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THE DIFFERENTIATED INSTRUCTION CONVERSATION AT INANDA SEMINARY 
 

The following exchanges come out of our weekly PD Buzz, a section of the weekly Staff 
Notice that reaches all staff on a Sunday evening. 

 
 

LESSON PLANNING CONSIDERATIONS IN DIFFERENTIATION IN INSTRUCTION (DI) 
Devan Govender 

 
My chit-chats with colleagues following our PD revealed concerns about translating DI 
theory into classroom practice.  This is the theme of this week’s PD BUZZ.   
You are now in possession of two important pieces of the DI puzzle to enable you to think 
about your lesson planning: (i) the June exam result which is a good indicator of your 
students’ ability levels, and (ii) following our PD and after tomorrow’s Connect session, you 
will also have information which will enable you to identify your students’ learning styles.  
This is important information which, in addition to forming the basis of your thinking on DI, 
will feed directly into your lesson planning. 

And now for your thinking about the lesson plan.  There are three ways to differentiate a 
lesson that allow students more choices in their learning - by differentiating content, 
process, or product.   This is where you make important choices to meet the diversity of 
ability levels and learning styles among your students. 

Content – What you teach and expect the students to learn (e.g., how to complete a long 
division problem). 

Process – How you teach and expect the students to learn (e.g., through explicit instruction, 
modelling, the use of multi-media, and the techniques I listed in the PD hand out). 

Product – How you expect the students to demonstrate what they have learned (e.g., by 
passing a written test on long division, using long division to complete an authentic task or 
teaching another student.) 

To implement DI, you look at content, process, and product to see how each area can be 
differentiated to match the maximum number of students in the classroom. Sometimes you 
differentiate only one of the areas, sometimes two, and sometimes all three, based on your 
students’ strengths and needs, your curriculum, and your resources.   

Does this approach to DI lesson planning make sense to you? 
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DIFFERENTIATED INSTRUCTION  
                                                                               Thembi Ndlovu 

 
“You don’t have the right to criticise, if you don’t have the heart to help” 

Thembi Ndlovu came in to see me to share her thoughts on our PD Reflections on DI this 
past week.  I was pleased with her constructive criticism of my approach to DI.  I was 
particularly struck by her view that the video I’d played was far too American – both in its 
content (the meaning of DI) and the language used to describe the teaching methodology.  
Wow! You live and you learn!  And, as I reflected on her criticism, I realised she had a point.  
My reason for choosing the video was the precise manner in which it summarised the 
defining ideas of DI.  I still believe that it was worth watching for that reason alone. 
 
So what was Thembi’s point?  This is best explained in the following email I received from 
her:  
 
Thank you for providing us with a space for reflecting on our efforts at DI.  In the PD I 
shared my views on the way in which I used group work for differentiation purposes.  I 
found Carina’s response and comments on the approach she uses - grouping students 
without labelling them - very helpful.  I’ve just tried it in my class.  I was teaching students 
the writing of introductions to essays in History.  I nominated one student to act as an 
ambassador (an “able” student) for each of the groups. Each group, led by the 
ambassador, was required to write an introduction according to a set of guidelines I had 
given them.  This shared writing activity enabled students to pool their knowledge and 
skills and produce one introduction per group.  The introductions were read to the class 
and followed by student analysis and constructive feedback.  I found this exercise to be 
useful because students were able to help one another, identify their errors in the writing 
of their introductions and self-correct. 
 
The lesson for me was as follows: Let’s begin our learnings on DI with the lessons WE have 
to offer our colleagues.  After all, isn’t beginning with what our learners come with a key 
principle of DI? And to help us on the road to DI, read Thembi’s document (attached) – 20 
Ways to Differentiated Instruction in Your Classroom - for ideas you can use immediately in 
your classroom. 
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DIFFERENTIATION MAKES A DIFFERENCE  

                                                                                                 Bronwyn Smith 
 

After reading Thembi Ndlovu’s article on the different ways to use differentiation in the 
classroom, I decided to test one of her ideas with my grade 8's.  
 
I noticed that the more able students often finished their work before the rest of the class 
and, out of boredom, some of them became disruptive.  I realised that I needed to set them 
a task which extended and challenged them intellectually.   So, I went to Thembi’s 
suggestion of using an “anchoring activity” – an activity or a set of activities students can do 
at any time when they have completed the whole class task set by a teacher.   
 
Since we were doing fractions I decided to make a pack of word problem cards that involved 
fraction sums. I stuck the answer to the sums on the back of the card so that the students 
would have immediate feedback on whether their responses were right or wrong.  If they 
found they hadn't got the right answer, often they were able to go back, check the answer 
and find their own mistakes. And if they needed to query their responses, I was available.  
The girls really enjoyed using the cards - the fact that the cards were colourful and involved 
their favourite cartoon characters seemed to attract their attention. It was also helpful to 
me as I did not have to mark the additional task - the students self-corrected as they went 
about solving the problems.  The bonus is that it also kept them quiet while I was helping 
students who were struggling with their classwork task. 
 
I thought that this was a good first step towards accommodating the more able students 
who are often “forgotten” when we teach mixed-ability groups as we do.  Isn’t this part of 
differentiating instruction in our classrooms? 
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THE DI DIALOGUE CONTINUES….. 

Kirsten Greaves 
It is pleasing that so many of us have bought into the IS dialogue on DI.  Not a week goes by 
without a teacher talking to me about their DI experiences.   
 
I received the following email from Kirsten following Bronwyn’s sharing on the use of an 
anchoring activity in her classes. 
 

I liked the anchoring activity shared by Bronwyn in last week’s PD Buzz.  I have the 

cards but without the answers – I’m definitely going to do it now!!! 

 

I thought I’d share a DI technique I use in my classroom.  I do not have students of 

mixed abilities – all of them are struggling with English.  I have implemented something 

that Duncan, my husband, taught me and which he used a lot in England.  For each 

lesson activity there is a ‘Must do’, a ‘Should do’ and a ‘Can do’ section.  This way I can 

put on the board extension activities for those who work fast and finish early as the 

‘Can do’.  The students are obviously expected to all do the ‘Must do’ section.  If they 

don’t finish the ‘Can do’ that is fine, because it will usually be work set at a higher level.  

But you can also give it as homework for the others.  Students seem to get a sense of 

achievement as well when they get through it all.   

 

We will spend the next PD session sharing our views on DI to establish an IS 

understanding of the concept and its application in our classrooms.  

 

Finally, remember, our formal PD sessions are meant to be a catalyst for our learning.  

The time simply does not permit us to discuss or process at length any of the ideas raised 

in the PD sessions.  This means that we need to take responsibility for growing our 

knowledge base on our PD ideas?  Unfortunately, there are no shortcuts here.  One has to 

read, experiment responsibly in one’s classes and engage in critical discussions with 

colleagues.  And that’s just a start! 

 


