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Background

In the 1990 decade, we witnessed a progressive global movement in education.  The major aim of this development was to ensure that every child in the world would have access to a quality education and, consequently, increased opportunities in life. UNESCO contributed to this goal in many ways (e.g., conducting international and regional conferences and workshops, providing policies and guidelines, and elaborating materials that support teacher education and development). However, fifteen years after The World
 Conference of Education for All, Jomtien, Thailand, 1990 and ten years after The World Conference on Special Needs Education: Access and Quality, Salamanca, Spain, 1994, the international panorama is still challenging.

Access, success and failure in education 

Students failing academically, dropping out of school or at risk thereof, is still an educational phenomenon that affects both countries from the North and the South. This often is directly related to the fact that many students are not able to make sense of the curriculum, are not engaged in learning, and have poor interactions with teachers. The question often becomes, “Are students dropping out or are they being ‘pushed out’ of school?” (Black, 2002).  

In the USA, where students have had access to schooling for many years, it has been reported that approximately 10.7 percent of the 16-24 year olds have dropped out of school (National Center for Education Statistics, 2001).  In Brazil, “children between [the ages of] 7-14 enrolled in school rose to around 96% in 1999” (CEPAL 2001, p. 69). However, despite the fact that access to universal primary schooling has been nearly achieved in Brazil, there are still more than 50% of students failing academically and many are dropping out of school (INEP 2004).

Students’ diversity in schools

In addition to the concern of our students not accessing schooling, worldwide there is a growing diversity of students entering our classrooms. Both of these issues have lead teachers to recognize that they need to adapt, modify and differentiate their methods for teaching students.  As well, meaningful learning activities need to be provided for all students in their classes. To do this effectively, teachers are acknowledging the importance of getting to know their students. This includes the need to assess students in a variety of ways in order to take into account: their cultural and linguistic differences, what students already know and what they do not know, how students study and learn best, and what is of interest to students. These are some of the important components which enable teachers to map their classroom in order to ensure equal opportunities for students learning.  

In such a context, Teacher Education is a crucial area for us to focus on to help combat exclusion from school, its curriculum, or its social milieu.  The social and learning processes that become inclusive or exclusive ultimately happen within the classroom and are orchestrated by the teacher.

In order to support more inclusive teaching in classrooms, UNESCO commissioned Darlene Perner to author the material Changing Teaching Practices, using curriculum differentiation to respond to students’ diversity (Changing Teaching Practices…).  This book was peer reviewed by a group of experts in the field of inclusive education from Brazil, Finland, India and South Africa.  Changing Teaching Practices… was published last year and presented at the UNESCO Bangkok, Regional Workshop on Inclusive Education, ‘Getting All Children into School and Helping Them Learn’ (October 2004).  The aim of this new UNESCO material is to help teachers to further develop and change their teaching style towards more inclusive practices.  This is the material we will be using in this workshop.

Introduction to ‘Changing Teaching Practices…’

Having provided this brief background, we will present an overview of inclusive strategies used by teachers to differentiate curriculum in the classroom.  The intent of these strategies is to involve all students in the activity and to improve learning for all. Based on our own experiences using curriculum differentiation in our academic activities, in teacher training programmes and in working in schools directly with teachers in Brazil, Canada and the United States, we will examine how teachers can differentiate the way they deliver the curriculum in order to meet the various learning needs of all children in today's classroom.  For this purpose, we raise these three guiding questions:

· How can teachers change their teaching practices to be more inclusive? 

· How can they adopt a more participatory approach in which colleagues and students become partners and supporters?  

· How can teacher educators effectively help teachers change practices towards a more inclusive approach? 

Our experiences show that there are some conditions and challenges that cannot be overlooked in this process, and these need to be addressed first.  
The local context:  


-
Particularly in areas with low resources and large class sizes 


-
The individualistic features of the conventional classrooms 


-
The strategies and activities adapted based on cultural and educational contexts.
The teacher challenges:


-
lack of time


-
lack of reading and reading materials


-
lack of preparation and planning 


-
lack of experience with peer support and working together 

Moving practices forward and toward inclusive education:

Some lessons from the South and the North

Studies reveal that material or human resources alone do not ensure the quality of student learning. Research from effective schools and successful inclusive schools demonstrates that there are a number of factors which can help to promote student learning. Some of these can be implemented by the teachers within their own school such as establishing an environment within the school and the classroom that is supportive to students and conducive to learning.  This includes creating positive teacher and student interactions as well as promoting positive and cooperative interactions between and among students. It also means changing practices to allow students to actively participate and learn concepts and skills at their own level.  This process of change is related to improving the quality and characteristics of social relations in schools where students participate actively with teachers in the teaching, learning and decision-making process.
Changing Teaching Practices, using curriculum differentiation to respond to students’ diversity, written for teachers, provides several practical examples of teachers from different parts of the world using various strategies to change their teaching methods in order to include more students in the teaching and learning process. These strategies and practical, real-life examples are meant to show us new possibilities in teaching, in organizing the classroom, in knowing our students, and in interacting with them.  Before sharing some strategies and practical examples it is important to know more about curriculum differentiation, what it is and how it works. 

What is inclusive education?
Since differentiation of the curriculum is based on the foundation of inclusive education (inclusion), we have set forth a number of principles that guide us in our teaching. 

Our Principles of Inclusion

-
Every child can learn. 


-
Every child has a right to a quality education. 


-
Every child has a right to participate and learn with his/her peers.


-
Every child must be respected and valued. 


-
Every child has a right to opportunities and experiences that are enriching. 


-
Every child has a right to opportunities and experiences that are based on student characteristics such as abilities and needs.


-
Every child has a right to be in a classroom where teachers and children share and learn together.

What is curriculum?

Before discussing curriculum differentiation, we will define curriculum. The curriculum is what is learnt and what is taught (the content); how the content is delivered (the teaching-learning methods); how it is assessed (exams, for example); and the resources (e.g., books used to deliver and support the teaching and learning).

On one hand, we base our curriculum content, the “formal curriculum,” on a prescribed set of educational outcomes or goals.   Because this formal curriculum may be prescribed by authority, we feel constrained and often implement it rigidly. Sometimes all we need to do is to facilitate more flexibility in following it, or as teachers, in using it. On the other hand, there is what is called the informal or ‘hidden’ curriculum – the ‘unplanned’ learning that occurs in classrooms, in the school compound or when the students interact together with or without the teacher present. In these cases we can also be more flexible by being aware of the informal curriculum and create opportunities that provide more active participation of students in their learning. 
What is curriculum differentiation?

In any classroom, students have different characteristics.  For example, there are students with different levels of ability, different learning characteristics and preferences, and different backgrounds and experiences. In any classroom, the teacher’s role is to facilitate student learning. To do so, the teacher offers students a variety of learning experiences to meet their different learning characteristics and needs. 

Curriculum differentiation, then, is the process of modifying or adapting the curriculum according to the different ability levels of the students in one class and in that process the teacher takes into account other characteristics of the students such as their interests, prior knowledge and strengths (UNESCO, 2004; Tomlinson, 2002). Teachers can adapt or differentiate the curriculum by changing: the content, the methods for teaching and learning the content (the activities that students use to apply and practice what they are learning), and, the methods of assessment (products that show student learning). 

Curriculum differentiation requires positive, supportive classroom environments where students and the teachers respect each other and help each other in learning and in social contexts. The process of differentiating the curriculum involves the continuous assessment of students and the use of that data to inform teachers in planning and implementing meaningful instruction that accommodates the individual differences, abilities and needs of students.  Differentiated instruction also takes into account various student characteristics such as the background of experiences, prior knowledge, individual interests, preferred learning modalities and environments, and multiple intelligences. 

Why differentiate the curriculum?
Why do we need to differentiate the curriculum?  What are the benefits to teachers, to students, and to others?  How can we differentiate the curriculum if it is prescribed? There are still many relevant questions regarding curriculum differentiation and changing practices to be answered. Our experience shows that as teachers advance in their practices towards inclusive strategies, many questions and challenges emerge from their reflection upon practice and the sharing of information between and amongst teachers and pupils.  

Therefore, making a change in teaching practices is a challenge for any teacher.  Beginning to use curriculum differentiation and the strategies associated with it takes time and practice.  But as we build a network for inclusive practices, more supports are available.  Even if curriculum cannot be changed within your context, changing some teaching strategies can make a difference in how you teach and how your students learn.  

As teachers we use what we know as a basis for our reflections and consequent changes. Some things we do know are that students learn in different ways, and therefore, we need to teach in different ways.  We know that no one method is going to succeed for all students within a class. Also we need to get to know our students, to continuously assess them so that we know more about them and what methods do work for them.  Additionally, we know that classrooms should be safe, welcoming environments and sometimes these environments need to be created by us. Although we recognise that every context is different and that several aspects of it are crucial for learning, the main focus here is always on students: meeting their needs, engaging them in the teaching and learning process and ensuring that student learning is taking place. How do we do this? In curriculum differentiation, we consider the diversity within our classrooms and accommodate for those differences by using and creating various strategies. Some of these will be shared.
Inclusive Strategies: Using Curriculum Differentiation 
The strategies to differentiate curriculum are ones that may be used to adapt the curricular content, the classroom teaching and learning activities, and the evaluation methods used by the teacher to help determine whether the students understand the concept or skills being taught (i.e., demonstration through a variety of products and performances). The strategies we describe and demonstrate here are the ones that teachers have used successfully in various classroom contexts. 

Getting to know our students better

Assessing and knowing more about our students and their individual characteristics will help us to know what part of the curriculum we may need to differentiate in a given lesson.  What we modify should be based on the student characteristics that relate to students’ prior experiences (what they already know or can do); their interests (what students like, what they are good at) and their learning profile (more personal information about the students and their characteristics which affects how they learn and how they learn best such as their gender, culture, learning style, linguistic preference and abilities). 
Example of Strategy 1

One way we can get to know students is by finding out more about them such as what they are interested in at school and after school, and what their preferences are in terms of how they learn (e.g., working alone or with others; reading or listening to get new information; writing or presenting on a topic).  There are many simple strategies for finding out more about our students.  One simple strategy is to have students partner and interview each other to find out what each one likes at school, at home and in the community.  Once the partners have identified their own “likes” they can compare and contrast them. The students can record their similarities and differences using a Venn diagram.  This recorded information can be collected and used to develop student profiles.  In this way, we have easily obtained data that can help us, as teachers, as well as the students, get to know each other better.  Additionally we can use this information in our planning of lessons and incorporate the various preferences of students within the concepts and topics we teach.   

The students themselves can easily help us find out more about them.  The following is an example of this.

The story of the ‘Questions and Answers’ Notebook

Brazil

“In the Edgard Carone Primary School, two teachers and the Coordenadora Pedagógica (the educator whose task is to support teachers in any aspect of their teaching, such as planning, professional development, dealing with behaviour issues) who were involved in an inclusive education project decided to create a single instrument for gathering data from the students.  They met to consider this and finally found a very creative way of doing so. At the time they were reflecting on this issue, they realized that the children were in the habit of playing with a ‘questions and answers’ notebook. 

Each classroom or group of students would have its own ‘questions and answers’ notebook. The questions were collaboratively written by the members of the group and then each member had his/her turn to answer the questions. So the book kept moving around from child to child. 

Having found this a very enlightening way of getting to know students’ interests and views, the teachers and coordinator decided to adopt the Questions and Answers Notebook as a model. So, they created a 'new' book using some of the questions that students had already formulated for their own books and added others that were relevant for their knowledge about the students. Each classroom in the school then received one copy of this 'new' book and thus the team gathered information from every single child.”

This example is a rich one because it shows how important it is for teachers and the school management team to be engaged in students’ school life and activities. The school team saw this creative local resource, valued it and then used it as an instrument for gathering information from the students. 

Example of Strategy 2

Another way we can get to know students better is by asking them to complete short inventories.  An example of one, “The Learning Styles Inventory” (Sonbucher, 1991) is in Changing Teaching Practices, using curriculum differentiation to respond to students’ diversity.  This one page inventory quickly helps us to consider student preferences in how they learn (i.e., whether they prefer to learn through reading, writing, listening, speaking, visualizing or manipulating).  

Example of Strategy 3

A way to find out about students’ background of experience (prior knowledge) about a concept or topic to be taught is to have students complete a KWL.  In the KWL strategy, three questions are asked.  The first two questions can be asked orally, in writing or in small groups prior to teaching a lesson. These two questions that the students answer are:  ‘What do I Know?’ and ‘What do I Want to know?’ The answers to these two questions provide teachers with information on what an individual or groups of students already know and want to know before teaching the concept or topic.  In this way, we can see what knowledge or experience a student or students already have, or do not have, prior to the lesson and thus, we can adapt the lesson accordingly.

USA

For example a primary teacher asked her group of young children what they knew about the topic of Migration. Some students wrote the answer when you move to another place; others stated that birds migrate or that birds migrate south in the winter; some indicated that animals migrate to warmer places in the winter; some students said whales and/or fish migrate; other students said I do not know.  When asked what they wanted to know, the answers ranged from why animals migrate to what the word ‘migration’ means. Once the teacher reviewed these answers to the K and W questions, she was better able to modify her lesson not only based on what prior experiences students had or did not have but on what or which animals they were more curious about relating to migration. She then found books based on these interests and developed learning activities based on the questions students wanted to know as indicated in their answers to the W question. 

There are many different ways that teachers have used this strategy to obtain information and to promote participation of all students in their classrooms. The importance of this strategy is that the teacher listens to the students’ perspectives first and learns from them. By doing so the teacher is getting to know the overall resources available about the subject, while creating a ‘climate’ for participation and contributions This supports the development of collaborative work, where everyone’s ‘voice’ and experience is valued.  

The last question in the KWL strategy is: ‘What have I Learned?’ This final question is presented to the students after the lesson is completed.  Each student’s answer to this question helps us determine if the students understand the concept or topic that has been taught. 

Brazil

A Science teacher in Brazil - Mr. Mauricio - after learning this strategy decided to use it as an instrument for assessing what his students had learned during the term. Only then, was he able to realise, as he said, ‘My pupils have not really learned what I thought they had…‘  According to Mr. Mauricio, the KWL provided relevant input on two levels. First, the way in which he assessed his pupils. Mr. Mauricio realised that the traditional way of assessing students was not really effective. Second, he became aware that his teaching style had to be changed in order to make curriculum accessible to his students. Mr. Mauricio said that he ‘was taken by surprise’ with his students’ lack of achievement. However, he saw that this new information gave him the impetus to make changes in his teaching. Talking with his students lead Mr. Mauricio to make a thorough review of what he had already taught during the term.  He decided to start by using the KW questions with his students. Mr. Mauricio’s view was that ‘these strategies helped him to begin his lesson by listening to his students first and then planning the lesson and content based on the information’ he obtained. 

Reflecting about the classroom environment
An inclusive education school is one that can be seen as having a ‘sense of community.’  

Essential features of having a sense of community

Some of the essential features of having a classroom that exhibits a sense of community include:  

· respecting others and diversity (including cultural, gender, linguistic, sexual orientation and ability differences); 

· helping and working cooperatively with others; 

· having high expectations for students; 

· maintaining a positive climate (e.g., sharing of positive feedback).

Those committed to inclusive education need to discuss and reflect upon a few relevant questions and assumptions, including the following.

Questions
· How can we create an environment that makes everyone feel welcome in the school and the classroom? 

· How can both teachers and students be involved in collaborative work? 

· How can we encourage each other to understand, respect and value diversity (differences among us that are based on such characteristics as culture, language, gender and abilities)? 

· How can we arrange our classrooms and group our students to create more inclusive environments, ones that have a sense of community? 

Assumptions

· Create classroom environments where everyone is known and valued for their individuality (their differences),

· Promote teaching practices that are student-centred, that is, where students are an integral part of the teaching and learning process, where student participation is increased, and

· Share ‘power’ within the classroom with students by allowing choices and negotiation related to issues that emerge in the classroom.

There are many ways that we can promote a sense of community.  For example, we can: 

· be a positive role model where we respect and value our students, accept them, work with them cooperatively, and create a positive learning environment (see Strategies for a positive learning environment);

· change our teaching practices to ones that focus on student participation and students working collaboratively (e.g., cooperative learning); 

· change our classroom environment so that the seating and working arrangements encourage students to talk, share, discuss, reflect and problem solve together; 

· include flexible grouping arrangements (see types of student groupings).

Strategies for a positive learning environment

· Providing a considerable amount of positive and supportive feedback to students;

· Setting aside times to communicate on a personal basis with students;

· Having clear expectations for students including positively stated rules and procedures;

· Providing opportunities for students to learn social skills such as taking turns and sharing;

· Modelling and reinforcing the use of social skills;

· Providing a cooperative learning environment, encouraging positive interdependence;

· Reinforcing students for their individual and cooperative work;

· Modelling and reinforcing communications that show acceptance, respect and trust; 

· Providing opportunities for flexible groupings.

Brazil

Luca is a boy with Down Syndrome. He is 11 years old and is in the second grade. Ms. Rita is his teacher and she participated in the 2004 Action-Research Project Planning and Teaching the Curricular Content by Using Inclusive Strategies, in which the UNESCO material, Changing Teaching Practices… was used. During this project, Ms. Rita had noticed that Luca was excluded by his peers from taking part in the classroom activities. She also saw that Luca reacted badly to this rejection. She decided to observe what was going on between Luca and his classmates during the break. To her surprise, Luca’s classmates were nagging him and refusing to play or to stay with him. Ms, Rita began an approach to this situation by creating a classroom discourse about ‘how each one likes to be treated by others’. Then, she invited the students to think about ‘friendship and how they liked to be treated by their friends’. After this reflection, Ms. Rita asked each student to contribute to the lesson with his/her view on this issue of friendship and wrote a list of words given by them on the blackboard. Then, they read the words together and chose the most relevant ones to become their guidelines to relate to their classmates. Ms. Rita led the students to reflect on their behaviour with friends and then asked them to monitor themselves and support their colleagues in treating all students equally. In order to consolidate the new behavioural achievement, the teacher, initiated a series of ‘Campaigns,’ including the ‘Welcoming Campaign’, the ‘Greeting Campaign’ the ‘Can I help you Campaign.’ Naturally, without focusing on Luca’s situation, Ms. Rita created a positive environment for Luca and for his learning. So from that work he became one of the classroom group and was treated as a mate by his peers. Today Luca participates in all activities, he has settled down in his behaviour and he has friends…just like the other students in his class.

Types of student groupings 

As described in Changing Teaching Practices…, the classroom environment and its arrangement (physical and participant make-up) can contribute to a sense of community.  To contribute to this feeling, the classroom arrangements should provide for inclusiveness (i.e., including all students within the classroom arrangement—not isolating individuals or a group of students), for comfort (e.g., seating, noise level, physical space), and for a sense of order (e.g., material storage, student work folders).   

Classroom arrangements that are flexible and can easily be modified are necessary when using curriculum differentiation.  Some teaching and learning activities are designed for various settings within the classroom.  When making modifications, consideration of the learning environment arrangements becomes essential.  These arrangements should provide for various instructional groupings such as whole group, small group and individual work.

There are a number of strategies that can be used for grouping students for instruction, learning activities and working on final products.  Different groupings can serve different students’ needs and interests.  The need is not only to use different types of grouping arrangements but also to be flexible in the use of those groupings—that is, allowing students to flow in and out of groups, allowing students to work in more than one group at a time, and allowing students to have some choices in selecting their group membership and roles/tasks within the group.  All types of groupings can be used in a differentiated classroom.  To use groupings effectively, the type of work to be carried out within the group and those that best serve the diverse group of students in the class need to be carefully selected.  Teachers and students can be involved in the selection.  Various types and examples of flexible groupings from Changing Teaching Practices, using curriculum differentiation to respond to students’ diversity are described as follows.

	Flexible Groupings



	Type 


	Definition and Possible Uses
	Points to Consider

	Whole class – large group
	Whole class teaching which can promote belonging and  reduce isolation

· Discussions and sharing information and experiences

· Introducing new topics, themes, units

· Developing new concepts, skills and understandings

· Developing and refining classroom expectations, rules and procedures
	Physical inclusion does not guarantee instructional inclusion!



	Small group instruction
	Students are placed in small, usually equal sized groups which can be facilitated by the teacher, a student or the group itself

· Same ability/skill group can help the teacher to focus on developing a particular skill; students with a specific disability could also work around certain skills in a ‘same disability’ group (e.g., Braille, sign language, mobility, life skills instruction)

· Mixed ability/skill group useful for project work, learning a new skill or practicing one recently learned, discussing an assignment, problem solving – different objectives and sub-tasks can be assigned to different students; it promotes co-operation, peer-support and valuing individual contributions
	Same ability/skill groups should be only used to learn a particular skill.  Same ability/skill groups should only be used on a temporary basis. They should not be composed of the same students all the time.  This will avoid labelling and isolation. 

Whenever possible, mixed-ability groups should be used.



	Paired groups
	Two students work together: offer opportunities to enhance social and communication skills and friendships; can provide direct instruction and build self-esteem

· Can be formed on the basis of same/mixed skill/ability, interest, etc. Can also pair a student with a disability with a student without a disability

· Can be same age classmates or cross-age mates

· Can used for tutoring : one student is assigned as a ‘tutor’ based on the skill, ability or experience 
	If the class is very large students can be asked to work with their neighbour some of the time.

If this is used for tutoring then ‘tutors’ will need to practice not just passing on the ‘correct answers.’ 

Pairing needs to be grounded on learning for both members even in a tutoring situation. 



	Interest group
	Paired or small groups where students share the same interest. 

· Interest can be a topic, a learning area, a specific skill.

· Encourage students to learn more about their specific interest – at their own level
	· Usually highly motivational

· Learning outcome should be shared with other students to increase learning of all students

	Co-operative expert groups (jigsaw)
	Small groups are given the same topic but each student in the group is given one part of the topic to learn (according to his level, interest, etc.)

· It is the responsibility of each member to learn his/ her part, thus becoming ‘expert’

· After studying individual parts, the group comes together and each student presents his part to complete the whole task

· Another possibility: A topic and its sub-topics are identified. In each group (‘home group’), each member is assigned with a sub-topic. New groups (‘expert groups’) get together according to sub-topics. These groups are now ‘experts’. In the expert groups students study about the sub-topic. Then they get back to their original group (their home group) and share what they have learned in the expert group. 
	· It is important to ensure that each member gets his/ her work done – support might be needed here

· Allows for individual and group activity 

· Feedback – sharing in the groups is essential. This might require support.

	Cluster groups
	All students within a class are placed in small instructional groups, based on one or more student characteristics.

· Usually students stay in the cluster group for a longer period for a specific instructional reason (e.g. accelerated math, community project, second/ third language tutoring)
	· Cluster groups should not be used for anything else than for an instructional purpose.

· Grouping should not encourage negative labelling.

· Students can belong to several clusters in different learning areas


All types of groupings can be used in a differentiated classroom.  To use groupings effectively, the type of work to be carried out within the group and those that best serve the diverse group of students in the class need to be carefully selected.  Teachers and students can be involved in the selection.  It is important to note that students and teachers in general are more used to conventional classroom arrangements than flexible groupings. So, when a teacher begins to use different types of grouping, very often, the class may seem ‘out of control.’ This is because students may become excited with the unexpected change and the novelty of actively working together. However, gradually, the students settle down from their excitement and learn how to form groupings and re-groupings in an orderly manner.  

Brazil

In the Haroldo de Azevedo School, the Art teacher, who usually has her classroom organised very conventionally with students in rows, started her 5th grade class lesson by re-organising their seating in order for them to work in groups. Ms. Maria Lurdes said that ‘she felt that in the conventional way she had control of the class’. However, by trying new group arrangements she was able to realise that her ‘ pupils were more disciplined than she thought and were participating better in the lesson as well as supporting their colleagues.’ In one of her lessons, the external consultant saw a group of students voluntarily re-organising the classroom seating back to its conventional arrangement in just five minutes, at the end of the lesson. When she asked why they did that, they explained: ‘the next class would not be disturbed by ‘our way of working.’ 

Perhaps the main challenge teachers have with flexible grouping is to commit themselves to trying out a new kind of grouping, and then checking on its effectiveness.  Often teachers start with having students work in pairs and then in groups of threes until they and their students feel comfortable working together. Then they begin to use groups of fours and fives.
Specific strategies used to differentiate the curriculum

As discussed there are a number of strategies that we use to assess students, to get to know students better, and to create positive learning communities.  These strategies help us to provide inclusive environments. In these environments students are accepted and active participants in classroom activities geared to their own level of ability. By using continuous assessment to identify student characteristics (their prior experiences, interests and learning profiles) and establishing positive, collaborative learning environments, we create a foundation for inclusive education and curriculum differentiation. This foundation sets the stage for us as teachers to adapt the curriculum.  

We can adapt…

· the way we present the material (content),

· the methods and activities we provide to give students opportunities to practice and learn the material, and 

· the products students use to show us that they have learned the material. 

Note that we can adapt one or more of these components, as we will show below.

Multi-level Activities

In curriculum differentiation there are many strategies that we can use to adapt the lesson so that all students are participating and learning at their own level of ability.  Some of these are provided below as examples.

USA

Ms. Nicole, a teacher of students in 9th and 10th grade, was teaching a unit on environmental science. She decided to use a novel that had many of the environmental concepts she was teaching in this class. Ms. Nicole also knew her students background and interests and felt this novel would pique their interest in learning the new concepts.  The novel was also at a grade level where most students could read it independently.  To ensure understanding though, throughout this unit she read important parts of the novel to the whole class. Part of her lessons during this unit was to teach new scientific vocabulary words and the concepts related to these words.  Some students had prior experiences but others were unfamiliar with all or some of the words and concepts.  So Ms. Nicole decided that it would be helpful for some of her students to use the Four-Square Strategy. 

Four-Square Strategy description
The four-square strategy is a way to graphically organize a visual representation of words and concepts (Brunn, 2002).  In this strategy, students fold a piece of paper in four equal parts to make up the four squares.  In their top left square, the students write the new word. In the lower left square, the students define the word.  In the bottom right square, the students describe what the word is like; and, in the upper right square, the students identify some examples of the word or concept. 

	Word


	Examples

	Definition


	Characteristics


The teacher knew that some students would have difficulty learning the new words and concepts using the requirements of the traditional four-square strategy. She felt the concepts were important and also wanted all of her students included in these lessons.  Therefore, the teacher decided to change the four-square strategy by adapting the method so that it was multi-levelled.  Some students used the adapted version below. 

Four-Square Strategy adapted version – Multi-levelled
In one square (see below), students were requested to draw or find a picture which represented the word or concept (or for those who did not want to draw or find a picture they could provide a clue that would help them remember the meaning of the vocabulary word).  Then in another square, they wrote a sentence using the new word.  In this way, all students were included in learning the important vocabulary and concepts but some students were able to use an adapted method for learning the words and concepts based on their ability level and the associations that were relevant to them.  The teacher also allowed students to work in pairs so that they could share and discuss their four-squares.

	Word


	Picture/Photo or…

 
Personal Clue or 
Connection

	Definition


	Sentence


The students who used the four- square strategy and the adapted one, kept these in a notebook to refer to when they needed to review the scientific vocabulary or concepts.

Canada

The study of First Nations’ people*  

The study of First Nations’ people in Canada was selected as a unit for Grade 8 Social Studies.  The following is a description of how a teacher developed one of the concepts to be studied in this unit, the concept of totem. When the teacher began to develop the lessons, he thought of a variety of possible activities that could be used to explore and expand upon the concept of totem.  He also reflected on his students and their ability levels, their strengths (multiple intelligences) and their learning preferences.  Some of his ideas were: 

1. Find pictures of totems in books and/or through resources (e.g., postcards, photographs, Internet).  Discuss the ways in which the totems are similar and different.  What are some common symbols used as totems.  Which are used most often?

2. Invite members of the First Nations’ community to speak, and if possible, to show slides and pictures of totems.  Have the students design questions to ask the guests.  The questions should be relevant to the topic and should provide information that they have not collected yet.  

3. Design a totem of their own and be ready to explain what the symbol(s) means to them.  Have the students answer classmates’ questions regarding their design. 

4. Construct a totem from materials found at home or in the school.  (This can become a school totem.)  Display the totem in a prominent place in the school (or community).  During free time, have students talk about the totem(s) to teachers, students and other community members who visit the display.

5. Interview some First Nation elders about the meaning of totems, then and now.  Is there a difference in the way totems are thought of today?  Has the use of the totem become more or less prevalent in contemporary aboriginal society?  What are the reasons for changes?  How does the totem assist people as individuals in their self-identification?

6. Survey available resources to determine the universality and extent of totems in North American and other cultures?

After the teacher compiled this list of activities, he then decided which one would be best for introducing the topic and concept to the whole class. In addition he determined which ones would be best for students to work on as assignments and which activities would be best done as a whole class, in small groups or individually.  This teacher also assessed the activities to ensure that they incorporated a variety of teaching modes including ones that involved less lecturing and teacher direction.  He checked to make sure that the activities were inclusive of a variety of learning styles and levels of complexity, and engaging and challenging to students. The teacher developed a matrix to ensure that he had differentiated the curriculum and that it was multi-levelled, thus, meeting the learning needs of the students within his class. These matrices are illustrated below.  

Matrix for Individual and Group Activities on Totem

	Activity
	Individual
	Small Group
	Whole Class

	Find pictures of totems
	X
	X
	

	Invite First Nations’ community members to class
	
	
	X

	Design own totem
	X
	
	

	Construct a totem
	
	X
	

	Interview First Nations’ members
	
	
	X



	Survey to determine universality of totem
	
	X
	


Matrix for Teaching Modes on Totem

	Totem Activity
	Expository
	Enquiry
	Demonstration
	Activity

	Find pictures of totems
	
	
	
	X

	Invite First Nations’ community members
	X
	X
	
	

	Design own totem
	
	
	
	X

	Construct a totem
	
	
	X
	X

	Interview First Nations’ members
	
	X
	
	

	Survey to determine universality of totem
	
	X
	
	


The teacher assessed his completed matrices.  He then decided which of the listed activities would be used for presentations and for students to practice. 

Canada

The concept of setting*  

Another example of a multi-level activity was provided by a teacher who taught Grade 8.  The class was studying the novel.  One of the concepts being taught was the setting.  Like the teacher above, this teacher identified a number of ways students would practice the concept of setting. This teacher, however, selected one activity for each student (based on the student’s learning profile) to complete and then allowed the students to make choices for the other assignments listed. She used mixed ability groupings for the small group activities.  A number of the students focused on the enrichment activities for their selection.

Methods of Practice for the Concept of Setting

	Individual
	Pairs
	Small Groups

	Draws or finds a picture to depict a described setting

(e.g., rural setting).

Briefly describes a setting of a television program or rock video.

Writes a paragraph describing a setting from an oral reading or a narrated story.

Presents a description of a setting orally.
	Discuss home setting.

Find a picture similar to one’s home setting.

Design a setting for a traditional dance.

One describes setting; the other determines plot.
	Develop the relation of setting and atmosphere.

Construct a diorama of a setting to match a story.

Paint a wall mural with a setting that welcomes visitors to the school.

Construct a setting for a class or school play, concert or other event.

	Related Activities For Enrichment

Develop a time-line of change of settings in life.

Compare own home setting with setting of story.

In relation to the story, evaluate the effectiveness of the setting as depicted in the movie.

Write a short story which includes a well-developed setting.




*These multi-level activities were adapted from Changing Teaching Practices, using curriculum differentiation to respond to students’ diversity.
Last words from us…

All the examples above, which were drawn from real classroom contexts, show that, first of all, a teacher committed to inclusion should try out new possibilities of teaching arrangements, be opened to innovation and learn how to work in collaboration with his/her students and other educators.  By working with teachers within schools and their classrooms we both have had the opportunity to see many creative strategies that teachers themselves have thought, planned and implemented successfully. The Changing Teaching Practice… has become a source for ideas and an inspiration in guiding us to implement inclusive strategies in the classroom. We expect that by using this material, teachers – and educators in general – will be able to expand on their teaching repertoire and practice in order to reach out to each student in their classroom to make the curriculum accessible to all.

The kind of work we have shared with teachers and educators present at ISEC and the ones in Changing Teaching Practices, using curriculum differentiation to respond to students’ diversity were guided by the idea that ´changing pedagogy (practices) in the classroom’ does take a great deal of courage and determination. It is not easy to make changes, but it is possible, if it is accomplished by taking one step each day. We hope along the way that we reassure teachers and support them so they do not feel alone in taking a new path to including students using student-centred, differentiated curriculum strategies. 
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