
Differentiating Proces

Process means sense-
making or, just as it
sounds, opportunity
for learners to process
the content or ideas

and skills to which they have been introduced
When students encounter new ideas, informa-
tion, or skills, they need time to run the input
through their own filters o[ meaning. As they try
to analyze, apply, question, or solve a problem
using the material, they have to make sense of it
before it becomes "theirs." This processing or
sense-making is an essential component of
instruction because, wrthout it, students either
lose the ideas or confuse them.

In the language of school, process is often
spoken of as an actinty Its probably wisest to use
the term "sense-making activity" to remind our-
selves that an activity achieves maximum power
as a vehicle for learning only when it is squarely
focused on a portion of something essential that
students need to know, understand, and be able
to do as a result of a particular study.

Students who already understand how to
convefi fractions into decimals don't need to do
an activity designed to help them make sense of
the underlying principies; they have already
processed and made sense of those ideas.
Students who are foggy about fractions aren't
ready to benefit from a sense-making activity on
convening fractions into decimals, they need an
activity that helps them further clarify the con-
ceptual notion of whole and part that is the
underpinning of fractions.

Any effective actir,rty is essentially a sense-
making process, designed to help a student
progress from a current point of understanding to
a more complex level of understanding. Students
process and make sense of ideas and information
most easily when their ciassroom acti\,'ttles

o  a re  i n t e req t i ns  t n  t he  s t  r r den f  sr h  r v  ! r r r

. call on the students to think at a high
level, and

. cause the students to use a key skill(s) to
understand a key idea(s).
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Gcrod differentiated actir,rties are first good activ-
ities-those that have the characteristics noted
above. What makes them differentiated is that
the teacher offlers more than one way to make
sense of whats important. In fact, one way of
thinking about the relationship between a good
activity and a good differentiated activity is thrs:

A G00D ACTlVlry is something students
wil l  make or do

. using an essential ski l l(s) and essential
information

. in order to understand an essential
idea/principle or answer an essential ques-
t ion,

A G00D DIFFERENTIAIED ACTIVITY is
something students wil l  make or do

. in a range of modes at varied degrees of
sophist ication in varying t ime spans

. with varied amounts of teacher 0r peer
support (scaffolding)

. using an essential ski l l(s) and essential
information

. to understand an essential idea/princi-
ple or answer an essential question.

As is the case with content, process or sense-
making can be differentiated in response to sru-
dent readiness, interest, and learning proiile:

. Differentiating process according to stu-
denL readiness means matching the complexity
of a task [o a student's current level of under-
standing and skill.

. Differentiating process according to stu-
denr interest involves giving students choices
about facets of a topic in which to specialize or
helping them link a personai interest to a sense-
making goal.

. Differentiating process according to stu-
dent learning profile generally means encourag-

rng students to make sense of an idea in a pre-
ferred way of learning-for example, exploring
or expressing what they leam kinesthetically, or
spatially, or verbally, or creatively; or deciding to
work alone versus with a partner; or sitting on
the floor to do work versus sitting in a straight
chair.

Other chapters in the book more fu1ly
explore differentiation according to readiness,
interest, and learning profile.

Strategies That Suppott
Diflercntiated Processing

Many instructional strategies (see Figure 12.1)
invite teachers to have students work ln small
groups or independently Using those strategies
makes it easier for a teacher to reach out to
individuais and to match acti\,'lties or process to
needs of individuals. Whole-class instruction
does not issue such an invitation. Though it's
both fun and useful for a teacher to become
comfortable with a wide range of instructional
strategies that invite flexible teaching, rt's crucial
to remember that it's the quality and focus o[
whaf students do that is most important.

The following are among the scores of
strategies educators have developed that inr,rte
more flexibie and responsive sense-making:
learning logs, journals, graphic organizers, cre-
ative problem solvrng, cubing, learning centers,
interest centers or interest groups, learning con-
tracts, Literature Circles, role playing, coopera-
tive controversy (in which students argue both
sides o[ an issue), choice boards, Jigsaw, think-
pair-share, mind-mapping, PMI (listing pluses,
minuses, and interesting points about a topic
under consideration), model making, and labs.

Trered assignments or parallel tasks at varied
levels of difficulty are also powerful vehicles for
differentiating process. Each strategy engages
your students in a different thinking or process-
ing response. Sense-makrng actir,rties are most
effective for students when that resDonse
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Diffuentiatinq hocess

matches their learning needs, as well as specr-
fied learning goals.

These instructional strategies are ideal for
offering diiferentiated sense-making or process-
ing options for students in mixed-ability class-
rooms. The following two scenarios show how
teachers use some of these strategies to help
their students process and "oun" ke;' ideas in
ways that work best for them.

e ? ?

Mr. Jackson and Gubing

Students in Mr. Jacksons 2nd grade class are
studyrng communities. Rrghr nrr\\. the)' are
examining ways in u'hich .rnrmai communi[ies

are like and unlike human communities. Last
week, students vrewed a r,rdeo about ants.
Yesterday, they read about bees and individually
selected one other animal to leam about from a
list Mr. Jackson provided. Today, as they proceed
with their study, Mr. Jackson makes sure his stu-
dents understand the elements of a community
and how they might apply to animals. To help
his students think about and make sense of
these ideas, he uses cubing. Each six-sided cube
carries these instructions for students: describe,
compare, tell your feelings about, teil the parts
of, use, and tell the good and bad things about.

Mr. Jackson assigned each student either a
blue or green cube. Students using blue cubes
are performing at or below grade level ln read-
ing and writing. Blue cube tasks are to
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1. Describe an ant community in pictures or
words.

2. Compare an ant community to your com-
munity in pictures or words.

3. List words that describe your feelings
aboul watching an ant community

4. Tell the parts of an ant community and
what goes on in each part by using words or
pictures or by building it.

5. Tell a way that an ant community helps
you understand living and working together in
a community

6. Tell the good and bad things abour an anr
community

Students usinggreen cubes are performing above
or well above grade level in reading and wnt-
ing. Green cube tasks are to

1. Describe an ant community using at least
three sentences with at least three describing
words in each sentence.

2. Use a Venn diagram to compare an ant
community \ /ith the community of the animal
you selected.

3. Pretend thar ants think like people. Write
and cartoon what you think an ant [ee]s Iike as
it goes through a day in its community Do the
same thing with another kind of animal from a
different sort of community

4. Make a diagram of an animal community
with parts labeled and tell what each part is for.

5. Write a rule for living together in a com-
munity and tell how it would be useful in two
dilferent communities.

6. Write a song or draw a picrure that tells
what you think is best and worst about being
part of a community

Students begin cubing by sitting at a table with
other students using cubes of the same color.
Students take rurns rolling their cube. If the
first roll tums up a task the student doesn't
want to do, a second roll is allowed. fu they

work on their own task, students can also help
one another. When their task are complete, Mr.
Jackson rearranges the seatrng so that groups of
four to five students who did a same,colored
cube task can share with each other their varied
ideas and approaches on a similar topic.

Blue cube tasks help learners think in a vai-
ety of ways about how key elements of commu-
nity apply to a single animal community Green
cube tasks help learners make such connections
among several animal communities. Compared
to the blue cube tasks, green cube tasks are
more transformational, complex, multifaceted,
and require greater leaps of insight and transfer.
Later in the unit, students who completed blue
cube tasks will complete some of the green
cube tasks either in small groups or by working
directly with Mr. Jackson. Thus, all srudenrs
engage in idea and information processing
activlties that not only match their learning pro-
files and current needs but also coax them for-
ward on many leaming continuums.

ryY(

MrE. lltiller and Interactiue
Journals

Mrs. Millers 6th graders are all reading the
novel Tuck Everlasting. She knows that the book
is difficult for some of her students and doesn'r
much stretch some others, but she likes to have
the class read some books together, just as she
sometimes finds it useful to have several differ-
ent novels read by her students simultaneously
Because the current novel is not a "best fit" for
all learners in her class, she is making a special
effort to ensure that she uses a differentiated
process strategy that she does vary according to
the student's readiness and interest.

By using differentiated interactive journals
throughout this novel, Mrs. Miller provides her
students wrth u.riting prompts that, for exam-
ple, may encourage them to interact with the
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book as they predict what will occur next,
reflect on something that has just taken place,
apply understandings about elements of litera-
ture such as conflict or figurative language,
relate to a character or situation, or grapple
with meanings central to the authors'purposes
in writing the book.

In the past, Mrs. Miller has given all stu-
dents the same interactive journal prompts.
This year, in tqnng to craft a differentiated class-
room, some days she gives varied journal
prompts to her students based on their interests
and needs. On other days, all students wili have
the same prompt because it is essential for all of
them to think about a common idea.

On the day prior to beginning the novel, she
asks students to jot down what they think the
word "everlasting" means. Based on those
responses, as well as her cumulative knowledge
about the students, she givesthree different
journal prompts on the next day as class begins.
Students who seem unfamiliar with the word
work in pairs to do the following:

J. Guess what "everlasting" means and write
their "best guess" explanation.

2. Find definitions of the word in two dic-
tionaries and use what they learn from the dic-
tionary to write a good 6th grade definition of
the word.

3. Write a definition of "everlasting" that
would be crystal clear to a lst grader.

4. lllustrate at least five things that they
believe are everlasting, including defending why
they think so.

5. Hypothesze what the;'think a book
calledTuch Everlating might be about.

A larger group of students rr'hcr seemed to
understand the word in the bnef pre-assessment
activity but whose general vocabulary and com-
prehension are generallr-urthrn the expected
range for 6th graders u-ork erther alone or with
a Dartner on these tasks

Differentiatin g hocesr

1. Hlpothesizewhat a book calledTuch
Everlasting might be about and explain how
they came to their hypothesis.

2. Present and defend their choices of what
sorts of things would be included as everlasting
in a book written about everlasting things in
their own lifetimes.

3. Present and defend their choices of what
sorts of things would be included as everlasting
in a book written about life 200 years ago.

4. Present and defend their choices of what
sorts of things would be included as everlasting
in a book written about life 200 years into the
future.

Finally, a small group of students with advanced
skills of vocabulary writing, and abstraction
work together as a group to do the following:

1. Place on a continuum of "less enduring"
to "more enduring" a list of items such as gold,
coal, Iove, friendship, energy, time, fear, happi-
ness, and additional items of their choosing.

2. Write a poem or paragraph that expresses
their reasoning in placing the items on the
con[rnuum.

3. Hypothesize what a book calledTuch
Everlasting might be about and be ready to
defend their hlpothesis.

All students in the class use interactive journals
and have a task that causes them to make leaps
of thought and insight and to deal with a power-
ful and central concept in the book they are
about to begin reading together. These three
interactive journal assignments themselves, how-
ever, are increasingly transformational, abstract,
open-ended, and require increasingly greater
Ieaps of thought for successful completion.

When class starts on the day they begin the
novel, Mrs. Miller accommodates her students'
varied pacing needs by distributing their journal
assignment sheets, giving the instruction to read
at least the first 25 pages of the novel, and then
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letting them be free to work as long as neces-
sary in class on the journal prompt and com-
plete the rest at home that night. This attention
to pacing allows each student to work at a com-
fortable pace; ensures that all students have
adequate, purposeful work to do during the
class period; and offers enough time so that all
should be prepared for a short, whole-class
discussion at the beginning of class on day two
of the novel unit.

. l ? e

Sense-making strategies help students
process and "own" ideas and information in
ways that work best for them. The next chapter
on differentiating products describes strategies
that allow students to demonstrate-again, in
ways that work best for them-the results of all
that processing.
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