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Differentiation and the Common Core 

 
Teaching is a complex system composed of five interdependent ele-

ments. These “elements are the learning environment, curriculum, as-

sessment, instruction, and classroom  … management” (Tomlinson and 

Moon, p. 1).  

 

Elements of teaching 

The teacher determines the environment of a classroom. That environ-

ment will be supportive of student learning when the teacher respects 

each student, is optimistic that every student can learn, and is supportive 

of student success. The mission of the teacher needs to be to maximize 

the growth of each student.  

 

For the first time in the history of the United States, we have English 

Language Arts and mathematics standards that have been adopted by 

more than 40 states instead of 50 different sets of standards. These stand-

ards should guide what students should know, understand, and be able to 

do. The standards tell the teacher what to teach.  

 

For the first time, New York State is providing curriculum and instruc-

tion materials for ELA and mathematics that districts and teachers may 

decide to adopt, adapt, or ignore. These materials provide insight into 

what might be observed in a Common Core classroom. These instruc-

tional materials guide how instruction occurs. 

 

Even in districts that have decided to adopt the NYSED ELA and mathe-

matics materials teachers need to use professional judgment to make de-

cisions. Teachers may reflect on questions such as 

 How do I make this story accessible to my inclusion students? 

 What should I use in this lesson for my best readers?  

 How do I take this lesson and fit it into a 40 minute period? 

 How would I differentiate this homework? 

 

“Differentiation is not a plan to provide students with different learning 

objectives, but rather provides various routes to accomplishing the same 

essential goals” Tomlinson and Moon, p. 98). If teachers are using the 

NYSED mathematics modules in grades K—5, the teacher may differen-

tiate the conceptual understanding, the practice set, the student debrief, 

and the homework. The teacher may reflect on questions such as  
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  Which items from the conceptual understanding component of the lesson should I focus on? 

 Do I need to choose the simplest items; a combination of the simplest and items of moderate 

difficulty; or more complex items? 

 Do I have students who should be directed to the simplest items on the practice set or a com-

bination of simple and moderate items?  

 Do I have students, who with a little help during the practice time, could solve the most com-

plex problems either independently or collaborating with a group of peers? Should I only as-

sign them the most complex problems and a few moderate problems? 

 How do I assign homework problems so that everyone will be successful in completing the 

homework? 

 

Teachers need to lead their students and manage processes and routines (Tomlinson and Moon, p. 

14). Classroom bedlam never leads to student learning. Teachers need to make materials accessi-

ble to students while keeping the materials in order. They need to provide structures that allow 

students to help one another. Directions need to be clear, especially when students are working on 

different tasks. 

 

Assessment and differentiation 

Assessment is necessary for teachers to make wise decisions about their students. The infor-

mation from ongoing classroom formative assessment may identify student learning needs, moni-

tor the effectiveness of instruction, determine student work groups, and guide teaching plans. 

Summative assessment is “intended to measure and evaluate student outcomes” (Tomlinson and 

Moon, p. 19). 

 

Informal assessment occurs when teachers talk with students, observe students working, ask stu-

dents to use hand signals to indicate their understanding. Formal assessments include quizzes, exit 

cards, and homework checks. 

 

There should be a tight relationship among standards, learning targets (objectives), instruction, 

and assessment. A brief pre-test at the beginning of a unit may be used to determine which stu-

dents have the foundational knowledge from previous grades and which students need support or 

should be given assignments that require more complex thinking.    

 

Summative Assessment 

Summative assessments are more formal and are used to assess the outcomes of instruction. Mid-

terms, chapter tests, unit tests, final exams, and culminating projects would be summative assess-

ments (Tomlinson and Moon, p.91). Summative assessments measure “students’ levels of 

achievement relative to a predefined set of learning goals” (p.92). Summative assessments should 

focus on the most essential knowledge rather than peripheral knowledge. Differentiation may oc-

cur when the teacher provides students with three topics to choose from for an essay. Each topic 

was chosen because it would be of interest to a group of students. Students may have been given 

two articles for each topic that they read at home.  For each topic, one article may have been a 

lower lexile level than the other. All essays are rated with the same rubric.  

 

The New York State Department of Education has  provided the standards for each grade level. 

They also create the summative assessment that measures to what extent students have learned 

the content of the standards. Districts are responsible for ensuring that instruction aligns with the 

standards.  
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Differentiation and data teams 

Data teams may be structured as grade level teams in an elementary school, as a team of 

teachers who have the same students in the middle school or as content teams in the high 

school. They are teams of teachers that examine data for the purposes of identifying weak-

nesses in the curriculum, weaknesses in classroom instruction, and student needs.  

 

Focusing data meetings on struggling students may not be as productive as focusing on all 

students. Meetings need to focus on opportunities for all students. These discussions may lead 

to a deeper discussion about differentiation of instruction. Districts may consider differentiat-

ed independent student classroom practice and differentiated homework. This differentiation 

should be aligned with the whole class instruction for that day.   

 

Data may be used to pair teachers who teach the same course but have different weaknesses 

and strengths. Each teacher will be able to learn new teaching strategies from the other. Each 

teacher will improve because of the collaboration.  

 

Differentiation should not disappear because teachers are teaching to the Common Core 

Learning Standards. Module lessons may be different in two classrooms next to each other. 

Each teacher has made choices about which strategies are best for their students. During a les-

son all students are focusing on the same standard but at different levels of complexity. Mod-

ule assessments are available as a word document and can be edited to align with what was 

taught and to be timed to be completed in one period.  

 

Teacher improvement may also be differentiated based on data about their students and prin-

cipal observation. Some teachers may need coaching on classroom management. Other teach-

ers may need to learn to focus on the stated outcome of the lesson. Other teachers may need 

professional development on the mathematics content of their grade.  

 

Each of the elements of teaching may be differentiated.  The learning environment in one 

classroom may not be identical to the environment in another. Though two districts are teach-

ing to the Common Core Learning Standards, the curriculum in one district may include more 

literature written by African-Americans while in the other the focus is on literature focused on 

the Hispanic culture. Differentiated instruction and assessment may be used more often in one 

classroom than another. Two teachers may both have good classroom  management but use 

different techniques.   

 

Though New York has adopted the Common Core Learning Standards and provided lessons 

and assessments that may be used, differentiation permeates the classroom from decisions 

teachers make based upon their students’ needs to assessment practices and the learning envi-

ronment. 

 
Tomlinson, C. A. & Moon, T. R. (2013). Assessment and Student Success in  a Differentiated Classroom. Alexandria, VA: 
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