Differentiated Instruction
and Social Studies
By Kathy Tuchman Glass
Do you find it difficult to engage all learners?
Are you teaching and reteaching core content
without students exhibiting improvement?
Students’ diverse needs, characteristics,
experiences, and other dynamics challenge
today’s teachers. To maximize student
growth, it is prudent to consider various
factors when designing learning experiences
and assessments, such as students’ learning
profiles, interests, and levels of understanding.
Educators foster progression by incorporating
innovative instructional strategies, providing
options for accessing information, or offering
different ways to demonstrate understanding
designed to meet students’ varied needs.
That is, they must personalize and differentiate
instruction.

What Is Differentiated
Instruction?
Educators who differentiate instruction
recognize students as individuals with distinctive
learning needs. They realize that students learn
at different rates, within a particular environ,
among peers for certain tasks, and essentially in
a variety of ways. Tracking is not synonymous
with differentiated instruction. While some
schools group students in a fixed situation at
a certain level or consistently employ whole
group instruction, differentiation implies varied
approaches to learning within a heterogeneous
class with the flexibility to move in and out
of different grouping structures. Educators
know that students differ in their readiness to
learn, interests, experiences, English language
proficiency, and learning preferences. Teachers
using differentiated instruction acknowledge
these differences. They proactively plan
instruction, practice, and assessment with this
student-centered, personalized instructional
approach.

1

Differentiated Instruction and Social Studies

Paths to Differentiated Instruction
In differentiating instruction, educators are
mindful of the need to address state or districtmandated social studies and other content area
standards while still taking into account the
diverse needs of learners. To do so, educators
can differentiate in four ways:
• Content—the skills, knowledge, and key
ideas students need to learn and how
they gain access to the information
• Process—the way students learn the
content; what they do to actually grasp
the material and make sense of it
• Product—how students demonstrate what
they have learned after a segment of
learning or at the end of a unit of study
• Learning Environment—the physical
environment as well as the affective
climate; it is the way the classroom works,
feels, and functions
Differentiating instruction requires
appropriately challenging each student and,
at times, offering an opportunity for them
to choose a mode of learning that best fits
their learning style and personal interest—all
executed within an emotionally safe learning
environment. It also means conducting
preassessments and continually observing and
collecting work to determine student needs
and then differentiating accordingly to optimize
student learning. When differentiating,
educators can prudently modify the content,
process, and/or product with regard to
students’ readiness levels, interests, language
proficiency, and/or learning profiles to address
unit goals.

Differentiated Instruction
Includes
• Challenging and engaging tasks related to the content area
• Appropriate teaching techniques oriented to various learning modalities and
work habits designed to move learning forward
• Flexible grouping aligned to tasks
• Opportunities for students to demonstrate mastery in different ways
• Integration and demonstration of standards
• Use of assessments (i.e., pre-, self, formative, culminating)
Leads to
• Increased academic learning
• Improved student self-efficacy
• Enhanced motivation and engagement

Differentiating to Respond to
Learning Profiles
To differentiate in response to how students
learn best, educators can align teaching
methods with students’ learning profiles. This
encompasses the manner in which students
learn and work. It not only includes gender
and culture, but also intelligence preferences,
such as Howard Gardner’s theory of Multiple
Intelligences and the model of Learning
Modalities. Both offer suggestions to help
students learn, by using preferences, strengths
and natural abilities. Gardner’s theory states
that individuals have preferences and assets
that affect the speed and manner in which they
acquire and process information. Students’
strengths influence how they understand and
communicate ideas. Teachers can use these
strengths as a bridge for students to cross
into new and unfamiliar areas. The Learning
Modalities theory focuses on sensory modes
including sight, sound, and touch. Most
students learn through a combination of
modalities and gain clarity of understanding
when instruction engages their preferred
modalities. Younger students, however, need
to be exposed to all modalities since they are
still investigating which one resonates with
them and helps to move learning forward.

To pigeonhole students into specific ones
would do them a disservice as they are still
developing their own proclivities. Additionally,
be aware that students can have more than
one way that they learn that could differ across
content areas. For example, an individual
may prefer accessing information via a video
to acquire knowledge about one topic and
reading a text for another.

Learning Modalities

Visual

process
information more
readily by seeing

Auditory

understand more
completely when
information is given
orally

Kinesthetic/
Tactile

learn best
with hands-on
activities, including
manipulatives
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Gardner’s Multiple Intelligences
Visual-Spatial

learns through seeing

Logical-Mathematical

develops concepts with numbers and linear patterns

Musical-Rhythmic

learns best with hands-on activities, including
manipulatives

Bodily-Kinesthetic

learns through tactile experiences and movement

Intrapersonal

has insights into own thinking

Interpersonal

interacts well with others

Naturalist

learns through outdoor and natural environments

Differentiating Social Studies
Social studies integrates different modalities
and intelligences through the varied nature of
the skills required to analyze and interpret the
content. Social studies curriculum incorporates
maps, writing, reading, recording technologies,
video, online geographic applications, roleplaying, field trips, and more. Furthermore,
varied social studies concepts—from politics to
culture to geography—can engage learners of
every learning preference.

An Example from the Classroom
The table that follows shows an example
of how an educator might differentiate to
meet a standard involving the functions of
state governments in the United States. This
represents an excerpt from a comprehensive
unit and features samples of differentiation by
content, process, and product.
The content for this activity is divided
into two parts. Part 1 requires students to
read teacher-compiled resources that are
differentiated and assigned by readiness level.
Teachers might initiate partner reading or adult
assistance for those needing additional support
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with accessing the material. For ELs, this might
include special concentration on frontloading
of vocabulary. In Part 2, students extend their
acquisition of content by choosing their learning
preference to access additional information.
Teachers can differentiate process by asking
students to first complete a graphic organizer
and then collaborate with peers based on a
topic of interest and share what they learn
with the class. The resources they use as
the basis for completing the organizer are
differentiated. Additionally, they can choose
from among a range of graphic organizers
and might prefer to handwrite or access an
electronic version to record information on an
organizer. For struggling learners or English
Learners, teachers might partially complete an
organizer and assist them, as needed. Students
then group themselves according to a topic of
interest based on a role that state governments
perform. They compile information as a group
and present it to the class.
Product represents a demonstration of
understanding at the end of a significant
segment of learning. This sample product
is based on the role of state government;
however, students would also produce a
culminating product that takes into account

other aspects of the unit. When assigning a
final product, it is important that teachers
identify the format and also the expected
criteria through a rubric or scoring guide so
students are keenly aware of expectations and
steps for successful completion.

Summary
Students are distinctive, and it is incumbent
upon educators to embrace their differences and
address them. To effectively teach so students

can optimize learning, institute a practice
of differentiation by modifying the content,
process, product, and learning environment. Do
so by appealing to students’ readiness to learn,
interests, English language proficiency, and
learning styles. Core curriculum dictates what
content to teach, but differentiation enables
educators to diversify instruction to reach a
range of learners. Differentiating instruction
provides pathways to an accessible social
studies curriculum for all students.

What is the role of state governments in the United States?
Content

Process

Part 1
Assign individual
students
appropriately
challenging reading
material to address
the guiding question:
What are the
functions of a state
government?

Graphic Organizers:
Using their differentiated
resources, instruct students
to record their responses
to the guiding question on
a printed or an electronic
graphic organizer that you
prepare or they create, such
as a web, outline, or bullets
with subheadings.

Part 2
Ask students to
choose one of
these three ways to
access additional
information about
the functions of
state government
and the people
associated with the
different areas.
• view a video
• listen to an audio
• read online or print
resources

Product

Instruct students to
choose one of these
options to demonstrate
understanding of the
guiding question:
• PowerPoint, Keynote,
or other technology
presentation
• Informational report
• Television interview or
play with script
Interest Groups:
• Music lyrics put to a
As a class, list the different
song
roles of state government
• Poster with art and
and associated individuals.
writing
Students then:
Communicate clear
• Arrange themselves into
expectations to students
groups according to one
before they begin work
role of interest to them.
so that they are aware
• Collaborate to share
of their task. Include
information.
the format each project
• Decide on a way to display should take, the steps for
their information and
completion, and a rubric
present it to the class.
for scoring.
• Provide input to groups as
they present.
• Add to their own graphic
organizers during or after
presentations.
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From Theory to Practice
Your Guide to Differentiating Instruction in
myWorld Interactive

Student Worktext
■■

Provides support for building academic and content-specific vocabulary.

■■

Offers frequent and varied opportunities to interact with the text, including writing, drawing,
talking with a partner, and acting out a situation.

■■

Reading, Writing, Visual Literacy, and Analysis skills features in the worktext give children the
chance to learn, practice, and apply key skills that address various learning styles and levels of
English proficiency.

■■

Quests suggest a variety of activities and culminating products, suited to students with
different levels of readiness, language proficiency, and preferences.

Student Activity Mats
■■

Dry-erase mats include outline maps, fun facts, and more; they provide hands-on interaction
with ideas and content for any unit of study.

Teacher Edition / myWorld Activity Guide
■■

Provides point-of-use suggestions for differentiating the instruction for each lesson.

■■

Provides point-of-use suggestions for scaffolding instruction for English Learners at Entering,
Emerging, Developing, Expanding, and Bridging levels.

■■

Offers numerous activities oriented to various learning modalities.

Digital Activities
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■■

Quest interactivities open additional avenues for differentiated student investigation and
demonstration of learning.

■■

Student Edition eText, with audio and vocabulary glossary support, provides added reading
scaffolds, helpful particularly for ELs and auditory learners.

■■

Whiteboard activities encourage children to get out of their seats and become more fully
engaged in the content of each lesson.
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