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Despite the promise of differentiated instruction (DI) as a way to address cognitive diversity, it is 
least likely to be used in secondary mathematics classrooms (Gamoran & Weinstein, 1998), due in 
part to the many challenges of implementation. DI requires proactive planning to meet diverse needs 
of students while still maintaining a cohesive classroom community (Tomlinson, 2005). To follow 
through on the promise of DI it is vital to investigate the how secondary math teachers—starting with 
middle school—understand and implement it. This poster presents preliminary findings from a year-
long Teacher Study Group (TSG) with 15 middle school math teachers from around the state of 
Indiana that, together with a university research team, investigated DI. 

This research is drawn from the third year of a 5-year study of DI for middle school students and 
their teachers. The members of the TSG met for a 3-day workshop during July 2015, for 8 monthly 
meetings from August to April, and for 1 day of sharing and presentations during June 2016. 
Between monthly meetings, participants completed and shared assignments about DI, drawing on 
student thinking from their classrooms. The analysis for this poster was drawn from a comparison of 
questionnaires completed by teachers in July 2015 and June 2016. 

Over the course of the TSG, we saw development in two domains: teachers’ ideas about students’ 
thinking and their ideas about DI implementation. At the beginning, their discussion about both 
reflected grand goals but somewhat superficial details. For example, their discussion about students 
was about innate ability or procedural accuracy rather than student reasoning about particular 
mathematical ideas. They discussed DI as a key to closing achievement gaps among students, and 
their ideas about implementation often involved giving students work that differed in appearance or 
quantity but not necessarily in depth or complexity of the mathematical thinking required. By the end 
of the year, teachers had made some changes in how they thought about the endeavor of 
differentiation. Teachers commented on the need to build on what students were thinking, which 
involved gathering careful evidence of that thinking, posing tasks that could allow students to make 
small steps, and focusing on mathematical meaning. With regard to their implementation of DI, they 
recognized more clearly what they were already doing in their classroom to differentiate, what was 
meaningful to them about differentiation, and focused on making small changes to better meet the 
needs of their students. 

As researchers, our ideas about DI evolved alongside those of the teachers; we began to 
understand how important it is to focus on student thinking as a foundation. We began to understand 
how important it is to make small steps, tailored to the needs of both students and teachers. 
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