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"There is no contradiction between effective standards-based instruction and differentiation.  Curriculum tells us what to teach: Differentiation tells us how," says Carol Ann Tomlinson (September 2000) in an article appropriately titled How to Differential Instruction.  Tomlinson's argument is particularly relevant in the current climate of curriculum planning based on state or national standards and benchmarks, as well as the public demand for raising achievement through standardized tests.  

Likening standards-based curriculum and the high-stakes testing that drives it to a "locomotive rolling over everything in its path, including individualized learning," Tomlinson sounds a clarion call to educators to embrace differentiation as a guiding philosophy--not as instructional strategy.  Steering differentiation is a set of beliefs, which Tomlinson outlines.  Chief among this set, in my opinion, is this belief, "The differences in students are significant enough to make a major impact on what students need to learn, the pace at which they need to learn it, and the support they need from teachers and others to learn it well."  

The essence of my educational philosophy is built upon a truth known to all in the education profession, as well as mothers everywhere: every child is different.  This knowledge underpins the curriculum plan I am in the process of creating, in that I have specifically framed it to provide for learners' differences, including multiple intelligences, learning modalities, and for above, below and at grade level learners.  

By building in this philosophy of differentiation into the curriculum plan, I feel I am setting a stage in which trust can flourish among the students who will eventually be engaging in learning from the plan.  "Brain-based research has demonstrated ways that teachers can help create the best emotional climate for students to learn," states J. Diane Jacobs-Connell (November, 2000).  Ms. Jacobs-Connell cites research which shows how learners that feel "intimidated, rejected or at risk" over produce noradrenalin which triggers a self-protection reaction on the part of the learner and inhibits learning.  Advocating the use of Gardner's (1983) multiple intelligence theory combined with Goleman's  (1998) five dimensions of "Emotional Intelligence," Jacobs-Connell suggests will "motivate hard-to-reach students by considering how they learn."  

Oliva (2005, p. 324), on the topic of linking instructional goals and objectives, writes, "Three current emphases in instruction should also guide teachers in the specification of behavioral objectives.  These emphases are: (1) the development of thinking skills (2) the integration of the curriculum through thematic interdisciplinary units, and (3) recognition of intelligence as multiple, rather than global."   In addition, Oliva adds "social intelligence" to the list of  multiple intelligences and emotional intelligence, warning against limiting the assessment of intelligence to "cognitive language and mathematical skills."  

Another important aspect to differentiation, according to Tomlinson, is expert teaching that "focuses on the understandings and skills of a discipline, causes students to wrestle with profound ideas, calls on students to use what they learn in important ways, helps students organize and make sense of ideas and information, and aids students in connecting the classroom with a wider world."  In this, Tomlinson builds upon Wiggins and McTighe's (1998), Understanding by Design, wherein the authors advocate backwards curriculum designing that centers "on big ideas" that lead to "overarching understandings."    In planning for my unit, which will embed reading and literacy instruction within an integrated social studies and science framework, I have planned the study of various biomes around the world to promote a attitudes of stewardship towards the earth, as well as to develop a concern for humanity as the two big ideas on which to anchor the unit.  Another, less lofty but practical and important sub goal is the develop research and critical thinking skills through the use of expository texts.  One of my priorities is to teach the particular structures of expository texts, including the various writing styles such as compare and contrast.  I have already seen how powerful books about real people and real subjects are to learners.  In many ways, I think too much emphasis has been placed on narrative story books in primary grades, perhaps because they lend themselves to rhyming language and predictable, repeating sequences.  This denies learners the opportunity to make real meaning and sense of the world.  Furthermore, when, in later grades, students are asked to do reports, they have no skills to draw upon.  

Writing on Literacy, Emotions, and the Brain, Gerald Coles (March 1999) posits that a methodology of reading instruction that focuses on cognition divorced from emotion is resulting in a nation that is literate but has no desire to read.  He states, "Emotions are not only intertwined in learning to read, they are also consequences of that learning.  As students learn, that learning helps construct what they think and feel about themselves and the world."  Coles maintains, "A central way in which emotions enter the curriculum with potentially enduring consequences is through the stories that are read."  I've kept this statement in mind in the development of this unit plan, as I truly hope to reach the affective realm of the learners through the studies of endangered animals and habitats, as well as the impact to peoples that have had to adapt to increasing demands for scarce resources.  

This plan follows Tomlinson's suggestions to find "ways in which we can make that (standards-based) curriculum work best for varied learners."  Tomlinson encourages collaborative work groups, a variety of modes, and the use of both practical and creative means to facilitate learner understanding.  Tomlinson further posits that teacher who differentiate instruction may find more coherence to their instruction, and find "the essential frameworks of the disciplines" they teach.  She summarizes by writing, "Paint-by-number approaches will fail teachers because they confuse technical experience with artistry.  They will fail students because they confuse compliance with thoughtful engagement."   

I have become inspired by Tomlinson's thoughtful discussion of differentiation and I see possibilities for designing curricula to meet the needs, abilities, modes, styles and intelligences of the learners I instruct--in fact, though it is much more work, it is much more fun, as learners grow more motivated and reach new depths of understanding.   
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