It’s in the Bag

Book Study Groups have long been one of the least expensive
and most enjoyable ways for educators to grow professionally.
Study groups provide structured time for reflection on student
work and classroom practice. A book study group can be
formed in your school, your district, or even online. The study
group method is invaluable in bringing together groups of
colleagues who can use the classroom as an arena for studies,
discussions and experience exchange and turn it into a
“laboratory” for trying out new teaching methods skills and
practices gleaned from the books studied. The hallmarks of a
successful book study group are teacher engagement, superior
use of time, and sustainable changes in student achievement.

Facilitator’s Guide

Resources available for Checkout: The Differentiated Classroom: Responding
to the Needs of All Learners. (1999). Carol Ann Tomlinson: ASCD

Book Description: The Differentiated Classroom by Carol Ann Tomlinson is a
great resource for understanding the purpose, elements, strategies, and
examples of differentiated classrooms in elementary and secondary schools.
Teachers will appreciate the specific guidelines and suggestions for starting at the
classroom and building level.

Framing the Context of a Book Study: Powerful Tools for Learning:

Two powerful venues for deepening understanding, impacting student outcomes
and contributing to the growth of learning organizations are professional learning
communities and communities of practice. One of the most effective ways to
make your school a learning organization is to create a professional learning
community or a community of practice. The concept of a professional learning
community (PLC) is a powerful influence around the work of restructuring
schools. According to Rick Dufour in Whatever It Takes: How Professional
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Learning Communities Respond When Kids Don’t Learn, the fundamental
role of schools is “learning, not teaching.” While Dufour acknowledges that this is
“an enormous distinction,” he notes that the emphasis on learning leads those
within the school to place their focus and energy on three important questions:

1. What is it we want all students to learn?

2. How will we know when each student has acquired the intended

knowledge and skills?
3. How will we respond when students experience difficulty?

Another option for helping schools and districts is to create a community of
practice. Communities of practice are groups of people who share a concern or
a passion for something they do and learn how to do it better as they interact
regularly. A community of practice (CoP) makes connections from person to
person for mutual inquiry and learning about a practice or issue. Everyone’s
voice is needed. Participants develop a shared identity and share a repertoire of
knowledge and experiences (Wenger, 2003). Both professional learning
communities and communities of practice move system stakeholders from
knowing to doing.

A Book study becomes a powerful tool that these communities can use to
engage in powerful, professional discourse. A building or existing PLC or CoP
may want to add a book study as another tool to aid in professional development.
When your school or team begins planning their book study, keep the above
questions in mind as a way to frame all discussions around student learning and
school improvement.

Facilitating Successfully:
In order to facilitate the study groups most effectively, a district, school or team
may want to consider the following:

> Treat study groups as a school-wide teacher professional
development model.

» State the purpose for the book study groups in terms of specific
student needs (these needs should be based on an analysis of
student data).

» Study groups can be job-embedded, with principals freeing up time
during the school day, or during superintendent conference days,
faculty meetings, etc.

Groups should be small and manageable, their work “published.”

Study groups need support from administrators.

Work within study groups is built around the participants’ search for

knowledge according to their own needs and the needs of their

students.

» Members meet regularly and work according to a study plan that
they often develop themselves (the plan will include how often to
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meet, for how long, how many chapters will be discussed per
meeting, where to meet, etc.).

» Everyone in a study group is responsible for getting the work done
and for achieving the jointly agreed upon goals.

» The goals of a study group can be:

To offer a good method for teachers to cooperate more
actively in order “to awaken their students’ minds” about
sustainable development.

To integrate sustainable development into all curriculum
subjects.

To provide teachers with the opportunity to share both good
and bad teaching experiences and to get support from
colleagues and professional books.

To encourage teachers to work together to solve a problem.
To get teachers motivated to pursue education for
sustainable development—to make a difference.

» The facilitator should engage in the following behaviors:

Be diplomatic — suggest, but don’t subscribe.

Act as an advisor.

Be respectful.

Be professional, relaxed and be present in the situation.
Don’t intervene too much — let the group work on what they
feel is important.

Encourage, inspire and support.

» During the last meeting, ask these questions:

What positive outcomes did we achieve?

What problems did we encounter?

What lessons have we learned that could be useful to other
groups?

What do we do next?

The following section contains reflection and dialogue suggestions and questions
broken out by chapter. These are designed to facilitate thinking and discussion
around The Differentiated Classroom: Responding to the Needs of All

Learners.
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Chapter 1: What Is a Differentiated Classroom?

Overview

This chapter raises the question of “What is Differentiated Classroom?” and discusses examples
and non-examples of such classrooms.

Helpful Hints

As a kick-off to your book study, it might be interesting to brainstorm characteristics of a
differentiated classroom. What would it look like? What would the students be doing? What would
the teacher’s instruction consist of? You might collect these ideas on chart paper and revisit this list
later on throughout the book study. It is beneficial to boost prior knowledge and have some idea of
each teacher’s perspective on differentiation.

Reflection and Dialogue

1. Knowing that one of the beliefs of the Multi-Tier model is to match instruction to student
needs, reflect on what the teachers in the “School Portrait” section of the chapter did or
did not do to match lessons to different needs of the students.

2. Creating independent learners is a goal for all teachers. What are some of the ways

teachers in this chapter structured the lessons and instructional choices so that students
were motivated to be engaged in learning?
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Chapter 2: Elements of Differentiation

Overview

This chapter discusses eight principles that guide differentiated instruction. Tomlinson also
provides two organizers to help the reader visualize more clearly the concept of a differentiated
classroom.

Helpful Hints

Use Figure 2.2 on page 16 as a “Think, Pair, Share” talk structure. This is an excellent method
for teachers to reflect about characteristics of their own classrooms and if they fit under the
Traditional or Differentiated categories.

Reflection and Dialogue

1.

2.

Tomlinson writes, “Assessment is today’s means of understanding how to modify
tomorrow’s instruction.” Discuss some of the formative assessment methods mentioned
in this chapter (and others that your teachers may use) that are easy and effective in
identifying students’ skill level and their response to instruction.

In the Multi- tiered System of Support’s problem solving model, we encourage teachers
to brainstorm different strategies or interventions that will “unstick” struggling students.
Discuss how modifying Tomlinson’s components of instructional lessons, “content,
process, and product,” may apply to the problem solving process.

One of the principles of differentiation discussed in this chapter is “The Teacher
Balances Group and Individual Norms.” (p.13) Discuss how identifying and
understanding a student’s growth compared to his own goals and to grade level goals can
be used for identification of Tier Il and Tier Ill intervention.
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Chapter 3: Rethinking How We Do School — and for Whom?

Overview

This chapter covers three principles of teaching and learning that have recently been clearly
defined by research. The reader then applies that new research to the students of today’s
classroom and realizes how we confront challenge and resistance in meeting their needs.

Helpful Hint

The three principles of teaching and learning covered in this chapter are critical to effective
instruction. Teachers may want to refer to the original research studies (cited in the bibliography)
for further details and implications for their understanding of these important concepts.

Reflection and Dialogue

1. Tomlinson discusses the three important conclusions drawn from multiple intelligence
research on page 18. How can classroom instruction amplify or diminish students’
intelligence?

2. The brain research done by Caine and Caine in 1991, states that learning is a process of
connecting the unfamiliar to the familiar. Discuss how the three-part task (outlined on p.
19) can be applied to a Science or Social Studies lesson in your classroom.

3. Vygotsky (1978) states the individuals learn best when presented with a moderate
challenge (their Zone of Proximal Development). Share with your colleagues some
methods of planning lessons that provide for students’ different levels of moderate
challenge.
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Chapter 4: Learning Environments that Support Differentiated Instruction

Overview
Tomlinson discusses how the teacher, the students, and the content all work together to create a
healthy classroom environment.

Helpful Hints

A fun activity might be to have each teacher share with a partner their image of themselves as an
instructional leader. If you could observe yourself, what image of teaching would you see? How
does that image lend itself to differentiating instruction in the classroom?

Reflection and Dialogue
1. Reflect on Figure 4.1 on page 27, the Artful Teaching triangle. Tomlinson states that if
any side goes unattended and gets out of balance with the others, artfulness is lost.
Discuss with your group, how the breakdown of this triangle can lead to defective Tier |
instruction.

2. In the example of Mary Ann Smith’s classroom on p. 28-29, Tomlinson mentions that she
was big on standards, but short on standardization. What does that mean to you?
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Chapter 5: Good Instruction as a Basis for Differentiated Teaching

Overview

This chapter covers the elements of a differentiated unit or lesson. It discusses the levels of
learning that are expected by the student (and planned by the teacher), as well as the curriculum
elements that must be present.

Helpful Hints

It would be interesting for each grade level to think about one of the units that they teach and
compare it to figure 5.2 on p.45 to identify the key facts, concepts, principles for their particular
unit of study.

Reflection and Dialogue

1. On p. 38, Tomlinson identified two elements essential for durable learning. Discuss with
your group specific examples of how a student's engagement can be critical to their
understanding or "wrapping around an important idea.”

2. Share with your colleagues how identifying levels of learning (facts, concepts, principles,
etc.) in areas of curriculum can facilitate the alignment of instruction between Tier I, I,
and lll.

3. When considering students’ level of intensity of instruction and intervention as they move

up the tiers of the pyramid, how can the content, process and product of the lesson be
varied to meet the child’s needs? (Refer to figure 5.2 on 45 for clarification)
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Chapter 6: Teachers at Work Building Differentiated Classrooms

Overview
This chapter begins by discussing three questions that teachers need to consider when
developing differentiated lessons:
« What is the teacher differentiating?
= Why is the teacher differentiating?
* How is the teacher differentiating?
Tomlinson then presents many examples of differentiation in two categories of skilled based
instruction and concept based instruction.

Helpful Hints
For a fun talk structure, doing a jigsaw cooperative learning activity with the different classroom
scenarios in this chapter would fit well. Have each group of teachers choose or assign a particular
skill focused instructional lesson (p.49-54) to read and discuss. Then have them regroup into
mixed groups to report back the comments and essential points from their “expert group”, so that
all teachers can be familiar with all the lessons in the book.

Reflection and Dialogue

1. After reading one of the differentiated examples in this chapter, what might be a challenge
for you in doing something similar in your classroom?

2. Did you agree with the teacher in your example with answers to the 3 questions:
Differentiate What? Differentiate How? Differentiate Why?
How might you answer the questions differently for that same lesson?

3. When beginning differentiated instruction in your classroom would you begin with a
Skills-Focused lesson or a Concept-based lesson? Why?

4. Now think about an example from your own curriculum and classroom. How might you
answer the “what, why, and how” questions?
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Chapter 7: Instructional Strategies that Support Differentiation

Overview

This chapter gives examples that describe 4 different instructional strategies that work effectively
in differentiated classrooms. These strategies are Stations, Agendas, Complex Instruction, and
Orbital Studies.

Helpful Hints

This chapter, along with chapter 8, is the “meat and potatoes” of this book. Teachers will love the
actual description and examples of specific strategies that they can be using in their classrooms.
This might be an occasion to slow down and provide more time for thoughtful processing for your
teachers. This could lead to teachers being inspired and motivated to try one of these strategies
with their students.

Reflection and Dialogue

1. After reading about the example of Math Stations, on p. 62-65, how would that
structure fit into the Tier | instruction in your classroom? Would you change
something or adapt it to another subject area?

2. How would the concept of Agendas (p.66-68) work with students also receiving
Tier Il and Tier Il support (for lower and higher achieving students)?

3. How is this example of Complex Instruction (p. 68-71) similar to other
cooperative learning strategies that you are familiar with? How would this
benefit all kinds of learners in your classroom? What would be the challenges?

4. The independent study strategy described in this chapter as Orbital Studies,
(p.71-74) would require the student to have good time management skills and an
independent work ethic. What are some methods of supporting students to
become more successful at being independent workers?
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Chapter 8: More Instructional Strategies to Support Differentiation

Overview

As a continuance of the previous chapter, Chapter 8 gives more examples of additional
strategies that support differentiated classrooms. These strategies include Centers, Entry Points,
Tiered Activities, Learning Contracts, as well as brief descriptions of others.

Helpful Hints

After having read chapters 7 and 8, it might be a perfect time to have your teachers individually or
in groups select a specific strategy that they want to try in their classroom(s). They, then, may
choose to share their experiences with the staff. Was it difficult or easy to plan and implement?
Why? How did the students respond? Did all students learn and meet your expectations?

Reflection and Dialogue

1. Briefly scan the chapter and select one of the strategies: Centers, Entry Points, Tiered
Activities, or Learning Contracts to read and think about in more depth. When thinking
about your strategy, consider the following questions:

- How would this strategy differentiate for the students in your Tier | curriculum?

= What the important steps in planning for this strategy?

= What would be some changes you might need to implement to make it doable for
you?

« How would this instructional process align with the Tier Il and Tier Il instruction
some of your students receive?
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Chapter 9: How Do Teachers Make it all Work?

Overview

Tomlinson gives five tips for “Getting Started with Differentiation,” she suggests students can be
partners in this concept, and believes in establishing a support system in order to sustain the
practice over time.

Helpful Hints

Reflecting on the actual classroom management of this process will be critical to all teachers.
This chapter helps teachers examine their own beliefs and practices and gives them permission to
start small and go slow! Real discussions among teachers about their transitions from more
traditional ways of teaching to these new strategies would provide a stronger assurance of
success with students in your building.

Reflection and Dialogue

1. What is the benefit of using an “anchor activity” when you start the process of
differentiation in your classroom?

2. Discuss how teachers, just like students, need a “moderate challenge” (Vygotsky’s term)
in order to make growth. (p. 97 Grow Slowly-but Grow). Give an example of a selecting a
moderate challenge for you in starting this process.

3. As you read the four ideas of involving students in creating your differentiated classroom,
(p-99-100) which idea would you choose to implement? Why?

4. Identify specific people (colleagues, administrators, parents, and community members)

that can be supportive to you in this process of setting up and sustaining a differentiated
classroom. How can each of these people benefit your cause?
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Chapter 10: When Educational Leaders Seek Differentiated Classrooms

Overview

This chapter is directed to principals and administrators that are interested in embarking on the
implementation of differentiated instruction at the building level. Tomlinson talks about the
challenges of the change process for an organization as well as gives advice for starting and
supporting this practice along the way.

Helpful Hints

Principals or Building Leadership Teams that plan staff development for their teachers will want
to consider many of the issues that Tomlinson brings up in this chapter. Your team will want to
discuss how differentiation fits into your model of MTSS and supports your tiers of instruction
effectively. Looking at your student data may give you a starting point in choosing a particular
curricular area to begin and how it will be implemented in all three tiers.

Reflection and Dialogue

1. After reading the recommendations for beginning your implementation, sketch out a plan
and a timeline for your staff. (It may be a multi-year plan.)

= Will you start with a few teachers or a specific grade level?

= Will school schedules need to be adjusted?

+ How will you communicate with parents?

= What will ongoing assistance and staff development look like?

= Think about the notion of “Applying pressure and offering support.” (p.114)
How would that work in your building? Are there teacher leaders or coaches to
offer support?

« What decisions will you make about encouraging novice teachers to be a part of
the initial start-up?
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It’s in the Bag

NYSRRC Book Study Guide Program

Feedback Form

Please provide feedback upon completion of the book study. Return this
form in the facilitator guide folder.

1. Was the facilitator’s guide useful in leading your discussion of The
Differentiated Classroom? Why or why not?

2. How can we improve this experience?

3. Would you recommend this to other groups?
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