Running head: DIFFERENTIATED INSTRUCTION

The perceptions and practices of differentiated instruction of teachers who are also in

the position of subject coordinators in a school for gifted students in Kazakhstan

Ainur Aliyeva

Submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of
Master of Science
in
Educational Leadership

Nazarbayev University Graduate School of Education

June, 2018

Word count: 21,570

©Copyright by Ainur Aliyeva 2018



DIFFERENTIATED INSTRUCTION

Author Agreement

Author Agreement
By signing and submitting this license, I, Ainur Aliyeva (author) grant to Nazarbayev
University (NU) the non-exclusive right to reproduce, convert (as defined below), and/or
distribute my submission (including the abstract) worldwide in print and electronic format
and in any medium, including but not limited to audio and video.
I agree that NU may, without changing the content, convert the submission to any medium or
format for the purpose of preservation.
I also agree that NU may keep more than one copy of this submission for purposes of
security, back-up and preservation.
I confirm that the submission is my original work, and that I have the right ‘o grant the rights
contained in this license. I also confirm that my submission does not, to the best of my
knowledge, infringe upon anyone’s copyright.
If the submission contains material for which I do not hold copyright, I confirm that I have
obtained the unrestricted permission of the copyright owner to grant NU the rights required
by this license, and that such third-party owned material is clearly identified and
acknowledged within the text or content of the submission.
IF THE SUBMISSION IS BASED UPON WORK THAT HAS BEEN SPONSORED OR
SUPPORTED BY ANY AGENCY OR ORGANIZATION OTHER THAT NU, I CONFIRM
THAT I HAVE FULLFILLED ANY RIGHT OF REVIEWOR OTHEROBLIGATIONS
REQUIRED BY SUCH CONTRACT OR AGREEMENT.
NU will clearly identify my name as the the author or owner of the submission, and will not
make any alteration, other than as allowed by this license, to my submission.
I hereby accept the terms of the above Author Agreement.

Author signature: ik

Py 4
Date: ,jj ﬂﬁh 92ﬂ//




DIFFERENTIATED INSTRUCTION

Declaration of Authorship

Declaration of Authorship
I hereby declare that this submission is my own work and to the best of my knowledge it
contains no materials previously published or written by another person, or substantial
proportions of material which have been submitted for the award of any other course or
degree at NU or any other educational institution, except where due acknowledgement is
made, in the thesis. This thesis is the result of my own independent work, except where

otherwise stated, and the views expressed here are my own.

Signed: M
—7

Date: /[ 57 {) 2z /y/




DIFFERENTIATED INSTRUCTION \Y

Ethical Approval

Dear Ainur,

The NUGSE Research Committee reviewed your study proposal and decided:

[ To grant approval for this study subject to minor changes, to be discussed with supervisor

Please, see the comments suggested by the Reviewers in the attached forms to revise your
proposal. Before starting your data collection, you need to discuss these changes with your
supervisor, revise your proposal accordingly, and then ask your supervisor to check the
revised proposal.

Sincerely,
NUGSE Research Committee



DIFFERENTIATED INSTRUCTION

CITI Training Certificate

Completion Date 274ul-2017
Expiration Date 26Jul-2020
RecordID 23572939

[ ]]

W ROGRAM

This is to certify that:

Ainur Aliyeva
Has completed the following CITI Program course:

Students conducting no more than minimal risk research (Curriculum Groug)

Students - Class projects (Caurse Learner Group)
1-Basic Course (Stage)

Under requirements set by:
Nazarbayev University

Collaborative Institutional Trainir'g [nitiative

Verify at www.citiprogram.org/verify fwfB3d8a35-a202-4bbf-Bfe5-ce /d62d96590-23572959




DIFFERENTIATED INSTRUCTION vi

Acknowledgement

I would like to express my deepest gratitude to my research supervisor Professor Rita Kasa for
guiding and supporting me through the process of writing my thesis. | am grateful for the
knowledge, skills, and inspiration that | constantly received from her.

| am grateful to Professor Michelle Somerton, who shared her vision of inclusive education
and inspired me to create my own by being a critical and reflective learner.

| also want to thank all NUGSE professors for their knowledge, encouragement, and
contribution to my learning.

Finally, I would like to thank my family for believing in me and supporting me every step of

the way.



DIFFERENTIATED INSTRUCTION vii

The perceptions and practices of differentiated instruction of teachers who are also in
the position of subject coordinators in a school for gifted students in Kazakhstan
Abstract

The present qualitative research explored the perceptions and practices of teachers who
are also in the position of subject coordinators in a school for gifted students in Kazakhstan.
Differentiated instruction has become an important aspect of teaching practices in the setting
of the selected educational site due to ongoing educational reforms. The research aimed to
reveal perceptions of differentiated instruction along with teaching practices and implications
of the role of leadership in its implementation. The case study research design was selected in
order to obtain in-depth data in a particular school setting. Due to the selected research design,
the data was triangulated by conducting semi-structured individual interviews, lesson
observations, and document analysis.

The research revealed that participants have varied perceptions of differentiated
instruction. Some teachers perceive it as a way to create learning opportunities by
accommodating diverse learning needs, interests, and styles. And some teachers view it as an
ability-based approach to meet the curriculum requirements as they draw upon limitations
rather than opportunities that differentiated instruction creates for learning. Second, teaching
practices are defined by teachers’ understandings of differentiated instruction as well as their
values. Third, there is a lack of collaboration which would promote practices of differentiated
instruction due to mandatory top-down collaborative practices employed at the research site.
Furthermore, the findings show that leadership plays an important role in implementing
differentiated instruction as it defines attitudes and approaches to collaboration, professional

development, and teaching practice.
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The research findings may be used to inform school policies on differentiated
instruction and to build a shared understanding of differentiation within an educational and
organizational context of the research site. Also, it is recommended to enhance bottom-up
teacher-initiated collaborative practices by encouraging and providing teachers with
opportunities for self-learning, professional development as well as empowerment of their

leadership skills.
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Ka3zakcrangarsl 1apbIHAbI 0aJ1aJ1apFa ApHAJIFAH MEKTeNnTepaiH Oipinaeri moH
yiutecTipyuni KbI3MeTiHAeri MyFajiMaepaiH capaJjan OKbITY 00iibIHIIA TYCiHIKTEpi MKoHe
TIxKipUOeaepi

AHJarna

bepinren camanblk 3epTTeyaiH MakcaTel KasakcTaHaarbl JapbIHABI OKYIIbLIApFa
apHaJIFaH MEKTENTEeP/IiH OlpiHET] ITOH YHIIECTIPYI KbI3METIHACTI MyFaIIMICPIiH capajial
OKBITY TYpaJibl TYCIHITiH %oHE TOXKipuOeciH 3epTTey OO IbI.
binim 6epy pedopManapbIHbIH eHT131TyiHe OaliIaHBICThI capaliall OKBITY 9JIICIHIH
KOJIJIaHBLTYBI aTaliFaH O0i1iM Oepy MeKeMeCIHIeT1 MeJarorukaiblK TOKIpuOenep IiH MaHbI31bl
Oip acnekTiciHe aifHanabpl. Byi 3epTTey capanam OKbITY OOMBIHIIA KATBINTACKAH
TYCIHIKTEPMEH KaTap, MeJarorukajiblK TOKIpUOe KoHE capaiar OKbITYAbl JaMBITYJaFbl
KOCOAIIBUTBIKTBIH POJIIH aHbIKTayFa OarbITTan bl Kolic-cTanu CUTYyanusibK 9/Iicl
(cutyanusuTblk aHamK3) Oenriii Oip 6iiM Oepy MeKeMeciHIeTi AepeKTepIi TepeH 3epTTey
MaKCaThIH/Ia TaHAAIBIHBL. JlepeKTep Il TpUaHTyIsSIusIIay KapThijail KYphUTBIMIATIFaH )KeKe
cyx0ar xkypri3y, cabakTap/ipl OaKbUIay JKOHE KY)KaTTapAbl TalAay apKbUIbl ’KY3ere achIPbUIIbI.

3epTTeyliH HOTHXKecl OOMBIHIIA, KeHOip KaThICYIIbUIAp capaiar OKbITY bl OKYIIBIHBIH
JKEKE KbI3bIFYIIBUIBIFBIH, KQXKETTUTIKTEPIH KOHE OKY CTHIIIH €CKepe OTBIPHII OiniM Oepy
MYMKIHJIIKTEpiH YHBIMIACTHIPY JIeN KapacTbIpca, 6acKaiapbl OHbI O11iM Oepy
OarapiamMachlHBIH MIHJIETTEPIH XKY3€re acblpy TOCUIl PETiH/AE TYCIHETIHI aHbIKTaN bl by
MyFaitimaepaiH Oip OelliriHiH capanan OKbITYAbl OKYIIBIHBIH O11iM allyFa )arJail skacay
MYMKIHJIIT1 peTiHe, ajl eHairi 6ip OeiriHiH capanan OKbITY HET131H/e OKYIIbLIap IbIH
JeHreinepine 0alIaHbICTHI IEKTEYJIEp )Kacay PETiH/E KOJITaHATHIHBIFbI KAMIbI Al TaIbl.
Exinnrinen, KaTpICymbUIapIblH capajan OKbITY OOWBIHIIA TOKIprOenepi omapabH Oy

VFBIM/IBI KaJTail TYCIHETIHAITIMEH aHBIKTANA bl Y HIHIIIICH, MEKTEIITE capaliar OKbITY
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TOXKIPUOECIH JaMBITYFa OaFbITTAJIFaH CEPIKTECTIKTEPIiH a3 eKeHIIT1 aKbiHaanapl. COHBIMEH
Karap, capajian OKbITYJIbI )Ky3€ere achlpy/1a KocOacIIbUIbIK YIKESH pejl aTKapaibl, ce0edi o
CEPIKTECTIK TIeH 63 OCTIMEH OKY/IbIH CTHJIBJIACPIH, KOCIOM TaMy MEH OKBITY KbI3METTEPIHIH
JTAMBITY BIHTACHIH aHBIKTAMTbI

3epTTeyaiH HOTHKECI MEKTEIITIH capajial OKBITY cascaThbiH Kypy XoHe coJl Oi1im Oepy
MeKeMecCi asChIH/Ia capaiarn OKBITY TYCIHITIH KaJabIITaCThIPY MaKCaThIH 1A KOJIIaHbLIa alaIbl.
CoHbIMEH KaTtap, KociOu CepiKTEeCTIK TaKIpuOeci MeH MyFaniMaepain 0ip-0ipiMeH Taxipude
anMacysl, ©3 6eTiMeH 0Ky, KociOu 1aMy, KocOaCIbUIBIK JaFIbLIAPbIH JAMBITY YIIiH THICT1

xcafz[al“map JKacay YChbIHbLIIAAbI.
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IHonnmanue u npakTuka n1uddepeHIUPOBAHHOI0 00y4YeHHUsl yunTesei, KoTopble
TaK:Ke SIBJSIIOTCS NMPeIMeTHBIMU KOOPJAMHATOPAMH B OJIHOM M3 LIKOJI JAJ 0JapPEéHHBIX
nereii B Kazaxcrane

AHHOTANUA

[{enbio TaHHOTO KAYECTBEHHOTO MCCIEA0BaHUs ObLIIO U3YYeHHE TOHUMAHUS U
MPaKTUKU AU PEepeHInpOBaHHOTO O0yUYSHHS YUUTENeH, KOTOPhIE TaKKe SBISIOTCS
MpeIMETHBIMUA KOOPJMHATOPAMHU B OJHOM M3 IIKOJ JIJIsl OJapeHHbIX Aerel B Kasaxcrane.
JuddepenunrpoBanHoe 00yuyeHUE CTAO BaKHBIM aCIIEKTOM Me1arori4eckoi MpakTHKU B
JAHHOM IIKOJIE B paMKaX BHEAPAEMbIX 00pa3oBaTeNbHBIX pedopM. JlaHHOE nccienoBanme
HAIpPaBIIEHO HA U3Yy4YeHHE MOHUMAaHUA U depeHIIUPOBAHHOTO 00yUEHUS HapALy C
MPUMEHSIEMOH MPAaKTUKOM, a TAK)Ke HA U3y4YEHUE POJIM U BIMSIHUS TUAEPCTBA HA pa3BUTHE
muddepeHrpoBaHHoro oOydenus. Metoa keic-ctaau (CUTyallMOHHBIN aHalu3) ObLT BBIOpaH
JUISl IOJIy4EHHUs YIITyOJIeHHBIX TaHHBIX B KOHKPETHOM 00pa30BaTeIbHOM YyUPEKICHUH.
TpuaHrynsaus JaHHBIX UCCIIeI0BaHUs ObLIa IPOBEIEHA C TOMOIIBIO
MONYCTPYKTYPUPOBAHHBIX MHAWBHUAYAILHBIX HHTEPBbIO, HAOMIOACHUN 32 YpOKaMU U aHAU3a
JIOKYMEHTOB.

Pe3ynbTatThl HccneoBaHus OKA3aIl, YTO HEKOTOPBIE YYaCTHUKU TOHUMAIOT
TuddepeHIpoBaHHOE 00yUeHHEe Kak crloco0 co31aHus BOZMOKHOCTEH 1 00yueHHsI
yUYaAIIUXCSI ¢ YIETOM WX MHIMBHUIYaIbHBIX HHTEPECOB, MOTPEOHOCTEN U CTHIICH O0YUIECHHUS B TO
BpeMsl Kak JpyTrue pacCMaTPUBAIOT €ro KakK CIoco0 TOCTHKEHUs TpeOoBaHHUM yueOHOM
POTPaMMBI. DTO TOBOPHUT O TOM, YTO HEKOTOPBIEC YIUTENSI IPUMEHSIOT
nuddepeHnrpoBanHOe 00yUIeHHE KaK BO3MOXKHOCTb CO3/IaHUSI YCIIOBHM JIJIs1 0OydIeHUS
YYaIuXCsl, YIUTHIBas UX 00pa3oBaTeNbHBIE MOTPEOHOCTH, a Apyrue, nudepeHupys mno

CIIOCOOHOCTSAM U YMCHUAM y4alllUXCs, OrpaHUYUBAIOT 3TH BO3MOXHOCTH. BO'BTOpBIX,
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npakThKa AudpepeHunpoBaHHOr0 00y4eHHs Y4aCTHUKOB UCCIIEIOBAaHUS BO MHOTOM
omnpezensercs X MoHuManueM AuddepeHnnanuu. B-TpeTbux, B IIKOJIE CYIIECTBYET
HEXBaTKa He)OPMAIBHOTO COTPYAHUYECTBA, HAPABICHHOT'O HA Pa3BUTHE MIPAKTUKU
muddeperrpoBaHHoro o0ydenusa. Kpome Toro, 1uaepcTBo UrpaeT BaXXHYIO POJb B
peanuzauuu qudhepeHInPOBaHHOTO 00yUeHUs, TOCKOIbKY OHO BO MHOI'OM ONpPEEIIseT
CTHJIN TTPO(ECCUOHATIBHOTO COTPYAHUYECTBA U CAMOOOYUYEHUS, a TAK)KE CTPEMIICHHSI K
Pa3BUTHUIO U YIYUYIICHUIO PAKTUKH MIPETOJaBaHUsI.

Pe3ynbratel ucciaenoBaHuit MOTYT OBITH UCTIOJIB30BAHBI JUISL CO3JJaHUS IIKOIBHON
MOJIUTUKU AP PEPEHIUPOBAHHOTO O0yUeHUs M MOHUMaHus TuddepeHanuy B KOHTEKCTe
JTaHHOU 00pa3oBaTeNbHOro cpebl. Kpome Toro, pekoMeH1yeTcsi Co3/1aBaTh YCIOBUS AJIs
MPAKTUKU TPOGECCHOHATBHOTO COTPYIHUYECTBA U B3aUMOJICHCTBHS YUUTETICH, UX MHUIIUATUB
K caMo00y4YeHUs, MPOPECCUOHANIBHOTO PA3BUTHS, a TAKXKE JJISl PACHIUPEHUS UX TUAECPCKUX

HaBBIKOB.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1 Introduction

In the time of the shifting teaching paradigm from teacher-centered towards more
student-centered approach, differentiated instruction has become one of the leading
pedagogical approaches in addressing individual learning needs. As defined by Levine,
differentiated instruction is a student-centered approach which puts individual learning needs
and interests forward so that teachers can adapt their teaching styles to accommodate them (as
cited in Stanford & Reeves, 2009).

The main three domains of the implementation of differentiated instruction, as Levy
(2008) puts, lie in differentiation in content, process, and product as aligned with learning
needs, styles, and strengths (p.162). Thus, differentiated instruction is a flexible approach
towards adapting the subject matter, pacing of the individual performance, and various forms
of presentation of acquired skills and subject knowledge. However, as research conducted by
Moon, Tomlinson, and Callahan as well as Schumm and Vaughn showed, teachers do not use
differentiated instruction drawing on their learners’ needs as differentiation does not have any
value to them and focusing on learners’ interests and differences may cause problems in the
classroom, especially when teachers have to follow rigid top-down standards (as cited in
Dixon, Yssel, MacConnel & Hardin, 2014).

Another study conducted in American classrooms by Tomlinson (1995) also revealed a
lack of differentiation due to teachers’ deficit of the concept of differentiated instruction.
Teachers tend to believe that they differentiate their instruction towards the diverse needs of

their learners by making a few amendments and modification in their lesson plans.
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It is evident that differentiated instruction addresses diversity of learning profiles,
however, due to its value-grounded nature, misconceptions may arise among teachers leading
them to poorer instructional accommodations of their learners’ needs.

1.2 Statement of the problem

Research shows that teachers lack conceptual understanding of what differentiated
instruction truly means. The deficit of understanding is caused by a number of factors. As
discussed by Lortie, a lack of conceptual understanding originates from the traditional pre-
service teacher training or self-perceived concepts of what classroom teaching should be like
based on teachers lived experiences in the years of their own schooling (as cited in Tomlinson,
2016). Differentiated instruction is determined by the understandings of the concepts of
inclusive education and its goals. As asserted by Lawrence-Brown, differentiated instruction
helps to achieve the goals of inclusive education (as cited in Huebner, 2010). It is obvious that
differentiated instruction serves the goals if inclusive education as both rest upon the
principles of equity and social justice in education.

In the context of Kazakhstan, differentiated instruction practices might be impeded due
to a lack of conceptual understanding of the principles of inclusive education. As Suleimenova
(2015) stated in her article for “Open School”, national journal for teachers, that inclusive
education is still perceived by many people as institutionalized education. Therefore, as she
proceeds, the terminology of “inclusive school”, “inclusive classroom”, or “inclusive
kindergarten” is not acceptable in the Kazakhstani context as it distorts an understanding of
the the goals of inclusive education and people perceive it as educational segregation.
Furthermore, according to the Law on Education in Kazakhstan (2007), the diversity of
learning needs is shown through only ten categories, including students with disabilities,

orphans and socio-economically disadvantaged students. However, the prescribed list is too
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narrow to define the concept of inclusive education as it excludes other vulnerable groups of
students from the list despite the statement about equal access to education by all citizens. The
Law shows that inclusive education is still perceived as segregated education for students with
special needs. According to Ainscow (2005), inclusive education should cater for the
differences of all learners without restrictions due to misunderstandings, which still exist in
some countries. Ainscow (2005) proceeds that inclusive education calls for a social justice and
it expands far beyond the boundaries of education and sends implications to democratic values
of the countries.

Another impeding factor towards achieving goals of inclusive education in Kazakhstan
is a deficit of resource support of underachieving students (OECD, 2015). The focus on
higher-achieving students and promotion of so-called “Olympiad culture” in Kazakhstan
highly resonates with “teaching to the test” approach when students are expected to win in the
various subject contests in order to increase schools’ accountability and students’
achievement. As the result, this highly fostered “culture” leaves many academically
challenged students unattended by teachers, who tend to focus their attention on the gifted in
special areas students. According to Rouse and Lapham (2013), students from disadvantaged
backgrounds, including low-achieving students, are viewed as troublemakers in achieving high
accountable results in Kazakhstani schools. As put by MacKenna, Cacciattolo, and Vicars
(2013) students are turned into “bearers of results” (p. 8) when teaching classroom practices
are limited to teaching students to the test results. As a result, national education system
breeds exclusionary practices among Kazakhstani teachers by putting pressures on them to
teach students to conform to the requirements of standardized curriculum and assessment.
Furthermore, many teachers lack a clear vision of educational inclusion and subsequently they

misunderstand the value of differentiated instruction as inclusion and differentiation are two
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sides of the same coin. The results of the teachers’ national survey that was conducted in 2015
showed that teachers in Kazakhstan lack professional competence in order to create inclusive

educational environment in their classes and they still hold stereotypes in relation to inclusive
education (Yelisseyeva, 2015).

The research of teachers’ perceptions and experiences of differentiated instruction may
contribute to building an understanding of the goals of inclusive education in Kazakhstan and
thus, promote meaningful participation and academic achievement of all learners.

The practical rationale of the study which aims at exploring the perceptions and
experiences of differentiated instruction of teachers who are also in position of subject
coordinators has a number of reasons. First, the way teachers differentiate their classroom
instruction will inform about their understanding of the diversity of learning needs in their
classrooms. Second, the exploration of teachers’ perceptions of differentiated instruction will
potentially reveal teachers’ understanding of the goals of inclusive education. Third, the
research findings will be beneficial for the improvement of the differentiated practices
employed at the research site. Lastly, the research findings will inform school policies in
achieving goals of inclusive education.

In addition, this study would potentially contribute to the body of knowledge and
teaching practices in the field of inclusive education in Kazakhstan as the best practices
employed at the research site are transferred to mainstream schools. The research will be
primarily beneficial for teachers in better understanding of the concept of differentiation and
its underlying principles and values.

1.3 Purpose of the Study
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The purpose of the study is to explore perceptions and practices of differentiated
instruction of teachers who are also in the position of subject coordinators in a school for
gifted students in Kazakhstan.

1.4 Research Questions:

Main questions:

1. How do teachers who are also in position of subject coordinators of Language Arts,
Science, and Social Studies in a school for gifted students in Kazakhstan understand the
concept of differentiation instruction?

2. How do the understandings of differentiated instruction shape their teaching
practices to ensure meaningful participation and academic achievement of all students in the
classroom?

Sub-questions:

1. How do teachers understand differentiated instruction?

2. How do teachers understand the learners’ diversity in their classrooms?

3. How do teachers ensure differentiation of content, process, and learning products
through various planning designs?

4. How do the school curricular documents as well as teachers’ unit or lesson plans
regulate and reflect the goals of differentiation?

5. How do teachers describe and apply their skills to differentiate their classroom
instruction?

6. What approaches and strategies do teachers employ in order to differentiate their
instruction?

7. What challenges do teachers have in implementing differentiated instruction?
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8. How do teachers apply their leadership skills in creating a shared understanding of
differentiated instruction?

In order to answer the research questions, a case study research design was selected to
study the phenomenon at the research site. The case study design was a relevant approach in
exploring the concept of differentiated instruction in a particular educational setting. It helped
to validate the research findings by means of several research instruments.

1.5 Definitions of central concepts

Inclusive education is defined as “...a process of strengthening the capacity of the
education system to reach out to all learners and can thus be understood as a key strategy to
achieve EFA” (UNESCO, 2009, p.8). However, in the Law on Education of Kazakhstan there
is no clear statement about inclusive education and the terminology is not defined. The
terminology of special education is still used instead (Law on Education, 2007). Thus, the
concept of inclusive education still needs to be defined in the educational context of
Kazakhstan in alignment with the existing definitions provided by the leading experts in this
field. It is important to note that the definition of inclusive education is created within
political, social, and cultural contexts by pursuing the democratic goals of educational and
social equity and justice. Furthermore, as Ainscow, Booth and Dyson (2006) claimed,
educational inclusion is never complete process as there is always a room for improvement of
the educational practices:

...inclusion is concerned with all children and young people in schools; it is focused on

presence, participation and achievement; inclusion and exclusion are linked together

such that inclusion involves the active combating of exclusion; and inclusion is seen as

a never-ending process. Thus an inclusive school is one that is on the move, rather than

one that has reached a perfect state. (p.25)
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Furthermore, differentiated instruction is a value-grounded teaching approach, which
helps teachers to achieve the goals of inclusive education by meeting the diverse learning
needs in their classrooms. Although learning objectives for all learners are the same, the
strategies and approaches employed to achieve those learning needs are different and respond
to the diversity of learning interests, needs, and styles (Bray & McClaskey, 2012, p.2). In the
context of the present research, differentiated instruction practices were revealed to reflect
teachers’ values and attitudes towards diversity of learners in their classrooms as well as their
leadership skills in the way to perceive and approach compatibility of differentiated instruction

with curriculum and assessment requirements.
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Chapter 2. Literature Review

2.1 Introduction

This chapter will review existing theories and concepts on differentiated instruction as
well as explore understandings of the concept by teachers along with teaching practices
created by those understandings. It will also discuss challenges and barriers that teachers
encounter in their daily inclusive teaching practices to meet the diverse needs of their learners
by employing differentiated instruction. Another aspect that will be explored in the chapter is
the role of teacher leadership positions in promoting differentiated practices in their school
communities.

2.2 Theoretical and conceptual frameworks of differentiated instruction

Differentiated instruction has taken its fundamental basis from the sociocultural theory
developed by Leo Vygotsky, Russian psychologist and a founder of socio-cultural theory in
education (Subban, 2006). Vygotsky’s socio-cultural theory highlights the importance of
social environment and interaction in the process of learning and development. This holistic
development is made possible when learners’ diverse backgrounds are taken into account and
fostered in the classroom. Flem, Moem, and Gudnundsdottir (2004) also discussed the
relevance of sociocultural theory to inclusive practices as it helps to deepen understanding and
address learners’ social and cultural diverse backgrounds. Indeed, each individual learner
represents a variety of social and cultural characteristics, such as culture, ethnicity, gender,
and race, which are brought into the classroom and shared with others. These backgrounds are
fostered by the nurturing environment and when communicated to peers they enrich the
process of classroom socialization and learning as well (Flem, Moem, and Gudnundsdottir,
2004). According to the sociocultural theory of learning, the multiple backgrounds of learners

are important factors to consider in the classroom where leaners learn through interactions,
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respect, and collaboration (Subban, 2006). Thus, socialization which is realized by inclusive
education serves best the development of children, their improved communication skills and it
promotes acceptance and respect for diversity beyond school communities. This can be
explained by the social theory of learning as it is important for each and every learner to
interact with peers and accept their differences in a collaborative classroom environment.
When learners feel welcome and respected, the same attitudes will be shown by them towards
other learners as well. Also it develops self-respect as learners accept their individual
differences due to social acceptance and respect.

Furthermore, the theory proposed by Vygotsky (as cited in Subban, 2006) finds its
reflection in inclusive teaching practices as it defines diversity of learners’ backgrounds as an
asset to differentiated teaching. The zone of proximal development connects the desired goals
with an actual phase of learning by elaboration on the knowledge and experience that learners
already have (Subban, 2006). The implications that the theory sends to inclusive education are
evident as diversity is viewed as a contribution to learning with an urgency to be addressed.
As asserted by Lawrence-Brown, differentiated instruction paves the way toward inclusive
education as it makes it possible to tackle the needs of high achieving students as well as those
who struggle due to disabilities and other barriers due to the acceptance and respect for
learners’ diverse backgrounds and differences (as cited in Huebner, 2010).

Other theories which created the grounds for differentiated instruction, as claimed by
Santamaria (2009), are brain theory and Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences. As the
author proceeds to assert by referring to Gardner and Kalbfleisch, the concept of diversity of
learning profiles has much to do with brain theory and the ability of teachers to recognize the
multiple gifted areas in those learning profiles is referred to the theory of multiple

intelligences by Gardner (as cited in Santamaria, 2009). As elaborated by Hinton, Miyamoto,
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and Della-Chiesa (2008), upon the propositions of brain theory, neuroscience helps educators
to “delineate many possible developmental pathways to proficiency, enabling educators to
differentiate instruction to accommodate a wider range of individual differences” (p.100).

It has become clear that differentiated instruction has been created by a number of
theories. Each theory considered found a reflection in the establishment of the conceptual
framework. Thus, as Tomlinson stated, the true way of differentiating teaching instruction is to
put forward learners’ differences as strengths to guide their learning trajectories (as cited in
Subban, 2006). This statement makes it clear that the role of the teacher is essential in
promoting diversity in teaching and learning. Thus, it is important for teachers to understand
and implement the principles of differentiation through respect for differences. Having
outstanding expertise in the field, Tomlinson claims that differentiated instruction is not a set
of strategies and methods with which to be equipped, it is more about a value-based approach
towards teaching (as cited in Subban, 2006). Thus, according to her definition, differentiated
instruction is grounded in the teaching philosophy and attitudes which define teaching choices
whether to differentiate or not. As Tomlinson (2000) suggested, differentiated instruction does
not provide any teaching guidance to teachers rather it is firmly embedded in what beliefs
teachers hold when teaching in their classrooms. Those beliefs, according to Tomlinson (2000)
stem from the understanding of teachers that learning should be built on learners’ prior
knowledge and experience and take advantage of students’ varied strengths and inclinations.
At this very point, differentiated instruction has an immediate relation to the principles of
inclusive education as both draw upon the individual characteristics and differences of
learners. This definition mirrors one by Hale et al. (2016), who assert that differentiated
instruction serves the principles of inclusive education in this era of highly accountable

curricular and assessments standards. This perspective resonates with Tomlinson and McTighe



DIFFERENTIATED INSTRUCTION 11

(2006) who affirmed that differentiated instruction is compatible with rigorous assessment
standards because it is still possible to maintain the same accountable results differentiating
and thus promoting learning to meet those standards.

When Tomlinson was interviewed in 2013 by Wu from Murray State University in the
USA, she put the purpose of differentiation in the following way: “So differentiation proposes
that we teach not out of habit or teacher preference but in response to the students we serve”
(Wu, 2013, p. 127-128). Consequently, differentiated instruction puts a learner first and the
strategies that teachers develop originate primarily from the learner’s needs and interests.

One of the core principles of differentiated instruction is the principle of diversity. As
claimed by Gamoran and Weinstein, the diversity of learning needs in the classroom requires
teachers to be attentive and responsive to the differences specific to a particular classroom
context (as cited in Tomlinson, et al, 2003).

Another expert in the field of differentiated education, VanTassel-Baska stated that
efforts to fit all learners into the “same size” in curriculum and teaching design is to reject the
existence or importance of differences as a part of learner identity (as cited in Dixon, Yssel,
MacConnel & Hardin, 2014). The idea of embracing the differences is another leading
principle for both differentiated instruction and inclusive education.

As teachers promote differentiation in their classrooms, they need to know that
according to Tomlinson, differentiated instruction implies adaptations of content, process, and
product (as cited in Corley, 2005). Content is referred to as subject-matter guided by school
curricular documents which is viewed as a flexible tool be adjusted to the variety of learning
profiles. The process involves wide-ranging approaches and strategies employed by teachers
as they plan or actually teach to adapt the content to their learners’ needs. Learning products

may vary from learner to learner and they reflect the areas of their interests and strengths. As
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Corley (2005) elaborated, differentiation of content is realized through adaptations of the
subject content towards each individual learner’s needs and abilities. As Levy (2008) added,
teachers differentiate their instruction without changing the content but accommodating
student learning needs and building on their background knowledge. Differentiation of the
learning process assumes the use of teaching strategies to accommodate those diverse learning
styles (Levy, 2008). Use of classroom survey, as suggested by Levy (2008), can be helpful in
creating student groupings to combine their various learning styles in solving classroom
problems. Corley (2005) proposes the use of strategies to change learner groups in order to
establish stronger bonds among learners and promote enriched classroom collaborations.

For the differentiation of learning products, Tomlinson suggested that learners be given
choices to demonstrate acquired knowledge and skills through various means and forms of
presentation (as cited in Corley, 2005). Corley (2005) elaborated by indicating that
differentiation of the learning product should relate to learners’ personal interests and develop
their critical thinking skills. This also goes back to the compatibility of differentiation and
rigorous assessment standards as teachers may vary the ways they assess their learners without
changing the content of what they assess (Tomlinson & McTighe, 2006).

In addition, Van Garderen and Whittaker (2006) in the review of the key concepts of
differentiated instruction pointed out affect and learning environment as crucial factors in
promoting differentiated instruction (p.14). The affective aspect of teaching focuses on what
students think, how they feel and react to what is taught in the classroom. According to Van
Garderen and Whittaker (2006), the environmental aspect of differentiated instruction highly
resonates with universal design for learning in providing barrier-free access to the school
environment as well as eliminating those barriers to accessing of quality education through

curricula and assessments.
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Other aspects that teachers should address in differentiating their classroom
instructions according to Tomlinson include readiness which is considered when teachers plan
their lessons taking into account learners’ prior knowledge and backgrounds (as cited in
Corley, 2005). Furthermore, consideration of learning interests, as proposed by
Csikszentmihalyi, Maslow, and Sousa as well as Wolfe, help teachers to motivate learners and
promote their learning (as cited in Corley, 2005).

Learning profiles is another aspect that should be taken into account when
differentiating teaching as it has an immediate relation to the choices that learners are given to
demonstrate their academic achievements through various means of presentation and pace of
work (Corley, 2005). Regarding the use of learning profiles, Thousand et al. juxtaposed two
fundamentally different approaches to planning for the learning process — Universal Design
for Learning and Retrofitting (as cited in Stanford & Reeves, 2009). Universal Design for
Learning represents planning to meet diverse learning profiles and to engage learners in a
meaningful participation. Retrofitting practices focus on meeting the curriculum and
assessment standards omitting learner interests and needs (Stanford & Reeves, 2009). The
approach presumes modifications of the curriculum and planning so that they fit the standards.
As Elliot noted, teachers tend to retrofit the existing environment and curriculum when they
face challenges in teaching but the initial planning does not draw upon learning needs and that
is when and why the difficulties with learner participation and achievement occur (as cited in
Stanford & Reeves, 2009). This means that differentiation lies in the core of teaching
philosophy and readiness to accommodate for various learning needs rather than serving the
curriculum standards.

Issues that arise from teachers’ existing curriculum and assessment retrofitting

practices are caused by the lack of what Wiggins and McTighe (1998) called backward design
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(p. 8). The issue is engendered by common teaching practices to initially plan drawing upon
the curriculum and assessment standards rather than on a variety of learning profiles, interests,
and readiness (Corley, 2005). Teachers tend to plan according to the standards without
consideration of how the teaching content relates to their learners. When learners do not
understand the relevance and do not see the connections of what is being taught in the
classroom and the reality outside its walls, they fail to develop a profound knowledge and
skills of the subject matter. As McTighe and Tomlinson (2006) suggest, the core principles of
backward design lie in curriculum planning while differentiation relates to the needs of
learners and approaches utilized by teachers.

Differentiated instruction has many overlapping characteristics with other pedagogical
approaches to teaching. Bray and McClaskey (2013) attempted to draw a distinctive line
between personalization, individualization, and differentiated instruction. According to their
definition, differentiation puts teacher as the main decision-maker in selecting the resources
and the strategies to deliver the subject content to a group of learners while personalization
revolves around each individual learner and transforms them into decision-makers on how to
lead their learning, use relevant resources and monitor achievements. Individualization is
contrasted to differentiation by being a learner-centered approach which aims at
accommodating individual learning needs and monitoring individual achievements (Bray &
McClaskey, 2013). Therefore, differentiated instruction is a pedagogical approach which helps
teachers to work in diverse classroom settings where teacher is the one who is responsible for
adjusting the teaching material to the needs of learners and thus leading them to achievements.
Differentiation differs from individualization by the leading role of teacher in accommodating
the individual learning needs and the principle of diversity in the classroom. The starting point

for the decision-making process in differentiated approach to teaching is an understanding of
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each learner’s individuality and readiness to cater for the diversity of needs. It becomes clear
that one of the leading aspects of differentiated instruction is the development of students’
socialization and collaboration through addressing each individual within their diverse
communities.

2.3 Teacher understandings and practices of differentiated instruction

Teachers are one of the main stakeholders in the educational process. Thus, teaching
practices grounded in their understandings and perceptions of differentiated instruction need to
be studied in order to identify the best approaches to promote differentiated teaching as well as
the factors which might impede those improved practices. Moreover, the study of
differentiation in teaching practices will reveal implications that it sends to inclusive education
as both speak to same educational values and goals.

It is important to explore understandings of differentiation among teachers described in
research in order to more thoroughly understand pedagogical decisions that teachers make and
approaches they use in their daily teaching practices. The results of the studies conducted in
culturally different school settings show that differentiated instruction is predetermined by
teachers’ beliefs and values of diversity and differences to be fostered through a careful
planning and teaching. For instance, according to the findings of the recent large-scale
research (Suprayogi, Valcke & Godwin, 2017) conducted among 604 teachers in Indonesian
accredited schools, the implementation of differentiated instruction is challenging due to the
varied teachers’ self-efficacy conceptualizations and beliefs in constructivist ideas which are
defined by a number of other factors, such as teaching experience, school environment, and
qualifications (Suprayogi, Valcke & Godwin, 2017). Thus, teachers’ professional self-image
and value-grounded perception of differentiated instruction are significant for its

implementation since differentiated instruction practices need to be empowered by teaching
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autonomy over the curriculum and assessment as well as the “driving” philosophies enrooted
in personal values and beliefs. As Tomlinson and Imbeau (2010) claimed, teachers’ personal
values and beliefs shape their teaching practices and help them to create differentiated
classrooms. Fullan and Reeves argued that the effective outcomes of the actions that teachers
daily perform in their classrooms shape their values and beliefs which further determine their
pedagogical choices (as cited in Tomlinson & Imbeau, 2010). Furthermore, as Tomlinson and
Imbeau (2010) proposed, contemporary classrooms are places which should reflect an
inevitably diverse world outside school settings where people have different backgrounds.

The role of teacher mindset and its influence on teaching philosophy in shaping
relevant attitudes and differentiated practices was found to be important in the research study
conducted in 3353 Belgian schools which aimed to measure teachers’ perceptions of
differentiated instruction by utilizing questionnaire instrument (Coubergs, Struyven,
Vanthournout & Engels, 2017). The growth teacher mindset as opposed to one that is fixed, as
suggested by Dweck, assists teachers to easily adapt to a variety of learning styles, thus
ensuring meaningful participation and achievement of learners (as cited in Coubergs,
Struyven, Vanthournout & Engels, 2017).

Teaching autonomy is another factor to be considered in determining teachers’ self-
efficacy in differentiated instruction. Thus, the results of the research in 65 Belgian primary
schools among novice teachers revealed that teachers’ autonomy plays a significant role in
promoting effective differentiated practices (De Neve, Devos &Tuytens, 2015). The research
observations also showed that mentoring school programs could facilitate beginning teachers’
professional self-efficacy in differentiated instruction (De Neve, Devos &Tuytens, 2015).
Though, the research was conducted among novice teachers, there is no doubt that school-

wide collaboration practices as well as all teachers’ autonomy in developing the unit plans and
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adjusting the curricula to the learning needs will prove to be effective in promoting better
differentiated practices (Tomlinson & Imbeau, 2010; Suprayogi, Valcke & Godwin, 2017).
However, as it was argued by Friend (2000) collaboration has become a “buzz word” in many
professional communities and not everyone perceives and practices collaboration in an
effective way. Mandatory school collaborative practices do not create settings for meaningful
interactions defined by common professional goals, knowledge, skills, and practices (Friend,
2000).

The perspective presented by Nicolae (2014) concerning teaching practices in
Romanian schools showed that there is a common practice to “teach to the middle” (p.428). In
other words, differentiation is not occurring because as put by Tomlinson and McTighe
(2006), teachers consider differentiation to be happening when they assign tasks of different
complexity to higher achieving students and their counterparts and the same situation occurs
with the number of assignments. Nicolae (2014) also stated that only 20% of students in
Romanian classrooms receive instruction which is appropriate to their needs. The danger that
teaching to the average level imposes is evident and this might be an unintentional practice, as
suggested by Nicolae (2014). However, it is made clear that the lack of differentiation in the
classrooms needs to be addressed. Nicolae (2014) highlighted the role of differentiated
instruction to “...to fill the gap between teaching and learning” (p.430) as teachers need to
increase their professionalism by learning various teaching strategies and effective ways of
their classroom utilization, such as “learning centers and stations, orbital studies, tiered
activities, learning contracts, independent studies, choice boards, group investigations,
problem-based learning, etc. and their positive effects on student achievement” (p.429). This
perspective resonates with that of Norwich (1994) who claimed that differentiation should

draw upon the premise that learners’ differences serve to be opportunities rather than
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boundaries for learning. He proceeds by arguing the fact that differentiation is perceived by
many teachers as limitations for learners’ meaningful participation and achievement and refers
to Hart “Differentiation is regarded as a part of problem, not a part of solution” (as cited in
Norwich, 1994, p. 291).

In the interview with Wu (2013), Tomlinson suggested to use small groups for working
on different assignments and projects. Keeping groups small, according to Tomlinson, is a
helpful strategy to address the needs of individual students who might have questions or
challenges.

Differentiation is widely employed by teachers in Content and Language Integrated
Learning (CLIL). As mixed research study in Finnish schools shows (Roiha, 2014), language
is perceived as an issue in differentiated teaching as students struggle in content acquisition
when instructed in another language. Another qualitative study (Raskala, 2014) conducted
among Finnish teachers on exploring their differentiated practices in CLIL education, revealed
that teachers face challenges connected with shortage of time that differentiation in CLIL
classes require at the stage of lesson planning as well as lack of authentic language resources.
Furthermore, Meyer (2010) highlighted the importance of creating relevant methodologies to
address various learning needs as well as understanding of those needs and enabling learners
to build meanings in different languages rather than learn the content as it is frequently
practiced in CLIL classes.

Overall, it is clear that teaching practices and strategies are defined by teacher
understanding of the importance of differentiated instruction and the values which ground the
differentiated approach. The practices employed by teachers at classroom level are facilitated

by the practices of mentoring, professional collaboration, and teacher autonomy over
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curriculum and assessment. All in all, they aim to empower and increase teachers’ perceived
self-efficacy.

2.4 Challenges and barriers in implementing differentiated instruction

In the previous section, varied approaches to promote differentiated instruction were
considered. However, as research shows, there are many challenges that teachers encounter in
implementing differentiated practices. Therefore, this section will focus on existing research in
relation to challenges and barriers in the implementation of differentiated instruction which
mostly take place at school level as differentiated instruction is defined by the educational and
cultural contexts of educational settings.

Mandatory top-down collaborative practices at school as considered in the previous
section is found to be an impeding factor towards creating shared understandings of the
practices that teachers employ and building stronger professional communities through which
it is possible to implement innovative teaching approaches, including differentiation.

Furthermore, the challenges faced by teachers in their differentiated practices is caused
by so called “audit culture” as revealed by the research findings of the case study conducted in
schools in Queensland. (Mills et al., 2014, p.18) The culture of high educational accountability
is reported to create barriers to teaching practices as their practices of differentiated instruction
came from top down and was a compulsory pedagogical approach to be undertaken (Mills et
al., 2014). Though, as reported by Mills et al. (2014) the surveillance of school practices
brought about some positive changes such as the actual implementation of approaches which
serve as a just educational process. Moreover, teachers noted that less rigid top down pressures
brought about improved practices (Mills et al., 2014). This also showcases the necessity of
giving teachers autonomy over curriculum planning and selection of strategies (De Neve,

Devos &Tuytens, 2015). As it was revealed in the Australian case study, the attitudes of
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school administration to challenges that individual students face in the process of learning
were regarded as problems caused by their personal backgrounds and therefore, which need to
considered outside the social and educational setting of the school (Mills et al., 2014).
However, this approach has an exclusionary character as it detaches learners’ personal, social,
and cultural backgrounds from the educational context. The dangers that the administrative
imperatives on the implementation of differentiated instruction might pose, as stated by Mills
et al. (2014), is creating an air of successful implementation of the strategy due to the
mandatory nature of the school reform with a lack of understanding of the purpose of the
approach.

McTighe and Brown (2005) claimed that rigorous accountable school systems in the
US do not pose obstacles for the implementation of differentiated instruction as is believed.
Educational accountability and differentiation reflect realities of contemporary life. The
curriculum and assessment standards project the long-term targets while differentiated
instruction addresses the immediate learning needs, thus paving the way towards high-stakes
goals. As believed by McTighe and Brown (2005), the core of the question is what teachers
believe and their professional commitment to accommodate the needs of their learners.

The assumption that differentiation and standardized tests are incompatible was tested
in the study conducted in Alpine rural schools. According to the results of the study, students
whose instruction was differentiated did not show low results in the state tests (Smit &
Humpert, 2012). However, the findings implied that differentiated instruction should be
aligned with authentic formative assessments rather than standardized tests. This finding
resonates with the perspective presented by McTighe and Brown (2005) as they discussed the
importance of meaningful learning and including authentic tasks and scenarios into

standardized tests.
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Overall, the reviewed literature revealed various perspectives on differentiated
instruction as well as challenges in the process of its implementation. These findings highly
resonate with the Kazakhstani educational context as they tackle the issues of high-stakes
accountability standards, lack of conceptual understanding and professional training as well as
top down policies and reforms.

2.5 The role of leadership in promoting differentiated instruction

In order to understand the role of leadership in promoting the principles of
differentiated instruction at school, it is important to understand what is truly meant by
leadership and what implications it sends to inclusive education and differentiated approaches
to teaching. Thus, relevant literature relating to different leadership models and practices will
be reviewed in this section.

The concept of leadership in education is complex to explore due to its varied
understandings. Leadership is still perceived by many as formal positions of school
administrators, governors, and officials. However, the paradigm shift in the Kazakhstani
context of education raises a need to reconsider understandings of leadership in the time of
ongoing multiple reforms and changes. Precey (2011) argues that leadership in inclusive
education deals both with managerial skills and value-driven impetus of leaders. Furthermore,
Leithwood, Day, Sammons, Harris, and Hopkins claim that a leadership role of teachers is
highly important in implementing inclusive education (as cited in Precey, 2011). Teachers as
leaders are powerful tools for disseminating the principles of inclusive education as they have
to work in a rapidly changing educational environments.

Shields (2010) proposes three models of educational leadership— transactional,
transformative, and transformational (as cited in Precey, 2011, p. 38-39). The transactional

model is the least relevant to the principles of inclusive education as it has to do with
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authoritarian, mandatory, and military-like leadership style. The other two models, according
to Shields (2010), speak to inclusive education as both tend to create an empowering and
vision-driven reformative movement. However, transformative leadership model speaks more
to building inclusive environment as it calls for social equality and justice in case educational
site is challenged with those issues.

The constructivist approach to leadership which highly resonates with constructivist
approach to learning was proposed by Lambert (2003). Lambert (2003) argues that only
individuals themselves can identify their leadership styles in the way learners construct
meaning of the encountered reality and make connections between learning material and the
world outside the school setting. The author also proposes the terminology of “leadership
capacity” and “learning community”” which define the willingness of teachers to meaningfully
and actively participate in the process of their school communities’ reforming and improving
(Lambert, 2003, p. 425). This approach resonates with the role of each individual teacher in
establishing inclusive school environment as it shifts the traditional understanding of
leadership role from a formal position-based model to an active participation of each
individual in the process of school transformation.

The role of educational leadership in creating inclusionary and differentiated practices
at school is determined primarily by teachers’ moral impetus and it is deeply grounded in their
values and beliefs in social equality and equity. MacRuairc, Ottesen, and Precey (2013)
pointed out the central role of leadership in establishing an inclusive society, justifying it by
the fact that inclusionary practices tend to step outside the premises of a school community
and call for social justice far beyond its walls.

The implications that leadership sends to the role of individual teachers are evident.

The understanding of leadership has shifted from a formal position to everyday teaching
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practices. Teachers are central figures in realizing the principles of just, inclusive, and
differentiated teaching practices in their classrooms and far beyond the classroom settings.
Further, their leading role in setting positive changes at school is essential.

2.6 Conclusion

The review of the literature helped to reveal the conceptual understandings of
differentiated instruction as well as practices and challenges of international teachers.
Differentiation is a value-based approach to teaching which is determined by teachers’
personal attitudes to learners’ diversity and differences. Though differentiation overlaps in
many ways with personalized and individualized teaching approaches, it differs by its socially-
oriented nature. Individualization puts individual learner’s needs as the starting point whereas
differentiation is still a group-oriented teaching approach which seeks to eliminate barriers
caused by multiple ability levels or challenges in content area.

Another finding refers to the compatibility of a standardized testing system and
differentiated instruction as the the latter enables a teacher to vary the content, the ways of
delivering the teaching material, and the learning outcomes may also differ from one
individual learner to another according to the learner’s intellectual ability and readiness. This
speaks deeply to the context of the Kazakhstani testing system. Another aspect that was
explored through the lenses of differentiation and inclusive education, as both resonate in
many ways, is the role leadership plays in promoting differentiated practices more deeply and

widely at school.
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Chapter 3. Methodology

3.1 Introduction

Methodology section provides a rationale behind the choices made in relation to the
general research approach, design and instruments as aligned to research question and purpose
of the study to uncover teachers’ perceptions and experiences of differentiated instruction in a
school for gifted students in Kazakhstan.

3.2. Research Design

The qualitative approach was used in order to explore teachers’ perceptions and
experiences of differentiated instruction as it helps to find out “value depth of meaning and
people’s subjective experiences and their meaning making processes” (Leavy, 2017, p.124).

In order to obtain an in-depth data in a particular school setting, taking under the
scrutiny pertinent characteristics and conditions of the research site, the case study research
design is found applicable to the nature of the research (Zainal, 2007). According to Feagin et
al. case study research design is triangulated in order to obtain the results which are, as
described by Denzin, characterized by “convergence, inconsistency and contradiction” (as
cited in Cronin, 2014). Thus, triangulation helps to validate the research results by enabling
the researcher to better understand and explain the explored issue (Cronin, 2014).
Triangulation can be realized in multiple ways and it is based on various premises. Following
Denzin’s definition, triangulation is “the combination of methodologies in the study of the
same phenomenon” (as cited in Cronin, 2014, p.26). As Cronin (2014) further discussed this
premise “it is the combination of at least two or more theoretical perspectives, methodological
approaches, data sources, investigators or data analysis methods” (p.26). In the case of the
present research, data triangulation was used.

3.3 Research Site
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One school for gifted students in Kazakhstan was selected as the research site. The
choice of the site was determined by a few reasons. The first reason was that the researcher
was employed as a teacher at the research site and it was easier to approach school principal
and research participants by working in one community with them. Another reason was that
the school had set the improvement of teaching practices on differentiated instruction as the
priority for professional development in the light of ongoing Council of International Schools
accreditation process and that fact was reflected in the subject-related curricular documents as
well as in professional development programs aimed at improving teachers’ differentiated
instruction practices. Last, but not least reason for the research site selection was that it
participated in many ongoing educational reforms and innovative pedagogical approaches and
consequently it was assumed that it was open to research studies which may contribute to the
improvement of teaching practices and promoting inclusive educational setting.

3.4 Research Participants

For the selection of the research study participants, the method of purposive sampling
was used. This type of nonprobability sampling ensures a judgmental position of the
researcher in the process of criteria-based participants’ selection (Ary, Jacobs, Sorensen &
Walker, 2013, p.169). As stated by Patton, purposive sampling helps to find the most eligible
research participants as the data provided by them will be the most relevant to the research
question (as cited in Leavy, 2017). The choice of participants serves the central premise for
the research as Morse and Patton asserted “the better the participants are positioned in relation
to the topic, the richer the data will be” (as cited in Leavy, 2017, p.79).

The eligibility of the selected sample was defined by the fact that they actually teach

the subjects they coordinate, so they possess expertise in both subject coordination and in
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teaching practice. Thus, five program coordinators were selected purposefully in order to
obtain the data richer in expertise in coordinating the process of programs’ implementation by
school teachers through planning and teaching. The eligibility of the selected sample was also
defined by the fact that they actually teach the subjects they coordinate, so they possess
expertise in both subject coordination as well in teaching practice.

The sample involved five school coordinators in the fields of Language Arts, Sciences,
and Social Studies who also taught those subjects. The choice was determined by the scope of
science and humanitarian subjects that the selected participants teach and coordinate. Another
reason for the choice of Social Studies and Sciences is premised by the fact that those subjects
are instructed in Kazakh regardless students’ language track according to school trilingual
policy. Due to this fact, teachers were expected to have more experience in differentiated
instruction as language might serve a barrier to some students’ meaningful participation and
academic achievement. Hence, the selected sample helped to consider the issue from the
perspectives of teachers who teach and coordinate the subject programs by leading other
teachers towards implementation of curricula defined by students’ participation and
achievement as well as by addressing the issues which might arise from planning and
teaching. The collected data from the selected sample helped to take insights into the research
participants understanding of differentiation as well as their teaching and leadership practices.
Also, the interview was conducted with one administration staff member who is involved in
the professional development programs’ coordination for teachers at the research site. The
choice of the research participant was determined by the necessity to collect richer data about
the differentiated practices employed by school teachers and challenges that they have. The
administration staff member is regularly involved in the attestation procedures which include

monthly lesson observations. Therefore, it was important to interview a member of the school
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administration in order to explore the data provided by the person who sees a broader picture
of the differentiated practices employed by school teachers.

The table below presents information about research participants. The pseudonyms are
assigned to each participant due to ethical considerations. They will be used further in the
paper in order to keep the identities of research participants protected.

Table 1

Participants

Participant Code Discipline
Arman Science 1
Marina Science 2
Aizhan Science 3
Talgat Social Studies
Svetlana Language Arts
Zarina Administration staff member

Source: created by the author

3.5 Research Instruments

In order to collect rich qualitative data, three methods of data collection were used.
Namely, semi-structured interviews, lesson observations, and document analysis were
conducted in order to explore main research questions and triangulate the obtained data.

1. Semi-structured individual interviews

The semi-structured interview (see Interview Protocol in Appendix A) is characterized
by the flexibility of the design and enables the researcher to respond to the live discourse by

redirecting the course of the interview and adjusting questions to a particular situation setting
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(Ary, Jacobs, Sorensen & Walker, 2013, p.466). Participants were asked open-ended questions
which helped to reveal their perspectives without imposing any pressure from the interviewer
(Creswell, 2014, p.240).

Thus, the method of interview was helpful to explore the perspectives of the
respondents in-depth as there was a possibility to expand each question into further
investigation of personal and professional experiences. The questions were thoroughly
designed in order to provide the respondents with possibility to reflect on their experiences,
critically evaluate their practices, or receive a food for thought while the process of
interviewing and give their immediate emotional response which might reveal their thinking
and understanding of the explored phenomenon. The interview questions included
demographic questions in order to understand the different backgrounds of the interview
participants. Then the participants were asked questions which appeared from the literature
review on their understandings of differentiated instruction, the teaching practices shaped by
those understandings in differentiated teaching, the challenges that they face in the process of
planning and teaching as well as the role of their leadership position in differentiated teaching.

2. Lesson observations

Another method that was applied was lesson observation. One of the most common
characteristics of observation as a research method, as stated by Baker (2006) is that it allows
to explore people and their behaviors in authentic conditions, including workplaces. During
lesson observation, descriptive and reflective field notes were taken in order to be able to
further describe the processes and reflect on the findings (Creswell, 2014). The descriptive and
reflective notes taken “on the spot” helped to build a bigger picture of the observed lessons
and draw upon the immediate reflections in order to make a meaning of the whole process.

Thus, the strategies used at the lessons by the research participants were descriptively recorded
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as well the ways that they employed in order to address the needs of individual learners in the
classroom. The reflective notes included the researcher’s thoughts and comments on the
strategies and approaches used at the lessons. The data collected from lesson observation
helped to triangulate the interview and document analysis data as it revealed real life teaching
practices.

3. Document analysis

Another method which helped to validate the results obtained from interviews and
lesson observations was document analysis which specifically focused on teachers’ unit and
lesson plans as aligned with Subject Programs and Course Plans in order to find out how
coordinators who are also practicing teachers apply their skills of differentiated instruction to
outline subject content so that it meets their learners’ needs. Furthermore, the document
analysis was made in order to see if school curricular documents define differentiated
instruction and provide teachers with sufficient guidance and support in differentiation. The
choice of the document analysis method can be supported by Corbin and Strauss as well as
Rapley, who claimed that it is a tool to extract the meanings and develop knowledge and
understandings of the printed or electronic documents (as cited in Bowen, 2009). The subject
curricular documents, including lesson plans, Subject Programs and Course Plans were freely
accessible in the school’s server as there is a general practice employed at the research site to
share all curricular materials via server. The study of the pertinent to different subjects’
documents in relation to the research participants’ teaching practices was helpful in building a
bigger picture of the teaching practices held by school teachers and the approaches employed
by them to meet the diverse learning needs and interests.

3.6 Procedures
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All procedures were conducted according to the requirements and standards of the
empirical research. Once the ethical approval to conduct a research was received from
Nazarbayev University, the school principal was notified about the purpose of the research and
provided with information about the significance and potential benefits for the school
community. The reason for addressing primarily school administrators was defined by their
function of “gatekeeper” of the educational organization (Creswell, 2014, p.233).

Once approval to conduct the research on the school premises was received from the
school principal, school subject coordinators were approached via electronic letters sent to
their corporate mails, explaining the purpose of the research and the potential benefits for their
teaching practices. Upon receiving an agreement to participate, the research participants were
invited to a meeting to talk face to face in case they had any questions. During those meetings
they were asked to carefully examine and sign an informed consent form.

1. Semi-structured individual interviews

Next step was to schedule the time and locations for interviews during face to face
meetings with participants since interview was the first research instrument applied to collect
the qualitative data. The time and interview venue was chosen according to the convenience of
the research participants one week prior to interview. The research participants were notified
about time and locations scheduled for the interview one day before via email. It was
important for a researcher to demonstrate consideration of the participants’ needs and
conveniences by the readiness to reschedule the interviews in case respondents request for.

2. Lesson observations

The schedule for lesson observations was developed with the research participants after
individual interviews according to the time comfortable for them. The researcher answered

questions that the participants asked about the purpose and duration of lesson observations.
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3. Document analysis

Document analysis of lesson plans and other subject curricular documents were
collected from the school server. Then the documents were carefully studied in order to spot
information on supporting and guiding teachers in differentiated instruction.

3.7 Data Collection

The qualitative data was collected by triangulated research methods: interview,
observation, and data analysis. In order to ensure a rigorous process of data collection and
further validate the research findings, it was necessary to design an interview protocol with
interview questions and instructions (Creswell, 2014, p.247). The same protocol was required
to be developed for conducting lesson observations and document analysis.

1. Semi-structured individual interviews

Interviews consisted of a number of open-ended questions. As suggested by Creswell
(2014), first few questions should help researchers to “relax the interviewees and motivate
them to talk” (p.247). Therefore, the beginning part of the interviews included demographic
questions which were brief and easy to answer. According to Creswell (2014), “the core
questions” help to find answers to the main research question (p. 248). In addition, the
researcher could ask questions to clarify the ideas or further develop them but asking too many
additional questions might cause bias to the obtained data as there was a danger to move side
tracked from what the respondent actually intended to say to what the researcher expected to
hear (Creswell, 2014). Thus, it was important for the researcher to ask questions in a logically
coherent manner in order to avoid confusion and bias in the responses of the research
participants.

The interviews lasted for about an hour considering the number of questions and semi-

structured nature of the instrument. The data was recorded on the tape upon receiving a
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permission from the interview participants. Keeping notes throughout interviews was
important arch in order to grasp the complexities of participants’ perceptions and attitudes on
the spot. Keeping reflective notebooks was a convenient way to accumulate the ideas for a
further analysis and reflection in addition to the recorded data in the qualitative research.

2. Lesson observations

All five research participants were selected for the lesson observations. The
observation protocol was developed in order to ensure that all field notes will be kept strictly
organized (Creswell, 2014). In particular, an observational protocol helped to “to record a
chronology of the events, a detailed portrait of an individual or individuals, a picture or map of
the setting, or verbatim quotes of individuals” (Creswell, 2014, p. 249). The research findings
from the observation were then analyzed and categorized according to the emerged themes
(Creswell, 2014). It was important to reflect on the notes immediately after observed lessons
in order to make additional notes which further were analyzed.

3. Document analysis

The document analysis instrument included examination of lesson plans, Subject
Programs, and Course Plans of five different subjects. The document analysis as defined by
Creswell (2014) is “A valuable source of information in qualitative research” (p.245). In order
to get access to the pertinent to subject documents, the permission from the research
participants was not required as all the documents were freely accessible in the school server.
The subject documents were carefully examined for “accuracy, completeness, and usefulness
in answering the research questions” (Creswell, 2014, p. 245).

3.8 Data Analysis

The qualitative research design enabled researcher to analyze the collected data

through own personal lenses. According to Creswell (2014, p.32), in order to analyze data, it is
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important to take a deep insight into understanding of the ideas and find their interrelations
and be aware of personal prejudice which may affect an interpretation of the research
(Creswell, 2014, p. 32). Thus, it was important to consider the research findings in an unbiased
way, detaching personal perspectives from the research results’ interpretation. The
triangulation of the research methods as premised by the case study research design helped to
strengthen the validity of the research findings.

The process of data analysis started with conducting interviews. The interview research
instrument required researcher to be constantly engaged in the reflection during the process of
data collection by asking probing questions and responding to the changing moods or
emotional reactions of the respondents. The researcher was constantly involved into a
reflective meaning-making process.

Once the interview data was collected, it was transcribed and coded to reveal common
themes, mismatches, or inconsistencies in responses. This process also included the
researcher’s decision-making in terms of the data which was the most or least relevant to the
research questions (Creswell, p.2014, p. 267). In order to organize the ideas into common
patterns, In Vivo and descriptive coding strategies were applied for data analysis (Saldana,
2015). In order to make a coding process comfortable, the transcripts were printed and hand
coded. The following themes appeared in the process of a careful study and analysis of the
interview data: differentiation by learning needs and interests, differentiation by abilities,
differentiation of the content, differentiation of the process, differentiation of the learning
product, lack of collaboration, lack of professional support, lack of encouragement, lack of
time, formal collaborative practices. The analysis of the collected data using the interview

instrument helped to establish a bigger picture of the explored phenomenon, relate the research
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findings back to the literature review as well as provide grounds for researcher’s meaning-
making process and identifying limitations of the research (Creswell, 2014).

The observational data was also transcribed and coded according to the emerged
themes. The descriptive and reflective notes taken during the observational process were
helpful to make meanings of the collected data and establish connections with the data
collected from individual interviews.

The documents were carefully examined in order to identify support and guidance
provided to the research participants in differentiation. The number and quality of resources
was studied to reveal the programs’ requirements and suggestions in terms of differentiated
instruction.

3.9 Ethical Considerations

First of all, an approval from the review board of Nazarbayev University (Creswell,
2014, p.232-233) was received by providing a detailed description of the procedures and
ethical considerations of the research as well as potential benefits that the research may bring
to the research site. This procedure was strictly required as the nature of any empirical
research involves people and their lived experiences.

It highly important for the researcher to protect the rights of the participants and keep
them informed about the procedures of research. The participants took part in the research on a
voluntarily basis. They were first approached via corporate mail by sending a letter which
informed them about the research purpose and asked their permission to take part in the
research. The research participants were asked to study carefully and sign the consent form
which included the purpose of the study and its potential benefits for the research site as well

as for the participants’ professional development. The participants were also informed in the
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provided consent form about their rights to withdraw anytime they wished even after signing
it.

Before the interview, the participants were notified that they might not answer the
questions which they felt uncomfortable with. The permission to record the data was received
from the participants.

The research ethics also addressed confidentiality of the research data and anonymity
of the research participants’ identities. The data was kept password protected on the
researcher’s personal laptop. The names of the research participants were kept anonymous in
order to protect them from any risks which may potentially be posed on them. The research
participants were given pseudonyms in the present research. Their names were not recorded in
the interview transcripts, only pseudonyms were used. Also, the participants learned from the
researcher that their identities would be known only to the researcher. The research
participants were also informed both in the consent form and verbatim that their responses
would be used only for the research purposes and, in case they wished, they could check how
their responses were interpreted. Also research participants were informed that interview
recordings as well as all the notes taken during interviews and lesson observations would be
discarded as soon as the data was analyzed.

3.10 Conclusion

The nature of the case study research design helped the researcher to take insights into
perceptions of differentiated instruction along with teaching practices. Furthermore, an
analysis of the curricular documents helped to learn about the curriculum requirements, the
strategies and approaches suggested in the documents that speak to differentiated instruction,

including teaching resources. It was important to ensure the ethics of the research in the way
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the research participants were approached, informed, and treated as well as in the way the data

was collected, stored, and analyzed.
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Chapter 4. Findings

4.1 Introduction

The research findings on the perceptions and experiences of differentiated instruction
by subject coordinators who are also practicing teachers in one school for gifted students in
Kazakhstan are presented in this chapter. The purpose of the study was to explore how
teachers-coordinators understand differentiation and how those perceptions shape their
teaching and leadership practices at school through conducting semi-structured interviews,
lesson observations, and document analysis.

The qualitative research design of the study allowed in-depth exploration of the
questions concerning the research participants’ understandings of differentiated instruction,
their employed practices, the role of their leadership positions in ensuring differentiation
through collaborative practices as well as the challenges that they face in teaching and subject
programs’ coordination.

The chapter is divided into three main sections. The first section addresses the research
question concerning understandings of differentiated instruction. The teaching practices of
research participants through the data obtained from interviews, lesson observations as well as
subject-related documents in differentiated instruction are described in section two. The next
section addresses the challenges in implementing differentiated instruction as well as the role
of leadership position in addressing those challenges and improving differentiated teaching
practices at the research site.

4.2 Perceptions of differentiated instruction

The first set of questions concerned participants’ perceptions of differentiated

instruction and the role of values in shaping those understandings. Overall, participants
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perceive differentiated instruction as use of teaching strategies and approaches as tailored to

individual needs, interests, and abilities of their learners.

4.2.1 Individual learning needs, interests, and styles

Almost all participants connected differentiation with their learners’ individual
interests and needs. For example, Talgat talked about the significance for teachers to observe
the change in students’ behaviors and considering those changes as they reflect their interests
and preferences that evolve over time. He said that as students become older through one
academic year, teacher should reconsider the employed teaching strategies and select those
which address their changed preferences and needs. Arman also discussed the importance of
selecting appropriate teaching resources as the way of differentiation. He said that it is a way
to motivate students when learning resources are relevant to his students’ interests.

Svetlana and Aizhan also related differentiation to recognizing their students’ learning
needs. As Aizhan said: “I believe that all students are unique. It is teacher’s responsibility to
recognize what students need and engage them into lessons”.

Marina said that differentiation is primarily concerned with her students’ interests, their
various learning styles. She highlighted the importance of providing her students with multiple
forms of presentation which fit their learning styles. The following quote shows her opinion:
“Students like to learn in the way which best fits their learning styles, for example, some
students are good presenters, some of them are good writers, or speakers. Some really like to

draw or act out their responses”.

4.2.2 Individual learning abilities
In the responses given by Arman and Aizhan, the focus on differentiation by ability

was put. As Arman said, it is important to recognize his students’ abilities and develop multi-
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level tasks in line with them. As he said, differentiation means tailoring teaching to low,
middle, and high levels of students’ capacities. The same opinion was expressed by Aizhan, as
she connected differentiation with recognizing students’ multiple abilities. However, in the
response given by Svetlana, resentment against labeling students by their abilities was
expressed as she said: “Differentiation is exactly not dividing students into groups by levels
like “here we have the strongest students, here we have the weakest students”. As Svetlana
proceeded about the uselessness of ability-based approach to differentiation, she said that she
had noticed a tendency among her students to select more complex tasks whenever they are
given a chance to choose at her lesson. Also she mentioned that her personal teaching
philosophy contradicts dividing students by ability in class or making it visible to other
students as it might humiliate them.

According to the opinion presented by Zarina, a majority of teachers perceive
differentiation through the lenses of ability-based teaching and therefore limit their
differentiated teaching practices to developing multi-level tasks without primarily considering
what they need instead of what they are able to do. She added that the ability-based approach
which is mainly used by school teachers restricts learning potentials as students are merely
assigned multi-level tasks instead of being engaged into lesson through other various
strategies. Also, as she said, most teachers perceive differentiation as a time-consuming,
complicated process which requires much time for planning. However, as Zarina proceeded, it
can be even implemented through the use of simple verbs:

...for example, when I say to students “Observe how the reaction between zinc and

Hydrochloric acid occurs” it means that through the use of verb “observe” I give

students possibility to observe. If I ask them the following question “Describe what

you see” I can learn from the students’ responses a lot of information, for example that
not everyone can describe it.
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The follow-up question to Zarina concerned the reasons why teachers mainly limit
their understandings of differentiation to tasks of varied levels of complexity as assigned to
“stronger” and “weaker” students. In the response, she pointed out the fact that despite the vast
body of contemporary literature on differentiated instruction, there is no unanimous
understanding of what it is and nobody would ever say exactly how to differentiate because
teachers are all different and their students are different and, therefore, it is up to individual
teachers to create conditions for their learners’ academic success. This can be done if teachers,
as put by Zarina, “ever ponder about having successful lessons where they can observe and
analyze individual students’ achievements and progress”.

Also, Zarina mentioned the Soviet past as one of the factors which impacted on the
formation of teachers’ ability-based understanding of differentiation:

Why does it happen? Well...this is from our history. In Soviet school, we have been

usually given cards like ABC. A is easy, B is medium, C is difficult. This is our past

and it still lingers. Some teachers, for example, might say that A is difficult level and C

is easy. Everyone differentiates in different way.

This opinion suggests that teachers at the research site need training to build an
accurate concept of differentiated instruction. However, Zarina also mentioned the fact that
teachers still think that there are right or wrong ways of differentiation as they still expect
someone to teach them how to do it: “You will never find the right answer for how teachers
should differentiate. And that is why the understandings on differentiation vary”.

From the data presented in this section, the conclusion can be made that the varied
attitudes towards differentiation at the research site are mainly shaped by teachers’ personal

attitudes to teaching as either the field for creating opportunities for their students or for

following straightforward directions due to the lack of vision of what differentiation is.

4.2.3 The impact of personal values
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The role of teachers’ personal values and beliefs is claimed to be essential in
differentiated teaching by leading experts in the field. Therefore, it was important for the
current research to learn about participants’ values and beliefs that impact their teaching
practices. All of the participants emphasized the importance of their personal values in
determining the pedagogies employed in their classrooms in order to promote respectful,

supportive and open attitudes in class.

4.2.3.1 Respect and support

Arman spoke about the importance of ensuring a respectful atmosphere in the
classroom which helps teacher to organize group and pair work: “Students help each other, for
example stronger students provide support to their struggling peers and this a value that I
foster in my classroom through collaboration”. He also exemplified the use of mother
language as another highly fostered value in his classroom. He said that students at times like
to mix Russian, English, and Kazakh languages which is not acceptable in their classes as they
are instructed in the Kazakh language. As Arman explained, this situation mainly happens due
to the trilingual policy which is being implemented at the research site. Students tend to switch
from one language to another when they have difficulties in speaking.

Marina and Talgat also talked about fostering respect through classroom
communication as they believe it to be important to build a comfortable atmosphere at lessons.
Marina believes that it is essential to demonstrate respect to learners through consideration of
their opinions, concerns, or preferences in selecting teaching material, resources, and
assessment forms. She put it in the following way:

...checking on students’ responses in the classroom is not important for me. What is

important instead is supporting them in every possible way. It is important for me to be
a trustworthy person for my students. | try to show my respect to their personalities
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when | speak to them. Students always feel when their personalities are respected by
teachers.

4.2.3.2 Respect for differences

Respect for students’ differences is a value which was communicated by Svetlana as
essential in her classroom. Svetlana believes that when differentiation takes place in the class,
it is important for a teacher to be considerate of students’ differences and feelings as well. She
believes that differentiation should, as figuratively expressed by her, “be behind the scenes”.
She emphasized the importance of “inconspicuous” differentiation when it is based on their
abilities, as she believes that it might hurt or negatively affect them:

... For example, I hate dividing students into “good” and “bad”, “strong” and “weak”.

That’s why I never make those groups. I try not to ... [ try to make my differentiation

invisible. For example, if someone needs support I’11 give this support, but without

emphasizing in front of the whole class. “Look at this girl, she is weak, that’s why [ am

helping her”. I try not to do so. Maybe, my value is that ... I try to value the

personality, ... the differences in people. Differences are good, it is not like a problem.

That is why I don’t think that differentiation should be so clearly observed in a lesson.

All students are different and teachers should respect those differences.

Marina also highlighted the importance of fostering students’ differences in learning as
she said:

I believe that teachers should value students’ differences because all students are

unique. | have different students in my class and | think that it is my responsibility to
find engaging ways of meeting those differences.

4.2.3.3 Honesty

Another less emerged theme was honest attitudes of teachers and students. Aizhan
stressed the importance of being open with students when engaged in class discussions or
debates on controversial topics as it usually happens in her lessons. As she explained, students
appreciate when teachers are honest in expressing their minds, especially, when the discussion
concerns sensitive political and social topics. Furthermore, students respond in the same open

way as they: “feel that everyone can express freely their opinions and they will be appreciated



DIFFERENTIATED INSTRUCTION 43

for being honest”. As she proceeded, openness in class helps to establish an atmosphere when
students can express freely their minds and it is a way for her to learn more about her students.

Therefore, the values that influence differentiated teaching practices as shown by the
data, involve respect and honesty demonstrated by teachers and students in the classroom
communication. Furthermore, from the response provided by Svetlana and Marina, the value
for differences in classroom has emerged which is essential in differentiated teaching.

4.3 Teaching practices

A number of questions concerned teaching approaches and strategies employed by the
participants in order to differentiate content, process, and learning outcomes for their students.
The participants were also probed with questions concerning the ways to identify the needs of
their students, planning and lesson conducting stages in their practices as teachers and subject

coordinators.

4.3.1 Differentiation of content
One of the most frequently used way of differentiation, as shown by the data obtained
from interviews, lesson observation, and document analysis (lesson and unit plans) is
differentiation of content. Most of the participants mentioned differentiation of learning
resources as a strategy to accommodate their students’ various learning capacities. For
example, Arman uses tasks of varied complexity especially in classes with students from the
Science and Humanities tracks. The following quote best shows his approach:
Well, I have students in my classes from different subject tracks and | believe that it is
important to consider their backgrounds. | cannot assign difficult tasks and expect high
results from students who are majoring in different subject tracks because the students
have different abilities. | with my colleagues develop multi-level tasks during lesson
planning sessions.

During lesson observation, it was also evident that teacher mainly focuses on

differentiation of learning material as students were given cards with tasks which varied in
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complexity. This type of differentiation was also recorded in the lesson plan as differentiation
by task.

Marina also uses resources with varied content drawing on students’ reflections and
feedback on her lessons. She said that it is a good way to find out about her students’ needs
and interests:

Backward Design that I use for planning my lessons focuses on student’s reflection and

feedback. Therefore, it gives opportunity for me to find out what my students really

need. Then | use UbD for the unit planning and assessment in the end of each unit.

Aizhan talked about the ways to identify a content for differentiation by means of
surveys conducted by school psychologist in revealing students’ interests, hobbies, and
preferences. However, as she noted, this kind of assistance is helpful only in the beginning of
the academic year as it is important to observe students daily and it is mainly teacher’s
responsibility to uncover what students really need. The assistance of school psychologists to
improve the differentiated practices at school was also mentioned in the interview with Zarina.
She mentioned the fact that surveying students in order to identify their motivational types is
widely used at school, however, it does not provide teachers with meaningful data on what
students really need at lessons. In order to improve the situation at school, it was suggested by
her to add questions which will help teachers to learn about the needs and interests of their
students that change over time and surveys should be conducted on a regular basis, not only
once in academic year. The opinion expressed by Zarina resonates with that of Talgat, who
also emphasized the necessity for teachers to consider learning needs as pertinent to students’
age and bear in mind that those learning interests may change over time as they become older.
The following excerpt from the interview demonstrates the questions proposed by her in order

to improve surveys that school psychologists conduct each academic year:

...Well, what I did then was that I suggested our school psychologists to include five
questions such as “How would you like to work in the class?” with the following
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response options like “pair work™ or “individual” etc. Also, “What does a teacher need
to do in order to help you to succeed at lesson?” or like “What help do you expect to
receive from teacher?”

According to Zarina’s opinion, lessons conducted by school teachers generally lack,

what was expressed by her as, “wow” effect due to the lack of teachers’ awareness of their
students’ needs. The following quote shows her opinion:

Teachers tend to plan and conduct their lessons in a formalized and routine way.
Students lose motivation because they feel that teachers do not care about their
interests. Teachers need to talk with students in informal manner, individually.
Teachers should know about their students’ needs, what interests them or important for
them in their subjects. This information would serve a good content for their lessons
then.

From the data obtained from Talgat’s social studies lesson observation, it can be stated
that teacher mostly focuses on differentiation of resources as students work on authentic and
adapted textual materials in Kazakh as his subject is instructed in the Kazakh language due to
the school trilingual policy. He said that teachers in his department have to adapt texts to
lower and higher levels of language proficiency as some students find it difficult to understand
the authentic materials. As Talgat said:

Differentiation by language mostly takes place in our classrooms because there are

many students who struggle with Kazakh language and we have to adapt resources to

our students’ abilities. They may use dictionaries but it is time-consuming.

However, the participants who mainly associate differentiation with ability-based
teaching also mentioned in their responses the importance of considering students’ interests
and their multiple intelligences in developing tasks. For example, Arman said:

Developing multiple level tasks is compulsory in planning a lesson. Also, we can

develop tasks which draw on the students’ interests, or considering the multiple ways

in which they perceive the teaching material best. For example, one students might
have a good visual perception, another one might be an audial learner, another student
might prefer written form of work as opposed to the one who prefers oral explanation.

Some students need more life-related examples in order to understand the teaching

material. One method that is applied might work differently for students. Therefore, it
is important to consider all this.
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As it can be observed from the responses provided by Arman and Talgat, who
highlighted the importance of ability-based teaching, there is a contradiction concerning
differentiation in the way they understand and apply their understandings in a team-planning
and teaching process. The development of multiple level tasks is given a primary importance
when working together with their colleagues and in ensuring that differentiation takes place at
lessons conducted by all teachers of the department. However, participants understand that
multiple intelligences and students’ interest and preferences should be considered when
planning and teaching. Also, as Arman discussed, ability-based tasks provide scaffolding to
learners to move from easier to harder tasks. It becomes evident that even though participants
understand that differentiation can be based on students’ interests and their learning styles, the
focus is primarily given to differentiation by ability at the stage of lesson planning. This might
indicate the lack of understanding of what differentiation is and how teaching can be
differentiated towards various learning needs. Also, another reason for focusing on students’
problem zones and weaknesses rather than providing them multiple ways of achieving the
same objectives can be lack of collaboration among teachers as they do not devote time and
effort to address the issues that might arise in differentiation. The common practices of
developing multiple ability tasks serve as “quick fix” strategies rather than well-designed

approaches to address various learning needs, interests, and styles.

4.3.2 Differentiation of process

Mostly, the participants mentioned group and pair work as effective strategies of
process differentiation. For example, Arman uses the strategy of pair work in order to have
stronger students revise the learning material and for weaker students to learn from peers in a

way which is more effective. He stressed the importance of peer teaching as it provides
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opportunity for stronger students to retain more information as said that “students retain 90%
of information when they explain it to someone else”. Furthermore, the role of a teacher in the
classroom where students work in pairs as active participants was defined by him as
facilitating. During lesson observation, students in Arman’s class worked in pairs on different
tasks where stronger students assisted weaker students on task achievement.

Talgat said that differentiation is best applied and organized when students work in
small groups and teacher may observe how different students perform different roles and
achieve the same learning goals. He said that differentiation in the CLIL classes can be
realized in the way teacher develops tasks and questions to accommodate the multiple
language abilities of students:

Differentiation is provided in the language tasks are developed for different students

with different language abilities in Kazakh. For example, one students may have a

good command of Kazakh language, however he may lack subject knowledge. But

another student may be very good at subject matter but may have weak language skills.

So, here when differentiation takes place, the language of instruction should vary in

each individual case. Also it is important that this differentiation is not evident, it

happens when teacher asks questions and sets individual tasks to students with
different language abilities.

His opinion resonated with that of Svetlana when he said that differentiation should not
be evident to students by giving them tasks of different levels of complexity. But it should be
inconspicuous as teachers organize students’ group work or ask them multiple level question
in whole class discussions. However, Svetlana highlighted the fact that it works better with
junior students and one strategy that she uses is giving multi-level tasks by telling her students
that they can choose easier or harder tasks. And the striking thing about this strategy, as
Svetlana described in her response, is that her students almost always choose the task of higher
complexity. As Svetlana explained this fact “They do not want to admit that they are weak™.

Also, she described the use of “Scribe” strategy for assigning different roles to students in

group discussions in order to facilitate their writing and speaking skills as well as to engage
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less active students. Another strategy that is employed by her to engage students who have
challenges in spoken language is rehearsing the answer so that they can gain confidence and
revise for some learning material with teacher. During the lesson that was pre-stage to a drama
presentation in Svetlana’s class, students were engaged into individual draft writing and peer-
checking. The students in her lesson were given opportunity to revise their drafts after peer
feedback, also teacher suggested to incorporate character development or elements of narrative
composition into their drafts. The scaffolding strategy that was realized through peer checking
and occasional teacher’s direct instruction to students who needed support during the lesson
was a way to accommodate the students’ needs in the learning process.

In Marina’s response, the use of Understanding by Design (UbD) planning framework
was described and justified as being an effective tool for helping students to make meanings
and connections of the learning materials along process. Also, she said that UbD is a helpful
planning strategy to establish cross curricula links and organize performance-based learning in
her lessons. The lesson that was observed in Marina’s class was the stage of projects’
completion as students worked on their portfolio management and authentic learning scenario
presentations which were differentiated according to students’ preferences: electronic
presentations, posters, writing logs. The differentiation of the process as well as learning
product was demonstrated during the lesson as each individual student was given an
opportunity to present different learning outcomes depending on their interests. Also, another
UbD strategy that was demonstrated during her lesson was a mini discussion of the unit’s
essential questions that were posed in the beginning of the unit. As Marina said, essential
questions, which are set at the beginning of the unit, are helpful in creating real life
connections and showing students the relevance of what they learn in class to the world

outside.
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Conversely, Aizhan pointed out the fact that unit planning is challenging due to a lack
of time, though, she considers it to be a helpful strategy. She said that teachers at her
department plan according to learning objectives and put a greater emphasis on skill
development as guided by the subject and course programs. Also, she mentioned the fact that
her subject is taught in Kazakh according to the school’s trilingual policy and she finds CLIL
strategies to be helpful in supporting students with a weaker command of Kazakh language.
The strategies that she mentioned included peer-teaching, group work and use of graphic
organizers for language structuring. During the lesson observed in Aizhan’s class, the “Six
thinking hats” strategy was applied in order to develop students’ critical thinking skills as the
teacher targeted the development of students’ argumentative speech and use of evidence to
support claims. Despite the fact that the strategy was not described in the lesson plan as
differentiation, it was a way to differentiate learning process in her class as students presented
their arguments from different perspectives and worked first in groups which also allowed the

teacher to scaffold learning through peer-assisted learning.

4.3.3 Differentiation of learning outcomes

Differentiation of learning product is less used strategy by the research participants.
Marina pointed out the importance of understanding her students’ interests, their various
learning styles in providing them with opportunities to present their learning outcomes in
different ways, including posters, electronic slides, essay, oral presentations, writing journals.
During lesson observation, the students in her class worked on creating different forms of
presentations, including posters, electronic presentation, and writing logs as individually
selected by them. The rubrics for assessment and various forms of project presentation were

shown in the lesson plan and students were given worksheets with task and assessment
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criteria. The unit plan also included rubrics for multiple means of presentation as well as
strategies for content and process differentiation.

During lesson observation in Svetlana’s class, students were also given a chance to
make an analysis of either character development or story composition as a final product. The
tasks and assessment rubrics were developed and handed out to students at the beginning of
the unit. As Svetlana stressed in the interview: “It is important to give students a chance to
choose in order to learn more about their interests and let them show the best they can do at
the lessons”.

The document analysis of curricular documents, which included subject programs and
course plans, showed that teachers are provided with insufficient guidance and support in
terms of content, process, and learning product differentiation. The number of resources is
quite limited and only general recommendations concerning the organization of group, pair,
and individual work are given in the documents. This finding showcases the importance of
teachers’ autonomous work on improving differentiation of their subject curricula content,
organization of the learning process, and differentiation of learning outcomes.

Overall, the data obtained from interviews, lesson observations, and document analysis
showed that research participants apply strategies and approaches of differentiated instruction
at their lessons. Though, some of the observed strategies at their lessons were not exemplified
as differentiation in most of the participants’ interview responses and also were not reflected
in their lesson plans. This finding indicates an unconscious use of strategies to meet the needs
of learners without conscious reflection upon the pedagogical choices that they make. As
Zarina said, teachers have so-called “pedagogical intuition” in differentiated instruction which
signifies a lack of theoretical knowledge in the field of differentiated instruction and more

professional guidance in this area needs to be provided. Another finding shows that most of
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the participants use ability-based approach to differentiation in their team-planning practices
which mainly focuses on the development of multi-level tasks assigned to “stronger” and
“weaker” students.

4.4 Challenges in differentiated instruction

One of the research questions was about challenges that the research participants
encounter in their differentiated practices at school. The questions also concerned the role of
their leadership position as subject coordinators and also the role of school administration in
tackling those issues. The responses revealed the following challenges and concerns: (1) lack
of time; (2) lack of collaborative practices at school; (3) formalized collaborative practices; (4)
lack of professional development; (5) lack of encouragement. Further, each of the challenges

will be described with illustrations from the interviews.

4.4.1 Lack of time

The responses of Aizhan and Talgat showed the importance of having time free from
other teachers’ daily commitments in order to be able to plan for better differentiation and
engage themselves in self-learning. In order to exemplify this concern, Aizhan said that she
realizes that UbD is an effective planning model, however, this way of planning requires time
and due to the lack of time she has to plan according to learning objectives lesson by lesson.
Also she mentioned the fact that she has five different grades of Kazakh- and Russian-track
students which is also time-consuming in terms of planning and preparation.

In the response provided by Svetlana, it was also evident that teachers need time for
improving their practices through research and reflection:

Teachers lack time as they have lots of professional commitments and there is no time

left for self-learning and just to have a professional talk with colleagues, or go to the

library and read relevant literature... Well, teachers need time for doing research, for a
meaningful research, no matter primary or secondary, but surely time should be
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allocated for teachers’ self-development, but teachers always have so many
commitments at school. Rushing through a day with busy schedules prevents teachers
sometimes from reflections, immediate reflections that our teaching practices require...

4.4.2 Lack of collaborative practices

Another challenge that teachers experience in improving differentiated teaching,
according to Talgat’s opinion, is caused by the lack of school strategic planning in the process
of improving differentiation at school. He expressed the need for creating a shared
understanding of differentiation among all school teachers and, as he believes, the role of
school administration is essential in the monitoring of the school’s advancement in
differentiated instruction:

Well, it is the duty of the school administration to ensure that all teachers have a

common vision of differentiation and identify the problem zones that teachers may

have in their teaching practices. Administration should help teachers to fix those
problems and fill in the gaps of knowledge by organizing workshops on how to
improve differentiated teaching. Well, I can’t say that our school administration is not
working on this... it is, however, I wish they worked more in this direction.

Talgat’s response showcases the role of the school administration in fostering
collaboration which is based on common understanding and shared vision of differentiated
instruction.

Svetlana highlighted the importance of creating stronger collaboration among teachers
across all school departments through mini presentations that can be delivered at weekly
school-wide meetings. She considers the format of oral mini-presentation that would take
about ten minutes to be an effective way to share best practices and efficient strategies,
involving all teachers at general meetings. This strategy would not require additional time to
attend.

Marina also considers the role of lesson observation practices to be an effective

strategy to increase teachers’ professionalism and improve their pedagogy. As she said, the
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practice of lesson observation is well-established in other schools and it allows sharing of best
practices and the opportunity to develop professionally. As Marina expressed her concern,
such practice is not organized at the research site and neither is team-planning. Teachers do
not pay due attention to co-planning practice due to either lacking a sense of responsibility and
work organization skills or being overconfident in their professionalism.

Moreover, the document analysis also showed a lack of differentiation in the school
standard curricular documents. This finding signifies the importance of improving team-
planning practices at school in order to collaboratively plan the subject programs according to

the local educational context and diverse learning needs.

4.4.3 Formalized collaborative practices

According to the responses given by Marina. the team planning practice is formally
established at the school, however, the practice has a formalized top down character. This
makes team-planning a formal procedure which is being slighted by teachers for various
reasons, including those already mentioned by her. To her mind, the challenges that teachers
encounter are caused by the resistance to change which is determined by the mandatory formal
team-planning practices and indifferent attitudes of some department teachers to team
planning. Therefore, the conclusion can be made that formal behaviors created by school top-
down rigid collaborative practices are the primary cause of the issues that arise in the process
of attempting to strengthen collaborative teaching practices at school.

Svetlana also mentioned the fact that professional development workshops and
seminars at school on differentiated instruction are conducted in a quite formalized way with
specialists from the department for teachers’ professional development in Astana. All teachers

are required to participate and those specialists come from quite different educational setting
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and may not know the peculiarities and challenges of the local educational context. As she
thinks that this practice is not effective as teachers need to work constantly and collaboratively
towards improvement of their practices. Talgat in his response about the ways to improve
collaboration at the research site, also talked about the importance of building a shared
concept of differentiated instruction by encouraging teachers, not forcing them. Otherwise, as
he mentioned, it will turn into a formal procedure that teachers will not do.

Furthermore, formalized attitudes of the research participants to their leadership role as
subject coordinators can be another reason of the lack of conceptual understanding of
differentiation. For example, Aizhan and Talgat said that their primary goal as coordinators is
to ensure that teachers have a common understanding of the content and objectives of the
subject programs. This may be connected with their role of program developers as they
collaborate with other school teachers in order to improve the subject programs and ensure
that local teachers plan and conduct their lessons according to common standards.

Most interview participants highlighted the importance of supporting their colleagues,
especially, novice and inexperienced teachers in subject program implementation. This finding
is best illustrated in the responses of Aizhan and Arman:

There are many questions that I discuss with my colleagues, especially, novice teachers

in order to make sure that they plan and conduct their lessons according to the

program’s requirements and their students are engaged into their lessons. We discuss
the following questions during lesson planning sessions: What resources would they
use in order to realize this learning objective at the lesson? What learning objectives
would they select for the lesson? Will those resources help them to develop their
students’ abilities? Will students like them? (Aizhan)

My task, as a coordinator to make sure that teachers understand the requirements of the

program and they can reflect them in their lessons. During lesson planning, I explain

the standards, especially to novice teachers, share resources, or together select the
resources as we together develop plans. (Arman)
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The data illustrates the importance for the research participants to ensure that teachers,
especially novice teachers can select the relevant resources in order to meet the requirements
of the program.

Talgat said that the subject he coordinates has many special features and his role of a
coordinator is to guide his colleagues towards proper understanding of the program: “Some
teachers may have a wrong perception of the program and my responsibility is to explain the
program’s features and requirements to them”

Talgat also discussed the fact that being a coordinator requires him, as it was literally
put by him, “to correct” the responses of the learners and assist other teachers to identify those
problem areas: “Differentiation is about correcting. When | see that teachers or students have a
wrong understanding of the program, subject, learning objectives, | try to correct them and
explain the requirements”.

As it can be spotted in Talgat’s response, so-called correctional approach in helping
teachers to improve strategies of differentiation refers to the research participant’s personal
perception of his leadership position in ensuring that things are made right in relation to the
program understanding and implementation which is also a formalized way of perceiving
leadership.

In contrast, the opinion expressed by Marina demonstrates the opposite attitude to
team-planning practice in order to strengthen teachers’ autonomy over curriculum and
improve their practices:

UbD planning requires collaboration among teachers in order to develop a shared
vision of the subject program from Grade 7 to Grade 12 and identify together the cross
curriculum links because it is important to sit together and identify the spiral
development of the program, deepening and widening subject content in order to start

planning backwards, not in a formal way as most teachers tend to do. We need to
develop a holistic understanding of the program and start planning so that our students
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can learn meaningful things, they can see a bigger picture of their learning, not just

moving from one topic to another without seeing the connections between them.

Moreover, Svetlana and Marina stressed the role of self-learning in teachers’
professional development. This was evident from the following quotes:

As a coordinator | think my main responsibility is to ensure that teachers are educated

in this area. That they know what differentiation is and how it works, that they are

familiar with differentiated strategies and for this there are different approaches. We do
have co-planning. I try to coordinate it as much as I can. We discuss the program from
time to time when | try to coordinate it. | try to share what | know, what | can do, I try
to encourage people to do research in this area. | know that some teachers are doing
research into differentiation. That’s all I think I am doing. (Svetlana)

Teachers need self-education, they need to read, to learn more about teaching not only

from seminars and workshops, but from books they read, from collaboration with their

colleagues, international colleagues. Teachers can do Action Research, Lesson study,

they can research their practices. Everything depends on their willingness to learn. As a

coordinator, | try to encourage as much as I can. I can’t push them, but I try to show by

my personal example, for example, | always share good resources with my colleagues
through school server. (Marina)

This opinion clearly shows the fact that school coordinators, who officially lead the
process of program coordination and its implementation into daily teaching practices, serve a
powerful tool in fostering the process of teachers’ development and self-learning in the area of
differentiated instruction. Instead of communicating the standards and requirements of the
program, the way that teachers can be encouraged by subject coordinators to learn about
various teaching strategies and explore their own practice in order to identify their strengths
and weaknesses as well as various needs of their learners is a way of leading the change which
is not imposed from the outside mandatory powers but which comes from within and has an
empowering effect on teachers. However, this perspective was expressed only by Marina and
Svetlana as opposed to the opinion that three other participants shared about the importance of
curricular standards accountability. This contrast in opinions can be explained by different

perceptions of leadership as well as experiences of self-learning and professional

development, including team planning and team teaching.



DIFFERENTIATED INSTRUCTION 57

4.4.4 Lack of professional development

Lack of professional collaboration was spotted in the responses provided by Aizhan as
she discussed her expectations from school administration in order to improve differentiated
instruction. As she said, she does expect any professional support from school administration
as she has been disappointed by the quality of seminars that had been conducted at school on
differentiated instruction. In her opinion, the reason for that is the current level of teachers’
professional development as they have outgrown what school administration has to offer them
in order to improve their teaching practices. She expressed that in the following way: “School
administration cannot suggest anything which might be practice-based and really useful for
teachers in terms of differentiated instruction as we have a much higher level of professional
development than they think we do”.

Also, she said that she would like to “have a lecturer who would conduct an action
research and would show how differentiation works in the classroom”. This response can be
related to that provided by Zarina, who pointed out that teachers at school have the biased
expectations and attitudes to professional development sessions that school administration
organizes for them:

Everything depends on teachers’ disposition towards professional development

seminars which we organize at school. For example, if they perceive seminars on

differentiation as the way to show them what is the right way of differentiation or teach
them how to do it right, they will never work for them. It all depends on how one may
approach it... Teachers should not perceive what is presented at all those professional
development sessions literally as the only right way to differentiate. There is no right
or wrong way. It is up to every individual teacher to decide for themselves how to
differentiate their teaching as they all have completely different learning needs in their
classrooms. It is a matter of information synthesis.

It becomes evident from the responses provided by Aizhan, as teacher and coordinator,

and Zarina, as administration member, that there is a conflict between the expectations of

teachers and school administration of how professional development in regard to differentiated
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teaching should happen. It becomes evident that teachers need accommodation from school
administration in order to clarify their vision of what differentiation is, how it is perceived by
school community, and how it should be implemented at the research site. The perspective
presented by the school administration member presents the very nature of differentiation as it
a matter of personal pedagogical choice and value. Moreover, the response provided by
Aizhan, as a practicing teacher and a subject coordinator, indicates a lack of autonomous
action research practices which is an independent inquiry-based approach to professional

development to improve one’s understanding and practice of differentiated instruction.

4.4.5 Lack of teachers’ encouragement

Another theme that emerged from the response provided by Svetlana is encouragement
from school administration as teachers who can share some of their best strategies of
differentiation need to be spotted and encouraged:

They should encourage people, they should provide opportunities for educational and

professional development, they should find best practices and provide opportunities for

sharing. For example, they could say “Well, we have observed the lessons of English
department and for example this teacher is great at differentiating. Let’s ask her to
share her best practices”, and that teacher could have 10 minutes in a general meeting
to speak about her differentiated practice. Or could do a demo lesson for others.

It is evident that some teachers need moral support support in improving their teaching
practices. This finding also speaks to the necessity to strengthen informal collaborative
practices at the research site as teachers can be encouraged to improve their practices and
share best they can do only through bottom-up, teacher-initiated collaboration. These
improved practices will not put pressure and additional workload on teachers but will motivate

and empower them. Another way of sharing effective strategies, as suggested by Svetlana, is a

format of demonstration lessons.
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Marina also talked about a lack of encouragement in professional self-development at
school. For example, this is well expressed in the following quote:

Teachers need to be encouraged to self-study, to do new things and not to be afraid of

making mistakes. But teachers do not try new approaches in their teaching because

they are afraid, maybe, or because they get comfortable with older ones... I think the
role of school administration is to encourage teachers to be innovative, to develop, not
to stay the same.

It is evident from the data that teachers need moral support from school administration
in order to improve their teaching practices. Furthermore, teachers need recognition of their
best practices in promoting new approaches at the research site. Teachers need to be
empowered and motivated to improve and share.

4.5 Conclusion

The chapter presented the main findings collected from interviews with research
participants, lesson observations, and document analysis of different level curricular
documents. In regard to the set of questions about understandings of differentiated instruction,
it was revealed that some participants perceive it as a way to engage students in the learning
process drawing on their learning needs, styles, and preferences while others use ability-based
teaching approaches to differentiated instruction.

The collected data concerning teaching practices showed that teachers use different
strategies of differentiated instruction in their lessons. However, due to a lack of shared
understanding of differentiated instruction and lack of collaborative practices, differentiated
planning and teaching approaches towards more effective and holistic learning are not
promoted and employed at the research site.

As for the role of leadership position of the research participants, it was revealed that

subject coordinators mostly view their leadership role as ensuring that all teachers share the

same understanding of program’s requirements, select relevant resources, and develop tasks
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which fit different learning abilities. Another finding relates to the subject coordinators’
mentoring role in guiding mostly novice teachers who might have challenges in understanding
the specifics of the subject programs. Also, it was revealed that some participants perceive
their leadership as a way to boost one’s professional development, to gain more autonomy
over curriculum teaching and planning, and to foster their colleagues to learn and innovate.
However, in most of the cases, leadership in promoting shared understanding of differentiation
in team planning and teaching is restricted accommodating various abilities rather than
creating various opportunities for a meaningful participation and achievement. Furthermore,
there is a lack of strategic planning in improving differentiated instruction as put forward by
school-generated policies based on shared understandings of the concept and practice of
differentiated instruction.

Finally, as reported by participants, the challenges that they face in implementing
differentiated instruction are generally caused by lack of time due to work intensification, lack
of collaboration among teachers due to formalized approach to team planning, lesson
observation practices as well as teachers’ professional development at school. Moreover, as
findings show, there is a lack of moral support from the school administration to promote best

teachers’ practices.



DIFFERENTIATED INSTRUCTION 61

Chapter 5. Discussion

5.1 Introduction

The research findings in this chapter will be discussed in regard to the literature
review. The data is organized according to the research questions unlike the organization by
themes in the previous chapter. The interpretations of the findings speak best to the questions
posed in the research as several uncovered themes in the research data may relate to one
research question. Thus, the findings will be discussed in relation to understandings of
differentiated instruction, teaching practices, the relationships between different leadership
styles and implementation of differentiated teaching practices, and challenges that teachers-
coordinators face at the research site.

5.2 Perceptions of differentiated instruction

The first set of questions was exploring understandings of differentiated instruction of
teachers who are also in the positions of subject coordinators. The findings reveal that teachers
have an understanding of what differentiation is as they responded that different learners have
different learning abilities, interests, and learning styles. Also, research participants consider it
to be teacher’s responsibility to ensure that learners are engaged in the learning process by
using different strategies of differentiation. However, despite the fact that teachers have an
understanding of core approaches in differentiated instruction, it was revealed that participants
mainly focus on abilities rather than on a spectrum of learning needs, including their interests
and readiness (Corley, 2005), and learning styles (Coubergs, Struyven, Vanthournout &
Engels, 2017). This finding also has an immediate relation to teaching values and beliefs as
discussed by Tomlinson and Imbeau (2010). The values that research participants consider to
be important to be promoted in the differentiated classroom include openness and respect for

students’ needs, concerns, and preferences as well as respect for students’ differences in
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accommodating those needs. This finding has an immediate relation to what Dweck called
teacher growth mindset (as cited in Coubergs, Struyven, Vanthournout & Engels, 2017)
whereas Tomlinson and Imbeau (2010) called the ground to teach students respect and
tolerance for diversity which is an essential part of the world outside school premises.
However, even though diverse learning needs and styles were pointed out when
defining differentiation, most of the research participants still draw on students’ abilities in
developing differentiated tasks and activities. This finding was also reflected in the research
study conducted by Nicolae (2014) who revealed a common practice among Romanian school
teachers to “teach to the middle” (p.428), thus making a small number of students to receive
instruction which meets their needs. Furthermore, the research participants mainly view
differentiation as development of multi-level tasks. This finding is consistent with what
Tomlinson and McTighe (2006) argued to be labeling practices, not differentiated ones. The
premise upon which teachers draw when stigmatizing students by their abilities is also
consistent with what Dweck described as teacher fixed mindset, a tendency to “teach down”
(p.32) due to underestimation of what students might be capable of and willing to do (as cited
in Tomlinson & Imbeau, 2010, p.32). The revealed tendency of the participants to draw
primarily on abilities signifies the importance of having a fundamentally different
understanding of what differentiation is. There is a need to shift understanding of
differentiated instruction from what learners are not capable of doing to what they are able to
do when their differences are viewed by teachers as learning opportunities (Norwich, 1994).
The ability-based approach to differentiated instruction that is found to be commonly
employed at the research site provokes a negative understanding and biased attitudes toward

differentiation (Norwich, 1994).
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Another finding revealed that teachers who take more autonomous approach to
planning and teaching by implementing innovative teaching approaches and adjusting the
curriculum standards to their learners’ needs, have clearer concept of differentiation. This
finding is reflected in the study by De Neve, Devos and Tuytens (2014) as they discussed the
importance of teacher autonomy over subject-related curricular documents in developing their
understandings and practices of differentiated instruction.

Furthermore, the data collected from interviews and lesson observations in regard of
the differentiated practices, shows that those teachers who have experienced positive outcomes
of differentiation in their classrooms by using differentiated approaches both in planning and
teaching, have shaped the value of learning diversity which is grounded into the premise that
every learner is able to meaningfully participate in the learning process and achieve successful
results (Subban, 2006). Moreover, this finding is consistent with the arguments presented by
Fullan and Reeves as they claimed that actions and choices that teachers make in their
classrooms serve a starting point for shaping values and beliefs, or, conversely, the values that
teachers hold determine their differentiated practices (as cited in Tomlinson, 2017).

Concluding, it is noteworthy to say that perceptions of differentiated instruction are
grounded in the values that teachers hold in regard of the diversity of learning needs in their
classrooms — whether it is a ground to create learning opportunities or create barriers towards
all students” meaningful participation and achievement. It is evident that understanding of
differentiation lies deeper than technical knowledge of what it is and it is generated by
teachers’ attitudes to their practices.

5.3 Teaching practices

A number of questions in this research study explored teaching practices employed by

the research participants in order to implement differentiation. It was generally revealed that
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teachers use different approaches and strategies in order to differentiate their instruction
toward the learning needs. However, the most frequently used approach to differentiation is
ability-based teaching. This finding was described by Dweck as a way to undermine learners’
capability (as cited in Tomlinson, 2017).

Among the strategies that were exemplified in participants’ responses and observed at
their lessons, the most frequently used one is flexible grouping which help the research
participants to strengthen classroom collaboration (Corley, 2005). Furthermore, this strategy
of differentiation, as described by the participants, is helpful for an accommodation of
students’ individual learning needs and styles (Wu, 2013).

Understanding by Design (Wiggins and McTighe, 1998) is another strategy that is
employed at the research site as a way planning which substantially relies on students’
readiness, considering their educational and personal backgrounds as well as multiple learning
styles taking into account their multiple intelligences (Santamaria, 2008). As the data obtained
from lesson observation and document analysis showed, the UbD approach provides more
autonomy over curriculum and assessment which allows, as discussed by De Neve, Devos &
Tuytens (2014), to increase teacher self-efficacy by the opportunities for their self-
conceptualization and understanding of what differentiated instruction is and how it is
possible to implement its multiple approaches in planning and teaching.

The backward design approach, which is another employed strategy at the research
site, also helps learners to meaningfully participate in the learning process as the learning
material selected and tasks developed by the teacher have an immediate relation to real world
by being authentic and relevant to diverse learning needs (Corley, 2005; McTighe &
Tomlinson, 2006). Furthermore, the findings revealed that the participant who employs

backward design has more autonomy over curriculum (McTighe & Tomlinson, 2006) and
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differentiation enables her to connect the curriculum requirements with the needs of her
learners. This finding is in line with the perspective presented by Norwich (1994) who claimed
that teachers who differentiate their instruction reduce the gap between the curriculum and
learning needs in their classes, thus addressing the issues of equity in education (p. 293).
Moreover, as research data shows, those participants who described strategies of differentiated
teaching highlighted the importance of considering emotional disposition of students in their
classroom as division by ability may undermine students’ diversity (Santamaria, 2009).

The data collected from lesson observations and analysis of the participants’ lesson
plans showed that some teachers use differentiated strategies and approaches without referring
to them as differentiation in their plans and interview responses. This finding is confirmed by
Tomlinson (as cited in Wu, 2013) who spoke about the use of strategies in differentiated
instruction as reflections of the priorities that teachers set in their classrooms - a mere
acquisition of knowledge or a meaningful participation in the learning process. This finding
indicates that teachers lack conceptual understanding of differentiation and implications that it
sends to their teaching practices. There should be a thorough understanding of the principles
and goals of differentiated instruction in order to enhance teaching practices by putting
leaners’ needs first.

However, as most of the findings show, teachers at research site generally employ
retrofitting practices (Stanford & Reeves, 2009) as opposed to differentiation. The use of
ability-based differentiation by most of the research participants indicates their teaching
practices which focus on curriculum and assessment standards accountability. It was
showcased when participants discussed their responsibility for accommodating different levels
of students’ cognitive capacities. The retrofitting practices are employed by the participants

who draw primarily on students’ abilities as they expressed their concerns of having learners
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of different academic capacities in their classes. This finding corresponds with Elliot who
asserted that retrofitting practices take place when teachers face issues in their instruction
(Stanford & Reeves, 2009). Therefore, it can be concluded that most of the participants
perceive retrofitting practices as differentiation. This finding also highly resonates to the
distinction that presented by Bray and McClaskey (2013) as they claimed that differentiation,
despite its many overlapping areas with individualization, is a different way of planning and
teaching. It puts diversity of learning needs as an essential part of planning and teaching
whereas the latter focuses on individuality of learners and accommodation of their needs
regardless the diverse classroom environment. This finding showcases the importance of the
learning opportunities that teachers need to provide their learners with for a better
socialization in the world which “is rapidly becoming everyone’s backyard” (Tomlinson,
2017, p.29). Besides, the finding which revealed a tendency among the research participants to
adjust curriculum standards to various abilities of their learners was described in the literature
(Stanford & Reeves, 2009) as opposite of what differentiation is.

It was revealed that those participants who teach in CLIL tend to develop multi-level
tasks due to a lack of time. The practice of resource selection and multiple level tasks
development was found to replace other planning approaches. This practice is consistent with
the findings presented by Raskala (2014) in the qualitative study with Finnish teachers who
implement CLIL education and differentiation. According to the results of the Finnish
research, teachers also find it easier to develop tasks of multiple level tasks and select
resources in authentic language in which Internet is abundant nowadays rather than spare time
and effort to think about the ways of instruction differentiation in CLIL-based classes.

It was also revealed that the participants who teach in CLIL classes employ scaffolding

strategies such as peer teaching which is a group level of differentiation as opposed to
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individual one (Roiha, 2014). This finding also showcases that teachers consider the social
aspect of CLIL education in the classroom fairly well. It was also found out that teachers
consider differentiation mainly to address the needs of struggling students, omitting those of
gifted students (Roiha, 2014).

Concluding, it is important to note that the findings of this research resonate with the
perspectives and research findings presented in the literature on teaching practices in
alignment with understandings of differentiate instruction. However, it is important to
reconsider the research participants’ understandings of differentiation along with the
pedagogies that they employ in order to prioritize learners’ meaningful participation and
achievement.

5.4 Challenges in differentiated instruction

The research also targeted on revealing the challenges that teachers who are also in
position of subject coordinators face in implementing differentiation. As suggested by the
collected data, the main challenges that participants face relate to a lack of understanding of
the concept of differentiated instruction as well as lack of collaboration. It is interesting to note
that despite of the officially established and scheduled practices of team-planning at the
research site, there is a lack of collaboration in improving teaching practices. It was pointed
out by the response of the research participant that teachers resist change due to either being
professionally disorganized as collaboration requires timely interactions and resource sharing
or being overconfident in one’s professionalism.

This finding was discussed by Friend (2000) who argued that professional interaction
which lacks shared understanding of the goals of collaboration and which makes no impacts
on the participants of the process cannot be referred to as collaboration. As Friend (2000)

claimed, collaboration is a meaningful, interactive process which creates shared
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understandings, practices as well as it develops communicative skills of participants. As the
research data shows, the collaborative practices employed at the research site have a
mandatory character. This finding relates to Friend’s (2000) argument that top-down formal
collaborative practices do not serve the goals of the improvement of teaching practices. Also,
the findings indicate that there is a scarcity of collaborative practices at the research site which
would foster collaboration across departments in order to share best practices as well as
concept of differentiation. Furthermore, it was revealed that the participants need support and
recognition of their practices. This finding was reflected by Suprayogi, Valcke, and Godwin,
(2017) who claimed that collaboration is a key factor in defining teachers’ well-being as well
as their professional self-concept. Moreover, lack of time due to many work commitments was
pointed out as one of the factors which create obstacles to improved differentiated practices at
school. However, as Friend (2000) claimed, the issue with time shortage is mainly created by
the lack of priorities that school sets forward.

It is evident that collaboration is an essential way to create shared understandings and
practices, therefore, due time and attention should be allocated in order to improve the
situation at the research site. Therefore, it can be concluded that there is a need to reconsider
collaborative practices employed at the research site and, as proposed by the research
participant, to make a strategic planning and evaluation of differentiated teaching practices
employed at school in order to understand what areas need improvement.

5.5 The role of leadership in promoting differentiated instruction

Alongside teaching practices of research participants, their leadership roles as subject
coordinators were aimed to be explored in the present study. Generally, it was identified that
participants employ managerial or transactional leadership style as proposed by Shields (2009)

as opposed to transformational and transformative styles which serve the principles of
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inclusive education and differentiated teaching (as cited in Precey, 2011, p.38-39). The
transactional style was reflected in the responses concerning the main duties as perceived and
realized by research participants. However, the collected data demonstrated the division
between leadership as management and leadership as change. Thus, support and professional
guidance of the participants resonate with both leadership styles as it presumes ensuring that
the subject programs are well-reflected in the lessons and the requirements of curriculum and
assessment are followed unanimously by all department teachers.

Moreover, transformational leadership style is essential for implementing innovative
planning and teaching approaches with UbD being one of them in order to lead changes on the
transformational way towards differentiation. As Precey (2011) claimed, the role of
transactional leadership should not be undermined because it has relevance to inclusive
education by being a straightforward way of promoting inclusivity in the educational settings
with high level of accountability which needs to be managed for precision. This perspective
explains the opinion expressed by most research participants that it is important to ensure that
all teachers understand and implement subject programs in the same manner to the point of
subject-content accuracy and relevance. Also, as it was found out, all participants take
responsibility for communicating the requirements of the subject programs to their colleagues.
The limitations of managerial leadership style can be observed in expectations that subject
coordinators hold in terms of differentiated instruction. The finding shows that subject
coordinators consider it to be responsibility of school administration to promote differentiated
practices by setting illustrations or demonstrations as best differentiated practices within
school professional development framework. However, as it was revealed that school
administration holds opposing view and considers it to be a responsibility of teachers to create

their own differentiated practices through trials and errors and research of their practices. This
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perspective is reflected in Tomlinson and Imbeau (2017) as she claimed that teachers gain
knowledge and understanding of differentiation due to their experiences that they daily have
with all the pitfalls and successes. As it was revealed, subject coordinators who perceive it to
be their responsibility to set changes in motion in order to improve their teaching practices,
expressed more positive attitude towards differentiation as they possess more autonomy over
curriculum and assessment standards by implementing innovative approaches and
accommodating the multiple learning needs. This finding also resonates with the concept of
teacher increased self-efficacy through increased professional autonomy and actualization of
the improved practices (Tomlinson, 2016; De Neve, Devos & Tuytens, 2014). Teachers
increase their perceived self-concept and professionalism by becoming more autonomous
decision-makers and leaders. However, the research findings suggest that there is a need for
professional development programs in order to help teachers at the research site to build an
accurate concept of differentiated instruction and establish stronger collaboration among
teachers.

Furthermore, it was revealed that those coordinators, who perceive differentiation
through the lenses of democratic values, including learning diversity and difference, highly
foster self-learning and professional development of their colleagues which exemplifies the
constructivist approach to leadership (Lambert, 2003). They consider it to be their
responsibility as subject coordinator to ensure that teachers are involved into research
practices and have opportunities to develop their teaching skills through improved
collaborative practices, including team-planning, demonstration lessons, and mini-presentation
to colleagues from other departments. This finding resonates with what Lambert (2003) called
“learning community” for the enhancement of all individual teachers’ “leadership capacities”

(p.425). As the central claim of constructivist leadership proposes that every teacher is a leader
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on the premise that they can learn and construct meaning of their learning thus promoting the
key principles of inclusive education which creates the contextual, cultural, and pedagogical
framing for differentiated instruction.

Overall, it can be concluded, based on the evidence provided by the literature in the
field of leadership in inclusive education as well as research findings, that different leadership
styles as employed by subject coordinators respond to the general policies and subject
programs’ requirements set in the educational setting. Furthermore, the school collaborative
practices as well as personal values make a considerable impact on the participants’
perceptions of their leadership roles in creating and promoting differentiated practices at
school.

5.6 Conclusion

This chapter discussed the findings collected from teachers who are also in the
positions of subject coordinators on their understandings of differentiated instruction, their
teaching practices, the challenges they face as well as the role of their leadership position in
promoting differentiated practices. The literature that was reviewed in order to create
conceptual, theoretical, and research backgrounds for the present study was discussed in
relation to each of the research finding. Overall, the research findings are consistent with the
reviewed literature. The strategies which research participants employ were also discussed in
the literature. The research findings revealed that there is a need to strengthen collaborative
practices at school as teachers’ professional development programs in order to assist them in
building an accurate concept of differentiated instruction and share common visions and

practices of differentiated teaching.
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Chapter 6. Conclusions

6.1 Introduction

This chapter will summarize the research findings that were revealed in the present
qualitative study which included semi-structured interviews, lesson observations, and
document analysis. The results will be presented in alignment with research questions.
Recommendations derived from the research data will be provided to address the issues of
differentiated instruction at the research site. Also, the chapter will discuss the limitations of
the present study as well as implications for further research.
The main research questions concerned perceptions and practices of teachers who are also in
the position of subject coordinators in a school for gifted students in Kazakhstan. The
subsidiary questions included approaches and strategies to differentiate learning process, the
role of leadership in implementing differentiated instruction, challenges encountered in their
practices as well as methodological guidance and support provided by school curricular
documents.

6.2 Perceptions of differentiated instruction

Overall, the perceptions of differentiated instruction varied among research
participants. Some of them perceive it as a way to accommodate the learning needs, interests,
and various learning styles. Some participants still perceive it as an ability-based approach
which relates rather to accommodating curricular and assessment standards than meeting
primarily the needs of learners. Furthermore, those teachers who perceive it as a way to
accommodate learners’ cognitive abilities believe that differentiation can be taught and
learned as opposed to those who perceive it as an individual empirical practice that can be
explored and shared.

6.3 Teaching practices of differentiated instruction
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As revealed by the present research, teaching practices of participants are defined by
understandings of differentiated instruction that teachers have. Those teachers who perceive it
as a way to create multiple learning opportunities, use innovative planning and teaching
approaches, such as backward planning, Understanding by Design as well as strategies which
draw on multiple learning profiles. In differentiation by ability, teachers mostly use tasks of
varied complexity levels, differentiate instructional language in CLIL classes, use multiple
scaffolding strategies, including direct instruction and peer teaching. The team-planning
practices are mostly restricted to retrofitting of learning capacities to curricula and assessment
standards as development of ability-based tasks was found as the main planning priority.
Furthermore, some research participants use teaching strategies without a conscious
consideration of the differentiation that takes place in their classrooms.

6.4 Challenges of differentiated instruction

The challenges that teachers encounter are mainly caused by the lack of collaborative
practices and ability-based approach to differentiated instruction. The challenges with lack of
time and difficulties in language instruction in CLIL classes are created by the deficit of
school wide collaboration which would identify the priorities for creating a shared
understanding of what differentiated instruction is and how it should be promoted through
planning and teaching practices as well as collaborative work along and across school
departments. Due to the deficit of informal, intrinsically-driven collaboration that is grounded
into common goals and priorities, planning and teaching practices also lack vision and main
principles of differentiated instruction. The employed retrofitting practices accounted for

curricula and assessment standards rather than differentiation of content, process, and learning
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outcomes based on learners’ interests, readiness, and profiles create the barriers for learning
and derive teachers from the opportunity to increase their autonomy and self-efficacy.

6.5 The role of leadership

As research results show, the role of leadership in differentiated instruction is mainly
defined by transactional leadership style as coordinators perceive it as their responsibility to
develop and revise the subject program and ensure support and guidance to novice teachers in
relation to curriculum standards and requirements. The coordinators, who foster self-learning
and enhancement of their teaching practices through research, apply constructivist leadership
approach. Though, due to a lack of bottom-up, teacher-initiated informal collaboration, this
approach bears a rare character as few participants apply it. This leadership style would
greatly contribute to developing learning professional community of teachers whose values
and practices shape their understandings of differentiated instruction. The conclusion can be
made that due to a lack of common understanding of differentiated instruction as well as
deficit of collaborative practices that would benefit participants’ professional development and
learning, their leadership is mainly restricted to managerial role of subject coordinators.

6.6 Recommendations

The recommendations are made in consistency with the research findings and
addressed to the research site community. First of all, it is important to create a common
understanding of differentiated instruction by means of improved collaborative practices. The
collaboration should become a priority for promoting and improving differentiated teaching at
school. Teachers need to be accommodated with professional support and encouragement
through informal professional development sessions, including improved practices of team-
planning, lessons observation, and research-based practices. Teachers need to be given more

support and encouragement through informal collaborative practices, including team-planning,
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team-teaching, mentoring, internal professional development workshops, in order to gain more
autonomy over curriculum and assessment standards due to a lack of guidance in the subject-
curricular documents at the research site. The policy on differentiation should be developed
collaboratively at the research site. It is important for the school management and leadership at
the research site to create a learning community that will, in its turn, create school leaders and
set changes in motion by pursuing common visions and missions. Furthermore, there is a
necessity to establish professional development programs in order to help teachers to build an
accurate concept of differentiated instruction in order to enhance their teaching practices.
Furthermore, the finding of research participants’ unconscious use of strategies of
differentiation without reflecting on them shows that there is a need to develop a concept of
differentiated instruction in order to enhance differentiated instruction that takes place in their
classes.

6.7 Limitations and implications for further research

Despite the fact that all research questions in the present study were answered, there
are a few limitations which need to be addressed. First of all, in the light of a qualitative
approach to present research, the saturation of the collected data was not reached as the
findings varied among the participants. Second, due to the fact, that only one lesson in each
research participant’s class was observed, the collected data did not provide sufficient
evidence for a data triangulation. Furthermore, the research findings cannot be inferred to
similar educational settings as the uncovered patterns, including similarities and differences in
perspectives and practices, were not data saturated. Hence, there is an implication to enhance
the research results by conducting a similar research in schools for gifted students with similar

educational context.
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Appendices
Appendix A. Informed Consent Form
The perceptions and practices of differentiated instruction of teachers who are also in

the position of subject coordinators in a school for gifted students in Kazakhstan

DESCRIPTION: You are invited to participate in a research study on exploring
perceptions and practices of differentiated instruction of teachers who are also in the position
of subject coordinators. You will be asked to participate in interview and lesson observation as
well as provide researcher with access to Subject Program, Course Plan, and Unit/Lesson
plans. The interview will be recorded at your personal permission in order to be further
transcribed and analysed. Once the data is analysed, the recordings will be deleted, electronic
and paper data will be discarded. Observation notes taken during lessons will be shredded
after being analysed. Observation will take one lesson period time which is 40 minutes. After
the lesson observation, you will be asked to schedule any time convenient for you to discuss
the approaches and strategies employed at the lesson in order to member-check the
researcher’s interpretations for the accuracy of research results. The data collected from

interview and observation will be used only for research purposes.

TIME INVOLVEMENT: Your participation in interview will take approximately
40-60 minutes. Classroom observation will take one lesson — 40 minutes. No additional time
will be needed to allocate for the document analysis process. The researcher will work on

curricular documents analysis independently, accessing them via school server.
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RISKS AND BENEFITS: The risks associated with this study may relate to some
sensitive research findings. However, the identities of research participants will be kept
anonymous and known only by the researcher. The research data will be kept confidential and
password-protected. The research data collected from participants will be aggregated and
further communicated without any indication to individuals in order to maintain anonymity.
The sensitive research findings will be presented in noncritical manner as areas which need to
be addressed for further improvement. The benefits which may reasonably be expected to
result from this study relate to the fact that one of the priorities for professional development
of school teaching practices has been set upon differentiated instruction. Therefore, any
research findings which might indicate the areas for further improvement of teaching and
coordinating practices on differentiated instruction will be beneficial for research participants
and research site. Your decision whether participate or not in this study will not affect your

employment.

PARTICIPANT’S RIGHTS: If you have read this form and have decided to
participate in this project, please understand your participation is voluntary and you have the
right to withdraw your consent or discontinue participation at any time without penalty or loss
of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. The alternative is not to participate. You have
the right to refuse to answer particular questions. The results of this research study may be

presented at scientific or professional meetings or published in scientific journals.

CONTACT INFORMATION:
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Questions: If you have any questions, concerns or complaints about this research, its
procedures, risks and benefits, contact the Master’s Thesis Supervisor for this student work,
(Professor Rita Kasa, rita.kasa.@nu.edu.kz)

Independent Contact: If you are not satisfied with how this study is being conducted,
or if you have any concerns, complaints, or general questions about the research or your rights
as a participant, please contact the NUGSE Research Committee to speak to someone
independent of the research team. You can also write an email to the NUGSE Research
Committee at gse_researchcommittee@nu.edu.kz

Please sign this consent from if you agree to participate in this study.

| have carefully read the information provided,;

| have been given full information regarding the purpose and procedures of the study;

| understand how the data collected will be used, and that any confidential information
will be seen only by the researchers and will not be revealed to anyone else;

| understand that | am free to withdraw from the study at any time without giving a
reason;

With full knowledge of all foregoing, | agree, of my own free will, to participate in this

study.

Signature: Date:



mailto:gse_researchcommittee@nu.edu.kz
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Appendix B. Sample Interview Protocol

The perceptions and practices of differentiated instruction of teachers who are

also in the position of subject coordinators in a school for gifted students in Kazakhstan

Date: January, 8 2018

Place: a school for gifted students in Kazakhstan

Interviewer: Ainur Aliyeva

Interviewee: a teacher and subject coordinator of Language Arts

1.

2.

Questions:

What is differentiated instruction in your understanding?

How do you identify individual learning needs of your students?

Do you think it is important to differentiate your instruction? Why? Please, explain
your answer.

Do you think that your personal values shape the way you teach? How? Please,
explain your answer.

How do you use planning in differentiated instruction? Team planning? Team
teaching?

What approaches and strategies do you use to accommodate learning needs of your
students?

What is the role of your leadership position in implementing differentiated
instruction?

How do you support, as a subject coordinator, differentiated instruction practices of

your colleagues?
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9. How do you know that the learning needs of your students are met?

10. How do school subject programs support differentiated instruction?

11. What strategies do you use to ensure participation/achievement of students with
language barriers at your lessons?

12. What challenges do you encounter in improving your practice of differentiated
teaching?

13. What kind of support do you need to improve your skills of differentiation

teaching?

Thank you very much for participation! | want to assure you again that data will be

kept confidential and protected.

88
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Appendix C. Sample Interview Transcript
A — Interviewer
B - Interviewee
A: Thank you very much for agreeing to take part in the interview. As you know, | am
working on the research on differentiated instruction. Your responses will be helpful for my
study. Do you mind if | record our interview?
B: No, please, do, of course.
A: Ok, thank you. What is differentiated instruction in your understanding? How can you
define it?
B: Well, I see differentiated instruction as teaching that takes into account personal needs and
interests of students, adapting teaching to the needs ... exactly not dividing students into
groups by level like “here we have the strongest students; here we have the weakest students”.
It’s just adapting teaching to the needs of students ... that may be different.
A: Ok, thank. Do you think that your personal values shape the way you differentiate your
instruction?
B: Values determine the way we teach ... when it comes to differentiation I say ... For
example, I hate dividing students into “good” and “bad”, “strong” and “weak”. That’s why I
never make those groups. [ try not to ... I try to make my differentiation invisible. For
example, if someone needs support I’ll give this support, but without emphasizing in front of
the whole class. “Look at this girl, she is weak, that’s why I am helping her”. I try not to do so.
Maybe, my value is that ... I try to value the personality, ... the differences in people. That is
why I don’t think that differentiation should be so clearly observed in a lesson. It should be

behind the scene. A teacher should realize that he or she is differentiating, but it shouldn’t be

visible to everyone.
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A: Ok. Can you give any examples of different learning needs in your class?

B: 1 do have one class where for example, there is a student whose level of English is close to
mine and ... it is very difficult to get him involved, he is very polite, he does participate out of
respect to me, but I can see this is not what he needs. I try at least to ask him higher order
thinking questions, more ... higher order thinking questions than to others. But at the same
time in the same class there is a girl, who barely speaks English at all. It is not even a problem
of language; it is a problem of her personality. She doesn’t speak at any language. She is very
shy. But I try not to emphasize this, I try to ask her ... For example, when there is an easy
question, just to reproduce something. | ask her when | am sure she can answer in front of the
class. And when there is something more difficult that requires more thinking, more couch |
ask that guy. But, | realize that this way prevents her development, and the development of a
weak girl, but at the same time | try not to hurt the feelings because when she is asked to speak
in front of the class, she gets stressed. I try to get her involved step by step ... Sometimes
when | see she can say something | give her a chance. When | see that she doesn’t know what
to say, | try not to expose her.

A: Ok. Thank you. So my next question refers to leadership position as a coordinator of the
subject program. What do you think is the role of your leadership position in supporting your
colleagues’ differentiated practices? Can you give examples maybe from your co-planning?
Or working together on developing differentiated strategies?

B: As a coordinator I think my main responsibility is to ensure that teachers are educated in
this area. That they know what the differentiation is and how it works, that they are familiar
with some strategies and for this there are different approaches. We do have co-planning; I try
to coordinate it as much as | can. We discuss the program from time to time when I try to

coordinate it. I try to share what I know, what I can do, | try to encourage people to do
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research in this area. I know that some teachers are doing research into differentiation. That’s
all I think I am doing.

A: What support do teachers at your department need to improve their differentiated
instruction?

B: Teachers need education, first of all. They need maybe a course, but not the formal one ...
not just something to attend. I mean they need something real ... some real knowledge. They
need to be aware of core strategies; they need to be able to conduct a research ... again they
need education in this area. They need support in terms of time, allocated time for co-
planning, for discussions, for education and professional development. | think if teachers had
more time and were more encouraged, they would do more lesson study, action research and a
lot of this kind. This would help them differentiate, because | am sure most of our teachers are
experienced and they know what the differentiation is. But they have no time to think into
deep level about their teaching. If they could sit down and think, especially together. If they
had, for example the opportunity of guided reflection; If someone had a mentor or someone
who could guide this discussion, they would come up with great ways to differentiate new
strategies, new little things that improve their teaching. Time ... Encouragement. School
admins should encourage people, they should provide opportunities for educational and
professional development, they should find best practices and provide opportunities for
sharing. For example, they could say “Well, we have observed the lessons of English
department and for example this teacher is great at differentiating. Let’s ask her to share her
best practices”, and that teacher could have 10 minutes in a general meeting to speak about her
differentiated practice. Or could do a demo lesson for others. I think there should be time for
professional development. And freedom of this professional development. I think every

teacher should have a mentor, who would in the beginning of the year ask them like “What
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would you like to develop?” ... for example in terms of differentiated instruction. And then
decide on the aim for the year and ways to achieve it. And then the teacher should be given
time to read, to do research and share the results of this research. I think time, some guidance,
... maybe formal procedures ... And every teacher should have a mentor, because very often
even very experienced teachers they need guided reflection, because we tend to overlook a lot
of staff. You, for example, focus on one thing, and don’t realize that other things are
happening to you and your students. Guided reflection could help in this case. Having
specialists from Astana is not an effective way to develop professionally because they do not
our challenges.

A: Thank you for a substantial response. So, next question refers to your teaching practice.
What strategies do you use to ensure participation and achievement of learners in your
classroom? Strategies, approaches, methods ... Can you give examples?

B: Well, I think participation mostly depends on personality of a student. Because, in my
experience most of them can speak English. But they may be shy, may be tired? Maybe
preoccupied with other staff. The role of the teacher is to provide opportunities to everyone to
participate and one good way would be to ... For example, when there is student who feels
shy, | give him/her a chance to rehearse with me. For example, when other people work in
group and prepare, sit with that student and ask him “Well, tell me what you gonna say in
front of the class?”” And then I help them with language ... with some words, help the
paraphrase for their sentence to sound better. And then they prepare to speak in class they
have experience of pronounce this sentence and they feel more comfortable speaking in front
of the class. So, rehearsal this is one way.

There is another way when you can make a card, saying for example scribe. And when there is

group discussion you give this card to one of the students, it means that he should be silent
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while the group discussion, but note down everything that being said. And then when the
group discussion is over, it’s time to share with a whole class, this student can speak on behalf
of the group. It can be the weakest student because this provides opportunity for them to speak
without being interrupted. But at the same time it can be the strongest student, who usually
dominates the group discussion and this is a way to stop them. This student will be silent
during the group discussion, but then he/she will get their chance to speak. This is another
strategy.

What else ... of course there can be tasks of different level. But I try not to rely on tasks of
different level because it brings you back into dividing students into strong and weak. If I do
this, it works with pretty well with junior grades, if I do this, I do not give the task saying “this
is a task for weak student and here we go”. I ask students to choose. I tell them that “this task

2 <

is more difficult”, “this task is easier
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you can decide which one you want to do today”. And
the funny thing is that students always choose more difficult tasks, even if I think they are not
very strong, even students that are weak in my opinion, they usually choose more difficult
task. It’s very, very rare that they select the easy one. They do not want to admit that they are
weak.

A: So, they like to challenge themselves, right. Maybe especially in front of their peers.

B: Oh, yes, they do. They like to challenge themselves. It is interesting for them.

A: Ok. Do you always use the strategies and approaches as you planned?

B: Of course not ... Especially when I teach the lesson for the first time, when it has been
planned and I am with the first class. Sometimes students work fast, sometimes they work
slower and you have to deviate from the plan. Sometimes I can see that students don’t like it,
they are not interested and that very often they do things just out of respect to me. And when |

see that they are not interested | try to shift the focus. Example, today with one class we had to



DIFFERENTIATED INSTRUCTION 94

speak about reading, their reading habits, their favorite books, and | realized that these guys
don’t read too much. But then I asked ... there was not such question prepared in the plan ...
but then I asked “Maybe you don’t like fiction, maybe you’ve read some non-fiction?”” and
that opened them up. They read non-fiction, some of them read a lot of non-fiction and they
were much more involved when we spoke about non-fiction. This is how I shifted the focus of
the lesson. | kept the same activities, but change the topic.

A: Thank you for your participation in the interview. It was a pleasure to talk to you.

B: Thank you. You are welcome.



