Differentiating the Kindergarten Classroom
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Differentiation is a method of instruction that meets
the individual needs of all students. Differentiating instruction for kindergarten students is very unique because of the
wide range of literacy background and development they
bring to the classroom. According to Carol Ann Tomlinson, there are several distinct principles that guide the
differentiated classroom:
The teacherfocuses on essentials. Instruction is fashioned around essential concepts and skills that all children
need to learn. Emerging learners focus on essential skills
and understandings while advanced learners grapple with
complexities, not repetition. Teaching, learning, assessment,
curriculum and instruction are tightly linked and designed
to culminate in personal growth and individual success.
Students vary in readiness, interest, and learningprofile.
Readiness is a student's entry point relative to a particular skill or understanding. Students with less-developed
readiness will need help to identify gaps in their learning
and will need to be provided more opportunities for direct
instruction. These students may also need activities that
are more structured or concrete with fewer steps and/or
simpler skills. Advanced students may need to skip practice
with previously mastered skills, using activities and products that are quite complex, open-ended, and more abstract.
This type of student might also need a brisk pace for skill
work, or a slower pace to allow for more depth and explora tion of a topic. Interest refers to a child's affinity, curiosity
or passion for a particular topic. Content can be connected
to interests, real-life wants and needs, and opportunities for immersion into a particular topic. Learning profile
is how we learn. Multiple intelligences, natural learning
systems, or learning styles shape how we learn. Profiles may
include our preference to work individually, cooperatively,
inductively, deductively, logically, analytically, creatively or
expressively.
The teacher attends to student differences. Human beings
share the same basic needs for nourishment, shelter, safety,
belonging, achievement, contribution and fulfillment.
We find those needs in different ways, different fields of
endeavor, according to different timetables and through
different paths. Our experiences, culture, gender, genetic
codes and neurology affect how and what we learn. Common needs are best addressed by knowing how to attend to
these differences.
The teacher modifies content, process andproduct. The
teacher modifies lessons according to the student's cognitive development, interests and learning profile. Content
is what the teacher wants the student to learn. Process
describes the activities designed to ensure that students use
key skills to make sense of essential ideas and information.
Products are vehicles through which students demonstrate
and extend what they have learned.

Assessment and instruction are inseparable. The goal of
assessment is to provide day-to-day data for ideas, skills,
interests and student profiles. Information gained from
frequent assessment demonstrates which students need
support with targeted skills, which students understand
key ideas, individual levels of proficiency and the individual
degree of interest in a task. Development in growth of understanding of content and thinking processes are formally
recorded.
Differentiation of instruction occurs when a teacher
adapts either the content or process of an element of the
curriculum based on one of the student characteristics:
readiness, interest or learning profile. This concept is
outlined in Figure 1.
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Differentiation of assessment occurs when a teacher
adapts the product of an element of the curriculum based
on one of the student characteristics: readiness, interest or
learning profile. Several ideas are presented below:
• Tiered assignments

• Independent study

• Graduated rubrics

• Group investigation

• Multiple intelligences

• Learning styles
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A range of instructional strategies may be implemented to accomplish the goals of differentiation. Among the
many strategies are anchor activities, varied texts, literature
circles, learning contracts, jigsaw, RAFT assignments, independent study, centers or tiered lessons. In kindergarten, we
have found tiered lessons to be an extremely effective way
to meet differing student characteristics across the curriculum content areas.
A tiered lesson is designed from a state standard or,
as in New Hampshire, a grade level expectation. All the
students are connected to the essential understanding presented in the frameworks, but lessons are tiered according
to student readiness, interest or learning preference. Tier
1 assignments contain activities designed to build basic
knowledge, understanding or skills. The student builds
upon his or her current level of core information. Tier 2 assignments contain activities designed to apply, manipulate
or add to the information gleaned in Tier 1. Tier 3 assignments extend the thinking required in Tier 2.
Rubrics are developed that include success criteria for
product, process and work habits. Kindergarten presents a
challenge in designing and assessing tiered lessons given
the wide range of development and readiness of a five year
old. That is a grade level in which we have worked hard to
incorporate our differentiated philosophy. Given the time
constraints of a half-day kindergarten program, the kindergarten teachers integrate content subject material into
skill-based centers. Student readiness has previously been
assessed, and the student is then guided to choose from a
particular tiered activity. We have presented three different
literacy-based differentiated lessons.
The lesson format shows:
• Type oflesson

• Possible focus centers

• Content area or theme

• Standard

• Lesson objective

• Differentiation

An example of a lesson tiered for readiness
appears below.

Tierl
Draw a picture of your favorite thing about the season.
Using the Word Bank, find a word to label your picture.
Using magnetic letters, build your word.
Read your word to your partner.
Your partner builds your word.
Tier2
Draw a picture of your favorite thing about the season.
Using the Word Bank, find two to three words to label
your picture.
Using magnetic letters, build your words.
Read your words to your partner.
Scramble the letters of one (or more) of your words,
and have your partner unscramble it (them).
Tier3
Draw a picture of your favorite thing about the season.
Using the Word Bank, find two to three words to label
your picture.
Using magnetic letters, build your words.
Scramble the letters of your words.
Tell your partner the words, and your partner then
builds the words himself or hersel£
Write a sentence to tell about your picture.
A sample rubric that may be used by the teacher, or
the student as a self-assessment if visual prompts are added
to the text, is contained in Figure 2. This rubric is used
for the above lesson, Word with Me. It measures student
achievement in the areas of content knowledge, process application and work habits. It is an example of how teachers
can easily assess the information contained in Figure 1.

"Word with Me"
Literacy Center/Cooperative L earning
Theme:
Seasons, autumn
Objective: Letter identification, letter sort,
making words.
Tier:
Process according to readiness.
Standard: Demonstrates basic understanding of how
the letters of words represents sounds.
Materials: Magnetic letters, individual cookie sheets
for magnetic letters, paper, pencil, drawing utensils,
drawing paper, autumn word bank, chart paper.
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Figure2
Rubric For Tiered Lesson Evaluation
3 - proficient

2- basic

Content

I can draw a picture about my
favorite season and label it
and write a sentence about it.

I can draw a picture about
my favorite season and
label my picture.

I can draw a picture about my favorite
season and label with letters.

Process

I can identify, build and write
2-3 vocabulary words.

I can identify and build
2-3 vocabulary words.

I can identify and build one word.

Work Habits

I can work cooperatively with
a partner.

I can work cooperatively
with a partner for several
turns.

I can work cooperatively with a partner
with assistance.

Word with Me

1-novice

Comments

There are several benefits of tiering for readiness. First,
students at each level can be successful with an appropriately challenging task. Second, every tier contains activities that are relevant to the state standard and grade-level
expectation. Students are able to acquire needed skills,
demonstrate increased proficiency with a skill, or demonstrate advanced application of a skill. Tiering also provides
the teacher with a methodology appropriate for optimal
student growth from a specific point of individual need.
The following is an example of a lesson tiered for interest. Kindergarten students usually develop a preference to
particular stories, songs and books. After having read and
exposed the student to a variety of alphabet books, the
students will be provided the opportunity to choose those
which interest him or her the most.

''.Alphabet Artists"
Literacy Center - Integrated Arts
Word Work/ ABC Center/ Art Center

Tierl
Choose a letter from the easel paper.
Trace on the letter.
Find the letter you've painted/drawn in an ABC book.
Paint a picture of the object.
Write the letter.
Tier2
Choose a letter from the easel paper.
Trace on, outside and inside the letter. Use
different colors.
Find the letter you've painted/drawn in an ABC book.
Paint a picture of something that begins with the
same sound.
Write the word.

Theme:
Varies
Objective: Handwriting, letter-initial sound
correspondence
Tier:
Process according to readiness and interest
Standard: Demonstrates basic understanding of how
the letters of words represents sounds.
Materials: A variety of ABC books placed by easel,
easel, 3 - 5 colors of paint and variety of size and
length brushes, or a variety of colored chalk, large easel
paper some blank and some with a letter (one of each)
pre-drawn with thick yellow marker, writing supplies.

Tier3
Choose a letter from an ABC book.
Paint the letter in three different colors.
Paint the other case letter (upper or lower) next
to them.
Paint a picture of something that begins (or ends)
with the same sound.
Label your picture.
A sample rubric that may be used by the teacher is
contained in Figure 3. This rubric is used for the above
lesson, Alphabet Artists. It measures student achievement
in the areas of content knowledge, process application, and
work habits. It is an example of how teachers can easily
assess the information contained in the Alphabet Artist
lesson.
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Figure3
Rubric for Alphabet Artists
3 - proficient

2 - basic

1-novice

Content

I can paint a picture that begins
and/or ends with the selected
letter. I can label my picture.

I can paint a picture that begins
with the selected letter. I can
write my word.

I can paint a picture that begins
and or ends with the selected
letter. I can label my picture.

Process

I can identify and paint the chosen upper and lower case letter
in three colors.

I can identify and trace my letter
in three ways.

I can identify and trace my
letter.

Work Habits

I can work independently.

I can work with some teacher
support.

I can work with teacher support.

Alphabet Artists

There are several benefits of tiering for interest. First,
the student enjoys the task because it is based on something of personal interest. This adds real-life meaning and
motivation for task completion. Second, students are all
working on the same standard. Acquisition at tier 1 is appropriate for the curriculum at this age. Tier 2 and Tier 3
activities logically extend the task as it appears in Tier 1.
Early childhood pedagogy and best practices, according to Piaget, supports the use of discovery, invention and
social problem solving. Student learning profiles, including individual learning styles or multiple intelligences, are
thoughtfully used in planning to facilitate profound and
meaningful learning. Using this knowledge, tiered lessons
can be applied in a meaningful way.
An example of a lesson tiered for learning profile
appears below.

"M-MGood"
Word Work Centers/Research Center
Theme:
Objective:

Tier:

Baby animals
Letter identification, letter manufacturing,
phonemic awareness, and phonological
skill development in initial, medial and
final consonant sounds - Mm
Process and product according to
naturalistic intelligences.

Standard(s): Recognize and name all upper and lower
case letters. Demonstrates basic understanding of how the letters of words
represent sounds.
Materials: An assortment of both adult and baby
animals pictures or photos. Baskets or bins for sorting.
Tierl
Choose from an assortment of pictures of animals
whose name contains the Mm sound in the initial
position. Sort and match the animals in pairs of mothers and babies.
Tier2
Choose from an assortment of pictures, animals whose
name contains the Mm sound in the final position.
Match the animals in pairs of mothers and babies.
Sort the animals in one other way (habitats, eating,
skin covering, etc.).
Tier3
Choose from an assortment of pictures, animals whose
name contains the Mm sound in the medial position.
Match the animals in pairs of mothers and babies.
Sort the animals in more than one other way, (habitats,
eating, skin covering, etc.).

Rubric for Tiered Lesson Evaluation
M-MGood

3 - proficient

2- basic

Content

I can choose 3 or more picture
pairs of animals with the Mm
sound in the correct position.

I can choose 2 picture pairs of animals
with the Mm sound in the correct
position.

I can choose 1 picture pair of
animals with the Mm sound in
the correct positon.

Process

I can identify and sort 3 or
more pairs of different animals
in more than one way.

I can identify and sort 2 pairs of different animals in more than one way.

I can identify and sort 1 pair of
different animals.

Work H abits

I can work independently.

I can work with some teacher support.

I can work with teacher support.

1- novice
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The benefits of tiering lessons are greatly improved
with sound management techniques. Prior to teaching
these types of lessons, the teacher has had to lay a solid
foundation for the daily operation of differentiated learning
centers. As with all teaching strategies, managing the classroom is of paramount importance. Managing a differentiated classroom is not an exception. The classroom teacher
considers a variety of management criteria: classroom
design, maintenance, delivery, possible centers and assessment. The following is a sampling of the Rules of the Road
for creating a "centers based" approach to tiered lessons.
Design
• Consider your classroom space and materials in
determining the number of"stand alone" centers.
Also take into consideration the personality of your
particular class. Different classes, at different times
of the year, may be able to handle three centers,
while others may be able to handle ten.
• Consider thematic and content area integration in
your center design.
• Center base groups can be changed when the centers
change: weekly, every other week or quarterly.

Maintenance
• Each center has it's own "basket" of tier packets.
Each student can choose from the Ready (Tier 1),
Set (Tier 2), or Go (Tier 3) packet. The student may
choose from which packet to work, or the teacher
can assign individual students or base groups.
• Each packet may have a choice of 1 - 5 activities
from which to choose. There are at least two items
that are "Have To's," and the rest are choices. The
students have the flexibility to work from one, two,
or all three packets. (When completed, the children
are then free to choose from either another center,
or from the classroom's permanent centers (i.e.
dramatic play, block, water, games, etc.)
• The packets are based on proficiency levels.
Tier 1: Below proficiency
Tier 2: Partially proficient
Tier 3: Proficient
Delivery
Introduce centers slowly and individually. Debbie
Dillar suggests that you have to slow down so that you can
speed up. At least 4 - 6 weeks are needed in the beginning
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of the year for modeling what each center should look like
and sound like. You will be spending time on the actual
functioning of a center, before you add any content learning. Teach a mini-lesson prior to each center session. The
more often you have centers, the more quickly the students
will learn the routine and become independent within
them. Practice, practice, model, and practice some more.
Sample Assessment Types
• Teacher made rubrics and assessments

• All students are working on the same standard
• All students are working at an appropriate
academic level
• Motivation is increased for task completion
• Task completion demonstrates high quality work
• Tiering allows the teacher appropriate methods for
individual assessment
• Tiering allows the teacher time to work with groups
of students at appropriate levels

• Checklists and narratives

• Tiering allows teachers to plan for extension and
remediation

• Student self-evaluation
• Portfolios
You can rotate centers in and out throughout the year
with the Anchor Centers (math, reading, and writing) and
Permanent Centers (blocks, dramatic play, and sand table)
remaining in place.
Possible Centers
Math Center (numbe1· sense, data collection, etc.}

• Tiering provides the student opportunities for
meaningful student-student communication
Differentiating instruction is an optimal way of presenting material to kindergarten students. We have found
that using tiered lessons provides an effective way to differentiate learning for children at this age.

Writing Center (journals, prompts, poetry)
Handwriting Center
Reading/Library Center
Listening Center
Exploration Center (patterning, sorting, classijjing)
Word Work Center (letter and word work)
Listening Center
Read the Room Center
Write the Room Center
Art Center
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In closing, differentiation is a method of instruction
that meets the individual needs of all students and incorporates the following principles oflearning:
• The teacher focuses on essentials
• Students vary in readiness, interest and learning profile
• The teacher attends to student differences
• The teacher modifies content, process and product
• Assessment and instruction are inseparable
Differentiating instruction enables the teacher to
optimally address the varying developmental needs of the
kindergarten-aged child. Student readiness, interest and
learning profile are embraced as necessary ingredients for
the successful tiering oflessons and assessments. The benefits to using tiered lessons as a methodology are many.
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