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Abstract 

Background:  The prevalence of standardized testing in America’s schools has 

been on a continual increase.  With such importance being placed on raising student 

scores, and to demonstrate both growth and proficiency, there are increased pressures 

being applied to those delivering instructional content to perform at a high-quality level.  

However, with an ever-increasing population of English language learners in classrooms 

across the United States, having content delivered, which matches the instructional level 

of each student can be a daunting task for those educators not exposed to effective 

instructional practices.  Purpose:  The purpose of this study was to determine the impact 

and approach to implementing differentiated instructional practices for English language 

learners.  The specific differentiated instructional practices that were analyzed as part of 

this qualitative study are small group instruction and academic sentence stems, both of 

which are believed to assist in the delivery of authentic, meaningful, and purposeful 

content.  Methods:  Semi-structured interviews were conducted and audibly recorded in 

face-to-face meetings with participants who have been trained in differentiated practices 

by the researcher, and then after observing the researcher, conducted their own small 

groups using the approaches.  The study examined the implications of the perceptions for 

future English language learner instructional practices by triangulating data from notes 

made in a reflection journal, along with information obtained from the two participant 

interviews.  Results:  The study yielded five themes pertaining to the effectiveness of 

differentiated instruction as was determined by the researcher in correlation with previous 

literature.  These themes were; (1) instructional practices, (2) instructional support, (3) 

student backgrounds, (4) language support, and (5) classroom management. Conclusion: 

Based on the outcomes from participant’s experiences with differentiated approaches and 
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triangulating those with experiences of the researcher, it was determined that small group 

instruction and sentence stems are advantageous when teaching English language 

learners.  
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Chapter I:  

Introduction 
 

From very early in its days, America was known as the land of opportunity.  

People came from different parts of the world with hopes of living a better life.  This 

dream, this image of a great country, this sanctuary for many still exists today.  While the 

United States continues to add to its’ population, one of the largest groups to impact this 

trend are families that were born in areas where English is not the predominant language 

(Echevarria, Vogt, & Short, 2013). 

When populations of people immigrate to the United States, they choose a new 

way of living for not only themselves, but for millions of children who come with them 

or are born into their family.  These children have no choice in the matter when their 

families decide to move.  These are the children whom live in our neighborhoods, go 

shopping with their parents, see movies, go out to eat, play in the park, and partake in 

numerous activities just the same as their peers.  Most importantly, these children go to 

school, and yet there is one big distinction between these students and their classmates, 

and that is the lack of opportunities provided to flourish in English speaking classroom 

(Echevarria, Vogt, & Short; Batalova, Fix, & Murray, 2005).  The school systems in the 

United States are filled with many students who may come to our schools with little to no 

ability speaking English (Echevarria, Vogt, & Short).  “The rise in English learners 

conforms to the increase in the immigrant population in the United States” (Echevarria, 

Vogt, & Short, p. 3).  “Furthermore, over 70% of English learners in our schools were 

born in the United States; that is, they are second- or third-generation immigrants” 

(Echevarria, Vogt, & Short; Batalova, Fix, & Murray, p. 3). 
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The problem we are facing in our schools today is not that there is a growing 

population of English learners, but rather that many school systems are not providing 

students with superlative teaching methods which would allow them to succeed on an 

academic and social level.  This may occur because of the changes in the geographic 

distribution of English learners are new for many districts that have not served these 

students before (Echevarria, Vogt, & Short).   When populations of students are not 

presented with the same educational opportunities as their peers, it can be difficult to 

become successful in and out of the classroom.     

Our urban schools are where the largest population of English learners can be 

found, many of which are given the label of ELL, or English language learners (Lipman, 

2011).  If the current system of education continues as is, there may be a “potential 

cultural clash between a predominantly white teaching staff and a student body with high 

percentages of cultural minorities” (Spring, 2010, p. 109).  As a nation, we must ask 

ourselves; what are we doing to transform education so that all students have equal and 

equitable opportunities? 

Narrative 
 
 My upbringing would be considered by many to be one of privilege.  I come from 

a family that would be considered upper-middle class.  Because my father has owned his 

own company and does well financially, it gave my mother the freedom to spend more 

time volunteering at schools and other organizations, rather than having to work full-

time. 

The community in which I was raised is Jenison, Michigan.  It was a small town 

and one which I always felt safe, taken care of, and enabled to do my best by those who 
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were involved in my life.  In fact, when I was growing up, many of my friends and 

students I went to school with referred to our town as a bubble, due to the small 

population size and lack of understanding of communities outside of our own.  We had 

highly-academic successful schools, and teachers that were devoted to improving 

student’s lives.  

 It was in the public-school system where I developed my passion for learning as 

well as my desire to teach.  During my early years of elementary school, I was struggling 

with bouts of depression and I had a lack of motivation to be social or succeed 

academically.  I began to distance myself from family, friends, and peers.  Even with my 

parent’s support, talking with counselors at church and at the school, it seemed the 

struggles I faced would continue.   

Eventually, something changed the path I was headed down.  I accredit that 

change to my 4th grade teacher, Mr. Bill Flikkema.  As a teacher, he covered daily 

content like most teachers today.  However, what was different about him was he taught 

me how to be more than what I believed possible.  He taught me what it meant to be a 

contributing citizen and to reach my full potential.  It was from his example of 

extraordinary teaching that would inspire me to become a teacher.  What I learned from 

him has been the single most influential reason for why I try to be a positive influence in 

the lives of all those I have taught. 

Context to the Topic 
 
 Before arriving in Houston, I worked in a Dual-Immersion program in the 

Midwest.  The school had a diverse population of students, many of whom were labeled 

as English language learners.  The school served Kindergarten through 8th grade.  In 
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grades Kindergarten through 2nd grade, the students spent the full-length of their day 

receiving instruction in Spanish.  As the students moved into the next grade level, the 

amount of instruction that occurred in English is increased.  By the time the students got 

to the middle school, grades 6 – 8, their day was spent with Math and Science being 

instructed in Spanish, while the other contents were taught in English.  Being the Social 

Studies teacher, my classroom was taught in English.   

 Prior to teaching in at that school, I had never worked-in or heard of a Dual -  

Immersion program.  I knew of bilingual classes where teachers could speak another 

language to assist their students during instruction, but I had not yet come across a 

program that attempted to instruct its students in two languages at the same time.  An 

aspect of this school that I found unique was that it was comprised of students from all 

parts of the city.  Most of the students at the school were from the neighborhoods near the 

school, students could apply to the school if their families wanted them to attend the 

Dual-Immersion program.  Many aspects of the school and district itself were new to me, 

and the largest surprise of all may have been the conditions in which many of my 

students lived, for I had never seen such poor living conditions. 

 One eye opening moment I experienced was when the school took part in the 

city’s Cesar Chavez march only a few blocks away from the school.  As we were walking 

down the streets towards the location of the march, we went through the neighborhoods 

just south of the school where a large portion of my students lived.  I had never been to 

this part of town even though it was only a mere 15 minutes from where I grew up.  What 

I saw were homes that I thought no person should be living in due to the poor conditions.  

Many of the dwellings were structurally fragile and located on dirt-surfaced roads.  These 
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dirt roads, which were hidden behind paved roads, had homes that I do not believe most 

people living in the city even know exist, and the sheer fact that one person would be 

living like this would be shocking, but an entire family?  My heart broke for my students.  

Growing up in Jenison, my exposure to areas of West Michigan were limited to 

primarily suburban communities.  I knew very little about places that would be 

considered urban, whether by race or socio-economic standards, and I did not live in a 

community that would be considered a mixed-income community.  Truly, I knew nothing 

of the world I was seeing during this march nor did I understand that its’ existence being 

the result of intractable poverty from years of social isolation (Lipman, 2011).   

 I knew that the opportunities to positively influence students from working at the 

school were indeed a blessing.  However, when I first told my parents that I was going to 

be working there they were quite taken back and surprised because they were unaware of 

how close this type of neighborhood was to their home.  I informed them that many 

students who attended the school were not United States citizens and that the 

neighborhoods around the school were mostly Hispanic.   

 Though my parents had been raised in schools that were socioeconomically and 

racially diverse, they had remained very opposed to families who choose to immigrate to 

the U.S. without obtaining citizenships.  Furthermore, they were strong supporters of 

reinforcing the security measures to ensure that people cannot come to the United States 

unless approved.  Overtime, their mindset would change. 

 In addition to my role as the 7th and 8th grade Social Studies teacher in Grand 

Rapids Public, I was also the school’s Athletic Director.  Being Athletic Director brought 

upon many challenges, one being the task of finding someone to run the ticket-booth for 
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sporting events, in addition to needing someone that could run a small concession stand.  

I reached out to the school staff, parents and family members of students, as well as the 

community around the school to see if anyone would be willing to take on this role.  I 

was fortunate, after being turned down by many individuals I contacted regarding these 

positions, to have my mother step in and run both the ticket-booth and concession stand. 

 As time passed, my mother started to form relationships with my students and 

many of their siblings.  She would spend time with the children, often listening to stories 

about their day.  She would often ask the them questions about school, family, and 

interests.  One individual my mother started to form a relationship with was a little boy in 

Kindergarten named Jose (pseudonym used to allow for anonymity).  Jose spoke very 

little English, but he enjoyed sitting with my mother and helped her with the concession 

stand.  Because he had an older brother who played on the school’s basketball team, he 

was at every game.   

After several weeks of getting to know Jose, my mother asked him why he was 

always sitting alone when she came into the gym.  She asked him if his mother and father 

ever came to games to see his brother play, because she noticed he never sat with anyone 

other than students when he was seated in the stands.  He informed my mother that his 

dad was only able to come to some of the games because he had to work a few different 

jobs and that his mother would never be able to come having passed away. 

 To know that this child and his brother would grow up without their mother was 

hard for her hear.  The day she found out she waited until the basketball games were 

finished and asked if I knew the little boy and what had happened to his mother.  I 

happened to have the older brother in my class, and he had told me that their family had 
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immigrated to the United States from Guatemala.  He let me know that his mother simply 

did not pass away due to illness or an accident, but rather she was murdered.  Her 

deportation would eventually lead to her death. 

 The boy’s mother was driving her car in town and was stopped at a red light.  The 

woman driving the vehicle behind her failed to stop in time and collided her car into the 

back of Jose’s mother’s vehicle.  Rather than fleeing the scene, she decided to remain 

there with the woman checking to make sure she was ok.  The cops were called to the 

accident and when they arrived and questioned both parties involved in the accident, they 

discovered that she was driving without a license.  It was not long after her legal status 

was discovered that she was deported back to Guatemala where she and her husband had 

originally fled with their two small boys.   

Her arrival back in her home country was quickly made known to the cartels and 

she was captured within her first week back.  Guatemala has a history of drug trafficking 

by the Los Zetas Mexican drug cartel and their partnership with the Guatemalan special 

forces group the Kaibiles (Skeen, n.d.).  Through information obtained by family and 

friends still in the country, the boys and their father discovered that the cartel had turned 

her into a sex slave, forcing her to commit horrendous acts as well as several years of 

repeated physical abuse.  The boy’s father used all his resources to try and ensure her 

escape and hopeful return to the United States, but he was never able to complete this 

task.  After several years of enslavement, she decided to attempt an escape.  Sadly, she 

was caught and beheaded to serve as an example to the people living in her community 

what would happen to them if they tried to leave. 
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 After hearing this story my mother became sad, upset, emotional, and for several 

days was distraught.  When we finally had another chance to sit down and talk she told 

me of the difficult time she was having coping with what happened to this woman and 

what it meant for her family.  As hard as it was to tell her, I told my mother that this was 

just one of many stories I have heard from students about difficult family situations.  

 Not all stories are like Jose’s and deal with such heartache.  Many immigrants 

have arrived in the U.S. seeking and finding better opportunities for their children, and 

many of these opportunities begin with giving their children an education that will pay-

off down the road.  We can assist these parents by embracing their children and giving 

them the support they deserve in raising a generation of students that are successful and 

productive in society.  This must also include the population of students from families 

that have been in the United States for generations but speak a language other than 

English in the home. 

 Today my mother has a much different outlook on what a community is.  She 

embraces all people that are living there and she has grown to understand and appreciate 

those who have come from varying countries, backgrounds, and conditions.  Every few 

weeks she goes around town collecting clothing that can be provided to students in 

schools around the city and her heart is for those that are at my former school is amazing 

to witness, especially since I no longer teach there.  She now understands why these 

families chose to come here and believes that she would make the same choice if in their 

position.   

In addition to the work my mother does around town, my father plays a huge role 

in helping different communities.  As a financial planner, he is privileged with the 
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knowhow for the finances it takes to provide for families.  He spends time traveling to 

various communities giving speeches and meeting with students to look at projected 

earnings and income for those who attend varying levels of college and those that do not.  

He meets with students and talks to them of the benefits of going to college and 

becoming a productive and hard-working citizen in comparison to completing only high 

school and then finding a job.  He is an advocate not only for his direct community, but 

the community of others.   

 What my parents gained from their experience was an understanding that all 

people need support and there is something that can be done to give it to them.  Most 

immigrant families come here hoping that their children will be safe and get a quality 

education the same as any family living in the United States.  If these families are willing 

to risk so much to come here and entrust our schools with their children’s future, then we 

must do a better job in helping them.  We need to make changes in our instructional 

practices that will allow English language learning children the opportunity to reach the 

level of success granted to all students.   

Need for the Study 
 

My parents made a change in their lives.  They saw a problem with how 

communities treated people and knew they could make a difference by supporting the 

children that so desperately needed help.  This same mindset needs to happen in our 

schools with the population of students that are non-native English speakers.  If schools 

are to provide equitable opportunity for students and truly strive for high-academic 

achievement from all populations of students, differentiated instructional practices should 

be understood and implemented by teachers.  As student achievement improves on state 
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mandated exams, opportunities for students post K-12 education will improve, which in 

turn positively will affect the communities in which they live.  It is not enough to simply 

have non-native English learners in a classroom which provides language support by 

having English as a Second Language teachers (ESL teacher).  We need to give students 

decoding and language acquisition skills that will help them be academically and socially 

successful (Echevarria, Vogt, & Short).   

In the classrooms that I have taught in, my students and I openly talked about the 

changes which need to occur so that many in our society stop seeing those who struggle 

to speak English as a problem and begin to see the talents and skills they possess.  These 

talents occur in the classroom when teachers knowingly provide students with 

experiences which allow them to receive instruction allowing them to identify with and 

make context-to-self connections (Harvey & Goudvis, 2000).  This structure then 

develops the classroom into an organization.  Richard DuFour and Rober Eaker (1998, p. 

131) explain that the “culture of an organization is founded upon the assumptions, 

beliefs, values, and habits that constitute the norms for that organization – norms that 

shape how its people think, feel, and act.”   

I have taught English Language Arts and Social Studies, and my students have 

learned of the stories of Pilgrims in Massachusetts Bay, colonists at Jamestown, and 

Roanoke.  They know the founding of our country and understand that the United States 

became a place for people seeking refuge.  They have asked questions regarding people 

who came to the U.S. to be free, have new jobs, and practice their religion, but some 

populations are being denied that same opportunity (“Trump travel ban,” 2017).  I would 

like to one day have an answer for them.  I would like to tell them that our schools are an 
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example for what the United States should aspire to be… a place where everyone is given 

the opportunity to succeed.  

 Much of what I began to develop as for instruction began with tutelage from my 

mentor in Michigan.  My mentor, Mr. Alex Escamilla, was a certified Bilingual educator 

and was a 7th and 8th grade Language Arts teacher, and through his guidance we 

developed lessons that were cross-contextual and accommodating of the population of 

English learners we served.  This worked well due to the large amount of reading, 

writing, and decoding that took place in both content areas we taught.  Mr. Escamilla 

taught me the importance of delivering instruction after analyzing data and he provided 

me with advice for instructing our ELL students.  He also helped me understand the 

misfortunes in educational equality and equity of the ELL population due to the 

inefficiencies of high quality teaching, however, he knew that there were ways to 

alleviate this problem. 

Statement of the Problem 

My experiences working with large populations of English language learners led 

to the conducting of this study.  I have spent years working with this population of 

students using differentiated practices, and have students continue to achieve high levels 

of success on the state standardized tests, even outperforming many of their peers at the 

school, district, and state levels.  This has led me to believe that the methods of 

instruction I have conducted using small group and instruction and academic sentence 

stems to increase language acquisition for ELLs is beneficial. 

The purpose of this study was to determine the impact and approach of 

implementing differentiated instructional practices for English language learners.  An 
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investigation of student outcomes, as well as participant perception of their experiences 

integrating differentiated approaches helped to frame the study.  The study examined the 

implications and the perceptions for future English language learner instructional 

practices by triangulating data from notes made in a reflection journal, in addition to the 

information obtained from two participant interviews of instructor’s familiar with the 

differentiated practices.  

Student success is often determined by enhanced standardized test scores and 

improved understanding and use of academic vocabulary (Marzano, Pickering, & 

Pollock, 2001).  However, this study will not examine standardized test scores, but rather 

specific instructional practices that were implemented during classroom learning.  

Though there is no single model for creating a differentiated classroom, the instruction is 

based on the teacher “carefully fashioning instruction around the essential concepts, 

principles, and skills of each subject (Tomlinson, 1999, p. 9).  The study specifically 

looked at the instruction done using learning stations, sentence stems, state content 

standards, skill based learning for decoding questions and answers, all with the goal of 

building student epistemological understanding and metacognitive strategies.  “The 

purpose of small-group instruction is to meet the needs of all student in the classroom in a 

powerful way that will accelerate their learning” (Diller. 2007. P. 4).  The study 

examined the effectiveness of small groups, which can contain heterogenous or 

homogeneous populations of ELL students.  Additionally, it looked at the benefits of 

using sentence stems, which encourage students to use complete sentences by providing 

students with formal language written in a short phrase that gives students the beginning 

of a sentence and helps them structure a response, enhance the free flows of ideas and 
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lead to students becoming more comfortable elaborating and expressing their ideas 

(Echevarria, Vogt, & Short). 

As the population of English language learners has increased in the United States, 

our schools, and those working in them, have done them a disservice but not meeting 

their linguistic needs.  Awareness of linguistic diversity is extremely relevant not only to 

monolingual English educational contexts, but to bilingual and dual-immersion programs 

as well (Rubinstein-Avila, E., 2002).  This means that schools, and specifically teachers, 

need to refocus how students are being educated.  

 Our nation has a growing number of students whom are non-native English 

speakers, and the question arises, can a non-native English speaking student succeed 

academically and socially when the language he/she brings to school is not awarded 

legitimate prominence?  “Teachers must develop the student’s academic language 

proficiency consistently and regularly as part of the lessons and units they plan and 

deliver” (Echevarria, Vogt, & Short, 2013 p. 18; Echevarria & Graves, 2007; Short, 

2002).  The academic language, along with social language developed from peer-to-peer 

talk can be taught when lessons are prepared which account for student backgrounds, has 

comprehensible input, incorporated strategies promoting higher-order thinking skills, 

encourages students to elaborate their speech in groups, and allows for practice and 

application to extend language and content learning (Echevarria, Vogt, & Short, 2013). 

 In our schools, teachers need to do a better job of helping these students achieve 

academic success.  As it stands currently, a large percentage of ELL students are not 

attending college (Spring, 2010).  If this population of students are to remain limited in 

their higher educational and career opportunities, why are those pushing for success 
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lacking in their support of educational training?  Some claim that teachers using 

educational intervention methods will alleviate the problem that is poor academic scores 

for these struggling children (U.S. Department of Education, 2015).  “There is evidence 

that an individual teacher can have a significant effect on student achievement, even if 

the schools does not.” (Echevarria, Vogt, & Short, p. xii, 2013; Brophy & Good, 1986; 

Sanders & Horn, 1994; Wright, Horn, & Sanders, 1997).   

 In schools that I have worked in that conduct their instruction using Bilingual 

programs, often educators teach in the student’s native tongue but do not bridge the 

information or concepts into English.  At the elementary level, this means that the 

younger grades like K, 1, and 2 receive most of their daily instruction from a teacher 

fluent in their native language even though one of the tasks asked of the teacher is to 

assist the students in learning English.  When the instruction is not being performed 

properly, this may lead to students falling behind in content, strategies, and skills being 

taught. 

The goal of many Bilingual programs is to exit students from a bilingual 

classroom into a monolingual classroom.  Programs that exit students from bilingual 

instruction often send those who are succeeding at a high level in the bilingual class to 

monolingual classrooms once their scores are high enough and they have grasped enough 

English to function with their peers.  The problem with this is that it leaves the lower 

ability students in the bilingual classroom with less peer assistance in group activities, 

and it also puts the ELL student into a monolingual classroom where they may lack in the 

necessary academic vocabulary to fully participate in the learning.  
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 Overtime, the variety of languages students are coming to schools with are as 

varied as the personalities themselves.  This has had a strong impact on how our schools 

are functioning as well as what we as a nation are asking of those working in school 

systems.  The research being conducted focused on the role of differentiated instruction 

and how it is used to assist this population of English language learners.   

 As students are identified as ELL it is imperative that we place them in 

appropriate classroom settings which are being run by highly effective classroom 

teachers.  To be effective, teachers need to be trained in proper implementation of 

differentiated instruction so that they can meet the individualized needs of each student 

and help them grasp whole language concepts (Tomlinson, 2005). 

Research Questions 
 
 For my study, the focus was how differentiated instruction can be used to help 

English language learning students.  The study itself was conducted to answer the 

following questions: 

• What is the impact when implementing differentiated approaches for 

English language learner instruction based on an investigation of student 

outcomes as well as participant perception of their experiences integrating 

differentiated approaches. 

• What are the implications of the perceptions for future English language 

learner instructional practices 

Definitions of Terms 
 
 conceptual definitions. 
 

Anchor Chart – A posted visual to represent content, strategies, and guidelines. 
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Differentiated Instruction (DI) – Teaching done by providing students different 
means to learn.  Usually done in a way that maximizes students understanding of 
a concept. 
 
English Language Learners (ELL) – A person learning English in addition to 
their native language. 
 
English as a Second Language (ESL) –Instruction that is done for student’s that 
English is not their native language. 
  
Graphic Organizer – A knowledge or concept map for organizing information. 

Planned Learning Community (PLC) – A collaborative meeting for educators to 
discuss information as it pertains to various school functions including school 
events, student’s academic performance, and improving teaching skills. 
 
Response to Intervention (RTI) – Tiered instruction based on standardized test 
data. 
 
Scaffold – A framework for delivering a variety of instruction used to move 
students progressively toward stronger understanding and, ultimately, greater 
independence in the learning process. 
 
Sheltered Instruction Observation Protocol (SIOP) – Model of instruction for 
planning and implementing lessons for English Language Learners. 
Stations – Areas designated for students to work on differing concepts. 

Whole Language Learning – The concept that students are learning the meaning 
and strategies to develop cognitive understanding rather than learning phonemic 
strategies for reading and writing 

 
 specific definitions. 
 

Bilingual – The ability to speak in two languages. 

Dialogic – Participating in dialogue. 
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Chapter II: 

Literature Review 
 

No longer should classrooms be taught as a one-size-fits-all method where 

teachers instruct by standing in front of a class of students and lecture on content which 

was written as part of a district pacing guide.  When teachers use only one approach to 

introduce information during instructional time, students may not be interested or able to 

conceptualize the material.  In today’s schools, teachers are expected to adapt their 

instruction based on the individual needs of each student.  The thought process behind 

this is that each child will have personalized instruction.  If students are receiving 

instruction that is catered to their ability and skill-set, there should be increased amounts 

of student interest and motivation, as well as academic growth shown on state 

standardized tests.  It is understood that motivation to learn increases when there is a 

relationship, interest, and passion to learn (Piaget, 1978).  For students that are English 

language learners, instruction should be delivered in various means to give students the 

right tools, relevant material, and coaching that allows for personal interests, which are 

all factors that may dictate student motivation levels.  The result is a learning community 

that may arise containing a classroom of highly motivated learners.  In this environment 

students feel welcomed, respected, safe, and are ready to grow and succeed (Tomlinson, 

2005). When this environment is presented, students are more likely to experiences 

intrinsic motivation.  Intrinsically motivated students, when performing a task, may be 

more willing to participate in work with do so with higher confidence and persistence, 

allowing them to feel a sense of deep learning and engagement (Dean, Hubbell, Pitler, et 

al; Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2000).  
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Differentiated instruction is focused instruction based on individual needs.  It can 

be taught when learning is scaffolded, meaning that it is framed in a way which delivers a 

variety of instruction used to move students progressively toward stronger understanding 

and, ultimately, greater independence in the learning process.  The article, Content-area 

teachers and scaffolded instruction for English language learners (Pawan, 2008), points 

out that teaching, and teacher education, should focus on scaffolding instruction for 

English language learners.  Researchers have been conducting studies which show that 

students that are receiving academic language during their instruction across multiple 

contents is best when focused on higher order thinking skills.  Students need to receive 

authentic instruction at their level in multiple languages to best succeed.  However, the 

problem is that many teachers are unprepared to work with an ELL population (Gibbons, 

1991).   

In my classrooms, I have scaffolded instruction by offering students choice during 

their individual work time after they have spent time receiving instruction in a guided 

small group.  By providing ELL students with various choices to develop their skills in 

each content area, I am handing them over some of the control.  Sometimes, as a teacher I 

find it best to allow the students more choice in their instruction to create buy-in. 

 Teachers need to improve their skills with interacting with novice English 

speakers.  All teachers, not just those that may be English as Second Language (ESL) 

instructors, must be prepared to scaffold their instruction.  To help with instruction, 

teachers may find using a program like EAP to be beneficial.  English for Academic 

Purpose (EAP) tailors instruction for the students that it serves (Song, 2006).  Linguistic 

and social instruction should be taught using English for academic purpose to meet the 
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needs to the ELL population. It is important that EAP set academic goals to drive the 

instruction which should be content-based.  Like EAP, the concept of differentiated 

instruction helps learners by teaching each student, or groups of students, at their 

academic level.  It is ideal that teachers set instruction with student’s goals in mind. 

The thought process behind goal setting for each child is to personalize instruction 

meant to meet their needs.  If students are receiving EAP instruction that is catered to 

their ability and skillset, it should help to raise student interest and motivation.  When a 

teacher uses only one approach in their methods of introducing information during their 

instruction time, students might not be interested or able to grab ahold of concepts.  Since 

all children learn differently, differentiated instruction allows a variety of approaches to 

understand and retain information.  It is this type of instruction that allows teachers to 

spend time teaching different skills as needed, rather than presenting students with the 

same information, which may or may not be useful.    

If teachers are to educate students how to be functioning citizens, why are those 

working in schools teaching students on topics and issues which are not relevant (Hirsch, 

Kett, & Trefil, 1987)?  It is important that teachers are presenting information to the 

students to meet their interest levels.  To do this, teachers must provide differentiated 

approaches to the material, not just new material itself.  Though differentiated instruction 

seems to be a broad term, it mainly refers to those classroom practices embodying student 

learning styles, interest, and prior knowledge (Benjamin, 2002). Understandably, state 

standards represent the content that is often required to be taught, but by differentiating 

instruction, teachers give a meaningful way to teach those required standards (Protheroe, 

2007).  Before schools can improve the quality of education for ELL students, 
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understanding where the divide in equality and equity in education originated is vital to 

understanding why schools have come to a place where there is a gap in the learning 

taking place for those whose primary language is not English. 

How Schools Function 
 

In Desmond King’s book Making Americans, King (2000), explains how United 

States immigration policies shifted.  Whereas the U.S. had been a place which accepted 

immigrants from various areas of the world until the 1920’s, after, the country began to 

establish barriers to immigrants and focus on developing an Anglo-Saxon conception of 

U.S. identity.  Thus, school systems have rejected the history and traditions of 

immigrants in favor of a western-European ideologies.  If our schools continue to allow 

for barriers, especially based upon race and cultural identity, how will an ever-growing 

population of immigrant students succeed in schools where English is the main language?  

This increasing population must be treated equitably and schools can do this by providing 

education to students that is differentiated to their individual needs.          

Quality teaching practices and differentiated instruction provide this for ELLs, but 

it must be done in the correct manner.  Because all schools run differently, understanding 

which type of instruction the districts, schools, and administrators implement may adjust 

how a teacher differentiates. 

 Joel Spring mentions three models for equality of opportunity in education which 

are told in his book American Education.  The first is the Common-School Model.  

Theoretically, this warrants that all students have an equal opportunity in education no 

matter the race or socioeconomic status (Spring, 2010).  To have an equal opportunity 

would mean that students have a chance to learn in a style that would best fit their own 
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learning modality.  A school devoted to differentiated instruction would provide an equal 

and equitable opportunity for ELL students.  They wouldn’t have to spend as much time 

falling behind as they developed their strengths in reading, writing, and other subject 

areas because the instruction would be done with individual needs in mind. 

 The problem with most school systems that run a Common-School Model is that 

they generally are a part of monolingual programs that only provide English as a Second 

Language (ESL) support for non-English speaking students through simplistic measures.  

In many states across the country, English language immersion programs have been 

popular where there are large immigrant populations.  They are built on the assumption 

that ELLs learn English better and faster under conditions of total immersion.  The 

problem is these programs lack backing and may be harmful to student’s education 

(Berliner & Glass, 2014).  This is because all students are receiving the same instruction, 

and it can be unequal due to a language barrier.  With respect to the goal for ELLs, the 

policy of transitional bilingual education, or ESL programs whose aims are English 

language proficiency and assimilation, is explicitly non-bilingual.  Because the focus is 

on learning English without a strong effort to retain the native language, these programs 

incorporate a minimalist form of bilingualism for the period that students are in them 

(Hakuta & Gould, 1987; Snow & Hakuta, 1992).  If this minimalist approach of 

developing bilingualism in Common-School Model institutions continues, students will 

lose out on obtaining academic skills in either language.  However, this model of school 

function can still allow for differentiation.  The teacher can fine-tune instructional 

practices for students by adjusting the nature in which the work is done rather than the 

amount.  It is important to remember that differentiation is more qualitative than it is 



22	  
	  

	  

quantitative (Tomlinson, 2005).  All too often, educators think differentiating means 

adjusting work by giving high-achievers more assignments, and low achievers, or 

students that are ELL, less.  This leads to unequal and unequitable opportunities to learn 

and understand academic concepts.   

  The Sorting-Machine Model, which is discussed in Spring’s book, is how most 

schools operate.  These schools place students into programs based on their abilities.  

However, this model does not allow for an equal opportunity for learning (Spring).  

When a student is placed in a sorting-machine model which has a Bilingual program, the 

goal of the program is to have them exit and enter a monolingual classroom.    

Exiting one program and entering another causes several issues.  First, this type of 

learning model requires students to spend much of their early years speaking in a 

language that is native to their family and home environment.  The language is not only 

academic in the classroom, but also of a social nature.  As they transition out of their 

bilingual classroom and enter a monolingual classroom, students are at a disadvantage 

with their new peers with the academic and peer social skills, which is something they 

had in their prior classroom.  The monolingual class they now enter would have an 

environment where other students have spent years developing academic and social 

language, thus potentially leaving the student at-risk of falling behind.  Nonetheless, 

students who face such situations are now a part of a new diverse group of learners which 

can still be helped.  Teachers can help these learners by looking for positive attributes of 

the student’s abilities, allow for students to make mistakes, pay attention to relevant and 

relatable topics, and frame the lesson on big ideas and key concepts (Tomlinson, 2005).  
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 The third model is the High-Stakes Testing Model.  This is similar to the Sorting-

Machine model except that there is a higher emphasis on placing students into various 

groups using tracking systems based on standardized test scores (Spring, 2010).  This 

model is being used more often in schools, specifically when schools are asking for 

differentiated instruction during time devoted to RTI (Response to Intervention).  This is 

because differentiated instruction is rooted in assessment (Tomlinson, 2005).  The goal is 

to gather data and test scores to group students into varied ability groups.  While high 

achieving students may spend more time with project-based learning meant to lead them 

to higher order thinking, the lower achieving students, will receive more direct instruction 

from a teacher.  Often, the content and lessons are focused with the intent to improve 

standardized test scores.  The non-native English speaking students are often tracked into 

lower abilities groups and lose out on the opportunity to receive access to activities that 

are require higher-ordered thinking.   

This lack of opportunity for ELL students is the opposite of what should be 

happening, which is why teachers need to have better training on differentiated practices.     

Whichever model schools choose to implement, the most important aspect needs to be 

that all students have an equal opportunity to learn based on their individual needs.  It is 

understood that learning takes place most effectively in classrooms where knowledge is 

clearly and powerfully organized, students are highly active in the learning process, 

assessment are rich and varied, and students feel a sense of safety and connection 

(National Research Council, 1990; Wiggins & McTighe, 1998). 

 Since all children learn differently, differentiated instruction allows a variety of 

approaches to teaching so that students may understand and retain information.  It is at 
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this point teachers spend time instructing using different skills rather than presenting 

students with only rote information and facts meant to be simply memorized for short-

term testing goals.  By meeting the needs of all students, teachers can help students 

improve academically by capitalizing on the skills they already have.  Instructors may 

also teach students using various learning methods.  This will eventually lead to higher 

test scores and results in the classroom, but also an accountability for both the teacher and 

the student to use higher-order thinking processes.  Previous studies have been conducted 

to provide insight into how some have used differentiated instruction to achieve students 

using higher ordering thinking. 

previous studies. 
 

pre-service education on differentiated instruction: elementary teacher 
candidates' competences and opinions on the process 
 
In their study, Arzu Aydoğan Yenmez and İlknur Özpınar discuss how 

differentiated instruction is used as an instructional method and how it is used to focus on 

individual student differences.  Their consideration of implementation for differentiated 

practices was applied to a study which looked at elementary math that was being taught 

using fundamental instructional qualities.  The purpose of the study was to see if 

differentiated instruction would have positive contributions towards student’s academic 

success as well as lead to a more positive attitude toward math instruction.  It examined 

the constructivist approach that supports students being a part of the active learning 

process and how students learned to take responsibility for their own knowledge.  The 

work was problem/solution based and the approach taken to implementing instruction 

was reliant on approaches which considered the classroom setting and social 
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environment, as well as looked at individuals with different traits and how teachers 

accommodate and prepare for the various learnings styles and interests.  

 The authors of the article pointed out that the instructional method that was used 

in a differentiated classroom developed lessons around the interests and learning styles of 

the students so that they could develop and acquire the information as well as express 

what they have learned.   

 The method of study which the authors conducted had a purpose of examining 

pre-service teacher’s competence of differentiated instruction and got their opinions 

during the process of differentiating student activities.  The case study that was conducted 

looked at 49 third-year students that were attending university and were receiving 

education on differentiated instruction and its components.  The students worked in 

groups and were asked to prepare an activity in which they could differentiate certain 

content, a process, or a product accordingly with student possible preparedness levels, 

interests and learning styles being addressed.  

 The data collected from the semi-structured interviews and written interviews 

were broken down into different dimensions.  What was received back concluded that 

motivation had a higher value than that of other categories being evaluated such as; 

material, learning environment, activities, individual differences, tasks, evaluation, and 

general.  The teacher’s opinions in the process showed that the student confidence and 

motivation increased due to the differentiated approaches.  There were particularly 

positive results when looking specifically at the motivation and confidence of students 

that would be considered lower levels due to the efficient assistance in activities.  The 

same could be said about students that were functioning at a higher level because they 
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were able to improve themselves through various activities and avoided feeling bored.    

A negative take-away from the experience according to the pre-service teachers was the 

classroom setting.  They claimed that it needed to be reorganized to create proper groups 

or individual learning stations, and that larger classrooms and round tables would benefit 

this style of learning.  Additional teacher feedback stated that student’s attention was 

positively affected during this style of learning because students would be able to 

participate actively and not become distracted.  Also, students that were low-level 

students could work with teacher assistance and do so with confidence.  Pre-service 

teachers were also asked if they would differentiate their instruction in the future.  The 

overall feeling was that if they could prepare activities and apply them, it would lead to 

meaningful learning, but several teachers also stated that this was only true in theory due 

to the time constraints that it takes to prepare lessons and activities for students.   

examining differentiated instruction: teachers respond 
 

The author of this article, Brenda Logan, recognized that differentiated instruction 

is best implemented by first understanding its principles for practicing.  These principles 

include: 1) Every child can learn and every teacher can learn 2) All children have the 

right to high quality education. 3) Progress for all will be expected, recognized, and 

rewarded. 4) Learners in a classroom have common needs, distinct needs, and individual 

needs.   

 To tap into student learning, teachers must provide students with choice, 

flexibility, on-going assessment, and creativity.  These concepts, though seemingly basic, 

can be difficult to implement.  Catering instruction to individual students is time 

consuming and often teachers may feel that differentiated instruction is a theoretical 
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concept more than practical application.   However, if a teacher can develop a systematic 

way of implementing differentiated instruction, there are benefits.  This can best be done 

by seeing instruction as a teaching of content, followed by a process of how the content 

will be taught, and then finally the process in which it will be done.  The content can be 

endless, but is based around a variety of choices.  As students come to the classroom, 

they have their own personal interests being taught.  By allowing a variety of choices 

within the content itself, teachers can increase student motivation for learning because 

they may find the learning more applicable and relatable.   

 Once the variety to students is presented, the process in which it is taught comes 

to play.  This is the how things are done and the variety in which it is taught can vary as 

much as the choices of content.  Hands-on learning, technology, presentations, oral and 

written reports, and other methods can all be used to teach students.  These activities 

should be tiered and flexible in nature.  At this point, students are learning through the 

means that best suits them.   

 After the instruction has been processed, the result is the student product.  Here, 

students present their learning in various ways.  The presentation of understanding does 

not necessarily have to be done in the same way it was learned, but should demonstrate 

student understanding of the content and information that was taught.  All of this is 

possible by creating student learning profiles.  As suggested by the article, this will 

require the teacher to collect profiles of each student that include learning preferences, 

family structure, favorite hobbies, interests, state assessment scores, Lexile reading scores 

and fluency during reading recordings.  Teachers could also modify the instruction itself.  

Giving student choice within a lesson can be a great way to differentiate instruction.  
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Student learning matrices which allow the students to choose which assignments and 

activities to complete give students a feeling of control in their learning.  Ideally, students 

choose topics which cover the content needed to be taught and eventually tested, but also 

allows them to learn in a way that is best for them.  

 An important aspect in all of this was that teachers must reflect on the lessons and 

ways they have differentiated.  To implement differentiated instructions is not enough.  

As the culture of the classroom changes, so must the method of instruction.  The 

evaluation done from the article states that more empirical evidence must be provided 

until it can be proven that differentiated instruction is the best method for teachers to use.  

The study conducted used a survey to get teacher feedback.  Overall, teachers revealed 

that pre-teaching programs do need to change and do more to prepare teachers for 

working in diverse settings.  Learning that is done at the university level is almost strictly 

built upon teaching content but rarely is the methodology in which to teach, thus leading 

teachers to be prepared for dealing with all the student learning styles.  Additionally, 

schools must take more responsibility for teacher training.  Trainings and resources must 

be provided so that staff can implement best practices.  

educators’ perceptions of response to intervention implementation and impact 
on student learning 

  
The study conducted by Carolina Cowan and Gerri Maxwell, tracked three 

Hispanic female students from one school in south Texas, and it evaluated how they 

respond at the various tiered instructional levels. Its purpose, using a qualitative 

investigation, was to determine if the framework for Response to Intervention is 

beneficial.  The evaluators wanted to use naturalist inquiry by using a purposeful sample 
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made of individuals already familiar with RTI.  The sources used for this naturalistic 

research were interviews, observations, and documentation.   

The data that was collected was progressive and took time.  Because the study is 

qualitative in nature, trustworthiness was a huge factor.  Credibility for the study would 

have to take time because it is looking at the growth of students while being in RTI.  The 

steps that took place as a part of this study were done in a clear and concise order so that 

communication could be easily done.  Eventually, after the study had concluded, it was 

determined with the use of questioning and interviewing teachers, that the Responsive to 

Intervention program was beneficial but that it would take much more to streamline it 

into all classrooms. 

What was also determined was that teachers lacked training and opportunity to 

understand what tiered level instruction should look like.  The teachers in the study 

claimed that the biggest obstacle to success was the amount of paperwork.  When 

students are moved into the higher tiers, there is a paper trail that must follow.  Moving a 

student from tier 1 to tier 2 isn’t a very big deal.  Teachers must show standardized test 

data and often need to report the work that is being done to move the students back into 

tier 1.  However, moving a student into tier 3 has so much to it that teachers often avoid 

labeling a student to simply avoid the work that comes with it.  Some of the teachers in 

the study also claimed that it put too much responsibility on the teacher.  When working 

with younger students, teachers need to have strong management of their classroom.  Too 

allow young students to spend much of their time learning independently while they work 

with a small group bares the risk of behavioral problems, as well as the tier 1 students 
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receiving less direct instruction from the teacher and potentially not getting the 

instruction needed to remain at that tier.  

Overall, the sentiment felt from teachers in the study was that teachers feel the 

program is good in theory but there must be behavioral procedures in place before it can 

be properly implemented before it can occur.  Teachers are asking for professional 

development so that they can learn the right techniques.  In order to run successful tiered 

programs, pre-planning must consistently occur. 

Strategies. 
 

A collection of strategies allows learners to piece together several smaller 

concepts that can be combined to explain the overarching idea being taught.   Saphier, 

Haley-Speca, and Grower (2008) understand that what students need to gain during any 

lesson is the “big idea”.  Teachers generally follow a pacing guide and make their lesson 

plans according to what a district has put in place.  The content that is taught is based on 

state specific content standards.  If a teacher can focus on one or two standards as part of 

their instruction, they can target the instruction necessary for each student to succeed.  

Using this strategy, will allow teachers to differentiate the instruction for a specific 

learning concept rather than simply teach different content standards.  For English 

language learners, this will lead to better long-term effects and outcomes.  In classrooms 

where I have taught, students focus on content standards that they have incorrectly 

answered most frequently on their standardized tests.  The small group instruction and 

sentence stems are then based on these standards.  

 Content-based ESL instruction: Long-term effects and outcomes (Song, 2006) 

looks at the long-term effects and outcomes of content-based English as a Second 
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Language (ESL) instruction using college academic records to evaluate student academic 

performance.  Students labeled as ELL received instruction in ESL based classrooms.  

Comparisons were made with those who did not receive instruction in ESL based 

classrooms.  The study showed that the English as a Second Language based classroom 

students did outperform their peers.  However, ESL classrooms aren’t prevalent enough 

in schools and monolingual English-speaking classrooms are the norm.  Because of this, 

the growing population of English learners need to receive accommodated instruction.  

Currently, the lack of success in educating linguistically and culturally diverse students is 

a problem when trying to pass state assessments and requirements which have become a 

part of schools, especially since the inception of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 

(Echevarria, Vogt, & Short, 2013).  Success can be achieved upon not only 

differentiating the instruction, but placing students in the appropriate classroom setting.   

Once students are identified as ELL it is imperative they are placed in classrooms being 

run by highly-effective classroom teachers.  These teachers need to be trained on how to 

properly implement differentiated the instruction so that they can meet the individualized 

needs of each student and able to help grasp whole language concepts.  

Instruction that teaches students how to be academically successful is a 

foundational goal in education.  This is made possible by building upon student skills in 

such a way that students have meaningful conversations and work with purpose in 

authentic situations.  This is much more than simply presenting information.   It is about 

relationships (Graff, 2003; Rose, 1989 et).   Once relationships have been formed 

between teachers and students, teachers can understand which influences and factors can 

affect student achievement.  From this point, teachers can differentiate their instructional 
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strategies based on the identified similarities and differences (Marzano, Pickering, & 

Pollack, 2001).  The strategies used should be done keeping in mind that instruction 

should begin teaching where students are, rather than starting at the front of a curriculum 

guide (Tomlinson, 1999).  This should be done allowing for flexibility in the range of 

instructional strategies and with a clear and concise goal for each student.  Teachers 

should set growth goals with students in a way that they are working to compete against 

themselves rather than other students.  Having growth targets for each student can keep 

the instruction focused.  Again, the idea is to move from small group instruction to 

individual learning. 

As students are identified as ELL, it is imperative that they are placed in 

appropriate classroom settings which are run by highly effective teachers.  To be 

effective, these teachers should to be trained how to differentiate instruction so that they 

can meet the individual needs of each student and help students grasp whole language 

concepts (Echevarria, Vogt, & Short, 2013; Donnelly & Roe, 2010).  Flexibility in the 

instruction means giving the students a range of strategies, but done in a way that sets 

clear tasks for accomplishing understanding.  Good comprehenders use a range of 

comprehension strategies to deepen and enrich their understanding (Pressley, El-Dinary, 

& Brown, 1992).  Furthermore, those who comprehend well are aware of their own 

thinking processes and try to use strategies to decode.  For my class, this means students 

must explain why they know the answer is correct, or at least why other answers may be 

wrong.   

 Using various teaching methods in the classroom allows for individual needs to be 

met as well as permit greater access to developing understanding of concepts, strategies, 



33	  
	  

	  

and language acquisition.  Per Seidlitz and Perryman (2011), there are seven steps 

teachers can have which lead to a language-rich interactive classroom.  The steps are as 

follows; 

1. Teach student what to say when they don’t know what to say. 

2. Have students speak in complete sentences 

3. Randomize and rotate when calling on students. 

4. Use total response signals. 

5. Use visuals and vocabulary strategies that support your objectives. 

6. Have students participate in structured conversations. 

7. Have student participate in structured reading and writing activities. 

 Using these steps allows for stopping points when teachers can check for 

understanding.  Based on the amount of understanding students have at each step, 

teachers can differentiate the learning to assist students who may be struggling.  

Following these steps also helps curtail learned helplessness on the part of the student.   

Learners can be assisted by using techniques like active response signals.  Using a 

technique such as a response signal has been shown to have a significant effect on 

achievement for inner-city students during whole instruction science instruction 

(Gardner, Heward, & Gross, 1996).  “Response signals allow for oral or written 

participation in a non-threatening way, and they provide a very effective tool for gauging 

student understanding in real time” (Seidlitz & Perryman, p. 29).  Having student do 

things like give a thumbs-up, make a hand motion, or some other physical cue gives the 

students different ways to represent that they understand the concept and are ready to 

discuss.  These same techniques in turn should work in tiered small group instruction and 
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are beneficial getting ELL students involved by allowing for wait time and an indication 

that they are ready to share.  

Teaching students to use response signals is something teachers may do to 

eliminate students having to answer a question before they have formed an answer.  Too 

often, students may feel they do not need to share out because another student will, and 

then if they are called upon, they may not know what to say.  Teachers are failing to hold 

students accountable to answer questions and because of this, students have learned that 

saying “I don’t know” means the teacher will move on and call upon someone else for an 

answer.  By teaching students to use various response signals to signify they have had 

time to process the information and form an idea, teachers can scaffold their support that 

leads to independence.  “This is particularly important to students learning English as a 

second language” (Seidlitz & Perryman, p. 12; Chamot & O’Malley, 1994; Echevarria, 

Vogt, & Short, 2008).  Differentiation can occur by giving the students various 

metacognitive strategies that can be used to monitor their own thinking and 

understanding so that they can access information (Duffy, 2002).  In my small group 

instruction, I have asked students to form their answers and give me a signal their ready.  

Once all students are ready, I roll a die knowing all students have formed an answer.   

Classes should have an active learning environment where students can be 

working around the room on different activities.  One approach teachers could take would 

be to differentiate using a model which is focused on delivering sheltered instruction 

observation protocol (SIOP).  Sheltered instructional observation protocol aims to make 

English comprehensible for English language learners through planned lessons that guide 

teachers to access grade-level content standards and bridge them with English skills, all 
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while preparing students to be college ready (Echeviarria, Vogt, & Short, 2013).  SIOP 

develops educational programs which take student backgrounds into consideration.  The 

program considers several aspects that immigrant children are coming to school with 

such as; 

• English Knowledge (Exposure, Familiarity, & Proficiency levels)  

• First Language Knowledge (Proficiency in spoken, Literacy level) 

• Educational Background (On-grade level, No Schooling, No English schooling) 

• Sociocultural, Emotional, and Economic Factors (Poverty, Refugee, & Mobility) 

• Other Educational Categories (Special Education & Migrant) 
 
In sheltered content classrooms which function using SIOP, the students learn 

from teachers that deliver grade-level objectives by differentiating instruction which 

allows English learners to participate and develop their own understanding.  The teaching 

is a complementary method to the instructional techniques already being used.  This form 

of instruction focuses on using cooperative learning and culturally responsive activities to 

target development and adapt content as needed.  These targeted activities should first be 

introduced in small group instructional time. 

small groups. 
 

 Differentiated instruction may also mean that ELL students may need to spend 

time working together.  Educator Debbie Diller understands the benefit of differentiating 

instruction using small groups as told in her book, Making the most of Small Groups: 

Differentiation for All.  She notes that “the purpose of small-group instruction is to meet 

the needs of all students in the classroom in a powerful way that will accelerate their 

learning” (Diller, 2007, p. 4).  Small-group instruction allows for differentiated 
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instruction by allowing students the opportunity to learn at their instructional level, have 

a specific focus on strategies and skills which are most pertinent to the individual, and 

participate with students who need help at the same level.  The groups in which students 

are placed in should provide a narrow picture of what the student needs and the teaching 

is a guide to develop decoding skills (Southall, 2009).  Some educators choose to use 

targeted and statistical support as part of their differentiated instruction. Though there 

may be benefits to keeping these homogeneous populations based on ability during 

stations, there needs to be heterogenous groupings as well paired with higher-order 

thinking activities.   

A common instructional practice being used into today’s schools is putting 

students in groups based upon their needs which are tracked by collecting data from 

standardized tests.  Depending on the student’s strengths on various state content 

standards or on their skills, a teacher may find that stations and rotating students in small 

groups is beneficial because data can be used to decide how to group students 

accordingly.  Using data can help to identify similarities and differences helps learners 

gain insight draw inferences.  From this, teachers can either generalize or define concepts 

for learning based on individual needs (Holyoak, 2005).  The small group instruction may 

be categorized based on the extent of student knowledge and groups may be working on 

different content altogether.  Identifying similarities and differences can then be used to 

compare information, sorting students into different learning groups based on concepts, 

and help students make connections to prior knowledge (Dean, Hubbell, Pitler, & Stone, 

2012).  Small group instruction allows children the opportunity to make self-discovery 

and self-teach.  Student learning and acquisition of concepts is strengthened when they 
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are peer teaching.  It also allows students to gain perspective of other’s point of view, a 

concept foreign to many students (Wiggins & McTighe, 1998).  Additionally, it helps the 

instructor keep each lesson specific to what it is the students need.  Understanding that 

allows for students to develop metacognition strategies so that they are more self-aware 

and can monitor their own thinking and learning which helps with purposeful planning 

(Seidlitz & Perryman, 2011).  Dean, Hubbell, Pitler, and Stone (2012, p. 42) note that this 

type of instruction “means teachers need to balance the use of cooperative learning with 

opportunities for students to practice skills and processes independently” (Anderson, 

2005; Rohrer & Taylor, 2007).  From the students I have worked with, this time to 

practice skills collectively helps ELLs develop the confidence to share aloud.  As 

students become more comfortable with the content, their ability to work independently 

continues to be successful and transitions over to higher scores on standardized tests.  

response to intervention. 
 
 A common instructional practice being used into today’s schools is grouping 

students based upon their needs which are tracked by collecting data from standardized 

tests.  Response to Intervention, otherwise known as RTI, is an integrated model of 

support based on several shared functions across various aspects in the school day and is 

designed to meet the needs of most students through effective instructional support.  In 

today’s schools, instructional practices seem to be one of the main concerns of parents, 

teachers, and administrators.  Those that are working in schools feel that identifying key 

learning deficiencies for student will lead to the best overall method for small group 

instruction.  Hayes (2005) believes that the success in a program, like RTI, is closely 

related to the amount of time for students to interact with one another, though other 
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researchers may feel that teachers should not over use cooperative learning activities and 

small group instruction and allowing time for independent practice and learning 

(Anderson, Reder, & Simon, 1997).  

Small group instruction can be achieved by implementing RTI by using clear 

expectations and goals, monitoring both goals and expectations, and developing best 

practices and skills.  Teachers may choose to group their students by skill-focused 

instruction (Southall, 2009).  However, groups may be still be divided by heterogeneous 

or homogenous populations depending on the goal of the lesson as determined by the 

teacher.  As pointed out by Dean, Hubbell, Pitler and Stone (2012), it is important 

teachers don’t limit students by grouping students on ability only, as it may lead to 

“group thinking”.  “This may lead to negative effects on students’ self-efficacy if they 

perceive that they have been placed in a group for with the teacher has low expectations” 

(Dean, Hubbell, Pitler and Stone p. 43; Frey, Fisher, & Everlove, 2009).  It is vital that 

teachers determine specifically what the purpose of each small group instruction is for 

and allow for various groupings over the course of the year. 

Grouping students is the foundation of Response to Intervention.  The RTI model 

was created as a 3-tiered approach to learning.  Tier 1 is high-quality, scientifically based 

instruction provided by the teacher.  Generally, all students begin in this tier and 

periodically, using progress monitoring, some students may be moved to tier 2 instruction 

if they are struggling with the learning that is taking place in whole group instruction.  

The students that have a label as tier 1 are those that are on-grade-level or advanced. 

These students also require challenging and extending lessons to continue to grow 

(Walpole & MaKenna, 2007).   
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 Students that are placed in tier 2 receive intensive instruction matched to their 

needs based on levels of performance and rates of progress.  This can be determined from 

tracking data or observational notes made by the teacher.  Then the teacher can determine 

group size, frequency and duration, and amount of teacher intervention. These services 

and interventions are provided in small-group settings in addition to instruction in the 

general curriculum (Gorski, n.d.).  Because tier 2 instruction is targeted instruction for 

roughly 20% of a classrooms population, these students receive more time in small group 

with scaffolded instruction. If students continue to struggle at this level, they are then 

placed in tier-3 instruction. 

 Tier 3 is the most intense instructional level and with approximately 5% of the 

student population receiving instruction at this level.  These students are monitored 

closely and receive the most targeted instruction.  Students who do not achieve the 

desired level of progress in response to these targeted interventions are then referred for a 

comprehensive evaluation and considered for eligibility for special education services 

under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004 (IDEA 

2004). 

 While implementing a Response to Intervention model for academia in a school 

or district, teachers must understand how to properly perform interventions.  The easiest 

and most efficient way to do this is through tracking student data on standardized test 

scores or other assessments using some sort of data system.  This can only be done if 

having proper organization and preparation (Gagnon, & Collay, 2001). 

 RTI is a promising practice that already has positively influenced the lives of 

countless children. It can be used for behavior as well as learning instruction.   
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Burns (2010) found the following: 

“If we can take what research has already taught us, develop ways to directly 

translate that research into practice, and continue to evolve our practices based on 

cutting edge research, then RTI will be the accepted, ongoing approach to 

instruction rather than just another fad. RTI may be a collection of parts 

accumulated and pieced together over decades of research and practice, but the 

result of this compilation of parts is a sum that equals positive outcomes for 

kids”.  

 A determining factor in the success of RTI is proper execution of progress 

monitoring.  Progress monitoring is paramount in determining if students are benefitting 

appropriately from the typical instructional program, identifying students who are not 

making adequate progress and guiding the construction of effective intervention 

programs for students who are not profiting from typical instruction (Dexter & Hughes, 

2011).  Teachers must be trained to use these assessments effectively, as well as to use 

the data to quantify rates of progress and, subsequently, adjust the educational program 

for struggling students (Fuchs, Fuchs & Zemeka, 2008).  Because RTI time can target 

several different types of instructional skills and levels, teachers must rotate through 

groups, so setting a schedule where students change periodically must be done (Torgesen, 

2005).   

As Pauline Gibbons (1991) points out in Learning to Learn in a Second 

Language, oral language can be developed for students by giving them chances to share 

opinions on events and stories, narrating a personal experience, giving explanation, and 

several more ideas.  In small group settings where children are more comfortable sharing 
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aloud, they also become more proficient in their reading and writing (Echevarria, Vogt, & 

Short, 2008).  This is because they hear language multiple times and in multiple contexts 

(NICHD, 2000).  These various approaches are what makes the learning differentiated.  

For an English language learner, the increased exposure to language through various 

constructs develops greater academic understanding.  Schools may try to support ELL 

students by incorporating dual language or dual immersion but if the staff lack the proper 

training and execution to run a class properly student learning suffers (Ray, 2011).   

For English language learners, the exposure to multiple contexts can occur by 

incorporating differentiated practices during small group instruction, which should help 

keep the learner’s attention.  These small groups can occur by conducting stations which 

have students rotate through differing small groups to allow for a variation of student 

responses.  This is helpful in maintaining student engagement and has a high correlation 

to achievement (Johnson & Johnson, 1999).  These small groups, which may be used and 

learning circles, may also be thought of as thinking groups.  These groups may allow the 

students to establish personal rapport and learn to trust one another and the teacher which 

allows them to feel encouragement, constructive criticism, and realistic assessment of 

their work (Gagnon & Collay, 2001).   

Sentence Stems 
 

Differentiating instruction using sentence stems is one technique teachers can use 

to develop whole language learning for non-native English speaking students. A sentence 

stem is a written question or answer which should provide the students with content 

specific academic vocabulary.  Sentence stem examples may include language such as 

“The author’s message in the story is……” or “Using context clues I can infer that…”.  
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Teachers may use these stems to instruct students by having them compile a list of 

missed questions using stems to receive repeated exposure to critical academic language.  

The role of the instructor is to help students create sentence stem using the key academic 

language which can be used during whole class instruction or small groups time.  The 

goal of the educators is that by the time students take their next exam, they should have 

seen and created questions and answers like those they had been continually getting 

wrong.  In my teaching, I have students keep a plastic bag filled with stems they can pull 

out and self-asses with.  These stems are based on questions students may have struggled 

with on previous exams. 

For English language learners, not only are they developing skills which need to 

be learned for success in the classroom, but they are also developing whole-language 

acquisition.  The Schools Our Children Deserve (1999), by Alfie Khon discusses the 

concept of “Whole Language” and what people may think this means.  What is noted 

about whole language instruction is that students need to get beyond memorization and 

factual recall, especially when learning a second language.  By making sure instructors 

focus on the most tested standards, instruction using sentence stems becomes precise and 

with purpose giving students the ability to access whole parts of speech which can be 

used in written or oral form.  

 It is important when teaching students who are non-native English speakers in a 

way that learners develop strategies for cognitive understanding rather than solely on 

learning phonemic strategies for reading and writing.  Many scholars agree that more 

dialogic approaches to classroom discourse are needed for students to think critically, 

connect the new to the known, and engage deeply with academic content (Alexander, 
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2008; Boyd & Galda, 2011; Nystrand, 1997; Wells, 2007 et. al McElhone, 2015).  The 

connections which students make should be from material that allows for critical and 

engaged thinking and is deeply rooted in the academic content. 

By differentiating the dialogue using sentence stems, teachers embrace the variety of 

dialogic experiences which can ensure students are receiving language that not only 

meets their ability to understand, but also can provide opportunities to have meaningful 

conversations.  Dialogic teaching is purposeful, promoting student learning in part by 

helping students link their existing knowledge to academic content (Boyd & Markarian, 

2011).  Diglossia is the term meant for focusing on two languages in society.  To allow 

for students the opportunity to work with others that can speak their native language 

helps by combining Bi-Linguistic and Dialogic practices.  Colin Baker, in his book 

Foundations of Bilingual Education and Bilingualism (2001), points out that this style of 

learning allows everyone to be able to use high (academic) and low language to be 

successful.  Creating bridges between languages using cognates allows for this to be 

possible. The student learning which is linked to their existing knowledge can potentially 

lead to increased motivation to participate in classroom learning.   

 To prompt students to a level of higher-order thinking, a teacher can provide 

follow-up question stems which lead to clarification, elaboration, evidence, or examples 

(McElhone, 2015).  For English learners, using this method provides them with academic 

language and is a starter for forming an answer in a full sentence.  When students are 

encouraged to use complete sentences, they think in complete thoughts and link new 

words and concepts to prior understanding and experiences (Seidlitz & Perryman, 2011).  

This stage of differentiated instruction should occur after students have formed their 
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thoughts.  As a teacher, I have provided students with a question that should be answered 

using a sentence stem.  The students, after given wait time and using a physical indication 

that they have formed their answer, can turn and talk to other students sitting nearby or in 

a group sharing their answer.  The content-area vocabulary can then be heard and I can 

assist as needed, but this type of discussion provides students with the chance to hear the 

language being used.  The National Literacy Panel on Language Minority Children and 

Youth, as noted in 7 Steps to a Language-Rich Interactive Classroom (Seidlitz & 

Perryman, 2011), indicates that there is a strong correlation between oral proficiency and 

reading and writing proficiency.  With all content areas requiring students to read and 

write, this is a necessary skill for students to have.   

 For ELL students, acquiring knowledge may come down to opportunity.  If a 

teacher can create an environment that establishes a culture of learning through complete 

sentence rather than one-word answers, and all students use peer-to-peer talk, there is 

equitable learning, not just equal opportunity to learn.  Sentence stems may also be used 

to assist student understanding when using anchor charts and other graphic organizers.  

As pointed out by Fountas and Pinnell (2001), the information will be better maintained 

over time.  Graphic organizers serve as an organized display that makes information 

easier to understand (Meyen, Vergason, & Whelan, 1996).  Using graphic organizers and 

anchor charts help tremendously.  Student us tools to help decode such as bubble maps, 

flow charts, and Venn diagrams.  The goal of using these are to organize information to 

help students when decoding a question.   

 Instructors should also encourage active conversations in the classroom, and put 

forth expectations that students use complete sentences to enhance learning and ideas.  
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For the English learners, they can be places by partners, or in groups, that help them 

reiterated expectations and use sentence stems as a guideline.  Per Sieldlitz and Perryman 

(2011, p.20), students will feel safe, supported, and involved: 

“Students learning a new language have to negotiate content and language 

structures simultaneously.  When they are in a classroom with native speakers, 

they need to be provided with more support.  Giving sentence starters like, “The 

answer is…” and “I think…” improves communication abilities.  This technique 

eliminates juggling unfamiliar language structures, and it makes communication 

easier for students.” 

Question stems can be very useful, especially when done in small group 

instruction.  Teachers can ask students to generate as many questions, or responses, as 

possible from just one sentence stem.  The stem can be differentiated based on the 

content or concept being taught.  As students have answered the questions stem, or 

provided as many relevant answers as seemingly possible, they can then move on to the 

next stem (Muzi, 2017).  For instructors, they can use this time in several ways.  First, 

they may listen in on the conversation their students have.  Based on the level and ability 

of the group may determine how involved the teacher is.  For English learners, there may 

be more time involved in giving guidance and prompting students to participate 

 Over time, the stems can be adjusted based on the needs of the students.  For ELL 

students, sentence stems can be initially introduced and gradually removed as they gain 

experience and understanding of language components (Klentschy, M.P., 2008).  The key 

is that strategies to learn are presented.  Providing vocabulary strategies should improve 
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academic achievement for English Language Learners, who often find academic concepts 

especially difficult (Echevarria, Vogt, & Short, 2014). 

Conclusion 
 
 Conclusively, research indicates that differentiated instruction is a beneficial 

method for educating students to increase motivation, help students succeed academically 

and socially, and manage classrooms for behavioral and instructional reasons.  Educators 

across several fields would agree that teachers that differentiate using small groups and 

sentence stems are more apt to meet the needs of all students, and that this instruction 

would be beneficial for English Language Learners.  The increased exposure to speak, 

read, and write across all content areas helps to develop language acquisition and gives 

more equal and equitable opportunity for this population to succeed as their peers do. 
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Chapter III: 

Methodology 
 

English language learning students need to be taught using teaching practices that 

will lead them to academic growth as determined by their teachers and state standardized 

test scores. By providing students with the means to be successful, instructors can hope to 

“emphasize the important of helping students move beyond “right answer” learning to 

expanded understanding and use of concepts and skill in real-world contexts (Dean, 

Hubbell, Pitler, & Stone, 2012, p. xvi).  Teachers can better accomplish this do this when 

instruction showing students through modeling in one form or another (Harvery & 

Goudvis, 2000). 

Purpose and Importance of the Study 
 
 The purpose of this study was to determine the impact of implementing 

differentiated instructional approaches for English language learners.  This was 

accomplished by investigating student outcomes of participant perceptions from their 

experiences integrating differentiated approaches as they were used to help ELL students 

achieve academic success by means of standardized test scores and improved 

understanding and use of academic vocabulary.  Furthermore, the study, though academic 

in nature, was conducted to determine if implementation of differentiated instruction 

would transcend to other themes associated with instruction.  Though the teaching of 

English language learners was the direct focus of the inquiry, the results gathered may 

not strictly apply to ELL students, but rather multiple populations of students.  However, 

for the purposes of this study, it applied strictly to ELL students as that population was 

the only one investigated, and applications to different students (Gifted & Talented, 
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Special Education, Monolingual, etc.) would be assumed.  Because intelligence is fluid, 

not fixed, teacher development of differentiated instruction must continue to adapt, thus 

allowing for various groupings and instructional practices (Tomlinson, 2005).  

It is important that differentiated practices are not done strictly to raise student 

test scores or be used to compare student performance.  Keeping targeted goals for 

individual students can lead to increased achievement because it helps teachers increase 

students’ self-efficacy, intrinsic motivation, and task value (Greene, 2004; Walker, 

Greene, & Mansell, 2006).  Using differentiated practice focused on learning stations can 

help instructors teach content and concept specific skills which help students decode 

questions as well as formulate answers.  Grouping students provides opportunities for 

cooperative learning which gives students opportunities to interact in ways that enhance 

and deepen their learning (Dean, Hubbell, Pitler, & Stone, 2007).  For English language 

learners, it offers increased exposure to listening and speaking both the academic and 

social language.  

Teachers can also use sentence stems to give students a starting point when 

formulating questions and answers.  These stems help by providing them with academic 

vocabulary that leads to whole-language talk.  As Dean, Hubbell, Pitler, and Stone state 

in their book Classroom Instruction that Works, stems might help provide explanations 

for student reasoning and encourage elaboration of their explanations (Souvignier & 

Kronenberger, 2007).  The authors of Classroom Instruction that Works also understand 

that by doing this type of instruction, schools and teachers accommodate the instruction 

beyond linguistic support, and understand that true differentiated instruction is meeting 

the needs of each student.   
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 “Strategies that promote elaboration are also effective for older student who will  

Benefit from specific instruction in asking higher-order questions that help them 

rephrase information, make connections to existing knowledge, and provide 

examples during cooperative learning” (Dean, Hubbell, Pitler, &Stone, p. 38; 

Souvignier & Kronenberger, 2007). 

Numerous studies have been conducted to assess the use of instructional strategies 

and learning techniques that are used with English language learners.  The studies 

analyzed focus on three categories, each with further research behind them.  These are: 

differentiated instruction, small groups run as stations or Response to intervention, and 

academic sentence stems.   

The research is significant to teachers because of the increased demands being 

asked as it relates to student instruction, especially after the No Child Left Behind Act put 

into place by the Bush administration in 2002, has teachers looking for answers.  Many 

teachers are ill-equipped to work with students whose primary language is one other than 

English, yet they are expected to deliver high-quality instruction.  Additionally, with state 

standardized test scores carrying such weight with schools, targeting instruction which 

can decrease problematic areas, increase motivation levels, and be differentiated for all 

students is something schools are beginning to require teachers to do. 

 Schools continue to show that there is not currently enough being done to raise 

the scores of English language learners.  As teachers come into the profession, many are 

not given the tools to be successful when teaching a general population.  Using tools such 

as well-organized learning stations, and academic sentence stems, help to develop 

opportunities to positively affects student academics as well as socioemotional 
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achievement, self-esteem, motivation, and engagement with school, all while helping to 

minimize feelings of social isolation (Beesley & Apthorp, 2010). 

 Too often teachers are presenting the information to students the wrong way and 

not using the proper types of questions or providing the right answer stems.  In 

Classroom Instruction that works by Dean, Hubbell, Pitler, and Stone (p. 52), they refer 

to a study that was conducted to find what types of cues and questions are effect for 

enhancing student’s language development.  The study (Hay, Elias, Fielding, Barnsley, 

Homel, & Freiberg, 2007) looked at four levels of questions as developed by Blank, 

Rose, and Berlin (2003).   

“Level 1 questions require students to name objects, events, topics, or concepts, a 

practice that increases their vocabulary.  Level 2 questions focus on the 

organization and classification of the vocabulary, which helps students store and 

retrieve the information from the vocabulary, which helps students store and 

retrieve the information from memory.  Level 3 questions require hire-order 

reasoning, helping students reorganize and elaborate on the information and link 

the new information to what they already know.  Level 4 questions move to the 

abstract level and ask students to reflect on, restructure, and advance their 

perceptions about concepts”. 

 These various levels could be used during small group stations as well as written 

on sentence stems to help ELL students.  They can also be aided and used as part of 

graphic organizers.  When teachers provide students with graphic organizers, they are 

communicating with students what they are expected to learn (Ausubel, 1960).  
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Having worked in Michigan, where the state standardized test was the Michigan 

Educational Assessment Program (MEAP), as well as Texas that used the Texas 

Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) and State of Texas Assessments of 

Academic Readiness (STAAR), it was vital that instruction was taught in a manner that 

would be conducive to all learning styles.  Additionally, with several years of experience 

working in schools that are populated with a large portion of students being labeled as 

ELL, teaching using English as a Second Language practices were necessary.  ESL 

practices, such as those discussed in Chapter 2, paired with differentiated instruction 

developed by the researcher, form the base understanding which was then describe and 

instructed to the subjects.  

 The information gathered from the interviews was analyzed to provide themes as 

related to differentiated instruction.  The examples support various themes which come 

from multiple questions asked of the instructors that participated in the study as part of a 

constant comparative analysis.  Additionally, reflections written in a journal from my 

own daily experiences as a classroom teacher were used to triangulate all information as 

it was related to the understanding of differentiated instruction.  The data does provide 

occurrences when questions and examples are used in the multiple themes presented.  As 

each theme was presented with questions and data, there were accompanying 

explanations and summarizations.  The design was specifically chosen as a participant 

observer used in a semi-structured qualitative case study to be used as part of the constant 

comparative method founded in grounded theory. 
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Research Design 
 
 The design of this study was a qualitative case study.  A qualitative study collects 

data from experience-based techniques (Mills, 2014).  An example of a qualitative case 

study would be stores “assigning staff (or “mystery shoppers”) to act as though they are 

customers in their own and competitors’ stores to assess the quality of services provided” 

(Posavac, p. 152, 2011; Stucker, 2004).  As with the mystery shoppers and using them to 

assess the quality of the services provided, this research design was chosen as a case 

study to assess the quality of the differentiated approaches to instructing English 

language learners. 

Simi-structured interviews allowed the me, as the researcher, to ask two similar 

instructors that served as participants the same series of questions.  The research was 

done using open ended questions as they pertained to using differentiated practices.  

Participants answered questions focused on instruction that incorporated the use of 

learning stations and sentence stems.  Both participants understood that learning stations 

and sentence stems may be developed from state content standards and/or skill based 

learning for decoding questions (Tomlinson, 2005).  Moreover, the questions were 

answered so that the benefits and/or disadvantages of using differentiated practices while 

working with English language learners could be better understood as they relate to 

developing student epistemological understanding and use of metacognitive strategies.   

Participants and Setting 
 

Participants had been chosen using a convenience sampling of interviewees that 

know the researcher and have spent time learning how to apply differentiated practices 

with English language learners.  The population of those interviewed were from ages 
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twenty-two to early thirties.  Participants had been chosen based on seven months of time 

spent being instructed by the researcher on differentiated instructional strategies as well 

as teaching small groups of students in learning stations and using academic sentence 

stems as part of their instruction.  Though both participants can speak multiple languages, 

only one of the subjects would be classified as ELL with their native language being 

Arabic.   

Data Collection and Instrumentation 
 

The interviews were conducted in a face-to-face format and used a 

computer to record participant responses.  Results were then triangulated using 

the subject’s feedback as well as the researcher’s personal experiences and 

understanding of differentiated instruction.  Questions were asked to gather 

qualitative information and provide instructor perceptions of the future use of 

differentiated instructional practices that may be taught to English language 

learners.  The questions which were asked were non-invasive and had no threat or 

benefit to the participants.  All answers were given with future implementation of 

differentiated instruction in mind, and are based on prior experiences utilizing the 

differentiated instruction approach. 

Selected participants met in public locations such as casual coffee shops 

and restaurants around Houston.  The recorded interviews were conducted during 

the second week of July 2017.  The total duration of all subject’s participation in 

the study did not exceed one week and the audio recorded interview was no more 

than an hour in duration which was then transcribed by the researcher.    
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The audio recordings of the interview were done using an application on the 

researcher’s personal computer.  The information which was recorded was later 

transcribed by the researcher.  The information gathered from the participants was kept 

confidential.  This was ensured by keeping audio recordings in locked files on a personal 

computer as well as using pseudonyms, or “fake names”, for all subjects participating as 

part of the study.  The researcher (I) knew the participants from a professional standpoint. 

All participants were briefed on the reasoning behind the study and their interest level in 

the topic was high. Consent from subjects came from email and signed forms given to the 

researcher.    

Further information came from reflective journals kept by myself as the 

researcher.  Using my experiences of teaching varying populations of English learners 

over the course of many years, and teaching the participants that worked as instructors in 

the classroom setting, I could develop themes that could be further analyzed to find 

commonalities on the impact of integrating differentiated approaches.  Also, as the 

participants could observe the instruction I performed with students using academic 

stems and small group stations, they were able to gain insights into which practices 

seemed to work best.  From this, adjustments to the instruction could be made to provide 

better data analysis.  

Data Analysis 
 

The data analysis was a formation of information gathered from the case study.  

The information was triangulated and evaluated to see if there were any commonalities 

among those interviewed on their beliefs of perceived benefits and/or struggles using 

differentiated instruction with English learners in future teaching scenarios.  Once the 
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results were analyzed, as the researcher, using my own personal experiences and 

understandings, I developed themes which indicated the overall understanding and 

comfortability of the instructors (participants) to teach English language learners using 

the practices previously mentioned.  The information has been kept on my personal 

computer, and will saved there for a time span of one year before being deleted.  

The study was conducted interviewing two subjects and recording their responses 

to triangulate responses with the experiences of the researcher to look for commonalities. 

The subjects were asked questions based on a survey protocol that consisted of a total of 

ten questions that were used to gather qualitative data regarding the possible use of with 

English language learners.  The questions posed to study participants were: 

1. What accommodations to instruction, if any did you receive when you were in 

school? 

2. What about English Language Learners do teachers need to understand to better 

assist them during instruction? 

3. How can differentiated instruction be used to enhance instruction being given to 

students labeled as English Language Learners?  

4. What benefits, would English Language Learners have if provided with sentence 

stems from standardized questions to develop academic language? 

5. Do you believe small group stations that differentiate instruction based on the 

needs of students are beneficial? Why or why not? 

6. How can the use of differentiated stations effect the management of the 

classroom? 
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7. As an English Language Learner, would you be comfortable working in 

differentiated groupings? Why or why not? 

8. Knowing that differentiated practices are used to teach students based on their 

different strengths and challenges, what are some obstacles you would foresee 

when implementing this teaching method? 

9. What skills do you believe are best used to instruct ELL students for decoding 

problems and forming high quality answers? 

10. How do you feel differentiated instruction would help or hurt the school 

experience of ELL students? 

The research was completed within 2 weeks of the subjects receiving the 

research questions and consent form.  Because of the active role conducted by 

myself, it was important to have theoretical sensitivity, which meant that I had to 

be “effective at thinking about what kinds of data needed to be collected and what 

aspects of the collected data are most important in grounded theory” (Johnson & 

Christensen, 2010, p. 403).  After instructors confirmed their participation, the 

interviews conducted, and responses transcribed, the research was analyzed as 

part of a grounded theory which is focused on a constant comparative method.  As 

Glaser and Strauss (1967, pp. 28-52) describe it, this process involves: 

• Identifying a phenomenon, object, event or setting of interest 

• Identifying a few local concepts, principles, structural or process features 

of the experience or phenomenon of interest 
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• Making decisions regarding initial collection of data based one's initial 

understanding of the phenomenon. Further data collection cannot be 

planned in advance of analysis and the emergence of theory 

• Engaging in theoretical sampling -- the key question is what group or 

subgroups does the researcher turn to next to collect data?  Subsequent 

sampling decisions should be purposeful and relevant.  

• The rationale for selecting comparison groups is their theoretical relevance 

for fostering the development of emergent categories. 

(http://www.qualres.org/HomeCons-3824.html) 
 
Summary 
 
 In summary, this study was done as an insight into the opinion’s, observations, 

and perceptions of two participants, and one researcher’s, understanding of differentiated 

instruction.  Though there are various forms of differentiated instruction, I have spent 

years developing teaching practices which have yielded high levels of academic success 

which can be determined by results from various state mandated tests.  Conclusively, the 

goal of the study was to help teachers with their instruction so that they can assist English 

learners on how to make connections to knowledge, while also developing their skills as 

independent learners.  
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Chapter IV:   

Results 
 
 Increasing student performance on standardized tests is more important than ever 

in schools today.  Teachers are expected to deliver instruction to their students which 

allows for opportunities to become successful both in and out of the classroom.  Yet, the 

instruction that teachers deliver is not always of a high-quality nature nor is it beneficial 

to all learners.  It is imperative that educators are given proper teaching tools and 

techniques so they can assist all students, including the growing population of students 

that are coming from non-native English speaking families.   

When teachers enter the workplace, whether through a traditional college degree 

or alternative certification, they spend much of their time being trained on instructional 

content (Saphier, Haley-Speca, & Gower).  However, it is not their understanding of 

content that may determine the success of their teaching.  Often, the delivery in which the 

instruction is given is more important than content (Echevarria, Vogt, & Short, 2013).   

What teaching using differentiated instructional practices allows teachers to do is 

educate by finding the personalized instruction that will matter most for each student.  

The teacher does need to understand the content, but presenting that content so that all 

students are able to understand is what may separate providing students with information, 

or educating students so that they go from dependent to independent learners (Tomlinson, 

2005).  The participants in the study had repeated exposure to instruction done in small 

groups based on data collected.  From their observations made, as well as interaction with 

me, the teacher, they gained insight into the program trying to be implemented.  What 

was analyzed and researched, was how this type of instruction played out in the 
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classroom and if it was successful in improving instruction to lead students to academic 

success. 

Overview of the Data Analysis and Research Procedures 
 

For this study, two participants were interviewed on their understanding of 

differentiated instructional practices which were focused on using small groups and 

academic sentence stems.  The study further examined how differentiated instruction 

would perceivably impact the teaching of students that are labeled as English language 

learners (ELL).  What resulted were several themes which included; (1) instructional 

practices, (2) instructional support, (3) student backgrounds, (4) language support, and 

(5) classroom management. 

By analyzing the feedback given during the interviews, and relating it to my 

personal understanding of implementation as noted in my reflection journal, these themes 

gave credibility to differentiated instructional practices with English language learners.  

The participants understood the struggles and triumphs that students face in the 

classroom.  Their personal understanding from the former viewpoint of the student, 

accompanied by understanding the viewpoint as an instructor, strengthened their ability 

to provide feedback during the interview.  Enthusiasm and commitment of teachers to the 

education of ELL students may be based on their personal experience and amount of 

resources given (Spring, 2010).  

 The results from the study were based on two face-to-face interviews which were 

then transcribed and analyzed to look for qualitative credibility as part of constant 

comparative method.  The information collected from study was done using a non-

invasive, semi-structured interview, yielded results that were favorable to this method of 
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instruction.  These results, though credible, are objective based on personal bias and 

experiences. 

 By identifying several themes associated with instructional practices based on the 

use of small groups during learning stations and academic sentence stems, teachers can 

prepare lessons that will be beneficial to English language learners.  The interviewees 

themselves felt strongly about the practice and see content and management being 

improved upon implementation of differentiated instruction.  These differentiated 

practices were often showed a strong relationship between proficiency in understanding 

academic literature with varying contents, and academic achievement growing stronger 

(Echevarria, Vogt, & Short, 2013). 

 The decisions made to correlate the answers and questions with various themes 

came from the analysis made as related to personal understanding, and academic 

literature as listed previously.  The sampling of participants was chosen because of their 

prior experience and exposure to the practices mentioned.  The subjects received training 

on working with learning stations that vary between heterogenous and homogenous 

groupings as determined by tracking student data from standardized test scores and 

observational notes.  An example of a data tracking form that both subjects are familiar 

with can be seen labeled as figure 1.  
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Figure 1. Title. Data Tracking 

This form, which was used to instruct both participants, separates the content by 

Texas state standards.  The instructors were taught how to use the different standards to 

develop sentence stems.  Additionally, the instructors used this form to group students 

based on commonalities according to each standard, which allowed for mixed ability 

students.  Also, they were taught how sentence stems could be used to give English 

language learners a base for which to start questions and answers.  The participants were 

trained on how instruction of stems can be used to give students a starting point as well as 

academic vocabulary.  Examples of stems that the subjects were familiar with would be; 

The prefix in- helps the reader know that the word insincere in 
paragraph 18 means- 
 
The poet uses line 11 to signal that the speaker changes from – 
 
These two lines reveal that the speaker’s parents — 
 
In paragraph 9, the word weary means — 

Source of Questions (https://olc.region10.org/pd/mod/folder/view.php?id=6580            
      Adapted from 5.01 APA Manual 
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Narratives 
 
 To better understand the participants and their understanding of differentiated 

instruction, it is relative to know both of their backgrounds. For maintaining anonymity, 

pseudonyms have been given for both subjects.  Additionally, their responses, which 

were analyzed and triangulated to form five different themes, will contain direct quotes 

transcribed from their interview with the researcher.  It is important to note that each 

participant had weekly interactions over the timespan of sevent months to observe and 

work with students using differentiated practices.  

subject x – daraja. 
 

Daraja spent her formative years in Nigeria where she was one of eight siblings.  

Nigeria is also the location where subject she received a Nursery to 1st Bachelor’s degree.  

Currently, Daraja is finishing her Nursing degree at a university in Houston, Texas. 

Being from a large family from birth, as well as marrying into a large family, she 

has a strong understanding for having interactions with several people at once.  Knowing 

that many children in one location require much attention, time management with 

individuals is something she saw understood at a young age.  This prepared her for her 

development of working with students in small groups and having to rotate students 

through stations.  Furthermore, her family experience showed her that how students are 

grouped together can be extremely important since children interact differently with 

others.   

Her background as an Electrical Engineer, and working for ten years as a Human 

Resource Analyst, helped to prepare her with the time and work that goes into planning 

instruction.  She even told me that in her current studies at university that it would be 
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beneficial if “we had an additional instructor that helped to pass the message that the 

teacher tried to communicate and that really facilitated the learning” (Draja., personal 

communication, July 10, 2017).  Draja was a beneficial individual to work with and 

interview.  Her ability to speak fluent English (the official language of Nigeria), Igbo (a 

dialect of English that is used in Nigeria), Nigerian Pidgin, and currently learning 

Spanish, provided excellent insight into what teaching practices are beneficial when 

teaching students that are learning in classrooms not being instructed in their native 

tongue.   

The insights that Draja provided into the differentiated practices were focused 

around slowing down the instruction being taught.  She noticed that instruction can move 

very quickly and that if there are not proper management practices already implemented 

by the teacher, students may be quick to act out.  What Draja provided to the study was 

someone that has spent over 30 years on this Earth acquiring language and performing at 

a high academic level.  She could relate to the struggles of the English language learners 

as she herself is learning a new language.  This helped her to understand what practices 

could be used when learning stations have ELL students grouped with the general 

population.  Draja also understood that ELL students must have continual monitoring by 

the teacher.  She knew that they need to be checked on frequently and verify that these 

learners understand the task at hand and the purpose behind the work being done. 

subject y – rawan 
 

 Rawan is the second eldest child in a family of seven children.  She spent several 

months working with me to understand the implementation of differentiated instruction 

and its role impacting the learning for ELL students.  Additionally, because Rawan is an 
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English language learner herself and is still acquiring the language, she could 

communicate aspects of differentiated instruction she thought to be useful, as well as 

suggestions for improvement.  

Born and raised in Kuwait for 22 years before moving to the United States, she 

received her elementary, middle, and high school education in the Kuwait public schools.  

A characteristic that she felt important to note is that her education in Kuwait was 

focused on memorization of the material presented and that the teaching was not done in 

a way that students received accommodations to their instructions or worked in many 

small groups.  She told me that “My teachers were not willing to provide any strategies of 

encouraging thinking, analyzing, nor creative that students could benefit to enlighten 

their minds” (Rawan., personal communication, July 10, 2017). 

Rawan comes from a supportive, loving and caring family.  Both her parents do 

not have college degrees but “they carry such great Islamic values and great principles 

that encouraged all their children to carry out good deeds, charity, seeking knowledge, 

love, forgiveness, humility, and acceptance of others” (Rawan, 2017).  This mindset that 

her parents helped instill in their children is the same process she believes should go into 

instructing students.  When Rawan arrived in the United States in 2012, she soon figured 

out that she only had basic knowledge of multiple educational concepts when comparing 

to “the well-educated Americans” (Rawan., 2017).  She knew there was much to learn 

and felt that she wanted to strive for more knowledge and information.  She felt that her 

education in Kuwait did not properly prepare her to succeed academically compared to 

the students in the United States. Though she struggled for her first several years, she was 

still able to complete her Bachelor’s degree in Science, majoring in Industrial 
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Engineering from Lamar University.  Though she has not started her career yet, she 

believes that there many opportunities and directions that she can take.  In the meantime, 

she will be figuring out what those will be. 

 Her story, as it related to education and instruction, was powerful.  She looked at 

differentiated instruction in a lens as though she were the student.  She also gave details 

explaining that she believed there are more learning opportunities for students labeled as 

ELL coming from Spanish speaking families.  She wants more people to understand that 

non-native English speaking students can come from a variety of places and have many 

different languages other than Spanish, French, and Mandarin.  Her experiences have 

given her an understanding of the importance of individual learning opportunities and 

understanding student backgrounds that occur because of properly executed differentiated 

instruction.  Her ability to relate to current students labeled as English Language Leaners 

comes from being one herself.  She stated, “In the first two years of settling down in U.S. 

I struggled and faced many obstacles (languages, communications, culture, education,).  I 

spent my first-year learning English as a second language since I'm an Arabic language 

speaker” (Rawan., 2017).  She wanted to work with all students and understood that true 

differentiation was about skill, not about understanding specific content.  She did believe 

the sentence stems are very beneficial to ELL students and great for building confidence 

giving students a way to start their thoughts and put them into words and eventually 

action.   

Data Findings and Themes Discovered 
 
 The following information comes from transcriptions of the audible recordings 

done from the structured interviews.  Not all information from the interviews are 
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presented as part of the tables, however, pertinent information pulled from the 

transcriptions which provide credibility to each theme will be evident. 

theme 1: instructional practices. 
 

Table 1   
 

 Instructional Practices Identified from Differentiated Teaching 
 

Theme:  Interview Question(s): Data Example(s):  
Instructional Practices 4.  What benefits, would 

English Language Learners 
have if provided with 
sentence stems from 
standardized questions to 
develop academic language? 
 
5.  Do you believe small 
group stations that 
differentiate instruction 
based on the needs of 
students are beneficial? Why 
or why not? 
 
10.  How do you feel 
differentiated instruction 
would help or hurt the school 
experience of ELL students? 

“They (teachers) 
really need to have 
patience.  They really 
need to come with 
different schemes to 
make English easier 
for students” (Rawan, 
2017). 
 
“It would help if the 
instruction flexible.  It 
would increase 
interaction and also 
make the learner more 
confident. (Draja, 
2017) 

  

 The heart of differentiation is how the information is presented to students.  Both 

participants, Draja and Rawan, understood that when instruction is made personal for 

each student, there must be flexibility, especially when working with sentence stems and 

small groups which is evident in their answers to questions 4 and 5.  The flexibility in the 

instruction can come in various forms such as material taught, vocabulary used, speed of 

lessons, and amount of interaction with students.  Flexibility is more about understanding 

the needs of the learners (Tomlinson, 2005).  One subject made the point that teachers 
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“really need to come with different schemes to make English easier for students” (Draja, 

2017).  Both the use of different learning stations (based on skill or content standard), and 

academic sentence stems “would increase interaction and make the learner more 

confident” (Draja, 2017).  

 The ability to have ELL students interacting with one another through speaking, 

reading, writing, and listening would help students achieve the academic instructional 

goals and well as improve their social skills.  The lessons presented to develop these 

skills, must be scaffolded to provide students opportunities to express personal responses 

and to share them with peers.  These questions generated by the teacher should connect 

and support the thought and opinions of students (Southall, 2009). 

 As students work though the different practices, teachers “need to have patience” 

as expressed Rawan.  Not rushing students to answer allows them to think through their 

choices and then provide a clear response (Seidlitz & Perryman).  Both instructors made 

sure that when they worked with small group instruction, they gave everyone in the group 

processing time to develop an answer for a response. 
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theme 2: instructional support. 
 

Table 2 
 
Instructional Support Identified from Teaching with Differentiated Practices 
 
Theme:  Interview Question(s):  Data Examples:  
Instructional 
Support 

1. What accommodations to 
instruction, if any did you 
receive when you were in 
school? 
 
7.  As an English Language 
Learner, would you be 
comfortable working in 
differentiated groupings? Why 
or why not? 
 
10.  How do you feel 
differentiated instruction 
would help or hurt the school 
experience of ELL students? 
 

“We had an additional 
instructor that helped to 
pass the message that the 
teacher tried to 
communicate and that 
really facilitated the 
learning” (Draja)  
“I would love to do this.  It 
is so easy for the teacher 
and it is so easy for the 
students” (Rawan). 
 
“When you put the right 
student in the right place 
and in the right group it 
would help the student. 
And if you knew exactly 
what the student needs it 
would help the kid” 
(Rawan). 

 

After analyzing the data, a theme of instructional support was a discovered and 

can be seen in Table 2.  This table provides examples given from both interviewees as 

they answered questions regarding accommodations to instruction, differentiated 

groupings, and experiences of English language learners when receiving differentiated 

instruction based on learning stations and sentence stems.  The participants mentioned 

concepts such as communication, student needs, and right group.  These ideas referred to 

the necessary relationships that must be formed to conduct quality instruction focused on 

using differentiated instructional techniques.  Relationships formed in groups are then 

based around the social structures and group interactions which teachers can use to bring 
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students together and involve them with the various learning tasks (Gagnon & Collay).  

The relationships that are formed between an instructor and their pupil helps to develop 

meaningful learning and powerful ideas that can be shared with students (Tomlinson, 

2005).  The partnerships thus develop into a type of learning community which can focus 

on shared missions, collective inquiry, collaboration, continual improvement, and 

positive results (Defour & Eaker, 1998).  Rawan believed that this development of a 

learning community is something she wished she had growing up and believes more 

schools should use this model to be more inclusive of all students.  

 Instructional support for differentiated learning may be different for ELL students 

than that given to the general student population.  The teachers must ask the students 

complex questions which the students can discuss.  The planning that goes into this 

instruction must be proactive and fine-tuned so that individual learners are given the 

same opportunities to acquire knowledge which will lead to academic and social success 

(Defour & Eaker, 1998).  However, the teacher is not alone in the planning.  Knowing 

exactly what each student needs can be done by sharing the teaching with the students 

(Tomlinson, 2001).  The instructors constantly observed how student engagement into 

planning lessons helped drive the motivation to complete tasks as students become more 

willing to participate when they have a say in what occurs during the lesson.  

 The interviewees understood, differentiated instruction starts with the support of 

the person providing the instruction.  The support in an intervention is about improving 

the school experience for students.  They understood that it is not whether to intervene, 

but what interventions offer the best promise for successful and sustainable 

transformations (Lipman, 2011).  For English language learners in the classroom and 
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small groups that the instructors worked with, this meant spending time getting to know 

students on a personal level to build student backgrounds. 

theme 3: student backgrounds. 
 

Table 3 
 
Importance of Understanding Student Backgrounds when Teaching using 
Differentiated Instruction.  
 
Theme:  Interview Question(s):  Data Examples: 
Student Backgrounds 2. What about English 

Language Learners do 
teachers need to 
understand to better assist 
them during instruction? 
 
3.  How can 
differentiated instruction 
be used to enhance 
instruction being given to 
students labeled as 
English Language 
Learners? 

“They really need to 
understand the person 
that needs to learn 
English” (Mary). 
 
“First of all, the teacher 
should strive to 
understand the students 
background, his/her 
learning style” (Draja) 
 
“It’s all about what the 
students need because all 
students are not the 
same” (Rawan). 

 

 Understanding student backgrounds is one of the most critical elements when a 

teacher is delivering instruction.  Teachers need to understand how to create lessons 

which not only motivates students and can enhance their understanding of academic 

concepts, but according to Draja, they need “strive to understand the students 

background, his/her learning style.”  Both participants believed that student backgrounds 

play a large role in differentiated instruction and that knowing that all students are not the 

same will allow teachers to group students accordingly.   

To further give credibility to this theme, one of the participants being herself an 

English language learner, explained that accommodating for a learner’s lack of English 
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plays a huge role in the confidence and success for students.  She stated that “if I was a 

kid, and if my teacher did this, it would improve my English so much” (Rawan). When 

teachers do this, they form a learning profile.  This may be shaped by the intelligence 

preferences, gender, culture, or learning styles of each student (Tomlinson, 2001). 

Learning profiles create a classroom culture that is encompassing of all learners.  

In the book The Third Culture Kid Experience by David C. Pollock and Ruth E. Van 

Reken, the authors understand the importance of culture in the classroom, and that 

teachers and administrators are responsible for how that affects the curriculum.  They 

reiterate that “a curriculum, and how it is taught, is a direct reflection of the cultural 

values and beliefs of the society.  Those who believe in the curriculum do so because 

they feel the values and practices it emphasizes are correct” (1999, p. 47).   

What is understood, is that student backgrounds dictate the material that teachers 

should be using to educate students.  Teachers will be more likely to receive student buy-

in when students feel that they are a part of the instructional process, even when that 

process may different from one student to the next.   Though a teacher may not be able to 

incorporate culturally aware lessons into all the learning stations, it is still important to be 

aware of them and account for different learning modalities students may have.  Respect 

for culture can go long way.  By sharing their cultures with students, both instructors 

could relate to students and emphasize the importance of language support and what is 

had meant to their learning. 
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theme 4: language support. 

Table 4 
 
Accommodating for English Language Learners when Teaching using 
Differentiated Instruction 
 
Theme: Interview Question(s):  Data Examples: 
Language Support 1. What accommodations 

to instruction, if any did 
you receive when you 
were in school? 
 
9.  What skills do you 
believe are best used to 
instruct ELL students for 
decoding problems and 
forming high quality 
answers? 
 
10.  How do you feel 
differentiated instruction 
would help or hurt the 
school experience of ELL 
students? 

“You know, English we 
didn’t study it.  It is all 
about grammar” 
(Rawan).  
 
“People that have 
English as a second 
language, it’s so 
different from what 
their native language” 
(Draja). 
 
“If I was a kid, and if 
my teacher did this, it 
would improve my 
English so much” 
(Rawan). 

 
 Language support is another concept that is continually evident throughout many 

of the themes presented.  Because this focus is a study of the effect of differentiated 

instruction and its impact on ELL students, Rawan felt that it is important that teachers 

understand that “people that have English as a second language, it’s so different from 

what their native language,” and that the adaption English for many students can be “so 

hard.”  However, she also expressed that if they were in a classroom that used sentence 

stems to start the formation of their thoughts it “would improve my English so much.”  

This follows the concept of teaching students what to say when they don’t know what to 
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say as presented in 7 Steps to a Language-Rich Interactive Classroom by John Seidlitz 

and Bill Perryman (2011). 

 English learners need repeated exposure to opportunities to use language in all its 

formats.  No matter the content area, literacy will be used and should be incorporated into 

all learning stations.  The language that students should be instructed to use must be clear 

and explicit so that students can work in stations independently.  Also, the stations used 

must be reliable.  Though the concepts being taught of given concepts may change over 

time, strategies should remain consistent (Diller, 2005).  If the consistency in the 

strategies remains the same, classroom management is much easier to control. 

theme 5: classroom management 

Table 5 
 
The Effects of Differentiated Instruction on Classroom Management 
 
Theme:  Interview Question(s):  Data Examples: 

Classroom 
Management 

6.  How can the use of 
differentiated stations effect the 
management of the classroom? 
 
8.  Knowing that differentiated 
practices are used to teach 
students based on their 
different strengths and 
challenges, what are some 
obstacles you would foresee 
when implementing this 
teaching method? 

“Make them more 
disciplined” (Rawan). 
 
“For effectiveness, I 
think it should be done 
in periods” (Draja). 
 
“Sometime, students 
don’t take it seriously, 
when they are in small 
groups, they don’t 
behave bad but they 
misbehave” (Rawan). 

 

 The category “classroom management" could truly be extended into any theme 

which deals with education.  Differentiated instruction is done with the premise that all 
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students are receiving instruction catered to their needs and interests, thus resulting in 

highly motivated learning and less behavioral problems.  Rawan believed that 

management is better controlled when instruction is done in small groups because it 

would “make them (students) more disciplined.”  The premise is that if students are 

working in different learning groups, classroom management is easier because the teacher 

is dealing with isolated incidents rather than whole-class matters.   

 Draja expressed the idea that differentiated learning stations “should be done in 

periods.”  She went on to further express that at the elementary level, there should be 

various learning stations for each subject.  This would result in students rotating through 

science stations during a science period, math during a math block, and so on, as opposed 

to various subjects being the focus of the differing stations. 

 Another way that differentiated instruction impacts classroom management is by 

giving ELL students the tools they need to participate in the learning.  Providing English 

learners with sentence stems will assist language development and give students a 

starting point.  “The use of sentence stems in structured conversations provides an 

opportunity to increase the number of exposures to academic vocabulary following direct 

vocabulary instruction” (Seidlitz & Perryman, p. 45).  The increase in opportunity to 

speak with peers using academic language thus allows the students to be a part of a 

comfortable learning environment.  “Many bilingual children suffer low self-esteem 

because of early frustrations and language-related difficulties in school” (Gibbons, 1991, 

p. 11).  Removing the frustrations and allowing students to stay on task will positively 

impact the management of the classroom.     
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Classroom management is not simply putting students in different stations or 

giving them sentence starters.  As pointed out in a study conducted by Garland, Garland, 

and Vazquez (2013), teachers who are skilled at instruction are not necessarily ready for 

running a class.  The most accurate indicator of teachers who leave the profession being 

that they were not prepared for managing students.  The literature they present claims that 

there are five crucial elements to having good classroom management.  These include; 

maximizing structure; post, teach, review, monitor, and reinforce expectations; actively 

engage student in observable ways; use a continuum of strategies for responding to 

appropriate behaviors; and use a continuum of strategies to respond to inappropriate 

behaviors. 

 The study by Garland, Garland, and Vazquez was done using a survey that 

contained both a Likert scale as well as a few open-ended questions to question pre-

service teachers about their experience when working in the classroom.  The results 

yielded 9 consistent themes that are related to classroom management and they are: (a) 

positive reinforcement; (b) seating arrangements; (c) collaborative development of class 

rules; (d) posting class rules and consequences; (e) rewards systems; (f) consistency; (g) 

smooth instructional transitions; (h) use of behavior charts; and (i) not sure. 

 Of the 9 themes presented, differentiated learning can cover (b) seating 

arrangements (students rotate to different areas not requiring them to have a specified 

seat); (c) collaborative development of class rules (teachers demonstrate how students 

work in small groups); (f) consistency (daily stations and interaction with small groups 

making sure to engage in peer-to-peer talk using sentence stems); and (g) smooth 
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instructional transitions (students rotating from one group to another as determined by the 

teacher).  

 What both instructors seemed to agree with is the notion that differentiated 

learning that focuses on small groups allows the teacher more time with students that 

require help.  One participant during the interview said that small group instruction would 

allow the teacher to spend more time with students that really needed help and could 

focus more time on assisting those that usually get left behind.  The participants felt that 

this type of teaching would have helped their own learning and kept them from reaching 

point of frustration, especially when learning English.   

Research Limitations 
 
 Though the case study proved to be insightful, there were several limitations that 

became present during the study.  Originally, there were supposed to be three participants 

that were interviewed.  After obtaining permission from a third participant to conduct an 

interview, communication broke and the data that was going to be collected to triangulate 

results as part of the constant comparative results had to be done with the two 

interviewees.  This was in addition to using a reflective journal from my own personal 

experiences.  

 A limitation that was consistent throughout the study was keeping personal 

accounts of differentiated practices out of the study and relying only on instructional 

understanding.  Even when working with both instructors, the questions had to be framed 

in a way that accounted for thoughts and opinions resulting in qualitative data rather than 

using quantitative data gathered from student scores from state standardized tests.   
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 Another limitation to the study was using a structured format when interviewing 

the participants.  Because the interview was done using a controlled set of questions, the 

ability to gather further insight into the subjects understanding of small group instruction 

and sentence stems was limited to the transcriptions gathered from the audio recording. 

Further limitations resulted from the concept of differentiated instruction itself.  The 

practice is much more encompassing than just small group instruction and sentence 

stems.  Though these two practices are used in many classrooms and used to differentiate, 

there are also several other aspects that would be beneficial to present.  However, when 

examining the different themes presented, it is evident that participants understand there 

are many additional aspects to creating instruction that is differentiated for all students.  

Finally, the study is a focus on differentiated instruction for English language learners, 

though the subjects understanding of the teaching method applies to all students.  When 

examples were given as subjects answered the ten structured questions, there may have 

been thoughts of how instruction applied to students not labeled as ELL. 

Summary 
 
 In summary, the results of the interview resulted in themes that show 

differentiated instruction is a concept which is ever changing.  Teachers must be flexible 

when delivering instruction because students will constantly need to change from one 

small group to another.  Both participants felt that differentiated instruction was 

beneficial to English language learners.  Also, Draja and Rawan believed that when 

working with ELL students, teachers must account for the different student backgrounds.  

This will lead to student buy-in allowing for instruction that students find accommodates 

their needs and helps them succeed in the classroom.  
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 The participants also agree that differentiated instruction plays a role in classroom 

management.  When students understand how the stations are meant to function, and can 

transition properly, managing the classroom is more easily performed.  It is much easier 

for a teacher to manage small groups of students rather than a whole class. 

 Differentiated instruction is beneficial for more than just ELL students.  It is not 

perfect and there is no set system that can be put in place.  There is no guide that will 

allow a teacher to implement exact stations or use precise stems and they will lead to 

success for all students.  That is done by teachers spending time with their students.  

Differentiated instruction really means personalized instruction.  When a teacher 

personalizes the instruction, growth and change are possible! 
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Chapter V: 

Implications and Summary 
 
 The concept of differentiated instruction is not new.  Teachers for years have 

implemented practices to motivate students by personalizing the instruction as well as 

organizing the classroom to help develop all types of learning modalities.  However, the 

study that I conducted, which was qualitative in nature, was developed by incorporating 

teaching skills and practices that I have developed and used over my years working in 

classrooms filled with English language learners, as well as the many other types of 

students that are in classrooms all over the United States.  This was done for determining 

the impact and approach to implementing differentiated instructional practices for 

English language learners. 

 Those concepts and instruction which I used were explained to two participants 

who had previous trainings, observations, and experiences working small groups of 

students and instructing them using academic sentence stems.  Based on their experiences 

and understanding of these approaches to instruction for ELL students, they were both 

asked a series of ten questions related to differentiated instruction that was focused on 

small group stations and using academic sentence stems.   

 The participants that I interviewed had first hand exposure to differentiated 

practices that I implement in my daily instruction.  Their understanding of the use of 

small group instruction and sentence stems comes from the examples I have given 

through personal demonstration, as well as sitting down, looking over data, determining 

how small groups should function as well as how to incorporate sentence stems into the 

learning, and implementing these practices themselves.  Both individuals interviewed 

happen to be bilingual which allowed them to grasp concepts related to instructing 
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learners that are in classrooms where their native language is not spoken giving insight 

into the perceptions of the program I myself could not do. 

Review of Personal Findings 
 
 The findings that were done because of the study showed credibility to instructing 

English language learners using differentiated instruction.  The participant’s responses to 

the questions helped to develop several themes.  Those themes are; (1) instructional 

practices, (2) instructional support, (3) student backgrounds, (4) language support, and 

(5) classroom management. 

 These five themes only represent a small portion of what must be done when 

using differentiated instruction, but they do provide a base understanding of what 

instructors must be able to understand and account for prior to implementation into a 

classroom.  Though much of differentiating the instruction is reactive based on the needs 

of the students, there must be a proactive approach to planning ahead and preparing for 

the many different learning styles students will bring.  Planning is time consuming and is 

something that teachers may feel is too much to implement this type of instruction, thus 

making them choose to spend more time in whole-group instruction (Tomlinson, 2001).  

While teaching whole group and lecturing students is easier to plan for, it is less 

motivating for students.  The benefits of teaching with differentiated instruction is that 

personal relationships from teacher-to-student and student-to-student will allow learners 

to feel a sense of ownership in the learning (Saphier, Haley-Speca, & Gower).  More than 

likely, when students are working in peer groups and can discuss, explain, and share, they 

will be engaged in the learning and develop a higher understanding of the concepts being 

taught. 
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Recommendations, Significance, Suggestions from the Study  
 
 Simply having a racially inclusive classroom does not mean teachers have 

achieved diverse learning.  When curriculum is not representative of the population of 

students being taught, there is little being done to create global and diverse learners.  In 

fact, it appears schools are teaching students in such a manner that leads them to 

becoming more secluded and closed off rather than open and welcoming (Spring).  To 

break this cycle of division, teachers must continually mix groups and partners in the 

classroom (Diller, 2007).  Teachers should also want open dialogue with students and 

strive for students to be open-minded and independent thinkers (Seidlitz & Perryman). 

 To teach in a diverse nation, educators must celebrate and educate from the 

viewpoints of all, not just the continual viewpoint from the educated white.  Each child is 

unique, and the instructional practices done in the classroom for each child should be 

done in the same way.  Education is more than learning content from a book or having a 

teacher lecture.  Education is improving lives through appropriate knowledge which 

reaches individuals at a point that is best suited for their needs.  It is at this point where 

real change occurs (Dean, Hubbell, Pitler, & Stone). 

 For future studies, it would be beneficial to analyze the correlation between 

teaching students using differentiated practices and Response to Intervention.  These two 

systems together form a great partnership and can be used cohesively.  The Response to 

Intervention model allows for tiered instruction that can be used to form differentiated 

groups when targeting skills and concepts that are directly related to standardized tests. 

 Working with students to track their areas of weakness and strength is one of the 

ideas expressed when an interviewee stated “And if you knew exactly what the student 
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needs, it would help the kid.”  The data tracking form is an easy visual the teacher can 

use when dividing the students among the different learning groups.  Additionally, 

because the data being filled out is organized by state standards, the teacher can easily 

target which academic sentence stems to have students work with.  Teachers should allow 

students to also keep track of their own data.  Giving students ownership of their learning 

as well as a visual will allow them to target their areas of need and areas of mastery.  

Students can use this as a check list by marking off which standards or skills they have 

completed.  It is an easy way for them to focus their learning during individual practice. 

The focus of theme 2 in the study showed the benefits of classroom management.  

When incorporating learning stations into the classroom, the teacher can separate students 

if there are behavior issues by placing them in a different group.  Secondly, managing a 

group, or several groups, comprised of 4-5 students can be much easier to manage than 

25 students in one whole class (Diller, 2007).  Another benefit with this type of learning 

is the active movement that learning stations can provide.  If students are rotating from 

one station to another, after a short period of time, it gives them a chance to move around.  

Also, the different stations can lead to peer-to-peer teaching (Tomlinson, 2005).  This 

means the students instruct themselves and one another.  If they are instructing or 

assisting with the learning they are more likely to have buy-in and partake in the 

activities.  To ensure that this type of instruction is occurring, a teacher must prepare for 

all levels of learners and pay attention to the relevance of the content and skills being 

learned by each student (Tomlinson, 2005) 

Though differentiated teaching offers personalized instruction that may lead to 

growth, there are a few obstacles that arise.  The time it spends to plan for several groups 
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can be overwhelming some days.  Knowing that all students require personalized 

instruction to meet their needs can take up a lot of time.  This can become even more 

frustrating as a student masters one concept and has be moved to another.  With all the 

changes constantly being made, it can become confusing who belongs to each group 

(Tomlinson, 2005).  Another challenge with differentiated stations is that the teacher is 

not handling a large portion of the instruction in each group, but rather the students.  

Most teachers like to control all that is going on in their classroom, so giving control to 

the students can be a difficult thing to do.  One participant, Draja, felt that some teachers 

“might be drained because they are trying to keep up with the status quo of differentiated 

learning stations.” Rawan also felt that “sometimes students don’t take it seriously when 

they are in small groups.  They don’t behave bad, but they misbehave.”  If a teacher has a 

difficult time preparing lessons ahead of time, and they don’t set guidelines for learning 

stations during small group work, running a class differentiated class in this manner will 

be difficult.  

With theme 3 it is evident to see that students that are labeled as English language 

learners need increased access to read, write, listen, and speak in English (Seidlitz & 

Perryman).  Each child acquires the language at various times and speeds, but giving 

them opportunities to acquire the language through various means is necessary to 

success. With planned integration of content and language, teachers can support ELL 

students in the classroom (Gibbons).  A Spanish speaking student may understand more 

than an Arabic or Mandarin speaking student because of cognates.  It is important to 

remember no matter the student, just because they may not speak English does not mean 

they should have lower expectations to grow academically.  
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Differentiated instruction can help ELL students by placing them in appropriate 

settings which are conducive for learning.  Students that are ELL may have academic and 

social skills beyond what may be originally perceived by teachers, but based on their lack 

of ability to communicate, their skills may be overlooked.  By providing them with 

specific coaching using differentiated instruction, their skills may be more easily 

accessible and recognized by teachers and their peers (Echevarria, Vogt, & Short; 

Tomlinson, 2005).  

Theme 4 was focused on sentence stems which allow students to starting point 

when answering or asking questions.  If there is a question from the state test written into 

the sentence stem, ELL students have a base for answering.  Rawan thought that 

providing students with these stems gave ELL students more of a voice.  She said that 

sentence stems are “a great benefit because it would give them a little push.”  She went 

on to describe that some students may very intelligent and understand a problem, but 

afraid to talk in class.  The sentence stem is one way of removing the fear of saying the 

wrong thing.  Teachers can create sentence stems which give students exposure to 

increased academic vocabulary, while still allowing for them to produce their own 

product (Seidlitz & Perryman).  This helps when students are test taking because it allows 

them to associate answers and skills with familiar stems they have worked with during 

the school year.  Draja believed that students using sentence stems would help them 

acquire more language based on academic literature rather than develop street slang. 

Teachers must be careful when working in small groups.  Groups must be fluid 

and changing based on the needs of the students (Harvery & Goudvis).  The groups 

should never be used as high or low groups, but rather focus on being skill specific 
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(Tomlinson, 2005).  One student in a small group may consistently pass tests and do well 

academically, all the while still struggling on the same content standard as a student who 

performs low academically.  This creates learning groups, not leveled groups.  If done in 

this manner, small group instruction is truly beneficial. 

Personally, I think that differentiated instruction brings many positive experiences 

to the school environment for ELL students.  The benefits of working in small groups is 

that it gives students a chance to strengthen similar skills as the rest of their group.  It 

takes away the pressure to perform since the students know that they all need help on the 

same skill or standard.  Additionally, it gives students a chance to speak.  Differentiated 

instruction using small groups and sentence stems give the students a chance to share 

their thoughts which in traditional classroom may never occur (Spring).  In whole group 

instruction, a student may never form a thought to a problem believing that they can let 

someone else in the class answer or that the teacher will just move on if they respond 

with “I don’t know” (Seidlitz & Perryman).  The small group instruction also lets the 

students have more personalized time with the teacher.  If the teacher uses stations to 

rotate students from one task to another, they can monitor specific groups rather than 

should focus on all the students at once. 

What was Learned and How it Connects to Leadership 
 
 When I decided to conduct this study, I did so with a mindset that teaching 

practices need to change, and those changes start with leadership.  Teachers choose to 

work in schools because they want to make a difference in the lives of their students.  My 

belief is that teachers usually use the type of instruction that they themselves preferred 

when they were a student.  Because of this mindset, there can be apprehension to teach 
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differentiated instruction because it is something that is unfamiliar.  This is especially 

true when colleges are training teachers to be content experts rather than instructional 

experts. 

 A good leader will guide a team of teachers through the initial struggle of 

incorporating differentiated instruction.  While it may not be easy to collectively get staff 

to adjust their instruction so that all learners have personalized instruction, by being a 

good example of differentiated instruction and using data, the results should be positive.  

If teachers can implement just a few techniques to personalize the learning for students, 

the growth and proficiency that schools wish to see should come.   

 Students want to learn.  They thirst for knowledge and have a desire to grow.  It is 

removing the frustration and replacing that feeling with motivation that educators reach 

students.  Families wish to see their children grow, and when they send their children to 

the schools, whether private, public, or charter, they are entrusting the well-being of their 

child with the teacher.  Those feelings of trust go beyond the classroom and reach into the 

future of each child.  Personalizing instruction will help to build those feelings of trust. 

Each individual working in a school can be a leader.  For me, I have chosen to use this 

study as a springboard to help improve the quality of education that English language 

learners are receiving, and furthermore, to educate other teachers how to improve their 

instructional practices when working with ELLs by using differentiated approaches.  

Recommendations to the Audience 
 
 For those that do not work in a school setting, or do not have access to 

opportunities to work with English language learners, there are still many chances to 

impact their lives.  The example given in chapter 1 of my parents spending time 
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volunteering and providing occasions to help these students and their families goes 

beyond what even educators can do in the classroom.  Chances to make an impact in 

student lives are presented each day if people look for them. 

Conclusions 
 
 Teachers are consistently asked to vary their teaching methods.  Requirements of 

good teaching now adhere to differentiating the learning for all students so that they can 

learn at their instructional level (Tomlinson, 2005).  Generally, this is done so students 

will be successful when taking state standardized tests.  However, if differentiated 

instruction is done only as a means of passing a test, then students will be resistant to 

buy-in.  Differentiated instruction is more about relationships built because of the 

methodology than it is a lesson plan.  I believe testing is important and can show growth, 

but what I would propose is to teach differentiated instruction by letting students 

accumulate a body of work that can be representative of what they understand.  By 

having students present information that they helped develop allows for the 

personalization of the material and content. 

The benefits of using differentiated practices in classroom settings allows 

teachers to present more than a test or worksheet as part of the instruction.  

Though the ELL population is the direct focus of the study, the results themselves 

are not strictly perceived as either beneficial or harmful for the general population 

of students.  It must also be understood that differentiated instruction is not a 

specific format that teachers can follow that will lead to success.  It is not an 

instructional tool that will lead to students simply understanding content.  

Teachers personal experience in their own classroom with students is the only 
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determining factor when deciding how to best implement instruction that is 

needed.  While small groups and sentence stems may be beneficial for all, the way 

they are delivered, and the content covered using these techniques must be fluid 

and ever changing.  The tools can help, but just as all students learn differently, all 

teachers must educate differently.  
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