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A study to evaluate the effectiveness of differentiation strategies within the 

secondary classroom  

 

Chapter 1.0: Introduction  

This study will focus on issues surrounding mathematics education. A key issue among 

educators is that pupils’ academic progress. One reason suggested to why academic 

progress is limited is because teachers do not effectively differentiate in order to cater for 

all their pupils’ needs. Ellis et al (2007) states that differentiation improves pupil progress. 

Primary and Secondary mathematics teachers use different methods of teaching within 

classrooms. The investigation will research how different teachers utilize different 

differentiation methods within their teaching. The research aims to find new and innovative 

ways to differentiate for all pupils within secondary mathematics classrooms. From this 

investigation I hope to bring change to my own teaching agenda and to influence other 

teachers within my department. The impact of this project and its findings has also been 

outlined.  

 

Chapter 2.0: Methodology 

Primary research for this study was undertaken in two primary schools within Sussex and 

one secondary school; Durrington High School. The primary research was formulated using 

questionnaires, interviews and observations. Secondary research relating to differentiation 

was collected to form a literature review. Both sources of research were interpreted and 

discussed in order to gain insights into different and effective differentiation methods.  

From these findings new differentiation strategies were trialled and shared among other 

teachers. 

 

Educational research is an investigation into any aspect of education. As I am a teacher the 

investigation has also become a practitioner enquiry. The purpose of this investigation is to 

inform myself as an educator and hopefully influence my teaching methods and strategies. 

This type of research is crucial within the education system. It allows educators to 

investigate issues and concerns so that developments can be made in the curriculum and 

within teacher practices. This allows for the education system to become a system that 

continually progresses with an aim to become more effective. The investigation undertaken 

is known as action research, where research is carried out in an organisation or work setting 

with the express aim of effecting change (Charles 1998). Densombe (1998) points out that 

action research is usually in the form of hands-on, small-scale research projects concerned 
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with practical issues, where the aim is to deal with a real-world problem. The main 

advantage of action research is that it allows people to improve theirs and other people’s 

practice (Bell 1987). Action research undertaken in the education sector allows for 

educators to improve the education system. Densombe (1998) points out the disadvantages 

of such investigations; the research can often be affected by researcher and in-practice 

research means that the scope and scale of research is limited.  

 

Chapter 3.0: Literature Review 

3.1: What is differentiation? 

Differentiation has been a key expression within education after its introduction alongside 

the National Curriculum (NC) in the late 1980s, as explained in Hart (1996). The NC 

(DfEE/QCA 1999) claimed that differentiation was the key to good teaching and this lead to, 

as Edwards (2000) points out, the term becoming the ‘buzzword’ of the nineties. This 

initiated a wide spread use of the word and differentiation is now a key feature within any 

educator’s vocabulary. Although differentiation is constantly used within schools there is no 

clear definition for the word. This lack of clarity can lead to misconceptions surrounding the 

topic which precedes bad application of differentiation within the classroom.  

 

Even though there is no clear cut definition of the word differentiation there appears to be a 

general consensus surrounding the term. Farrell (1999) describes differentiation as a 

technique where activities need to be matched to the learning needs of a child. The view is 

supported by Pollard (1997) who also talks about matching tasks to pupils, however he 

comments that this should be done with an expectation that the pupil will achieve more in 

relation to the learning objectives then they would have done otherwise. Hart (1996) also 

remarks on how differentiation is concerned with providing appropriate learning 

opportunities to all children. Overall the meaning of differentiation is to ensure that all 

pupils within a class are given tasks which enable them to learn key objectives at their own 

level of capability.  

 

3.2: Why is differentiation important? 

There are many reasons as to why differentiation is essential to good teaching. Firstly 

teachers must differentiate because they are required to. DfEE/QCA (1999), The National 

Curriculum, states that all pupils should be able to participate as fully and effectively as 

possible within lessons and, as Edwards (2000) points out, this can only be done through 

differentiation. Kendall-Seatter (2005) reinforces this point by saying that it is a teacher’s 
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duty to differentiate because every child has a right to learn and therefore every child’s 

learning needs need to be taken into consideration prior to any teaching. 

 

It is argued by many that differentiation improves learning and therefore boosts 

achievement and this is why it should take place within schools. Koshy (2001: 100) states; 

‘Effective differentiation is the key to raising achievement.’ As Edwards (2000) points out, 

quality learning experiences are created through teachers differentiating their teaching and 

the pupils’ tasks. These high-quality experiences maximize the learning of every individual 

pupil within a class which leads to greater success for all pupils, as highlighted in Kendall-

Seatter (2005). 

 

3.3: What are the different methods of differentiation? 

Although differentiation is a process, as outlined previously, the main part of the process 

involves teachers deciding how they are going to adapt their lessons in order to suit the 

needs of every child within the class. There are many different ways and means of how to 

do this; here is an outline of the features of the key methods used within classrooms: 

Differentiation by Outcome: 

This method involves setting every child the same task and allowing differentiation to occur 

naturally by the responses of the pupils. Differentiation can happen in such a way more 

easily with open tasks and investigations, where new ideas and concepts can be developed 

depending on the ability of a child. 

Differentiation by Task 

This involves the teacher setting different children (or groups of children) on different tasks. 

The variety of tasks or activities should be designed to cater for the different needs of the 

pupils within the class and allow them to achieve the desired learning objective of the 

lesson. 

Differentiation by Support 

This method of differentiation involves catering for pupils needs by giving some pupils extra 

input. This support can be given by the teacher, a teaching assistant or by other pupils 

through paired or group work.  
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Differentiation by Classroom Organisation 

This strategy involves grouping pupils within similar needs and/or abilities. This can be done 

within classroom by creating tables of groups of children around the classroom. This allows 

the teacher to use other methods of differentiation easily during a lesson. 

Differentiation by Resource 

By giving children extra help through such means as visual aids, computers etc you can 

support the learning of an individual child. 

Differentiation by Input 

This method involves varying the content of the lesson, for example the vocabulary used or 

the amount of teacher input in order to cater for the needs and abilities of all the pupils 

within a classroom.  

Differentiation by Presentation of Tasks 

This strategy involves helping pupils with disabilities such as hearing impediments by 

communicating the content of a lesson in a variety of ways, for example via a power point 

presentation or an audio tape.  

 

3.4: What are the drawbacks to differentiation? 

A major concern surrounding differentiation often occurs when teachers do not fully 

understand the meaning of differentiation. As was commented on earlier, differentiation 

has no clear cut definition and teachers therefore misinterpret what the term entails and 

therefore carry out the process poorly. Edwards (2000) comments on how teacher’s lack of 

understanding of differentiation leads to them creating poor learning activities that do not 

develop new skills or understanding of concepts. Poor activities will focus on trying to get all 

children to produce work of a similar standard rather than focusing on what each individual 

child is actually learning. 

 

As previously mentioned differentiation often highlights differences between children. 

Although this is done in order to benefit pupils and with the intention of celebrating 

differences it does not always become the case. In drawing attention to children’s 

differences pupils can feel embarrassed and often inadequate. Hart (1996) says how 

differentiation can lead to social reactions within the classroom. Often children who have 

been given differentiated activities or extra support can feel inferior to the rest of the class 

which leads to low self-esteem and a lack of motivation. Also other pupils in the class may 
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try to alienate pupils who need more support than themselves. Altogether this can lead to 

pupils’ school experiences becoming negative ones. 

 

3.5: What is the impact of differentiation on teachers? 

Differentiation is the responsibility of the classroom teacher (Edwards 2000) and it is 

therefore the duty of every teacher to consider their use of differentiation within the 

classroom. Teachers must plan for differentiation, as highlighted in Ollerton and Watson 

(2001). Not only should a teacher be planning for differentiation throughout the year they 

should be constantly assessing. Differentiation is an on-going cycle which needs to be 

constantly used by teachers. Koshy (2001) recommends assessing through observing and 

analyzing the differentiated work, talking to pupils and allowing the pupils to assess 

themselves; highlighting where they feel they need help. 

 

Teachers must be aware of the different strategies and use a variety within their classroom. 

Farrell (1999) states that effective use of differentiation within a classroom involves 

teachers using a wide range of teaching and learning styles. In order to teach using a wide 

range of strategies teachers must equip themselves with an array of skills. It is also the 

responsibility of the teacher to use a variety of methods of differentiation to ensure that the 

needs of every pupil are meet. Teachers therefore need to understand and be able to use all 

methods of differentiation. 

 

3.6: Conclusion 

Differentiation is about meeting the needs of every individual child in order to enhance their 

learning experiences. It is a continually process that teachers have to manage in order to 

maximize its effects. Differentiation highlights differences, in order to stop this becoming a 

negative side effect teachers must celebrate the diversity of the class and ensure the 

children do also. Teachers must be aware of and be able to use a wide variety of 

differentiation strategies to guarantee that all the needs of pupils within their class are 

catered for. Although mathematics is often already differentiated through the use of setting 

it still needs to remain a central focus of the teacher.  
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Chapter 4.0: Research Findings 

4.1 Phase 1 – Utilising primary strategies 

Academic research highlighted the importance of differentiation within any lesson. It also 

drew attention to the need for teachers to have an extensive toolkit of effective 

differentiation methods. Drawbacks to differentiation also pointed out that some teachers 

do not have the ability to differentiate effectively. The first phrase of my action research 

within school was to outline and analyse different differentiation methods being used 

within primary and secondary schools; 

1. Durrington High School’s mathematics teachers were observed using tiered tasks 

to differentiate when pupils were completing individual work. Teachers colour 

coded 3 sets of questions that varied in difficulty. This method was also observed 

within primary schools but there was one main difference: in the primary school 

the teachers directed the pupils to which questions they should answer, often 

groups of tables working on same task. Whereas in the secondary classrooms the 

pupils were often asked to choose which questions they felt suited their current 

learning needs.  

2. Durrington High School’s mathematics teachers had extension materials prepared 

for pupils who finished their individual tasks. Although extension materials are a 

good way to cater for more able pupils they should not be given more work on top 

of what they have already completed. Extension materials should extend learning 

in a new and interesting way. 

3. One difference between primary and secondary methods of differentiation was 

use application of teacher support. The secondary mathematics teachers all used 

the ‘hands-up’ approach where students who are experiencing difficulties are 

expected to ask the teacher for additional help. The drawback to this method is 

that pupils with low self-confidence may not want to draw attention to their 

inability to answer certain questions. It also leads to certain pupils having much 

more one-to-one support than others. Primary teachers avoided this by pre-

planning their support. They had stated on weekly plans when they would work 

with specific groups of pupils.   

4. Primary schools utilized teaching assistants in a similar way; groups of pupils they 

would be working with was pre-planned. Whereas in secondary schools they are 

often attached to certain pupils.  

5. Another method of support that differed from primary to secondary school 

classrooms was that of peer support. Pupils in primary mathematics lessons were 

allowed to talk freely to other pupils on their table to ask for help. Secondary 

school pupils were asked to work individually in silence, so there were fewer 

opportunities for pupil collaboration.  
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6. Primary schools used classroom organisation as another method of differentiation.  

Primary school teachers were seen to seat pupils in groups of ability to allow the 

allocation of different work. 

7. Primary school teachers also used their classroom seating plan to give different 

groups of pupils completely different learning objectives. This differs to secondary 

school maths where all members of the class work towards one main learning 

objective. 

8. One method that was seen to be neglected from both primary and secondary 

school teachers was open-ended tasks. 

From these findings I trialled new differentiation methods within my own classroom. I found 

that primary methods of differentiation could be used within the secondary school 

classroom. Although I have not been able to measure the effectiveness of new 

differentiation strategies in terms of pupil progress, the main aim of my project was to build 

a varied toolkit of differentiation strategies which was achieved. A variety of teaching styles 

improves teaching and as Ofsted (2007) points out; quality teaching is a key factor in 

influencing students’ achievements. I have given examples of some new methods below: 

Differentiation through paired activities 

Paired activities allow for peer support to take place without having to ask pupils to help 

one another. Planned paired activities allow for collaborative learning, which is an important 

part of the learning process, as highlighted in GTC (2010).  

Differentiation through peer mentoring 

This methods involves asking a few, often more able, members of the class to act as 

teaching assistants to help other members of the group. These ‘mentors’ deepen their 

understanding of topics by re-explain and pupils have a different system of support to use. 

Mentors can be asked to prepare for a lesson they will be helping as a homework task. 

Differentiation through pre-planned support 

Secondary school teachers need to take more time to plan their support. Assessment needs 

to take place prior and during lessons so that teachers can identify weaknesses and 

misconceptions and the use their time within lessons to target and help specific pupils. 

Teaching assistants should also be given plans on which pupils to work with and what 

support to give. 

Differentiation through different learning objectives 

The majority of secondary maths classes are set according to ability. However this does not 

mean all pupils within the class should be working towards the same learning objective 

every lesson. Some pupils benefit from spending more time on a topic that they have found 
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difficult whereas others within the same class may be ready to move on to harder work. By 

careful classroom organisation it is possible to have two different learning activities taking 

place within one classroom.  

 

As part of the research project I was asked to make an impact on the school. The first stage 

involved presenting the findings of the first stage of my project to others members of the 

mathematics department at Durrington High School during a meeting. I shared these new 

methods of differentiation and encourage them to try them out within their own lessons.  

 

4.2: Phase 2 – Improving Practice  

The first phases of my research identified strategies that were and were not being used 

within the mathematics department at Durrington High School. In order to get a bigger 

picture of the current differentiation practice within the department I gave out pupils and 

teacher questionnaires (full results - appendices 1 and 2). I have highlighted my key findings 

below: 

1. Teachers were not always setting differentiated questions. Pupils suggested that 

they were often set exactly the same work as every pupil in the class.  

2. Stepped questions were being used regularly to differentiate work.  

3. Tiered (red, amber green) were not regularly being used to set pupils 

differentiated questions. 

4. Some pupils were never offered extension work. 

5. Homework was rarely differentiated. 

6. Pupils were often asked to work in silence and were not given enough 

opportunities to work in pairs or groups. 

7. Pupils felt they learnt best through teacher support which was given regularly. 

The questionnaires showed that some effective differentiation methods were not be utilised 

often enough within lessons. In order to make a positive impact on the mathematics 

department I asked each member of the department to set themselves a target to improve 

their teaching (appendix C). The targets were devised using the information I gathered 

through the questionnaires. The targets were: 

 Set differentiated homework tasks 

 Incorporate group work regularly within your lessons 

 Develop more strategies to enhance pupil dialogue within your lessons 

 When setting questions ensure pupils have differentiated starting points 

 Create open ended extension materials 
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Members of the maths team were asked to work towards a target for a month and then 

feedback what they had done at another department meeting.  Here are some of the 

methods that teachers used to improve their teaching: 

Differentiated homework 

The teacher should prepare three different levels of homework and pupils decide which 

homework they should do after they have completed some form of self-assessment. 

Differentiated homework allows pupils to work at their own level so they should be able to 

complete tasks without any support. 

Open-ended investigations 

This is differentiation through outcome, where pupils can take an idea as far as possible in 

any direction. Time needs to be spent finding or designing appropriate tasks. These activities 

should develop understanding of topics. 

Differentiation by tiered tasks 

Pupils are asked to choose, or are given different starting points to a set of questions. This 

allows pupils who are struggling to practice basic tasks whilst more able pupils can try more 

difficult questions.  

Others teachers used group and paired work which has been describe in phrase 1.  

 

Overall all teachers felt that the target setting activity had brought differentiation to the 

forefront of their planning. They had trialled and discussed new differentiation methods 

which they would use again within their lessons. 

 

Chapter 5.0: Impact of research 

This research project has developed my understanding of differentiation. I have researched 

the different strategies and I have been able to observe how these strategies are 

implemented to create high quality learning experiences for pupils. I have equipped myself 

with new differentiation strategies which I have used to improve my own teaching. I have 

also been able to share ideas within my school community.  

 

The project has also highlighted to me the importance of being aware of one’s own 

professional development. Being able to target an aspect of your own teaching that could 

be developed and then actively researching how to improve is an essential skill.  
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All the differentiation strategies that have been discussed were shared by myself to other 

members of the Durrington High School mathematics department with a view to improve 

the teaching of mathematics within the school. Department Learning reviews run by senior 

members of staff took place at the beginning and the end of the year. I have used the 

outcomes to highlight the impact of my project. The first learning review took place at the 

beginning of the year. One of the department targets to improve quality of teaching was to 

differentiate activities to ensure progress of all students. The learning review at the end of 

the year observed the use of tiered tasks, group/paired work, extension tasks and pre-

planned support. It was also noted that… 

 

I have also had the opportunity to share my investigation findings and my teaching ideas to 

teachers outside of the mathematics department and outside of Durrington High School. I 

hope that my project gives other teachers new differentiation tools which they can use 

within their own lessons. I also aim to inspire other teachers to under-take a research 

project as part of their professional development. As discussed earlier, projects such as this 

are imperative to the evolution of teaching.  

 

Chapter 6.0: Conclusions and Recommendations  

This project has highlighted many effective methods of differentiation. It was also shown 

that strategies from primary schools can be transferred into the secondary mathematics 

classroom. Overall the project has emphases the importance of differentiation to not only 

myself but a wider teaching community.  

 

To continue my project I would observe other types of classroom settings, such as mixed 

ability art classes, and find other differentiation strategies that are not current used within 

maths teaching. I would also like to look at other aspects of primary teaching that are 

transferrable to secondary school classrooms. 
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Recommendations: 

Teachers: 

 Familiarise yourselves with a variety of differentiation methods 

 Ensure that all pupils’ needs are catered for 

 Differentiate all learning activities 

 Trial new ideas out in your classroom 

 Take a keen interest in developing you teaching skills 

 Observe other members of staff to learn new teaching strategies 

 Share your ideas regularly with colleagues 

 

Heads of Department/Senior leadership 

 Observed team members regularly to ensure differentiation is taking place in all 

lessons 

 Allocate time for members of your team to share teaching ideas and strategies 

 Include links to well-differentiated resources on schemes of work 

 Observe teams members and help them to set targets to improve 

 Look for teachers with excellent practice and ask other members of your team to 

observe them 

 Encourage teachers to undertake research projects as part of their professional 

development 
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Never Sometimes Often Always 

Set all my pupils the same questions to work through 
   7 2   

Set my pupils stepped questions that get harder  
as pupils progress through the exercise     5 4 

Set my pupils tired questions (Red, amber, green) 
 and tell them which section to answer   7 2   

Set my pupils tired questions (red, amber green) 
 and ask them to select which section to answer   3 6   

Set pupils who finish work extension tasks   1 4 4 

Set my pupils differentiated homework tasks 4 4   1 

Allow my pupils to discuss work in pairs     7 2 

Ask my pupils to work on questions in pairs/groups.   3 6   

Ask my pupils to work in silence   9     

Set open-ended tasks and investigations   7 2   

Ask my more able pupils to help pupils that are struggling 2 5 2   

Seat my pupils in the classroom according to their ability 3 2 4   

Plan which pupil(s) my TA should work with   3 3 3 

Support different groups of pupils (e.g. more able)   4 3 1 

Support pupils who put their hands up and ask for help     2 7 

Give specific pupils  extra resources to help their 
understanding 1 6 2   
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Differentiation Project                                             Name ___________________ 

Improving Practice 

To improve practice across the department this term can you please select one 

of the following aspects to work on (please tick at least one): 

1. Set differentiated homework tasks 

2. Incorporate group work regularly within your lessons 

3. Develop more strategies to enhance pupil dialogue within your lessons 

4.  When setting questions ensure pupils have differentiated starting 

points 

5. Create open ended extension materials 

*These were based on information gathered from pupil and teacher 

questionnaires. 

In the space below please write a brief description on how you intend to 

achieve your target. Include: 

 Which classes you will develop strategies for 

 What support you will require from me 

 What you will do differently to develop this aspect 

 

 

 

 

 

 

On the department meeting on the 21st May, we will feedback to each other the progress 

we have made with developing these strategies and the impact it has had. RST would like to 

work alongside colleagues to support you with developing teaching strategies.  


