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Critical Element:

In many classrooms, the first step in differentiation
is the use of student choice.

Indeed, choice opens up opportunities and
provides students with varied experiences.! Curricu-
lum expert Robert Marzano suggests that students’
intrinsic motivation is linked to their interests.
Students are simply more motivated to do the work
if they are able to act on their interests through
choice. But for choice to truly reflect differentiated
instruction, teachers must be both analytical and
planful in the design of choice experiences. Choice
is not haphazard, random, or uncontrolled. In a dif-
ferentiated classroom, choice is “controlled choice.”
You determine when student choice may occur, you
design the activities students may choose from, and
you control which choices students may make.

Choice provides students the opportunity and
power to act on their interests; and the key to moti-
vation is interest. Not only does choice motivate
students to learn but also to actively engage in their
learning. Choice “hooks” students into learning and
doing the work. Whether your students are kinder-
gartners or high school seniors, they want power.
Choice is a way to enable students to gain a real
measure of control over their learning.

Choice opportunities are also an easy and

time-saving strategy for designing and facilitating

1 Robert J. Marzano, The Art and Science of Teaching (Alexandria,
VA: Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development,

2007).

MOTIVATING
LEARNING
THROUGH CHOICE
OPPORTUNITIES

multiple tasks in your classroom. Multiple activi-
ties are planned ahead, therefore, saving you some
day-to-day planning time. Another time-saver is to
develop “generic” choice opportunities, for example,
a choice board presenting spelling activities that

can be used repeatedly with each new list of words.

Nothing should be offered as a choice

unless 2// students have previously
worked with the process or product.

Creating choice boards with broad themes such
as historical events or genres of literature enable
you to reuse choice boards, thus decreasing your
planning time.

In designing choice opportunities, the most
critical rule to follow is: Nothing should be offered
as a choice unless @/l students have previously
worked with the process or product. If a choice is
offered to students to create a Web page, a tri-fold
display board, or an artifact box to convey family
history, and the students have not been introduced
to these products previously, you have a manage-
ment problem. Given their lack of experience with
these products, you would need to teach each small
group how to do the project of their choice. Why
do that to yourself? Teach your whole class how to
conduct a process or create a particular product

before you use it as a choice option. This potentially
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means that at the beginning of a school year you
offer fewer choices than at the end of the year,
when you have introduced your students to many

processes and products.

Offering Choices in Content,
Process, and Products

Students may be offered choice in content, process,
or products. Choice in content reflects opportuni-
ties for students to select whar they might learn.
While guided by learning goals or academic stan-
dards, you can offer students opportunities to act
on their interests or go into greater depth on par-
ticular topics. At its simplest level, students might
choose from a list of amphibians and engage in
more in-depth research on the animal. At more
sophisticated levels, you might assemble a collection
of historical fiction books related to a social studies
topic that represent a variety of reading-readiness
levels (based on, for example, Lexile scores). Then,
you organize the books into collections by readi-
ness levels and ask students to choose any book of
interest to them from specific collections of books
based on their reading-readiness levels. In another
example, students may be working on the same
learning goal related to writing summaries, but the
materials to summarize may be open to controlled
student choice. You provide reading materials rep-
resenting a variety of topics reflecting your students’
interests. Choice in content enables students to act
on their interests and motivates them to complete
the assignment.

When you enable students to choose how they
learn, you are using choice in process. This kind
of choice can be implemented as easily as telling
students that they may read their science textbook
pages alone, with a buddy, by listening to an audio
recording of the textbook reading, or in a small
group with your guidance. Following the reading
choices, all students complete a graphic organizer
to record their facts. Another example of choice in
process may involve students exploring their family’s

immigrant history. You could allow your students to

Choice boards are differentiated only

if they are designed with learmng

differences in mind.

choose to either do print or online research or to
interview family “historians” to gather information.
In each of these examples, the students have choice
in how they will learn about something.

Students may also engage in choice of products.
This kind of choice enables students to choose how
they will demonstrate what they have learned. It is
important with this kind of choice that you represent a
variety of learning preferences based on Multiple Intel-
ligences. For example, students creating an invention
to solve a household problem may construct a working
or nonworking model (Bodily/kinesthetic learning
preference) or create a labeled diagram (Visual/spatial
learning preference). Allowing students to choose the
way they demonstrate their learning enables them to

capitalize on their strengths.

Formats for Choice
Opportunities

There are a variety of formats teachers use to offer
choices to their students. Choice boards, tic-tac-
toe boards, RAFTS, two-by-two’s, and show-and-
tell boards are examples of formats teachers use to
present choices to their students in motivating and
manageable ways. Each is described in the follow-

ing sections.

CHOICE BOARDS

Choice boards are collections of curricular prob-
lems, questions, assignments, projects, or activities
from which students may choose. However, choice
boards are differentiated only if they are designed
with learning differences in mind. A random col-
lection of tasks tossed on a choice board does not
represent differentiated learning experiences for
students. Creating a differentiated choice board
requires reflection and planning. Page 73 provides a
checklist to consider when designing differentiated

choice boards.
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CHECKLIST OF SIX ESSENTIAL
FEATURES OF DIFFERENTIATED CHOICE BOARDS

Presents activities clearly focused on learning goals or academic
standards

Presents activities involving a process or product that all
students have previously experienced

Presents activities reflecting multiple learning preferences

Organizes tasks in ways that control choices to benefit students

Offers engaging, interesting choices for all students

: Represents a variety of tasks purposefully differentiated
by learning preference, readiness, and challenge and/or
complexity (one board for all students)

Represents tasks specifically differentiated and prescribed to
respond to the needs of a particular group of learners (several
boards, each assigned to a group based on learning needs)
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“The thinking teacher’s manual for differentiation.”
—Rick Wormeli, author of Fair Isn’t Always Equal

“An important book that makes differentiation doable
for all teachers in academically diverse classrooms.”
—Carolyn Coil, Ed.D., educational consultant and author

“A wonderful synthesis of several well-respected and current
resources . . . immediately usable in classrooms. Diane Heacox makes
differentiated instruction almost fun for teachers!”

—Karen B. Rogers, Ph.D., professor of Education, University of St. Thomas, Minneapolis, MN

If you're a teacher with an academically diverse classroom—and what classrooms aren’t these days>—you need
this resource. Framed around the critical elements for success in today’s classrooms, this book provides you with
specific, user-friendly tools to help you seamlessly integrate differentiation practices into your daily routine.

Look inside to find:

» An easy-to-follow structure that helps you experience immediate success in your classroom
» Cutting-edge research connecting differentiation and Response to Intervention (RTT)

» Practical and insightful surveys, templates, and checklists

» 100 illustrative figures and diagrams representing all curricular areas and levels

» Valuable information on assessment and grading, tiered assignments and grouping methods, student
choice and independence, differentiation for gifted learners, teacher leadership, and school-wide
action plans

» A CD-ROM with dozens of useful reproducible forms and templates
As you implement the best practices in this book, you will be making differentiation a regular part of

your teaching.

Diane Heacox, Ed.D., is an associate professor of Education at St. Catherine University in St. Paul, Minnesota.
She also actively serves as a consultant and professional development trainer for both public and private schools on a
variety of topics related to teaching and learning.

“The habit of differentiation results in students enthusiastically engaged in learning,
experiencing increasing levels of success, and gaining confidence in themselves as
learners,” writes Heacox, “and in teachers who welcome and celebrate the diversity
of lives, talents, interests, and passions of their students.”
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