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Your Differentiated Instruction 
Questions Answered! 
Becky Bard, Tigard Tualatin School District 
 
When the Portland Reading Council wanted to get the lowdown on 
differentiated instruction, we went right to the source.  In our case, the 
source was Kristin LeMon, Differentiation Specialist for the Beaverton 
School District.  Kristin is one of two educators who hold that position for 
the district, working as a resource for fourteen Title 1 buildings.  Her work 
involves participating in professional learning communities and collaborations, 
working with data, and providing differentiated materials and resources.  She 
also works with her partner to plan and facilitate professional development 
sessions for teachers and instructional assistants.  The goal is to be 
instructionally innovative while focusing support for underachieving students. 
 

In what ways does differentiated instruction affect student 
achievement in reading? 
Reading ability is as varied as the students themselves. It is a "prestige" 
activity and elementary students quickly realize their abilities or lack thereof. 
As an educator, being aware of students' individual strengths and needs so as 
to respond with differentiated instruction is vital to their learning in all 
subjects, as well as being vital to their self-esteem. Differentiated instruction 
affects attitude, status, self-confidence and knowledge attainment. For skilled 
readers, carefully planned differentiated instruction keeps the student 
motivated and constantly learning about themselves and the power of words 
in their lives.    
 

What changes are taking place in classrooms in your district now that 
there are coaches who are dedicated to differentiated instruction? 
Teachers are very aware of the necessity of differentiated instruction, and 
there is more use of targeted assessments to inform teaching. Teachers are 
collaborating with coaches and studying data to plan effective differentiated 
instruction. The push to analyze data for equitable teaching and results is 
spreading. I see more Shared Teaching as a result of having coaches 
dedicated to differentiation. 
 

What resources would you recommend to a teacher who wants to 
learn strategies for differentiated instruction?  
Attend Professional Development classes! Utilize mentors, specialists, 
coaches, Professional Learning Communities and Data Teams to collaborate 
for greater student achievement. Read Carol Ann Tomlinson and Susan 
Winebrenner books. The book Differentiated Instruction that Works 
(Scholastic) is fabulous as it demonstrates how to combine Gardner's work 
with Bloom's strategies with learning styles to meet all kinds of specialized 
needs. 
 

The benefit of being in this position, asserts LeMon, is that the combination of 
working side by side with teachers as well as continuing to work with students 
is invigorating.  We especially like her email sign-off – Asking students to 
do the same work is like directing a choir to forever sing in unison.  
What a limited use of voice, and the beauty of harmony is lost. 
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Commentary 
 
Differentiation is the Best Medicine for RTI 
Rich Feely, Beaverton School District 
 
In the medical world, prevention is commonly recognized as the best 
medicine for promoting widespread public health. Yes, some people still 
contract certain conditions despite regular check ups and getting their 
shots. Proactive, preventative practices can go a long way in keeping 
patients healthy and out of the hospital with more serious ailments. 
 
Now consider the place of differentiation within the context of Response to 
Intervention (RTI), the widespread educational initiative that strives to 
meet the needs of struggling readers through a series of “tiered” 
interventions. In some ways, differentiation is like a literacy vaccination – 
if the majority of students are inoculated with a variety of instructional 
methods that allow them to access content at an appropriate rate and 
level, only the most susceptible students require a more intensive 
“treatment” beyond the regular classroom.  
 
I am the first to admit that addressing a child’s reading and writing 
difficulties is considerably more complicated than administering a simple 
“magic bullet.” Struggling readers rarely require a single dose of 
instruction and then everything is all better; however, the prevention 
model makes perfect sense. The more we do up front to differentiate for 
our students’ literacy needs, the less it will cost in terms of student 
success and self-esteem, lost elective opportunities, extended school days 
to accommodate extra class periods … the list goes on. 
 
If my experience as a classroom teacher, instructional coach and RTI 
specialist is any indication of the broader reality, many content teachers 
find differentiating for the diverse literacy needs of their students to be 
challenging, time consuming and out of their area of expertise. Literacy 
instruction wasn’t necessarily part of their initial licensure training. This 
leads to the important consideration of professional development. All 
teachers need to be equipped with the appropriate literacy tools and 
strategies to ensure that students are receiving the best instructional 
medicine available.  
 
How is this goal best accomplished? I believe the most efficacious cure is 
a combination of two powerful antidotes: instructional coaching – teachers 
working in partnerhip – and professional learning communities. Both of 
these methods have been shown time and time again to be the most 
effective and respectful avenues for elevating teacher knowledge and 
instructional skill.  
 
Ultimately, differentiation – along with a quality core curriculum - is the 
best medicine when it comes to meeting the needs of all students in an 
RTI model. Instruction that does its best to meet a broad spectrum of 
literacy needs will only lead to a healthier educational environment for all 
students. 
 
Rich Feely is an RTI Specialist currently working in the Beaverton School 
District 
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A Day in the Life of Kindergarten 
Diane Bonica, Tigard-Tualatin School District 
 
Step into our kindergarten classroom and you will meet twenty-four 
beacons of differentiated learning.  From the moment they arrive, the 
curriculum is designed and molded to meet each student’s individual 
needs.  The first hour of class provides opportunities for social 
interaction, game play, computers, art and small group instruction.  
Students who read at a third grade level interact and learn with children 
who are just mastering their alphabet.  Children write and read, do math 
and science as a class and as individual learners.  They share their skills 
and talents with each other. 
 
As their teacher, I am the shepherd of this grand scheme of academic 
discovery.  I “run” a journal center that seats eight children and I keep 
it “instructing” for a full 45 minutes.  The children come to the table NOT 
skill-grouped but all working on the same task.  As soon as one child 
finishes, another is called.  The journals differ each day.  We write diary 
entries, work on math skills, read books, target phonics and investigate 
science.  The differentiation in one lesson is mammoth.  When we do 
our diary entry, some children are writing up to five sentences with 
punctuation while others are dictating their story as I write.  The 
instruction is far reaching.  Children who are sounding out words hear 
information about sentence formation.  Students who can write 
complete stories share their ideas with beginners. 
 
The giant obstacle to this style of teaching is management!  What are 
the other 16 children doing while I am very involved with my group of 
eight?  I do not use stations or table rotations.  I do employ materials 
that young children excel at – games and toys.  The children who are 
not with me during journal time are painting, accessing the writing area, 
playing games or building with toys.  They are on the computers, 
reading books, making puzzles or working with a parent volunteer.  My 
environment is kid-friendly and geared to learning.  I trust the power of 
play and the development of creativity to manage a classroom while I 
am “teaching”. 
 
After this first hour, we assemble for whole group instruction in circle.  
We focus on math and reading. All kindergarten students are instructed 
in phonics, and even within a “scripted program” I can find opportunities 
to meet the needs of all children.  I can pull out digraphs and blends for 
my readers while delivering the lesson to my on-level and at-risk 
students.  I use name sticks to ensure that all students have 
opportunities to respond individually within the whole group.  As a 
teacher, I LOVE whole group circle time as I am stretched in every 
direction every day.  It is my mental aerobic exercise! 
 
The rest of my full-day kindergarten involves many small group, whole 
group, buddy and solo instruction activities.  I am constantly taking my 
classroom’s pulse to determine how to deliver each lesson.  When the 
kids appear tired, we dance our phonics learning.  When they are active 
and antsy, we take three deep breaths and work quietly.  I am the 
shepherd of my learning flock.  I need to know them and teach them as 
they best can learn.  It’s work but it feels good!  
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The Results are 
In! 

 
 

 
Thank you to our 
members who 
participated in our very 
first electronic survey!  
We received some 
valuable feedback that 
we are incorporating 
now to make The 
Forecaster more 
relevant and useful to 
you. 
 
For the most part, our 
members really like to 
get specific teaching 
ideas and strategies in 
our newsletter.  With 
that in mind, we have 
dedicated this issue of 
The Forecaster to 
specific strategies in 
the area of 
differentiated 
instruction. 
 

Your feedback is 
essential so that we 
know that your needs 
are being met as a 
member of the Portland 
Reading Council.  If you 
have more thoughts 
about what you’d like to 
see in future issues of 
The Forecaster, please 
email Becky at 
bbard@ttsd.k12.or.us 
or visit our website at 
pcira.wordpress.com 

 
 

 
Literature Circles for Differentiation 
Barbara Kutasz, Portland Public Schools 
 
One tried-and-true differentiation strategy I've used with great success 
is having students in Literature Circles.  This well-documented strategy 
is an ideal way to engage the students in my blended-age middle 
school classroom in appropriately challenging reading, across all levels 
of ability.  
 
I use a combination of reading interests (as determined by an informal 
reading interest survey) and ability level (as determined by 
standardized testing results) to form the Literature Circle groups.  The 
groups remain flexible enough throughout the year to allow students to 
seek out either greater challenge or more support.  

 
I partner with supported education specialists in the building to ensure 
that students on IEPs for reading are in a group lead by a teacher or 
supported education assistant.  Similarly, English language learners 
are in a group lead by an ELL teacher or other appropriate support 
person. Other groups are lead by parent volunteers. Sometimes highly 
motivated groups are able to run their own literature circles without 
adult guidance.  They love this bit of confidence in their maturity and 
often choose to really challenge themselves!   

 
Literature Circles have given me a solid strategy for meeting the 
diverse needs of the readers in my classroom. 
 
 

Differentiation in Reading and 
Writing Workshop 
Jason Ranker, Portland State University 
 
Reading and writing workshops offer outstanding opportunities for 
differentiating your literacy instruction. They are designed to allow for 
meeting the needs of students at a wide variety of places in their 
literacy development. The small group and conferencing enable 
teachers to meet the needs of students who are struggling as well as 
those who need extra challenges, all within the same teaching 
framework. 
 
Within workshop frameworks, students read and write within their own 
zone of proximal development while the teacher helps them to 
improve.  Because workshops allow for differentiation in these ways, 
they are especially suitable for students learning literacies in an 
additional language. As the student chooses books and writing topics, 
their cultural background comes into play as a part of their literacy 
learning. 
  
If you are interested in further information about implementing reading 
and writing workshops, I recommend that you read books and find 
materials from authors such as Carol Avery, Frank Serafini, Ralph 
Fletcher, Jo-Ann Portalupi, and Nancie Atwell.  Take advantage of the 
flexibility that reading and writing workshops provide for your 
students. 
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Improving Writing 
Through Differentiation 
Sara Deboy, Lake Oswego School District 
 
As an educator, you are often pulled in many different directions at once 
– sometimes thirty of them, depending on your class size this year. One 
of the topics I find myself discussing with teachers on a daily basis is 
differentiation – how do you truly meet the needs of each student, and 
what do you do to keep everyone on track when some of those children 
need an extra boost?  Here are a few ideas to try during writing 
instruction: 
 
 If you regularly bring students to the carpet for a modeled lesson, try 

a “gradual release” approach to beginning independent or shared 
work time.  I usually say something like, “If you are sure of the next 
step you are going to take when I say go, please head to your table 
and get started.  If you need another example or have a question, 
stay on the carpet.”  You can answer a few questions and do a quick 
review of expectations, then release one more time in a similar 
fashion.  The students who are still with you are the ones that 
typically need a new model (perhaps simplified or chunked into more 
specific steps), and those who have left for their desks are aware that 
the expectation is for them to get started. 

 
 I will never forget a presenter who taught me that writing 

conferences should always take place at table groups – not away 
from peers at the back of the classroom.  The rationale was simple, 
but brilliant.  If you quietly conference with a student at their desk or 
table, you are giving their nearby peers quick instruction as well – 
and you keep the proximity that assists you in class management.  I 
have found that with this approach, I can use multiple student 
examples, answer on-the-spot questions, and in general, get more 
bang for my buck. 

 
 For many years, I used the back of my metal desk as a place for a 

“state of the class” chart (thank you, Nancie Atwell).  I put students’ 
names on magnet strips and sectioned the back of my desk into parts 
of the writing process.  Students were free to come up and move 
their magnet as they progressed from one step to the next.  I could 
also see who was still in brainstorming mode, find partners for peer 
editing, and note those who might be flying a little too fast.  It was a 
great motivator for students to be able to get up and move that 
magnet along the path, and it provided a little kinesthetic break. 

 
I hope these ideas help you to find a way to meet the many needs in 
your class while maintaining a sense of organization and success as all 
your students move forward as writers. 
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Thank you! 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

The Oregon Reading 
Association is on the 

Web 
www.reading.org 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Carol Ann Tomlinson 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Differentiation on the Web 
Becky Bard, Tigard Tualatin School District 
 

Google “differentiated instruction” on the web, and you’ll find more resources 
than you could use in a lifetime of teaching!  Here are a few standout sites that 
you may find valuable. 
 
Carol Tomlinson 
www.caroltomlinson.com 
The undisputed guru of differentiated instruction, Carol Tomlinson shares 
numerous resources that teachers can use to improve their classroom instruction. 
 
Differentiation Central 
www.differentiationcentral.com 
Twitter feed @diff_central 
This comprehensive site has resources, sample lesson plans and discussion 
boards.  As a bonus, it’s reviewed by Dr. Tomlinson, so you know it’s good! 
 
Reading Rockets 
www.readingrockets.org/article/c64 
The excellent Reading Rockets site is another source to find articles and links on 
differentiated instruction. 
 
ASCD Express 
www.ascd.org/ascd_express/vol3/324_toc.aspx 
Although you need to be a member to get many articles off the ASCD site, the 
ASCD Express resources are free for everyone.  Here you’ll find articles and 
resources including audio and video on differentiated instruction. 
 
Center for Applied Special Technology 
http://cast.org/publications/ncac/ncac_diffinstruc.html 
CAST is a non-profit research and development organization that works to 
expand learning opportunities for all individuals.  On this site, you’ll find a concise 
definition of differentiated instruction and excellent links to more resources. 
 
These are but a few of the many, many resources available on the web.  Know of 
one that I left out?  Let me know at bbard@ttsd.k12.or.us or visit the Portland 
Reading Council’s website at http://pcira.wordpress.com and leave a 
comment. 
 
 

Book Review:  Integrating Differentiated 
Instruction and Understanding by Design 
Megan Neal, North Clackamas School District 
 
Integrating Differentiated Instruction and Understanding by Design 
guides teachers through an original way of thinking about lesson design.  Written 
by Carol Ann Tomlinson and Jay McTighe, this book combines the expertise of 
two of the country’s most popular education authors.  Through the combination 
of backwards planning and differentiation, educators will develop a focus on 
enduring understandings and help students begin to tackle the essential 
questions. 
 
Tomlinson and McTighe’s book asks teachers to design each unit in a way that 
develops student interest, learning style and readiness, while staying aligned 
with the elements of backwards design.  All educators, both experienced and 
inexperienced, will benefit from the creativity of these two. 
 

 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 

Announcing the Annual 
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Do You Know an Outstanding Literacy Educator? 

   
The Portland Reading Council is seeking your nominations for individuals who 
demonstrate the following qualities: 
 

 Dedication to promoting literacy 

 Lifelong love of reading which is instilled in others 

 Significant contributions to literacy at the local level 

Award winners will be honored at a ceremony in the spring. 
             

 
To nominate an outstanding literacy educator, please fill out the following 
information and complete a one-page nomination letter. 
 
 
Your Information: Nominee’s Information: 

Name  Name  

School  School  

Position  Position  

Phone #  Phone #  

Email  Email  

    
 
Please attach a one-page, one-sided document in no less than 12 point font 

that clearly describes how your nominee demonstrates the qualities listed 

above.  

Questions? Please email Rene’ Dernbach at mdernbach@comcast.net   
 

 Please fax both the completed form and  
one-page letter by March 15, 2010 to: 

 
Penny Plavala 
503-257-1650  

 



 

 

 
 

 

 
 
 

Portland Reading Council 
Board Members 

 
Penny Plavala 
MESD 
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Jody Rutherford 
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Nathan Traller 
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President-Elect 
 
Barbara Kutasz 
PPS 
Secretary 
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Chrissy Lawrence 
Sherwood 
Membership 

 
 

- At Large - 
 

Becky Bard, Tigard-Tualatin 
 
Rene’ Dernbach, Hillsboro 
 
Keylah Boyer-Frazier, 
Concordia University 
 
Rich Feely, Beaverton 
 
Joan Flora, Canby 
 
Joyce Iliff, PPS 
 
Jane Koivisto, 
Concordia University 
 
Jason Ranker, 
Portland State 
University                         
 
Nancy Wiebelhaus, 
North Clackamas 
 
 

- - Mentor - 
 

Anne Kolibaba, Reynolds 
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INTERNATIONAL READING ASSOCIATION 
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PORTLAND, OREGON  97208 
 

 

 

Check your membership expiration date. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
Literacy Calendar of Events 

• 20th West International Reading Association Regional Conference 
February 17 – 20, 2010 
www.oregonread.org 

 

• Young Writers’ Workshop 
February 19, 2010 
Powell’s Books at Cedar Hills Crossing 
800-878-7323 

 

• The True Story of the Three Little Pigs 
February 27 – March 21, 2010 
Oregon Children’s Theater 
www.octc.org 

 

• Ellin Keene: Tapping the Power of Thinking to Teach Reading 
May 6, 2010 
www.heinemann.com 

 
The Forecaster is Going Electronic! 

Starting with this issue, The Forecaster is being sent to you via email.  If you 
regularly receive ListServ messages from the Portland Reading Council, you will 
automatically be sent this and future issues of The Forecaster.  If, however, you 
did not receive an email containing this newsletter, your email address needs 
updating! 

All future issues of The Forecaster will be in electronic form only, so if 
we do not have your correct email, you won’t receive our newsletter!  
Please contact Penny at pplavala@mesd.k12.or.us to update your email 
address and keep the council’s news coming to you! 
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