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ABSTRACT
Education systems around the world, faces the major challenge of
including all children in schools. Differentiated instruction (DI) is
proposed as a pedagogical approach that support social,
emotional and academic success for all students in the context of
heterogeneous classrooms. Although, recent research draws the
attention to the inconsistent definitions and practices of DI. In
this context, this qualitative study aimed at exploring the
Portuguese teachers self-reported typical DI practices in mixed-
ability classrooms. The participants were thirty-six teachers from
kindergarten to middle school and came from a public-school
cluster of five schools. The qualitative analysis carried out indicate
a variety of practices under the concept of DI, ranging from
practices aimed only at a group of students, based on low ability
or special education needs, to practices aimed at building
communities of learners. The majority of the self-reported
practices described DI as simply giving one assignment to most
pupils and fewer or easier activities to students who are
struggling with their learning. Implications for initial teacher
training and professional development programmes are discussed.
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Introduction

In Portugal, particularly since the last education reform in 2018, there has been a great
ambition to pursue inclusive schools (Alves 2019). In the practice support manual
‘Towards inclusive education’ published by the Ministry of Education in 2018 (Pereira
et al. 2018), differentiated instruction (DI) is a privileged approach understood as a struc-
turing assumption of a pedagogical action which takes into account all students in
relation to the learning tasks, which may be different in terms of their aims and contents,
time and way of carrying them out, resources, conditions and support available. Conse-
quently, is expected that all pupils have opportunities to meaningfully participate in the
classroom activities with their peers building a sense of an inclusive community.

However, recent studies have drawn the attention to the misconceptions around the
concept of DI, for instance, class ability grouping or individualised instruction, empha-
sising that these conceptions can act as barriers to the development of inclusive practices
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and can contribute to the systematic exclusion of many pupils (Bondie, Dahnke, and
Zusho 2019; Graham et al. 2021). Although a change in the legislation was implemented
to provide support for all pupils in mainstream classrooms, empirical data depicting the
daily practices of DI of regular teachers is still missing.

In this context, we developed a qualitative study with the aim of characterising the
teaching practices that teachers mobilise under the concept of DI. The empirical data
of this article are based upon regular teachers’ descriptions of their daily practices of
DI. Knowing how teachers differentiate their instruction is the only way that we can
know what is being enact in the name of DI and, consequently, implement mechanisms
to support schools and teachers in the journey of developing inclusive educational
systems. Teachers reported practices will also tell us how inclusion policies are being
operationalised in classrooms daily lives.

Literature review

Differentiated instruction (DI), as a teaching strategy in heterogeneous classrooms, is not
a recent concept. Indeed, in December 1953 Educational Leadership dedicated an entire
issue to the subject ‘The Challenge of Individual Difference’. Nevertheless, recently,
mostly as a consequence of the international efforts to develop inclusive educational
systems, the concept of DI has gained much attention. In fact, to address pupils’
various learning needs teachers must be able to effectively differentiate their teaching
practices in the context of heterogeneous classrooms (Pozas et al. 2021).

Considering some misconceptions about the concept of DI, namely class ability
grouping or individualised instruction (Bondie, Dahnke, and Zusho 2019; Graham
et al. 2021), we underline that differentiated instructional practices must take place in
the context of heterogeneous classrooms. Some well-known aspects of heterogeneous
classrooms are related to age, academic performance, abilities and readiness, cultural
background, language, beliefs, learning preferences and learning styles, motivation, as
well as social, methodological, self-regulatory and affective competencies and needs are
part of the diversity (Florian and Camedda 2020; Tomlinson 2017).

In this context, DI can be understood as a flexible approach to teaching in which a
teacher ‘plans and carries out varied approaches to the content, the process, and/or
the product in anticipation of or in response to student differences in readiness, interests,
and learning needs’ (Tomlinson 2017, 10). It is a continuous decision-making process
where teachers adjust and adapt instruction to increase students’ learning within a learn-
ing community (Bondie, Dahnke, and Zusho 2019; Nind et al. 2013).

Complementarily, Farmer et al. (2019) emphasise the importance of combining the
child’s individual learning strategies in a group work context. This group work context
supports teaching strategies that encourage collaboration between children in learning
activities which build a sense of an inclusive community. Rather than offer activities
for most pupils combined with different experiences for some, the core of DI relies in
offering a range of options, which are available to everybody in complex social organis-
ations. Collaborative and cooperative routines appear to be a pedagogical approach that
support each pupil in the classroom context (Farmer et al. 2019; Spratt and Florian 2015).

Relying on the work of Vygotsky (1978), cognitive development takes place in the
complex social relations that occur in the classrooms (Farmer et al. 2019). Thus, peer
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interaction offer unique possibilities for discussion and collaboration. The importance of
peers may derive from their availability and from the different levels of status and exper-
tise that they represent (Rogoff 1990, 2003). Neglecting peer power in the context of DI is
to neglect what we already know about how young human beings achieve their intellec-
tual competence (Baloche and Brody 2017; Bruner 1996; Rogoff 1990; Vygotsky 1978).

The background provided about DI embodies teaching practices that support inclus-
ive education (Ainscow 2020; UNESCO 2020). In fact, teaching practices that support
learning within an inclusive classroom, are those associated with DI strategies (Finkel-
stein, Sharma, and Furlonger 2021; Lindner et al. 2021). As inclusive education, it is
quite clear that DI concerns all children and students within a learning community or
classroom (Geel et al. 2019; Lave and Wenger 1991; Spratt and Florian 2015;).

However, as Florian claims, recognising that all children should be educated within an
inclusive education system ‘has not been smooth sailing’ (2019, 692). In fact, some litera-
ture reviews and research articles (Ainscow, Booth, and Dyson 2006; Amor et al. 2018;
Nilholm and Göransson 2017) have noted different interpretations of inclusive edu-
cation, ranging from the placement of pupils with special educational needs in regular
classrooms (mainstreaming) to focus on creating learning communities. Not surpris-
ingly, most likely alongside the different interpretations of inclusion, recent works also
draw attention towards the different conceptions, or misconceptions, of differentiated
instruction (Bondie, Dahnke, and Zusho 2019; Graham et al. 2021; Zerai et al. 2021).

Bondie, Dahnke, and Zusho (2019), based in a literature review of twenty-eight U.S.-
based research studies conducted between 2001 and 2015, identified the use of inconsist-
ent definitions of differentiation as a key challenge affecting research and practice. In the
studies reviewed, differentiated instruction ranged from a flexible approach to teaching
in heterogeneous contexts, to a support mechanism for weaker learners or an approach
that manages diversity by trying to reduce it through ability grouping (structural differ-
entiation or streaming). However, one major conclusion is that the definition of differ-
entiated instruction highly affects teacher instructional practices. Each approach
influenced the purpose and goals of differentiated instruction practices and, conse-
quently, classroom organisation and teacher role (Bondie, Dahnke, and Zusho 2019).

One year later, in a scoping review of research, from 1999 to 2019, Graham et al.
(2021) extended the conclusions of Bondie, Dahnke, and Zusho, ‘The lack of clarity
that we have identified in both the articles excluded and included in this scoping
review points to the importance of achieving definitional consistency before any
further investigation into the effectiveness of differentiation commences’ (2021, 31).
Nevertheless, the authors emphasise that the most dominant interpretation of differen-
tiated instruction was the association of differentiation with ability grouping. This is
not a recent finding. Already in 2014, Mills and collaborators, found that the Australian
teachers conceived DI as ability-grouping and individualisation of assessment and
instruction.

Recently, Zerai et al. (2021), through the analysis of seventeen narrative interviews
with Eritrean mathematics and science teachers, have reported five different meanings
of differentiated instruction. The first two approaches were the most dominant narrative
types: (1) a caring orientation, where teachers position themselves as attentive and under-
standing caregivers; and (2) a flexible pedagogic approach, where teachers modify curri-
culum objectives, teaching methods and learning activities to address individual students’

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF INCLUSIVE EDUCATION 3



diverse needs. In both approaches teachers were mainly concerned with pupils who are
experiencing academic failure. For instance, the example given in the caring orientation
was about a student who has failed twice in the 7th grade and the example of the flexible
pedagogic approach was about a child who was not able to recognise the alphabet. The
third approach was from a different nature and represented teachers (3) self-reflective
process. These narratives focused on teacher’s professional growth, containing
forward-looking efforts towards future change. Finally, the last two approaches represent
negative images of the possibilities of differentiated instruction. In the fourth approach
teachers conceived differentiated instruction (4) as a failed attempt, where teachers pos-
ition themselves as having limited opportunities to influence students’ learning, namely
due outside factors, such as poverty, or to pupils’ internal problems, such as impairments.
In both cases, pupils facing risks of exclusion. In the last approach, differentiated instruc-
tion was a (5) demanding approach, mainly viewed as impossible to operationalise, due
to teachers’ lack of skills or challenging school circumstances, for instance, too many
pupils.

The origin of these misperceptions and inconsistencies may be associated with the
theoretical roots of differentiated instruction. These roots are linked to research on indi-
vidual learning differences and in the adaptation of the learning goals and content to the
abilities of individual children with special needs by creating separate individualised edu-
cation programmes for them, as a way to make schools responsive to students with dis-
abilities (Landrum and McDuffie 2010; Nind et al. 2013; Rix 2020). Bearing this in mind,
sorting pupils into more and less able and providing them with experiences matched
accordingly, is a very well-established response to make learning accessible for a
diverse range of abilities and learning styles (Nind et al. 2013). Several negative effects
of these approaches are well known and documented (Florian and Beaton 2018; McGil-
licuddy 2021).

Given these inconsistencies, countries across the world have strengthened DI and
inclusive education policies (Ainscow 2020). It is recognised that inclusion and DI will
not emerge naturally, but as a result of conscious and reflective actions of schools, com-
munities and teachers (Sandoval, Muñoz, and Márquez 2021). In this sense, it is argued
that initial teacher training (Spratt and Florian 2013; Florian and Pantić 2017) and con-
tinuous professional development (Florian and Pantić 2017; Vangrieken et al. 2017;
Walton et al. 2022) have an important role to play in how well-prepared new teachers
and in-service teachers feel for the challenges of diversity in today’s classrooms (Euro-
pean Agency for Development in Special Needs Education 2011).

However, practitioners recognise that practice has remained largely unchanged
(Gheyssens et al. 2020; Rix 2020). Studies demonstrate that teachers support inclusion
at a theoretical level but in practice find it a difficult concept to operationalise
(Bondie, Dahnke, and Zusho 2019; Gaitas and Martins 2017). Even though differen-
tiation appears to be a successful theoretical framework, ideas relating to differentiation
teaching practices have become ambiguous creating a gap between theory and practice
and increasing inequalities in the classroom, which is the opposite result of its intended
purpose.

In an attempt to address this gap between educational theory and everyday instruc-
tional practice, Pozas, Letzel, and Schneider (2020) propose a taxonomy of differentiated
instructional practices divided into six categories: (1) Tiered assignments: qualitative
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and/or quantitative variation of materials and tasks according to challenge level, com-
plexity, outcome, process, product, and/or resources; (2) Intentional composition of
student working groups: establishing decidedly homogeneous or heterogeneous sub-
groups based on performance, readiness, interests, etc. according to the work that will
be developed; (3) Tutoring systems within the learning group; (4) Staggered non-
verbal learning aids: carefully and purposely designed series of learning aids that range
in complexity level; (5) Mastery learning: all instructional practices which ensure that
all students achieve minimum standards (in combination with higher standards for
the more advanced students); (6) Granting autonomy to students: students are respon-
sible for their own learning process and may autonomously decide on the materials to
work upon.

Considering the worldwide misperceptions and inconsistencies associated to DI and
the depicting data concerning teachers’ daily practices of DI, the aim of this research
was to characterise teaching practices in mixed-ability classrooms that Portuguese tea-
chers mobilise under the concept of DI.

Methodology

Participants and data collection procedures

The participants in this qualitative study were thirty-six teachers (nine teachers taught in
the kindergarten, eleven in primary school and sixteen in middle school – teaching
different subjects). Their age ranged from 35 to 64 years-old (M = 49.83, SD = 8.53)
and their teaching experience from 7 to 41 years (M = 24.78, SD = 9.01 years). Five tea-
chers were male and thirty-one were female.

Teachers came from a public-school cluster of five schools identified as Educational
Territory of Priority Intervention (TEIP). Schools were selected intentionally because
they serve students from diverse ethnic, cultural, religious and socioeconomic back-
grounds, including a large number of families facing poverty. All teachers have a
degree in teaching and all have reported that they had attended several in-service training
courses on teaching students with diverse needs and inclusive education in the last five
years.

Before collecting the data, formal approval was gained from the headteacher. A letter
was sent to all teachers in the five schools explaining the aims of the study and arranging
a collective meeting with the interested teachers. Hence, teachers volunteered to partici-
pate in the study. Additionally, all participants have signed a consent form and received
extra information explaining the aims of the study.

In the collective meeting, teachers were asked to anonymously self-report a differen-
tiated instruction strategy that they usually develop in their teaching practices. These
concrete activities described real teaching experiences and seemed to be a relevant way
of gathering teachers’ own meanings of differentiated instruction.

Considering that DI is a hot-topic in education nowadays, particularly enhanced in
Portugal with the implementation of the new legal diploma (Decree-Law 54/2018), tea-
chers were invited to anonymously report their practices in order to avoid the pressure of
providing socially desirable DI answers.
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Data analysis

Teachers’ descriptions were analysed through content analysis (Creswell and Creswell
2018). The analysis began with an independently careful reading by the researchers of
the reported practices. In an abductive/iterative approach (Tracy 2020), each researcher,
independently, has generated several questions and categories to analyse the described
teaching practices. Following this moment, jointly, through discussion, and based on
Bondie and Zusho (2018) work, researchers have fixed three questions and the respective
response categories. The questions and categories used to analyse the reported teaching
practices were: (1) Who is in focus? The aim of this question was to describe which stu-
dents – or groups of students – were differentiated teaching practices targeted at. In this
question four categories of answers were considered: A – All pupils – in-side class ability
streaming (homogeneous subgroups); B – Students with disabilities or special edu-
cational needs; C – All pupils – One-size-fits-all instructional approach; D – All students
differentiated (within a learning community). The second generated question was: (2)
When is differentiated instruction mobilised? The aim of this question was to analyse
in which situations teachers mobilise differentiated instructional strategies. In this ques-
tion five categories of answers were considered: A – When students cannot do the same
activity as the other pupils; B – During formal evaluation; C – In experimental activities;
D – In pupils’ classroom presentations; and E – In all activities. The third question that
was generated was (3) What is the aim of differentiated instructional practices? This
question tried to address what teachers want to achieve when they mobilise differentiated
instructional strategies. Four categories of answers were considered: A – Achieve a
simpler goal; B – Assure student occupation; C – Mastery learning to each pupil; D –
Promote the participation of all students.

Finally, each description was independently coded by two researchers. The interrater
reliability was Kappa = .81. After independent codification, all disagreements were easily
resolved through team discussion.

Results

Teachers’ perspectives of differentiated instruction

The presentation of the results is organised according to the questions that were devel-
oped. For each question, the frequency of each category and three examples are provided.
The examples provided are representative of all the reported practices within each cat-
egory. In other words, all teachers in the same category had reported quite similar
practices.

Table 1. Frequency of pupils targeted by differentiated instruction.
1. Who is in focus? N

A – All pupils – within class ability grouping – homogeneous subgroups 18
B – Students with disabilities or special educational needs 11
C – All pupils – One-size-fits-all instructional approach 4
D – All students differentiated – within a learning community 3
Total 36
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Table 1 shows the frequency of which pupils, or groups of pupils, are targeted by
differentiated teaching practices.

As we can see in Table 1, category A is the most frequent category with eighteen tea-
chers reporting differentiated teaching practices based on ability grouping within the
class. In other words, teachers sort pupils into more and less able and provide them
with experiences matched accordingly. Teachers with practices within this category
emphasise that teaching practices should be different particularly according to pupils’
ability. For instance, some examples include ‘create groups with different reading levels
and give them a work according to their reading proficiency’ or ‘calculation sheets with
three levels of difficulty: one group of students uses concrete materials and only has to
write the result of an operation with two-digit numbers, another group of students does
not use concrete materials but keeps the two-digit numbers and has to present the calcu-
lation strategy used, and the third group has to solve an operation with numbers of
three or more digits, presenting the resolution strategy without using concrete materials’
or ‘writing activities accordingly to what pupils can do. For instance, I ask some pupils
to copy words, others to organise words to form sentences and, to the most competent, to
write a text’.

In category B, eleven teachers, report differentiated teaching practices specifically
aimed at pupils with disabilities or special educational needs. As teachers in category
A, teachers with practices within category B also emphasise that teaching practices
should be differentiated, but only for students with disabilities or special educational
needs. Some examples include ‘having different reading materials for pupils with disabil-
ities’ or ‘facilitating resources for pupils with disabilities such as signalling the start, tran-
sition or end of an activity with sounds or movements’ or ‘while I am doing exercises with
the rest of the class, I always have specific worksheets for pupils with disabilities.’

In category C, one-size-fits-all instructional approaches are reported by four teachers.
Teachers with practices within this category emphasise the importance of standardised
and simultaneous teaching, learning and evaluation practices for all pupils. For instance,
‘I do all the exercises on the board so that everyone can copy and follow along’ or ‘after my
explanations I always have practical exercises for all students to do. It is important that
pupils apply what I have teach’ or ‘doing simultaneous activities in the students’ workbook.
I usually ask questions to several pupils and then I invite one pupil at a time to come to the
board and write down the correct answer.’ Considering that these teachers have not
reported differentiated teaching practices they will not be considered in the next
questions.

Three teachers have reported teaching practices recognising the idea that all pupils
differ and they are committed to develop teaching approaches that account for those
differences, in ways that do not stigmatise (category D). For instance, ‘having individual
work plans for all pupils according to their learning needs. For at least one hour a day, each
student has to work on his or her individual work plan. Although it is individual, the stu-
dents can help each other. Every student has a different plan. At this moment the teacher is
also available for all students’. Another example is ‘systematic peer assisted learning. There
is a table in the room with the contents of the curricula. As students’ progress in their learn-
ing, they register on this table what they have already mastered. When planning the indi-
vidual work plan, this allows classmates to ask for help from those who have already
mastered a particular content’. Translating in other words: pupils with certain academic
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competences are available to help their peers who have not yet achieved those compe-
tences. Also, another example is ‘grouping pupils according to their interests to develop
study projects. Starting with topics that the students want to know, themes for the projects
are collectively defined. At the same time, relationships are established between the project
themes and the content of the curriculum. These groups put together pupils with different
levels of ability but interested in the same topics/contents’

Table 2 shows the frequency of the situations in which teachers mobilise differentiated
teaching practices.

As shown in Table 2, category A is the most represented with thirteen teachers report-
ing that they differentiate their teaching practices when students cannot do the same
activity as most of the pupils. Teachers in this category design activities for most of
the students alongside something different for those pupils who experience difficulties.
Some examples include ‘When all the class is going to write a narrative text, the pupils
who cannot write usually will order a set of pictures’ or ‘While the class goes to do a
maths challenge sheet, I work with a student on a previous sheet that the student has
not finished’ or ‘When I need to ask pupils to write a text about a specific topic, I
usually ask pupils who cannot write to make a copy.’

Eleven teachers have reported differentiated teaching practices during formal evalu-
ation (category B). For instance, ‘On an assessment sheet, I read the text and questions
to the students with greater difficulties’ or ‘Assessment sheets with different structures:
multiple choice, questions with gaps, texts of different complexity, shorter sheets,
larger font size and more spacing’ or ‘for students with greater difficulties I apply the
evaluation sheets at different times.’

Five teachers have reported DI practices during experimental activities (category C).
For instance, ‘During the experimental activities there are tasks with different levels of
complexity. For instance, while some pupils experiment to see if some materials float
in the water (cork, plastic, glass) other pupils try out activities with reagents, for
example making a volcano (water, sodium bicarbonate, dishwashing detergent and
vinegar), and write down the result’ or ‘While some students carry out the activities
autonomously, following the guidelines with the instructions, others will do it with the
teacher’ or ‘During the experimental activities students with greater difficulties are
included in groups with peers without difficulties.’

Two teachers reported that they differentiate their teaching practices in pupils’ class-
room presentations (category D). Sometimes students make presentations to the other
pupils in the classroom. When this happens, pupils are responsible to decide on the
materials they want to use according to their preferences. For instance, ‘During the pres-
entation of a book, students can choose various ways of presenting. They can make a

Table 2. Frequency of situations where DI is mobilised.
2. When is mobilised? N

A – When students cannot do the same activity as the other pupils 13
B – During formal evaluation 11
C – In experimental activities 5
D – Pupils’ classroom presentations 2
E – In all activities 1
Total 32
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PowerPoint presentation, they can read a little bit from the book, they can show pictures
and make some commentaries, they can make a little theatre’ or ‘There is a daily
moment where each student can make a presentation to their classmates on a topic of
their choice by choosing how they will do it. They can present a text written by them, a
news item, mathematical challenges, drama’ or ‘At pre-defined moments, students, on a
rotating basis, sign up to present to their peers the learning they have developed during
the course of a research project.’

One teacher has reported DI practices in all the activities and moments. This particu-
lar teacher reported ‘in our classroom there are always several activities happening. While
I am working with a pupil or a group of pupils the other pupils are working autono-
mously, individually or in small groups (tutoring or peer-assisted), with appropriate
materials and instructions that allows them to progress in their work.’

Table 3 shows the frequency of the aims of differentiated instructional practices.
Twenty-four teachers reported situations of DI where the aim was to achieve a simpler

goal (category A). For instance, ‘In a maths activity to train the division algorithm, stu-
dents with more difficulties practise division with concrete materials only to understand
the concept of division’ or ‘In a text-writing activity the most struggling students are
doing a worksheet on reading cases’ or ‘While the class is doing training activities on
multiplication tables (e.g. 3 × 2), there are some students working on the equivalent
additions (e.g. 2 + 2+2).’

Five teachers have reported situations of DI where the aim was to assure pupils occu-
pation (category B). Examples are ‘During the completion of a worksheet one student
with major difficulties is responsible for storing the material in the room’ or ‘During a
collective activity about the verb to be, some students who do not yet understand
English have painting activities available’ or ‘While the class is performing more
advanced worksheets on maths content, some pupils can play games on the class
computer’.

Two teachers have reported situations where the aim was that each pupil work on the
subjects they need the most, in order to progress in their learning (category C). For
instance, ‘having work moments where pupils plan their work and manage time according
to their needs and interests’ and ‘allow students to re-work a content they have not yet mas-
tered so well’.

One teacher has reported one situation where the main goal was to assure the partici-
pation of all pupils: ‘on a daily basis, in the beginning of the classroom, one pupil makes a
classroom presentation about a topic of their interest. After this presentation all the class
have to discuss how this topic can be related with the curriculum. All pupils make this
presentation, with different scaffolding levels, from the teacher or colleagues, in prep-
aration and presentation’.

Table 3. Frequency of the aims of DI.
3. What is the aim? N

A – Achieve a simpler goal 24
B – Assuring student occupation 5
C – Mastery learning to each pupil 2
D – Promote the participation of all students 1
Total 32
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Relations between categories

As we can see through the analysis of Tables 1–3, and using only the two most frequent
categories in each table, we can easily argue that DI is mostly aimed to all pupils in an in-
side class ability streaming approach (N = 18) or to pupils with disabilities or special edu-
cational needs (N = 11), DI is typically mobilised when students cannot do the same
activity as the other pupils (N = 13) or during formal evaluations (N = 11), and the
aim of DI is generally to achieve a simpler goal (N = 24) or to assure student occupation
(N = 5).

Discussion and conclusions

As a consequence of the efforts in many countries to develop inclusive educational
systems, the concept of DI has gained much attention. Considering that recent research
has called the attention to the inappropriate and inconsistent definitions of DI (Graham
et al. 2021), this study had as main purpose to analyse teacher meanings of DI through
the analysis of self-reported practices.

As previous research (Bondie, Dahnke, and Zusho 2019; Graham et al. 2021; Zerai
et al. 2021) our results indicate a variety of practices under the concept of DI. Teachers’
descriptions of DI ranged from practices aimed only at a group of students, considered to
be different from most of the pupils, based on low ability or special education needs, to
practices aimed at building communities of learners. This result is consistent with the
research about which pupils are aimed with inclusive education (Florian 2019), recalling
the close relationship between inclusive education and DI.

Despite the wide range of definitions, DI was mostly considered as the instructional
adaptations that teachers need to perform so that less able pupils, or pupils with
special educational needs, segmented in ability groups or individually, can achieve a
simpler goal or be evaluated with simplified or graphically adapted worksheets. DI was
typically described as simply giving one assignment to most pupils in the classroom
and fewer or easier activities to students who are struggling with their learning and
cannot do the same assignments as their peers. In this context, DI is a teaching approach
where teachers differentiate the work for some pupils, considered as less able than their
peers, along a one-size-fits-all approach which works for most learners (Florian 2019;
Nind et al. 2013).

The previous reported practices, beyond denying learning opportunities that only
happens in the complexity of social relationships between pupils (Farmer et al. 2019; Fin-
kelstein, Sharma, and Furlonger 2021; Lindner et al. 2021; Vygotsky 1978), can fail in
ways that struggling pupils feel different from those who do the assignment designed
for the majority (Tomlinson 2017). The negative learning and psychosocial impact of
these dynamics are very well documented (McGillicuddy 2021).

The results reported are also consistent with previous research that identify individua-
lisation and ability grouping as the main interpretation of differentiated instruction
(Bondie, Dahnke, and Zusho 2019; Graham et al. 2021; Mills et al. 2014;). Pupils’ segmen-
tation based in ability is grounded in the idea that students have fixed levels of ability and
need to be taught accordingly, ignoring the importance of different levels of status and
expertise among peers in knowledge construction (Baloche and Brody 2017; Rogoff
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1990). Ability grouping represents incompatible teaching practices with the philosophy
supporting DI.

Two factors can explain this misinterpretation: (a) the theoretical roots of differen-
tiated instruction. These roots are extremely connected to the research on individual
learning differences and in the adaptation of the learning goals to the abilities of individ-
ual children with special needs as a way to make schools responsive to all students (Rix
2020); and (b) the origin of the word differentiation itself. For instance, in the Portuguese
dictionary, differentiate is a transitive and pronominal verb that means to make or estab-
lish a difference, to discriminate, to distinguish. Nevertheless, mainly focus on individual
differences between pupils can be problematic if the work that is established for some is
differentiated to such an extent that they do not have opportunities to participate in the
classroom community activities (Farmer et al. 2019; Florian and Beaton 2018; Lindner
et al. 2021).

Our results also draw attention to the idea expressed by some teachers that differen-
tiated teaching practices serve mainly to keep some students quiet, recalling the old
concept of integration (where a student is placed in a regular class without appropriate
accommodations or support for learning). This idea undermines the development of
equitable education systems and the promotion of equity in schools and represents teach-
ing approaches that are incompatible with the project of inclusive education.

Although teachers were asked to report on DI practices, some teachers have reported
one-size-fits-all instructional practices, where whole-class frontal teaching instruction
was the preferred strategy to address students’ individual needs. These teachers empha-
sise the importance of standardised and simultaneous teaching, learning and evaluation
practices. Probably, as Rix points out ‘trapped by a notion that learning is a direct trans-
mission of knowledge’ (2020, 297).

Based on our results we are facing the problem that genuine practices of DI are still the
exception and not the norm. Most likely because providing DI is considered an impera-
tive but difficult teaching skill which many teachers feel unprepared for (Gaitas and
Martins 2017; Geel et al. 2019). The reasons for these difficulties are varied: lack of
time for planning; inadequate time blocks; lack of resources and funding; resistance
from families; concerns about classification; fear of loss of control; lack of training and
professional development. However, one main reason for this difficulty may reside in
the attempt teachers make to differentiate their work while maintaining the classic
school organisation structure. Traditional grammars of schooling are related to those
regular structures and rules that organise the work of instruction in a whole class teach-
ing approach focusing exclusively in subjects, classes, lessons, age-grades and testing (Rix
2020). This reason can be pointed out as a major limitation to the development of the
paradigm proposed in the new decree law. Highlighting that a decree law it is not
enough to change the complex realities of the education systems.

At school, as in life outside it, heterogeneity is the norm. Therefore, education in the
school context must be concerned with it and encourage differentiations which do not
imply inequalities between students. DI concerns all pupils and aims to develop commu-
nities of learners around shared habits, values, and meanings that require shared ways of
thinking, rules, and respecting norms of conduct. Consequently, DI is profoundly
engaged in the same pedagogical stance as inclusive education (Gheyssens et al. 2020)
which states that diversity exists in any group and should be mobilised to improve
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learning and teaching processes under equal conditions. In this context, our results also
revealed a small number of teachers that have reported DI practices recognising the idea
that all pupils differ and they are committed to develop teaching approaches that account
for those differences, in ways that do not stigmatise, emphasising the importance of DI
practices for all pupils, considering that they are all different (Florian and Beaton 2018;
Pozas, Letzel, and Schneider 2020; Spratt and Florian 2015).

Based on teachers’ reported practices, several instructional arrangements were
described as supports to meet student heterogeneity in the context of heterogeneous
classrooms: (a) Individual work plans for all pupils, where pupils plan their work and
manage time according to their needs and interests. All learners need opportunities
for individual assignments to review or pursue an interest. Because students start learn-
ing with different backgrounds and experiences and then continue learning at different
learning paces, it is important that they have different learning tasks (Bondie and Zusho
2018); (b) Systematic peer support, where difference among peers is considered as a
resource for learning offering unique possibilities for discussion and collaboration
(Baloche and Brody 2017; Rogoff 1990); (c) Pupils classroom presentations, where expli-
citly connections between the curriculum and pupils’ interests and life experiences are
established. The inclusion of personal interests and life experiences can engage pupils
in learning the curriculum (Spratt and Florian 2015; Tomlinson 2017); (d) Simultaneous
and different activities, while some students might autonomously work individually, in
pairs or in small groups (peers assisted), other pupils can work directly with teacher
support. This complex social organisation is a feature of DI teaching strategies
(Lindner et al. 2021; Molbaek 2018; Pozas, Letzel, and Schneider 2020); (e) Different
scaffolding levels, where pupils have the help they need, from the teacher and the
peers, to participate in the classroom activities and to progress in their learning
(Bondie and Zusho 2018; Florian and Beaton 2018); (f) Appropriate materials and
resources, according to the activity, challenge level, complexity, outcome, process,
product, allow students to autonomously progress in their learning (Pozas, Letzel, and
Schneider 2020); (g) Experimental activities, having tasks with different levels of auton-
omy, complexity and tutoring systems, enable everyone to engage in learning activities
(Bondie and Zusho 2018; Pozas, Letzel, and Schneider 2020).

The practices previously described enable teachers to address student heterogeneity
allowing individual pupils to receive the additional support or extra help they need in
the context of the heterogenous group, without treating them differently from others.
These teaching practices represent ‘a shift in thinking about teaching and learning that
works for most learners along with something different or additional for those who
experience difficulties, to an approach to teaching and learning that involves the creation
of a rich learning environment characterised by learning opportunities to everyone so
that all are able to participate in classroom life’ (Florian 2019, 701).

Regarding the limitations of the study, it should be noted the small sample size, and
the specific context where these teachers belong – Educational Territory of Priority Inter-
vention (TEIP), is not representative of the teacher’s population in Portugal, which pre-
cludes any generalisation of the results. However, it is important to highlight that our
sample includes teachers from different teaching levels and with different teaching
experiences.
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Moreover, the collected data does not allow the understanding on how the reported
practices are integrated into everyday classroom routines. Hence, it is suggested that
future research can include this issue, namely through a more longitudinal approach
combined with classroom observations and interviews, providing stronger measures of
DI practices. Finally, it should be noted that the present analyses represent a first
approach to deepen teachers’ daily practices of differentiated instruction.

Despite these limitations, this study provides strong evidence of the gap between the
philosophy of DI and its actual implementation, emphasising the definitional inconsis-
tencies and misconceptions around DI, making DI a messy concept. In this context,
initial teacher education programmes should be considered, placing the issues of diver-
sity at the centre of the teacher preparation (Florian and Camedda 2020). As Florian
(2017, 15) points out ‘Initial teacher education has an important role to play in how
well-prepared new teachers feel for the challenges of today’s classrooms, particularly
since issues of disability and special educational needs are increasingly considered part
of the larger diversity agenda in Europe.’ This involves guaranteeing that all teachers
are prepared to teach all students when they leave the university and enter the classroom.
Inclusion cannot be accomplished unless all teachers are empowered agents of change,
with values, knowledge and attitudes that support every student to succeed (UNESCO
2020).

In Portugal, DI and inclusive education in initial teacher preparation are mainly cur-
ricular units with one semester of duration, which is largely insufficient for our teachers
to become responsive to the needs of all learners. It is in initial training that future tea-
chers need to deepen their understanding of what it means to teach in ways that are
inclusive of all learners, often contradicting their experiences as students. As the
biggest challenges for most teachers are their prior values, beliefs and attitudes about
diversity, inclusion and DI (Jordan, Schwartz, and McGhie-Richmond 2009; Tomlinson
2017), initial teacher preparation must address these issues in a systematic approach,
throughout the entire teacher training programmes, discussing their experiences, their
preconceptions and their beliefs.

Also, the ways in which in-service teachers are supported to work in inclusive settings
should be considered. Professional development for the implementation of DI should be
an active, lifelong learning and engaging process rather than a punctual and passive one
and should take account of what those involved already know and can do. Teachers must
be supported in developing the belief in the capacity of all pupils to learn and to use DI to
include all learners at all times. Otherwise, the results show that the programmes of pro-
fessional development are not effective in changing teachers’DI competences (Gheyssens
et al. 2020).

In this context, it is useful to entertain Lave and Wenger’s (1991) notion of commu-
nities of practice because learning in communities can play a central role in teachers’ pro-
fessional development. Promoting an inquiry-based learning in a collaborative reflective
approach, can support teacher professional learning (Vangrieken et al. 2017; Walton
et al. 2022).

Additionally, initial teacher educators should also adopt DI strategies, moving away
from the doctrine ‘do as I say, not as I do’. In this way, it is possible for future teachers
to experience what is asked of them when they enter the teaching profession.
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Diversity is a multifaceted concept, and it requires us to consider what we aim to
accomplish through education. DI is deeply embedded in a socioconstructivist view of
learning and teaching. In this view, learning is conceived as a process of construction,
with an intrinsically social, interpersonal and communicative dimension, and teaching
as a complex process of structuring and guidance, through different supports where
pupils’ diversity represents an exclusive and absolutely necessary role as a source of cog-
nitive and social development. Additionally, this view of learning is respectful of differ-
ences and recognises that all students bring to school resources that will help them and
their peers in their learning development.

DI strategies must seek for a complex organisation, where only the use of social
dynamics management strategies can foster classroom communities that support the par-
ticipation of all students. This complex activity involves teachers’ constant mediations
through what Vygotsky called the zone of proximal development and cannot be accom-
plished by the logic of exclusion, whereby differentiated teaching for some pupils is the
process by which all are included. In other words, the answer to individual needs should
be mainly supported through the modification of whole class strategies.

In summary, teachers’ misconceptions about DI can act as real live barriers to the
development of inclusive practices and can contribute to the exclusion of many pupils.
Hence, conceptions about DI must be explicitly considered in learning and development
programmes as a specific area of improvement.
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