staff development manager or Subject Learning Coach at the next opportunity.

(If you are doing this exercise in a group your facilitator will ask you to share one example with all participants so as to promote good practice.)

	Learner
	Differentiation
	Equality and diversity
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