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Differentiation – Buzzword or Solid Practice?

• Goals of differentiation
• Respond to the varied needs of learners

• Increase access to learning, motivation for learning, and effectiveness of 
learning (Tomlinson, 1999; 2001)

• Provide opportunities for exceptional learners to have their needs addressed 
outside of a resource setting (as well as in a resource setting)

• Challenges of differentiation
• Defining the concept

• Managing the practice

• Communicating regular-classroom differentiation as “necessary but not 
sufficient” (Hertberg-Davis, 2012) 

Differentiation Practices and Perceptions –
A Cautionary Tale
• Promoting interest and engagement

• Prioritizing choices

• Emphasis on format

• Allocation of time, energy, and resources
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Our focus today…
Tasks designed to promote choice and/or engagement within a context of 
differentiation

Balance of substance with the question of choice and engagement

Fluff versus Substance

• Perspectives on fluff:
• Removing the core substance of a task or making it less rigorous to increase 

access for struggling learners

• Developing tasks that have “face” appeal but limited substance in an effort to 
ensure a variety of choices for learners
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A Differentiation Problem Only?

• Dangers presented by trying to build too many choices

• Importance of ensuring connections of high-quality content and 
meaningful objectives

• Importance of starting from worthwhile, substantive tasks –
differentiation of weak curriculum/instructional experiences will not 
make those experiences better 
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Defining Fluff versus Substance

• Option 1: Start by listing characteristics that might make a task 
“fluffy.” Then list characteristics that might represent substance. Use 
those to develop 3-4 key criteria that could be used in evaluating 
tasks for fluff versus substance.

• Option 2: Draft a continuum of characteristics that might be 
illustrations of varying degrees of fluff versus substance. 

• Option 3: Describe several sample tasks you have seen used in 
classrooms that you would consider “fluffy” and several that you 
would consider substantive. Choose 1-2 tasks in each group that you 
would consider to be clear, illustrative examples.

A Few Key Points…

• Clear linkages to intended, worthwhile learning outcomes

• Relevance of the experience to the disciplines under study 

• Defensible allocation of time and resources

• Opportunities for growth

• Manageable and defensible assessment 

• Avoidance of differentiation by volume
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Applying the Criteria

• Review 2-3 of the sample tasks within your group.

• Evaluate the tasks for fluff versus substance.

• Discuss whether you might implement each task as is, modify or 
improve it somehow, or eliminate it from consideration for 
instructional time.

A fool thinks himself to be wise,
but a wise man knows himself to be a fool.

(Touchstone, As You Like It, Act V, Scene 1)

Shakespeare can be fluffy, and potentially fluffy topics can develop into 
meaningful learning experiences….
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A Few Key Points…

• Clear linkages to intended, worthwhile learning outcomes that are relevant 
for all learners in the group

• Relevance of the experience to the disciplines under study and 
opportunities to engage authentically in practices of the disciplines

• Defensible allocation of time and resources that prioritizes pace and depth 
in response to learner needs

• Opportunities for growth for all learners

• Manageable and defensible assessment linked clearly to learning 
outcomes over “window dressing”

• Avoidance of differentiation by volume – more complex, more abstract, 
etc. – not just MORE

Areas of Emphasis for Differentiation for the 
Gifted 
• Acceleration

• Complexity

• Depth

• Challenge

• Creativity

• Abstractness

• (VanTassel-Baska & Stambaugh, 2006)
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Advance our standards, set upon our foes
But screw your courage to the sticking place…

(Lady Macbeth, Macbeth, Act I, Scene 7)

Thank you!

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xlnS2tSIICo

