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Abstract

Differentiated instruction has been widely promoted as a key strategy for
inclusive education, yet its implementation in real classroom settings remains
uneven and often misunderstood. This study investigates how differentiated
instruction operates in a secondary school classroom characterized by diverse
learner needs, including students with learning difficulties, language barriers, and
varied academic abilities. Drawing on classroom observations, lesson artifacts,
and student work, the paper examines how teachers adapt content, process, and
assessment to support inclusion. The analysis reveals that effective differentiation
is less about individualized planning for every student and more about flexible
instructional design that anticipates variability. The study proposes a refined
understanding of differentiation as a dynamic, responsive practice rather than a
fixed set of strategies. The findings contribute to inclusive education research by
bridging the gap between theory and classroom reality.
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Introduction
1. A Classroom, Not a Concept

The idea of inclusive education is often discussed in policy documents and
theoretical frameworks. Yet its real meaning emerges only within the classroom.
Consider a typical secondary classroom:
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o One student struggles with reading comprehension

« Another is learning the language of instruction

« A third finishes tasks quickly and becomes disengaged

« Several others fall somewhere in between
The teacher stands at the center of this diversity.
The challenge is not whether to differentiate instruction, but how to do so in real
time.

2. Rethinking Differentiation
Differentiated instruction is often interpreted as:
« Creating separate materials for each student
o Individualizing every task
In practice, this is rarely feasible.
This study adopts a different perspective:
Differentiation is not about individualization, but about designing flexibility
into teaching.

3. Classroom Context and Approach
The study is based on observations from a secondary classroom where:
« Students display mixed academic abilities
o Several learners require additional support
 Instruction occurs in a multilingual environment
Data includes:
o Lesson observations
o Teaching materials
o Student work samples
The focus is on how teaching adapts during instruction, not just planning.

4. Differentiation in Action
4.1 Variation in Task Design
During a reading activity, the teacher provides:

o A core text for all students
« Optional guiding questions of varying difficulty
« Visual aids for comprehension support
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Rather than separating students, the task allows:
« Multiple entry points
« Different levels of engagement

4.2 Flexible Grouping
Students are not fixed into ability groups.
Instead:
« Group composition changes depending on the task
« Peer support becomes a learning resource
This reduces:
« Stigmatization
« Rigid categorization

.3 Assessment as Adaptation
Assessment is not limited to tests.
The teacher uses:
o Oral responses
« Short written reflections
« Peer discussions
This allows students to demonstrate understanding in different ways.

5. Observed Challenges
Despite its benefits, differentiation presents difficulties:
5.1 Time Constraints
Adapting instruction requires:
« Rapid decision-making
« Ongoing monitoring

5.2 Balancing Support and Independence
Too much support may limit student autonomy, while too little may exclude
learners.

5.3 Teacher Preparedness
Effective differentiation depends on:
o Pedagogical knowledge
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« Experience
« Confidence

6. Toward Responsive Differentiation
The findings suggest a shift from:

o Pre-planned differentiation — Responsive differentiation
This involves:

« Observing student needs in real time

o Adjusting instruction dynamically

« Using classroom interaction as feedback

7. Implications for Practice
Teachers can:
o Design tasks with built-in flexibility
o Use varied forms of assessment
« Encourage collaborative learning
Importantly, inclusion does not require:
o Perfect adaptation
o Complete individualization
It requires responsiveness.

8. Conclusion

Inclusive education becomes meaningful when it is enacted in the classroom.
Differentiated instruction, when understood as a flexible and responsive practice,
offers a realistic pathway toward inclusion.

Future research should explore how teachers develop these adaptive skills over
time.
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