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Abstract

This paper introduces differentiated instruction (DI), a widely used approach in primary
and secondary schools in the United States and elsewhere, to the community of Japanese
language teachers at all levels including universities. Based on the premise that all learners
are different, DI makes it possible for teachers to provide opportunities for students with
different readiness, interests and learning needs to perform at their best, so that learners can
learn the most appropriate content through the most effective processes, producing the best
products. This presentation introduces the rationale and components of DI as well as a few
examples at university and high school levels. It also discusses issues and questions about DI.
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Issues and rationale

Regardless of the level and type of school—primary, secondary or tertiary, regular or
Japanese language school—our Japanese classes are made up of a variety of students.
Our students vary in their cultural and language backgrounds, family histories and
educational experiences. Their aptitude for learning languages and styles of learning
may differ, too, and the Japanese language proficiencies they bring to their class, unless
they are in a basic introductory course, differ also. Our students are all very different
individuals.

We have observed that, despite using the curriculum, textbook and teaching philosophy;,
outcomes differ for every class. There may be several reasons for this, but the most likely
is the difference among students and the combinations of differences that students bring
to class. The differences in proficiency grow larger as students advance in their study of
the language. In upper-level courses the differences have grown so large that sometimes
it becomes impossible for every student to make progress if they are all taught in the
same way. In this presentation I would like to discuss differentiated instruction (DI),
which could help students increase their Japanese proficiency while using our limited
time and resources effectively.

Rebecca Alber summarised the rationale for DI when she stated: “Equal education is not
all students getting the same, but all students getting what they need. Approaching all
learners the same academically doesn’t work. We have to start where each child is in his
learning process in order to authentically meet his academic needs and help him grow
... equality is about meeting the needs of the individual” (2010). This statement captures
the essence of DI. Learners are all different individuals and they learn differently;
equality of education does not mean treating and teaching everyone in the same way
but providing opportunities for everyone to learn in the most effective and the most
appropriate way for each. In fact, research has shown that students are more successful
in school and find it more satisfying if they are taught in ways that are responsive to
their readiness levels (see Beecher and Sweeny 2008; Stavroula et al. 2011).

This belief is the foundational premise of DI. This is important to note because I have
been told more than a few times by colleagues in Japan that the philosophy of DI cannot
be applied to teaching in Japan because all learners in a class must be treated “equally;,”
namely, given the same treatment and taught in the same way.
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What is DI?

Many school websites cite a definition of DI attributed to Carol Tomlinson: “A flexible
approach to teaching in which the teacher plans and carries out varied approaches to
content, process, and product in anticipation of and in response to student differences
in readiness, interests, and learning needs.” DI is an approach to teaching, not a method.
Much of the content of this presentation builds on ideas from Tomlinson and others
who have been researching and practicing DI in classrooms at all levels and in all locales.

Components of DI: students and instruction

Three traits among learners require differentiation of curricular elements (Theisen
2002). The table below presents these traits and curricular elements.

Students Noun-modifying phrase
Readiness Content
Interests Process
Learning needs Product

Theisen calls the learners’ traits “Differentiate Why?” and the curricular elements,
“Differentiate What?”

Components of DI: learner traits

An appropriate execution of DI requires that we find out and consider learners’
differences in readiness, interests and learning needs. We will look at each of the learner
traits and curriculum elements individually.

Readiness

Readiness refers to what students know, understand and can do now. Students’ current
proficiency level, skills, content knowledge and understanding of content are included in
readiness, but readiness is not the same as or limited to student ability. Rather, readiness
means more general preparedness.
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Interests

Interests include students’ interest in content such as the knowledge of specific topics
and skills they want to gain from instruction.

Learning needs

Learning needs include learning profile, learner background and pace of study. Learning
profile encompasses several aspects: learning styles (auditory learner, visual learner
or motor skill learner); motivation (intrinsic or extrinsic, instrumental or integrative
motivation, intensity); personality (introverted or extroverted, risk-taking, tolerant of
ambiguity); and learning environment (space size, quietness level). Student background
includes cultural background (ethnicity and linguistic background, including heritage
learners and previous study); and family background (socio-economic background,
family configuration, familial attitude towards learning). In addition, learners may have
handicaps such as a disability or disorder; alternatively, they may be gifted. All these
differences result in differences in learning needs. Learners also differ in pace of study
or learning speed. Learning pace may be affected by differences in cognitive ability,
especially among young learners.

It is extremely important for instructors to know about the learner differences discussed
above if one of our teaching goals is to teach everyone to attain the best proficiency they can.

Components of DI: curricular elements

What to differentiate?

1. Content > What
Related to objectives; often based on standards

2. Process > How
Activities, tasks, grouping and length of time

3. Product > Assessment
Outcomes that are to be assessed

The three components of DI relating to curricular elements are content, process and
product. “Content” is what we teach; “process” relates to how we teach; and “product”
refers to assessment.
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Content

Content is what the teacher plans to teach to attain objectives. Each course has
instructional goals, which should be the same for all learners because they define the
reason for the course. However, there is always more than one way to attain those goals.
Unit objectives, weekly objectives and daily objectives all lead to the attainment of
goals, and it is possible to vary objectives according to learner traits; namely, students’
readiness, interest and learning needs. Content as well as objectives can be differentiated
according to how well a student understands a concept and what their skill levels are.
Lesson plans and teaching materials should reflect these differences.

An example of differentiated content can be found in Technical Japanese (JAPN422),
at California State University, Long Beach (CSULB), my university. Despite its title,
the topics dealt with in the course span a variety of disciplines including science and
technology, health science, humanities and social sciences. This course is one of the most
difficult to teach because cohort comprises a variety of backgrounds and proficiency
levels. This variation has increased recently, because budget cuts and cancellation of
courses have compelled some students to enrol despite their lack of readiness. This
course has been taught by three instructors in the last several years and each has taught
the course differently, but all agree that differentiated instruction was necessary.

When I last taught this course, I conducted a pre-test composed of some items from
previous JLPT Levels 3 and 2, the Simple Proficiency-Oriented Test (SPOT), and kanji
reading and writing tasks. The ten students in this course fell roughly into two groups:
four heritage background students, and six students who had passed Advanced Japanese
(JAPN302). Among the latter, some attained good grades in the course but others
barely passed. The three course goals were the same for all the students: to develop
some reading strategies appropriate to their levels; to be able to summarise information
obtained from reading passages and present it all to their classmates both in speech
and in writing; and to increase their knowledge of and ability to use kanji and kanji
compounds, mostly in comprehension. The objectives for each student were different
according to their proficiency levels and their area of study and interests.

The class met twice a week in three-class cycles. One group met in class to study using a
shared textbook, while the other group went to the computer lab to read individual reading
materials. During the next class, the groups swapped activities—the first group went to
the lab to do individualised work, while the second group came to class to work with a
shared textbook, different to the other group. In the third class, all students came to class and
presented their readings to the entire class. This cycle was repeated until the end of semester.
Below is a chart of the cycle which started during the second week of semester (Diagram 1).
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Diagram 1: Class schedule

i, EH 279 ZN% Section 1(644) 279 ZN% Section 2(444)
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Next to the chart are directions given to students on the procedure for individual

reading.
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The following is the format of the reports students wrote after reading their articles and
before making presentations to their class. After their presentation, students quizzed
the class to see if their presentation had been comprehensible to all classmates.

LiR—# AL RFEDOIE—EHRMLTULEZ,)
KA FeHH:
1. Z4bV
¥—7—F(52%7)
FE(100FLANT)
CDFLHEZHEA THIT DT L AR A
CORLFDHAA T E BEE(AA DA b DZ20FH E LR I,)
iﬁ%@i E0: ED3. 4. 5280 T UHNDRRICELED LIV, KIPROHEL
23,
7. fDZEEDTDDNSFP T
(WNBZFEDIL Va2 X
QQ)H A B LRI DT FERES5D
Q) TE/EI DD I A X(BRIET,)

SN T

In all upper-level Japanese classes at CSULB, students are required to complete projects,
research or reading reports. They are given a choice of topics, procedures and formats
such as written, oral and multimedia presentations. This is a reflection of our effort to
differentiate content.

Process

The second component of DI is process. Process refers to how one teaches: namely,
differentiation of activities, tasks and grouping of students. Activities and tasks can
be ordered, for example, from concrete to abstract, from simple to complex, from
structured to open, and from less to more independent. Depending on the students
(and often groups of students), different activities and task types can be assigned, rather
than assigning the entire class the same activity or task.

Multiple intelligence activities can be used to differentiate on the basis of learning
profile. Different teaching materials with the same or similar content can be used. For
example, some reading texts can be used as is, but others given to different groups can be
modified, semi-authentic texts with slightly less-complicated sentences and fewer kanji.

38



Hiroko C. Kataoka

Auditory learners may learn sentence patterns via listening and speaking practices,
while visual learners may learn the same structural patterns by reading them.

Group work is indispensable in foreign language classes because of its communicative
nature. Differentiation can be used for pair and group practices, where students can be
grouped according to their readiness, interest or learning profile. In all cases, similar
students can be grouped together, or different students can be grouped together. The
latter option may seem counterproductive, but it is useful because it can expose students
to different ideas and learning styles. Some students work better alone, and others work
better in groups. In order to satisfy all students’ needs, it is mandatory that class work
consists of “ebb and flow” of experiences (Tomlinson 1995), moving from individual
work to group work to whole-class work, then back to group work or individual work.

Another factor in the differentiating process is scaffolding. Scaffolding is “an instructional
method whereby the teacher provides temporary support while employing strategies
designed to help students accept responsibility for their learning” (Tennessee State
Board of Education 2001), based on Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development, or ZPD
(Vygotsky 1978). ZPD concerns the distance between what the learner can do alone and
what they cannot do even with help. The ZPD itself is the area covering what the learner
cannot do alone but could with help from a teacher, or in collaboration with peers.
Scaffolding is used to help and guide students to fill the ZPD. Since the ZPD differs
greatly from student to student, differentiating the type and amount of scaffolding is
essential, particularly when teaching a class with highly diverse students.

An example of DI in process is seen in a Recycle unit developed by Michiko Schricker
while teaching at a Saturday Japanese school in California. In a section of this unit,
she prepares the students through pre-reading activities introducing the process of a
science experiment recycling Styrofoam. The pre-reading activities include discussing
recycling, viewing a video of recycling Styrofoam, introducing and practicing new
vocabulary (both input and output activities), and verbally explaining the procedure
of recycling Styrofoam using pictures, new vocabulary and sentence structures already
familiar to the students. Schricker then differentiates the next activity of letting students
explain the recycling procedure in several ways, depending on the students’ ability and
rate of progress. Options including matching the pictures and sentences, filling in the
blanks in sentences which explain the recycling procedure, writing sentences on their
own, or verbally explaining the recycling procedure.

After concluding the above activities, Schricker presents a passage that explains how
Styrofoam is recycled. The global reading activities (choosing a title and matching
paragraph numbers to the topic of each paragraph summarised in one sentence) are the
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same for all students. The detailed reading activity is differentiated according to how much
understanding is expected of each student. Schricker developed three levels of reading
comprehension activities: the simplest is to fill in vocabulary to complete a summary of
the reading, the second is to complete sentences to write the summary, and the third,
to summarise the recycling process without assistance. Students learn in Japanese about
recycling and can tell others about the process, but in different ways. In addition, those
activities are done in groups or in pairs, unless students prefer to work individually.

Product

Product refers to outcomes that are used for assessment. In DI, differentiating product is
extremely important because we begin with the premise that students’ learning objectives
may differ. Since assessment of the course goes hand-in-hand with objectives, students
with different learning objectives should naturally be given different assessment.

Products can vary. Some examples include presentations, reports, posters, journals,
films, discussions and debates, in addition to the more traditional interpretive tasks
of reading and listening. The instructor can use DI by not only providing a variety of
products but also giving students their choice of products to be evaluated, based on
such factors as students’ language background, cultural background, interests, learning
styles, and language proficiency. Grading options enter the picture also. We do not want
to grade the outcomes too easily or too harshly, so we must find an optimal level that is
challenging but not impossible for any student.

Differentiated assessment

Assessment plays an invaluable role in DI because it forms the basis for determining
content, process and product. Chapman and King state, ‘Differentiated assessment is an
ongoing process through which teachers gather data before, during and after instruction
using multiple formative and summative tools’ (2012, 1) to identify learners’ needs and
strengths. Let us look at four topics concerning assessment.

Differentiated Assessment

1. Constant assessment

2. Assessment appropriate to individual learner
3. Assessment with options
4

. Assessment that reflects objectives
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The first topic is constant assessment. In DI, we need to assess students constantly,
beginning with a pre-instruction assessment. Pre-assessment has a two-fold purpose:
one is to grasp the learners’ needs, and the other to set objectives. Among those of us
who teach Japanese in secondary and tertiary schools, our greatest concern regarding
readiness is to find the learner’s proficiency level and, when dealing with higher level
courses, deal with kanji issues. Because kanji are also vocabulary, writing Japanese
depends heavily on their use, and so are intrinsically linked to proficiency. In fact,
differing levels of kanji knowledge is one of the main reasons for differentiating
instruction in upper-level classes.

In order to use DI, one needs to conduct frequent on-going assessments, both
formative and summative. This is for the purpose of creating or choosing activities and
tasks that are appropriate to learners and to monitor learner growth. These assessments
should be both frequent and appropriate to individual learners. However, since it is
nearly impossible to differentiate assessment for each individual, one may want to
divide the class into groups according to language proficiency, language skills, cultural
background and, in the case of younger learners, cognitive ability.

Students may be given assessments with a variety of choices. For instance, the learner may
choose the task, work style, assessment tools or evaluation format, such as self- or peer-
evaluation. The learner should be given opportunities to express or present what they
have learned in class and can do in the best way they can. Needless to say, whatever the
form or the tool, assessments should be able to measure how objectives have been met.

An example of a traditional but differentiated assessment is a kanji quiz. Since students’
knowledge of and skills in using kanji can be so diverse, especially in upper-level
Japanese courses, it is often not fair to require all students to learn the same amount
of kanji. After the student and the instructor have decided the level of involvement in
kanji and how much the student is to learn, a kanji quiz can take various forms. For
instance, some students may be required to learn to read and write all the kanji and kanji
compounds introduced in class; others, to read all the kanji but to write only selected
kanji compounds; and the rest, only to read them. If all students are required only
to read the kanji, then each group can be differentiated by giving them full credit by
completing 100%, 90% or 80% of the quiz. One group may be required, in addition
to writing the reading of the kanji, to write in Japanese the meaning of the kanji
compounds, while the other group may be asked to match the words with meanings
written in a different column.
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Another example of a rather traditional but differentiated assessment is from my
course Japan: Its Land, People, and Culture (JAPN452). This is a content-based
instruction (CBI) course that takes up topics such as Japanese geography, food,
industries, dwellings and leisure activities. The final exam gives students choices of
questions to answer. Below is an example, with rubric omitted:

RDOERIDHDE D% AT, ZNZFN300~400F-TEZLTHWEZIVL, HED
EHEX(1/4) HAGED IEMES (1/4) WER%(1/4) S VBB D F BEA: (1/4) THRE ML
£, (20x2=40)

1. HRDJINZE ) LTHLSTRAMD L DT, £, ZD 70T, EALHHE S

MERDIH D £ %>,
2. 5% COERLAFEDNER L TR MBI T 22, Z22UIE ) TIUIRIRTE
5TLEID,

3. BREBRMERODIZ e ERIELZDOTL LD,
4, BIEICR I L IV X — 2 ELC L 2 WS E VI DIZED X 5T,

In addition to giving choices, this type of writing can be differentiated in several ways:
asking for longer or shorter responses; giving simple or detailed instructions or giving
hints; preparing different rubrics; or, instructing students to use certain structures or
paragraphs. The task can be made more creative, therefore differentiated, by giving
situations such as having to write a petition letter opposing a dam, asking the government
for more funds for maintaining the national parks, or arguing for the free import of
foodstuff at an international free trade conference.
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In individual oral interviews, which are conducted at the end of the fall semester in
Advanced Spoken Japanese, we ask students a list of questions such as those seen in the
box below.

JAPN3117'0F—7 X TAF (k)

o HOMANZTERHTIZEA R ZEZGELET D,

© VLOTH/EALRGATORELETT D,

o FNFUNDLGTEDLE I IS > 72 H N & T30 L TS0,
s OOZADBIRIZOWTHATUEI,

o AR NDBZFOBRDIFEZEBCET, EILTEY) B FETH,
FELCHHLTLZZ &,

o« IFIBIZEALFIETTD,

o BRREADBRICOWTHEZTIEZ\ S, EOEBHIZONTHIDLFL SFZ TS,

« BEHIIEZTT, OOZAE . THOEVVY TESLATTD WVIZEALLSD
ATIP?

o WWRLISLOHEANEWWIE DT DGEHZE THIF T AT,

 VVOHREREIZ?ZZOBERBREBIISTONT  REIHNTHAETH, EILTE
I FE T 03,

e L»H . OOIADRERERHZTLIEIN,

o OO EARMMETT D, BALIEEZE T ET D, et TT D,

s FEREALMEEDLINTT D, ZALMEFHIZOOZAIIHWTVET), £7TL
TEIET D,

ZNTIF RDOGHE Tl 7)) DHACHNZ LTIV, (Bl Z JEGETHE D
—F%¥ET,)

Differentiation takes place by asking the italicised questions to only those whose
proficiency level was high when the course commenced. Those who began with lower
proficiency may be asked italicised questions, but are not expected to answer them fully
or appropriately. Since the weaker students do not respond to the same questions as
the stronger students, using the same rubric for all the students does not penalise the
weaker ones.
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Issues and questions about DI

The fairness issue

Differentiated instruction is not free of issues and questions. One of the reservations
about DI is philosophical. Japanese instructors, especially those from Japan, have voiced
opinions such as, “We cannot teach students in one class differently, because it is not
fair,” and, “The administration would have a fit if they found out we are giving different
teaching materials or tests, because that could lead to favouritism.” Are we “allowed”
to have different objectives for different students? Is it ethical to give assessments that
are not exactly the same for everyone? Is it acceptable that students who are awarded
an A for the course have a range of skills and abilities? Of these questions, the last is the
toughest to address.

To these questions, we can ask, “Is it acceptable that students’ readiness differs so much
when they starta course?” It is of course ideal if all students share the same readiness and
the same proficiency level when they enter a language course. Indeed, it is supposedly
the same in introductory courses. However, as students progress in language study,
uniformity across the cohort develops into diversity and this gap widens as the course
progresses. It is not only proficiency level or readiness in general, but also students’ level
of interest and learning needs that change as they grow.

Assigning grades

Were we to give all our students the same objectives, teach them in the same way and
assess them in the same way, it is obvious that weaker students would not be able to
perform as well as those with much higher levels of proficiency. Since the content would
be more difficult and they would not be ready for such a challenge, those students are
doomed to receive a lower grade. If we focus on those who are lower in proficiency,
then the more advanced students may not be learning anything new and would end up
wasting valuable time to learn more and advance even further. Those students should be
given more opportunities to learn. It is very difficult to see how filling these gaps can be
unfair and lead to favouritism. I do believe DI is the fairest way to educate our students,
and help them achieve their best.

One way to grade fairly is to consider giving three separate grades, which Tomlinson
calls “3P grading” The three Ps stand for performance, process and progress. If we focus
on performance, only those whose absolute proficiency levels are high to begin with can
get good grades. However, if we consider process and progress, and if the learners are
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guided through their work using DI, they have a good chance to receive high grades in
these areas. Course grades could be a combination of the three.

Student concerns

When one tries to tell students that we do DI in class, some students may become
unhappy. Among them are those taking the course for an easy A. As much as we do not
want to believe that some students come to our classes with that sole motivation, such
students do exist. I have had a few, and I had to tell them that one of the goals of the
course was that students complete the course with more proficiency. Not every student
was satisfied with that explanation, but everyone did agree to stay in class and put in an
effort to improve.

Another group, although few in number, are Japanese heritage language learners (JHL).
They have been raised speaking Japanese at home, but the amount of exposure to
Japanese differs from student to student, as do their proficiency levels and skills. A couple
of those students voiced the concern that their ability might be overestimated solely
because they are JHL speakers and thus end up unfairly placed in a high-proficiency
group which may disadvantage them in grading. It was not until I gave a pre-assessment
test (composed of selected test items from the past Japanese Language Proficiency Test
and a part of the final exam for the course) and told each student their result that they
were convinced that their Japanese ability was not overestimated.

In addition, giving the students on the first day of instruction some information on DI
and how the instructor would assess them usually works. I also have students sign a
contract stating that they understand the goals of the course and that they are willing to
work with the DI format, including differentiated home assignments, projects and tests.
This should protect the instructor’s position.

Limitations of DI

Unfortunately there are limitations to DI. It is not possible to employ DI when the
differences among students in readiness and learning needs are too great. For instance,
a group of children with a great discrepancy in age in one class, such as five to twelve,
cannot be taught effectively even using DI due to differences in cognitive ability. This
issue is often encountered in Saturday Japanese schools in the United States.
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A huge gap in proficiency levels among students cannot be filled by DI. I have taught an
upper-level Japanese course in which students’ proficiency levels spanned from Novice
High to Advanced Mid according to the ACTFL proficiency scale. DI cannot work in
a class with this much of a gap. Even if the gap is not so wide, it is nearly impossible to
teach a class of Intermediate Low learners with a few true beginners. There is a limit to
differentiation.

Teacher workload

Differentiated instruction requires teachers to be flexible in their approach to teaching
and adjust the curriculum and presentation of information to learners rather than
expect students to modify themselves for the curriculum. This means constant work on
the part of the teacher.

It is said that DI is not something extra you do but is a part of everyday teaching that
every teacher should do. Regardless of what our pro-DI colleagues say, learning to
incorporate DI into everyday teaching is time-consuming, and means a much bigger
workload compared to traditional teaching. Preparing and giving pre-tests (a part of
which could be an oral proficiency interview with each student), grading them, making
a form for and reading personal background information sheets, and grouping the
students into two or more groups is time-consuming at the beginning of the semester
when we are at our busiest. Once the term starts, the teacher has to prepare differentiated
teaching materials and home assignments, followed by differentiated assessment tools.
In addition, the instructor may not be able to use the teaching materials prepared prior
to the new term, because they may find that the student population is very different
from their original assumptions.

There is, however, a silver lining in teacher workload in DI: the instructor does not
have to fret about having to give an A to a strong student whose proficiency was higher
than the course goal to begin with and who never studied throughout the term. The
instructor does not have to agonise about what to do with students lacking readiness
who, no matter how hard they work and how much they improve, could not get an A if
they were in a traditional course. The student who shows great improvement over the
term could earn a high grade they could never attain otherwise, which in turn might
give them more confidence and motivation to work harder. It is a well-known fact that
success is the best motivational factor for even further success. That is perhaps the
greatest reward for the teacher, which makes some extra work worthwhile.
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