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There are two 
keys to 
differentiation:

1. Know your kids

2. Know your 
content
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Research about teaching suggests 

learning may be hindered by

Åisolated sets of facts that are not 
organized and connected or organizing 
principles without sufficient knowledge 
to make them meaningful (NRC, 1999)

ÅStudents have become accustomed to 
receiving an arbitrary sequence of 
exercises with no overarching 
rationale.ò(Black and Wiliam, 1998))

High quality curriculum and instruction:

Å Is clearly focused on the essential understandings and skills of the discipline that a 
professional would value.

Å Is mentally and affectively engaging to the learner.

Å Is joyful ςor at least satisfying.

Å Provides choices.

Å Is clear in expectations.

Å Allows meaningful collaboration.

Å Is focused on products (something students make or do) that matters to students

Å /ƻƴƴŜŎǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƭƛǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǊƭŘΦ

Å Is fresh and surprising.,

Å Seems real (is real) to the student.

Å Is coherent (organized, unified, sensible) to the student.

Å Is rich, deals with profound ideas.

Å Stretches the student.

Å Calls on students to use what they learn in interesting and important ways.

Å Involves the student in setting goals for their learning and assessing progress 
toward those goals.

¢ƻƳƭƛƴǎƻƴ Ψлл
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It Begins with Good Instruction

The greatest enemy to 
understanding is 

coverage.

Howard Gardner

It Begins with Good Instruction

Lynn Erickson: We know from brain research that 
students need to see patterns and connections, and any 
learner is looking at information and trying to pattern and 
sort it into what they already have in their brains as far as 
past experience, past learnings. And if they have no way 
to make sense of this massive amount of information 
that's coming at them, then they tend to get confused. 
We also know that they tend to forget a lot of what they 
have learned. It just becomes "traipsing over trivia" 
because it doesn't make much sense to them. So, moving 
to a conceptual level for the structure of that information 
is going to be beneficial to students.
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It Begins with Good Instruction

Adding It Up (National Research Council) ςRule-
based instructional approaches that do not give 
students opportunities to create meaning for the 
rule, or to learn when to use them, can lead to 
forgetting, unsystematic errors, reliance on visual 
clues, and poor strategic decisions.

Planning a Focused Curriculum

Factsό/ƻƭǳƳōǳǎ ŎŀƳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ άbŜǿ ²ƻǊƭŘέύ

Vocabulary(voyage, scurvy)

Concepts(exploration, change)

Principles/Generalizations/Big Ideas(Change can be 
both positive and negative.  Exploration results in 
ŎƘŀƴƎŜΦ  tŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜȅ 
respond to change).

Skills

Basic (literacy, numeracy)

Thinking (analysis, evidence of reasoning,

questioning)

Of the Discipline (graphing/math/social

studies)

Planning (goal setting; use of time)

Social

KNOW

UNDERSTAND

BE ABLE TO DO

In general, these are 
held steady as a core 
for nearly all learners 
in a differentiated 
classroom.*

*Exception -- linear skills and 
information that can be assessed for 
mastery in the sequence (e.g. spelling)
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These are the facts, vocabulary, dates, 

places, names, and examples you want 

students to give

you.

The know is massively forgettable.  

ñTeaching facts in isolation is like trying to pump water uphill.ò Carol 

Tomlinson

KNOW (Facts,Vocabulary, 
Definitions)
ÅAddition facts

ÅMultiplication facts

ÅHow to divide

ÅCommon Denominator

ÅHow to find an equivalent fraction

ÅLattice multiplication

ÅMultiples and factors
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ÅBasic skills of any discipline 

ÅThinking skills 

ÅSkills of planning, independent learning, etc.

The skill portion encourages the students to 

ñthinkò like the professionals who use the 

knowledge and skill daily as a matter of how they 

do business.  This is what it means to ñbe likeò a 

doctor, a scientist,  a writer or an artist.

Skills

11

BE ABLE TO DO (Skills: Basic Skills, Skills of 
the Discipline, Skills of Independence, Social 

Skills, Skills of Production)

ÅDescribe these using verbs or phrases:

ÅAnalyze, test for meaning

ÅSolve a problem to find perimeter

ÅGeneralize for any case

ÅFind and explain the error in the problem

ÅContribute to the success of a group or team

ÅUse graphics to represent data appropriately 


