Differentiation for Literacy
Effective differentiation results in teaching and/or an activity aimed at the point at which a child can develop his/her understanding.  Children have different learning styles and different experiences which means they learn in different ways and at different rates.  All teachers differentiate, but this is often done implicitly.  Explicit differentiation at the planning, preparation and delivery stage will assist all children towards achieving their full potential.

The method of differentiation will be dependant on many factors including human resources and particularly, the activity.  Listed below are five main ways of differentiating.

Differentiation by task – differentiated tasks
All children are working to the same learning activity but the task will be tailored to their need.  An example may be ‘children will be able to punctuate text’.  The same text may be used.  For the less experienced, all the punctuation is in place, apart from the capital letters.  The average experience group will need to insert capital letters, full stops and question marks.  The most experienced need to insert all punctuation apart from dashes, brackets and semi-colons.  

Differentiation by task – different tasks
Consider the needs of the child rather than the plan/scheme/unit.  Particularly when working with the (excellent) exemplified units, some children lack the experience to access the work.  Forget the unit for these children; give them learning experiences to suit their need.

Differentiation by support – peers
Same tasks for all children but the support is provided by peers, either through mixed experienced grouping or through literacy partners.

Differentiation by support – adults
This takes place daily by the teacher in guided group work.  However, effective planning and use of other adults TA’s, students, learning mentors or helpful parents can ensure children can complete a task aided that s/he would not be able to do alone.

These methods are not exclusive – a blend of methods of differentiation can provide subtle, sophisticated layers of support.  In addition, terminology can be blurred.  However, whether the use of writing frames is differentiation by support or by task is not the issue – what is important is the child’s needs have been taken into account.

Differentiation by outcome – children work at their own level of understanding.  This is an acceptable method of differentiation so long as the child knows what is expected of them – clear targets are set.  It is also the preferred method of differentiation at the end of a unit of work to assess what children have learnt.

The use of a variety of methods of differentiation is not without its problems.  For example, pulling out your guided reading/writing groups when the class are working in literacy partners can be tricky!  A relaxed and flexible approach is therefore vital if effective differentiation is to be taken on board in every classroom.
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