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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to explore English language teachers’ beliefs and practices related
to differentiated instruction in the secondary EFL mainstream classroom. The study examined
the preconceived misconceptions they held about student diversity and the barriers and enablers
they encountered in implementing differentiation. The study was largely based on the
assumption that the knowledge and beliefs teachers hold about instructional practices impact the
pedagogies they follow with students of different levels of readiness, interests and learning
profiles. Differentiated instruction is grounded in Vygotsky’s (1962) sociocultural theory,
constructivism, Tomlinson’s (1999) theory of differentiated instruction, Gardner’s multiple
intelligences and the learning styles, and the study is guided by this theoretical framework. The
study was conducted at public secondary schools in the United Arab Emirates (UAE) using a
triangulation mixed methods design. The quantitative part included a questionnaire administered
to (n=196) English language teachers from the ten education zones in the UAE. Six qualitative
semi-structured interviews and six classroom observations were conducted to profoundly explore
in-service teachers’ beliefs and implementation of differentiated instruction. Descriptive and
inferential analyses were performed using SPSS. Qualitative data obtained from interviews were
coded and thematised as a means of searching for related themes. The findings from the study
showed that while most teachers believe that students learn differently and their diverse needs
must be addressed accordingly, many of them had possessed limited knowledge and several
misconceptions about differentiated instruction and its implementation in the language
classroom. Results also indicated that most participating teachers considered formative
assessment, using technology, and graphic organizers as major enablers of differentiation.
Conversely, time constraints, inadequate flexibility in curriculum, and insufficient training in

differentiation were identified by teachers as major obstacles to addressing student diversity.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

1.1 Introduction to the Problem

In recent decades, the issue of ‘Differentiated Instruction’ has captured the attention of
educationalists and researchers across the world. It has gained increasing interest in the
general education context as a tool to help teachers observe student individual differences
and to ensure all students progress towards achieving the targeted learning outcomes
(Aliev & Leaver1993; Dadour & Robbins 1996; Dahlman, Hoffman & Brauhn 2008;
Dornyei 2001; Leaver, Oxford & Ehrman 2003; Gardner 1988; Valiande & Koutselini
2009; Vibulphol 2004). In view of this trend, and with a classroom that is more diverse
than ever, differentiating instruction is increasingly viewed as the panacea most teachers,
including those teaching English as a foreign (EFL) and second language (ESL), are
looking for (Logan 2011; Tomlinson1999).

Differentiated instruction is a philosophy of teaching and learning that lays emphasis on
modifying and adapting instruction to meet the individual and diverse needs of students in
the classroom. Ford (2011 p. 1) states that “[each] student comes to school, not only with
unique academic needs, but also with unique background experiences, culture, language,
personality, interests, and attitudes toward learning”. Therefore, following a one-size fits
all instruction has not proved to be successful (Tomlinson & Strickland 2005), and
teachers need to adjust their instruction to observe the individual needs of their students
through differentiation. In essence, teachers’ beliefs shape their instructional practices.
Consequently, their beliefs about student diversity in the mainstream classroom have been
vastly investigated and documented in Western literature. Thus far, however, there has
been little to no empirical research studies that have explored EFL teachers’ beliefs about
differentiation in the Gulf region including the UAE, to the knowledge of the researcher.
With more students struggling with learning the language skills; and sometimes with
increased teaching loads, and insufficient knowledge and support, teachers may view
meeting the demands of classroom diversity a formidable task that is extremely

challenging to achieve.



The current mixed methods study explores EFL teachers’ knowledge and beliefs and
examines common misconceptions about differentiated instruction in the mainstream
diverse classroom in the UAE secondary schools, where students have different levels of
academic achievement, and varied interests and learning styles. The first idea that
generally comes to mind when speaking of differentiation is linked to catering to the needs
of two groups of students: those with learning disabilities and the gifted, probably because
this is how differentiation first began (Tomlinson 2001). All students, however, are to be
provided the chance to learn in the best way possible and the opportunity to succeed
(Anderson 2007). The focus of the study is not on beliefs about inclusive classrooms
(albeit very important) where students of different learning disabilities are included to
learn together. Rather, the scope of the study encompasses cognition about teaching
English language learners (ELLs) in the mixed level mainstream classroom at public
secondary schools regardless of their readiness level, interests, learning profiles or

disabilities.

Nonetheless, the study still acknowledges that in view of the Ministry of Education’s
(MoE) policy of including special needs students in the mainstream classroom, there could
be a number of under-identified gifted and learning disability students. Many of the
teachers, who show dissatisfaction about the inclusion of students with special needs, find
identification and teaching so challenging, mainly due to insufficient training on inclusion
and differentiation strategies in the mainstream classroom (Anati 2013). Furthermore,
gathering information about enablers and barriers to implementing differentiation from the
participating teachers’ perspectives provides a better understanding of their perception of

instructional practice.

The present study includes six chapters. The first chapter presents the background of the
problem, statement of the problem, purpose and significance of the study and limitations
and delimitations of the study. In Chapter Two, the researcher discusses the related
literature. He introduces the framework of the study that comprises the focus areas.
Chapter Three introduces the research design and methodology used in the study. It
provides details of the data collection methods, research questions, instrumentation and
data analysis techniques. In Chapter Four the findings of the questionnaire are presented in
relation to the research questions. Statistical analysis of the collected quantitative data
using Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) is provided to highlight the

2



outstanding features and content analysis of qualitative data was carried out for in-depth
information. Chapter Five discusses the results obtained in relation to previous research on
differentiated instruction and theoretical framework. Implications and recommendations
for future researchers, practitioners and educational policy makers are provided. Finally,

Chapter Six presents the conclusions drawn from this research.

1.2 Background of the Study

The major responsibility of any education system is to produce active responsible future
citizens. This responsibility starts in the classroom when the child feels responsible for
his/her learning with a flexible and enjoyable curriculum and with a teacher who supports
and respects the characteristics of students and the needs of the society (Wane 2000).
However, the tradition of instruction which prevails in many education systems worldwide
has proved to be ineffective in different ways especially in focusing on content-based
curriculum and common testing systems. More importantly, many teachers in those
systems may be highly qualified but still teach in a way that does not address the real
needs of students (Murnane & Steele 2007). In addition, the negative washback effect of
the tests has often led to producing learners with high test scores but with weak life skills
(Guba & Lincoln 1989; Valiande & Koutselini 2009). Wagner (2008, p. 3) found out in
his research that in many schools "teaching to the test is the only curriculum®. Hence, for
many educators around the globe, the theory of differentiated instruction proposed by
Tomlinson (1999) leads to a workable solution to the problem. The focus according to this
approach shifts into instructional practices that respect the interests, readiness levels and

learning profiles of students and modifying the curriculum.

The success of teaching depends greatly on teachers’ beliefs about teaching and learning,
as the beliefs the teacher holds interact with pedagogy and, in turn, impact their practice
positively or negatively (Anderson & Bird 1995; Bandura 1986; Borg 2009; Gitsaki &
Bourini 2013). According to Bauch (1984), beliefs are modified into attitudes that
influence the practitioner’s decisions. In the same vein, Borg (2003, p. 81) states that
“teachers are active thinking decision makers who make instructional choices by drawing
on complex, practically-oriented, personalized, and context sensitive networks of
knowledge, thoughts, and beliefs”. By and large, language teachers are not an exception to
this rule. Many teachers in the English classroom try to implement differentiation because
they think it is effective (Fairbairn & Jones-Vo 2010). Then they discover that it is a very

3



challenging and daunting task to do. Therefore, some of them may start to show resistance
to application in the classroom. The challenge according to Willis and Mann (2000)
largely lies in the teachers’ beliefs as an internal factor. It also exists in their knowledge as
another factor that is inextricably intertwined with beliefs. Wormeli (2005) argues that
teacher resistance to differentiated instruction lies, most often, in the misconceptions they

hold about the approach.

1.3 The Educational Context of the Study

The UAE government provides free-of-charge education to all Emirati male and female
students at all stages: According to the school educational system in this country, there are
three cycles: Cycle One comprises five Grades (1-5), Cycle Two three Grades (6-9), and
Cycle Three/Secondary three Grades (10-12). English in these is still taught as a foreign
language. The Ministry of Education and ADEC are in charge of providing and overseeing
the government reform initiatives and teaching and learning according to national and
international standards. According the National Qualifications Authority (2013), the UAE
holds the first place among the Gulf countries in public spending on education with more
than AED 10 billion in 2009 (about 28% of the federal budget).

Research on English language teaching in the UAE primary and secondary schools has
demonstrated that many English language teachers are well-qualified and highly
experienced. However, a considerable number of teachers still use traditional pedagogies
including content memorization and teacher-centred instruction. They show over-reliance
on textbooks and summative assessment and ignore diversity (Crabtree 2010; Hatherley-
Greene 2012; Souleles 2013). Such practices, among others, contribute to student
disengagement and failure of many high school graduates to master the required skills that
help them pass the standardized tests and get admitted to the academic programmes in
higher education institutions. Figure 1 below shows the total admitted UAE students in
federal universities. According to the MoE Strategy 2010-2012 report, out of the 9208
national students who applied to these universities in 2009/2010, only 546 (6%) could join
their selected academic programmes directly. The other 94% needed foundation courses
and remedial work in English, math or science (Forstenlechner & Rutledge 2010). To
minimise the problem, the UAE government devoted 30% of the Ministry of Higher
Education’s budget (AED 1.3 billion in 2013) to the foundation programmes in attempt to



improve the English proficiency level to degree course standard (The National 2010).

However, the problem is still persisting.

of Education Strategy

M The majority of students graduating from schools still require a
foundation year before entering higher education

Compulsory Courses Before Entering University
(2009)

| D@ !

9,208
l BAT ] 8,662

« Most grade 12
graduates that enter
UAE higher education
require a foundation
year

= This year is needed to
bring them up to the
required levels in
science, math, English
and ethics

Figure 1: Total Admitted UAE students in federal universities (MoE Strategy 2013, p. 12)

Getting a band 5 score in the International English Language Testing System (IELTS) test,
61 in iBT TOEFL test, or the equivalent 180 in the national Common Educational
Proficiency Test (CEPA) is the minimum language requirement for a student to join the
academic programme directly in one of the three main federal higher education institutions
in the UAE. These institutions are United Arab Emirates University (UAEU), Zayed
University (ZU), and Higher Colleges of Technology (HCT) - (Your Guide to Higher
Education 2013-2014). Table 1 shows the Admission Criteria for Direct Entry to a
programme as per university. Unfortunately, however, most of the Emirati students are
unable to make it without a one or two year’s extensive foundation programme after
secondary school, designed to elevate the students’ English language proficiency and
study skills. “What raises the proficiency level of the secondary school students in English
to a level that enables them to skip the foundation year?’ is a timeless and debatable
question that educationalists, policy makers, and administrators in the UAE ask

persistently.

Institution Program CEPA IELTS TOEFL
(Academic Module) (iBT — Internet Based)
UAEU For placement | Minimum Band 5 61 or above
HCT | e Applied 180 Overall Band 5; 64 or above; no
Baccalaureate no band below 4.5 skill below 16
Applied Diplomi 160 or above
ZU For placement | e Minimum Band 5, Minimum 61, in
In addition to a ZU addition to a ZU
Exam; or Exam; or
e Minimum Band 6 iBT 80 or above

Table 1: Admission Criteria for Direct Entry (2013-2014)
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The Ministry of Education 2010-2020 Strategy adopts a strategic improvement initiative
that aims to “eliminate the Foundation Year by integrating it into the school curriculum”
(MoE Strategy 2010-2020). Thus, there have been several attempts to diagnose the
problem and the focus was on the teachers’ instructional practice as one of the key factors.
This initiative has placed more responsibility on secondary school teachers regarding how
to raise the students’ proficiency in the four skills (reading, writing, speaking, and

listening) to a level that ensures bridging this big gap.

One of the sources that inspired the researcher to conduct the study was his work at the
UAE Ministry of Education as an educational supervisor, curriculum specialist and
professional development coordinator who used to observe teachers constantly in the
classroom. Through hundreds of observations, the researcher developed an impression that
a lot of students in the mixed-level classroom were generally not engaged enough in
learning the language efficiently. A big part of this disengagement is likely due to the
inability of teachers to meet students’ individual needs and due to reverting to one basic
whole classroom instruction most of the time without snagging lots of student attention.

However, this impression needed investigation.

English language teachers may deliver their lessons in a mixed-level classroom
environment maintaining adequate rates of collaborative learning activities. Nonetheless,
scaffolding and differentiation might be inadequate and fall short of achieving the required
level of competency among students. Moreover, teachers who are unprepared to meet the
various needs of their students tend to teach to the middle level of their class, typically due
to a misconception that this saves time and effort, or because they are not armed with the
appropriate instructional tools (Davis 2012). This results in many students turning out to
be frustrated and not challenged enough (Gilmour 2013; Tomlinson 1999). To
differentiate effectively, the teacher should have thorough understanding of the content;
knowledge of students’ individual needs and learning styles; and competency in the proper
strategies of differentiated instruction and assessment amongst other things (Tomlinson &
Imbeau 2010). Additionally, all mainstream teachers need to be aware of L2 development
and the complexity of learning a second language in view of diverse learning difficulties
(Spolsky 1989).



Abu Dhabi Education Council (ADEC), the entity in charge of the education sector in the
Emirate of Abu Dhabi, was established in 2005 seeking to develop education by
employing innovative educational policies in accordance with international standards.
ADEC created the educational policy of the Emirate of Abu Dhabi in 2008 and introduced
the New School Model (NSM) in 2010 in early stages. Interestingly, the NSM emphasised
student-centredness and the principles of differentiation in curriculum and pedagogy.
According to Policy 1720 of the Model, “[Teachers] will be responsible for delivering
student-centred instruction through continuous assessment, differentiated instruction, and
scaffolding of the curriculum to enable all students to achieve the learning outcomes”
(ADEC Policy Manual 2014, p. 1). Moreover, the NSM stresses that “teachers use
assessment data to develop differentiated instructional strategies that lead to more

effective student learning” (p. 64).

In addition, the MoE English Curriculum Framework (ECF) of standards refers to the
importance of differentiated instruction as a fundamental principle “to accurately
determine individual student proficiency levels and develop increased proficiency
regardless of grade level” (Unpublished English Curriculum Framework 2011, p. 10).
Although ADEC schools adopt a different curriculum from that of the MoE in the
secondary stage, teachers and students use the Ministry’s textbooks as one of the
resources, due to the fact that all Emirati students sit for the same exam in the end of
Grade 12. However, it is not obvious enough whether EFL teachers believe in

differentiation and its practicality when dealing with vast classroom diversity.

1.4 Statement of the Problem

According to the recent trends in teaching, differentiated instruction has been identified as
a way to solve the problems of low achievement and proficiency in the ESL/EFL
classroom (Fairbain & Jones-Vo 2010; Tomlinson & Imbeau 2010). Conversely, lack of
differentiation negatively affects student progress and achievement (Whiting & Ford
2009). A growing interest in differentiating instruction is evident in the policy and
curriculum documents of ADEC and MoE to assist the teachers to address the needs of all
students and to help them achieve the learning goals. In reality, however, there is a gap in
the research related to whether English language teachers in the UAE schools have
sufficient knowledge and the capability to practice differentiation in action. More
specifically, to the knowledge of the researcher, there have been no previous studies in the
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Gulf region including the UAE that have clearly explored English language teachers’
beliefs, preconceived misconceptions, obstacles and practices of differentiation in the

language classroom.

The study emphasises that exploring teachers’ beliefs about student learning deepens
understanding of strengths and weaknesses about practicing differentiation. Thus, it is
particularly significant to explore the beliefs or misconceptions they hold about student
diversity in action. It is also important that the study endeavors to quantitatively and
qualitatively investigate teachers’ practices and the challenges and enablers of

differentiation.

1.5 Research Questions

The review of related literature reveals that teachers generally assume that they are
experienced enough in employing differentiation strategies (Heacox 2002; Subban 2006;
Tomlinson & Strickland 2005). In this respect, Tomlinson and Allan (2000) maintain that
“the truly expert teacher understands, however, that even after a dozen careers in the
classroom, she could still learn more about her subject and her learners and how to link
each learner to the subject with power and joy” (p. 13).The study aims to answer the
following overarching questions which were derived in view of the literature review and

the theory of differentiated instruction:

1. What beliefs or misconceptions do secondary school EFL teachers hold about
differentiated instruction in the mainstream classroom?

2. What barriers or enablers do EFL teachers encounter in implementing
differentiated instruction?

3. Do teachers implement differentiated instruction in the EFL classroom?

1.6 Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study is to explore the beliefs and preconceived misconceptions, if
any, EFL teachers’ in the UAE secondary schools hold about differentiation. Particularly,
the focus is to determine the extent to which in-service teachers had a developed
understanding, knowledge of, and beliefs about differentiated instruction concept,
elements, strategies and effectiveness of implementation. The aim is to find out the

teachers’ ability to differentiate the content, process and products according to students’
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diverse interests, readiness levels and learning profiles using a differentiated lesson plan.
Additionally, the study is an endeavor to explore the obstacles and facilitators of teacher
performance in view of theoretical considerations and some practical applications. In
essence, this exploratory study is meant to be a further contribution to the knowledge of
differentiated instruction as an interdisciplinary approach to teaching in view of the sparse

literature on this problem.

1.7 Significance of the Study

A key assumption that theorists and educators adopt about the influence of beliefs and
knowledge on human action is reflected in the suggestion that “understanding teacher
cognition [or beliefs] is central to the process of understanding teaching” (Borg 2006, p.
1). In general, this fundamental assumption has led many researchers and policy makers to
give more emphasis to the issue of teacher beliefs and their influence on instruction
(Aguirre & Speer 2000; Pajares 1992). Therefore, in the present study, investigating the
teachers’ beliefs about differentiation will give a profound understanding and knowledge
of the teaching process in the EFL context.

There is a myriad of research devoted to teaching strategies and techniques that help
implement effective teaching practices (Smith 1995; Walls et. al, 2002) including strategy-
based instruction in which student makes sense of the language and communication
(Rubin 1990). The literature about effective practices reveals that the teacher’s
instructional practice is the most influential factor on student achievement, where the
impact is two to three times, compared to other factors including leadership and school
environment (Rand Education 2014). Therefore, it is not possible to improve the learning
outcomes without improving the instructional practices of school teachers (Mortimore &
Sammons 1987; McKinsey & Company 2007). Additionally, the literature reveals that
success of students of diverse levels and abilities is best achieved through differentiation
which raises students” motivation and commitment (Benjamin 2006; Tomlinson & Imbeau
2010).

The literature also reveals that there seems to be an obvious dearth of investigation of the
beliefs pertaining to implementing the strategies of differentiation in the EFL classroom
(Hall, Strangman & Meyer 2003). It could be assumed that these beliefs influence
teaching practices, which is an area that needs to be explored before studying their
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effectiveness. Generally, studies on language teachers’ beliefs or cognition focus on
investigating in-service teachers’ actual practices in the context of self-reflection (Borg
2006). The present study, however, explores EFL teachers’ beliefs using external
observation in addition to interviews and a detailed questionnaire. Moreover, as Borg
(2009) states, much of the second language (L2) research on teacher beliefs has been done
in contexts where English native teachers are working with adult learners and typically in
the tertiary level. Nonetheless, “there has been much less work in primary and secondary
school contexts where nonnative speakers of English work with larger classes of learners.”
(p. 4). Hence, the significance of the present study highly arises from the need to
understand beliefs in the secondary stage where the scope is not restricted to English

native teachers.

Quite plainly, there is no evidence that EFL teachers in the context of this study have
developed awareness in differentiation or acted accordingly, which necessitates
investigation. Exploring this area and answering the research questions will add to the
research on understanding the beliefs and performance of EFL teachers in the UAE, as
facilitators and providers of learning experiences. In addition, the results of the study
could support the reform initiatives in the Ministry of Education that aim to bridge the gap
between the output of secondary education and the requirements of the academic
programmes in tertiary education. The results might also assist teachers to build their

expertise when teaching the mixed-level classroom.

1.8 Definition of Terms
For the purpose of this study, the following terms are defined.

e Differentiated Instruction is the process of varying instruction to ensure that “what a
student learns, how he/she learns it, and how the student demonstrates what he/she has
learned is a match for that student’s readiness level, interests, and preferred mode of
learning” (Tomlinson 2004, p. 30). Differentiated Instruction is based on the belief that
one size does not fit all, and each student in the regular classroom possesses unique
qualities. Hence, the teacher needs to vary techniques and tailor instruction in order to
reach all students and attend to their diverse needs (Gregory & Chapman 2002;
Tomlinson 1999).
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Beliefs are "psychologically held understandings, premises, or propositions about the
world that are felt to be true™ (Richardson 1996, p. 102). In an educational context,
they refer to the knowledge, perceptions and attitudes of teachers, which may restrain
or promote change (Richardson 1990). Similarly, Richards (1998) pointed out that
teacher beliefs are “the information, attitudes, values, expectations, theories, and
assumptions about teaching and learning that teachers build up over time and bring
with them to the classroom” (Richards 1998, p. 66).

Misconceptions are perceptions or opinions that are incorrect due to faulty thinking or
misinterpretations. A misconception can also be a belief that does not conform to
actuality (Eryilmaz 2002). Misconceptions originate from a practitioner’s conceptual
misunderstanding and limited prior experience or from interacting with the social and

physical world (Meyer et al. 2005).

Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) is the distance between what a learner can do
independently and what he/she is capable of doing with assistance from a more
knowledgeable adult or capable peer (Vygotsky, 1978). In other words, it means “what
the child is able to do in collaboration today he will be able to independently
tomorrow” (Vygotsky 1987, 211). This term is widely used in studies related to
ESL/EFL learning and differentiated instruction (Dunn & Dunn 1993; Frawley &
Lantolf 1985).

Scaffolding refers to “the role of teachers and others in supporting the learner’s
development and providing support structures to get to that next stage or level”
(Raymond 2000, p. 176). This is relatively equivalent to the definition by Benson who
considers scaffolding “a bridge used to build upon what students already know to

arrive at something they do not know” (Benson 1997, p. 126).

Learning profile refers to a record of a student’s preferred mode of learning as an
individual. It is linked to the way the students’ learning styles, visual, auditory and
kinesthetic (VAK), their culture and intelligences influence learning and instruction
(Tomlinson and Allan 2000).
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1.9 Delimitations

The study has several delimitations. First, the study focuses only on secondary school
teachers in public schools. This may limit the applicability of the study to secondary
school teachers in general. Private school teachers may hold similar beliefs or
misconceptions about differentiated instruction or encounter the same barriers or enablers
of differentiation. However, they are not included due to the great challenges the
researcher may encounter in accessing them all and in including them in the scope of the
study. Additionally, private schools adopt different educational systems in terms of school
structure, curriculum, teachers’ cultural and professional background, and student socio

economic backgrounds.

Another delimitation of the study is its focus on differentiation and its implementation in
the mainstream classroom from the point of view or beliefs of the EFL teachers, although
other variables may also affect the teacher’s instructional practices. It is worth mentioning
here that focusing on exploring the teachers’ beliefs and instructional strategies in the
differentiated language classroom does not underestimate the significance of the learners
as the centre of the teaching and learning process. Rather, the study looked into how
teachers addressed students’ needs and interests (which is the core of differentiated
instruction theory) and how students act and interact during the observed learning

situation.

The researcher delimited the coding of transcript to the data related to the beliefs and core
concepts and strategies of differentiated instruction. A third delimitation is that the study
does not confine itself to special needs students in addressing differentiated instruction as
many studies do. All students in the mainstream classroom are included in the scope of the

study.

1.10 Limitations

The study has some limitations due to several constraints. First, the inferences extracted
from the results of the study were limited to the particular type of participants. Due to
constraints related to time and length of thesis, findings and inferences are not applicable
to teachers of other cycles of the primary and secondary stages (Grade 1-11) who are not
included within the scope of the study. This also applies to participants in the interviews

and classrooms observations. Including a bigger number of interviewees and observees
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would extend the discussion to a point beyond the limits. As the purpose of the qualitative
part of the study is discussing the issue at point more deeply, the researcher limited
himself to six interviews and a similar number of classroom observations. Another
limitation is related to teachers’ knowledge of differentiated instruction as a new strategy
to many of them in addition to understanding the meta-language pertinent to this area. On
several occasions during the study, the teacher had to resort to simplification or
paraphrasing of concepts to convey the message to the questionnaire respondents and

interview participants.

1.11 Summary
The study was driven by the need for better insights into the beliefs of secondary stage
English language teachers and their practices regarding differentiation. The present
chapter set the scene for the study by providing an overview of the research problem and
illustrating the background of the study. It provided information about the significance and
purpose of exploring teachers’ beliefs and implementation of differentiated instruction.
The chapter also stated the statement of the problem and the research questions that guided
the study. Relevant key terms were defined so that the reader could understand the
technical meaning as intended and used by the researcher. The limitations and
delimitations of the study were discussed. The next chapter discusses the theoretical
background and existing literature related to teacher beliefs about differentiation and

instructional practices in the language classroom.
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CHAPTER TWO

LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 Introduction

To fully realize the significance of teachers’ beliefs about observing student diversity in
the EFL classroom, it is valuable to review the approaches, theories and philosophies
underlying teacher cognition and practicing differentiation. This chapter reviews the
literature that pertains to the key concepts and various aspects of differentiated instruction
theory as well as the beliefs and current practices in different contexts including that of the
UAE. The review begins with shedding some light on the background and origins of
studying teachers’ beliefs by researchers; discussing conceptual issues related to teacher
beliefs; and the way they impact on instructional practices followed by the theoretical

perspectives that form the foundation of differentiation.

Existing research indicates that differentiated instruction is grounded in the sociocultural
theory (Bakhtin 1981; Leont’ev 1981; Tharp & Gallimore 1988; Vygotsky 1962; Wertsch
1991), cognitive constructivism and social constructivism (Dewey 1929; Kolb & Fry
1975; Montessori 1946; Vygotsky 1978), learning styles (Dunn & Dunn 1984) and
multiple intelligences theory (Gardner 1983). Furthermore, the chapter reviews research
on the origins and principles of differentiation introduced by Tomlinson (1999), a key
theorist in the field, and the common challenges and misconceptions about this area. The
literature review ends with a summary of the previous studies and some related works in
the Arabian Gulf including UAE.

2.2. Teacher Beliefs
2.2.1 Background to studying teacher beliefs

One of the most crucial areas in understanding teachers’ performance with respect to
differentiating instruction is the area related to teacher beliefs. Research on language
teacher beliefs drew on the research of beliefs in educational contexts, which extends back
to four decades when Dunkin and Biddle (1974) introduced a model for studying teaching
effectiveness in the classroom based primarily on the properties of teachers and learners.
Through this approach, the authors tried to make links between teacher behaviour and
different variables: presage variables (consisting of teachers’ formative experiences,

personal attributes and training experiences); context variables (community characteristics
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and learners’ personal attributes); process variables (interactions between teacher and
learners) and product variables (evidence of learning outcomes). These attributes
distinguish the individual teacher’s characteristics as a means of explaining how teachers

behave in different contexts.

After 1975, researchers and theorists (Clark & Peterson 1986; Clark & Yinger 1977; Fang
1996; Richardson 1996) started a shift from the focus on teachers and students’ classroom
behaviour into a paradigm that emphasized the teachers’ cognitive processes. The idea
behind the conversion into studying teacher cognition came because of discussions in the
USA in 1975 where academics agreed that machines without thinking do not do teaching.
Rather, it reflects a relationship between thought and action (National Institute of
Education 1975, p. 1). In this respect, Borg (2006) drew more attention to this shift as he
argued that focusing on behaviours at the expense of beliefs was based on programming
teachers to behave in a certain way to achieve the learning outcomes. Therefore, that way
started to be seen as ineffective as it ignored the individual ideas and ways of doing things
on the part of teachers. Behind their behaviour, teachers had their own beliefs,
understanding and knowledge that drive their instructional practice (Kagan 1990; Richards
1998). Borg (2006) argues that many reform projects have failed to get teachers to change
in spite of the generous budgets and efforts because they focused on behaviour without
understanding what teachers really believe. He supposes that understanding what teachers
do is important but it is also important to understand what they believe, and to understand
what they actually do. However, the complexity of studying beliefs persists as they are not
directly observed and cannot be easily measured in practice. Therefore, understanding
how beliefs affect attitudes and practices entails making inferences about teachers’
underlying assumptions (Pajares 1992) and requires robust contributions to research in this

area.

2.2.2 Conceptual Issues

There has been a lot of debate about the definition of the construct belief. Although the
term is commonly used in various disciplines such as psychology, philosophy and
pedagogy, there is no consensus among researchers with respect to its meaning and
conceptualization. Moreover, the term has gained a blurry usage that needs a lot of
clarification (Borg 2006). These problems related to definitions and conceptualizations of

beliefs also lead to difficulty in studying teachers’ beliefs. Therefore, theorists and
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researchers still need to agree on a specific meaning to resolve the complexity associated
with the issue (Borg 2001; Mansour 2009; Pajares 1992). Dewey (1933) is one of the first
scholars to recognise its significance in education. He assumes that belief is essential as
“[it] covers all the matters of which we have no sure knowledge and yet which we are
sufficiently confident of to act upon and also the matter that we now accept as certainly

true, as knowledge, but which nevertheless may be questioned in the future” (p. 6).

Pederson and Liu (2003) define beliefs as “mental constructions based on evaluation and
judgment that are used to interpret experiences and guide behaviour” (p. 61). Kagan
(1990) views teachers’ beliefs from relatively a different perspective as “the highly
personal ways in which a teacher understands classrooms, students and the nature of
leaning, the teacher’s role in the classroom and the goals of education” (p. 423). Other
researchers like Richards and Lockhart (1994) assert that teachers’ beliefs depend on the
goals, values, and the beliefs they hold about the content and process of instruction, and
their understanding of the systems in which they operate and their specific roles.

Pajares (1992) indicates that beliefs have been confused with other frequently used terms
like values, thoughts, perceptions, attitudes, opinions, explicit theories, implicit theories
and ideology. However, the main confusion is centred on explaining the difference
between beliefs and knowledge. Pajares (1992) defines belief as an “individual’s judgment
of the truth or falsity of a proposition, a judgment that can only be inferred from a
collective understanding of what human beings say, intend, and do” (p. 316). Likewise, no
single definition of knowledge can be found. But from a philosophical perspective,
knowledge refers to what Plato calls “justified belief”. To distinguish knowledge from
beliefs, Richardson (1996) introduces a distinctive feature called ‘truth condition’. From
her perspective, knowledge satisfies the ‘truth condition’ and provides evidence on that
whereas beliefs do not need a ‘truth condition’. According to Griffin and Ohlsson (2001,
p. 361) knowledge and belief qualitatively represent two different aspects in the mind.
While knowledge represents a proposition, belief represents the truth-value associated

with a proposition.

Borg (2003; 2006; 2009) has made a significant contribution to this area. He prefers to use
the term ‘teacher cognition’ to refer to “the unobservable cognitive dimension of teaching

— what teachers know, believe, and think” (2003, p. 81). More specifically, Borg defines
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teacher cognition as “teachers’ beliefs, knowledge, attitudes, images, assumptions,
metaphors conceptions, perspectives about teaching, teachers, learning, students , subject
matter, curricula, materials, instructional activities, and self” (2006, p. 41). For the
purpose of the present study, the terms ‘beliefs’ and ‘cognition’ are used in an

interchangeable manner.

2.2.3 Teacher Beliefs and Instructional Practices

Investigating language teacher cognition (i.e. knowledge and beliefs) can be a possible
way to understand, promote and trace their development through time (Borg 2013;
Johnson & Golombek 2011; Williams & Burden 1997). Language teachers’ beliefs could
impact students’ proficiency of the four main skills (i.e. listening, speaking, reading and
writing), learning environment, motivation, progress and attainment. Therefore,
researchers have investigated such areas as pedagogical content (Andrews 2001; Johnston
& Goettsch 2000); instructional practices of pre-service and in-service language teachers
in the language classroom (Borg 1999; Peacock 2001; Schultz 2001); prior experiences
(Burns 1992; Hayes 2005) and the dynamic system of language teacher beliefs (Feryok
2010).

Teachers are often viewed as "rational professionals who make judgments and decisions in
an uncertain and complex environment” (Shavelson & Stern 1981, p. 456). The decisions
are highly based on a system of thoughts and beliefs that teachers acquire and develop
over time. That is why, studying teachers’ beliefs as an acknowledged element in
understanding teacher performance has gained considerable focus in recent years. There
have been numerous calls to investigate the beliefs of pre-service and in-service language
teachers as they inform educational practice in a way that existing research does not
(Pajares 1992; Richardson 1994; Weinstein 1989; Woods, 1996). Yet, understanding the
origins of teacher beliefs about practice must be taken into account.

Teachers’ beliefs originate from different resources: personal experience, experience with
formal knowledge and pedagogy, and experience with schooling and instruction
(Richardson 1996). Personal experience embraces what the teacher goes through in his/her
life, which contributes into the formation of the morals, emotions, personal beliefs about
self and others, understanding the relationships in the school community and other cultural

aspects (Clandinin 1986). Lortie (1975) used the term ‘apprenticeship of observation’ to
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refer to the situations where teachers develop perceptions and teaching practices based on
their direct observations and experiences as students. In other words, he contends that
most of these prospective teachers teach like their teachers:

Teaching is unusual in that those who decide to enter it have had exceptional
opportunity to observe members of the occupation at work; unlike most occupations
today, the activities of teachers are not shielded from youngsters. Teachers-to-be
underestimate the difficulties involved, but this supports the contention that those
planning to teach form definite ideas about the nature of the role. (p. 65).

Other teachers may derive their beliefs from culture, traditions, family values and
academic research. Fang (1996) also incorporates more factors that are associated with
school that come into play in forming teacher beliefs: the administrative support, school
atmosphere, attitude of colleagues, professional development and rules and regulations
adopted in the school. Teachers are considered the implementers and major stakeholders
of change and reform in any education system, and they play a key role in developing
instruction in the classroom (Bourini 2013, cited in Chaudhary 2013). In contradiction,
however, many teachers show resistance to change when they stick to the traditional ways
of teaching at the expense of deeper understanding and mastery of skills on the part of
learners. Modern approaches to teaching and learning, such as differentiated instruction
are not in agreement with what many teachers believe, which calls for more reflection,
exploration and then more action to modify beliefs and practice (Prawat 1992; Zeichner,
Kenneth &Tabachnick 1981).

The beliefs that an individual holds are indicators of the decisions he or she makes
throughout the course of their practices (Bandura 1986; Borg 2013).Tobin, Tippins, and
Gallar (1994) emphasize that “teachers’ beliefs are a critical ingredient in the factors that
determine what happens in classrooms” (p. 64). In the same vein, Borg (1999; 2006)
argues that such instructional decisions about teachers’ practice as lesson planning,
learning outcomes, assigning classroom activities and classroom assessment are highly
impacted by the beliefs they hold about instruction. Moreover, understanding the beliefs
and principles the teachers operate from is necessary to understand how teachers approach
their work with students in their attempts to achieve the learning objectives (Richards,
Gallo, & Renandya 2001). Therefore, it is expected that teachers may impose their beliefs
about teaching and learning on students (Horwitz 1988), which influences the outcome. To

illustrate the nature of relationship between teacher cognition and other factors including
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teacher learning and instructional practices, Borg (2003) introduces Figure 2 below

emphasizing how the teacher’s cognition plays a pivotal role in their practices.

Extensive Experience of classrooms which May affect existing cognitions, although
defines early cognitions and shapes of especially when unacknowledged, these
teachers’ perceptions of initial training may limit its impact

Schooling Professional Coursework

Beliefs, knowledge, About teaching, teachers,

theories, attitudes, images, learning, students, subject

assumptions, metaphors,

matter, curricula, materials,

conceptions, perspectives. TEACHER

COGNITION

instructional activities, self

Contextual Factors Classroom Practice
Influence practice either by Defined by the interactions of
modifying cognitions or else cognitions and contextual factors. In
directly, in which case turn classroom experience
incongruence between cognition influences cognition uncosciously
and practice my result. and/or through conscious reflection.

Figure 2:Teacher Cognition (Borg 2003)

Based on this, Borg (2003; 2006) provides a useful framework for studying language
teachers’ beliefs that enriches understanding of cognition, practice and teacher
development. He draws on the work of several researchers (Calderhead 1996; Carter 1990;
Clark & Peterson, 1986; Kagan 1990; Richards 1998) to relate the instructional practices
and what teachers do in the English language classroom to what they know, think and
believe. In view of the conceptual challenges pertinent to teacher cognition, Borg (2006)
highlights some major issues in the framework that should form the basis for studying
language teacher cognition in the future including:
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the nature of language teacher cognition;

the scope of language teacher cognition research;

the relationship between language teachers’ cognition and classroom practices;
the impact of context on language teacher cognitions and practices;

The nature of expertise in language teaching; and

Methodological issues in the study of language teacher cognition. (p. 271)

Although the magnitude of research on language teacher beliefs is growing worldwide,
many teaching contexts, especially those related to second language (SL) and foreign
language (FL) outside the USA, have not been sufficiently examined by researchers (Borg
2006). The present study takes into considerations these points in exploring beliefs of
teacher on differentiated instruction in an attempt to add to empirical research in the field
of language teacher cognition. The issues related to the relationship between teachers
cognition and classroom practices, impact of context and expertise are particularly
highlighted.

2.3 Theoretical Perspectives

2.3.1 Sociocultural Theory

In view of the constant development in educational practices and the increasingly diverse
classrooms, it is significant to follow a theoretical framework in which the students form
the centre of learning in an interactive environment. Differentiation is key to ensuring each
student is learning and socially interacting to achieve the learning outcomes. The theory of
differentiated instruction is highly based on the sociocultural theory engendered by
Vygotsky (1962) and Wertsch (1991), where the focus is on the connection between
cognition and culture. It emphasizes that knowledge of the world and the way higher
mental functions develop are mediated by social interaction with the material world and
people. Sociocultural theory is particularly based on the ideas of seminal psychologist
Vygotsky (1978, p. 57) who also prefers to use the term “cultural psychology “to refer to
the cultural and cognitive development of the child:

Every function in the child's cultural development appears twice: first, on the social level,
and later, on the individual level; first, between people (interpsychological) and then inside
the child (intrapsychological). This applies equally to voluntary attention, to logical
memory, and to the formation of concepts. All the higher functions originate as actual
relationships between individuals.

Vygotsky (1978) believes that higher mental functions of the child, such as thinking,
reflecting and problem solving, are developed by social interaction with the help of adults

such as the parents or teachers. It is through these interactions that the child constructs
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certain knowledge about his/her own world. These functions become part of the child’s
internalization process. Vygotsky assumes that culture makes two main contributions to a
child’s cognitive development. First, a child obtains most of what he or she thinks from
culture. Second, the surrounding culture provides children with the tools of intellectual

adaptation that help them how to think.

Knowledge, according to the sociocultural theory, is best constructed when learners work
collaboratively and support one another to make sense of the material being taught. This is
what Lave (1988) calls “community of practice”, which refers to social interactions and
sharing knowledge among groups of learners as a medium of developing their skills. Lave
and Wenger (1991) who proposed situated learning as a model of learning suggest that
learners do not primarily acquire structures or models to understand the world but they
take part in frameworks that have structure. They further suppose that in learning through
participation in a community of practice, “participation refers not just to local events of
engagement in certain activities with certain people, but to a more encompassing process
of being active participants in the practices of social communities and constructing

identities in relation to these communities” (p. 4).

From his theory of higher mental functions, Vygotsky (1978) extended his approach to
cognitive development which also underpinned differentiated instruction. He rejected the
idea of some theorists that the entire child’s development happens spontaneously without
being affected by education. He disagreed with those who maintained that instruction
could change development at any stage without laying emphasis on the child’s age or
abilities. Although he was influenced by the work of Piaget as a development
psychologist, Vygotsky was critical of his supposition that development could not be
hindered or accelerated through instruction. He contended that social and cultural contexts
considerably influence a child’s intellectual development. According to Piaget’s
developmental theory, children cannot undertake certain tasks unless they are in the proper
developmental stage. In other words, children should be psychologically mature enough to
be taught the concepts. He argues that a child’s thinking moves into new capabilities at
certain ages: 18 months, 7 years, and 12 years. This contradicts Vygotsky’s theory which
views instruction as a process that could be effective without necessarily being oriented

towards development.
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Many of the current studies on differentiated learning and instruction highly draw on the
work of Vygotsky and other socioculturalists (Tharp & Gallimore 1988; Wertsch 1991,
Van der Veer & Valsiner 1991). Tharp and Gallimore (1988, p. 6) state that the
sociocultural perspective “has profound implications for teaching, schooling, and
education. A key feature of this emergent view of human development is that higher order
functions develop out of social interaction”. They draw on Vygotsky in arguing that
examining the external social world of the individual learner is very crucial to understand

the child’s cognitive development.

2.3.2 Sociocultural Theory and Language Development

The concepts of Vygotskian sociocultural theory (including ZPD, mediation, and
regulation) and their application in the educational field have been extensively cited by L2
researchers and educationalists (Amerianand & Ahmadian 2014; Diaz-Rico & Weed 2010;
Donato 1994; Frawley & Lantolf’s 1985; Swain, 2000; van Compernolle & Williams
2013). Employing these concepts in ESL/EFL contexts provide perspectives “to examine
language learning as a social practice, consider students as active participants in
constructing learning processes, and investigate the interaction between different factors
involved” (Kao 2010, p. 113). The literature review below discusses the interrelatedness
of these theoretical perspectives and their contribution to research on language learning

and teaching and provides implications to the various ways students learn.

Historically, much of the research on second language acquisition based on the
sociocultural theory drew widely on Frawley and Lantolf’s (1985) article on second
language discourse (van Compernolle & Williams 2013). Shortly after that, hundreds of
studies, articles and books have appeared in the literature (e.g. Appel & Lantolf 1994;
Brooks & Donato 1994; Negueruela 2003; Pavlenko & 1997; Roebuck 1998; Robbins
2003; Thorne 2003; Verity 2000). Most of these research studies have, however, used
sociocultural theory as a tool for providing an interpretation of the questions related to
second language acquisition more than as a theoretical perspective that informs second

language pedagogy.

The relationship between theory and practice in L2 education continued to be blurred until
research studies on how Vygotsky’s concepts were incorporated into L2 pedagogy in a

coherent manner (Negueruela 2003; van Compernolle & Williams 2013). Vygotsky

22



(2004) emphasized the unity of theory and practice through his concept of ‘praxis’. He
explained how the split between theory and practice was impractical:

Previously theory was not dependent on practice; instead practice was the conclusion, the
application, an excursion beyond the boundaries of science, an operation which lay
outside science and came after science, which began after the scientific concept
operation, was considered completed. Success or failure had practically no effect on the
fate of the theory..Now the situation is the opposite. Practice pervades the deepest
foundations of the scientific operation and reforms it from beginning to end. Practice sets
the tasks and serves as the supreme judge of theory, as its truth criterion. It dictates how
to construct the concepts and how to formulate the laws (p. 304).

Put simply, ‘praxis’ is where theory forms the basis that guides practical activities, but at
the same time practice assists in forming and shaping theory (Lantolf & Poehner 2011).
Theory and practice according to praxis show a reciprocal relationship between them. For
Vygotsky, this relationship, however, entails the need for immediate or direct intervention
by designing pedagogical programmes in well-structured educational environment that

assists in understanding the process of cognitive development.

According to the Vygotskian sociocultural theory on language development, language
learning occurs due to the social and cultural interactions in view of contextual factors, not
merely through communicative interaction (Diaz-Rico & Weed 2010). Vygotsky argues
that teachers should know the cultural contexts of their students’ background if they want
to understand the way their students’ minds develop, which greatly underpins the theory of
differentiation. He maintains that in addition to the belief that language has a key role in
the cognitive development, language internalization occurs in social contexts (Diaz-Rico
& Weed 2010; Vygotsky 1978). Internalization refers to transforming the external actions
into internal psychological ones and through an interaction between the social and internal
domains at different levels (Robbins 2003). There are two major aspects of internalization:
“knowing how” and “appropriation”. For instance, pouring a cup of coffee or milk is a
tool of the society that is originally beyond or outside the child. The child will master this
skill through the activity within the culture of that society. An example of the aspect of
appropriation is when a child uses a tool like a pencil in a unique way. Internalizing the
use of this pencil will enable the child to use is in his way to draw things that other people
in the society have not drawn before (Santrock 2004).

From a conventional pedagogical perspective, employing the sociocultural theory in the
formal educational contexts of language teaching requires direct intervention from a

teacher who is physically present in the classroom and practices frontal teaching. This
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incorporates a dominating lecture style instruction and explicit teaching of concepts and
activities where students have the role of recipients of instruction. Teacher-directed frontal
teaching is the most common style of practice amongst teachers. Compernolle and
Williams (2013) argue that frontal teaching style represents a shallow understanding of the
pedagogy of sociocultural theory. They assert that a deeper view of pedagogy in L2 is
reflected in a broader type of intervention that takes into account the relationship between
L2 instruction, assessment and educational objectives. Here, the teacher’s style of
instruction is more of intervention based on a blend of task-based teaching, project-based

instruction, performance assessment and technology based teaching among other types.

According to sociocultural theory, a teacher should learn about the historical and cultural
backgrounds of his/her students in order to be able to understand their mind development.
Moreover, language teachers provide more learning opportunities for their students and
get them engaged in the classroom activities by providing such collaborative techniques as
peer and group work. These strategies will increase exposure to language and enhance
communication. Socioculturalists encourage heterogeneous grouping in the classroom by
mixing the more proficient students with the less able ones as a means of enriching their
experiences in a way that respects the different levels and the right of equality in learning
(Diaz-Rico & Weed 2010).

2.3.3 Mediation

Primarily, sociocultural theory places emphasis on the function of mediation of human
mind (Wertsch 2007), which influences the conceptualization of language pedagogy and
the ways it is implemented in the language classroom. Vygotsky (1986) argues that
humans do not interact directly with the world around them. Rather, human higher mental
functions are mediated by physical and symbolic tools. While physical tools function as
supporting means to deal with the external physical world, using symbolic tools operates
mediation by being directed inwardly or cognitively (Vygotsky 1978).Symbolic tools
(artificially made in human culture) include symbols, numbers, signs, mathematical
expressions, music, art and language which is the most prevailing and influential tool
(Kozulin 2003; Wertsch 2007). People use language to mediate their connection to the
environment and the world around them, to other people (interpersonal) and to themselves

(intrapersonal). In order to act as mediators, symbolic tools need to have a meaning. This
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happens only when they convert into psychological tools that are appropriated and
internalized in the learner’s cognition. Kouzlin (2003, pp. 15-16) stresses that:

Symbolic artifacts (signs, symbols, texts, formulae, graphic organizers) that when
internalized help individuals master their own natural psychological functions of
perception, memory, attention, and so on.... Each culture has its own set of
psychological tools and situations in which these tools are appropriated.

Psychological tools help learners master their cognitive and learning functions in a variety
of contexts and for different tasks (Lantolf 2000). Human mediators (teachers) who may
design assorted tasks that respect the needs of diverse learners and use different tools in an
attempt to create a supporting environment for learners to achieve a specific goal represent

another form of mediation.

2.3.4 Regulation

Another form of mediation based on the sociocultural theory and related to language
learning acquisition and differentiation is called regulation. Lantolf and Thorne (2007, p.
199) contend that new words of the language the child learns “not only function to isolate
specific objects and actions; they also reshape the biological perception into cultural
perception and concepts”. Developing regulation, according to Lantolf and Thorne (2007),
goes through a three-stage process: object-regulation, other-regulation and self-regulation.
The first stage shows how the child is controlled by using the objects in certain contexts to
think. The child may use his/her fingers (as objects) to count at the early stage of learning
calculating. In the second stage, the child asks for assistance from more knowledgeable
people like his/her parents, teachers and more able peers to solve a problem or deal with a
difficulty. Other-regulation conforms to the concepts of ZPD, scaffolding and
differentiated instruction which will be discussed later in this literature review. The third
stage (self-regulation) is linked to the concept of internalization where the child does not
need external support. Rather he/she will achieve the task on their own (Lantolf &Thorne
2007, p. 203)

2.3.5 Zone of Proximal Development

The major theory underpinning differentiated instruction is the theory of Zone of Proximal
Development (ZPD) proposed by Vygotsky (1962). Based on sociocultural theory and
cognitive development, ZPD explains the relationship between learning and development
(Deulen 2013). In this context, ‘proximal’ means ‘next’ and ZPD is the area between the

zone of actual development (the level of independent performance or what a learner has
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already mastered) and the zone of potential development (the level of assisted
performance or what that learner can attain with the support provided by the teacher). Put
differently, ZPD, according to Vygotsky (1978) is “the distance between the [leaner’s]
developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of
potential development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in
collaboration with more capable peers” (p. 131). He asserts that what is considered a ZPD
stage today will become an actual development stage tomorrow for any child who moves
from relying on assistance to being more independent. To elaborate, the child, according
to the Vygotskian theory can achieve better with the help of a knowledgeable adult or an
experienced peer than he or she can achieve by himself or herself, moving from the
current level of development to the potential level of development. This theory has been
the basis for different studies (Blanton 1998; Morelock & Morrison 1999; Riddle &
Dabbagh 1999).

Differentiated instruction employs ZPD to construct various activities to suit the different
needs/levels of students. Morelock and Morrison (1999) explain that each student has
his/her own ZPD, which is the zone that makes them feel contented performing
challenging work with continuous support from the teacher and informed peers. This
harmonizes with Vygotsky’s view that the most effective learning takes place when the
new content and skills being taught are just a step away from emerging. In this case, he
argues that the learner does not obtain new knowledge. Rather, he achieves progress in
development relying on the assumption that learning guides development. Moreover, the
assistance required to develop skills for each student within his or her ZPD varies as per
their age.

2.3.6 Scaffolding

After Vygotsky, the term ZPD was expanded by the cognitive psychologists Wood,
Bruner and Ross (1976) who coined the term ‘scaffolding’ to refer to the support a
teacher or a more skilled person provides when he or she does things for learners that they
are not ready to do by themselves. More specifically, Bruner (1986) used the term after an
examination of parent-child talk in the early years. It was used as a metaphor to describe
how the teacher, well-informed adult or peer assists the learner in an attempt to support
learning of a task or mastering a skill that the learner is unable to master independently.

According to the process of scaffolding, the teacher’s role is primarily to assist the
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learners with the tasks that are beyond the reach of each learner. The teacher provides

continuous feedback making use of the students’ errors to achieve the expected outcome

(Lipscomb, Swanson &West 2010).

When it comes to moving from the theory to practice of scaffolding, the efficacy of the
role of instructor highly depends on the appropriateness of intervention (Hedegaard 1996;
Benson 1997; Wells 1999). This requires the teachers to be aware of the individual levels
and needs of their students to ensure cognitive development. They are also demanded to
fade, or gradually reduce, their guidance till they eventually remove their support. Benson
(1997, p. 5) adopts Bruner’s use of ‘scaffolding’ and argues “if scaffolding is properly
administered, it will act as an enabler, not as a disabler”. At another level, the activities
chosen should be relevant to the target competences. Careless selection of materials and

tasks may lead to reverse results.

According to Lepper and Hodell (1989), effective scaffolding largely depends on such
components as the nurturing style of the teacher or knowledgeable adult in addition to the
knowledge of the learners themselves. Considering the differences among learners is also
another essential component. More specifically, Lepper and Hodell (1989) classified the
effective features of scaffolding into two main categories: cognitive and emotional.
Cognitive scaffolding features include a variety of instructional strategies: selecting tasks
that are challenging, but not impossible to do by students; giving hints, context clues and
leading questions; using direct instruction and think-alouds; and using indirect hints to
trigger thinking and problem solving. Emotional scaffolding features include such
strategies as: ignoring some of the errors committed by students; and providing a safe
learning atmosphere where mistakes are allowed and learning experiences are fun (Bean &
Stevens 2002).

Another feature that characterizes scaffolding in the language classroom is impermanence.
Scaffolds, as Chang et al. (2002, p. 7) assume, are temporary, and the teacher should
gradually withdraw the scaffolding he/she or the knowledgeable peer offers for a certain
learner until their abilities and proficiency develop to the prospective level. After ensuring
that the learner has mastered the skill independently, the teacher can reduce the support
and provide a more challenging task. Vygotsky asserts that scaffolds are removed as soon

as the leaner has developed “more sophisticated cognitive systems, related to fields of
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learning such as mathematics or language, the system of knowledge itself becomes part of

the scaffold or social support for the new learning” (Raymond 2000, p. 176).

In the English language mixed-level classroom, teachers often find themselves in the
middle of a situation where scaffolding and differentiation are essential, which requires a
lot of planning and a variety of materials at different levels. Hence, the teacher addresses
the needs of learners of different levels effectively (DelliCarpini 2006). Berk and Winsler
(1995) contend that one of the effective ways to scaffold instruction is by varying the
verbal and academic support the teacher or more proficient peers provide to the less
proficient until they become meaningfully engaged in learning situation and acquire the
necessary language skills. To make this happen, the teacher needs to maintain persistence
and continuity in applying scaffolding by repeating content and teaching strategies
throughout the curriculum (Berk &Winsler 1995). Moreover, teachers should make use of
the contextual factor by giving confidence to learners to have various choices to achieve
the objectives in a motivating environment. Teachers need also develop new learning

contexts where students can work more autonomously (Stuyf 2002).

Alternatively, scaffolding, as a differentiating tool could be one of the real challenges to
instruction that focuses on the individual needs of all students in the mixed ability
classroom. It might be viewed as enormously time-consuming when applied in classrooms
with a large number of students. Stuyf (2002) argues that implementation of scaffolding
requires the teacher to lose some of the control and allow students to commit mistakes and
errors. This challenge may sometimes be used as an excuse by teachers who suffer from
classroom management problems with or without scaffolding ignoring that integrating
scaffolding may reduce discipline and classroom management problems. Another
challenge is that teachers and curriculum manuals may not include outlines of scaffolding
methods that suit a specific lesson or context. Stuyf (2002) also views lack of teacher
training on how to integrate scaffolding as another barrier to successful differentiation.
Furthermore, students may show reluctance in participating in the activities or resistance
to assistance and development. What is more serious, according to Suherdi (2008), is
when tasks or materials are not sufficiently developed to ensure students success in

mastering the knowledge and skills.
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Overall, researchers have recommended that teacher education programmes adopt ZPD
and scaffolding as a framework that will provide teachers with the abilities and tools to
develop student’s skills at different ages (Brian 2004; Lepper & Hodell, 1989; Ngeow
&Yoon, 2001; Richards, 1998; Weinstein, 1989; Wood & Middleton 1975). Teachers can
employ scaffolding to organize the learning environment and increase the rate of success
among all students provided that instructors know enough about how their students learn.
Hence, it could be reasonably assumed that ensuring the occurrence of learning of
language skills and concepts extremely depends on selecting meticulously well-planned

teaching strategies and activities that observe the ZPD for each student

2.3.7 Constructivism

Another major theory underpinning differentiated instruction is constructivism, which is
based on the idea that children best understand the knowledge when they construct it by
themselves (Landau 2001). Constructivism is an interdisciplinary notion about learning
and teaching that is deeply rooted in philosophy and psychology. It is primarily based on
cognitive constructivism grounded in the work of Piaget (1950, 1985) and social
constructivism attributed to Vygotsky (1962, 1978). Piaget’s theory has two main parts:
separate stages of development as per the child’s age and a theory of development that
shows the way a child develops cognitive skills. He provides an explanation of how
children learn over different ages of their development in view of their interests and
experiences. Piaget’s constructivism theory assumes that children cannot grasp and use
information as soon as they receive it from adults. They are more likely to construct their
own knowledge and views which might not be expected by adults.

Piaget’s theory covers learning theories and pedagogy by emphasizing several
components: schema; adaptation processes that facilitate moving from one stage to
another (assimilation, accommodation and equilibrium); and stages of development. A
schema is defined by Piaget (1952, p. 7) as “a cohesive, repeatable action sequence
possessing component actions that are tightly interconnected and governed by a core
meaning”. Put simply, schemata (plural of schema) are building blocks of knowledge in
the human brain that form representations of the world (Rumelhart 1980). Wadsworth
(2004, p.28) suggests that these blocks can be viewed as “index cards filed in the human
brain and each one is telling an individual how to identify and react to incoming stimuli or

information”. The number of index cards varies according to the age of the individual.
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Young children have a small number of index cards while adults, by comparison, have
relatively a bigger number that are retrieved or built upon depending on experiences.
Schemata are kept in the brain and retrieved when needed. For example, an individual
from a certain culture who has a schema about welcoming a guest will regain the
information and politeness formulas stored in his brain and apply them every time he

experiences a similar situation.

Assimilation according to cognitive constructivism is an adaptation process that assists the
child to use the existing schema to deal with the new experiences and cause him to
reconsider and evaluate thoughts and understandings. Accommodation, in turn, refers to
reframing the new experiences into the already present mental capacity. It takes place
when the existing knowledge does not operate and needs to be modified to fit the new
object (Wadsworth 2004). Equilibrium is the third adaptation process forming the force
that drives learning development. It occurs when the individual’s new information can be
fitted into existing schemata and easily assimilated. Accordingly, the role of the teacher in
Piaget’s constructivism theory is that of a facilitator, not a lecturer, who focuses on
assisting students’ learning by creating opportunities for them to ask questions, interact
and come to conclusions by themselves. The teacher encourages critical thinking and
problem-solving through challenging tasks and collaborative learning techniques. She
takes into account what different students already know in different contexts, and then
adapts and builds on their knowledge in order to put it into practice (Nyaradzo &Thiel-
Burgess 2012).

A lot of research on constructivism draws on Vygotsky’s work as a social constructivist
since his theory shares common threads with cognitive constructivists like Piaget (Robbins
2003). Vygotsky (1978) contends that meaning is the link between language and cognition
and is influenced by the Ilearner’s culture. However, he assumes that Piaget
overemphasizes the individual’s internal processes. Vygotsky believes that cognitive
development is a result of cultural and social interaction in the learning environment rather
than of individual construction. The discrepancy of whether knowledge is individually
constructed or socially situated has implications on how learning is conceptualized by
learners (Nyaradzo & Thiel-Burgess 2012). In his theory of social constructivism,
Vygotsky does not see learning as a development but as a process that brings about

development. Further, social constructivism assists educators to understand how students
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develop and learn. Sweller (2004) states, “knowing how students learn and solve problems
informs us how we should organize their learning environment and without such
knowledge, the effectiveness of instructional designs is likely to be random” (p. 9).
Curriculum, instructional practices and school environment should, therefore; be designed
and organized in a manner that respects students’ thought and the way they construct their

learning.

Inspired by Vygotsky’s ideas, Bruner (1987) states that the educational theory of social
constructivism presented by Vygotsky is “a theory of cultural transmission as well as a
theory of development...Education for Vygotsky is not only the development of the
individual’s potential, but the historical expression and growth of the human culture from
which man springs” (pp. 1-2). It is a theory of learning based on the premise that
individuals make their own interpretations of reality. The learner uses mental activities to
construct knowledge about the world by reflecting upon own experiences. Based on that,
each learner develops certain views and rules that help him/her understand and
accommodate new experiences. Constructivism is a learner-centred or power-sharing
theory where children are active meaning makers and where knowledge is reconstructed
rather than reproduced, depending on the context (Bruner 1961; Duffy & Jonassen 1992;
Jonassen, Mayes & McAleese; 1993; Meyer 2009; Perkins 1992; Piaget 1985). At the
same time, Bruner (1987) believes that pedagogies illuminate teachers’ perceptions about
how students are processing knowledge, which enhances student-centeredness and ensure

cognitive development.

Constructivism has recently received a lot of attention as a prominent paradigm in
pedagogy especially in science subjects although the impact of this approach on the
development of language pedagogy was controversial in the beginning (Kaufman 2004).
In a constructivist classroom, language is a mediator between the learners and their world
because people make psychological tools, the most important of which is language, to
master their behavior (Nyaradzo &Thiel-Burgess 2012). Kuts and Roskelly (1991, p. 39)
state “[the] child actively constructs a world, and language helps shape the construction”.
In this respect, Bruner (1987) asserts that there exists a connection between language and

cognitive development
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The constructivist model of language teaching stresses the shift from teacher-centeredness
into student-centeredness as a modern trend in language pedagogy. This shift, according to
Das and Ferguson (2012, p. 52), “[results] in changes in the focus of instruction from a
transmission curriculum to a transactional curriculum”. In many contexts, the teacher
assumes the role of the “sage on the stage” by transmitting information directly to the
students who act as passive recipients. In the more productive constructivist context of
transactional curriculum, on the other hand, the teacher takes the role of the “guide on the
side”, and students are actively engaged to develop new understanding as per their
potential and interests. Hiltz (2001, p. 40) explains the student-centred constructivist
model of teaching:

Constructivist learning models require active input from students and requires
intellectual effort and aids retention. The role of the teacher in student-centered learning
is to facilitate the students' learning by providing a framework (i.e. activities for students
to complete) that facilitates their learning. For example, the teacher posts activities or
questions that students complete. Projects include: writing papers, essays, and reports,
publishing Web pages, conducting research, answering open-ended questions, creating
artwork, and organizing events.

According to the constructivist approach, facilitating students’ exposure to different types
of student-centred activities and different types of experiences has been placed at the focus
of language instruction. This approach activates schema; ensures effective learning and
helps each student to move forward and build on him/her own capacity.

2.3.8 Learning Styles

It is important to note that discussing differentiation makes it imperative to discuss the
learning styles which relate to the process of adapting teaching methods to learners’
preferences for learning content and problem solving. Learning styles refer to individuals’
discernible methods of acquiring information and skills that suit them best (Landrum &
McDuffie 2010). It is also worth noting that knowing student preferences (part of their
learning profile) in progressively more heterogeneous classrooms must be the first step in
differentiation (Easter 1994). Teachers need to know about their students’ interests and
attitudes to get them involved in the learning process. Schreiner (2010, p. 1) argues that
“by identifying the learning styles of students within your classroom, and differentiating
instruction by providing them with activities tailored to their optimum style of learning,
you can increase engagement and comprehension”. However, this highly depends on the

teacher’s potential to identify learning styles practically. Moreover, the level of
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sophistication of the process is dependent upon the learning environment and the culture

of learning prevalent in that context.

Despite the debate of the 1970s through 1990s about the existence of learning styles,
recent research shows that people learn better when they know themselves and understand
their preferences (Fox 1984; Kolb 1986). Each person processes information in his/her
own way in spite of the relative similarities among people in terms of their approaches to
learning. Identifying student-learning styles would help the teachers facilitate learning by
including elements of visual, auditory, and kinesthetic styles in the educational context.
Conversely, when the teacher is unable to recognize how his/her students learn, he/she
tends to assume that students are lazy and do not have the ability to learn. Students may
also suppose that the teacher cannot approach the situation in a way that suits their
potential and preferences. Kolb (1984, p. 196), who developed the widely-spread
instrument called Leaning Styles Inventory contends that one of the weaknesses in
educational contexts that aspire to develop differentiation-based classroom practices is the
“failure to recognize and explicitly provide for the differences in learning styles that are
characteristic of both individuals and subject matters”. Dunn (2000) agrees with Kolb by
emphasizing that maximising academic performance depends on the extent to which

instructional approaches respond to students’ different modes of learning.

According to the learning styles proponents, people have three main different modes of
perception: auditory, visual and tactile/kinesthetic. Each learner has a dominant learning
style but people tend to have a combination of the three while learning (Dunn & Dunn
1993; Fox 1984; Schreiner 2010). Auditory learners learn best through hearing or listening
to things being presented verbally and prefer to participate in oral discussions rather than
reading about them. They like to recite information out aloud and simultaneously listen to
music in the background. They tend to use checklists to remember things. During a
lecture, auditory learners, can easily grasp and retain information with a high rate of
accuracy and proficiency. Auditory learners are more likely to talk to themselves and to
others and tend to face more difficulties with the skills of reading and writing. They feel
easily distracted and prefer a quiet environment. They find it very difficult to multitask
and prefer to accomplish tasks one at a time. Finally, an auditory learner prefers individual
work to group activities. Depending on these attributes, a teacher who intends to integrate

this style into his/her classroom will need to incorporate auditory activities by enhancing
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dialogue and conversations and allow more time for verbalizing questions, brainstorming
and debriefing (Ruiz 2013).

Visual learners learn best by relying on eyesight as the most finely-tuned sense. They
prefer instruction to be based on pictures, videos, animations, diagrams, graphics and
demonstrations. They enjoy imagining events and situations when learning about things.
Their visualization skills help them possess a holistic view when retrieving information or
working on a task. However, focusing on physical features at the expense of value is
viewed as a disadvantage for a visual learner. Concentrating, while listening to
instructions and texts, is challenging to them. In addition, visual learners are highly likely
to find written language more challenging, and you often find them skipping pages
looking for pictures and drawings when they hold a book or magazine to get rid of
boredom. Hence, a teacher who plans to support visual learners must include visual
teaching aids such as images, charts and illustrations while teaching reading, writing and

other skills. She needs to integrate drawing-based activities.

On the other hand, kinesthetic learners prefer to learn through hands-on activities using
their tactile or kinesthetic senses. They enjoy learning by doing and find it very difficult to
sit-still when doing classroom activities. They take pleasure in role-plays, acting out actual
scenarios, assembling objects, doing lab experiments and participate in other physical
classroom activities. Additionally, kinesthetic learners tend to avoid lengthy written tasks
that require concentration on details. When studying reading texts, they prefer to take
notes and draw pictures. To integrate these learning styles into classroom activities, Ruiz
(2012, p. 66) suggest that a teacher follow such strategies as:

Use activities that get the learners up and moving

Use colored markers to emphasize key points on flip charts or white boards

Give frequent stretch breaks (brain breaks).

Provide high lighters, colored pens and/or pencils.

Guide learners through a visualization of complex tasks.

Have them transfer information from the text to another medium such as a keyboard
or a tablet.

Dunn and Dunn’s (1993) model of studying learning styles posited as the most well-
known instrument for assessing student’s modes of preference, which feeds into
differentiating instruction. They proposed that using this instrument properly helps in

relating input to students’ different learning styles, which would, in turn, contribute to
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more accurate academic assessment. They distinguished between two groups of

exceptional students: the talented and the underachieving.

In the last two decades, researchers conducted qualitative and quantitative studies to
investigate the effectiveness of differentiating instruction according to learning styles as
an issue which is still controversial. By and large, the results of these studies emphasized
the need to approach students’ learning differently depending on their individual
peculiarities (Tulbure 2011). Many of the studies indicated that differentiated instruction
based on the learning styles improved student achievement, attitudes and behaviour
(Alberg 1992; Dunn & Dunn 1992; Easter 1994; Ford & Chen 2001; Mickler &Zippert
1993; Tulbure, 2010). In contrast, some other studies found that differentiating instruction
upon learning styles had not significant influence on students’ learning (Akdemir &
Kosalka 2008; Massa & Mayer 2006). Landrum and McDuffie (2010, p. 6) conclude that
“there is insufficient evidence ... to support learning styles as an instructionally useful
concept when planning and delivering appropriately individualized and differentiated
instruction”. Other authors rejected the assumption that matching teaching styles to
students’ learning styles improves learning and considered it a sort of misconception
(Pham 2013). Lilienfeld et al. (2009, p. 15) point out that teachers are required to correct
learners’ shortcomings “rather than to address their strengths solely”, and students’
weakness may not be easily identified if teachers exaggerate in harmonizing teaching

styles with learning styles.

In view of the latest developments in language teaching, identification of student learning
styles and preferences has been encouraged. Fine (2003, p. 55) states that “when students
who receive special education services are placed in regular education classrooms, teacher
must identify their learning style preferences and teach accordingly to maximize learning”.
He argues that it is not sufficient to change only the learning environment to better the
academic performance of learners; it is highly crucial to determine the differences. He
reported a significant rise in the score of students after incorporating their preferred
learning styles into teaching. Students performed better when they were taught through the
learning style approach that differentiates instruction rather than the traditional method of
instruction. Currently, the Curriculum Department at the MoE indicates in the new English

Curriculum Framework (ECF 2013) that the concepts of differentiation and learning styles
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need to be highlighted in the modern standard-based teaching approach in the regular

classroom. The aim is to target students of all levels.

Related to the theories of learning styles and differentiated instruction is the brain-based
learning theory (originated as social neuroscience) which focuses on how the brain
processes and organizes learning according to the rules of meaningful learning in the mind
(Caine & Caine 1994). Interestingly, the research on brain-based learning provides help to
language teachers to improve the learning environment and reach more students in the
classroom in view of their interests and learning styles (Jensen 1998; Jensen & Palmer
1997; Lombardi 2008; Sousa 1998). Brain researches suggest three interrelated principles
that emphasise the need for having differentiated classrooms (Duman 2006). These
classrooms should meet the students’ different levels of readiness, interests and learning
styles. The principles, according to Tomlinson and Kalbfleisch (1998) who base part of
their work in this theory include:

e Learning environments must be emotionally safe and non-threatening for learning to
take place. When a child feels frightened, rejected or intimidated, an overproduction
of stress hormones (noradrenalin) causes that child to focus on self-protection rather
than on learning.

e To learn, students must be appropriately challenged. A student must not be engaged in
a curriculum that is beyond his or her level of readiness. Otherwise, the brain will
overproduce key neurotransmitters that hamper learning. Conversely, if the
curriculum is below the student's level of readiness, the brain will not show tendency
to engage, which results in lack of concern.

e Each brain must be able to grasp the meaning of ideas and skills. The major difficulty
for teachers is teaching students of diverse backgrounds, interests and skills. These
students receive information through varied channels, process ideas at different rates,

and possess varied preferences for forms of expression.

In view of the principles above, Tomlinson and Kalbfleisch (1998) explain what a
differentiated classroom may look like. These principles could be interpreted depending
on the different developmental levels of learners, different needs of teachers and the nature
of each subject. According to Ozden and Gultekin (2008), the principles of brain-based
learning ensure effective learning only when students practice real life experiences.

Besides, learning becomes more meaningful when the brain supports it through patterning
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and assisting the learners to internalize and individualize learning. Consequently, learners
are encouraged to be more active, especially when the teaching material is appropriately

designed and selected in light of the learners’ preferences: kinesthetic, visual or auditory.

According to the principle that the mind is a parallel processor, the second language
teacher needs to respect the different ways of learning among students to differentiate
his/her instruction. He/She can also differentiate the strategies of teaching in the EFL
classroom without assuming that there is one single method or strategy to encompass all
learners in the task or activity. Therefore, teachers are encouraged to select from a wide
range of strategies to engage students of different learning styles. Another principle related
to differentiation is that the brain is unique (Tomlinson 2001). It entails that we should be
open to teaching students of different levels and abilities in the classroom. Every student is
unique because his/her brain deals with information and integrates knowledge differently.
Therefore, teachers should be ready to see various interpretations and analysis of
information (Christon 1999). Additionally, understanding how the brain works provides a
teacher with more insights into what design the learning environment and assessment tools

should have, in a way that ensures a higher possibility of success in learning.

2.3.9 Multiple Intelligences

Theorists of differentiated instruction incorporated a plethora of theories and research
studies on the ways students learn depending on their cognitive competence.
Differentiation considerably draws on Gardner’s (1983) multiple intelligences theory
which presumes that “[the] heart of multiple intelligences lies in taking human differences
seriously"(Gardner, 1995, p. 7). Although the theory has sometimes been criticized for not
being empirically validated, it is overwhelmingly integrated into recent research on
learning (Campbell, Campbell & Dickinson 2004; Diaz-Lefabvre 2004; Goleman 2006;
Moran, Kornhaber & Gardner 2006; Tomlinson 1999). It is focused on observing the

varied needs of learners to make teaching a successful process.

Intelligence, according to the traditional view, is a single comprehensive entity or a fixed
cognitive capacity an individual is born with (Pradhan 2010). Specialists can measure this
capacity using standardized short answer tests such as Scholastic Aptitude Test and
Stanford-Binet Intelligence Quotient. However, it is limited to measuring logical and

linguistic competences. Multiple intelligences introduced by Howard Gardner in his book
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Frames of Mind (1983) viewed intelligence in a way more compatible with psychological,
anthropological and biological aspects of individuals and more attuned to a set of abilities.
Gardner (1995) assumes that intelligence comprises biological and psychological potential
which is realized “as a consequence of the experiential, cultural, and motivational factors
that affect a person™ (p. 2). He redefines the construct ‘intelligence’ to refer to “the ability
to solve problems or fashion products that are of sequence in a particular

cultural setting or community” (p. 7).

Gardner’s theory is influenced by other pluralists like Thurnstone (1960) and Guilford
(1967) who view intelligence as a multidimensional rather than single capacity for
problem solving (Tirri, Nokelainen & Komulainen 2013). They believe in the impact of
multiple factors of intelligence. Nevertheless, Gardner (1993) has made new contributions
by placing more emphasis on neurobiological work relating to brain organisation,
contextual and cross-cultural factors pertinent to several types of intelligences. He
emphasizes the interconnectedness between culture and intellect. Gardner (2004) stresses
that his work on multiple intelligences aims to “inspire educationally anthropologists to
develop a model of how intellectual competences may be fostered in various cultural

settings” (p. Xxvii).

In 1983, Gardner proposed seven interdependent ways to show intellectual ability called
intelligences: Verbal-Linguistic, Logical-mathematical, Visual-Spatial, Body-Kinesthetic,
Musical-Rhythmic, Interpersonal, and Intrapersonal. Later, he added two more
intelligences: Naturalistic and Existential. Gardner (2006) assumes that each person
possesses all of these intelligences, albeit one type may be higher than another. In all
cases, all types operate in an individual, and he/she uses some or all of them in varying
degrees depending on the situation. For example, a dancer needs to use the intelligences of
musical, bodily-kinesthetic, spatial and intrapersonal to be proficient in her career.
Gardner points out that the dancer may possess these intelligences at varied levels, yet she
needs to use all of them in her performance. Put differently, multiple intelligences
represent ‘different ways to be smart’ as Kagan (2005) suggests. They facilitate
understanding when teachers understand their students’ abilities and intentionally employ

differentiated instruction strategies (Crim, Kennedy & Thornton 2013).

Enthusiastically embraced by educationalists, multiple intelligences theory could create a
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deeper understanding of individual differences and interests in the classroom. Since its
emergence, it has been hastily incorporated in the curriculum of many schools in the USA
and other parts of the world. The theory encourages teachers to perceive differences as
simply a positive matter. Unlike the traditional concept of intelligence, Gardner’s theory
supposes that intelligences change over time, and they can all be improved at various rates
among learners. Hence, it becomes essential for the teacher to understand students’
intelligences and how they express and demonstrate their abilities so that she can adapt
instruction to the needs of varied learners. This also implies that a teacher will need to use
different assessment strategies and tools based on student intellectual abilities or

disabilities.

Even though multiple intelligences theory has inspired many educators and theorists, it
still faces fundamental questions and criticism concerning applicability, testing,
curriculum, overlapping with learning styles among other things. Opponents of the theory
argue that it lacks empirical testing, which makes it impractical in the classroom (Locke
2005; Visser, Ashton & Vernon 2006; Waterhouse 2006). In addition, although advocates
of Gardner’s theory work on assessments, Sternberg (1991) considers the lack of a valid
and reliable testing instrument a kind of psychometric nightmare. In commenting on
Gardner’s theory, Kein (1997) points out that multiple intelligences theory has enthused
instructional practice, yet it seems too broad, which makes it inadequate for planning

curriculum.

Detractors of Gardner’s theory believe that intelligences are similar to learning styles.
Gardner (1997) responds to what he considers this view a kind of myth or dubious
assumption. He maintains that learning styles are different from multiple intelligences. He

explains that:

You can say a child is a visual learner, but that’s not a multiple intelligences way of
talking about things ... Here is a child who very easily represents things spatially, and
we can draw upon that strength if need be when we want to teach the child something
new (p. 60).

The major question is pertinent to the fact that there are hardly any studies conducted on
differentiation without referring to this theory. As the theory of differentiated instruction is
based on the teacher ability to explore students potential, employing Multiple Intelligences

theory will inform the teacher about students interest and better ways of learning.
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2.4 Differentiated Instruction Theory

2.4.1 Origins of Differentiated Instruction

Differentiated instruction is said to be a new term of a very old idea that dates back to the
17th century’s one-room schoolhouse where teachers had to deal with students of different
levels and needs at the same time. Afterwards, the emergence of grade-level schools led to
the belief that no more differentiation would be needed. This continued till the early 1900s
when the achievement tests were introduced; and the varying levels found among students
of the same grade level made educators start considering the problem. Later, some sort of
differentiation focused on the need for teachers to meet the needs of bright students
(O’Meara 2010; Tomlinson 1999). Virgil Ward coined the term ‘differentiated instruction’
in 1960 as a responsibility towards the gifted students in the society. He believed that
employing differentiated instruction was a necessity to discover and expand the potential
of the gifted as they have more to offer; otherwise it would be hard for their capacity to be
known (Ward 1986).

Afterward, the term differentiated instruction was conceptualized as a response to include
students of mixed abilities and varied needs in the mainstream education classrooms
(Tomlinson & McTighe 2006). But the focus this time was on students with disabilities
who were allowed to join public schools after the passage of the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) in 1975 (Tomlinson, 1999; Bender, 2005). As per
IDEA, it became the responsibility of the school to differentiate for the benefit of disabled
students. In the next decade, more emphasis was laid on small group differentiated
instruction. In 2001, differentiation movement surged with the introduction of the No
Child Left behind Act (NCLB) calling for more quality education and accountability for
every child in the USA; and aiming at achieving optimal academic proficiency in reading
and some other skills within twelve years. NCLB urged teachers to closely work with
students on closing the achievement gaps between students of different capacities and
interests as per the principles of differentiation that are going to be discussed later in this

chapter.

Although teachers nowadays mostly teach students of nearly the same age group, they still
find it strenuous to meet all the needs which could be as varied as those of students in the
one-room schoolhouse (Tomlinson 1999). By and large, uniformity rather than

differentiation dominates the strategies of instruction in many contemporary classrooms
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(Gable et al. 2000; Subban 2006). Subsequently, educators have started to find out that an
increasing number of children coming from different cultures are attending today’s
schools, which necessitates prompt action to include them. Celli (2010) states that “the
students populating today’s schools are fundamentally different from those of previous
generations. If we are serious about educating them for life in the 21st century, we must
acknowledge this difference and rebalance our approach” (p. 2).The classroom has to
accommodate a bigger number of students with greater rates of diversity in terms of their
beliefs, social environment, learning styles and interests. Diversity also includes their
language skills, ability to solve problems and to use modern technological tools, in
addition to their readiness to adapt and socially interact with peers. These differences pose
challenges to teachers in delivering instruction and in their attempts to meet the learning
outcomes assigned for each grade level. Thus, it would be hard for teachers to identify and
develop the skills of the 21% century while their beliefs and practices are still grounded
into the traditional practices of the 20" century (Jukes, McCain & Crockett 2010).

Striving to develop the skills of struggling and advanced students at the same time in the
same classroom, teachers improvised several methods and strategies of differentiation
without probably knowing its name (Tomlinson 1999). For instance, some teachers gave
different lists of vocabulary items to different students depending on their levels. Other
teaches varied the homework they give to students to ensure meaningful practice for each
one of them. A third group provided opportunities to their students to select the kind of the
final product. Although many of these practices were congruent with today’s theory of

differentiation, they needed a clear approach.

2.4.2 Definition of Differentiated Instruction

In the late 1990s, Carol Anne Tomlinson, the leading and most cited expert in
differentiated instruction theory upon which the present study is principally based,
popularized differentiated instruction as an approach. Tomlinson (1999) defined
differentiated instruction as “the process of ensuring that what a student learns, how he or
she learns it, and how the student demonstrates what he or she has learned is a match for
that student’s readiness level, interests, and preferred mode of learning” (cited in Ellis,
Gable, Greg, & Rock 2008, p. 32). A growing interest in differentiation followed with
broader perspectives taking into account the actions the teacher should take in the

classroom and the modifications to the planning, instructional practices and curriculum
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based on students’ differences in terms of culture, gender, socioeconomic status, personal
interests, motivation, and competences. The practitioner according to differentiation
follows a multidimensional approach which incorporates individual, group and whole-

class instruction.

Bender (2012) indicates that the meaning of the term differentiated instruction has
changed over time and subsequent interpretations followed from the construct posited by
Tomlinson 1999. He maintains that differentiation nowadays is not tied to exclusively
single narrow approach or limited learning style any more. It is not also restricted to
differentiating according to special needs’ students in mixed ability classrooms. Today,
differentiation must encompass all students in all levels in different learning environments.
Bender and Waller (2011) contend that new conceptualizations of classroom components
including modern instructional technology and the response to intervention (RTI)
approach have influenced the application of differentiated instruction in the classroom
context to the extent that these components should not be discussed separately. Rather,
these factors are interrelated and must be considered together to attain successful

instructional practice.

According to Tomlinson (1999), differentiation should be viewed more as a philosophy
and an innovative way of thinking, rather than a strategy. Tomlinson’s work draws on the
theories of socioculturalism, social constructivism, Brain-Based Learning (Caine & Caine
1994), Learning Styles and Multiple Intelligences Theory (Gardner, 1983). Differentiated
Instruction is based on the belief that students in the ordinary classroom possess different
qualities, and each student is unique. Hence, the teacher needs to vary techniques
accordingly. Recently, there has been a surge of interest among researchers in studying the
differences between students in terms of potential, levels of readiness and learning profiles
(Fahey 2000; Heacox 2002; Hess 1999; Levy 2008; Tomlinson 1999; Tomlinson 2001,
Tomlinson & McTighe 2006).

2.4.3 The Teacher’s Role

Despite the challenges in its implementation, differentiation is a method that allows the
teacher to attend to students’ needs. The teacher according to the theory of differentiated
instruction assumes several roles which significantly differ from that of the teacher who

follows inadequate traditional methods of transmitting knowledge (Subban 2006;
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Tomlinson 1999). The teacher who practices differentiated instruction plays the role of
facilitator who acts proactively, flexibly and constructively to progress towards non-
traditional instruction and ensure better outcome. Subban (2006, p. 5) stresses that:

Differentiated instruction proposes a viable alternative to traditional teaching strategies. It
offers students the options of moving on to more complex material once they have
mastered certain key skills, it offers the teacher a more dynamic, facilitating role, and it
creates a purposeful learning environment that maximizes opportunities for meaningful
learning.

Presupposing that different learners have diverse needs, the teachers must proactively plan
varied approaches to what students will learn in order to effectively maximize their
learning opportunities and get them express learning. However, teachers in the traditional
classroom follow a single approach in planning their lessons and reactively make the
changes when learning is not effective or not happening as planned. In the same way,
Stanford and Reeves (2009) called these two ways to differentiating: retrofitting and
Universal Design. Retrofitting occurs when the teacher acts in response to students’ failure
to grasp certain points in the lesson. He/she starts assessing strengths and weaknesses.
Then, he/she makes the modifications and accommodations and provides the required
support accordingly. Universal Design, on the other hand, occurs when the teacher
proactively starts with assessing and analyzing strengths and weaknesses instead of
waiting for students to fall behind. After that, he/she provides support and makes
modifications (Rose & Meyer 2006).

In addition, the curriculum that a teacher follows needs to be proactive to achieve its goal
of maximizing learning for all students, and curricular strategies entail considerate
preparation and reflection in action. Gubbins et al. (2002) assume that the teacher has to
focus on three points: a) the knowledge, understanding and action that result from
students’ involvement with curricula; b) the extent to which the curriculum objectives
match students’ academic diversity; and c) the instructional and curricular activities that
maintain an appropriate level of challenge of the curriculum. More importantly, Bourini
(cited in Chaudhary 2013) explained that:

“[the] classroom teacher is an influential factor that determines the success of a
curriculum as he would be the one who takes the responsibility to implement it and
ensures meeting the students’ diverse needs. He is one of the major stakeholders
whom we highly consider in the process of designing the curriculum” (p. 9)
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Tomlinson (2001) introduced other roles of the teacher in a differentiated classroom: an
organizer of learning opportunities; and coach or mentor. Viewed as an organizer of
learning, the teacher focuses more on understanding students rather than giving emphasis
to knowing all the answers about the content. Further, students have learning opportunities
that capture their attention and help them form a better understanding of the content. The
focal priority in this case is organizing the class in a way that maintains effective activity
and enhances exploration. The teacher’s role as coach or mentor is to increase action in the
classroom by making students more responsible for their learning. The teacher improves
his instructional competences by assessing student readiness level; learning about their
interests; offering varied ways for students to choose from; and offering multiple channels
to student to express their understanding. Tomlinson contends that assuming these roles

will assist in changing the course of the teacher’s career.

Fox and Hoffman (2011, p. 6) emphasise that a teacher in a differentiated classroom
assumes other essential roles which ensure engaging students 80 percent of the time.
Teachers clearly plan the time of activities and protocols and divide it into chunks
according to the goals and mixed levels of students. They maintain a safe environment all
the time, allowing time for free questions and discussions for all students. Teachers do not

practice frontal teaching all the time; they work alongside the students.

2.4.4 Differentiated Instruction Model

Differentiation of instruction is guided by such key principles as respectful tasks, flexible
grouping, quality curriculum and continuous assessment (see Figure 3 adapted from
Tomlinson, 2001). According to Tomlinson’s theory of differentiated instruction, teachers
differentiate instruction in three main areas: content, process and product in response to
the students’ three varied points of readiness levels, interests and learning profiles. It is
hard to deal with these areas as discrete elements during teaching as they are considerably
interconnected and inseparable in practice. Students process ideas while reading content,
and think as they create products, and they invoke new ideas for products when they come
across ideas in the material they use. Therefore, discussing the elements one at a time will
be more convenient and manageable when you consider the better practices of

differentiation in the mixed-level classroom (Tomlinson 2001).
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Differentiation of Instruction

(Guided by principles - such as: )

Respectful Flexible Grouping Qu.allty Continuous
Tasks Curriculum Assessment

Learning Profile

Readiness Interests

Through a set of instructional and managment strategies such as:

Learning contracts - tiered lessons - small group instruction - note-

taking organizers - graphic organizers - interest centres - interest
groups - intelligence preferences - Web Quests - varied questionning -
varied homework - scaffolding reading

Figure 3:Differentiated Instruction Model

2.4.5 Principles that Guide Differentiated Instruction

2.4.5.1 Respectful tasks

A teacher in the differentiated classroom offers respectful tasks that are equally interesting
and appropriately engaging and challenging for students. They promote purposeful and
meaningful learning of the content. They are respectful in the sense that they focus on

45



essential understandings for all students and enhance creative and critical thinking of
authentic material (Strickland 2007; Tomlinson 1999; Tomlinson & Imbeau 2010). As
Tomlinson (1999, p. 53) puts it:

The activities are equally respectful in that one version doesn’t look preferable to—or
less desirable than—any other. The principle of equally respectful activities also is
evident in that every student is squarely focused on whatever skill the teacher deems
essential.

Furthermore, it is believed that the tasks should be so attractive that the students will not
care about what their peers are doing. Likewise, the tasks that are respectful of the learners
and curriculum should lead them all to relatively achieve the same learning outcomes
(Strickland 2007). They are also respectful enough to the extent that teachers do not fall
victims of misconception about limiting and lowering goals to achieve success. “The
greatest danger for most of us is not that our aim is too high and we miss it, but that our

aim is too low and we reach it” (Michelangelo n. d.).

2.4.5.2 Flexible grouping

Flexible grouping is one of the most commonsense making aspects and “a critical
management strategy in the classroom” (Heacox 2002). Radencich and McKay (1995)
describe it as “grouping that is not static, where members of the reading group change
frequently” (p. 11). It includes different patterns of grouping including small groups, large
groups, and pair work. In view of pre-assessment results, teacher plans students’ grouping
based on the topic, individual needs, interests or levels of readiness. Giving students the
opportunity of exposure to a wider range of contexts with a bigger number of peers allows
the teacher to observe a student performance in multiple learning contexts. A student may
be scheduled to work with students of the same readiness level and interests. However,
he/she might on the next day do tasks with other peers with the same interests regardless

of their readiness or skill levels (Tomlinson & Imbeau 2010).

2.4.5.3 Quality Curriculum

A third principle underpinning effective differentiation is quality curriculum.
Differentiated instruction is not expected to replace quality curriculum but to form a
refinement and extension to it. It is the responsibility of teachers to make sure that the
curriculum they follow maintains high engagement and assists students to retain

information and maximize their growth and understandings in the environment around
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them (Tomlinson 2001; Tomlinson et al, 2002). Quality curriculum targets different levels
of learners. While struggling students should find knowledge and skills that give them the
chance to learn new tasks and proceed, advanced learners need to find extended well-
designed learning opportunities that add to their knowledge and expertise. Tomlinson
(1999; 2005) lists other specifications of quality curriculum including coherence,
authenticity, attractiveness, dealing with profound ideas, focusing on essential skills and
understanding, guiding choices and assessing progress. Strickland (2007) agrees with
Tomlinson (2005) and McTighe (2005) that a curriculum should focus on big ideas and
concepts, be scaffolded, standards-based, accurate, varied, connected to earlier learning,
and emphasize inquiry and problem-solving, employing technology and pertinent to

students’ lives.

2.4.5.4 Continuous Assessment

Assessment in the differentiated classroom is a central principle influencing instruction
(Kay 2005; Wiggins & McTighe 1998), and continuous or ongoing assessment is an
integral part of teaching and learning that goes beyond monitoring students’ performance
(Simmons & Resnick 1993). Successful differentiation is based on effective ongoing
assessment of student needs Tomlinson and Allan (2000, p. 5) emphasize that “[in] a
differentiated classroom, student differences are expected, appreciated, and studied as a
basis for instructional planning. This principle also reminds us of the tight bond that
should exist between assessment and instruction”. When using differentiation, a teacher
considers everything that relates to a student’s utterances, actions or behaviours as
important information that feeds into both understanding that student and designing
instruction in a way that promote effective learning. These data also ensure and enhance
equity among students and makes the teacher confident that all students have had their

chances to learn as per their levels.

2.4.6 Student Characteristics

2.4.6.1 Readiness

Readiness level is a student’s entry point of a particular area or skill. Tomlinson and
Imbeau (2010) stress that readiness is different from ability and that it is unacceptable to
use the two terms interchangeably. While ability refers to a kind of fixed or permanent

quality, readiness connotes a temporary condition changing with instruction. Hence,
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teaching should vary according to the different readiness levels in the classroom. On the
one hand, a student who shows less-developed readiness will require scaffolding from the
teacher to assist him/her identify and bridge the gap in learning so that he/she can progress
from this point through simpler contents activities and products that are closer to her
experiences. This student will also need an adjusted pace of learning that respects her level
of learning. On the other hand, a student of a more advanced level, who has already
mastered the previous skills, will learn at a faster pace, and deal with more complex texts
and activities (Tomlinson 1999; Taylor 1992).

2.4.6.2 Interests

Interests refer to what attracts a student’s attention and arouse his/her curiosity relative to
a particular topic or skill. They are linked to engagement and motivation to learn and
influenced by students’ personal experiences, culture and needs (Collins & Amabile 1999;

Tomlinson & Imbeau 2010).

2.4.6.3 Learning Profiles

Learning profiles, also called learning styles, refer to the way students learn and their
preferences for exploring the content. They are mainly shaped by gender, culture, learning
styles and intelligence preferences. Student learning profiles include aspects of how each
student learns, how he/she process their needs and the way he/she employs what they have
learned (Tobin & Timppett 2012; Tomlinson et al. 2003). Tomlinson (1999) maintains that
variance in learning profiles must be accounted for in the differentiated classroom. Some
students like to work with peers while others prefer to work individually. Some students
prefer to learn rules deductively, from whole-to-whole while others prefer to see examples
and inductively learn the rule. In terms of intelligences, a student may prefer the analytical

approach to learning while another may learn better through application.

2.4.7 Elements of Differentiated Instruction

2.4.7.1 Content

The term “content” refers to the material taught in the classroom or how the student gets
access to the information. It is the input of both what we teach in the classroom and what

we need our students to learn. Tomlinson (1999) states that “[content] is what a student
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should come to know (facts), understand (concepts and principles), and be able to do
(skills) as a result of a given assignment of study (a lesson, learning experience, a unit)”
(p. 43). It includes facts, concepts, attitudes, principles and related skills. Most of these
constituents, especially the ones related to the core standards, are fixed for all learners
except with some students’ skills that do not match grade level. As in the case of
vocabulary lists, where more advanced students have a longer list compared to the low

achievers who have shorter lists.

In the reading skill, differentiating content indicates that mixed-ability/level students can
simultaneously learn different information about the same theme. Considering standards, a
teacher might find, during the pre-assessment phase that a number of students are capable
of grasping the gist of a reading text from the first time they read a long passage. At the
same time, you will find some others who are still struggling with reading simpler texts
and in understanding the main idea. To solve such a problem the teacher needs to scaffold
the learners’ skills by providing different levels of reading texts consistent with the
different zones of development. Effective practitioners should utilize differentiation of
content as a priority by employing materials and tasks which entirely relate to students’
real life. Educators and researchers (Berger 1991; Hymes 2010; Kaviany, Khany &
Gowhary 2014; Khany & Khosravian 2013; Tomlinson 1999) suggest several ways to
facilitate the teaching and learning of content and skills such as:

e Incorporating a range of texts and novels at varying readability levels (e.g. graded
readers)

e Presenting material through visual, auditory and kinesthetic means

¢ Following both whole-to-part and part-to-whole approaches in presenting the material

e Reteaching students who need more support for not demonstrating mastery of the
content.
Using technological tools including related software, videos, and web based material

e Modifying content through providing various selections including simpler and more
advanced passages for reading

e Authentic language learning material including brochures, movies, and field trips in
addition to adapted printed material

2.4.7.2 Process

The second area based on differentiated instruction theory is “process”, or sense making.
It refers to activities designed to make sure that learners use main skills to make sense out

of essential ideas and information. It provides an opportunity to learners to process and
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master the content and skills they have been learning. A language learner who encounters
new ideas while learning needs some time to process the information in his/her brain.
Somehow, the brain filters all this to make sense. Differentiating process requires that a
teacher provides choices to students related to the way they express what they learn. For
example, to express what they could understand about a historical event, students may
choose to write a letter to the editor, make a diagram or create a political cartoon
(Tomlinson & Allan 2000). Tomlinson (2001) thinks that such processing or sense making
is a basic element of instruction. It is important to the extent that without it learners either
lose the ideas they are learning or confuse them. Although some writers use the terms
‘process’ and ‘activity’ interchangeably, Tomlinson prefers to use the term ‘sense-making
activity’ for process. This reminds the teacher and learner that an activity is more powerful
in providing the intended meaning when it is focused on a certain area that they need to
know, understand or make use of in the real world outside the classroom. When
differentiating process, teachers tend to vary teaching and learning techniques, activities
and strategies in an attempt to provide methods that suit the learners of different readiness
levels, interests and learning styles. Examples of differentiating process activities include
flexible grouping, tiered tasks, interest centres, varying the length of time students need to

fulfill a task, centres/stations, think-pair-share, Web-quests and graphic organizers.

2.4.7.3 Product

The third element of differentiation theory is ‘product’ which refers to the way students
demonstrate what they have been able to know, understand and do following a learning
experience. Usually, product assignments are learned at the end of a unit or semester.
They must respect the needs of individuals and groups and help them rethink and extend
what they have learned. Tomlinson (1999, p. 79) stresses that “[products] are important
not only because they represent your students’ extensive understandings and applications,
but also because they are the elements of curriculum students can most directly own”. In
essence, good products are not intended for mere enjoyment. They must activate thinking,
application and expanding the key skills the students have learned (Tomlinson 2001).
After identifying the skills and standards of the product, the teacher decides on the layout
and possible format. Products possibilities include conducting interviews, writing a
journal, magazine, blog, newspaper, or book, doing a demonstration, performing a play,

designing a game, conducting and experiment, making a video, presenting a research, in
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addition to dozens of other things. Sometimes the format is prescribed in the curriculum
components for a specific purpose, (most likely the conventional products like essay
writing). However, non-conventional products, especially those motivating the student to
excel will make the most of the benefit of differentiated activities.

Tomlinson and Allan (2000, p. 9) list several benefits of differentiating product, including:

e Allowing students to design products related to learning objectives;

e Encouraging students to express what they have learned in different ways;
Allowing for diverse working arrangements (e.g. individual or team work);
Providing or encouraging the use of multiple resources;

Giving diverse product assignments of multiple difficulty levels; and
Using varied types of assessment.

According to the new assessment system for high schools in the UAE government schools,
product assessment is introduced as a process (ECF). Teachers ask students to work in
groups on a project with a topic of their choice over a long period of time. After forming
groups, a teacher is expected to evaluate students’ products at three phases: a) In the first
phase, teachers assess product outline, and students select group members; b) During the
second phase teachers follow up the process; ¢) By the end of the third trimester, teachers
assess the final product and presentation. More than 30 percent of the formative
assessment mark goes to product. A considerable proportion of the mark is allocated to
social work and interaction among group members. Nonetheless, no evidence has been

tracked to effective differentiation.

2.4.8 Common Instructional Strategies

Among the most common strategies for differentiating instruction are concept-based
teaching, curriculum compacting, learning contracts, mini-lessons, note-taking organizers
and varied support systems (Tomlinson 2001). In an English class, the teacher introduces
lots of information, vocabulary items and concepts. Students, however, forget much of that
content and move forward to a new theme or lesson. This may accumulate memory loss
over time and lead to lack of concentration and loss of more knowledge, although students

may later spend a long time trying to memorize as much information as they could.

2.4.8.1 Concept-Based Instruction

Teachers need to follow concept-based instruction that helps students develop conceptual

understanding based on differentiation. They need to ensure that students “a) have a deep

51



foundation of factual knowledge, b) understand facts and ideas in the context of a
conceptual framework, and c) organize knowledge in ways that facilitate retrieval and
application” (Bransford et al. 2000, p. 16). Differentiation of content focuses on
organizing concepts and skills instead of facts, which makes it more effective in the future
(Tomlinson 1999; 2001). Bransford et al. (2000) supports Tomlinson’s view that when
information is organized into a conceptual framework, students will be more able to
transfer and apply what they have learned into new contexts of practice and real life
situations. In essence, what makes concept-based teaching of content more reliable and
then effective in a differentiated classroom is its relatedness to schema theory, as each
student is urged to establish connections between new concepts and their prior knowledge.
Consequently, integration of the new content into knowledge blocks in the mind will
minimise memory loss. Tomlinson (2001) illustrates with an example of an elementary
teacher who differentiates learning a unit on dinosaur extinction. To help students
understand the concept of extinction, she divides them into two groups. The first group
explores dinosaur extinction as a result of environmental changes and investigates the
changes that may have led to their extinction. The second group alternatively studies
extinction as a human-made change to the environment. They hold a comparison between
dinosaurs’ extinction and the situation with other extinct creatures trying to find the
similarities and differences. Both groups deal with scientific concepts and attempt to draw
conclusions based on scientific inquiry. However, the first group studies the issue in a
concrete single-faceted way while the second group explored it in a more abstract
multifaceted way. To ensure successful content differentiation, the teacher should

proactively assign the required material and tasks as per the needs of each group.

2.4.8.2 Compacting Curriculum

Compacting curriculum can be a strategy for differentiating content for high achieving and
high potential students who may finish their assignments very quickly as they find them
academically unchallenging. Students who have already mastered the textbook
assignments that need to be studied by all students in the classroom will feel frustrated and
unwilling to participate in more classroom activities. The major challenge is due to
contemporary textbooks that have been ‘dumped down’ and the tendency of decreasing
difficulty (Chall & Conard 1991).In response to this problem, curriculum compacting,

developed by Joseph Renzulli in 1978, is used as an intervention to keep high-achieving
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students engaged (Renzulli 1991). Compacting curriculum is a three-stage process.
Students’ knowledge and skills (e.g. grammar, vocabulary, punctuation, and spelling) in
the first stage are pre-assessed by means of a formal test or informal conversation and
observation to identify which parts of the curriculum they have mastered. So the teacher

and student agree on compacting.

In the second stage, the teacher determines the knowledge and skills the students have not
shown mastery in. Then a plan is set to ensure students achieve the goals and outcomes by
learning those skills within a time limit. The plan may engage students in activities with
different groups of students or focus on practicing missing skills. In the final stage,
students agree with the teacher on the procedure for completing a well-selected task which
is challenging enough while other students are studying the general content.

2.4.8.3 Learning Contracts

Learning contracts are working agreements collaboratively written by students and
teachers allowing freedom for students to choose the content and skills they will learn; the
way to learn it; and the period of time for completion. It also specifies the way the teacher
and students will assess learning. From differentiation perspective, learning contacts are
effective in managing the differentiated classrooms because contracts will vary with
students’ needs (Tomlinson, 2001). Frymier (1965) states that:

Allowing students to decide which grade they wish to strive for, which activities they
will engage in, and how they will demonstrate that they have satisfactorily completed
their studies permits a teacher to seize upon powerful motivating forces within
individual students ... This notion shifts responsibility for learning from the teacher to
the student, but at the same time offers an incentive by insuring success under known
conditions. Students are challenged without being threatened (p. 20)

According to their levels, students might be allowed to specify the areas of focus content
in the contract with some assistance from the teacher. Other students may select objectives
and assignments from lists proposed by the teacher. But in the end each student feels safe

to discuss the details of her choices with the teacher.

2.4.8.4 Note-Taking Organizers

Content can be differentiated using note-taking organizers to help students who find
difficulties in reading or listening to grasp what the teacher presents to the class. In this
case, using a visual organizer to take notes shows the flow of ideas and helps such

students to focus on the development of main ideas and highlight important information.
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Still, teachers need to make sure that such organizers suit the level of students and not

boring for those who can read or do listening tasks independently (Tomlinson 2001).

2.4.8.5 Tiered Lessons

Although tiered lesson is a strategy to support differentiating all elements, it is primarily
used to differentiate process and help students to reach an understanding of the concepts
and generalizations in accordance with interests, readiness levels and learning preferences.
A teacher who develops a better understanding of the students’ potential will be more
capable of following the procedures of tiered lessons relative to their readiness. Tomlinson
(2001, 2010) emphasizes that tiered activities become more important when a teacher aims
to make students of different levels work with the same ideas and key skills. For example,
a student may face difficulties to understand the basic concepts needed for reading. At the
same time, another student who can work beyond grade level will need to encounter
challenges to learn the same concepts. In this case, tiered activities help the struggling
student to grasp the important concepts, and extend the knowledge and understanding of
the advanced student in the same area. Both will be engaged in learning the concepts and
skills but with different rates of complexity. Tomlinson (1999) contends that there is no
recipe for designing a tiered activity but she mentions some guidelines that help the
teacher plan the tiered lesson that ensure adequate challenge to all levels. A teacher should
select the concepts or skills that form the focus of the lesson. Then, based on assessments
of students’ readiness levels, interests and learning profiles, he knows his students before

planning the activity.

When adopting tiered lesson strategy, Adams and Pierce (2004) identify eight steps. First,
a teacher identifies the grade level and subject. For example, the grade level is tenth and
subject is English Language. Second, she identifies the target standards (National
Standards Document) to be covered. In this case, a teacher starts with standards and avoids
imposing pre-designed activities into a tiered lesson. Third, she identifies the key concepts
to be taught. The key concept is the ‘big idea’ she is targeting, based on the standard. The
teacher addresses one concept at a time. Then she moves to the generalization that follows
from the concept she is planning to teach and relates to what she wants her students to
learn by the end of the lesson. Fourth, the teacher makes sure students have background
necessary to learn the concepts. She identifies their ZPD and the scaffolding required to

know which skills must be introduced first. Fifth, the teacher identifies the element she
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will tier and select separately (content, process or product). Sixth, the teacher selects the
students’ characteristics to be tiered (readiness, interest or learning profile). Surveys of
interests, learning styles and multiple intelligences inventories are used. Seventh, the
teacher determines the number of tiers to develop based on the choices above. When
tiering according to readiness, there are usually three tiers (below grade level, at grade
level, and above grade level). Finally, the teacher develops the assessment tool (primarily
formative) based on the lesson design. He/She focuses on observation and recording

evidence on students’ progress, levels of understanding and pace of learning the concept.

2.5 Common Misconceptions about Differentiated Instruction

With differentiated instruction increasingly taking centre stage in many educational
institutions in the USA and around the world nowadays, and with hundreds of books
written by advocates of differentiation, a wide range of myths and misconceptions are
spreading among teachers who resist, or are unable to implement it in their classrooms.
Therefore, many theorists and educators (Fox & Hoffman 2011; Rease 2011; Tomlinson
1999, 2001; Tomlinson & Imbeau 2010) attempt to provide clarification of the most

common fallacies classroom teachers hold about employing differentiation strategies:

A widespread misconception is that differentiated instruction is only for special need and
struggling students. The reality, however, is that differentiation targets students of all
abilities and levels, from those with learning disability to those in advanced levels (Fox &
Hoffman 2011). There is a general agreement that every individual possesses distinct
interests, readiness level and learning profile. Additionally, there is a common
misconception that differentiation is a kind of ‘fad’ that eventually complicates a teacher’s
work when it comes to practice. Tomlinson (2010) rejects this conception and claims that
the idea of reshaping teaching methods to meet the needs of all students is as old as
Confucius who used to differentiate his teaching strategies according to circumstances.
Muslims have adopted the early teachings related to observing diversity in Islam: “We
have been ordered to address people according to their ability to understand” (Hadith).
Tomlinson (2010) contends that differentiation is not a group of strategies. It is an entire
philosophy and a way of thinking about teaching and learning. Differentiation is all about

good teaching that follows a systematic approach and is based on ‘non-negotiables like
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quality curriculum, on-going assessment and reflection, and well-selected environment

that teachers need to maintain all the time.

Many teachers believe that they cannot differentiate instruction because it is time
consuming and they are busy all the time. It is said that a teacher who has more than a
hundred students in three to four classes with extracurricular activities, discipline
problems, administrative duties, on-going assessments, marking homework and tests, will
unlikely have the time to plan and create tiered lessons (Bennett 2012). According to the
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development’s - OECD (2013), “one in four
teachers in most countries loses at least 30% of their lesson time, and some lose more than
half, through disruptions and administrative tasks. This is closely associated with the
classroom disciplinary climate” (p. 88). Proponents of differentiated instruction contend
that just like any practitioners to a new approach, teachers will view planning and
implementing differentiation as time consuming in the preliminary stage till they get used
to it. Wehrmann (2000) points out that differentiation requires systematic planning of
instruction; and to be successful teachers need to start with taking slow and steady steps

that bear a resemblance to the baby’s first steps.

In addition, many teachers do not implement differentiation because they believe it is very
difficult to handle. Differentiation theorists do not claim it is easy. Woodin-Weaver (2000)
maintains that:

"[there's] no question that it is a big challenge, but there is no bigger challenge than
trying to insert Kids in a one-size-fits-all [classroom] and then having to deal with the
spillover of emotional and behavioral reactions. If kids are not in a place where they
can learn, they let us know loud and clear” (p. 2).

To make differentiated instruction easier, a teacher must own the tools and follow the
strategies of differentiation.

Many experienced teachers think that differentiated instruction means individualized
instruction. Although teachers may practice individualizing instructing when they give
students the opportunity to work according to their pace, differentiated instruction is
different. Tomlinson (2000) points out that in individualized classroom, a teacher attempts
to do something different for all students in the classroom. In a reading lesson, each will
have his/her individual assignment, which will drive that teacher to go nuts and become

quickly exhausted (Wormeli 2005). In addition slicing up instruction into content and
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skills fragments will make learning irrelevant. Differentiated instruction, on the other
hand, does not assume a separate plan for each learner, although it gives pathways to

learning in response to varying student needs in a balanced manner (Tomlinson 1999).

Another misconception is that differentiation means providing unbalanced workload to
students. Some teachers may think that effective differentiation means giving the high
achievers or advanced readers more books to read and additional tasks that will take more
time to do. Instead, the teacher can encourage those advanced students to study the text
from other new perspectives while other groups of students work according to their

readiness levels. In the end, all students take the same time for doing the tasks.

Teachers who do not differentiate sometimes believe that differentiation is not fair.
According to differentiated instruction theorists fair here does not mean the same. To
reach the same outcomes, students follow several paths of learning according to their
readiness levels, needs and interests. In other words, it is fair in the sense that a teacher
employs multiple differentiation strategies to ensure each student gets appropriate

scaffolding to achieve the goal.

Some teachers do not differentiate because they believe differentiation does not allow
them to cover the standards for every student in the classroom. Tomlinson and Imbeau
(2010) assert that differentiation does not dictate curriculum although they encourage
schools to select a rich curriculum. They suppose that the multiple ways the teacher adopts

will lead to covering the addressed standards.

Among the debates and controversies swirling around differentiation is the lack of
reflection by teachers on their own practices. Tomlinson (2005) maintains that a teacher
needs to overcome four major barriers prior to implementing differentiation in the
classroom: a) not viewing and dealing with students as individuals; b) the lack of clear
image of the learning outcome students must achieve after a unit of study; c) the absence
of background knowledge and focusing on the role of the teacher as the centre of the
teaching-learning process; and d) the lack of ability to teach flexibly. Deslie (2000)
contends that differentiation is moving hurriedly, but not smoothly, from special education

into regular education.
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2.6 Previous Studies

Even though there is a dearth of studies that investigate teacher beliefs about differentiated
instruction worldwide and in the UAE in particular, several studies have described the
relationship between teachers’ beliefs and effective classroom practices including
differentiation (e.g. Barnett 2011; Boen 2010; Buehl & Fives 2009; Gibson 2005; Grover
2009; Guise 2009; Wallestad 2009; Zeigler 2010). Fewer studies addressed teacher beliefs
about responsive teaching to student diversity in EFL contexts. In most cases,
differentiated instruction was addressed as a pedagogical approach rather than a
philosophy of teaching and learning. The findings of most studies revealed that
differentiated instruction is believed to have a positive impact on instruction and learning
in the diverse classroom, which requires a real need for enhancing teachers’ knowledge
and skills about differentiation (Nicolae 2014). The research studies to be considered in

this section will be those most related to the key research questions of the present study.

Boen (2010) conducted a mixed methods study about differentiated instruction within a
Response to Intervention Framework. The theoretical framework of the study was based
on the Tomlinson’s theory of differentiating instruction. The results from quantitative and
qualitative parts revealed that teachers practiced differentiating for readiness more
regularly. However, teachers and school principals were more inclined to participate in

professional development programmes on differentiation to meet student needs

In her study about the way English language teachers negotiate their beliefs and
instructional practices, Guise (2009) used qualitative tools to explore alignment between
teachers’ expressed beliefs and their observed instructional practices. Findings revealed
that misalignments existed due to the teachers’ limited reflection upon their own teaching

practice and the blurred nature of their core beliefs about effective teaching and learning.

In a study that examined teacher beliefs about student diversity through transformative
learning and the disorienting dilemmas, Grand (2011) employed the Common Beliefs
Survey investigated into the teachers’ beliefs and assumptions about this issue. The study
examined Mezirow’s Transformation Theory as a tool to address problematic teacher
beliefs. According to Mezirow (2000):

[Transformation Theory] is the process by which we transform our taken-for-granted
frames of reference (meaning perspectives, habits of mind, mind-sets) to make them
more inclusive, discriminating, open, emotionally capable of change, and reflective so
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that they may generate beliefs and opinions that will prove more true or justified to
guide actions (p. 7).

In order for transformation in learning to occur, an individual may go through a
disoriented dilemma, which refers to a sudden crisis, major transition or experience in
his/her life that causes a shift in beliefs, values and ideas. Results of Grand’s (2011) study
asserted that individuals had different disoriented dilemmas. The study revealed that the
Common Beliefs Survey content activated disorienting dilemmas among most teachers by
giving them the chance to reflect upon their own beliefs and by providing them with

information that challenged their existing information.

In their study of teacher efficacy beliefs, differentiated instruction and professional
development, Dixon et al. (2014) found that a significant number of training hours in
differentiation was positively linked to the teacher’s sense of self-efficacy. According to
Bruner (1977), self-efficacy is a kind of assessment of an individual’s abilities in order to
reach a certain level of performance. In the educational context, self-efficacy refers to a
teacher’s “judgment of his or her capabilities to bring about desired outcomes of student
engagement and learning, even among those students who may be difficult or
unmotivated” (Tschannen-Moran &Woolfolk Hoy 2001, p. 783). Dixon et al. (2014) study
revealed that teachers who consistently received more professional development in
differentiated instruction generally felt more efficacious and were more successful in
implementing differentiation in the classroom. The study also indicated that teacher self-
efficacy assists in performing more differentiation regardless of the content level being

taught.

Erguvan (2014) conducted a research study to explore the perceptions and beliefs of
instructors about using a specific online instruction tool highly based on differentiated
instruction. The researcher employed a two-course programme focusing on academic
English skills. The subjects of the study were eight instructors of English in Kuwait who
were interviewed to respond to interview questions seeking information about web-based
instruction and differentiation. The data analysis revealed that participating instructors had
positive views towards differentiated instruction. They believed that ICT tools are
effective in motivating students and in adding variety to class when differentiation

strategies are activated.
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The results of Brighton and Hertberg’s (2004) study on the link between professional
development and differentiation show that teachers who plan to implement differentiated
teaching efficiently need professional development programmes. These programmes
show: a) reflection on teachers’ beliefs and assumptions about pedagogy; b) a balanced
content and practice; c) a redirection of misunderstandings; d) a pre-assessment of
teacher’s stated beliefs and classroom practices; and €) the way differentiation strategies
are implemented in view of professional development. In addition to possessing a good
knowledge of the theoretical perspectives of differentiated instruction, teachers need to
spend enough time to plan and implement differentiation. They need the help of more
experienced peers in the form of co-planning, co-teaching, and observation (Brighton &
Hertberg 2004).

2.7. Summary

Reviewing the literature revealed that differentiated instruction was highly based on
Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory and zone of proximal development; and on Piaget’s
theory of cognitive development and constructivism. Tomlinson’s (1999) theory and
model of differentiated instruction  drew on Gardner’s (1983) multiple intelligences
theory and learning styles. In addition, this chapter reviewed the literature pertaining to the
connection between teachers’ beliefs and classroom instructional practices. In particular,
the impact of teacher’s cognition, “what teachers know, think and believe, on what
teachers do during their course of practice (Borg 2003, p. 81). In the last section of the
chapter, previous similar studies on teachers’ beliefs and differentiated instruction were
reviewed, and the convergence and divergence between stated beliefs and implementing
differentiation was highlighted. Interestingly, reviewing the literature indicated that there
is a paucity in exploring EFL teacher’s beliefs in regard to differentiation in general and in

the UAE context in particular.
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CHAPTER THREE

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

3.1. Introduction

The present mixed methods study aims to contribute to the body of knowledge on
differentiated instruction as an interdisciplinary approach to teaching English as a foreign
language. More specifically, using the mixed methods approach is expected to yield
deeper insights into the research questions related to exploring teachers’ beliefs,
conceivable misconceptions and practices related to differentiated instruction in the UAE
public secondary schools. In addition, it facilitates identifying the possible barriers and
enablers to observing student diversity from the language teachers’ perspectives. Beliefs
are a complex construct that requires quantitative and qualitative methods to elicit data.
The present study adopts pragmatism as a paradigm associated with the philosophical
framework of mixed methods (Tashakkori & Teddlie 2003). The study puts forward the
research problem as the essence and applies different approaches to explore the problem
(Creswell 2003). This chapter presents the research paradigm, research design and
approach, methods, data collection, data analysis, validity and reliability of the study, and

ethical considerations.

3.2 Foundational Paradigm

Conducting the research and selecting its design is essentially based on the researcher’s
philosophical view of the world or belief system of the nature of knowledge (i.e.
paradigm). A paradigm forms the basis for understanding and interpreting our world and
guides the researchers’ community in their inquiry (Ellen 1984). Filstead (1979, p. 34)
defines a paradigm as a “set of interrelated assumptions about the social world which
provides a philosophical and conceptual framework for the organized study of that world”.
Burrell and Morgan (1979, p. 24) add that paradigms correspond to the “taken-for-grated
assumptions, the frames of reference, the mode of theorizing and the methods of
researching and building knowledge... Each paradigm represents different ‘meta-
theoretical assumptions with regard to the nature of science and of society”. Moreover,
paradigms must be taken for granted without establishing their exactness and rightness
(Guba & Lincoln 1994). Over the past four decades, research has often witnessed a lot of

debate on the kind of paradigm that should be rationally used in mixed methods studies.
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Four  overriding research  paradigms  were  recognized:  post-positivism,
interpretivist/constructivist, pragmatism and advocacy/participatory informing the
philosophical worldview underlying the research methodology (Morgan 2007). While
post-positivism was linked to quantitative research, and interpretivist/constructivist was
highly identified with qualitative, pragmatism was considered as a potential paradigm

more compatible with mixed methods research (Hall 2013).

Pragmatism is a paradigm that is not confined to one system of philosophy or reality, and
the world according to pragmatists is not seen as an absolute unity. Thus, a researcher can
follow a pluralistic approach to obtain knowledge about the research problem and select
whatever works in terms of the research methods needed. According to Creswell (2003, p.
12), “pragmatism opens the door to multiple methods, different worldviews, and different
assumptions, as well as different forms of data collection and analysis...Truth is what
works at the time.” Notably, pragmatism does not stop at the broad meaning of worldview
or what someone generally believes without thoroughly considering the conditions and
specifications of that view. We should “primarily focus on a person’s thoughts about the
nature of research” (Morgan 2007, p. 52). In this respect, it seems Biesta (2010, p. 112)
has a point when he argues that knowledge according to this paradigm is about the

relationships between actions and consequences, not merely about the world out there.

Furthermore, pragmatism does not stick to the traditional dichotomy of
quantitative/qualitative or scientific/naturalistic (Guba & Lincoln 1988) and rejects their
centrality in research. Rather, pragmatism sees the blending of both methods an effective
way to address social real life issues including beliefs about instruction (Biesta 2010;
James 1995). In the same vein, Teddlie and Tashakkori (2009, p. 73) stress that
“pragmatism offers a third choice that embraces superordinate ideas gleaned through
consideration of perspectives from both sides of the paradigms debate in interaction with

research questions and real world circumstances”.

The present study on EFL teachers’ beliefs about differentiated instruction benefits from
merging the qualities of the two major paradigms - post-positivist (quantitative) and
interpretive/constructivist (qualitative) to answer the research questions. Each of the two

paradigms has its own strengths and weaknesses though (Thurmond 2001; O’Neill 2005;
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Creswell & Clark 2007). Nevertheless, the intention of the present study is not to add to
the discourse of debate concerning the ontology (ways of constructing reality) and
epistemology (form of knowledge of the reality) of paradigms. Rather, the aim is primarily
to highlight how the present study might benefit from the qualities of both paradigms by
avoiding the weaknesses and capitalizing on the strengths of each one of them. Hence, the
study uses pragmatism as a proposed framework underlying the research (Creswell 1995;
Johnson & Onwuegbuzie 2004; Tashakkori & Teddlie 1998; Teddlie & Tashakkori 2009).

The methodology of the present study acknowledges Fraenkel and Wallen (2008)
contention that the research question is the most important element that decides the
paradigm to adopt. The skilled researcher can pragmatically make a blend of approaches
to respond to his/her questions (Morgan 2007; Patton 1990; Tashakkori & Teddlie 1998).
Put differently, the researcher in the pragmatism paradigm has the right to choose the
methods, techniques and procedures in an attempt to provide a deeper understanding of the
research problem. To better understand the contribution of the pragmatic paradigm to the
present mixed methods study, it is useful to consider the qualities of quantitative and

qualitative methods more profoundly in the next section (3.3).

3.3 Research Design and Approach

The study adopted a methodological triangulation research approach which combined
quantitative and qualitative methods to respond to the research questions pertinent to
teachers’ beliefs and implementation of differentiation in the secondary classroom. This
design offered an opportunity to benefit from the qualities of different methods in solving
the problem and assisted in validating the findings. Denzin (1989, p. 307) maintains that
“[by] combining multiple observers, theories, methods, and data sources, researchers can
hope to overcome the intrinsic bias that comes from single-methods, single-observer, and

single theory studies”.

To better understand the contribution of traditional quantitative and qualitative methods to
the present study, it is useful to consider some of their qualities. Each of the two main
methods has its own strengths and weaknesses, and both have their followers (O’Neill
2005; Tashakkori & Teddlie 1998). Quantitative research mostly uses surveys,

experiments and observations to collect reliable data that is easy to analyse statistically. It
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is primarily based on statistical data analysis and aims at measuring the correlation
between different variables, which allows the researcher to make generalizations about the
entire population (O’Neill 2005). Additionally, quantitative research methods are more
related to the scientific approach where the researcher deals with numbers and frequencies
to measure variables. Carr and Kemmis (1986) give two explanations of why we need to
employ quantitative research, which is commonly used in natural sciences, in education.
First, the concepts and methodology of quantitative research are applicable to the
educational setting. Second, quantitative research could prove to be effective in providing
logical standards to research in the different areas of education. Interestingly, this partially
applies to the requirement of the present study where the scope incorporates secondary
English language schools teachers at the UAE level. Although the study aims to
investigate teachers’ beliefs and practices, which may seem qualitative, there is a tendency
that quantitative research methodology could be helpful and enriching in providing logical

standards by exploring the magnitude of the problem.

On the other hand, quantitative methods are often criticized for being weaker in providing
sufficient explanations of many social and educational issues as they may not be able to
provide in-depth description. Pure quantitative research methodology fails in some cases
where the issue under investigation is hard to measure. The greatest weakness of this
approach, according to Weinreich (1996, p. 53) is that it may “de-contextualize human
behaviors in a way that removes the event from its real world setting and ignores the
effects of variables that have not been included in the model”. It seems that Creswell and
Plano-Clark (2007, p. 97) have a point when they explain using the quantitative approach
in educational settings. They argue that “these studies have all been quantitative
investigations that do not incorporate the voices of participants. One issue that arises then

is that the quantitative results are inadequate”.

Qualitative research is the other main wide-spread approach that is used to help the
researcher better understand the issue being studied from the participants’ perspectives
towards their environment by gathering information about their classroom instruction.
Quialitative research facilitates an in-depth understanding of such complicated domains as
beliefs and differentiated instruction. Glesne (2006, p. 4) points out that “qualitative

researchers seek to understand and interpret how the various participants in a social setting
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construct the world around them.” He argues that to reach a better understanding, the
researcher will need to deeply approach the different views of respondents. Qualitative
research can help provide a useful description of the issue, and it is highly recommended
when conducting exploratory studies. This study partially adheres to the qualitative-
constructivist paradigm in understanding the multiple realities of beliefs about
differentiated instruction. Ontologically, the context is highlighted in constructing reality
(Shkedi 2005). Therefore, the researcher attempts to interpret data to understand the
teachers’ beliefs and practice of differentiation through some qualitative instruments, such
as interviews and classroom observations. According to Lincoln (2000, p. 3), “qualitative
research’ is a term that has different meanings according to context.” It could be assumed
that this kind of method is meaningful in the context of this study in terms of deepening

the researchers’ awareness of the problem.

For purists who prefer to separate quantitative and qualitative research approaches,
quantitative research is an approach that supports the assumptions that behaviour is best
elucidated through objective facts. Reality, from this perspective, exists objectively with a
possibility to make a correlation between variables (Johnston & Onwuegbuzie 2004).
Alternatively, reality according to the qualitative approach is socially constructed and
subjectively understood. It is conceived in terms of the various meanings it might have to
different respondents. The debate about following a pure or mixed methods approach in
research is still a disputable question. Nevertheless, integrating both paradigms in social
studies seems quite essential and applicable to gain a comprehensive understanding in
educational settings including the point at issue, mainly through triangulation of

instrumentation and analysis.

Teddlie and Tashakkori (2011) assert that the decision to employ mixed methods research
design depends primarily on the nature of questions. It is when the researcher ensures the
research questions are most efficiently answered. Rowan and Huston (1997, p. 1444)
maintain that “the fit between the research question and the research approach is important
to establish because it provides evidence that the researcher understands the nature of the
problem and has selected an appropriate method of investigation”. Hence, there seems to
be no one best method to address all questions in exploratory studies. This depends on the

nature of the questions and the approach needed to address them. In this respect, Rowan
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and Huston (1997) argue that not all questions are inevitably best addressed by means of a
single approach: qualitative or quantitative. Within the same approach each method has its

strengths in dealing with different kinds of questions.

Hence, there was a pressing need in the present study to focus on the nature of the
questions being addressed and the kind of information sought to justify adopting this

design. The study aimed to explore the following research questions (RQs).

e RQ1: What beliefs or misconceptions do secondary school EFL teachers hold about
differentiated instruction in the mainstream classroom?

e RQ2: What barriers or enablers do EFL teachers encounter in implementing
differentiated instruction?

e RQ3: Do teachers implement differentiated instruction in the EFL classroom?

The first two questions were principally answered by using a questionnaire and semi-
structured interviews while the third question was answered by employing a classroom
observation protocol in addition to some statements in the questionnaire and interviews.
The aim of these questions was to investigate beliefs about differentiated instruction as an
area of interdisciplinary perspectives and unprecedented investigation in the UAE context,
where no similar studies have been conducted. Although some questions might be
answered through a single approach (quantitatively or qualitatively) in some cases, the
nature of the above questions in the UAE context necessitates making use of the strengths
of both approaches. In other words, the utilization of mixed methods design (quantitative
and qualitative) within this single study is hoped to provide clearer answers to the

questions and give significant results.

Babbie (1989) explains that exploratory research investigates problems in their
preliminary stages, especially when the addressed topic is new or when the researcher
finds difficulty in collecting data. He maintains that exploratory research is flexible in
addressing the different types of questions. According to Hair et al. (1995), the researcher
in exploratory studies does not look to confirm any particular relationships prior to the
analysis. Alternatively, the method and data allow him to define the nature of the

relationships. In the context of this study, the researcher does not make strong prior
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assumptions about the relationships and correlations, and interpretations are based on the

analysis of mixed methods data.

3.4 Setting and Participants

3.4.1 Setting

The study was conducted in different secondary schools from ten education zones
comprising a total population of (N=981) male and female EFL teachers (as per the
statistics of the Ministry of Education and ADEC, 2013) who teach Grades 10, 11 and/or
12. Female teachers comprise around 57% of the population. Teachers teach at four
different types of schools (Regular, Model, MAG, and Joint). Seven of the education
zones (Dubai, Sharjah, Sharjah Office (Al-Shargiya), Ajman, Ras Al-Khaimah, Um Al-
Quwain and Fujairah) belong to the Ministry of Education, while the other three: Abu
Dhabi, Al-Ain and Al-Gharbiya (the Western Zone) belong to ADEC. Data were collected
from different instruments concurrently during the regular school days. Even though there
are some differences in the curriculum between the MoE and ADEC, both of them adopt
outcome-based curriculum in all schools and use the On Location textbook as one of

resources, especially in Grade 12 as all students sit for the same end-of-semester exam.

3.4.2 Participants

Questionnaire: The study adopted cluster sampling technique and selected 196 teachers
(43% were male) from secondary schools at different education zones as respondents to
the questionnaire, which was the quantitative data collection instrument. According to the
cluster sampling technique the population was divided into respondents from different
schools at different education zones that vary in size. Clustering was based on random
sample selection of schools from each education zone. Then a sample of teachers of
English at each school was conveniently selected. This method of sampling was employed
owing to the complexity and wide spread of the sample across the UAE. More
importantly, a considerable variation was found in the numbers of schools and teachers in
different education zones. To avoid biased selection and negative impact of variation in
sample size, the researcher took into account the difference in sample weights among
education zones. Therefore 20 percent (n=196) of the total population of teachers of
English from each education zone were selected as respondents (see Table 1).
Respondents were from different nationality groups: Emiratis, Arab expats and
Westerners.
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Education Zone Number of Number of female Male & Female (n)
male respondents
respondents

Sharjah 11 15 26
Fujairah 8 11 19
Um Al-Quwain 3 4 7
Dubai 12 13 24
Ras Al-Khaimah 13 14 27
Ajman 6 8 14
Sharjah Office (Al- 6 7 13
Sharqiya)

Abu Dhabi 15 20 35
Al-Ain 8 16 24
Al-Gharbiya (Western) 4 4 8
Total 85 111 196

Table 2:Questionnaire Participants

Interviews and classroom observations. For the qualitative part of the research, six EFL
teachers (three female and three male) from different schools at different education zones
were purposefully selected for the classroom observations and semi-structured interviews.
The researcher paid an on-site visit to observe then interview each participant primarily
for the purpose of answering the third research question pertaining to whether teachers
differentiate instruction in the mainstream classroom in view of student diversity. For this
part of the study, participating teachers were conveniently selected from a pool of
volunteers. The six participants (from Fujairah, Sharjah, Dubai, Al Ain, Al-Shargiya and
Ajman) were secondary school teachers teaching Grades ten, eleven or twelve. They had a
teaching experience ranging from nine to 21 years. Five of them held a bachelor degree
while one only had a Master’s of Art. An interview was held directly after the observation

with the same teacher.

3.5 Data Collection and Instrumentation

Recently, triangulation of data has been widely used in the field of social sciences.
Thurmond (2001) maintains that triangulation — collecting data from different resources -
could assist the researcher in developing a profound understanding and interpretation of
data. In order for the researcher to avoid misinterpretations, Stake (1994) argues that
“[researchers] employ various procedures; including redundancy of data gathering and
procedural challenges to explanations...Triangulation serves also to clarify meaning by
identifying different ways the phenomenon is being seen” (p. 241). In this respect, the

present study employed three research instruments to support the interpretation of data. In

68



addition to eliciting the beliefs and experiences of teachers through a questionnaire, the

study collected data through semi-structured interviews, and classroom observations.

According to Merriam (1988), data is collected through “direct quotes from people about
their experiences, opinions, feelings, and knowledge obtained through interviews; detailed
descriptions of people's activities, behaviors, actions recorded in observations; and
excerpts, quotations, or entire passages extracted from various types of documents” (p.
69). Hence, the study gave emphasis to direct data collection based on interviews and
observation of participants to provide more in-depth answers to the research questions.
The literature review helped the researcher to determine the questionnaire variables related
to measuring teacher beliefs and practices of differentiated instruction. He also made use
of the related studies in designing and developing the interview questions and adapting a

classroom observation protocol.

3.5.1 Questionnaire

A fifty-five-item questionnaire was developed in view of theoretical considerations and
practical applications related to socio-cultural theory, Tomlinson’s (1995) model of
differentiated instruction and related studies. It consisted of four main sections. The first
section of the questionnaire consisted of demographic questions about the participant’s
age, gender, education, teaching experience, teaching load, and professional development.
The second section comprised forty-five statements which followed the modified four-
point Likert scale of Strongly Agree (SA), Agree (A), Disagree (D) and Strongly Disagree
(SD). In this part, there were statements about teachers’ cognition (beliefs, understanding
and knowledge). There were also statements related to common misconceptions about
differentiation and some other items pertinent to instructional practices. Participants were
asked to respond to items about planning and the need for adapting the daily lesson plan to
meet the needs of students of diverse capabilities. There were items about background
knowledge of students’ levels of readiness, learning profiles and multiple intelligences.
Other items included the rate of flexibility in tailoring instruction to the needs of students
in the EFL classroom. Special emphasis was laid on rating teachers’ understanding of

differentiating content, process, product and assessment.

The third section of the questionnaire consisted of eight 3-point Likert Scale items related
to the barriers to implementing differentiated instruction in the EFL classroom while the

fourth section comprised ten items about the strategies and technology aids that could act
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as enablers to practicing differentiation in the participant’s classroom. The questionnaire
included a blank space to give the opportunity to respondents to add other points related to
enablers/barriers to carrying out differentiated instruction in addition to a space for any
comments or thoughts the participant might feel the need to share.

3.5.2 Differentiated Instruction Observation Protocol

Generally, it is very common in qualitative studies to use observation as a tool for
identifying instructional problems and providing reflection on the way teachers act in the
classroom (Adler & Adler 1994; Bernard 1994). The study employed focused observation
as a method that provided information about differentiating instruction in naturalistic
settings, as it really was. Angorsino and Perez (2000, p. 677) stated that focused
observation is “where certain things, defined as irrelevant, can be ignored and
concentration was on well-defined types of activities". By undertaking classroom
observations, the researcher could gain deeper understanding of the way teachers dealt
with student diversity in action and richer insights into their strategies and techniques

related to differentiation.

During the observation, the researcher tried to find evidence of differentiation. The major
goal of observation was to find data related to the way participating teachers were
differentiating their instruction successfully. To do so, the researcher used the
Differentiated Instruction Observation Protocol (DIOP), which was adapted from
Diagnostic Checklist for Differentiation of Instruction by Georgia Department of
Education and primarily based on Tomlinson (1999). It was used to specifically collect
data related primarily to answering the third research question (Do EFL teachers practice
differentiated instruction?) from the six classroom lessons (Appendix D). DIOP consisted
of four areas pertinent to the elements of differentiation (content, process, product and
environment) in addition to three components related to student characteristics (readiness
level, interests and learning profiles). All lessons were video-taped with the participants’
permission. This way assisted the researcher to capture the whole picture and the related
practices of differentiation by the teacher, if any, during a 45-to-50 minute period. Video-
taping (audiovisual data) gave an opportunity to observe the lesson whenever needed
without missing classroom interaction; non-verbal communication; differentiated or non-
differentiated activities; or social interaction between the teacher and students and
amongst students themselves. The researcher purposefully transcribed particular segments
related to answering the research questions.

70



To avoid high subjectivity and inappropriate explanations, the researcher piloted and
practiced using the instrument in different classrooms before conducting the six

observations. There were three steps in conducting the classroom observations:

1. Pre-observation. The researcher contacted the teacher about one week prior to the
class observation to agree with him/her on the time, purpose, focus, procedure and
duration. On the day of observation, a pre-observation meeting was held to check the
teacher’s planning and preparation for the lesson. All participants signed the consent form,

and they were ensured confidentiality.

2. During observation. The researcher played the role of non-participant observer
throughout the research period to identify the extent to which the observees’ performance
conformed to the principles of differentiated instruction. The researcher used DIOP for
collecting data.

3. Post observation conference. After the classroom observation, the researcher held a
brief meeting with the participating teacher in order to discuss specific queries, if any, and
to reemphasize the purpose of study and the way data collected would be used.

3.5.3 Semi-structured Interviews

Semi-structured interviews were used as a major instrument for collecting qualitative data
in addition to DIOP and open questions in the questionnaire. Semi-structured interviews
are those where “the researcher asks some questions that are closed ended and some that
are open ended” (Creswell 2005, p. 598). The Interview Guide was used in view of the
‘Seven Stages of an Interview Inquiry’ introduced by Kvale and Brinkmann (2009):

Thematizing, designing, interviewing, transcribing, analyzing, verifying, and reporting.

Each one-on-one interview was planned to last between 30 to 40 minutes. The six
interviews were conducted in person in the participants’ schools on the same day of
carrying out the observations. The general interview questions were guiding the scope of
the discussions based on the overarching research questions. Yet, the semi-structured
design of the interview guide (Appendix C) allowed further sub-themes via probing follow
up questions. More specifically, the eleven general interview questions focused on the
teachers’ lived experiences linked to their knowledge, thoughts, beliefs and conceivable

misconceptions; the barriers and enablers to observing differentiated instruction in
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teaching from the participant’s viewpoint; and whether teachers implement differentiation
in their EFL lessons. In addition, a series of probe questions were asked during the
interview to get more detailed information and contextual data. To reduce the impact of
potential misunderstanding of terms specifically related to differentiated instruction
theory, more common terms were used in the interaction with the participants. For
instance ‘observing student diversity’ was sometimes used to mean ‘differentiation’; and
‘varying the materials’ for ‘differentiating content’. Through the participants’ answers the
study sought valuable in-depth information that would give an opportunity to understand
several aspects of their experience. To keep accurate records of what the participating
teachers exactly said, all interviews were audio-taped by the researcher and transcribed
verbatim. Then, the transcriptions were condensed, coded and thematized in view of the
research questions and related literature.

3.6 Data Analysis

Close examination of data assisted the researcher to identify all the responses linked to the
interview questions even though the analysis process was long and thorny due to the
detailed transcription of the interviews with the male and female respondents. The
triangulation or ‘convergent parallel’ design used in the study assisted the researcher to
obtain related complementary data to best answer the research questions (Morse 1999).
Creswell (2004) pointed out that “[the] purpose of a triangulation mixed method design is
to simultaneously collect both quantitative and qualitative data, merge the data, and use
the results to best understand a research problem” (p. 564). The study concurrently
employed the quantitative and qualitative instruments but kept the two strands separated
during the analysis of data. Then the two sets of results extrapolated from the
questionnaire and semi-structured interviews were used to develop a comprehensive
understanding of teacher beliefs/misconceptions and barriers/enablers about differentiated
instruction (Figure 4). This design facilitated the interpretation of results in the discussions
(Chapter Five). Statistical analyses of quantitative data were performed using Statistical
Packages for Social Sciences (SPSS), while content analysis was performed to obtain a

deeper understanding of qualitative data.
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Figure 4:Triangulation Design

Questionnaire. The demographic and quantitative data obtained from the questionnaire
administered to secondary school EFL teachers were discussed and analysed according to
the structure of the questionnaire in order to address the research questions. Results of the
questionnaire were analysed using central tendency measures to describe the data.
Independent sample t-test was also used to examine whether difference in means was
significant. Data gathered at all stages of questionnaire administration were carefully
reviewed by a statistician on a regular basis to ensure quality. Further open-ended
questions in the questionnaire were analysed deductively and coded. They are discussed in

the next chapter.

Interviews and classroom observations. Qualitative data analysis highly depends on the
techniques of content analysis. Analysis of the data from interviews and observations
involved coding, condensation, synthesizing and finding patterns in view of the research
questions (Bogdan 2007). According to Miles and Huberman (1994), “Valid analysis is
immensely aided by data displays that are focused enough to permit viewing of a full data
set in one location and are systematically arranged to answer the research question at
hand” (p. 432). They identified three main steps in analyzing qualitative data: Data
reduction, where the researcher transforms the raw data into a sort of usable form; Data
displays, when the data is introduced and sorted out by theme or area of investigation in an
organized way with the use of codes, charts and diagrams; and Conclusion drawing and
verification, where the data is revisited repeatedly to confirm the identified patterns or
themes. In the present study, data from semi-structured interviews transcripts were
analysed both inductively and deductively. Inductive analysis was the primary approach as
it gave more opportunities to probe the participant’s data. By and large, however, pure

inductive analysis is principally suitable with studies that aim to develop theory rather

73



than verifying or describing an existing phenomenon (Glaser & Strauss 1967). Therefore,

deductive analysis based on the main themes was incorporated.

The qualitative data coding and analysis of the semi-structured interviews involved
meaning condensation, which made transcribed data more amenable to analysis and led to
abridging raw data into shorter formulations called categories or themes. Put differently,
long statements by the interviewees were simplified and rephrased by the researcher into
shorter ones by means of condensation. In the inductive part, the study followed Kvale and
Brinkmann’s (2009, p. 205) five major steps in analyzing an interview. First, the
researcher read the whole interview. Second, the researcher determined the natural
meanings of the text depending on the way they were expressed by the participants.
Third, the themes were restated and the statements expressing the viewpoints of the
participant were thematized by the researcher. Then, the researcher interrogated the
meanings in view of the purpose of the study. Finally, he tied together the non-redundant

themes of the interview as a whole.

3.7 Validity

It is argued that employing different procedures in collecting data in the mixed methods
design and obtaining information from various resources enhance the validity and
reliability of the study (Curry, Nembhard & Bradley 2009). While the concepts of validity
and reliability are commonly used in quantitative research, credibility and dependability
are used respectively as corresponding principles in qualitative research. Qualitative
researchers also assume that validity of data is achieved through trustworthiness (Lincoln
and Guba 1985). Validity refers to “the degree to which the instrument measures what it is
supposed to measure” (Gay 1981, p. 137). In the present study, triangulation of data was
used to validate research findings. Findings from the questionnaire of teacher beliefs and
semi-structured interview were triangulated. Construct validity in the study was obtained
by ensuring that the items on the questionnaire adequately cover the constructs related to
differentiated instruction in view of the conceptual framework. In addition, employing
multiple data collection resources aligned with the three research questions (Creswell
2003).

Internal validity was established through addressing the original research questions and

the credibility of the conclusions drawn from the study. The pilot study provided a
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filtration of the items to ensure clarity and understandability of questions. Additionally,
external validity (generalisability of the findings outside the setting of the study) was
obtained through the cluster sampling technique adopted in the study where all the
participants were government school teachers working in a similar setting. This enhanced
results generalisability. The questionnaire statements were cross-checked by two experts

to ensure clarity, accuracy and appropriateness.

3.8 Reliability

Reliability refers to the consistency of responses attained from the same respondents on
different occasions (Miles & Huberman 1994). Put differently, reliability relates to the
degree to which the study is replicable or provides similar results if administered to the
same sample at different times (Bryman & Bell 2011). It aims at minimising the biases in
a study. To this end, the researcher designed the questionnaire items during the initial
stage in a way that ensured teachers’ understanding. The researcher made data quality
checks for bias. He ensured accuracy, completeness, relevance, and appropriate
presentation of triangulated data. Reliability was also established using a pilot test of the
questionnaire by collecting data from 95 participants not included in the sample. Data
collected from piloting was analysed using SPSS (Statistical Package for Social Sciences),
and modifications to some statements were made accordingly. The researcher pilot tested

the data analysis of the responses to make sure the tool worked as intended.

3.9 Trustworthiness

In qualitative research, validity is discussed in terms of trustworthiness. In the present
study, trustworthiness was mostly established using triangulation of data gathering
sources. Lincoln and Guba (1985) contend that pieces of data must not be taken separately
but together in order to give stronger validation for the findings. Throughout the study,
qualitative procedures were employed to reduce subjectivity and assure trustworthiness of
the interviewer. According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), trustworthiness is highly pertinent
to the question: “How can an inquirer persuade his or her audiences (including self) that
the findings of an inquiry are worth paying attention to, worth taking account of?” (p.
290). They maintain that strengthening the validity of the study would increase its
reliability and trustworthiness. Throughout the study, the researcher used other strategies
to ensure the accuracy and trustworthiness of the research including two external audits.

External audits were researchers who examined the process and findings of the study to
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assess the adequacy of data and provided constructive feedback that led to improve the
outcome (Creswell & Miller 2000).

3.10 Ethical Considerations

‘Ethical’ is a term used to describe all issues relating to “the relationship between the
researcher and the research subjects or participants, and the impact of the research process
on those individuals directly involved in the research” (Elliott 2005, p. 134). Ethical
considerations for the study were addressed at each phase in the study through various
approaches in compliance with the guidelines of the British University in Dubai’s (BUiD)
Ethics Committee. First, a permission to conduct the present research was obtained from
MoE and ADEC. The researcher explained the purpose and method of research and
ensured anonymity of participating schools and teachers. The school administrations

where informed of the study and permission was granted.

Second, each participating teacher was sent an informed consent form, which included a
clear description and purpose of the study, contact information and information pertinent
to ensuring confidentiality and voluntary participation in the questionnaire, semi-
structured interview or classroom observation. Then, the researcher called each
participating teacher by phone at least one week before the interview or classroom
observation to ensure they feel comfortable and arrangements were made at their
convenience. At any point of the study, a participating teacher had the right to withdraw
from the study without any repercussions. Third, to ensure anonymity and confidentiality,
all questionnaires, video tapes of observations and audio recordings of interviews were
kept under lock and key. In addition, pseudo names were used in all transcriptions to
protect the subjects’ anonymity. Moreover, the pilot study of the interview guide which

was conducted with five volunteering teachers helped in strengthening trustworthiness.
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CHAPTER FOUR

RESULTS AND ANALYSIS

The purpose of the present mixed methods study was to explore the beliefs and
preconceived misconceptions of EFL secondary school teachers about differentiated
instruction and its implementation in the mainstream classroom. It also aimed to explore
the barriers and enablers of differentiation. Data were collected quantitatively and
qualitatively to answer the research questions. This chapter presents the findings and
analysis of the research conducted. It comprises two main sections: analysis of
quantitative data and analysis of qualitative data. The quantitative results obtained are
analysed under five categories pertinent to EFL teachers’ cognition and ways of
employing differentiated instruction: beliefs, misconceptions, practices, and barriers and
enablers. Then, the results are compared with the findings obtained from other resources

to satisfy the purposes of the research.

4.1 Quantitative Data Analysis

This section discusses the analysis of data obtained from a questionnaire administered to
196 secondary school EFL teachers to measure the extent to which the participating
teachers believe in differentiation as an educational philosophy and strategy in teaching
English. The data is analysed according to the structure of the questionnaire in order to
address the research questions related to demographic data and the statements linked to
differentiated instruction. After the analysis of demographic data, an analysis of the
questionnaire statements related to five areas namely beliefs, practices, misconceptions
barriers and enablers is presented. The responses pertinent to each area are discussed

separately.

4.1.1. Analysis of Demographic Data

This section presents an analysis of the responses pertinent to the demographic data which
includes gender, age, education zone, type of school, years of experience, qualifications,
teaching load and grade level. The analysis reveals that 196 teachers (57% are female)
from the education zones in the UAE (Appendix H), and from various age groups ranging
from 26 years up to 60 responded to the questionnaire. 26.5% of the respondents are

native speakers of English. The participants work in different types of school systems as
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presented in Table 3 below. A considerable percentage of participants (62.2%) teach at

regular secondary schools. The numbers of participants teaching Grades 10, 11 and 12 are

54, 59 and 83 respectively.

Type of School System Number of Participants Percent
Model 21 10.7
MAG (Madares Al-Ghad) 43 219
Regular 122 62.3
Joint 10 5.1
Total 196 100.0

Table 3:Participants according to Type of Public School

26-30

13%

Figure 5:Age Groups

In addition, the demographic section includes data pertinent to the age of the participants.
The pie chart (Figure 5) above shows the distribution of participants as per age group. The
participants are given six choices. The responses range from 13% (36-40 years) to 21%
(over 50 years). Then an analysis according to years of experience of the participants
(Figure 6) is performed, where only eleven teachers have less than 5 years experience.

The majority however (94.5%) have over 5 years of experience.
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Figure 6:Years of Experience

Another part of the demographic data comprises six choices of qualifications the
participants may hold, ranging from two-year diploma to doctorate degree. Table 4 below
shows the number and percentages of participants as per their qualifications. The results
reveal that only 15.3% of participants have a qualification in education (B.Ed and Ed.D)
whereas 84.8% do not hold a degree in education. The results also show that only one

participant (0.5%) has a doctorate degree.

Qualification Number of Participants Percentage
Diploma 2 1.0
Bachelor of Education (B.Ed.) 29 14.8
Bachelor of Art (B.A.) 116 59.2
Master of Art (M.A.) 46 235
Doctor of Education (E.Ed.) 1 0.5
Doctor of Philosophy (Ph.D.) 2 1.0
Total 196 100.0

Table 4: Qualifications of Participants

As depicted from the Table 5 below, 36.2% of teachers teach 20 or more periods a week

while only 2 percent teach less than 12 periods per week.
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50 m-li—r?l?f:slrp])%rli_gg/dweek Number of Participants Percent
Less than 12 4 2
12 41 21
18 80 41
20 or more 71 36
Total 196 100.0

Table 5:Teaching Load of Participants

The analysis shows that 52.6% of the participants, most of whom are from ADEC and
MAG schools, received training on standards-based differentiated Instruction delivered by
12 different institutions whereas the remaining teachers indicated they had never received
any kind of professional development in this area. In summary, the analysis of
demographic data sections reveals that more than two thirds of participants teach at
regular schools; about a third of them are over 46 years old with more than 20 years of
experience; and a significant number of teachers do not hold a degree in education.

4.1.2 Analysis of Teachers’ Beliefs about Differentiation

This section aims at presenting the analysis of the questionnaire that comprises 13
statements, referred to as S1- S13, about teachers’ beliefs on differentiated instruction.
Figure 7 shows the percentages of responses using a 4-point Likert scale (Strongly
Disagree, Disagree, Agree, and Strongly Agree). The statements explore the participants’
beliefs in areas associated with: understanding the concept of differentiated instruction
(S11); the ways students learn (S1, S2, S4, S5); support and scaffolding (S8, S10, S16,
S21, S27, S30) pre-assessment (S 23); and employing technology (S24).

80



S30
S27
S24
S23
S21
S16
S11
S10
S8
S5
S4
S2
S1

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

i Strongly Disagree @Disagree uAgree ®Strongly Agree

Figure 7: Areas of Beliefs

The analysis reveals that at least 80% of the participants responded with Agree or
Strongly Agree to a considerable number of statements (9 out of 13) , whereas the
responses to the other four (S1, S2, S4, and S5), related to the ways students learn,
indicate disagreement at 60% to less than 80%. More than 80% of the participating
teachers agreed that they were familiar with the term differentiated instruction. Likewise,
a significant number of teachers (about 80%) expressed their agreement on offering

support and scaffolding to learners.

In particular, about 80% of the participants agree (i.e. either agree or strongly agree) that
students learn differently and disagree that students should be taught in the same way to
get the same outcome. In the same domain, about two thirds of the participants disagree or
strongly disagree that considering students’ differences in lesson plans takes the
responsibility away from students, and more than a half (57%) disagree or strongly
disagree that students should be guided to their own conclusions. As for considering
flexible grouping and social interaction among students as means of facilitating learning,

only (16.3%) disagree with this. Similarly, in responding to the statement about the
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necessity of providing different learning opportunities to meet the different needs of

students in the same lesson, only 8.7% did not agree.

In regard to investigating beliefs about including pre-assessment activities for students of
mixed levels at the start of instruction, 83.6% of the participating teachers agree as this
would make them take instructional decisions about students’ academic levels, from the
teachers’ point of view. Likewise, the majority of participants agree or strongly agree that
the implementation of differentiated instruction is the way to improve academic
achievement, and technology should be used to enable differentiated instruction. This
accounted for 78.1% and 90.3% respectively.

Further analysis of the participants’ responses to the statements exploring beliefs is
necessary to better understand if gender of the teacher may contribute to significant
difference in mean using the independent samples t-test. The independent samples t-test
reveals that there is no statistical significant difference in means between male and female
teachers when responding to the belief statements above except for the one related to
expecting that ‘students can do better if they [students] were told what they needed to do
rather than being guided by teachers to reach their own conclusions’. The analysis shows
that there is a difference in mean between male (mean=2.5233, n=86, SD=1.00266) and
female (mean=2.2182, n=110, SD=0.92252). This difference in mean is statistically
significant (t=2.211, df=.194, p<0.05, 2-tailed).

4.1.3 Analysis of Teachers’ Misconceptions about Differentiation

The questionnaire comprises eleven statements related to the misconceptions that
participating teachers might hold regarding the implementation of differentiated
instruction in the EFL classroom (Figure 8). The statements covered areas related to: the
concept of differentiation and its practicality (S6, S13, S35); grouping preferences (S29);
and employing the principles of differentiation - content (S18, S34), process (526),
product (S3), and environment (S14, S37). Participants were asked to rate the statements
on a 4-point Likertscale, from Strongly Disagree to Strongly Agree, on how they
perceived these areas.
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Figure 8: Misconceptions

Data analysis reveals that a significant number of participants (72.5%) agree or strongly
agree that differentiated instruction as a concept is exactly equivalent to individualized
instruction. Moving on to practicality, 29.6% agree or strongly agree that differentiation is
possible only in theory, but not in practice, while more than a third (37.7%) thought that

attending to the needs of individual students is not possible as those needs are so diverse.

More than half the participants (58.8%) agree or strongly agree that homogeneous groups
are more effective than heterogeneous ones as the former, from their point of view, are
more effective in attending to the students’ differences. Analysis of the statements related
to employing the principles of differentiation in the EFL classroom (content, product,
process, and environment) reveals that participant teachers have higher rates of
misconceptions pertinent to differentiating content as per the student’s readiness levels
and to process. About half the participants agree or strongly agree that differentiation is
more effective with Kindergarten and primary school pupils than with the secondary stage
students and about (40%) agree or strongly agree that differentiated instruction is not
possible with all language skills. Moreover, about three fifths (60%) think that
differentiation according to standards is easier than differentiation as per interests and

learning styles.
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The analysis also reveals that more than two fifths (47%) of the teachers agree with the
misconception that it is hard to maintain a motivating atmosphere or environment while
still differentiating. The lowest rate of misconceptions as per the chart, however, is related
to differentiating product, where a third of the teachers agree or strongly agree that giving

choices in assignments and activities confuses students.

4.1.4 Analysis of Practices

The analysis of teachers’ responses to the practices portion of the questionnaire as
perceived by teachers, which comprises 12 statements designed to provoke responses on a
4-point Likert scale are categorized into four main areas. They include planning (S7);
identifying learning styles and interests (S19); employing the principles of differentiation
— content (28), process (S9, S22), product (S31), and environment (20); and practicing
effective differentiation from the participants’ viewpoint (S12, S32, S33). (See Figure 9).

S36
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S28
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S22
S20
S19

S —
S12
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Figure 9: Perceived Practices

Overall, the analysis of the statements related to practices (Figure 8) reveals that a
significant number of participants agree or strongly agree that they employ some
principles of differentiation while teaching. 84.3% implement a kind of content
differentiation by varying the material, based on students’ interests; 85.7% differentiate
process by varying the levels of support for each student based on their actual levels;

80.6% differentiate the product to let students pursue their interests; and 82.1% agree or
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strongly agree that students learn better in the environment that encourages social

interaction among students.

It should be noted, though, that less than a third (30%) of the participants use information
about learning styles and multiple intelligences to plan their lessons. At the same time,
more than half of them (53.6%) are often used to teach to the middle level as the shortest
way or simplest process to reach all students, according to their understanding.
Furthermore, there is a discrepancy in responding to the statements pertinent to the
effective practice of differentiation in the classroom. While more than three quarters
(77.1%) agree or strongly agree that they practice differentiation effectively, more than
half (56.7%) believe in the idea of differentiated instruction but did not know how exactly
to implement it. Moreover, the vast majority (88.8%) think that relying on own experience

makes them differentiate effectively.

4.1.5 Analysis of Barriers to Differentiated Instruction

The questionnaire comprises eight statements structured to address what teachers consider
as barriers to differentiated instruction (Figure 10). The chart below shows responses of
the participants to the eight statements, namely, lack of training (S45) lack of flexible
curriculum (S44) pressure of differentiated instruction as an additional mandate (S43)
difficulty to manage the differentiated class (S42) lack of opportunity to study students’
needs (S41) lack of administrative support (S40) lack of resources (S39) and lack of time
(S38).
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Figure 10:Barriers to Differentiated Instruction

The analysis reveals that a significant number of participants respond to all the barriers
statements (S38-S45) with agree or strongly agree. Four in five teachers agree that six out
of eight statements expressed barriers while in the case of S40, which is Lack of
administrative support is a barrier; the agreement response rate is 70.4% (Figure 9).
Similarly, responses to statement S45, lack of training on differentiation, show a
significant rate, 64.8%, of participants, believe it limited the implementation of

differentiated instruction.

As the chart shows, lack of time and lack of flexible curriculum hold the highest rate of
agreement as the most notable barriers to implementing differentiated instruction at
78.6%. As demonstrated by the participants’ responses, the second most notable barrier is
lack of resources, at a percentage of 76.4. Difficulty to manage the differentiated
instruction classroom, lack of opportunity to study and the pressure of differentiated
instruction as an additional mandate (S41, S42, S43) hold a similar percentage of
agreement by participants as being significantly great barrier at 70%, 76% and 75%

respectively.

4.1.6 Analysis of Enablers of Differentiated Instruction

The questionnaire comprises ten statements about the aids or strategies that may enable

teachers to implement differentiated instruction. Five of these aids depend on using
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technology; namely: online lessons, PowerPoint presentations, tablets, blogs, and Web-
based activities. Two strategies like whole-group instruction and small group instruction
are about group work. The remaining strategies are tiered lessons, formative assessment
and graphic organizers. The chart below shows the percentages of responses of
participants using a 3-point Likert scale (Not helpful, Somewhat helpful, and Very
helpful)

Graphic Organizers
Formative Assessment
Tiered Lessons

Small Group Instruction
Whole Group Instruction
Web activities

Blogs

Tablet

Powerpoint

Online Lessons

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%
#Not Helpful ®Somewhat Helpful wVery Helpful

Figure 11:Enablers of Differentiated Instruction

The analysis shows that most of the participants think of aids and strategies as helpful in
implementing differentiated instruction (Figure 11). According to the chart these aids and
strategies have the following descending order in terms of being helpful. The great
majority believes that formative assessment, small group instruction, graphic organizers,
PowerPoint and web-based activities are helpful. This accounts for 94.4%, 93.3%, 92.8%,
92.3%, and 91.8% respectively. Online lessons, whole-group instruction, using tablets,
tiered lessons and blogs are considered very helpful or somewhat helpful by a significant
number of the participants. This accounts for 88.2%, 86.2%, 83.1%, 81.6%, and 72.3%

respectively.

4.1.7 Analysis of Further Comments
There were two spaces for further comments on the questionnaire in which EFL teachers
were asked to record their responses (Appendix G). The data from the comments was

coded as per the questionnaire questions. The researcher used the same coding procedure
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adopted in the interview analysis. In the first space, respondents had the chance to add
more examples of barriers to implementing differentiation. In the second, respondents had
the chance to share any information, concerns or feelings in regard to the use of
differentiated instruction in their setting. The analysis of questionnaire revealed that 67
respondents added further comments about different aspects. Some of these comments
might look redundant as they were already previously mentioned as questionnaire items.
However, the respondents chose to restate them in the comments probably due to their
importance from their perspective.

Big class size. Particularly, eleven respondents emphasized that big class size passively
impacted the teacher’s implementation of differentiated instruction in the classroom. One
of the respondents said that “differentiated instruction is a burden on teachers and will
only be possible if classrooms are less crowded and the teaching load per week is also less
than 15 [periods]” (Respondent 8). Four of them viewed class size and teaching load as
interconnected barriers to effective differentiation. Another teacher stated that “it’s
important to reduce the number of students in one class. For example, it should have only
20 students not more...” (Respondent 63.). A third respondent believed that differentiation

would be “impossible to implement because of class size” (Respondent 186).

Lack of motivation. Seven respondents believe that “lack of student motivation and desire
to learn” (Respondent 44) formed a barrier in their classrooms, which influenced the
possibility of differentiating instruction. Another respondent thought that lack of
motivation on the part of students to learn English in general was an obstacle. He
indicated that some students thought learning English was “not important for attending

certain future jobs” (Respondent 183).

Behavioural issues. Another major concern to teacher implementing differentiation from
six respondents’ perspective was related to student indiscipline and other behavioural
problems. A respondent described his inability to differentiate English activities in his
classroom saying: “The main barrier here ... is the tremendous lack of discipline and
cheating endemic. Some students are accustomed to merely cheating from the higher
level.” He emphasized that cheating during the exams and activities “makes it hard to

justify spending much time on good differentiated lesson plans” (Respondent 191).
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Lack of training. In their comments, four of the respondents underlined the importance of
training on differentiation techniques. One of the respondents indicated, “[we] need
training on how to apply/use differentiated instruction in teaching languages.” Another
respondent wrote: “l need more training. Show me how and give me templates”
(Respondent 51).

Insufficient flexibility in curriculum and assessment. Five respondents expressed their
desire for flexibility in curriculum and assessment. In her comment, one of the
respondents stated that “[there] should be a well-organized curriculum to meet the needs
of implementing differentiated instruction (Respondent 1). Another respondent criticized
the curriculum for not meeting the needs of diverse students’ levels. “We are teaching our
students a curriculum that is too hard for them. They do not have the level of English to be
successful. Classes of 30 students where some do not speak any English while others can
write an essay” (Respondent 143). A third respondent underlined the problem of
undifferentiated assessment. She indicated that “Even if | differentiate my teaching
practices, classroom tests and quizzes, the end of the term exam is not differentiated”
(Respondent 122). In the same respect, a fourth respondent stated that “[many] of these
differentiation strategies that you discuss would be helpful yet one not implemented here.
Also the assessment criterion is not flexible enough to allow for true differentiation”
(Respondent 161).

Tracking progress. Respondents added some comments related to tracking student
progress as a way of employing diagnostic data to inform differentiation over time. One of
the respondents emphasized the need to select teaching resources to address varying
proficiency levels and learning styles. To do so, she pointed out: “But in my view the real
problem lies in lack of tracking of students’ progress. So I recommend that teachers keep
track of students’ progress, analyse and evaluate the data variance analysis/trend”
(Respondent 122). In the same vein, another respondent expressed her desire, as new
teacher in the school, to know about the interests and levels of her students from other
teachers in the school, in an attempt to respect the needs of different students. She wrote:

Specifically, | would like to be able to meet with all the teachers of ... so that I can
have e better idea of how individual students perform in their subjects. | need to know
about their interests and levels. [ have a student who is doing poorly and I don’t know
if she has a learning difficulty or if her difficulty is specific to English. I am
promoting this teacher-to-teacher communication and | think it will happen
(Respondent 139).
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Archaic ideology of differentiation. A number of respondents emphasized that
differentiation was difficult to implement in view of the many challenges and barriers.
According to one of the respondents, differentiated instruction was even rejected as being
of no use and giving reverse results. He believes that:

Differentiated instruction is not something that should be considered an option for the
classroom. The archaic ideology of “one-size-fits-all” is obsolete and harmful to the
diversity of learning styles and multiple intelligences that researchers and theorists
have discovered in the last 30-50 years (Respondent 195).

4.2 Qualitative Data Analysis

4.2.1 Analysis of Semi-structured Interviews

Quialitative data in the form of semi-structured interviews with EFL teachers were
collected, coded and analysed using a complementary approach that uses both deductive
and inductive methods. Data were manually coded and classified according to key themes
driven by the research questions using thematic content analysis. An inductive analysis
was also used to identify and code the emerging sub-themes from the interview
transcripts. Then, all sub-themes were classified and analysed according to the three
overarching research questions and through the lens of the theoretical considerations. A
descriptive approach was adopted in the analysis of the ample data obtained. The data

analysis considered all data related to teachers’ beliefs and practices.

The researcher asked eleven questions derived from the three major research questions
about EFL teachers’ beliefs including preconceived misconceptions about differentiated
instruction. The interview guide also included questions pertinent to the barriers and
enablers to observing differentiation from the six participants’ viewpoint. More questions
were related to their practice of differentiated instruction. In addition, a series of probe
questions were asked during the interview to get more detailed information and contextual
data. To reduce the impact of misunderstanding some of the terms specifically related to
differentiated instruction theory, more common terms or expressions were used in the
interaction with the participants. For example, instead of using ‘differentiation’, the
researcher sometimes used ‘observing student diversity’. Through the participants’
answers the study sought valuable in-depth information that would give an opportunity to
understand several aspects of their experience. In view of the research questions, the
transcribed interviews were condensed, coded and thematized as a means of searching for

related themes.
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4.2.1.1 Profile of Interview Participants

As explained in the previous chapter, participants for semi-structured interviews were
selected purposefully from a pool of volunteers from different schools at different
education zones. Each one of the participants is an EFL secondary school teacher who
works for a public school in one of the education zones in the UAE. The participants are
generally experienced and well-qualified. The advantage of purposeful sampling is that it
allows the researcher to select the sample on the basis of their knowledge of the problem
under investigation (Polit & Hungler 2001). The profile of the six semi-structured

interview participants is described in the following table (Table 6).

Participant Gender Teaching Education Education Zone
Experience

Karim (K) Male 21 B.A. Fujairah
Sam  (S) Male 15 B.Ed. Al-Ain (ADEC)
Najla (N) Female 17 B.A. Sharjah
Hind (H) Female 12 B.A. Dubai
Majid (M) Male 9 B.A. Ajman
Sara (SA) Female 11 M.A. Al-Shargiya

Table 6:Interview Participants

4.2.1.2 Karim

The first participant in the semi-structured interview is a male Arab expatriate teacher.
Karim (pseudo name) has a bachelor degree in English language and literature and a two-
year diploma in methodology. He has more than 20 years of experience in teaching
English as a foreign language. For the past eight years, he has been teaching Grade 12
students in a Madares Al-Ghad (MAG) school (the English transliteration of the Arabic
words for Future Schools). MAG schools are public schools established in 2007/2008 to
provide high quality education. MAG teachers undergo constant professional development
and evaluation by mentors and team leaders. They receive training on differentiation

according to standards.

The interview was held in the Resources Room at the participant’s school. Before the
interview, the participant was briefed about the purpose and background of the study. He

was given an idea about the content of the questions in the interview guide.
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Research Question One

Beliefs about meaning and use of differentiated instruction

This theme partially addressed the first research question. Careful coding and analysis of
the interview transcript revealed that three sub-themes emerged from the category of
Beliefs about meaning and use of differentiated instruction: understanding the meaning of
differentiation; beliefs about what to differentiate; beliefs about differentiation using

learning styles and multiple intelligences.

Understanding the meaning of differentiation. The analysis of this sub-theme showed that
Karim was familiar with the general meaning and purpose of ‘differentiated instruction’.

He stated:

The term differentiated instruction to me means that I’ll try to identify my students’
weaknesses and strengths. So, according to this, I will plan my teaching, taking into
consideration these points. My students have different abilities and different skills and
different interests. (Karim, lines 3-6)

Beliefs about what to differentiate. According to this sub-theme, Karim believes that it
was important to know about the levels and abilities of all students including those with
learning challenges, but he thought teachers needed assistance in this respect. Karim also
believes that a teacher could differentiate all skills and tests especially and only if he was
exposed to practical training and implementation of differentiated instruction strategies.
Otherwise, it was very difficult to implement differentiation in the classroom all the time
with all skills particularly with the existing barriers related to the curriculum and school
environment. He pointed out: “I think in all skills you can differentiate your teaching.”

(Karim, line 115).

Beliefs about differentiation using learning styles and multiple intelligences. With regard
to differentiating instruction in view of learning styles in the EFL classroom, Karim
stated: “So it is difficult for me to identify which learning styles they have. I think it is not
easy to know the learning styles of all your students” (Karim, lines 55-56). Similarly,
Karim believed that multiple intelligences was opaque and challenging to address in the

mainstream classroom. He stated:

For me, and I think for other teachers also, multiple intelligences are ambiguous. I don’t
know more about these areas...I think this is not practical. How can we identify multiple
intelligences to differentiate in the classroom? (Karim, lines 65-66, 72-73)
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He indicated that the most common practice was differentiating as per student
achievement or grades. In this respect, he relied on his knowledge of similar universal

situations:

This, I think happens all over the world. When you go to any institute to study, they are
not going to ask you which learning styles do you like. They give you a kind of
assessment exam, and according to the assessment exam, they will put you in a certain
level. If you are weak; if you are excellent. (Karim, lines 104-108).

Karim contended that differentiation in the diverse classroom was possible according to
standards. However, he reported that “it is difficult to achieve the same standards” (Karim
line 128).

Misconceptions about differentiation.

The second theme that partially addressed the first question was related to misconceptions
about the differentiation. Delpit (1988; 297) states that, as English teachers, “[we] do not
really see through our eyes or hear through our ears, but through our beliefs”. That is why
teachers should “examine their beliefs and misconceptions” before they ask themselves
what things they should exactly do to best improve the quality of instruction in their
attempts to support development of their students. A misconception is generally defined as
a belief that does not conform to actuality or a belief that is not true (Eryilmaz 2002). A
misconception generally contradicts the scientific theory and findings. Wormeli (2005)
maintains that resistance to differentiated instruction lies in the misconceptions about the
approach. Due to the serious impacts of common misconceptions, they were investigated

and analysed separately in this section.

Transcript analysis of Karim’s interview yielded that three sub-themes emerged from the
theme of Misconceptions about differentiation: constraints related to covering content;

class size; and who should evaluate students’ needs?

Constraints related to covering content. One of the concerns Karim reported about
differentiating instruction was pertinent to his inability to cover the content of the
curriculum. This, according to the literature of differentiated instruction, has been found

as a common misconception. Karim stated:

I do not differentiate most of the time. I think ... because we have a syllabus and we
have curriculum to finish, so if I ... try to take all these things into consideration, I have
to look at all my students’ interests and what they like, and what they dislike. (Karim,
lines 16-18).
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He considered covering the content a big challenge within time constraints when he

indicated that “this will take much time, and it’s time consuming” (Karim, lines18-19).

Class size. Another misconception about effective differentiation that Karim expressed

was related to the number of students:

As | told you because we have a large number: more than 30. So how can you identify
students and classify them according to multiple intelligences? This is very difficult (Karim,
lines 73-75).

He believes the number of students in a differentiated classroom should “not be more than

ten” (Karim, line 46).

Who should evaluate students’ needs? It seemed Karim had another belief that aligned
with common misconceptions pertinent to identifying the abilities, needs and interests
of students. He asked for specialists to do so. He indicated: “But I think the teacher
needs, you know, some specialists to identify the needs and abilities and interests”
(Karim, lines 83-84).

Research Question Two
Enablers of differentiated instruction

The first theme that partially addressed the second research question was enablers of
differentiated instruction. Four sub-themes emerged from this theme: enablers of

differentiating content; specialists and assistants; technology; and d) practical training.

Enablers of differentiating content. The purpose of the first sub-theme was to explore the
teaching aids or tools that a teacher would employ to differentiate the content. During the
interview, Karim referred several times to a number of teaching aids he was using in

response to student diversity. He explained the use of aids by stating:

For example if some of ... my students like songs or like watching movies, I will try to
take some movies or to use some audios, some songs; so they may get benefits from
these things...I use some articles from the magazines, from the Internet (Karim, lines 8-
11)
Specialists and assistants. The second sub-theme was related to the assistance that the
EFL teacher expected in order to be able to differentiate successfully. The participant

explained that successful implementation of differentiation in the language classroom was
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dependent on recruiting a specialist or classroom assistant. Karim reported that several
times during the interview:
I want some specialists to come to my classes ... to tell me how to, maybe, to tailor a

kind of test, or to differentiate for my students. | need him to tell me if they are auditory,
visual, or kinesthetic. This is a very complicated process (Karim, lines 36-39).

Karim added that assistant would be the role model in this area and a trainer at the same
time. He reported:
I am sure an assistant can help me to differentiate, /ya’ni/ ‘I mean’ he should be like a
doctor. He can make a kind of prescription. | think he can identify the learning style by
saying: This is auditory; this is visual; so take this into consideration when you plan for

your lesson and try to... So | will try to vary my tasks according to this. | am sure the
assistant can do that (Karim, lines 94-98).

Technology. This sub-theme emerged as another enabler that could make differentiation
easy according to Karim. More specifically, the participant referred to the use of
instructional materials from many websites as tools to aid students learn better in different
ways. He added that:

I use technology all the time because it helps me to introduce my lesson in a very good

way to teach all levels. Using, for example, PowerPoint demonstrations, some videos,
some pictures, some games (Karim, lines 168-170).

Practical training. Professional development that respects the need of teachers and shows
them how to differentiate without focusing only on theory was another enabler to Karim:

“We do not want only...lecturing” (Karim, line 221).

Barriers to differentiated instruction

The second theme that partially addressed the second research question was barriers to
differentiated instruction. The coding and thematic analysis of Karim’s transcript revealed
three sub-themes: insufficient flexibility of curriculum; lack of qualification in

differentiation; and exam-oriented teaching.

Insufficient flexibility of curriculum. This sub-theme acted as an obstacle to differentiation

and responding to student diversity from the viewpoint of the participating teacher.

Karim: So it is very difficult for us to make these things when we teach. | think the
curriculum is not flexible enough. So how do you expect me to do a lot of
differentiation? The book does not also give me how. | mean how to
differentiate (Karim, lines 24-28).

95



Interviewer: Activities of?

Karim: Activities that are built on differentiation (Karim, line 30).

Lack of qualification in differentiation. Karim considered himself unqualified to practice
differentiation as per learning styles, multiple intelligences and students’ abilities, which
formed an obstacle. He stated: “Who is going to classify the students because I am not

qualified to do so “(Karim, lines 98-99).

Exam-oriented teaching. This sub-theme indicated that the participant teacher considered
teaching to the test and ignoring identification of students’ levels and needs was a barrier

to practicing differentiation. It reflected a kind of negative washback effect. He reported:

The problem that (I told you) is that we have exams especially for the 12th Grade. So we
have to train our students to pass the exam; and the exam has a kind of style and format;
For example we have reading; we have pictures and we have essay (Karim, lines 187-
189).

Research Question Three
Practicing differentiated instruction

The main theme related to the third research question was ‘practicing differentiated
instruction’. Four sub-themes were yielded from the coding and thematizing process of
the interview transcript: differentiating content; diagnosis of skills (Readiness); and
different exams to different streams.

Differentiating content. The first sub-theme in the transcript related to practice revealed
the attempts by Karim to differentiate the tasks according to the level of difficulty when

he was teaching writing.

When | give my students some activities, | try to (3.0) | try to choose some easy tasks
some difficult tasks some tasks which are very challenging for some students that’s what
I do in my class... /Ya'ni/ ‘I mean’ , for example in teaching writing I give some
students to write only simple sentences, some students compound, others a paragraph.
Some students can write a long essay (Karim, lines 111-113, 117-119).

Different exams to different streams. This sub-theme reflected the practice as stated by
Karim. According to the educational system in the UAE, students in Grade 11 have to join
either the Art or Science stream. In both streams, the standards, content, assessment of the
English subject are all the same. Karim reported that he differentiated between the two

classes, not within the same class, using different levels of exams.
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I gave my students two types of exams ... We had Al exam and we had B1 exam. Al
exam: for the arts students, B1 exams: for the science students (Karim lines 138-140).

4.2.1.3 Sam

The second participant is a male Westerner. Sam (pseudo name) has a bachelor degree in
education. He has more than 15 years of experience in teaching English. For the past 5
years he has been working as a coordinator of English at a secondary school in Al-Ain
Education Zone. He teaches Grade 12. The interview was held in the School Meeting
Room during a normal school day. The teacher was informed of the visit to the school one
week before the interview. The teacher was briefed about the purpose and background of
the study and was asked to sign a consent form. He was given an idea about the questions
in the interview guide. From the very beginning, he looked self-confident and
knowledgeable.

Research Question One

This question addressed two main themes: Beliefs about meaning and use of differentiated
instruction.

Coding of the interview transcript revealed four emerging sub-themes related to Sam’s
beliefs about differentiation: understanding the meaning of differentiation; beliefs about
the difficulty in implementation; beliefs about learning styles and interests; beliefs about

the differentiated environment and classroom management;

Understanding the meaning of differentiation. The coding and analysis of the transcript
showed that Sam expressed his knowledge and beliefs about the core meaning of
differentiated instruction. He related the meaning to student diversity and differentiation
of curriculum. Sam stated:

Ok, well! If you look at the root of the word itself it means different and I think what we

need to establish and understand is that each of our students are different: How they

learn; the level that they’re at. For example they are not all on the same level. So when

we acknowledge that, we have to create our curriculum and guide our assessment based

on the fact that there are differences amongst our kids. So the key is: differentiated

curriculum. [It] is how we try to engage the students, all of them, regardless of their
level of understanding, their abilities (Sam, lines 8-20).

At the same time, Sam believes that differentiation was a sort of intrinsic thing, which

impacted performance:

There are many things within teaching that are simply intrinsic; that are just inside of a
person; that they know how to interact with people, you know, so | think that there is a
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certain thing unknown. There is a certain thing, you can’t train a person how to be a
teacher [who differentiates], you really can’t. You can teach them how to do certain
things or, you know pedagogy and then ideas but they might not be able to implement
them. (Sam, 417-426).

Beliefs about the difficulty in implementation. The transcript analysis showed that Sam

thought differentiation was a big challenge in view of student diversity. He reported:

I have students who cannot speak English at all and have a real difficult time writing as
well, and yet | also have students who can write a complete paragraph: All in the same
setting. So for me, that is a challenge. How can | reach all of those students in a
differentiated manner? And it is a challenge, yes (Sam, lines 22-29).

He added: “But I will tell you day after day after day differentiation can be; it can be
difficult ... it is absolutely difficult.” (Sam, lines 321-323, 325).

Later in the interview; however, Sam explained that although he thought differentiation
could be very difficult and challenging, it was not impossible. He believes that
“[differentiated instruction] also can be something simplistic as well if you just try new

techniques; yeah it wasn’t so bad” (Sam, lines 89-92).

Beliefs about learning styles and interest. According to this sub-theme, Sam believes that
a teacher might not be able to apply differentiated instruction without sufficient
knowledge of his students. He explained: “Well, that’s a key; you can’t apply anything to
a group of people you don’t know” (Sam, lines 121-122). He believes that a teacher must
learn about students’ interests but “bit by bit not all at once from the beginning.” He also

indicated:

I am under the impression that most of my kids, I don’t wanna say most, many, or they are
more visual in orientation and to me, learning styles are important. (Sam, lines 171-174).

Interestingly, Sam assumed that any person with a certain prevailing learning style had an

opportunity to learn as per other styles as well. He believes that:

Just because | am a visual learner or an auditory learner ... doesn’t mean that the world has to
cater to my needs It just means | am more successful that way, but I still have to be able to
function in other ways as well. (Sam, lines 218-224)

Beliefs about the differentiated environment and classroom management. The analysis
revealed that this sub-theme emerged from Sam’s transcript several times. He adopted one
of ADEC’s guidelines for differentiation. He stated: “I believe you can’t use

differentiation unless you have... a good atmosphere and a good rapport with your
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students” (Sam, lines 134-137). He related that partially to the teacher’s cultural
background. He thought that teachers who understand the cultural background and share
the same belief structure can establish rapport instantly with students. (Sam, lines 382-
384).

Differentiation strategies and choices were sometimes based, according to Sam, on

classroom management and behavioural atmosphere in the classroom. He stated:
In my situation right now here in the UAE, | would say that some of my techniques in
differentiation have been more successful than if | try to for example group learning.
Group concepts in my class does not work so because of that | cannot if | wanna have
classroom management | can’t set my room up that way I can’t do it. So there [are]
certain dynamics about learning styles that I cannot do because I don’t feel comfortable
having a room working while things are out of control because that is my responsibility.

And if | put them in that situation, they won’t be successful; there won’t be a lot of
learning; and I’ll go crazy (Sam, lines 238-253).

Misconceptions about differentiation

The second theme that partially addressed the first research question was pertinent to the
preconceived misconceptions that the participant held about differentiation in the EFL
classroom. The transcript analysis of Sam’s interview revealed a sub-theme related to

efficacy of managing the differentiated classroom.

Efficacy of managing the differentiated classroom. Sam’s misinterpretation of
implementing and managing differentiation based on the identification of learning styles
aligned with one of the major common misconceptions in the literature of differentiated

instruction. Consider what he says below.

So to me that ‘differentiation” was like a recipe for chaos; OK? Because if you got
different things going on that means | have to make three separate plans, | have three
separate assessments; and that’s ok; but I felt the way I interpreted the learning styles
and differentiation. Why don’t I just do it like holistically with the class and just one
day work on this activity that engages visual learning style or the next day do
something with an auditory? (Sam, lines 201-210).

Research Question Two
Enablers of differentiated instruction

The first theme that partially addressed the second research question was related to
‘enablers of differentiation’ in the EFL secondary classroom. Two primary sub-themes
emerged from the analysis of Sam’s transcript: practical training; and teaching aids

and technology.
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Practical training. This sub-theme emerged from Sam’s emphasis on the role of training

workshops which were held constantly by ADEC. He stated:

For sure ADEC ... is very very dedicated to the new found phenomenon of
differentiation. So we attend workshops weekly. Differentiation is our primary focus. Eh
I don’t know if it’s going to be yearly but this term that has been focused ... We’ve
watched some videos of examples of teachers doing this and also shared some of our
experiences with differentiation as well together here at this school to try to build like a
more team concept and you know use each other’s ideas. (Sam, lines 76-87).
Teaching aids and technology. The analysis of this sub-theme showed that Sam was used
to employing magnetic boards as an aid in differentiating the lesson according to multiple
learning styles. He indicated he could get visual students engaged using a diagram. He

also employed the technique of magnetic board to help him differentiate. He reported:

Absolutely, | think one of the things that especially with the activity that | just used in
my class, one follow up technique that | would like to have would be magnetic boards. |
can get them engaged in a visual or a diagram...That would also be differentiated
instruction that would be Kinesthetic that would be visual and it will also incorporate
group learning and you could do all of these things simultaneously. So for me that would
be a nice thing to have. (Sam, lines 265-268).
The other part of this sub-theme was related to technology including the use of language
laboratories and educational websites for teaching language skills. Coding and analysis

revealed that Sam viewed technology as an enabler.

Researcher: How about technology do you feel that technology will assist you in
differentiating instruction?

Sam: Yes absolutely... I was for using our computer lab, for a language lab a listening
lab. I found a website. It’s called Randall’s ESL Cafe or something like that. You
might want to check it out for your research because ... it has conversations and
discussions real short ones and they’re based on everyday conversations that you
would have; and it says... right on the home page: Easy, medium, difficult (Sam, lines
324-338).

Barriers to differentiated instruction

The second theme that partially addressed the second research question was barriers to
differentiated instruction. The coding of Sam’s transcript and thematic analysis yielded

two interrelated sub-themes: poor classroom management; and undisciplined students

Poor classroom management. Sam reiterated the word management as a key challenge

facing teachers of a differentiated classroom.
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Researcher: What other challenges do you think would not help you enough to employ
differentiated instruction strategies in the classroom?

Sam: Yeah, that’s a good question. I think...here it is management , management,
management, management. If you don’t have any classroom management it doesn’t
matter what technique you are trying to incorporate. (Sam, lines 353-363)

Undisciplined students. Sam also highlighted the way undisciplined students act as
barriers to differentiation and observing actual needs of students. He indicated:

But in my class I have behaviour problems... I know there are still kids that are kind of just
sitting there on their cell phone maybe lost a little bit ... (Sam, lines 43-54).

In another part of the transcript he stated:

And then how does that reflect on differentiation if we were supposed to be using these
techniques and we have no classroom control. It reflects negatively on differentiation (Sam,
lines 401-405).

Research Question Three
Practicing differentiated instruction

Three sub-themes emerged from the coding and thematizing process of the interview
transcript: knowing students; differentiating according to readiness; and using visual
prompts.

Knowing students. This sub-theme showed Sam first step in practicing differentiation. He
stated:

The first few weeks are essential; and it is critical to get to know the kids; and how you
interact with them is going to give you an opportunity to be successful with whatever
technique you use or whatever classroom management of differentiation. If you don’t
build the right atmosphere then you’re gonna be lost (Sam, lines, 124-131).

Differentiating according to readiness. This sub-theme represented Sam’s priority for
differentiating instruction. He maintained that in practice he took into account the

students’ different levels of proficiency in English language skills. He stated:

For me, one of the key factors [in differentiation] is readiness. | have students who cannot
speak English at all and have a real difficult time writing as well, and yet | also have students
who can write a complete paragraph, all in the same setting (Sam, lines 22-26).

Using visual prompts. This sub-theme emerged from the theme of practicing differentiated
instruction and reflected the primary practice by Sam in this respect. He indicated:
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The thing that | try to do primarily is engage in visual prompts. If T use a picture or images...
to initiate writing or conversation or comprehension it gives every student an opportunity to
at least look and ... try to come up with words and descriptions. (Sam, lines 37-43).

4.2.1.4 Najla

The third participant is a female Arab expat teacher. Najla (pseudo name) has a bachelor
degree in English language and literature. She has 17 years of experience in teaching
English as a foreign language. She teaches at a secondary school at Sharjah Education
Zone. Najla teaches Grades 11 and 12. The interview was held in the Supervision Meeting
Room during a regular school day. The teacher was informed of the visit to the school by
email five days in advance. The teacher was briefed about the purpose and background of
the study and was asked to sign a consent form. She was given an idea about the questions

in the interview guide.

Research Question One
This question addressed two main themes.
Beliefs about meaning and use of differentiated instruction

Coding of Najla’s interview transcript revealed two emerging sub-themes related to the
participant’s beliefs about differentiation: understanding the meaning of differentiation;

beliefs about learning profile and interests.

Understanding the meaning of differentiation. The analysis showed that Najla expressed
her limited knowledge and beliefs about the core meaning of differentiated instruction.
She related the meaning to student diversity and the action to be taken by the teacher.

Najla stated:

Well, 1 think, , as far as | can understand the term itself, maybe it is a technical term but
for me | understand that the practices inside the classroom must be different: different
according to the learner himself; to the process of learning; and to the product of
learning? So (2.0) the teacher has to take into account the different levels of learners;
Some learners of course in terms of their academic achievement... and in terms of their
interests, alright? And according to their also (2.0) what we call (5.0) learners’ learning
style (Najla, lines 11-18).

Beliefs about learning profile and interests. This emerging sub-theme revealed that the

participant thought students had different learning styles:
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I think second of all some learners are visual, some learners are kinesthetic, some learners

are ch (2.0) they can learn through... for example they are auditory, they learn by

listening. (Najla, lines, 28-31)
In the same vein, Najla thought diversity entailed differentiating “between a learner and a
learner...taking into account individual differences. They can differ in their interests, in
their learning styles, in their academic background” (Najla, lines 70-71). That is why; she

believes “it is better to teach them according to their learning styles and different levels”

(Najla, lines 55-56).
Misconceptions about differentiation

The second theme that partially addressed the first research question was related to the
preconceived misconceptions that the participant held about differentiation. The transcript
analysis of Najla’s interview revealed three sub-themes: efficacy of differentiation;

efficacy of employing multiple intelligences; and skill-based focus of differentiation

Efficacy of differentiation. This sub-theme emerged from the coding of Najla’s interview
reflecting a belief consistent with common misconceptions about the efficacy of
implementing differentiated instruction. When asked about her belief about differentiation

in terms of the level of difficulty, she responded:

Yeah, difficult .. Difficulty lies in (4.0); it will result in burden on the shoulders of the
teacher because designing a lesson ... for example, designing three types for three levels,
three types of activities , three types of worksheets etc.. This is a burden itself, ok? So it is
a little bit inhibiting. (Najla, lines 212-216).
Efficacy of employing multiple intelligences. This sub-theme emerged as a misconception.
The participant thought that efficacy of using multiple intelligences as a tool for
differentiation was based on the school stage, or on what the Ministry of Education in the

UAE called: cycle. Najla stated:
What | am saying is that for example the multiple intelligences go very well with the
young learners, but not all of them for the advanced level learners it means in other cycles
like the second cycle or the secondary cycle. So, not all of them can be implemented.
(Najla, lines 86-89).

Skill-based focus of differentiation. This sub-theme emerged from Najla’s misconception

that differentiation is effective with certain skill, but not with others. Consider the

dialogue between the researcher and the participant below:
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Researcher: Do you feel that differentiated instruction strategies could be effective with all
skills; or that it’s more with a certain skill?

Najla: [The] basic skills of course are mostly the writing and the reading, these 2 skills
which are interrelated. If you are good in reading, you will be most likely to be good at
writing so if we work well on reading skills ok, we will finish by having a good product
in writing. (Najla, lines 190-193).

Researcher: So the focus should be on?
Najla: Reading then writing
Researcher: In differentiation | mean?
Najla: Yes. (Najla, lines 193-196).

Research Question Two
Enablers of differentiated instruction

The first theme that partially addressed the second research question was related to the
enablers of differentiation in the EFL secondary classroom. Three main sub-themes
related to this theme emerged from the analysis of Najla’s transcript: teaching aids and

authentic material; technology; and rapport.

Teaching aids and authentic material. This sub-theme emerged from Najla’s emphasis on
employing such teaching aids as worksheets and graded stories in addition to movies and
audio-visual materials while teaching reading skills. She explained that they were

facilitators of differentiation:

So we have worksheets. We have short stories to increase, to improve the linguistic part...
authentic materials like short English movies. (Najla, lines 127-129).

Technology. The second sub-theme related to enablers of differentiated instruction is the
use of technology and other teaching aids. She stressed that the content must facilitate
observing student diversity: “Different levels, yes, they are leveled stories... grade.”

(Najla line 138). She also indicated:

It will be more attractive if we introduce technology, and use technology of course. When
I used the E-learning it was really effective when in some exercises instead of working on
one level papers, I lead them to surf the internet, open a certain page etc... and they will
do the exercises online, so they will do the exercises online and they will get the feedback
after finishing the exercises. (Najla, lines 226-231)

Rapport. Coding of Najla’s interview transcript revealed rapport as a sub-theme related to

establishing a positive atmosphere that respected students’ levels in the classroom and
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motivated students and got them more engaged. She stressed: “I managed to increase their

motivation just because they love me ((laugh))” (Najla, lines 206-207).
Barriers to differentiated instruction

The second theme that partially addressed the second research question was related to
barriers to differentiated instruction. The coding of Najla’s transcript and thematic

analysis revealed two sub-themes: undisciplined students; and number of students.

Undisciplined students. This sub-theme emerged from the transcript coding as a barrier to

implementing differentiation in Najla’s classrooms. Consider the conversation below:

Researcher: Have you encountered any problems or difficulties when implementing the
differentiated instruction in your classroom?

Najla: Sometimes yes, especially when we have naughty students with bad behavior for
example. They disturb each other; they even they try to, to de-motivate if you can say their
mates. (Najla, lines 201-203).

Several researchers discussed the importance of maintaining discipline as a requirement
for effective teaching (Dube & Orpinas 2009; Morse 1994; Taylor 1987). The role of the
teacher as a leader who maintains supportive learning environment is highlighted in this
context. Researchers indicate that teacher’s leadership roles highly influence student
discipline (Ddungu 2005; D’souza 1982). In differentiated classrooms students tend to be
more engaged in learning and teachers face fewer discipline problems (Tomlinson and
Imbeau 2010).

Number of students. The second sub-theme that emerged as a barrier to differentiation was
the big number of students. Najla added another factor in her response the question about

the difficulties or obstacles to differentiation. She stressed:

“Sometimes with... large classes, large classes; also it’s a little bit difficult to manage all

these things™ (Najla, lines 204-205).
Research Question Three
Practicing differentiated instruction

Two sub-themes emerged from the coding and thematizing process of the interview

transcript under this theme: differentiating process; and identifying students’ interests
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Differentiating process. This sub-theme showed how Najla observed differentiating

content by using materials of different levels. She indicated:

I differentiate teaching for example, according to... the exercises I give to students I give
leveled or certain leveled worksheets: a kind of exercises that are different from those of
low achievers, ok, and high achievers and those who are in between. So some exercises are
a little bit simple for those who are low achievers ok? (Najla, lines 21-23).

Identifying students’ interests. This sub-theme represents the proactive action Najla takes
at the beginning of the academic year related to learning about the real interests of each

student in the classroom. She stated:

[In] the beginning of the year | have the custom of distributing some questionnaires
and... through these questionnaires... I will find out what is the learning style, ok? - The
dominant learning style of each learner. Ok, at the end of the questionnaire after
analyzing the questionnaire. And according to this | will now how many groups | do have
and how many learning styles | do have in the classroom; some groups will be auditory;
some others will be visual etc. And according to this, | will tailor my techniques inside
the classroom. (Najla, lines 35-41).

4.2.1.5 Hind

The fourth participant is a female national teacher. Hind has a bachelor degree in English
Language and Translation from a local university. She has 12 years of experience in
teaching. She taught female students of different grade levels. Hind joined several in-
service professional development sessions on pedagogy, classroom management and
technology, but not on differentiated instruction. The interview was held in a meeting
room at school in Dubai. Before the interview, the participant was briefed about the
purpose and background of the study. She was given an idea about the content of the

questions in the interview guide.

Research Question One

The first part of this question addressed two main themes: Beliefs about meaning and use
of differentiated instruction. Coding of the interview transcript revealed three emerging
sub-themes related to the participant’s beliefs about differentiation: understanding the
meaning of differentiation; learning about differentiation and students’ needs; and

efficacy of peer scaffolding.
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Understanding the meaning of differentiation. The coding and analysis of the transcript
revealed that Hind expressed her belief about differentiated instruction through the

meaning she provided to the term. She reported:

It means teaching different level students in different forms; they shouldn’t be taught the
same way; they shouldn’t be instructed in the same way, or even questioned or asked in the
same way, because each student has her or his own level of understanding or even... in our
subject which is language of command of a number of vocabulary or words. (Hind, lines 5-9).

Learning about differentiation and students needs This sub-theme revealed Hind’s belief
regarding the importance of the teacher’s knowledge about differentiated instruction as a

way of learning about the different needs and levels of students. She stated:

Of course; of course, | think we need to know more [about differentiation]. Teachers need to
learn more; we need to know how to deal with, especially low level students it’s... a big
problem in the class, they need help (Hind, lines 68-70).

Efficacy of peer scaffolding. This sub-theme emerged from Hind’s transcript reflecting her
belief about the peers’ role in assisting their classmates as a strategy of respecting student
diversity while teaching. She indicated that “Girls like to be taught more from their own
classmates better” (Hind, lines 139-140). She related the efficacy of peer scaffolding and

interpersonal communication to students’ knowledge and feelings. She pointed out:

Sure, sure, if their feelings and attitudes are positive. Because sometimes a girl feels that she
is proud to get any information from any other classmates... This can help nowadays; it can
help; students are more knowledgeable than before (Hind, lines 148-150).

Misconceptions about differentiation

The second theme that partially addressed the first research question was pertinent to the
preconceived misconceptions aligned with the most common misconceptions about
differentiated instruction. The transcript analysis of Hind’s interview revealed two sub-

themes: experience is the panacea; and students in need of differentiation.

Experience is the panacea. One of the major misconceptions found in the transcripts
aligned with the common misconceptions in the literature of differentiated instruction was
related to Hind’s reliance on experience as a basis for differentiation. She stated that “I
think experience teaches me a lot of things one of them is how to differentiate between
levels” (Hind, lines 50-51). She believed her experience would substitute a differentiated

lesson plan. She explained:
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I know that not all my students have the same things; | mean the same ways of learning. |
know they are different. But | do not write everything in the lesson plan. I do not need that.
My experience will help me without a lesson plan (Hind, lines 26-29).

Students in need of differentiation. This sub-theme emerged as another misconception.
Hind believed that differentiated instruction should target the low achievers rather than

high achievers as the latter already exhibit high level of proficiency in language skills.

Researcher: So you feel that differentiation will help the low achievers more? Is this what
you think?

Hind: Of course, yeah.

Researcher: How about the bright students?

Hind: The bright students don’t need that help. They do not need differentiated instruction
from me because they can depend on themselves. I can leave them a worksheet to
answer. | give them a question or something like that; they can and they have the self
trust and ability to answer. Others who are low level; when they see them, they lose
self-confidence. (Hind, lines 76-80).

Research Question Two

Enablers of differentiated instruction

The first theme that partially addressed the second research question was related to the
enablers of differentiated instruction in the classroom. Three primary sub-themes emerged
from the analysis of Hind’s transcript: technology and teaching aids; conferring with

students; and grouping.

Technology and teaching aids. This sub-theme emerged from the data as an enabler of

differentiation. Hind considered using technology an enabler:

| use the technology of course. I use technology. | use computers and data show. | use of
course eh worksheets eh (4.0); worksheets that can cover this. (Hind, lines 157-158).

However, she does not believe that all types of technology could act as enablers in the

differentiated classroom. She resisted the use of some smart learning tools. She indicated:

No. I mean this is the tool | can use. But | cannot ask them to bring their ipads or laptops and let
each one work on her own. It will be really it will be a big mess (Hind, lines 249-250).

Conferring with students. Hind found that conferring with students individually could be

an effective enabler that would help her respect individual needs. She indicated:
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I talk to those students who do not socialize or interact separately, give them confidence and ask
them simple questions; so they will be able to answer more and more. This makes me
differentiate better (Hind, lines199-201).

Grouping. This sub-theme emerged as an enabler of differentiation. According to Hind, it
is employed to assist the weak students to receive help from the best students. She stated:

For differentiation, | think making homogeneous groups enables me to give the chance for weak
students to work with the best students... They can work together... The weak students benefit
from the bright students. (Hind, lines 265-267).

Barriers to differentiated instruction

The second theme that partially addressed the second research question was barriers to
differentiated instruction. The coding of Hind’s transcript and thematic analysis yielded
four sub-themes: insufficient flexibility in curriculum and assessment; teaching load;

insufficient training; and lack of support from parents

Insufficient flexibility in curriculum and assessment. The coding and condensation of
transcript data revealed that Hind viewed insufficient flexibility in selecting the content
she was teaching as a barrier to differentiation. This also applied to the system of

assessment employed in the schools. She stated:

No. We teach the same content to all students. We have one textbook. We have to teach the
same thing to all students... all of them. This textbook is from the Ministry. We cannot
change it. We cannot give each student a different passage. Also we have the same
assessment.. the same final tests (Hind, lines 36-39)

Teaching Load. This sub-theme was based on the way Hind viewed differentiated
instruction within the limits and workload she had in the big classes she was teaching. She
indicated: So, no. I am only one teacher. | teach three classes every day. | have more than

eighty students... maybe more than ninety. (Hind, lines 39-41).

Insufficient training. Transcript analysis revealed that Hind considered that the
professional development she received was not enough to develop her skills in

differentiating instruction. She indicated: “training was not sufficient”. She added:

We do not have training about differentiated instruction, no PD sessions in the meetings. Even

our colleagues do not know about the theory... They do not know about the practice
of...differentiation. (Hind, lines 207-209)

Lack of support from parents. Hind expressed dissatisfaction with the parent’s weak

cooperation in understanding their children’s background and interests. She stated:
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Ok, in the area of our school parents, they are not helping at all; When we invite them to
help us with the levels of their kids; or when we say we need to know about the child’s
interests or challenges; or when we tell them how to cooperate to improve the child’s level,
They say: we do not have anything to do about that(Hind, lines 24-28).

Research Question Three
Practicing differentiated instruction

Three sub-themes related to practice emerged from the coding and thematizing of Hind’s
interview transcript: differentiating questions; differentiating according to interests;
heterogeneous grouping.

Differentiating questions. Practicing differentiating questions emerged as a sub-theme.
Hind said that she used different levels of questions as per the two major levels of students

to enhance differentiation and self confidence on the part of students. She indicated:

Yeah | differentiate for sure but not in a theoretical way. For example when | have different
guestions, | begin with the easiest one; and | ask the student whom | know that she can
answer the question. So she will feel confident, and she will trust me. She will be able to
share more and more in her class, and then the high level question is for high level students
(Hind, lines 11-15).

Differentiating according to interests. This sub-theme reflects part of Hind’s practice of

differentiation according to the interests and preferences of her students. She pointed out:

Students like to draw something. | can use these drawings in teaching. If they have time in the
class they can draw; we can put some posters and they are going to use them; those who like
writing can write. Even if it’s not in English I can use them. (Hind, lines 116-118).

Heterogeneous grouping. This is another sub-theme emerging from the transcript coding.
Hind described part of her practice of differentiation using heterogeneous groups of mixed

level students. She stated:

In teaching, when | know the different levels, sometimes | do make different kinds of
techniques. Sometimes | make a group with different levels so the high level is going to
help the low level which I prefer more because I don’t like to put the low level students in
one group; and they will feel that they are low level students so they will not work harder.
(Hind, lines 134-138).

4.2.1.6 Majid

The fifth participant is an Arab expatriate teacher. Majid (pseudo name) has a bachelor
degree in English Language and Literature. He has 9 years of experience in teaching

English as a foreign language. For the past 8 years he has been teaching English at a

110



secondary school in Ajman Education Zone. He teaches Grade 10 and 11 students. The
interview was held in a meeting room at the school during a normal school day. The
teacher was informed of the visit to the school one week before the interview. The teacher
was briefed about the purpose and background of the study and was asked to sign a

consent form. He was given an idea about the questions in the interview guide.
Research Question One

The first part of this question addressed two main themes: Beliefs about meaning and use
of differentiated instruction. The coding and thematizing of the interview transcript
revealed four emerging sub-themes related to the participant’s beliefs about
differentiation: understanding the meaning of differentiation; belief about student
background; beliefs about interests and multiple intelligences; and beliefs about planning

for differentiation.

Understanding the meaning of differentiation. The coding and analysis of the transcript
showed that Majid expressed his knowledge and beliefs about the core meaning of

differentiated instruction. He related the meaning to student diversity. Majid stated:

Simply [differentiated instruction] means different abilities among students. | will not
classify students as weak, good or excellent. I think this is not true. All students are good
but the problem is that their social backgrounds, their educational background, their
abilities, their skills are different so they can be scaled. Some can be down, some can be
up (Majid, lines 7-11).
Belief about student background. This sub-theme emerged from the transcript representing
Majid’s belief about pre-differentiated instruction action the teacher needed to take. More

specifically, He stated:

Yes I do need. I think before we differentiate we need to know about ... their social background,;
their educational background; their previous schools they have been in (Majid, lines 89-91).

He added:

When | know their social and educational background, and when | have information
about their levels, I can help the students... They also feel 1 am close to them (Majid,
lines 100-102).

Beliefs about interests and multiple intelligences. This sub-theme reflected what Majid

believed about students’ interests multiple intelligences. Consider the conversation below:
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Researcher: Have you tried to study your students’ interests from the beginning and their
multiple intelligences?

Majid: Yes. | think all the students are intelligent: Some student are bad in English but they
are good at maths ; some students know a lot about cars and the types of cars; they will
give you details that | as a teacher do not know (Majid, lines 140-142).

Beliefs about planning for differentiation. The significance of this sub-theme stemmed
from considering planning as a corner stone in differentiated instruction. Majid
emphasized the importance of planning and preparation. He stated:

I think... differentiating is easy but the teacher must have preparation. I mean a clear
plan from the beginning when he agrees with the students on what they plan to do
(Majid, lines 228-230).

Misconceptions about differentiation

The second theme that partially addressed the first research question was pertinent to the
preconceived misconceptions that the participant held about differentiation in the EFL
classroom. The transcript analysis of Majid’s interview revealed four sub-themes: types of
students in the differentiated classroom; relying on experience; fairness of differentiated

instruction; and differentiation complicates work.

Types of students in the differentiated classroom. The importance of this sub-theme was
based on beliefs or thoughts that represented a common misconception. Coding and

analysis of Majid’s transcript revealed two major examples on the above misconception.
Differentiation is for the special needs Majid indicated:

| try to differentiate all the time but the problem sometimes | might not be effective.
Maybe because differentiation is basically for those students who have special needs. |
don’t have here. (Majid, lines 14-16).

Differentiation is for low achievers. Majid had a predetermined conception that
differentiation instruction is easier with the low achievers. He stated that “differentiation

is more or easier with weak students not the excellent” (Majid, line 231).

Relying on experience. This sub-theme emerged from the transcript revealing Majid’s

emphasis on teaching experience as a resource for differentiation. He stated:

Researcher: | know | mean what are your resources for effective differentiation?

Majid: My own experience. | think my experience was more important. | can use it
when | deal with students (Majid, lines 123-124)
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Fairness of differentiated instruction. This sub-theme reflected Majid’s preconceived
belief that implementing differentiation did not respect the norm of fairness among

students of diverse levels. He indicated:

And | think | think it is not fair for all students. | told you if you teach different standards
to students. I think, not all students will have the same objective sometimes (Majid, lines
220-223).
Differentiation complicates work. Majid considered differentiation itself a factor that
made teaching duties very hard. He pointed out that “in all cases differentiated
instruction makes our duties very hard to achieve. It is complicated and difficult”

(Majid, lines 233-234).
Research Question Two
Enablers of differentiated instruction

The first theme that partially addressed the second research question was related to the
enablers of differentiation in the EFL secondary classroom. Three primary sub-themes
emerged from the coding of Majid’s transcript: technology; and assistant teacher; and

flexibility in using resources.

Technology. This sub-theme revealed the importance of using online resources. Majid
indicated that “using for example different levels YouTube, data show, e-cards help in

differentiating teaching” (Majid, lines 204-205).

Assistant teacher. Coding of Majid’s transcript revealed having an assistant as an
enabler to differentiated instruction. He pointed out:” Maybe I need an assistant to be
able to differentiate” (Majid line 216).

Flexibility in using resources. Majid called for more flexibility in employing teaching
resources. He indicated: “I need more flexibility with using the book and resources to

differentiate in a good way” (Majid, lines 211-212).
Barriers to differentiated instruction

The second theme that partially addressed the second research question was barriers
to differentiated instruction. The coding and thematic analysis of Majed’s transcript
yielded four interrelated sub-themes: workload; lack of time; insufficient flexibility in

curriculum; and insufficient training.

113



Work load. This sub-theme reflected the existence of a barrier to implementing

differentiation. Majid believed that he could not differentiate consistently. He stated:

I think I should differentiate but not all the time. It depends on my own time. Sometimes |
feel T am heavily burdened with work so I can’t... I have 16 classes a week and | have
other duties to do (Majid, lines 49-51).

He added:

The problem is not with the period itself but with the other duties that prevent you from
taking care of what your students need. Sometimes a lot of additional work: more exam
papers, marking, eh PD sessions in and out of schools. All these are a burden to the
teacher who wants... to differentiate (Majid, lines 55-59).

Lack of time. This sub-theme emerged from different parts of the transcript. The
participant asked “Where is the time” to differentiate in view of all the duties? (Majid,
line 59). He added: “Yeah, in order to differentiate, to prepare and to plan; preparation

and planning need a lot of time” (Majid, lines 61-62).

Insufficient flexibility in curriculum. This sub-theme represented a major obstacle to
differentiated instruction from Majid’s viewpoint. He indicated: “Yeah, quality and

quantity are not considered. And the curriculum does not show flexibility” (Majid,

lines 78-79).

He added that “Some lessons in the book sometimes are not useful and do not give

new skills to different students” (Majid, lines 71-72).

Insufficient training. Majid considered lack of training on differentiation a big barrier to
observing student diversity. He said:
Yes, not the whole training session was dedicated to differentiation but part of it. But that

training was not enough for me. After the session | am not able to apply differentiated
instruction (Majid, lines 110-112).

He added: “Yes. Training was not enough as I said. I knew some of those things before”

(Majid, line 111).
Research Question Three
Practicing differentiated instruction

Coding and thematizing of the interview transcript yielded three sub-themes related to

Majid’s understanding and practice of differentiated instruction in his classroom:
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differentiating  questions;  differentiating according to multiple intelligences;

differentiating product.

Differentiating questions. Majid maintained that he practiced differentiation of the
content he was presenting to the mixed-level students in the classroom by providing
different types of questions. But still he considered diversity very challenging. He stated:

For example, a WH question can be given to a certain student. And the same question can
be given as Yes/No question. The problem is that some students are not of the same level
as the others. (Majid, lines 20-22).

Differentiating according to multiple intelligences. This sub-theme emerged from the
transcript. Majid explained that he practiced differentiating after exploring the multiple
intelligences through observations, exams, tasks and interaction with students. He

indicated:

I do study [multiple intelligences] while being in classroom through observing, through
exams through dealing with them eh; through tasks; | do observe and make notes;
Sometimes even... through dealing with them outside the class in the break time we
watch all the time; and we do differentiate. (Majid, lines 149-153).

Differentiating product. Majid pointed out that he differentiated product in action by

asking his students to choose the medium of presenting their work. He stated:

In projects as products, yes. | do differentiate. |1 ask my students from the beginning to
choose the way they want to show or present their project or product. (Majid, lines 226-
228).

4.2.1.7 Sara

The sixth participant is a female Arab teacher. Sara (pseudo name) has a bachelor degree
in English Language and Literature and a Master’s degree in education from a local
university. She has more than 10 years of experience in teaching English at a secondary
school in Al-Shargiya Education Office. She teaches Grade 10. The interview was held in
the Principal’s Meeting Room during a school day. The teacher was informed of the visit
to the school one week before the interview. The teacher was briefed about the purpose
and background of the study and was asked to sign a consent form. She was given an idea

about the questions in the interview guide.
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Research Question One

The first part of this question addresses two main themes: Beliefs about meaning and use
of differentiated instruction. Colour coding and thematization of the interview transcript
revealed three sub-themes related to the participant’s beliefs about differentiation:
understanding the meaning of differentiation; beliefs about difficulty of implementing

differentiated instruction; beliefs about differentiating skills.

Understanding the meaning of differentiation. The coding of transcript revealed this sub-
theme. It was related to participant’s knowledge and beliefs about the core meaning of

differentiated instruction. Sara reported:

Actually differentiation means different things to different people so some people think it
is all about learning styles; other people who focus more on abilities or maybe on
differentiated curriculum or differentiated instructions; differentiated assessment. But for
me, it’s all, it’s all these (Sara, lines 7-10).
Beliefs about difficulty of implementing differentiated instruction. The importance of this
sub-theme stemmed from the importance of understanding the extent to which the
participant believe differentiation was applicable in her mixed-level classroom situation.
Sara pointed out: “If you differentiate at the level of the standard it is very tough.” She

added:

“Look! Basically, I understand what is differentiation; that’s what I think. I understand it
and | try to implement it in classroom. But as | told you before it is very tough because it
is very demanding very demanding ... very tough; very tough” (Sara, lines 109-111).

She argued that “it’s easy to speak about differentiation, but very tough to apply it in

the classroom” (Sara, lines 233-234).

Beliefs about differentiating skills. This sub-theme is related to the types of skills the
participant considered easy to differentiate. She reported that “It’s easier to
differentiate in reading and writing but it is very tough to differentiate in listening;
how you can do that?” (Sara, lines 150-151).

Misconceptions about differentiation

The second theme that partially addressed the first research question was pertinent to the
preconceived misconceptions that the participant held about differentiation in the EFL
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classroom. The transcript analysis of Sara’s interview revealed two sub-themes: relying on

independent learning; and differentiating instruction through grouping.

Relying on independent learning. Sara reported that differentiation is effective “if you rely
on independent learning; that you give them homework; and they do it at home; and never

do differentiation every single day in the classroom” (Sara, lines 233-234).

Differentiating instruction through homogeneous grouping. This sub-theme emerged from
the analysis of transcript showing that Sara believed in engaging students of the same
standard levels in the same group. She reported: “Grouping students in homogeneous

groups. This is the best way for differentiation” (Sara, lines 69-70).
Research Question Two
Enablers of differentiated instruction

The first theme that partially addressed the second research question was related to the
enablers of differentiation in the EFL secondary classroom. Three sub-themes emerged
from the analysis of Sara’s transcript: having enough staff; technology; and practical

training.

Having enough staff. Sara assumed that having enough teachers in the school would
facilitate employing differentiated instruction. She stated: “If you have enough staff; if

you have enough teachers then you can go on differentiating teaching” (Sara, lines 78-79).

Technology. Coding the transcript indicated that Sara was supportive of the role of
technology in differentiating instruction. She pointed out: “if [technology] is used
effectively and properly, if we are connected, if we have technology in the classroom; it’s
ok.” (Sara lines, 173-174)

Practical training. Sara expressed her belief in practical training as an enabler to
differentiated instruction. She indicated:
You need to come to the classroom; do it; show me models in the class; show me; show

me; how to do it because it’s easy to speak about differentiation, but very tough to apply
it; to implement this theory in the classroom (Sara, lines 232-234).
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Barriers to differentiated instruction

The second theme that partially addressed the second research question was barriers to
differentiated instruction. The coding of Sara’s transcript and thematic analysis yielded
four sub-themes: student resistance to differentiated content; lack of needed technology;
negative washback effect; and time constraints.

Student resistance to differentiated content. This sub-theme emerged from Sara’s

transcript as an obstacle to differentiating content. Sara pointed out:

No. It has to do with the students. Students don’t... accept the idea that we are learning
something different from others. Even sometimes when we use papers with different
colors they do not accept (Sara, lines 121-123).

Lack of needed technology. Sara viewed lack of technological tools a primary obstacle to

implementing differentiated instruction. She stated:

We don’t have the technology we need...No I don’t have access, and I have... to
schedule time in the lab and it’s not all the time available (Sara, lines 174-175).

Negative washback effect. The importance of this sub-theme stemmed from the teacher’s
belief that the summative test influenced differentiated instruction and assessment.
According to Sara, this formed a barrier. She reported:

Ok, one of the challenges is this. Say for example | will give specific tasks to weak
students; and | give them tests, but after all in the end of the term they will sit for the term
exam you understand, even if | help them with those quizzes: classroom quizzes. But at
the end of the term, they will have an exam that is for all, you understand. (Sara, lines
213-217).
Time constraints. Sara reported that one of the major issues that formed a barrier to
differentiation was lack of time, especially when the teacher followed a standards-based

differentiation.

Sara: How many hours do you think that I will bring students from Al to a level which is you
know above and higher than that? It will need 100 hours, 200 hours.
Researcher: So time is a problem?

Sara: Yeah. Time constraints. (Sara, line 224).

Research Question Three

Practicing differentiated instruction

118



Four sub-themes pertinent to implementing differentiated instruction emerged from the
coding and thematizing process of the interview transcript: exchanging homogeneous
groups; fluctuations in practice effectiveness; differentiating instructions; and standards-

based differentiation of content.

Exchanging homogeneous groups. This sub-theme showed how Sara practiced
differentiation in her classroom in cooperation with another teacher teaching the same
grade. They divided students into two groups as per standard levels. Then each teacher

taught a level. She explained:

It’s an issue; so this is what I’m trying to work on with Miss Lina, another teacher. She
takes the group of the Al students and teaches them. | take from her class A2 students. |
teach them at the same time (Sara, lines 67-69).
Fluctuations in practice effectiveness. The importance of this sub-theme stemmed from
Sara’s reflection on her own practice of mixed-level differentiated instruction. She

reported:

| am trying everyday [to differentiate] but sometimes | succeed and sometimes | fail,
sometimes it works very well and | feel that those weak students have benefited a lot; and
sometimes ... it’s a mess (Sara, lines 115-118).

Differentiating instructions. Sara emphasised the importance of practicing differentiation

of instructions from the very beginning of teaching. She introduced instructions in

different ways in an attempt to reach each student. She indicated:

Now from the very first activity, you have to differentiate the instructions, ok! When you
teach the class you are not going to use the same sentence to for all students you will say
you know you will give the same instruction... three times using three different levels of
language to make it easier... Then you move to tasks. (Sara, lines 201-205).

Standards-based differentiation of content. This sub-theme emerged from the transcript
coding reflecting the way Sara practiced differentiation of content based on standards. She
stated:

Okay, for example today | have been teaching reading... So I differentiated at the level of
the text. For example, | used national geographic which is level A2. | gave, you know, a
group of students A2 level text and I gave... other books which are B1, which is
intermediate; so | gave B1; and those students who are weak Al so I, you know, I
developed my own worksheet for them and then it was ok because | had three groups
reading the same topic but different texts in different levels of difficulty (Sara, lines 135-
141).
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4.2.2 Summary of Interviews

Based on the content analysis of the interviews, answering the research questions required
addressing two main themes for the first research question; two themes for the second
question; and one theme for the third. A total of 26 sub-themes emerged in response to the

three research questions (Table 9).
Research Question One

The first research question was: What beliefs or misconceptions do secondary school EFL
teachers hold about differentiated instruction in the mainstream classroom? The purpose
of this question was to explore the extent to which EFL teachers at UAE mainstream
secondary schools understand, adopt, and follow differentiated instruction in their
classroom. The main two themes that guided the interview questions related to the first
research question were: i) beliefs; and ii) misconceptions about differentiated instruction.
Under the former theme five primary sub-themes could be identified from the coding and
analysis of transcripts: Understanding the meaning of differentiation; beliefs about
learning profile and interests; beliefs about difficulty of implementing differentiated
instruction; beliefs about classroom environment and management; and beliefs about

planning for differentiation.
Beliefs

Understanding the meaning of differentiation. When asked about their perceived
definition of differentiated instruction, most participating teachers stated that student
diversity and the need to vary instructional practices accordingly were basic
characteristics. They gave examples such as basing teaching on identifying student
weaknesses and strengths (Karim, lines 3-4); on various learning styles (Najla, line 18);
and on different abilities (Sara, line 9). Only one participant, however, focused in his
definition on the idea of differentiating instruction based on students’ social backgrounds
(Majid, line 9). Another idea that emerged from the participants’ definitions was related to

modifying the curriculum to meet student needs as a major focus in instruction.

Beliefs about learning profile and interests. When asked to give elaboration on their
beliefs about learning styles and interests, most of the participants agreed teaching English
language skills efficiently entailed taking different interests and learning profiles into

account (Najla, line 51; Sam, line 169). They considered that a key to differentiation
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(Sam, line 125). However, one of the participants assumed that identifying learning styles
and multiple intelligences was not easy and differentiating according to these tenets would

be impractical (Karim, line 56).

Beliefs about the difficulty of implementing differentiated instruction. According to
participants implementing differentiation was tough. Sara indicated that “It’s easy to
speak about differentiation, but very tough to apply it in the classroom”, (Sara, lines 233-
234). “It is absolutely difficult”, Sam added (Sam, line 325). At the same time,

participants believed it was not impossible, however.

Beliefs about classroom environment and management. Interview questions invoked
discussion about the relationships inside the classroom and the importance of maintaining
an effective management. Most participants agreed that maintaining successful
management was not possible all the time in the differentiated classrooms (Sam, lines
242-247; Karim, line 115). However, they thought that upholding rapport and cooperative
environment would enhance learning (Hind, line 132; Sam, line 24).

Misconceptions

Under the other theme related to the first question (misconceptions), five sub-themes
emerged from transcripts: Experience as the panacea; students in need of differentiation;
efficacy of differentiated instruction; fairness of differentiation; and management and
class size. Several interview questions intended to investigate whether teachers hold
beliefs that align with the common misconceptions discussed in the literature of
differentiated instruction.

Experience as the panacea. When asked about the sources they rely on to differentiate the
lesson, some participants mentioned depending on own experience several times as the
major source. They posited long experience as the solution (Majid, line 123; Hind, line
25). Hind thought her experience could substitute a differentiated lesson plan (Hind, line
50).

Students in need of differentiation. Interview questions discussed the types of students the
teacher needed to cater for in a differentiated classroom. Some responses were
emphasizing that differentiation must primarily be for students with special needs (Majid,

lines 15-16). While some participants had a predetermined misconception that
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differentiated instruction was for the low achievers, not the bright (Hind, line 76), others
thought it had to be for all types of students (Najla, lines 23-24).

Efficacy of differentiation. This sub-theme represented another belief consistent with
common misconceptions about the efficacy of implementing differentiation. Some
participants viewed differentiated instruction as “a recipe for chaos” (Sam, lines 202-203)
or “a burden on the shoulders of the teacher” (Najla, line 213). When asked about their
perceived understanding of effective differentiation, responses from some participants
revealed a common misconception about the essence of implementing differentiated
instruction. They sometimes assumed the teacher needed to design three lesson plans;
three types of assessments; three types of activities and three types of worksheets all the

time to suit the different levels of students (Sam, line 212).

Management and class size. In their responses to the interview questions, participants
noted that differentiation would only be possible with a small number of students in the
EFL classroom. One of them indicated that the number of student “should not be more

than ten” for a successful management of a differentiated class (Karim, line 46).
Research Question Two

The second research question was: What or barriers enablers do EFL teachers encounter
in implementing differentiated instruction? It addressed two themes: enablers of
differentiated instruction; and barriers to differentiated instruction. Under the former, four
sub-themes were identified from the six transcripts: Technology and teaching aids;
practical training; support from specialists and assistants; establishing rapport. In regard
to the theme of barriers to differentiated instruction, six sub-themes were identified from
the transcripts: Insufficient flexibility of curriculum and assessment; insufficient
qualification and training; lack of discipline and poor classroom management; work load;

negative washback effect; and time constraints.
Enablers

Technology and teaching aids. All participants agreed that employing technology might
act as a facilitator to differentiated instruction and most of them indicated that using other
teaching aids would be very helpful as well. They referred to using PowerPoint

presentations, videos, pictures, games, YouTube, authentic materials, graded stories in
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addition to other resources (Karim, line 158; Karim, line 168; Majid, line 204; Najla, line
122; Sam, line 303).

Practical training. This sub-theme emerged in most interview transcripts. Participants
pointed out that practical training programmes on differentiated instruction could be
facilitative and effective (4.K.120). They needed a role model or specialist so that they
would be able to differentiate (Sam, line 236).

Establishing rapport. Two of the participants highlighted the importance of maintaining a
good relationship and establishing rapport with their students as a catalyst to differentiated

instruction (Sam, line 136).
Barriers

Insufficient flexibility of curriculum and assessment. Three of the participants indicated
that both the curriculum and assessment tools they were using were not flexible enough,
which was viewed as an obstacle to employing differentiated instruction strategies
(Kamal, line 23; Hind, lines 37-39; Majid, line 78).

Insufficient qualification and training. When asked about the professional development
and teacher training sessions on differentiated instruction, three of the participants
considered lack of qualification and insufficient training as barriers (Hind, line 207;
Majid, lines111). Two of the other participants, however, considered training by ADEC

and the Master degree courses sufficient.

Lack of discipline and poor classroom management. In their responses to the interview
questions, three participants referred frequently to the poor discipline and classroom
management as obstacles (Majid, line 218; Sam, lines 246-248). Another barrier from the
viewpoint of the teachers was work load. This sub-theme emerged in three interview
transcripts as a serious barrier (Hind, line 40; Karim, line 200; Majid, line 187) while the

other three participants did not refer to it.

Negative washback effect. Participants mentioned the negative impact of summative
assessment on differentiated instruction. As all students had to sit for the same term exam,
teachers reverted to be more test oriented and preferred to use the same content, process
and product with all students (Karim, 188; Sara, lines 203-217).
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Time constraints. According to the participants, time limitation formed one of the striking
barriers that reduced the possibilities of practicing differentiation in the EFL classroom.
For example, Majid maintained that “in order to differentiate, to prepare and to plan,
preparation and planning need a lot of time ” (Majid, lines 61-62).

Research Question Three

Several interview questions were asked to address the third research question: Do EFL
teachers practice differentiation in the classroom? Seven interrelated sub-themes emerged
under the theme of practice (Table 7): Differentiating content; differentiating questions;
differentiating assessment; differentiating according to interests; differentiating product;
grouping students; differentiation according to learning profile; and standards-based
differentiation. These sub-themes reflected the participants’ own understanding of their

differentiation practice.

Interview questions triggered discussion about the specific ways participants practiced
differentiated instruction. Transcript analysis revealed that differentiating content was the
most common practice mentioned by participants. Some of them referred to differentiating
content based on standards. Another common practice that three of the six participants
referred to was related to differentiating questions. They pointed out that varying the

levels of questions could assist in meeting the diverse levels of student.

Sub-themes emerging from data Times referenced in the interviews
Differentiating content
Differentiating oral questions
Differentiating according to interests
Differentiating product
Grouping students
Differentiation according to learning profile
Standards-based differentiation

NININFPWWWw

Table 7: Differentiation Strategies Used by Interview Participants.

124



Research Question Themes and Sub-themes

(Theme: Beliefs)

Sub-themes:
RQ1: What beliefs or - Understanding the meaning of differentiation.
misconceptions do - Beliefs about learning profiles and interests.
secondary school EFL - Beliefs about difficulty of implementing differentiated
teachers hold about instruction.
differentiated instruction? - Beliefs about classroom environment and management

- Beliefs about planning for differentiation

(Theme: Misconceptions)
Sub-themes:

- Homogeneous grouping is more effective.

- Students in need of differentiation.

- Having a classroom assistant

- Efficacy of differentiated instruction; fairness of

differentiation.
- Management and class size

(Theme: Enablers)

Sub-themes:
- Using technology
RQ2: What barriers or - Formative assessment
enablers do EFL teachers - Graphic organizers
encounter in implementing - Establishing rapport
differentiated instruction? - Tiered lessons
(from their perspective) (Theme: Barriers)
Sub-themes:

- Insufficient flexibility of curriculum

- Insufficient training

- Time constraints

- Another mandate that adds pressure (Work load)
- Negative washback effect

(Theme: Practice)

RQ3: Do EFL teachers Sub-themes:
implement differentiated - Differentiating content
instruction in the - Differentiating questions
classroom? - Differentiating assessment

- differentiating according to interests
- Differentiating product
- Homogeneous and heterogeneous grouping

Table 8: Interview Data: Questions, Themes and Sub-Themes

4.2.3 Classroom Observation Analysis

The purpose of this qualitative part of the study was to expand our understanding of the
EFL teachers’ implementation of differentiating instruction in the mixed level mainstream
classroom. The third research question guided this portion of the mixed methods study:

e Do teachers implement differentiated instruction in the EFL classroom?

The focus of observation in the study was not on the convergence and divergence between
teachers’ beliefs and their practices in regard to observing student diversity through

differentiating instruction. Rather, the emphasis was on looking for evidence of
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differentiating content, process or product and investigating the ways participating
teachers dealt with student diversity during the lesson in an attempt to answer the third
research question qualitatively. It should be noted here that the six classroom observations
were conducted prior to interviewing the participating teachers to avoid impacting their
behaviour during observation. Before the observation, teachers were informed of the
general purpose of the study and the procedure the researcher would adopt while
observing the teacher’s performance. The researcher had access to the lesson plan of each
lesson mostly prior to observation. The researcher employed the Differentiated Instruction
Observation Protocol (DIOP) adapted from Diagnostic Checklist for Differentiation of
Instruction by Georgia Department of Education and primarily based on Tomlinson
(1999). Further, classroom observations in the present study enhanced triangulation of the
data related to teacher practice and assisted the researcher to gain deeper insight into
teacher performance pertinent to differentiation. More significantly, observing teachers in

natural setting augmented the possibilities of witnessing differentiation in action.

The participants in this part of the study were three male and three female EFL teachers of
Grade 10, 11 or 12. They were from six different education zones (Table 9). A more
detailed description of the participating teachers and an account of their classroom
environment will be provided in the following section. A 40-to-50 minute classroom
observation with each participant was conducted using the Observation Protocol
(Appendix D). Observations were video-taped to capture the details of the teaching-
learning situation to the extent possible. It should be noted that during two of the lessons,
another fellow teacher was present in the classroom (upon invitation for the observees) in
addition to the researcher, which might have affected the observation. The researcher
sought to minimize the Hawthorne effect, i.e. teachers trying to behave differently because
they know they are being watched (Adair 1984). He avoided writing a lot of observational
notes during the lesson and attempted to establish a positive rapport by meeting teachers

prior to the observations.

After the observation was completed, each participating teacher took part in the qualitative
semi-structured interview. The teachers were informed of the general purpose of the study
prior to the observation and interview. This section presents the major findings from the
six classroom observations and analyses them separately to give a more robust picture of

the EFL classroom instruction and provide in-depth understanding.
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Participant Education Zone/Council Duration (minutes)
Karim Fujairah 40
Sam Al-Ain (ADEC) 45
Najla Sharjah 50
Hind Dubai 50
Majid Ajman 40
Sara Al-Shargiya 45

Table 9:Observation Participants

4.2.3.1 Karim

Lesson summary. Karim taught Grade 12 students at a school in Fujairah. His class
comprised 22 male students of different achievement levels and varied learning profiles.
In the lesson plan, he identified two main learning objectives: the first was related to
writing meaningful compound and complex sentences and the other to learning active
vocabulary in context. In the plan, there was no reference to any kind of differentiation.
Throughout the lesson, Karim generally followed a traditional approach of instruction
based on explicit methods where teaching was teacher driven and students were the
recipients. Oral interaction among students was not evident. Overall, the researcher

noticed that differentiation was very limited in Karim’s practice.

Content. Karim presented the same content to all students relatively in the same way with
some simplification of core concepts to assist the less able students to understand better.
He retaught part of the content (e.g. present simple tense and subject verb agreement) to
struggling students. The content was also demonstrated by using some visual materials.
Karim followed the deductive way in presenting all grammatical rules without evident

modifications or enrichment from the teacher.

Process. Karim presented tasks at the same difficulty level. No tiered activities were
evident, and there was no evidence of learning centres or role-playing during the lesson.
Grouping was not flexible and the teacher did not assign roles to group members. Students
were doing the same activities at the same level of complexity. The more advanced
students were asked to answer the set of questions and write sentences whereas the less
able could not catch up and looked confused. The teacher attempts to scaffold those low

performing students during the activities was very limited. He used a slower pace when
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reading out the sentences and asked the students to repeat after him before asking them to

try to write the sentences again.

Product. Only seven students were asked to demonstrate what they had written. They
volunteered to write the sentences they produced on the whiteboard. Although the
products were related to learning objectives, all students were asked to demonstrate what
they produced in the same way and at the same level of complexity. Student diversity was
not observed in their products, and most students were not given the opportunity or

encouraged to select the channel through which they could express what they learned.

Environment. Karim’s classroom had a fixed structure. Students were seated in groups of
five or six during the entire class time. The teacher had the chance to move easily to each
group or student although he was using frontal teaching most of the time. He spent a long
time explaining grammatical rules and the meaning of vocabulary items, asking factual
questions and repeating students’ answers. Karim’s feedback on students’ work did not
take into account student diversity. The lack of flexibility in grouping, seating and time

limited differentiation opportunities.

Data Source for Differentiated Instruction. Overall, Karim’s instructional performance
during the observation did not reflect utilization of diagnostic data about students’
readiness levels to inform differentiation. Students in the four groups were working
individually to do the same activities, which were not tiered or scaffolded according to
diversity. In addition, Karim did not employ learning styles or interest inventories in
practicing differentiated instruction, and there was no reference to providing choices

related to these areas in the lesson plan and later in the observation.

4.2.3.2 Sam

Lesson summary. Sam taught Grade 12 at one of the big schools in Al-Ain city. His class
included 26 national students. The students were seated in rows at separate desks facing
the whiteboard. His lesson plan stated the objectives, teaching aids and materials,
techniques, and evaluation. From the start, he looked firm and calm and kept silent for
seconds to draw student attention and maintain discipline. The lesson began with the

teacher highlighting four words on the board, as part of his classroom rules: seated, quiet,
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listening, and folder (material). The teacher made use of whole classroom instruction with
pair work employed occasionally during the lesson. Sam introduced the learning
outcome/standards which all students were expected to reach. It was pertinent to ‘writing
sentences’. From the very beginning, he related instruction to assessment. Holding a

handout, Sam said: “We will do this activity one last time before your exam.”

Content. The analysis of observation revealed that the content was for the most part
presented in a traditional manner and not a lot of differentiation of content was
sufficiently evident during the lesson. Sam presented grammar rules deductively and
students had to follow the rule to write their sentences. Sam was generally presenting the
same content in a similar manner most of the time. However, he sometimes varied the
material presentation through visual and kinesthetic means. In a couple of instances during
the presentation he re-taught the grammar rule and re-explained the handout activity to
students who needed scaffolding. In addition, Sam used limited technology to present the
material. He projected a picture on the screen and asked the students to write simple and
compound/complex sentences to describe it.

Process. Sam did not vary the difficulty levels or use tiered assignments or parallel tasks
for differentiating process. To a limited extent, he varied scaffolding levels and support
was provided individually to a small number of students during the writing activity.
Evidently, the teacher followed a unidirectional questioning strategy. He kept posing
questions during the lesson but with rephrasing sometimes. He tried to encourage students
who did not demonstrate understanding of complex/compound sentences to ask for
support. Most of the time students worked individually and student-student interaction

was very limited.

Product. During the observation, Sam did not give varied opportunities to students to
demonstrate what they learned. One exception to this was when he invited some
volunteers to write the sentences they produced on the whiteboard and asked some others
to read out their sentences. Students did not have opportunities to use multiple resources

to publish their work. Moreover, Sam did not provide varied types of assessment.

Learning Environment. The classroom environment of Sam’s lesson lacked flexibility of

structure. The physical environment in which students were seated in rows allowed a
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minimum rate of flexibility and change in grouping and seating. This considerably

impeded transition into differentiation.

Data Sources for Differentiated Instruction. Differentiation according to data about
readiness levels was not clearly evident during the classroom observation. Although Sam
asked students to work cooperatively while writing descriptive sentences, he did not
purposefully ask students to form pairs or small groups on the basis of their level of
achievement. In addition, there was no apparent observational evidence that he
differentiated the writing activity according to students’ learning styles or interests

although the visual aspect was observed in the introductory part by projecting pictures.

4.2.3.3 Najla

Lesson summary. Najla taught twelfth graders at a secondary school in the city of Sharjah.
25 female students attended her class. They were seated in groups of five with the
teacher’s desk placed in the corner of the room next to the whiteboard and facing the
whole class. In the lesson plan, Najla stated two main objectives related to reading
comprehension skills and identifying the pros and cons of a text. She did not refer to
differentiated instruction techniques or the ways she would address student diversity.
Frontal teaching was dominant during the observation. At the same time; however, the

teacher gave more time to some low achievers to answer her questions.

Content. Najla used a reading text with all students without differentiating the depth. She
used authentic material from a newspaper and asked all students to find parts of speech in
each paragraph. Her presentation of grammar was mostly from whole to part. She started
with explaining the rule; gave examples; posed questions; then asked students to find the
answers. She re-taught some parts of speech (adjectives, adverbs and nouns) to low
achievers. Sometimes she tapped into the students’ prior knowledge especially in teaching
vocabulary and ideas related to the reading text. The use of technology was limited to

projection of some pictures and questions.

Process. In general, Najla gave the same assignments to all students at the same level of
complexity. In some cases, she simplified the activity to meet the needs of the students
who were struggling with understanding the content of the reading text or grammatical

rules.
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Najla enriched students’ vocabulary by providing more synonyms or antonyms of some
vocabulary items. She was also breaking the word into chunks to scaffold low proficiency

students. Consider the example below.

Njala: Looking for synonyms in the text is very helpful. What do we mean by tension?
Think of words that have the same meaning as tension. Yes, Sara.

Sara: stress.

Najla: Yes. You are right. Another meaning? Fatima? Think about it. There is another
word that has the same meaning?

Fatima: Hmm

Najla: Tt starts with ‘an’... in paragraph three.

Fatima: anxiety?

Najla. Yes anxiety. Excellent. (4.2.2.N.1)

Najla differentiated the wait time of questions allowing students of different levels to
process and develop a response. Sometimes, she varied the time of doing the reading
activity. She exceeded the time limit she set herself at the beginning to give more chances
to students of the lower level. For example, for the activity related to finding synonyms,
she allotted three minutes. However, many of them took more than seven minutes to

finish.

Product. Differentiation of product was limited to accepting two choices in demonstrating
the pros and cons in the reading part. The teacher accepted from groups either to read
what they had written down on their papers or to write the pros and cons on the board and
present them to the class. Most students preferred the former choice whereas only one
group (out of five) opted for the latter.

Environment. Generally, grouping in Najla’s class was fixed and lacked dynamicity.
Whole classroom instruction was more evident. While doing the activities, collaborative
learning was limited, and most students worked individually. Teacher provided different
levels of oral feedback. However, she was assuming the role of a guide and questioner

most often with emphasis on teacher-student interaction.

Data Sources for Differentiated Instruction. Differentiation according to student interests,
learning styles or multiple intelligences was not very evident in the classroom observation.

An exception to this was the opportunity given to students to select their preference
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between highlighting pros and cons in the reading text. Moreover, grouping students was
primarily based on students’ choices. They selected to sit with their friends rather than

according to interests or levels of readiness.

4.2.3.4 Hind

Lesson summary. Hind taught Grade 11 students at a school in Dubai. Her class comprised
25 female students. In the lesson plan, she identified three learning objectives related to
listening, reading and telling a story. Learning objectives aligned with the curriculum
standards and Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR): (L.A2.2), (R.A2.4)
and (S.A2.9). However, there was no direct reference to proactive intervention from the
teacher to deal with the better students or those who were lagging behind. Skills were
learned through whole group and small group instructional strategies. During observation,
the teacher introduced many activities without, in some cases, giving the students
sufficient time to finish or publish their work. Students’ desks were messy with piles of

activities.

Content. During the observation, Hind used a content of the same readability level with all
students, and the material was primarily introduced using a video about the ‘Titanic’. She
provided individual support to some less able students to help them keep up with class

activities and assignments.

Process. Hind looked more capable of differentiating process than of other elements (i.e.
content and product). In one of the main reading activities, she gave the same text to all
students but provided four tasks of different levels and format. Working individually, a
student could start with the task that suited her level; then she selected other tasks of
higher complexity. In this case, students were working at their own pace and potential.
Nonetheless, some of the better students finished earlier and found the activities
unchallenging. In contrast, some weak students were not involved in the activities because
they were struggling with making sense of them. They asked for more scaffolding and
support. Interestingly, Hind used differentiated questioning techniques with students. She
used different question forms to elicit information about the same idea related to the

Titanic:
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Why do you think people said Titanic is unsinkable?
Do you think the Titanic is sinkable? People do not think so, right? Why?

Product. Differentiating product was limited to showing a video of a survivor telling her
story and asking the students to choose a way to demonstrate what they learned. However,
students did not work efficiently within their groups and selected to work individually
within time constraints. Students were not given the opportunity to present their work to

diverse audiences.

Environment. The classroom environment was set up for group work. Students were
seated in groups of four or five all the time. Hind created a motivating learning
atmosphere by reinforcing student responses and interaction. Nevertheless, adopting a
non-flexible structure and adhering to fixed grouping restricted differentiation and limited
student interaction. In addition, the teacher talking time was high and the pace was not

commensurate in some cases with student learning levels and needs

4.2.3.5 Majid

Lesson summary. Majid taught Grade 10 students at a secondary school in Ajman. He had
23 male students in his mixed-level class. Before the class started, Majid explained he had
a considerable variance in students’ levels of achievement, which presented a great
challenge to him while teaching. He was aware that eight of his students were very weak
and struggling with the basics of grammar; however, the teacher did not refer to the ways
he intended to address the problem in the lesson plan. The main lesson objective was
pertinent to ‘identifying adjectives order’. Throughout the lesson, it was not evident that

Majid employed systematic techniques that ensured meeting classroom diversity.

Content. The analysis of observation revealed that differentiation of content was not
manipulated thoroughly throughout the lesson. At the same time, however, Majid used
some ways to differentiate the content. He presented adjectives order rules following both
part-to-whole and whole-to-part approaches. He gave examples of words and asked
students: “What part of speech are these words?”” and “What words can we use to describe
these adjectives?” (Majid) Then, Majid used technology purposefully to help all students
to obtain the content. He showed a video of a related material presented in different ways

by an English native speaker. Majid re-taught the adjectives order acronym
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(OPSHACOM) which stands for Opinion, Shape, Age, Color, Origin, and Material. To
make sure that all students, especially the less able, could understand their roles, the

teacher asked some students to repeat the instructions. Consider the conversation below.

Majid: Ali, what are we going to do now? Can you remind the class? Tell them what they
should do?

Ali: We'’re going to write sentences using adjectives.

Majid: How many sentences?

Ali: One or two.

Majid: One sentence using more than??

Ali: More than one adjective.

Majid: Thank you.

Repeating instructions before activities enhanced the chances that every student would

develop solid understanding of the objectives.

Process. In general, Majid introduced classroom activities of the same difficulty levels.
He did not employ tiered assignments at varying levels of readiness or interests although
students were seated in heterogeneous groups in terms of achievement according to the
teacher’s data. During the observation, students were most often required to do the same
activities at the same level of difficulty. They were asked to work collaboratively on an
adjectives order activity. Teacher started moving around to provide scaffolding and
elaboration. He scaffolded the less able students by using some clues related to adjective
order rules. Yet, he specified the same length of time to all students without
differentiation. There was an evidence of using a graphic organizer to differentiate
process. In addition, Majid provided an organizer through which adjectives were classified
according to their relative positions in the order. Student worked collaboratively to make
sense of the activity. Then, each student was given the opportunity to add any two

adjectives of his choice to each category in the organizer.

Product. During the observation, Majid did not give varied opportunities to students to
express what they learned. An exception to this was asking one representative from each
group to publish his group’s work by writing the adjectives on the whiteboard. This
however, was not an evidence of differentiation as all students shared the same technique

to demonstrate their learning.
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Environment. Majid adopted a non-flexible classroom structure by holding on to fixed
groups of students. Students were seated in groups of five all the time. He was teaching at
relatively the same pace to achieve the learning objectives. Nonetheless, lack of flexibility
restricted differentiation. Majid sometimes provided different levels of feedback as per
their readiness level. His feedback to the low achievers was more encouraging. He
approached them several times and provided one-to-one feedback to students of lower

readiness levels.

Data Sources for Differentiated Instruction. Differentiation according to student interests,
learning styles or multiple intelligences was not evident in Majid’s lesson. The researcher
did not find any reference in the lesson plan to employing interest inventories or learning
styles data for differentiation purposes. Only on one occasion during the lesson did the

teacher ask students to complete the chart with adjectives relating to their interests.

4.2.3.6 Sara

Sara taught Grade 11 students at a secondary school in Al-Shargiya (Eastern Region). Her
class comprised 24 female students of different achievement levels. In the lesson plan, she
identified two main learning objectives related to recognizing different parts of speech
(nouns, verbs, adverbs and adjectives), and reading a story for enjoyment and details. The
plan did not account for student diversity and had no particular reference to systematic
differentiation of instruction. Overall, Sara activated student learning and sustained
motivation through the variety of techniques and activities she provided. Students were
asked to work cooperatively in groups. Several parts of the lesson, however, did not turn
out as expected especially with limited student-student interaction.

Content. Sara applied partial compacting of the content related to parts of speech. In the
first part of the lesson, she laid emphasis on nouns, verbs, adjectives and adverbs by
asking each group to work on only one part of speech. The teacher used different teaching
aids to present the content including drawings on whiteboard, flashcards, and organizers.
Sara used a note-taking organizer to explain some derivations. On the other hand, she did
not employ any technological tools during the observation. She did not use multiple ways

to present the story task, either.

Process. The activities pertaining to parts of speech were presented in an enjoyable

manner where hands on activities were attached. The teacher asked students to draw and
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cut out a kite with a long tail on a piece of paper. The kites were labeled as “verbs”,
“nouns”, “adjectives”, and “adverbs”. Each group of students received an envelope with a
list of twelve words. They were asked to glue the words onto the tail with the
corresponding part of speech. Interestingly, students were given a chance to add more
words from their own background to the list. The activity was matched in complexity to
students of middle level. Varying the time of fulfilling the tasks was not evident. Sara
provided support and scaffolding to some of the students who were not engaged in the
hands on activity by making a model. Evidently, the teacher followed a unidirectional
questioning strategy. Students posed very few questions during the observation. In the
second part of the lesson related to story, differentiation of questions was more evident.
The teacher asked different levels of questions about story parts, and students were
responding accordingly. Then, the story was tiered into four parts and each group was

answering comprehension questions about one of them.

Product. Sara gave her students the chance to rethink and create products showing
evidence of learning. After reading the text, students in each group were engaged in a
drawing activity at the same time. They drew pictures representing the events of that part.
Then, they wrote comments to make the story more entertaining. Sara expected that
students would like the technique:
Do you love drawing?... | promise you will enjoy it. | want each group to re-read the
story and show me what you have learned. Not in words but in drawing. Group 1 will
draw a picture (on this sheet) ... a picture for Part One and Group 2 for Part Two and so

on. Do not forget to comment on the picture. Then one student from each group will
come out and show the picture and retell the class about her part (Sara).

A student from each group was selected to present their work before the class.
Nevertheless, students’ performance was not an adequate evidence of differentiating
product as all of them published their work in the same manner and by using the same
tools.

Environment. Classroom environment was set up for group work. Students were seated in
groups of six all the time. The teacher showed respect to all students and was enthusiastic
while teaching. In spite of the active classroom atmosphere, adopting non-flexible
structure and adhering to fixed grouping limited differentiation and restricted
consideration to individual students’ diverse needs. Sara did not differentiate the pace and

allocated the same time for all students. Some struggling students could not catch up due
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to time constraints. Sometimes teacher centeredness prevailed, which negatively

influenced differentiation.

Data Sources for Differentiated Instruction. On the whole, Sara’s teaching performance
did not clearly reflect exploitation of diagnostic data about student interests and learning
styles to implement differentiated instruction. An exception to this was when hands on
activities related to parts of speech and story reading were incorporated. These activities

met the needs of students who were interested in drawing or had artistic intelligence.

4.2.4 Summary of Observations

The participating teachers were generally well qualified and experienced in teaching
English at the secondary stage. They showed eagerness to teach. The six classroom
observations were analysed to determine if differentiation of content, process and product
was evident during each observation in response to the third research question. Using the
Differentiated Instruction Observation Protocol, the researcher also examined
differentiation of environment and the potential data sources for differentiated instruction
used by the teacher. Following the analysis of observation, differentiation of elements was
classified into Evident (E), Partially Evident (PE), and Not Evident (NE) based on the
evidence provided (Table 10).

Karim Sam Hind Najla Majid Sara
Content NE PE E NE E PE
Process NE PE E NE PE PE
Product NE NE PE PE NE PE
Environment NE NE NE NE PE NE
gfing resources for NE PE NE NE PE PE

Table 10:Evidence on Differentiation during Observation

The analysis showed that differentiation of content in the main was not adequately evident
during the observations except in the lessons by Hind and Majid who provided individual
support to students to help them keep up with class activities and assignments. Further,
Hind and Majid used varied examples and differentiated questioning techniques with the
students to elicit information about the same idea. In Sam and Sara’s lessons,
differentiation of content was partially evident. They gave very limited opportunities of
varying content. Although they re-explained and re-taught the grammar rules to make sure

students could understand, they were for the most part presenting the same content in a
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similar manner. In the lessons delivered by Karim and Najla differentiated instruction of

content was not evident.

The analysis revealed that differentiating process was highly evident only in Hind’s
lesson. She delivered four tiered tasks of different levels of complexity while teaching the
same text. Students were working at their own pace and actual level. Differentiation of
process was partially evident in three lessons by Sam, Majid and Sara. To a limited extent,
they varied scaffolding levels, and support was provided individually to a number of
students during the activities. Sometimes, teachers varied the levels of questions being
asked so that they could make sense of the activities. On the other hand, differentiating
process was not evident in the lessons delivered by Karim and Najla who presented tasks
at the same difficulty level with no tiered activities or flexible grouping used. Activities
were given at the same level of complexity; and very limited scaffolding was observed.

Differentiating product was not adequately apparent in any of the six lessons. It was
partially evident in the lessons delivered by Hind, Najla and Sara. The teachers gave
limited chances to students to select a way to demonstrate what they learned during the
lesson. In the three observed lessons delivered by Karim, Sam and Majid, demonstration
of learning products was teacher directed and based on a typical way of publishing work
without differentiation. Assignments to all students were almost identical in level.
Teachers resorted to inviting a limited number of the better students to write their
produced answers on the board. Contemporary technology was not employed for student

expression in any of the six lessons.

Almost all classroom environments were not orderly structured for differentiated
instruction based learning. Fixed-structures and lack of flexibility in group seating and
time limited differentiation opportunities. Differentiation of feedback was partially
evident in Majid’s lesson. He approached students and provided one-to-one feedback
based on their readiness levels. The resources used in the six classrooms were typical of a
regular classroom and often insufficient to support differentiation. There was no evidence
that teachers utilized diagnostic data about students’ interests, learning preferences and

readiness levels to inform differentiated instruction.
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CHAPTER FIVE
DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

5.1 Introduction

Much of the impetus for this study has emerged from a concern that the inability of many
Emirati secondary stage students to achieve the target outcomes in English was probably
due to the inability of their EFL teachers to reach them as individual language learners
with diverse needs and merits. In the mainstream EFL classroom, students vary by their
behaviour, academic achievement and interests, among other things. Differentiated
instruction is a process to teaching and learning for a diverse range of students in the same
classroom where the teacher must work proactively to maximize students’ potential, as
prescribed by Tomlinson’s (2001) differentiated instruction theory. A teacher in a
differentiated classroom must tailor certain materials and strategies to fit the needs of all
individual students according to their actual level (readiness), interests and styles of
learning. However, successful implementation and utilization of differentiated instruction
are highly based on the teacher’s knowledge and beliefs (Kagan 1990; Richards 1998).
The beliefs that a teacher holds are indicators of the decisions he or she makes during the
course of their practices (Borg 2013). Yet, little is known about teachers’ beliefs
pertaining to differentiation and its integration into the setting of the mainstream

classroom in the UAE context.

The purpose of the present study was to explore EFL teacher beliefs and practices in the
UAE secondary schools about differentiating instruction and the enablers and obstacles
they might encounter in this respect. The focus of the study was to determine the extent to
which in-service teachers had a developed understanding in terms of the differentiated
instruction concept, elements, strategies and effectiveness of implementation. More

specifically, the study sought to address the following overarching research questions

(RQs):

RQ1: What beliefs or misconceptions do secondary school EFL teachers hold about
differentiated instruction in the mainstream classroom?

RQ2: What barriers or enablers do EFL teachers encounter in implementing differentiated
instruction?

RQ3: Do teachers implement differentiated instruction in the EFL classroom?
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To answer the above questions, a triangulation mixed methods design was used to assist
the researcher to obtain related complementary data from a 4-point Likert scale
questionnaire, semi-structured interviews and an observation protocol (DIOP). A
questionnaire was administered to 196 EFL teachers of Grades 10, 11 and 12 from the ten
education zones in the UAE. In addition, six teachers from different education zones were
selected as participants for semi-structured interviews and classroom observations to
obtain in-depth information. The results were analysed quantitatively and qualitatively in
Chapter Four. Statistical analysis using SPSS of the collected quantitative data from the
questionnaire was provided to highlight the outstanding features while content analysis

was performed to obtain a clearer picture from qualitative data.

5.2 Discussion of Findings

This section of the present chapter is particularly devoted to a discussion of the research
findings that emerged from the study in relation to the research questions, existing
literature and theoretical framework. Then pedagogical implications for practice;
recommendations for educational leaders; and implications for further research are
incorporated. The thematic discussion of the major findings and interpretation of results is
presented under five categories pertinent to research questions: Beliefs about differentiated
instruction; misconceptions about differentiation; barriers to differentiation; enablers of

differentiation; and issues related to practicing differentiated instruction.
Research Question One

5.2.1 Beliefs about Differentiated Instruction

In response to the first part of Research Question One about the nature and kind of beliefs
that the participating EFL teachers hold, a discussion of the findings from the study was
conducted. The discussion addressed the sub-themes of understanding the meaning of
‘differentiated instruction’; beliefs about the difficulty of implementation; and beliefs

about students " interests and learning profiles.

5.2.1.1 Understanding the meaning of ‘differentiated instruction’

According to the findings in Chapter Four, most of the teachers exhibited some familiarity
with the meaning of the term ‘differentiated instruction’ and agreed that ‘students learn

differently’. Likewise, during the interview, five of the six teachers reported relatively
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similar definitions of the term, relating it to student diversity, learning styles,
differentiating assessment and the need to vary instructional practices. Only one
participant, during the interview, expressed uncertainty about the meaning of
differentiation, “I think, as far as I can understand the term; maybe it is a technical term;
but for me I understand that the practices inside the classroom must be different” (Najla,
lines 12-13). These findings were relatively consistent with those of a similar study
conducted by Driskill (2010) with fourth grade general education teachers in an upstate
New York school district in USA. The study indicated that teachers largely defined
differentiated instruction as a teaching strategy that is tailored to meet students’ individual
needs. Additionally, the findings were in line with another study by Grafi-Sharabi (2009)
on a New York City secondary school English Language Arts teachers’ perceptions of
differentiated instruction. Grafi-Sharabi found that most participating teachers could
provide definitions related to meeting individual needs; varying teaching according to
individual differences; and different learning styles. Her study revealed that 60 percent of
the participants understood that differentiated instruction was centered on meeting the
needs of the individual learner, while 15 percent were uncertain about the definition of the

term.

By and large, the findings pertinent to understanding the meaning of differentiated
instruction were broadly congruent with the literature of differentiated instruction except
in one major respect: A large number of respondents (73 percent) could not make a
distinction between differentiation and individualization. They believe that differentiated
instruction could exactly be equivalent to individualized learning. Basye (2014)
discriminates between these two types of learning. He maintains that the teacher in
differentiated instruction sets the same overarching academic goals for all students before
adapting teaching and assessment to meet the needs of individual learners. In
individualized instruction, on the other hand, the teacher calibrates teaching to meet the
unique pace of diverse students. In this case, students progress at different speeds in view
of their individual needs In other words, as Basye (2014) puts it, while differentiation is

the ‘how’, individualization is the ‘when’.

5.2.1.2 Beliefs about the difficulty of implementation.

The findings revealed that many teachers believed carrying out differentiated instruction

was very difficult. More than half of them (56 percent) believed in the idea of
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differentiation but did not know how exactly to implement it. They viewed it as a real
challenge. A participating teacher who highlighted the importance of differentiation
during the interview inquired: “How can I reach all of those students in a differentiated
manner? It is a challenge” (Sam, lines 28-29). What added to this challenge, as most
participants believed, was the design of the differentiated class. They assumed that the
idea of differentiating was interesting but carrying out many activities to observe the
levels of students would add to the burden on the shoulders of teachers. Interestingly, this
belief by a large number of teachers reflected that differentiated instruction had a vague
meaning in the minds of teachers with regard to make it actionable. These findings were
similar to those by Grafi-Sharabi (2009) who indicated that teachers had a positive belief
about differentiated instruction. However, most of them had concerns about its feasibility
due to the work pressure and time.

Furthermore, teachers in the present study did not refer to different levels of difficulty
when criticizing the practicality and feasibility of differentiation. Students in the
mainstream classroom are more diverse than ever, which necessitates approaching them
differently. Vygotsky (1978) asserted that individuals learn the most when the difficulty
level of activities is just beyond their current level of their performance (within their zone
of proximal development). Moreover, applicability of differentiation has always been a
big issue in the literature. Harvard Education Letter (2011, p. 1) quoted Tomlinson as
saying that implementing differentiated instruction is “not a piece of cake,” but it is at the
same time a path to more expert teaching. “You could have dinner with butter on toast
with an egg. But if you want to grow as a cook, you need to expand your ingredients list,”
she added.

The analysis of interviews revealed that some teachers (Sara, Sam, Majid) related the
challenges of implementing differentiation to the teacher’s knowledge of the cultural
background of students. Sam (lines 134, 387) believed that teachers need to understand the
cultural background in order to establish rapport instantly with students, which leads to
more differentiation. Existing research suggests that the teacher’s knowledge of the
cultural background of students is one of the major factors that affect the implementation
of differentiation (Villegas & Lucas 2002). Klingner et al. (2005) contend that all
culturally diverse students possess the opportunity to achieve better if their culture and
heritage are valued by their teachers and quality curriculum. The cultural context in a
culturally responsive system of education can facilitate student learning. Alternatively, the
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inability of teachers to understand the cultural background and experiences of their
students may lead to miscommunication and failure to differentiate classroom instruction

and learning activities.

5.2.1.3 Beliefs about students’ interests and learning profile

It was noted in the findings that the vast majority of teachers believe that pre-assessment
of students’ interests and learning profiles must be done at the start of the year in order to
make successful instructional decisions. The interview data, to some extent, confirmed this
belief and considered observing student interests an inextricable part of the lesson plan.
These findings reflected that most of the participating teachers showed awareness of the
three main learning styles (visual, auditory and kinesthetic) but limited knowledge of
multiple intelligences. A participating teacher stated that “[multiple] intelligences are
ambiguous. I don’t know much about this area. I think this is not practical” (Karim, lines
65-66). Additionally, teachers were cognizant that an individual student might have a
prevailing learning style but still he or she could learn as per other styles as well. Two of
the participating teachers, maintained, during the interview, however, that the process of
identifying the learning styles and interests is complicated and impractical. Similar studies
on differentiation pertinent to the No Child Left Behind legislation in the United States
emphasised that learner styles formed the cornerstone of differentiated instruction in every
school system. Contrary to the findings of the present study, however, many teachers
found it difficult to find a base for differentiation other than learning styles (Dunn et al.
2008). Another study by Demos and Forshay (2009, p. 26) found that only teachers who
know how to differentiate instruction realize that “all students are unique and have

different learning styles and preferences”.

5.2.2 Misconceptions about differentiation

Misconceptions are faulty perceptions or ideas that are based on incomplete information or
a person’s prior experience or misinterpretations. A misconception generally contradicts
the basic notions of the related theories (Eryilmaz 2002). In response to the second part of
Research Question One, the findings obtained from the questionnaire and interview
analysis revealed EFL teachers held several misconceptions about differentiated
instruction. The thematic analysis in relation to misconceptions identified five sub-themes
for discussion: Homogeneous groups are more effective; Students in need of

differentiation; having a classroom assistant; classroom management and class size; and
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differentiation is an additional mandate. It should be noted here that misconceptions are
discussed in a separate section due to their similarity to the most common misconceptions

found in the literature.

5.2.2.1 Homogeneous groups are more effective.

Teachers did not demonstrate a clear understanding of the purpose of grouping in a
differentiated classroom. The analysis of the results showed that about two thirds of
teachers (60 percent) had a misconception related to grouping. They thought that
‘homogeneous grouping is more effective than heterogeneous grouping in attending to
student differences’. Put differently, they viewed tracking students, or placing them in
fixed groups according to their level of achievement or ability as the most successful
choice. A participating teacher stated that “grouping students in homogeneous groups is
the best way for differentiation” (Sara, lines 69-70). This finding revealed contradiction
with the literature on grouping students in a scaffolded classroom (Brighton, 2004;
Guthrie et al. 2004; Tomlinson et al. 2008; Vygotsky 1978). To elaborate, the child,
according to Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory can achieve better with the help of a
knowledgeable adult or an experienced peer than he or she can achieve by himself/herself
or with the help of peers of the same knowledge level. Homogeneous grouping is not
necessarily the most effective choice when the student is moving from the current level of
development to the potential level of development. The teacher, according to the
differentiated instruction model by Tomlinson (1999), must adopt flexible grouping as a
key principle guiding differentiation. Herrman (2014, p. 1) recommends that both
homogeneous and heterogeneous groupings are used in the classroom but “[the] general
recommendation is to use heterogeneous groupings as a default”. He asked for seating

students “near peers that vary in levels of achievement, proficiency and gender”.

5.2.2.2 Students in need of differentiation

Another misconception the participating teachers held about differentiated instruction was
related to identifying the kinds of students who needed differentiation. The teachers had
varying opinions on those students. About half of the teachers (48 percent) agreed that
differentiated instruction was more effective with kindergarten children and primary level
students, while less or not successful with secondary stage students. Other interviewed
teachers went farther stating that differentiation is essentially “for those students who have

special needs; and we don’t have any, here” (Majid, line 15). In her response to the
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common preconceived misconceptions about differentiated instruction, Hume (2008, p. 8)
contended that differentiation was “not for students who do not fit ‘the norm’ i.e., special
needs or ELL students”. She stressed “it is for all students. Chronological age is the only
‘norm’ that can truly be claimed in our classrooms”. It is worth mentioning here that any
misconception of who to target in scaffolding and support may result in some students
being segregated which is, according to Torff and Sessions (2006), not a form of

differentiation.

5.2.2.3 Having a classroom assistant

Having a classroom assistant would most likely make the life of a teacher of mixed level
class much easier. But does this necessarily mean differentiating instruction would be a
failure without having an assistant? A third misconception about using differentiated
instruction in the EFL classroom reflected in the findings was that two thirds of the
teachers (65 percent) wanted a classroom assistant in order to differentiate successfully.
Three of the interviewed teachers reported that they did not need an ordinary assistant.
They needed an expert who would be well knowledgeable in diagnosing interests, learning
styles and multiple intelligences; and in planning. This assistant could also be “the role
model in this area and a trainer at the same time” (Karim, lines 94-95). Although this
might be viewed as a shocking finding for some educators, it could probably reflect the
need of those teachers for deeper awareness and more down to earth training on planning
and differentiation strategies in the diverse classroom. In Grafi-Sharabi’s (2009) study,
teachers viewed lack of assistants as one of the obstacles impeding implementation. They

identified that under the category of administrative support.

5.2.2.4 Classroom management and class size

Participant teachers perceived management of a differentiated classroom as a real
unbeatable challenge due to the complexity of differentiation strategies and the big size of
classes, from their perspective. One teacher said about implementing the elements of
differentiation in his EFL classroom: “To me ‘differentiation’ was like a recipe for chaos”
(Sam, lines 202-203). This teacher found attending to the needs of different students a
source of confusion and a way to poor classroom management. In addition, more than a
half of the participating teachers (53 percent) reported ‘it was hard to maintain a

motivating atmosphere while observing individual differences’. A legitimate question here
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could be: which one leads to the other. Does poor differentiation lead to poor classroom

management? Or is it the other way around? Actually it is both.

Definitely, the literature acknowledges that the challenges facing the teachers in managing
the EFL classroom may lead to failure in attending to student needs (Anderson 2007
Tomlinson Imbeau 2010). At the same time, employing successful differentiated
instruction strategies could be a way to enhance positive classroom management
(Tomlinson and Imbeau 2010). Whenever the students feel their potential and interests are
catered for proactively, they would show a positive attitude and motivation towards
learning. According to LePage, Darling-Hammond and Akar (2005, p. 337):

Contrary to common misperceptions, classroom management is not simply the process

of arranging desks, rewarding good behavior, and choosing consequences for

misconduct. Classroom management encompasses many practices integral to teaching,

such as developing relationships; structuring classroom communities where students

can work productively; organizing productive work around meaningful curriculum;...

making decisions about timing and other aspects of instructional planning; successfully
motivating students to learn.

Intriguingly, as Brighton et al. (2005) contend, a teacher must feel comfortable with the
flexible classroom management in order to be able to differentiate instruction regardless of
his ability to understand and plan for differentiation. The teacher must also accept that
change is messy (Fahey 2000). When the teacher decides to adopt differentiation in the
classroom, he or she must expect some sort of constructive clutter. According to Stuyf
(2002), implementation of scaffolding requires the teacher to lose some of the control and
allow students to commit mistakes and errors. Tomlinson (1995) maintains that
differentiation is all about choices and changes, and teachers have to be flexible and open
to these changes. In a similar study by Holmes (2008) about teacher perceptions of
differentiated instruction, it was found that teachers perceived classroom noise positively
and were able to cope with it. Probably, these teachers were, according to the researcher,

well prepared and had sufficient training on managing the differentiated classroom.

One of the common misconceptions in the literature of differentiated instruction is that a
teacher might say: “I can’t differentiate instruction because I teach too many students”
(Tomlinson and Imbeau (2010, p. 138). In the same way, findings from interviews
suggested that teachers perceived the big classes they teach as a cause of poor classroom
management. It should be noted that the average number of students in the EFL secondary

classroom in the UAE does not exceed 30. Tomlinson and Imbeau (2010) disagree such a
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number of students does significantly make a big difference. They point out that all
depends on the teacher’s intention and readiness to differentiate. Class size is no excuse
since the same teachers with reduced class sizes would generally continue to follow the

same routines and strategies.

5.2.2.5 Differentiation is an additional mandate

Another important finding was that a big number of teachers (71 percent) perceived
differentiated instruction as another mandate that put pressure on the teacher. This implies
that teachers saw differentiation itself as a big barrier that restricted their work and added
to their load. This also aligned with the findings of Logan’s (2011, p. 4) study that
“teachers see differentiated instruction as another bureaucratic mandate heaped upon
them”. Conversely, Pennington (2009) rejected this viewpoint and argued that some
teachers tend to resist change because they want to stay in their comfort zones. They
prefer to what they are used to doing and avoid the additional duties such as additional

preparation brought up by differentiated instruction.
Research Question Two

Research Question Two asked: What barriers or enablers do EFL teachers encounter in
implementing differentiated instruction? The participating teachers in this study reported
different perceived obstacles and enablers while teaching. They will be considered

respectively.

5.2.3 Barriers to differentiated instruction

In response to the first part of the second research question, the findings gained from the
questionnaire and interviews indicated that participating teachers perceived a lot of
obstacles as impeding factors to observing student diversity. Participants identified the
following key barriers as being extensively problematic to the provision of differentiated
teaching in addition to several others: insufficient flexibility in curriculum and summative
assessment; insufficient training on differentiation; and time constraints. Studies related to
exploring teachers’ perceptions had similar findings. In her research, Grafi-Sharabi (2009,
p. 126) found that participating English Language Arts teachers identified a number of
obstacles impeding differentiation including: large class size; lack of tools and resources;

lack of administration support; need for more training; need for practical training; and lack
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of common planning time. In another study by Prince (2011), the primary perceived

barriers were lack of training, class size and student behaviour.

5.2.3.1 Insufficient flexibility in curriculum and summative assessment

The literature supports the idea that curriculum flexibility is required in order to achieve
the goals of making adjustments of content to meet the variance among students and to
ensure the curriculum is developmentally appropriate (Hockett 2009). In this study, the
majority of teachers (79 percent) reported that ‘insufficient flexibility of curriculum' was a
major barrier that halted effective implementation of differentiated instruction. In their
comments, respondents expressed their desire for more flexibility in curriculum. Likewise,
half of the interviewed teachers reported that the curriculum was not flexible enough and
the textbook does not involve enough differentiated activities. It should be noted here that
ADEC and MAG schools exhibited more flexibility in curriculum and syllabus by
providing room for more supplementary materials. However, there was insufficient

evidence on whether this led to more differentiation.

In essence, insufficient flexibility in curriculum is often linked to insufficient flexibility in
assessment and teaching to the test. Being under the pressure of summative and
standardized assessments, teachers have sometimes to revert to narrowing the curriculum,
ignore student needs, and teach in the same way to meet the requirements of the unified
tests. They focus on tested topics and employ a lot of test-like formats and styles
(Hamilton et al., 2007). Although ongoing assessment is acknowledged as being a
fundamental enabler of differentiation, insufficient flexibility in summative assessment
often leads to this negative washback (Guba & Lincoln 1989; Valiande & Koutselini
2009).

5.2.3.2 Insufficient training on differentiation

Participating teachers held a strong belief about the need for training on differentiated
instruction. A large proportion of them (65 percent) considered lack of training as a major
barrier that prevented them from observing student diversity although they received a lot
of training on other pedagogical issues. Half of the interviewed teachers thought that the
professional development programmes they attended were inadequate to promote their
knowledge and experience in catering for the needs of students with different abilities and
diverse academic achievement levels. Two of the interviewed teachers, on the other hand,

considered training by ADEC and the Master degree courses they joined more sufficient in
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this respect. Many scholars and researchers of the field of differentiation (Fox & Hoffman
2011; Heacox 2002; Tomlinson 2000) discussed the problem of insufficient training. The
findings of Prince’s (2011) exploratory study on differentiation indicated that lack of
training was reported by the teachers as one of the two primary obstacles to the integration

of differentiated instruction. The other one was class size.

5.2.3.3 Time constraints

Of the 196 participating teachers, a large number (79 percent) said lack of time was a
major barrier that decreased the chances of implementing differentiation strategies. In
addition, teachers found that time constraints led to inconsistency in differentiating
lessons. The interview findings confirmed these perceptions; one of the teachers said:
“Where is the time to differentiate in view of all the duties?” (Majid, line 59). He added:
“In order to differentiate, to prepare and to plan... [I] will need a lot of time” (Majid, lines
61-62). The findings from similar studies indicated that teachers found insufficient time a
crucial obstacle (Driskill 2010; Gamble 2011; Hellman 2007; Smith 2011). Smith (2011,
p.169) discovered that “[in] all cases, the teachers reported that lack of time not only made
differentiating more difficult for them, but it is the reason that other teachers choose not to
differentiate”. According to Driskill’s (2010) study, a differentiated lesson needed more
time for planning, assessment and engaging in collegial discussions. These results lend
support to the studies that attempt to explore the barriers behind the underuse of the
differentiated instruction approach. Carolan and Guinn (2007) emphasised that an expert
teacher represents the key to overcoming the barriers to differentiating instruction
including lack of time and training. An expert teacher possesses the skills and holds the
potential to use what works. In the same vein, Tomlinson (2001) maintains that effective

teachers in a differentiated classroom must use time flexibly.

5.2.4 Enablers of differentiated instruction

To answer the second part of Research Question Two, the present study identified several
enablers of differentiation which could be linked to: Using technology; formative
assessment; and graphic organizers. The purpose of this part of the question was to
discover what tools and strategies EFL teachers perceived as facilitators to observe
students differences. According to the literature of differentiated instruction, these
enablers represent some examples of the core strategies for differentiating the elements of

content, process and product.
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5.2.4.1 Using technology

In general, technology is highly integrated in the UAE public secondary schools, and
teachers have access to several tools including data show projectors, computers, internet
access and interactive smart board in many classrooms. By 2020, all public schools in the
UAE will integrate smart learning (MoE 2014). Teachers in this study perceived the
integration of technology with teaching the different language skills as extremely useful in
attending to the needs of students. The vast majority found a number of tools very helpful
in a differentiated classroom: online lessons; PowerPoint presentations delivered by
teachers and students; and web-based activities. Conversely, teachers found using blogs
and online chats less helpful in their context. One teacher reported that “I use technology
all the time because it helps me to introduce my lesson in a very good way to teach all
levels” (Karim, lines 168-169). These results of the current study conformed to the
literature on technology-assisted differentiation. Edyburn (2004, p. 62) asserts:

In the long-term, efforts to assimilate the concepts of differentiated instruction,

universal design, and assistive technology would be valuable for creating unified

approaches for designing instructional environments that provide demonstrable gains in
academic achievement for all students.

According to De Lay (2010) the idea of using the tool of technology to assist in
differentiating the classroom environment forms the underpinning of differentiated
instruction. She contends that teachers must do their best to communicate with the
millennial generation who use technology as digital natives. The language of technology
enables the teacher to approach different students and makes them feel most comfortable.
Additionally, De Lay (2010) stresses that the use of online websites is the primary enabler

that can keep all students challenged enough at the appropriate level to each one of them.

5.2.4.2 Formative assessment

In the present study, the vast majority of teachers (94 percent) agreed that formative
assessment is the most effective enabler that makes the teacher ensures he or she is
addressing the needs of all students. In the interviews, teachers thought that they use
ongoing assessment to know their students better. Most of them emphasized that ongoing
assessment helped them to know where their students were in terms of the skills they
provided. Most of the interviewed teachers thought that ongoing assessment was an
effective tool for differentiating the process and products. Formative assessment is a

method of ongoing evaluation and gathering information about student learning to inform
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instruction and provide feedback on student learning (Fisher & Frey 2007; Kay 2005;
Wiggins & McTighe 1998). Dodge (2009, p. 4) argues that “[while] assessments are
always crucial to the teaching and learning process, nowhere are they more important than
in a differentiated classroom, where students of all levels of readiness sit side by side”.
Continuous assessment also ensures and enhances equity among students and makes the

teacher confident that all students have had their chances to learn as per their levels.

5.2.4.3 Graphic organizers

For the greatest majority of questionnaire respondents in the present study (92%), graphic
organizers could be used as scaffolding tools to promote meaningful learning. However,
none of the six interview participants referred to graphic organizers as enablers of
differentiation during the interview discussions. Perhaps participants felt the importance of
using these tools in identifying ideas and drawing inferences, but they might not be
infusing them in their practice. The discussion of practices in the next section will
hopefully reveal that. According to the literature, teachers who seek to achieve the
standards need to accommodate all struggling and bright students with diverse interests
and levels of achievement (Levy 2008; Tomlinson & Strickland 2005). To do so, Levy
(2008) asserts that there are certain tools required to enable students to master that content
including graphic organizers, chart papers and notebooks or notes. Graphic organizers can
be used as scaffolding tools that depict key facts, concepts and relationships to facilitate
understanding and retention of the content (Boen 2010).

Research Questions Three

5.2.5 Issues related to practicing differentiated instruction

In response to Research Question Three ‘Do teachers implement differentiated instruction
in the EFL classroom?’ the discussion of the findings pertinent to teacher practice is
addressed from two perspectives: One is that of teacher perceptions as reflected in the
findings of the questionnaire and interviews (perceived practice); and the other is based on
observed practice through the classroom observations.

5.2.5.1 Perceived Practice

The self-report data from semi-structured interviews and questionnaire revealed that

teachers were aware of the importance of observing individual differences and of the need
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to calibrate their teaching to the needs of students while teaching. In some cases; however,
they perceived implementation of differentiation in a way that contradicted the theoretical
background and model of differentiated instruction. The discussion below will explain the
areas of contradiction. Several sub-themes emerged from data analysis including:
identifying interests and learning styles based on observation; teaching to the middle;
relying on teaching experience, differentiating content; differentiating product;

differentiating questions; differentiating assessment; and standards based differentiation.

The majority of teachers (86 percent) reported that they were providing varying levels of
support for each student based on his or her actual level. A similar number (85 percent)
said they varied the materials students use based on their interests and learning styles.
However, more than two thirds of them (62 percent) did not use interest inventories or
learning profile tests to diagnose learning styles and multiple intelligences. Rather, to do
that that, participating teachers indicated they were merely relying on observation during
classroom interaction. According to the literature, teachers should not rely totally only on
their observation to identify interests and learning styles especially with struggling
students. Teachers need to interview students, survey them or use an online learning style
and multiple intelligences tests such as ‘What’s Your Learning Style’ quiz (Fox &
Hoffman 2011; McGreevy 1982; Renzulli 1977). According to Fox and Hoffman (2011, p.
30), knowing students well is the key to differentiated instruction, and in order to
accommodate all students effectively, “it is essential to know them and understand where
they are coming from [using] interest inventories that are a quick and fun way to gather a

plethora of information about students”.

Interestingly, more than half of the teachers (53 percent) reported that they often taught to
the middle level as the shortest way to reach all students. This strategy could be the
shortest but not essentially the most effective to attend to the needs of students. It is a way
of providing a single path where two major groups of students (the struggling and the
more able) are ignored. According to the literature, teachers who are unprepared to meet
the various needs of their students tend to teach to the middle, typically due to a
misconception that this saves time and effort, or because they are not armed with the
appropriate instructional tools (Davis 2012). Moreover, this strategy results in many
students turning out to be frustrated and not challenged enough (Gilmour 2013; Tomlinson
1999).
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Surprisingly, most of the teachers (89 percent) revealed that they relied on their experience
as the panacea to identify and carry out the effective strategies of differentiation. This
perception aligned with both the common misconceptions and malpractice of
differentiation. Those teachers most likely lacked awareness of the differentiation model
which is based on well-planned pre-assessment. One teacher explained: “I think
experience teaches me a lot of things; one of them is how to differentiate between levels”
(Hind, lines 50-51). Worse, she thought her experience could substitute a differentiated

lesson plan.

The findings gained from data analysis revealed that teachers were partially observing the
elements of differentiation in action from their viewpoint. About 85 percent of the
respondents to the questionnaire reported they practiced varying the content they used
based on student interest and learning styles. Likewise, most of the interviewed teachers
indicated that differentiating content using different levels of materials was a common
practice in their classroom. In addition, differentiation of products was viewed by most
participants (81 percent) as part of their practices, especially when they ask students to
participate in classroom projects. During the interviews, only one teacher (Majid) referred
to his practice of differentiating student products. Hence, it could be noted that teachers
during the interview were not well aware of the techniques and strategies that could help
student demonstrate what they learned in multiple ways. They have not referred to such
product possibilities as conducting interviews, writing a journal, magazine, blog,
newspaper, or book, doing a demonstration, performing a play, designing a game,
conducting an experiment, making a video, presenting a research, in addition to dozens of
other things. With regards to differentiating process, the interviewed teachers made no
direct reference to this element. They did not explain their practice in regard to the process
of mastering the content and skills in varied ways as Tomlinson (1999; 2001) suggested
except in two cases pertinent to differentiating oral questions and differentiation according

to standards.

5.2.5.1 Observed Practice

The analysis of classroom observations provided a more credible and realistic answer to
the third research question pertaining to whether teachers differentiate instruction in the

mainstream classroom in view of student diversity. By undertaking classroom focused
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observations, the researcher could gain deeper understanding and get a “written
photograph” (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper & Allen 1993) of the way teachers dealt with
diversity in action and richer insights into their strategies and techniques related to
differentiation. The findings obtained from the analysis of the video-taped observations
using the observation protocol (DIOP) indicated that the teachers generally followed a
teacher-led approach of instruction with learning and classroom discussions dominated by
the teacher most of the time. Research on pre-service and in-service teachers’ knowledge
and professional development indicate that teacher-centred teaching does not enhance
opportunities for focusing on differentiating instruction (Arends & Kilcher 2010;
Tomlinson 2001; Pham 2012). Pham (2012) indicate that differentiation should be adopted
as a student-centred strategy that “can accommodate a wide range of students who are
either at a low level and need intensive support or at a high level and need their skills
sharpened” (p. 17).

In the present study, differentiation of content, process, product and environment was not
highly evident with fixed grouping prevailing as a rule. In the six lesson plans, teachers
did not provide direct reference to proactive differentiated strategies and techniques based
on students’ diverse readiness levels, interests and learning preferences. The only case
where differentiation according to curriculum standards was mentioned in the lesson plan
was that of Hind who stated different learning objectives to be reached. However, there
was no direct reference to proactive intervention from the teacher to deal with the better
students or those who were lagging behind. In addition, three of the observed teachers
used limited scaffolding to assist the less able students during the activities using more
drawings and sticky notes. Two teachers used graphic organizers. Tomlinson and
Strickland (2005, p. 30) pointed out that scaffolding enhances the chances of classroom
interaction and urges student participation. They stated that “[scaffolds] take on a variety

of forms, including supplemental materials, highlighted text, and graphic organizers”.

5.3 Implications for Practice
Based on the study findings, the following implications are suggested to assist the EFL
teachers to employ differentiated instruction in their lessons.
e In essence, teachers need to understand differentiated instruction as a
philosophy or approach to teaching and learning rather than a set of strategies
and techniques (Hall 2002; Tomlinson 2001; Tomlinson and Imbeau 2010).
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This philosophy is based on the belief that each child has the right to be
reached in the unique way that suits his/her abilities and learning preferences.
That is why teachers must reflect on their practices in order to adjust their
teaching according to the real needs of their students. In addition, the
philosophy behind differentiated instruction requires knowledge of all the
aspects of the way students learn, construct their own knowledge and acquire
their skills. The findings indicate that most participating teachers in the
present study were unable to establish that knowledge.

One of the most important, yet neglected, components of differentiated
instruction is pre-assessment. In order to set an effective differentiated lesson
plan, the teacher needs to be able to pre-assess students’ readiness levels by
identifying prior knowledge and current skills. Pre-assessment will help
identify who needs support. Teachers should follow an ongoing pre-
assessment to identify the best ways of acquiring information and skills. For
instance, people have three main different modes of perception: auditory,
visual and tactile/kinesthetic in addition to various interests. Each learner has a
dominant learning style that he relies on while learning (Dunn & Dunn 1993;
Fox 1984; Schreiner 2010). Depending on the attributes of each style, a

teacher can incorporate different learning activities.

Although there is no “how to” recipe for differentiation as Tomlinson (2001,
p. 27) contends, teachers need to understand and follow a differentiation
model with all the components included. In view of the findings pertinent to
practice, it is recommended that the model of differentiation based on
Tomlinson’s (2001) theory (Figure 3) is adopted so that they would be able
differentiated effectively. According to the model, teachers differentiate
instruction in three main areas: content, process and product in response to the
students’ three varied points of readiness levels, interests and learning profiles
(Figure 3). Furthermore, teachers who are not aware of the key principles
(respectful tasks, flexible grouping, quality curriculum), as revealed in the
findings, will exhibit poor practice.
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e Considering the findings from the qualitative phase, the study indicated that
most EFL teachers used fixed grouping to enhance cooperative learning
during the lessons. As a result, students’ needs were not addressed and
differentiation was not evident. Hence, flexible grouping is recommended as a
dynamic process in which members of the group change repeatedly.
Depending on the activity or skill in hand, and in view of pre-assessment
results, the teacher should vary the level of support he provides based on the
topic, individual needs, interests or levels of readiness. Giving students the
opportunity of exposure to a wider range of contexts with a bigger number of
peers allows the teacher to observe a student performance in multiple learning

contexts.

e As the results of the study indicated, most teachers considered ‘tiered lessons’
as an enabler of differentiation. However, there was no reference to this
concept, and none of the participating teachers used it in the observed lessons.
A tiered lesson is the most common strategy to support differentiating all
elements in accordance with students’ interests, readiness levels and learning
preferences. It is recommended to follow by any practitioner at the beginning
of his/her experience in differentiation. Tiered lessons are especially important
when the teacher aims to make students of different levels work with the same

ideas and key skills.

5.4 Recommendations for Educational Leaders

Based on the findings of the study, educators and education policy makers can make use
of the following suggestions and implications to establish a differentiation based
instruction as an effective approach to develop teaching English in the UAE public

schools. The suggestions include a set of long term and short-term recommendations.

= Differentiation can be viewed as a comprehensive reform project for improving
instructional practices and focusing on the success of all students in all education
zones. It is a philosophy that must be infused in the long term into the
instructional beliefs of all teachers. Interestingly, differentiation aligns with the

mission and vision of the Ministry of Education (which includes seven education
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zones) and ADEC (which includes three education zones in the Emirate of Abu
Dhabi) in emphasizing educational development and helping students to reach
their full potential. The mission of MoE reads: Working together to promote the
UAE K-12 educational system, investing in human capital to build a knowledge-
based society while enriching citizenship values” (MoE 2014). ADEC’s vision
reads “Education First - Recognized as a world class education system that
supports all learners in reaching their full potential to compete in the global
market” (ADEC 2014). Internationally, differentiated instruction forms the core
of educational reform. Fox and Hoffman (2011, p. vii) maintain that everywhere
“school reform starts from each teacher making a child’s life a little bit better”. In
Finland, Denmark, and the U.S.A., as highly achieving education systems,
teachers focus more on differentiated instruction (D'Orio 2013).

The findings indicated that most teachers view technology as a major enabler of
differentiation. The differentiated approach can be immediately linked to the new
Mohammad Bin Rashid Smart Learning Program (MBRSLP) at MoE, which
offers a chance for integrating technology to teaching and learning in more than
1230 equipped classrooms across the northern emirates of the UAE. Phase 1l of
the Program included more than 25 thousand Grade 7 an 8 students during the
school year (2013/2014) in addition to the Pilot Phase for Grade 9 students
(MBRSLP 2015). As the Team Leader of the English content design in the
Program, the researcher of the present study employed the differentiated
instruction approach in designing the content of Grade 8 and 9. This effort was
acknowledged by the Program leadership as a distinguished initiative (Appendix
J). Teachers, according to this initiative, were trained to pre-assess the students’
needs, interests and learning styles using online inventories. Three icons,
representing three different readiness levels, were introduced for each activity.
Each student could select the icon that represents his/her actual level: (below
Grade level), (Grade level) or (above Grade level). The content was
differentiated to suit the different interests and learning profiles (e.g. visual,
audio). The process of introducing the content was presented in a whole-to-part
and part-to-whole approach. The pace was also varied by using game-like timed

activities. Hence, it is recommended that this approach of differentiation is
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adopted in the design of the smart learning objects in all English language

secondary classes.

The curriculum documents and educational policy of MoE and ADEC reflect
awareness of the importance of differentiation as an essential component of
instruction. ADEC provides several professional development programmes on
differentiation to English language teachers every year. Considering the findings
of the study, however, many teachers’ in the UAE secondary schools needed
more training on assessing students’ interests, readiness levels and learning
profiles. They called for more training on differentiation strategies. Hence,
adopting a strategic plan of training teachers on differentiation could make a
difference in their performance and in the learning outcomes. Tomlinson et al.
(2008, p. 46) suggested that professional development plans must provide
teachers with “knowledge, understanding and skills necessary to develop and
guide academically responsive classrooms”. In addition, professional
development needs to serve as “a laboratory for exploring and living
differentiation... so that teachers experience it rather than learn about it” (p. 46).
Furthermore, teachers need sufficient training on managing the differentiated
classroom to eliminate part of their confusion about the effectiveness of
differentiation and the misconception revealed in the findings that

“differentiation is a recipe for chaos” (Sam, line 202).

A fourth implication is that a flexible quality curriculum contributes to successful
differentiation. Differentiation for all students originates from high-quality
curriculum that promotes high engagement, attractiveness, understanding,
knowledge and skills. The curriculum must provide support for all students
irrespective of their levels of achievement and interests (Guthrie et al. 2004;
Strickland 2007; Tomlinson et al. 2008). It must be scaffolded, accurate,
standards-based, connected to earlier learning, and pertinent to students’ lives,
and emphasize inquiry and problem solving. More importantly, it is suggested
that the curriculum is basically designed based on the differentiation model that

accounts for all the elements of addressing diversity and student needs.
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5.5 Implications for Further Research

Based on the results of this study, the following implications for further studies can be

made.

O

In view of the lack of empirical studies on differentiated instruction in the UAE
schools in general, and in English language teaching at secondary schools in particular,
the research took the form of an exploratory study of English language teachers’
beliefs and practices to gain clarification of this issue in this context. Future research to
investigate the effectiveness of teachers’ implementation of differentiated instruction
model could follow to add to the literature. In addition, examining the impact of the
differentiation model on student achievement in the UAE schools could be of vital

importance.

Additional findings of the study indicated some discrepancy between teachers’ beliefs
and actual practice of differentiation. Therefore, further qualitative research is needed

to deeply investigate the specific areas of convergence and divergence.

It would be worthwhile to explore the impact of different variables including gender,
age, location and qualifications on the implementation of differentiated instruction in

different types of schools.

Future research on classroom discourse analysis may need to focus on analysing

classroom interactions highlighting differentiated instruction.

The study explored EFL teachers’ beliefs about differentiated instruction in regard to
teaching English skills in general. It could be repeated with a focus on such a specific

skill as reading, writing, grammar or speaking.

The scope of the present study was broad. It was conducted in the mainstream public
secondary classroom at all education zones. The study could be repeated with other
focused populations such as teachers in private schools or special need centres.
Additionally, the population of the study was English language teachers at the
secondary stage. Further research could address the same research questions with

teachers at different school stages: kindergarten, Cycle One or Cycle Two.
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CHAPTER SIX

CONCLUSION

In the past two decades, the Ministry of Education and Abu Dhabi Education Council
embarked on large education reforms aimed at achieving national and international
standards, higher professionalism, creativity and accountability. Much emphasis was laid
on finding out ways to shift from traditional whole classroom instruction into more
interactive teaching and learning; and to help all secondary stage students to meet the
language requirement. Thus, a distinct secondary education in the UAE became a priority
to “better provide students with English language... and other necessary skills to enter and
function successfully in colleges and universities” (Al-Ateeqi 2009, p. 87). To achieve this
goal, differentiation based instructional practices that respect student needs and cultural
background must form one of the prominent and central attributes of the system. The goal
was to assist teachers and educators to attain their academic goals. In the present study,
participating teachers were generally well-experienced and qualified. They attended
several professional development programmes on pedagogy and using technology. Data
was collected using a questionnaire, interviews and classroom observations to gain insight
into the teacher cognition and implementation of differentiation techniques. The

discussion of the results was held in view of theoretical considerations and related studies.

The rationale behind selecting teachers’ beliefs about differentiated instruction as a topic
was to contribute to the field of English language teaching and teacher cognition by
bridging a gap in the literature. The review of related literature revealed that there was an
obvious paucity of studies on the beliefs pertaining to implementing the strategies of
differentiation in the EFL classroom (Hall, Strangman & Meyer 2003); and that the
absence of such studies in the UAE context was noticeable. Although ADEC and MoE
emphasised the importance of differentiation in the curriculum policy, it was not clear how
teachers perceived differentiated instruction. In addition to exploring the self-proclaimed
beliefs of EFL teachers about differentiation, the thrust of the present study was to
examine their actual implementation of its strategies. By and large, the study was able to
adequately respond to the three overarching research questions pertinent to the beliefs and

preconceived misconceptions teachers’ held about differentiation in addition to their actual
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practice. Besides, the discussion of results led to better understanding of the barriers and

enablers of differentiated instruction.

In essence, there is a difference between knowing about differentiation and knowing
differentiation. The findings of the study provided evidence that many participating EFL
teachers acknowledged that students were different in many ways and required a diverse
array of practices. They believed in the idea of differentiation and the need to teach
students differently and to give them a variety of learning opportunities. However, the
teachers lacked robust knowledge of differentiated instruction, and needed to establish a
solid experience in the strategies of putting differentiation into action. For instance, a
considerable number of EFL teachers had a confused perception of how to plan, teach, and
assess lessons according to the differentiation model. To some extent, the complex and
multidimensional nature of differentiated instruction and the challenges of its
implementation caused the teachers to be befuddled about its practicality and
effectiveness. Similarly, Smith (2011, p. 171) concluded that teachers and school
administrators received confusing messages regarding the expected implementation of
differentiated instruction, “which further exacerbates the issue of implementation”.
Essentially, knowing the essence of differentiation requires a lot of hard work and
systematic exploration of the learners’ potential in addition to knowing how to plan and

implement differentiation strategies.

The study came into another conclusion that teachers who taught in a traditional manner,
relying basically on self-experience, had a lot of misconceptions about the effectiveness
and practicality of differentiation. Worse, these misconceptions formed barriers added to
the host of actual challenges brought up by employing differentiated instruction. For
instance, one of the widespread misconceptions the teachers held was that differentiation
must be dedicated only to the special need and struggling students or to pupils in the
kindergarten and lower primary. The reality, however, is that differentiation targets
students of all abilities and levels, from those with learning disability to those in advanced
levels (Fox & Hoffman 2011); and assisting students to develop higher problem solving

and critical thinking and inquiry skills is a main feature of differentiation.
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Other prevalent misconceptions amongst participating teachers were found to be
associated with preferring homogeneous grouping in the differentiated classroom; and
having a classroom assistant as a precondition for effective differentiation. According to
Tomlinson’s (1999) theory of differentiated instruction, the teacher must rely on effective
classroom management and flexible grouping in order to differentiate successfully. Both
homogeneous and heterogeneous groupings are used in the classroom but “[the] general
recommendation is to use heterogeneous groupings as a default” (Herrman 2014, p. 1).
Although having a classroom assistant could be part of the administrative support to
teachers, it should not be a major condition for implementing differentiation as many
teachers expressed. This reflects the need of those teachers for deeper awareness and more
down to earth training on planning and differentiation strategies in the diverse classroom.
Unfortunately, rejecting differentiation for such mistaken beliefs led many teachers to deal
with observing student diversity as an option, rather than a key instructional strategy. In
addition, misconceptions reflect a general tendency on the part of many participating

teachers to revert to traditional (as opposed to differentiated) practice.

It was concluded that a number of barriers perceived by teachers needed to be alleviated to
assist them differentiate successfully. Importantly, most of the dominant barriers and
pressures reported were apparently external. They included insufficient flexibility of
curriculum in MoE schools, insufficient training and time constraints. These findings were
consistent with the literature of similar studies (Grafi-Sharabi 2009; Prince 2011). At the
heart of the problem was the teachers’ obligation to teach to the end-of-semester final
examinations, from their perspective. Since all students had to sit for the same
standardized summative test, teachers found themselves obliged to work on activities
which led to a negative effect. This negative washback effect has often led to producing
learners with high test scores but with weak life skills (Guba & Lincoln 1989).
Essentially, differentiated instruction counteracts the negative washback effect emerging
from standardized tests. It even leads to positive washback effect as Brown and Hudson
(1998) maintain. Therefore, it is important for teachers to select the assessment tools
according to the actual and potential levels of their students and in view of their
continuously assessed needs and interests. Overall, teachers who were more aware of the
barriers would be more likely to attempt to change their instructional behaviour. That was

apparent in the discussions with the subjects and during the observation.
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Luckily, it turned out that teachers were familiar with the major enablers that could assist
them to address student diversity more successfully including technology (e.g., web-based
activities, online lessons, PowerPoint); graphic organizers and formative assessment. They
perceived the integration of technology with teaching the different language skills
(listening, speaking, reading and writing) as extremely useful. At the same time, they
reiterated their need for well-designed practical training sessions in order to boost their
skills in teaching to the real needs of students. In order to differentiate effectively, teachers
wanted a sort of ‘how-t0-do-it’ professional development programme through which they
could shadow the trainer before working independently. In addition, they wanted an expert
or an experienced mentor to demonstrate differentiated lessons. In essence, doing such
demonstrations in real classroom settings positively influence training (Chien 2015).
Obviously, teachers showed deep awareness of the role of these enablers, especially
technological tools, in effective provision of differentiated lessons. This could pave the
way for incorporating the Ministry’s MBRSLP tools in the future lessons especially that
all public schools in the UAE will integrate smart learning by 2020 as per the Ministry’s
plan (MoE 2014). Interestingly, MBRSLP at MoE adopted the researchers’ initiative in
developing EFL content in smart learning activities, which will expectedly include the

secondary stage in the academic year 2015/2016 (see 5.4).

In this study, a discrepancy emerged between the teachers’ perceived and observed
practices in relation to implementing differentiation, which is in part due to poor
knowledge of differentiation as a complete philosophy underpinning a complete model of
instruction. It could also be concluded that this divergence between the self-proclaimed
and observed practices was basically a result of teachers’ cognition (i.e. knowledge,
beliefs and thoughts) of differentiation. While they expressed the feasibility of
differentiation and intermittently differentiated questions and product in theory, teachers
most often failed in the praxis of differentiating the content, process, and product. In
addition, using a standards based differentiation plan by all teachers at some schools
distorted the message of differentiation. It did not address students’ interests and learning
styles. Standards based instruction observes readiness which is only one of the

characteristics to be observed according the differentiation model.
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The study argues that differentiation, as a reform model targeting all students, is a shared
responsibility between educational policy makers, administrators and teachers without
underestimating the role of other stakeholders especially the students as the centre of the
teaching and learning process. The policy makers must ensure flexibility in curriculum,
provision of adequate training on differentiation and lessening the pressure of barriers and
teachers resistance to implementing the strategies of differentiated instruction. Teachers
must act as classroom leaders who are aware of the actual levels and learning profiles of
their students and possess the required knowledge and flexibility in teaching and
management. To differentiate successfully, teachers are also invited to reexamine and
reflect upon their own beliefs, practices constantly to cater for students’ needs. School
administrators are required to provide support and assistance to the teachers and encourage
significant changes in the differentiated classroom (Tomlinson & Allan 2000).

To sum, it could be concluded that many teachers did not underestimate differentiated
instruction as a strategy to teaching and learning, although they found it quite challenging
when put into action. Rather, what they needed was more freedom in making decisions
about planning, teaching and assessment. They also needed support from the
administration and decision makers to alleviate the barriers and consolidate the facilitators
of differentiation including practical training and formative assessment. As an educator
and instructor, 1 myself believe that practicing differentiating instruction in the English
language classroom is challenging but possible, and it requires a lot of training, hard work
and perseverance before it becomes part of teaching culture of any teacher. On the other
hand, I believe differentiated instruction is the most urgent reform project that should be
adopted to reach each individual student in the UAE schools as a major step towards
distinct English language skills. I am absolutely convinced, especially after implementing
and evaluating my differentiation initiative for MBRSLP, that differentiating content,
process and product in view of students learning profiles is practical, motivating and

engaging.

Finally, as a researcher, | acknowledge that the findings of the present study, as the first of
its kind in the UAE, are partial due to the nature of differentiated instruction as a
sophisticated interdisciplinary approach and the dearth of studies on this topic. A lot of
work is still to be done, and much is still to be learnt about differentiation in the UAE

context.
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APPENDICES

Appendix A: Consent Form

a) Questionnaire

Differentiated Instruction in the Mainstream English Language Classroom in the

UAE Public Secondary Schools: Exploring Teachers’ Beliefs and Practices
Dear teacher,

This questionnaire is the main instrument for a study on differentiated instruction. It
has been developed as part of a doctoral research study at the British University in
Dubai. The purpose of the present mixed methods research is to explore English
language teachers’ beliefs and knowledge about differentiated instruction and to

examine how they implement it in the English language classroom.

The study will be conducted in public secondary schools in the United Arab Emirates
(UAE). Expectedly, the output of the study will provide more knowledge and
clarification on this area. It might be helpful for the educational systems planning to

carry out the required reforms in teaching strategies.

The questionnaire is completely anonymous, and all information you provide will be
treated confidentially.

Please tick (V) the following boxes to indicate your agreement:

o I have read the information provided about the purpose of the study.

O I understand that the data collected will be completely anonymous and that my privacy
and confidentiality will be respected.

O I understand that I have the right to withdraw from this study at any time without
prejudice.

O I understand that any reports that will result from the data collection will not identify
any individual participants.

Signature: Date:

Thank you for your cooperation.

182



Consent Form

b) Interview and Classroom Observation

Please tick ( V) the following boxes to indicate your agreement:
o I have read the information provided about the purpose of the study.

0 I understand that the data collected will be completely anonymous and that my privacy
and confidentiality will be respected.

0 I understand that 1 have the right to withdraw from this study at any time without
prejudice.

O I understand that any reports that will result from the data collection will not identify
any individual participants.

o I am willing to participate in classroom observation

o I am willing to participate in the interview.

Signature:

Date:
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Appendix B: Teacher Questionnaire

A. BACKGROUND INFORMATION

Gender: 0 Male o Female
Age: 0 under 25 0 26-30 o31-35 o 36-40
0 41-45 o 46-50 o over 50
Nationality:
Education Zone 0 Abu Dhabi 0 Al-Ain 0 Western Zone 0 Dubai
O Sharjah o Sharjah Office 0 Ajman
o UAQ o RAK 0 Fujairah
School 0 Model o MAG 0 Regular o Joint
0 Other (Please specify ) ..........
Teaching experience: 0 less than 5 years o 5-10 years

o0 11-15 years

o 16-20 years

O 21-25 years

O over 25 years

Highest Qualification:

o College Certificate (2 year diploma)

o B.Ed.
o Ed.D.

o Ph.D. o Other, specify

o B.A. o MA

What is your teaching load per | o 10 hours or less

week?

ol2 o 18 o 20 or more

Did you receive any training on Differentiated Instruction and

observing individual differences? If yes, please specify.

What grade students are you currently teaching?

o Grade 10

o Grade 12

Your school is a:

o Boys’ School

o Girls’ School

Please make sure you have signed the consent form on Page 2.
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B. BELIEFS AND PRACTICE

Please circle the best answer that reflects your opinion regarding the statement. The

descriptors are below:

Strongly Agree Agree Disagree Strongly Disagree
4 3 2 1
Strongly | Agree | Disagree | Strongly
Agree Disagree
1 | In my opinion, all students learn in the same way.
2 | Students should be taught in the same way to get the same
outcome.
3 | Giving choices in assignments and activities confuses
students.
4 | Individualizing lesson plans takes the responsibility for
learning away from the student.
5 | Students do better if | just tell them what they need to know
rather than guide them to their own conclusions.
6 | Itisnot possible to attend to the needs of individual students
as those needs are so diverse.
7 | luse information about learning styles and multiple
intelligences to plan my lesson.
8 | Different learning opportunities can be provided to meet the
different needs of students in the same lesson
9 | I often teach to the middle level because this is the shortest
way to teach all students.
10 | Adjusting the pacing to my students’ readiness and needs is
integral to the learning process.
11 | Iknow what ‘differentiated instruction’ exactly means.
12 | 1am ateacher who employs differentiated instruction
effectively.
13 | Differentiated instruction is exactly equivalent to observing
individual differences.
14 | Itis hard to maintain a motivating atmosphere while
observing individual differences.
15 | I received sufficient training on differentiated instruction.
16 | The implementation of differentiated instruction is the best
way to improve achievement.
17 | I believe differentiated instruction is effective only with a
certain level of students.
18 | Differentiated instruction is not possible with all language
skills.
19 | Iidentify my students’ interests and learning styles
primarily based on observing their oral classroom
interaction
20 | Students in my classroom learn better through interaction
with each other
Strongly | Agree | Disagree | Strongly
Agree Disagree
21 | Right from the beginning the teacher should teach at the
student’s level not at the level of the grade
22 | 1 provide varying levels of support for each student based

on their actual levels.
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23

It is practical to do pre-assessment activities for students at
the beginning to make instructional decisions about their
levels.

24

Technology should be used to enhance differentiated
instruction

25

I can fairly assess students’ performance while
still differentiating.

26

It is easier to differentiate according to the
standards than to interests and learning styles.

27

Varying the taught content helps the teacher to
meet the different levels.

28

I vary the materials students use based on their
interests and learning styles

29

Homogeneous groups are more effective than
heterogeneous groups in attending to the
students’ differences

30

Practically, flexible grouping facilitates learning
and social interaction.

31

It is possible to vary the nature of products (e.g.
projects) to let students pursue their interests.

32

I rely on my teaching experience to identify the
effective differentiation strategies.

33

I believe in the idea of differentiation but do not
know how exactly to implement it.

34

Differentiated instruction is more effective with
KG and primary level students.

35

Adapting teaching to students’ differences
(differentiation) is possible only in theory but not
in practice

36

In my classroom, | use different types of
assessment tools according the students’ needs

37

To differentiate successfully | need to have a
classroom assistant.
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C. Barriers

Strongly
Agree

Strongly
Disagree

Agree | Disagree

classroom:

I believe the following are barriers to implementing Differentiated Instruction in my

38 | Lack of time

39 | Lack of resources

Lack of support from the school
40 | administration

41 | Lack of opportunity to study students’ needs

It is difficult to manage the differentiated
42 | class.

Differentiated instruction is another mandate
43 | that puts pressure on the teacher.

44 | Lack of flexibility of the curriculum

45 | Lack of training

Other (Please specify):

D. Strategies and aids

Please circle the best answer that reflects your opinion regarding the statement. How
helpful do you find the following strategies/aids in meeting the different needs and levels of

your students. The descriptors are below:

Very helpful Somewhat helpful Not helpful
3 2 1
Strategy/Aid Very Somewhat Not
helpful helpful helpful

Online lessons

PowerPoint - student products

Tablet (One-to-One iPad) technology

Blogs and online chats

Web-based activities

Small group instruction

Tiered lessons

Formative (ongoing) assessment

Graphic organizers

a
b
C
d
e
f | Whole-group instruction
g
h
i
i
Kk

Comments: (Please share any information, concerns, or feelings regarding the use of

differentiated instruction in your setting).

*This tool is based on Tomlinson (1999; 2001) and Boen (2010).
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Appendix C: Interview Guide

(A Semi-Structured Interview with English language teachers)

1 | What does the term “Differentiated Instruction” mean to you?

2 | How do you use differential instruction in your teaching?

3 | Have you attended any training sessions on differentiated instruction? (If yes,
how many, tell me about the content of training)?

4 | Do you believe these sessions influenced your classroom instruction? How?

5 What kind of information do you need to know about your students before
teaching?

6 | Is it important to collect information about students’ interests and learning
profiles before teaching?

7 | How do you use this information to improve classroom instruction?

8 How do you use this information to meet the varying interest levels of students
in your classroom?

9 | What kind of material can be used to meet the needs of different levels?

10 | What strategies can be used to observe individual differences?

11 | Have you encountered any problems or difficulties with implementing

differentiated instruction? (If yes, like what?)
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Appendix D: Differentiated Instruction Observation Protocol

Differentiated Instruction Observation Protocol (DIOP)

Teacher:

Date of Observation:

Observer:

Content Area:

Grade Level:

Time in:

Time Out:

Content

Observations

Evident?

Comments

Addressing student needs by
strategically adapting the
depth, pace, and delivery mode
of what is taught and providing
various avenues for students to
access the content while still
aligning to all elements of the
curriculum standard(s)

[ ] Yes
No

[

Process

Observations

Evident?

Comments

Addressing student needs by
strategically creating student
learning experiences that
allows for differing student
processes, while still aligning to
all elements of the curriculum
standard(s)

[]Yes
No

O

Product

Observations

Evident?

Comments

Addressing student needs by
strategically designing student
performance tasks that will
result in differing student work
products, while still aligning to
all elements of the curriculum
standard(s)

[ ] Yes
No

[

Learning Environment

Observations

Evident?

Comments
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Addressing student needs by
strategically adjusting the
learning environment,
(physical space,
protocols/structures, furniture
and materials and time), while
still instructing all students for
mastery of standard(s)

[]Yes ]
No

Data Source for DI

Possible Observations

Evident in this
visit?

Comments

Readiness Level The use of
academic diagnostic data to
inform differentiation.

] small group
instruction (groups
determined by readiness)
] homework options
and/or tiered/scaffolded
assignment

(] graphic organizers
[] Other

If observed, used to
differentiate for:

___content __ process
product ___ learning
environment

[]Yes []
No

Learning Styles The use of
data regarding each student’s
most effective learning style to
inform differentiation.

] Learning style
inventory responses
[] Teacher observation
notes
[] Student choice
options
If observed, used to
differentiate for:

content process

product learning
environment

[lYes [
No

Interests The use of data
regarding collective and
individual interests to inform
differentiation.

] Interest inventory
responses
[] Student choice based
on interest
[] Student and teacher
discussions
[] “Bridging” of familiar
ideas and experiences to
academic content
If observed, used to
differentiate for:

content process

product learning
environment

[lYes []
No

More Comments:

e Adapted from Diagnostic Checklist for Differentiation of Instruction by Georgia

Dept. of Education - Based on: Tomlinson (1999; 2001).
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Appendix (E): Transcription Conventions

[1 brackets indicate overlapping utterances

= equal marks indicate contiguous utterances, or continuation of the same utterance to the next
line

(.) period within parentheses indicates micropause

(2.0)  number within parentheses indicates pause of length in approximate seconds
ye:s colon indicates stretching of sound it follows

yes underlining indicates emphasis

YES capital letters indicate increased volume

°yes®  degree marks indicate decreased volume of materials between

Hhh indicate audible aspiration, possibly laughter

-hhh  raised, large period indicates in-breath audible aspiration, possibly laughter
ye(hh)s within parentheses indicate within-speech aspiration, possibly laughter

((cough)) items within double parentheses indicate some sound or feature of the talk which is not
easily transcribable, e.g. “((in falsetto))”

(yes) parentheses indicate transcriber doubt about hearing of passage

-yes, yes arrows indicate upward or downward intonation of sound they precede

Note that normal punctuation symbols (e.g., periods, commas, question marks) indicate
intonation in this system rather than grammatical category. Period, for example,

marks a falling pitch or intonation. A comma indicates a continuing intonation with
slight upward or downward contour. A question mark indicates a rising vocal pitch or

intonation.

1 Adapted from system developed by Gail Jefferson, printed in J.M. Atkinson and J. Heritage
(Eds),

1984, Structures of social action: Studies in conversation analysis. pp. ix-xvi. Cambridge
University

Press.
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Appendix (F): Excerpts from Interviews

Interviews Transcription

Interview: 1
Interviewee: Karim (K) (pseudo name) Interviewer: Researcher (R)
Gender: male Date: 20th Nov.
Time: 11:00-11:30 Duration: 30 min
Place of interview: Resource Room Interview: 1
R: Researcher K: Karim H: Hind
Line
no.
1 Now, this interview is going to be about differentiated instruction, as you

Kariml | R |2 know. My first question is: what does the term differentiated instruction
mean to you
3 The term differentiated instruction to me means that I’1l try to identify my
4 students’ weaknesses and strengths. So according to this I will plan my
5 teaching, taking into consideration these points. My students have
6 different abilities and different skills and different interests so | at the
Karim2 | K |7 beginning | try to identify these things; and when I plan to for my lessons
8 I will try to do my best to take these things into consideration when
9 planning. For example if some of my students like for example songs or
10 like watching movies, | will try to eh trying to take some movies or use
some audios, some songs; so they may get benefits from these things.
Karim.3 R |11 So you differentiate instruction? You try to differentiate?
Karim.4 K |12 Not all the time
Karim.5 R |13 Not all the time ?
Karim.6 K |14 | Yeah
Karim.7 R | 15 | Why not all the time?
16 I do not differentiate most of the time | think eh because we have a
17 | syllabus and we have curriculum to finish, so if | eh try to take all these
Karim.8 K 18 things into consideration I have to look at all my students’ interests and
' 19 what they like and what they dislike. This will take much time and it’s
20 | time consuming. This is difficult for me. Maybe | can with some of them
but not all of them.
Karim.9 R 21 But do you thir_1k that the _cgr_ricqlum helps you diffe_rentiate or you need
' 22 | toread, re-design the activities in order to differentiate
23 Curriculum is not flexible as | like because we have you know textbooks
24 and we have exams and exams formats. So you know we train our
25 students to pass the exams. So it is very difficult for us to make these
Karim10 | K 26 | things when we teach. | think the curripulum i_s not flexible enough. So
' 27 how do you expect me to do a lot of differentiation. The book does not
28 also give me how. (ya’ni) I mean how to differentiate. It is you know not
having activities that are..
Karim.11 | R |29 | Activities of...?
Karim.12 | K | 30 | Activities that are built on differentiation.
Karim.115 | R | 211 | Do you expect any kind of support from other parties in education. For
212 | example in order to better differentiate from the administration from the

other...
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Karim.116 | K | 213 | Yeah if we have some specialists who are only related to this kind of eh
214 | psychology if you.. who can differentiate students according to their eh
215 | abilities and according to their interests this is will give us good help
Karim.117 | R | 216 | So, do you believe if we give more training to teachers for you for
217 | example as a teacher in the secondary stage..Do you believe that the
218 | professional development sessions would help you?
Karim.118 | K | 219 | I think we need practical and implementation not only
Karim.119 | R | 220 | Ah yeah ok workshops or something
Karim.120 | K | 221 | We do not want lecturing. We want to some some specialists who come to
222 | schools and show us how to do this PD sessions I like this but I think this
223 | is not big ya’ni something big deal to help
Najla.9 R |10 So what does the term “Differentiated instruction” mean to you?
N |11 Well, | think, , as far as | can understand the term itself, maybe
12 it is a technical term but for me | understand that the practices
13 inside the classroom must be different, different according to
14 the learner himself, Ok? to the process of learning, Ok? and to
Najla.10 15 the product of learning, ok? So (2.0) the teacher has to take into
16 account the different levels of learners. Some learners of course
17 in terms of their academic achievement, ok, and in terms of their
18 interests, alright ? And according to their also eh (2.0) what we
call eh learners” mmm (5.0) learners’ learning style
R |19 Ok, now if I, this is in theory, but if I ask you how do you
Najla.11 20 differentiate as a teacher in you classroom, how do you
differentiate teaching?
N |21 Ok, I differentiate teaching for example, according to... the
22 exercises | give to students I give leveled or certain leveled
23 worksheets, a kind of exercises that are different from those of
24 low achievers, ok, and high achievers and those who are in
25 between ? so some exercises are a little bit simple for those who
26 are low achievers ok? in order not to feel themselves frustrated
Najla.12 27 or they are not involved in the teaching process and the learning
28 process etc.. This is 1, so different exercises different
29 worksheets. Ah 1 think second of all some learners are visual,
30 some learners are kinesthetic, some learners are eehh (2.0) they
31 can learn through for example they are auditory, they learn by
listening.
Hind.29 67 Do you need to know more about differentiated instruction?
68 Of course; of course, | think we need to know more; teachers need to
Hind.30 69 learn more, we need to know how to deal with especially low level
70 students it’s it’s a big problem in the class, they need help
Hind.31 71 Sq you feel that _differentiation will help the low achievers more? Is
72 this what you think?
Hind.32 73 Of course, yeah
Hind.33 ;g How about the bright students ?
76 The bright students, they don’t need that help. They do not need
Hind.34 77 differentiated instruction from me because they can depend on
78 themselves | can leave them a worksheet to answer give them a
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79 question or something like that they can and they have the self trust
80 and ability to answer , others who are low level when they see them
they lose self-confidence
Hind.35 | R 81 Yeah
Hi 82 They don’t want to answer because they feel that others will see they
ind.36
83 are low level
84 Now as a teacher what kind of information do you think you will need
Hind.37 | R 85 to know about your students before teaching? Maybe at the beginning
of the year?
86 As for me I discover everything by myself. I don’t like to have an
87 attitude before getting into the class; | take my time to know the level
88 of the student, to know her interests, even to know about her
89 personality. I never listen when they are talking about students; | just
Hind.38 | H 90 close my ears and I don’t want to know to have any background; I go
91 fresh into the class and I discover and I feel it’s better because I had
92 an experience. There was a girl all the school was saying that she was
93 bad and low achiever, and I didn’t listen to them. When I got to the
class | met her and tried to help her.
Hind.39 | R 94 So you don’t want to take an impression?
Hind.40 | H 95 No
96 Now my question if we try to relate this to interests , do you think that
Hind.41 | R 97 you need to know about your students interests from the very
98 beginning before you start teaching?
Hind.42 | H 99 Beforehand or before?
100 Yeah , no you you as a teacher in the beginning of the year, do you
Hind.43 | R 101 think that you need to know about a student’s interests before you start
teaching them?
102 I can help her with academic skills. For example, if she likes drawing;
Hind.44 | H 103 if she likes writing; if she likes photographing and things like this
' 104 because this gives me an impression about mm her ability, maybe this
105 can give me an idea about her style of learning
Hi 106 How do you know that, through impression? Or do you give them a
ind45 | R test or?
Hi 107 Through impression. .. | do not make a test to know her style of
ind.46 - . .
108 learning but | rely on my impression to know about her style
Hind.47 109 Impression ?
Hind.48 110 Yeah, | can get it by impression you know experience can help me to,
' 111 every year you will be better you will eh be able to discover it fast
. 112 But one that take time | mean, | mean to wait for impression | mean
Hind.49 | R -
113 about students interests
Hind.50 | H 114 Eh I have the ability to, it can take from me 2 or 3 weeks
Hind.51 | R 115 What kind of interests do you know about your students for example
116 Students like to draw something. I can use these drawings if they have
Hind52 | H 117 time if in the class they can draw; we can put some posters and they
' 118 are going to use them. Those who like writing. Even if it’s not in
English | can use them
Hind.53 | R 119 So you employ this
Hind.54 | H 120 Yeah
Hinds5 | R 121 How about the other learning styles for example we have the
' 122 kinesthetic, the visual we have the audio, do you observe these things?
123 This can be reached not at the beginning of the year. It can be reached
Hind.56 | H 124 by the middle of the year. | can discover this through our friendship
125 together through our deals together like this
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Appendix (G): Excerpts from Further Comments in the Questionnaire

Appendix G
Excerpts from Further Comments in the Questionnaire

Sn

Respondent Question
Number A: Barriers Comment
(Resp.) B: Comments

8 A Lack of motivation and appreciation from me

Students’ lack of motivation; and

12 A enthusiasm; and students lack of discipline

23

I suggest teachers should implement
differentiated instruction in primary schools.

25

I think teaching according to levels needs
many things if we need to apply in class, one
of these things is that one teacher in a class is
not enough, the teacher should be provided
with an assistant so that they can both follow
the different leveled groups

19 B

26

Differentiated instruction is a burden on
teachers and will only be possible if
classrooms are less crowded; and the
teaching load per week is also less than 15.

20 B

27

Differentiated instruction is really helpful but
you can never finish your curriculum if you
want to apply it. To know students interests,
22 B takes quite long time. After all a teacher is a
parent who has a parent’s heart. Without
feelings or intending to use differentiated
instruction, he uses it.

29

It’s difficult to implement in our classes
30 B because of the lack of time. also we are
bounded to the curriculum

31

Two factors have to be considered: 1-
39 B Syllabuses/textbooks . 2- Exams and their
designs

32

One basic reason why most teachers do not
try to implement differentiated instruction:
46 B the classroom environment plus the
carelessness of some professional
development. Thanks and good luck.

33

In my opinion, there should be a common
plan in the Ministry of Education to teach
47 B English according to levels; and tests should
be applied to the different levels in the same
grade.

34

It’s important to reduce the number of
students in one class. For example, it should
have only 20 students not more, and teachers
should have a comfortable timetable.

63 B
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35

74

We need training on how to apply/use
differentiated instruction in teaching
languages.

36

84

I think differentiated instruction is very
helpful for both the teacher and the students
as it deals with each student due to his/her
needs and way of learning.

37

88

| believe that teachers should know their
students’ levels from the very start. Knowing
their levels will help the teacher to build a
clear image of different needs

38

104

| applied it in our school last year and my
students’ level changed a lot. [ advise every
teacher to apply it but the problem is the final
exam. It is on the same level

39

113

We should start from the early “stages”
(primary cycle) with students so as to make
or get fruitful educational aims and purposes

42

116

Graded exercised and stories are also helpful

43

119

Too many students in small-sized classes.

44

120

Too many demands and pressure on the
teacher.

45

121

W| W W o

Lack of time, resource and finance.

46

122

To differentiate | select/locate teaching
resources that address varying proficiency
levels, learning styles. But in my view the
real problem lies in lack of tracking of
students’ progress. So I suggest/recommend
that teachers keep track of students’ progress
, analyse and evaluate the data (variance
analysis/trend analysis) using Excel
spreadsheets, bar/pie charts. Also | believe
teachers need a lot of differentiation training
and support.

47

126

| do believe that differentiated instruction is a
major step in learning but classes should be
small in number and students should be
motivated and interested

48

129

Thanks a lot for this useful questionnaire and
I wish a good luck for you

50

143

I believe in differentiation! However doing it
in high school seems impossible. It is
extremely frustrating because | have no
proper support and resources and have to
spend countless hours trying to make things
on my own. It feels like an uphill battle.

o1

144

Six of my art students have little, to no
English skills. Differentiated lessons would
be of no assistance if these students cannot
write in differentiated exams.
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52

145

Difficult to do as the curriculum is so strictly
structured. All students have to do the same
thing despite being at very different learning
levels. Additionally they do not have the self
discipline to do work on their own. More
time is spent on classroom management than
teaching.

53

146

We have no time or access to most of the
above.

55

161

Many of these differentiation strategies that
you discuss would be helpful; yet it’s not
implemented here. Also the assessment
criteria is not flexible enough to allow for
true differentiation.

58

170

We need more aids and we need teacher
assistances regarding the work load we have.

61

185

Class sizes are too large no ethos of
differentiated learning in the school because
students not practiced and familiar with co-
operative learning.

62

186

Impossible to implement because of class
size.

65

193

Super results when there is time to organize
differentiation, because differentiation is
time-consuming it can be almost impossible
to do in the classroom for every lesson.

66

195

Differentiated instruction is not something
that should be considered an option for the
classroom. The archaic ideology of “one-
size-fits-all” is obsolete and harmful to the
diversity of learning styles and multiple
intelligences that researchers and theorists
have discovered in the last 30-50 years

67

196

Class size is too large
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Appendix H
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Appendix J: Appreciation from Mohammad Bin Rashid Smart Learning Program -
(MOE)
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SmartLearping Program

Appreciation paaig
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Mohammad bin Rashid Smart Leaning Program is delighted to thank

Mr. Ahmad Othman Bourini
English Team Leader

for his distinguished initiative of implementing ‘Differentiated
Instruction’ (as part of his doctoral studies at the British University in
Dubai). Mr. Bourini's ideas and work in this regard have contributed
to better quality of the learning objects for grades 8 and 9 at MoE
schools, implemented under Mohammad bin Rashid Smart Leaning

Program.
[4 1% QO \

Ol €a o a0
ANl obe e An0\H

200





