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D ifferentioti n g Prod rlfts

Unlike a sense-mak-
ing activrty, which is
typically short and
focuses on one, or
just a few, key under-

standings and skills, a product is a long-term

endeavor. Product assignments should help stu-

dents-individually or in groups-rethink, use,

and extend what they have learned over a long

period of time-a unit, a semester' or even a

year. Products are important not only because

they represent your students' extensive under-

standings and applications, but also because

they are [he element of curriculum students can

most directly "own." For that reason, well-

designed product assignments can be highly

motivating because they will bear their creator's

thumbprint.
High-quality product assignmenls are also

excellent ways of assessing student knowledge,

understanding, and skill. Many students can

show what they know far better in a product

than on a written test. Therefore, in a differenti-

' ated classroom, teachers may replace some tests

, wrth rich product assignments, or combine tests

, and product options so the broadest range of

' students has maximum oppoilunity to think

, about, apply, and demonstrate what they have

, learned.
:
, Grcating High-OualitY Product
, Assignments

, A teacher crafts a top-rate product assignment

, with thought and cate. A good product is not

: just ,o-.thittg students do for enjol'rnent at the

, Lnd of a unit. It must cause students to think

' about, apply, and even expand on a1l the key

: understandings and skilis of the learning span it

, represents.
, Once a teacher is ciear on the knowledge,

: understandings, and skills the product must

, irr.orpotate, it's time to decide on what format
, the oroduct will take. Sometimes the format i's a

, gwen because of requirements of a curriculum

i (e g , writing an essay, designing an experiment,
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and so on). Often, however, the teacher can use
a product as a way [o lure students into applica-
tion of ideas and skills (e.g., using photo graphy
as a way to hook young adolescents on poetry).
Sometimes a teacher can use a product assign-
ment as a way Lo help students explore modes
of expression unfamiliar to them (e.g., leaming
to create a museum exhibit, conduct a s).rynpo-
sium, or develop a joumal article as ways of
helping students see how scientists communi-
cate what they know). The very best product
formats may be those with which students have
a love affair at a given time (e.g., a 3rd grader,
who was talented in music, wrote a musicAl to
share information and understandings about the
westward movement in the United States).

Then it's important for the teacher to deter-
mine core expectadons for quality students to
pursue in regard to the content in their prod-
ucts, how they should work on their products,
and the nature of the final product itself.
Students can add to and help the teacher mod-
ify the core requirements to address individual
readiness, interests, and learning needs, but it is
the teacher's job to know and communicate
indicators of quality Students seldom know
how to extend their vrsion in pursuit of quality
wrthout help from aduits or more expert-like
peers.

Because the product assignment should
stretch students in application of understanding
and skill as well as in pursuit of quality, a
teacher needs to determine ways in which she
can assist the student in reaching a new level of
possibility as the product assignment pro-
gresses. This sort of scaffolding allows students
to find success at the end of hard work rather
than overdoses of confusion and ambiguity
Teachers may arrange times for brainstorming
ideas to launch the product, for workshops on
conducting research or slmthesizing findings,
for setting and assessing personal product goals,
for peer consultation and editing, for actual
product design, and so on. The goal is to antici-

: pate what is necessary to lift the student's sights
, and build bridges to attai.ning lofty goals.
: Finally, it's time for the teacher to present the
: product assignment (in writing, orally, on tape,

; wrth icons, through models, or with some com-
, bination of these). The assignment should make
, clear to students what knowledge, understand-

i ing, and skills they must include in rheir work;
the stages, processes, and work habits they
should demonstrate as they work; the option(s)
for expressing their learning; and what quality
will look like. Within this structure, rhere
should still be maximum room for individual
interests, modes of working, personal quality
goais, and so on. The trick is to baiance the
stmcture needed to focus and guide students,
and the freedom necessary to support innova-
tlon and thought.

Only at this point does it become time ro
differentiate the product ass{Snment. Teachers
and students can make adaptations of the core
product according to student readiness, interest,
and learning profile. Some teachers also like to
have a "let's make a deal" product choice
through which students can propose alterna-
tives to the teacher's design, as long as the aiter-
native leads studenrc ro grapple with key
information, understandings, and skills rhat are
at the essence of the assignment's purpose.

Its really helpful for a teacher to coach for
quality throughout the product span. Invite stu-
dents to talk about their ideas, progress,
glitches, ways of solving problems, and so on.
Share your own excitement about their ideas.
Clanfy what quality means. Talk about how
successful people work. Build a sense of per-
sonal ownership of work as well as group
appreciation of the varied approaches and ideas
of members of the group.

Figure 13.1 (see next page) summarizes
components of effective producr design, includ-
ing the differentiation component. It's always
important to remember that good diiferentiated
curriculum and instruction-whether content.
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process, or product-first have to be good cur-
nculum and instruction.

Other Guidelines for Successful
Product Assignments

Here are a few additional guideiines to maxr-
mize the power of product assignments and to
build for student success:

1. Use products as one way to help your
students see the ideas and skills they study in
school being used in the world by real people
to address real issues or problems.

2. Talk with your students often about the
need for both critical and creative thinking.
Help them build a passion for ideas being
pursued.

3. Require that your students use and syn-
thesize or blend multiple sources of information
in developing their products.

4. Stress planning and use check-in dates as
needed to match students' levels of independ-
ence. Zap procrastination.

5. Ensure that students actually use the
entire block of time allotted to the projecr
(rather than waiting three weeks and five days
of a monthlong product span before beginning
to work on the product).

6. Support your studen6'use oivaried
modes of expression, materials, and
technologies.

7. Be sure to help your students learn
required production skills, notjust necessary
content. Don't ask them, for example, to do a
debate or teach a class without giving them
clear gurdance on what quality would look like
in each of those formats.

B. Communicate with parents regarding
time lines, requirements, rationale for the prod-
uct, how they can help, and what they should
avoid doing during creation of the product.

9. Remember that there are many ways peo-
ple can express themselves. Help students get

out of the poster-report-mobile rut of products.
Figure 13.2 lists just some of the possibilities.

10. Use formative (during the project) and
summative (after the project) peer and self-eval-
uation based on the agreed-upon cntena for
content and production.

11. Whenever possible, arrange for student
products to be r,rewed by someone other than
just you.

12. In sharing products, remember that hav-
ing every student share with the whole class
may be unduly time-consuming-and even
uninspinng, unless you've taught studens how
to be high-quaiity presenters. Using exhibits,
sharing groups of four, individual presentations
to key adults who serve as mentors or audi-
ences, and so on can be great altematives to
whole-class presentations.

Y Y Y . 1 r ,

A Differcntiated Kindergarten
Product

Mrs. Appletons kindergartners have been study-
ing neighborhoods and communities. As a final
product, they are going to research, design, and
build a portion of their'town, showing its
neighborhoods and communities. The whole
class is working as a group to create and share
the final model, which will be quite large. The
class will make some decisions and do some
tasks as a whole, such as deciding the basic
contents of the model and making "blank build-
ings" that will be turned into representations of
actual buildings later.

Students will selecr other facets of the work
based on their interests: Everyone selects one
community member to interview as away of
gathering data, some students have selected to
make signs for buildings, and each srudent
selects a neighborhood to work on in the
model.

:
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Mrs. Appieton will assign some tasks, how-

ever, to draw on and extend each student's
strengths. Students more skilled wrth measunng
will measure and draw building dimensions.
Students wrth strong fine motor skills will cut
some of the complex pieces, and others not so
skilled in that area will assemble some of lhe
larger pieces of the model. Mrs. Appleton will
ask students who are already reading to look up
information and heip make signs.

She carefully designed this project to ensure
that all students do both self-selected and
teacher-selected (readiness-based) tasks. Mrs
Appleton also makes sure that some tasks
require students to work coliegially, while other
tasks require independent work.

vvY

Diflercntiated Secondary
Prcducts

Students in Mr. Garcias Spanish II class are
working on language and culture projects. A
goal for all his students is to understand more
fully how elements of a given culture interrelate
and form a distinct personality of a people.
Many students will explore the culture of Spain
by writing travel guides, making vrdeos, filming
documentaries, or presenting dramas. They will
investigate history religion, economics, celebra-
tions, geography, education, climate, Iiterature,
art, language stmcture, and how those elements
are interrelated.

Although students have a number of prod-
uct requirements laid out for them, they will
add some of their own criteria for success. They
also can choose whether to work alone or in a
small group, which mode of expression they
will use, which cultural elements they will focus
on, and which research resources they will use.

Three students in the class are quite
advanced in their grasp of Spanish because lan-
guage is a high talent area for them; and for two

: students, Spanish is their first language. Mr.
' Garcia wants these three students to work with
, the same conceDts as the other students in the
: class-but to s;etch their thinkine, he will dif-
: ferentiate their assignment and ask them to do
, cross-cultural comparisons. They will examine
, elements of language and culture across at least
: three language groups other than Spanish, none
, of which can be a modern Romance language.

These students will examine languages such as
Swahili, Farsi, Chinese, Japanese, Hebrew, and

, Russian, as well as the cultures from which
: those languages arise. These advanced students
, have a bit more freedom in designing their final
, products and the processes for reaching their
, final destinations. And like the other students rn
: the class, they can also select whether to work

alone or with peers and the form through
which they will express their learning.

Y V Y

Diftercntiating Prcducts for
Struggling Learners

We often expect far too little of struggling learn-
ers. Product assignments are a greaL place to
stretch our sights for students and to help them
develop confidence as learners and producers.
Here are some suggestions for ensuring that stu-
dents who have difficulty with school tasks
have both challenging products to create and
support s)'stems leading to success.

l. Be sure product assignments for all learn-
ers requiie them to appiy and extend essential
understandlngs and skills for the unit or other
product span. (lntegrate skills and other goals
from indindualized educational plans [IEPs]
; - r ^  - i ^ l .  ^ - . - ,1 '  ' ^ r  f ^ 'r r r L v  r r ! r r  I r r v u u \ r  r - i T n a t s . )

2. Use product formats that aliow students
to express themseh'es in ways other than writ-
ten language akrne.
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3. Give product assignments in smaller
increments, allowing students to complete one
portion of a product before introducing another.

5. Think about putting directions on audio
or video tape so students can revrsit explana-
tions as needed.

6. Prepare, or help students prepare, time
lines for product work so that tasks seem man-
ageable and comfortably structured.

7. Use miniworkshops on particular product
skills such as taking notes in research, conduct-
ing intervrews, drawrng conclusions, editing,
and so on. Many students will benefit from
options to attend such miniworkshops, includ-
ing some students who struggle academically

B. Support students in finding appropriate
resources by setting up intervrews, bookmark-
ing Internet sites, creating special book boxes or
shelves of readable sources on related topics,
tape-recording summaries of key ideas and
information, enlisting media specialists to work
with students at established times, and so on.

9. Provide templates or organizers that guide
students through each step of doing research.

10. From time to time be sure to review the
big picture of the product with the students-
asking them to reflect on why it's important,
what they are learning, how parts of the prod-
uct fit together to make a big picture of mean-
ing, how the product relates to what's going on
in class, and so on.

11. Where students find tasks daunting
think about joining (or having specialists join)
individuals or groups in an ad hoc, advisory
capacity-meeting at pre-established times for
consultation, coaching, and guidance.

12. Work with students to target portions of
rubrics that reflect their individual needs, focus-
ing both yourself and students on goals that
seem challenging and worthwhile for particular
emphasis.

13. Help students analyze models of effec-
tive products from prior years so that they
develop awareness of important components of

Diffuruntiatinq Prodrldj

the product, language skills to think about the
elements, and concrete illustrations of what
good work looks like.

14. When students do not have resources
and support for product completion outside of
school, provide time, materials, and partnership
at school. This may take place before or after
school, during class, during released time from
class, at lunch, or even on weekends. lt's impor-
tant for every student to have an adult suppon
system that speaks of belief in the student and
investment in making sure the belief becomes
reality

15. When students speak a pnmary lan-
guage other than English, be sure the student
has access to information in his first language,
or a strong support system for translating. Also,
think about including a stage in the time line to
allow students initially to express ideas in their
first language and then to translate them (with
appropnate assistance) into English.

Ditfercntiating Prcduct
Assignmento for Advanced
Learners

fu is the case wrth content and process, the idea
with product design for advanced learners is to
ensure that learners actually have to stretch
their information base, understanding, thought
processes, planning and production skills, and
self-awareness. Product assignments that are
quite challenging in these ways for many stu-
dents often fall short of a genuine challenge for
students highly able in a given subject. Moving
the "equalizer buttons" (see Figure B.l, page 47)
over toward the right as you modify product
assignments for these learners is your goal. Here
are a few principles useful for adapting product
assignments for advanced learners.

I. Be sure to structure product assignments
for advanced learners so that they're being
stretched forward on a number of the learning
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continuums-complexity, independence, trans-
formation, abstractness, multifaceted solutions,
and great leaps of insight.

2. Consider having advanced learners study
the key issues or questions across time periods,
disciplines, or cultures.

3. As much as possible, include advanced-
level research, such as advanced materials, mul-
tiple materials, primary sources, original
documents, and student-conducted original
research.

4. Consider using mentors to guide the
work of advanced leamers so that the students
are stretched in content and quality by someone
who knows the area of study at an advanced
level.

5. Consider letting advanced students begin
their projects earlier than other students if the
complexity of their products warrants it.
Working on their products might then become
an ongoing assignment when they compact out
of classwork and when they do not need to do
the homework practice important for other
learners.

6. Whenever possible, have each advanced
learner work with a mentor-someone who
works avocationally or professionally with the
topic being explored.

7. Let each advanced learner help you I
develop critena for expertJevel content and :

production. Work together to determine issues :
that experts would feel must be dealt with in i
the product exploration, ways in which those I
issues should be dealt wrth, and procedures and
standards for production that would be impor- j
tant to an expeil. Use these as benchmarks for :
student planning and assessment. :

B. When it would be helpful ro do so, have :
advanced learners'products assessed by an :
expeft in the field on which the product is .
based. In some instances, expeft assessment is ,
most helpful at a Jormative or in-process stage of .
work so that the student can clarifiz and extend :

ideas prior to completion of the product. In
other instances, summatre or end-stage assess-
ment by an expert is useful for advanced learn-
ers who want to test thefu product against
genuine high standards. It is often the case that
teachers lack some of the knowledge and skills
of a professional in a grven area of study
Helping advanced learners gain access to those
skills and understandings is an important way
of ensuring that they stretch rheir capacity
instead of continuing to be rewarded for "doing
what comes naturall;2"

Final Thoughts on Diflercntiating
Products for All Learners

The ways to design, support, and assess chal-
lenging product assignments are endless. Just
remember to provide written guidelines, which
may be lengthy at times, so students have ade-
quate structure, challenge, and ciarity of pur-
pose and expectations.

Differentiating product assignments in a
mixed-ability classroom is beneficial for several
reasons. If all products relate to the same key
information and understandings, then all stu-
dents can share in conversations among individ-
uals, small groups, and the whole class. This
can occur even as students work in ways that
address their own readiness levels, interests, and
learning modes. By offering variations on well-
designed products with core commonalities,
teachers encourage all students to draw on their
personai interests and strengths. In these ways,
all students can,grow from appropriate chal-
Ienges. At the same time, the teacher retains
focus on those curricular comDonents he or she
deems essential to all learners.

? ? e

The next chapter takes a close look at grading,
with a focus on student performance and parent
involvement.
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