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Many of the teaching methods that do not differentiate well are those used to deliver information. Teachers cannot avoid using such methods, so it is worth considering how to make them differentiate better. General principles to suggest might be:

· setting tasks that are carefully graduated in difficulty
· setting explaining tasks
· setting higher-order tasks such as problem solving or evaluation.
The categorisation of the teaching method depends on exactly how it is used, so the following answers are only suggestions and assume the method is employed in a conventional way. 

Note that the categories use the word ‘can’. ‘Can differentiate well’ is not the same as ‘does differentiate well’ in every context and circumstance. Every method, if used badly, will not differentiate well!

A. Can differentiate well

These methods might include:

· assertive questioning

· buzz groups (assertive style)

· learners creating a leaflet, poster or handout

· learners completing individual writing tasks – it depends on the task though

· graduated-question worksheets

· formative tests and quizzes

· experiments or practical ‘discovery styles’

· learners creating a handout

· case studies

· visits or visitors

· explaining tasks

· learners giving presentations

· guided discovery.
B. Can differentiate reasonably well

These methods might include:
· the teacher asking questions and leaving adequate ‘wait’ time for learners to answer them
· buzz groups
· paired learner practice
· peer checking
· teacher-led, whole-class discussions
· researching – this method does better if weak learners, or those not working well, are identified and given the help they need.
C. Do not differentiate well
These methods might include:

· teacher talks or lectures
· the teacher questioning learners, the learners answering
· teacher demonstrations
· learners watching a video or film – if this is done without questions or activities
· learners answering past exam questions – though this could differentiate well if the questions were graduated and of varied difficulty, allowing all learners to succeed and be stretched
· tests and quizzes
· experiments or practical ‘recipe styles’
· reading.
Improving differentiation while using ‘weak’ methods

What follows takes the methods that are often placed in category ‘C’, ‘Do not differentiate well’, and suggests how they could be adapted to differentiate better. The suggestions are debatable and depend on the precise way in which they are carried out and how the method is used.
Teacher talks or lectures

Teacher talks or lectures can be improved by keeping them short and punctuating them with questions and answers. This is especially effective if high-order questions are used with long wait times, and if the ‘assertive style’ answering approach is used.  

Many teachers ‘teach to the middle’ all the time, but it is more effective to also ‘teach to the top’ and ‘teach to the bottom’ at least some of the time. For example, a teacher can sometimes make a challenging point, and sometimes state the obvious, or explain a point in a ‘simplistic way’ – with a warning that the explanation was rather simplistic, if necessary.

The teacher questioning learners, the learners answering

Mix mastery and developmental questions; use substantial ‘wait time’ and have high expectations of the quality of the answers; use ‘assertive questioning’ and so on. 

Teacher demonstrations

The teacher could use questions such as, “Why am I doing it like this?” or “What would happen if I did it like that instead?”. The teacher can also ask learners to “Talk me through…”. The learners then give the teacher instructions with reasoning, and the teacher follows these instructions, supporting the learners’ points if necessary. 

Learners watching a video or film 

Give learners questions that the film will answer before showing it. Make some questions mastery and some developmental.
Reading

Develop a range of differentiated materials at different reading levels, including some at a level below the learners’ current reading level and some that are almost at the level above. Then let learners choose, or alternatively prescribe, some texts to some learners. Use readability indices such as SMOG (simplified measure of gobbledygook), FOG or Flesch Reading Ease score (available in MS Word) to index and benchmark your learning resources.


