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Abstract 
Tomlinson & Moon (2013) defines differentiation as the common belief that 
educators, by understanding their learners, can perceive the world from their 
standpoint. This open discussion explores the practical challenges confront-
ing educators in the area of differentiated teaching, a pedagogical approach 
designed to accommodate the diverse needs of learners. Key challenges ex-
plored include the identification of individual learners’ starting levels, con-
ducting needs analyses, tailoring content to varying proficiency levels, and 
adeptly managing the dynamics of a diverse classroom. Effectively addressing 
these challenges necessitates ongoing professional development initiatives and 
collaborative efforts among educators. This paper underscores the signifi-
cance of considering prior knowledge, Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), 
curriculum, and the horizon as potential starting points for meaningful learn-
ing experiences. Additionally, it introduces a visual classification tool designed 
to assist educators in the differentiation of learning for each learner. The 
propositions in this paper represent a partial attempt to alleviate the complex 
challenges encountered by educators in their classrooms, paving the way for 
more effective and inclusive teaching practices.  
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1. Introduction 

Differentiated learning is an instructional approach that tailors teaching me-
thods, content, and assessment to meet the diverse needs, abilities, and learning 
styles of individual learners (Rashidov, 2020). It recognizes and accommodates 
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variations in prior knowledge, interests, and readiness, fostering a personalized 
and inclusive educational experience. 

From the early stages of teacher training, educators have been warned about 
the heterogeneous nature of learner groups, highlighting the necessity for tai-
lored instruction (Abduramanova, 2021; Cernilec et al., 2023). It has been ac-
knowledged that group learning, when executed correctly, is the most productive 
method for both learning and teaching in mixed ability classes (Loes et al., 2018). 
Group work involves collaborative learning experiences where learners work to-
gether on the same assignment (Marzano et al., 2001). Engaging in group work 
can foster a positive and interactive learning environment through peer instruc-
tion and learning. Encouraging peer interactions can have a beneficial impact on 
learning experiences by preparing learners for real-world endeavors. When learn-
ers collaborate to tackle problems, they construct knowledge collectively rather 
than simply absorbing information passively. Learners tend to learn more effec-
tively when working cooperatively in diverse groups rather than in a homogen-
ous class, in competition with peers, or individually (Hattie, 2012). The advan-
tages of group work include the opportunity to collaborate in dissecting and re-
solving complex tasks, enhancing understanding and addressing misconceptions 
with peer assistance. Additionally, it can assist learners in developing essential 
21st-century skills such as self-regulation and reflection, communication, time 
management, project management, and conflict resolution. 

Marzano et al. (2001) contended that successful learning within supportive 
and collaborative environments requires certain key elements. These include: in-
volving every group member in the task, assigning each member a meaningful 
role with defined criteria for completion, ensuring each member is committed to 
achieving the task or learning objective, and holding each member accountable 
individually and collectively. This framework helps prevent scenarios where a 
single learner or a minority end up shouldering the majority of the group’s work-
load (Sadykovna, 2021). 

2. General Features of Differentiated Learning 

In simple terms, and for the purpose of this report, a heterogeneous class is one 
where learners with different levels of learning abilities are mixed together. On 
the other hand, homogeneous groups consist of learners assumed to have similar 
abilities (Loes et al., 2018). For instance, in a homogeneous group, all learners in 
the same grade level are presumed to be in the same class. 

Heterogeneous grouping provides learners with the chance to gain advantages 
from the diverse backgrounds and abilities of their peers. It encourages interac-
tions with a variety of individuals and allows fast-learners to assume mentoring 
roles for their classmates (Tomlinson, 2017). 

Within a community of practice, the emphasis on individuality contributes to 
a collaborative and supportive learning ecosystem. Learners are encouraged to 
share their unique perspectives and insights, enriching the collective knowledge 
of the community. This strategy not only nurtures inclusivity but also equips 
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learners for the complexities of the real world, where a range of skills and pers-
pectives are highly regarded.  

However, educators encounter challenges in addressing the varied needs within 
these mixed-ability groups. This underscores the pressing need for educators to 
implement effective strategies that can accommodate the diverse learning re-
quirements of learners in heterogeneous settings (Rashidov, 2020). 

The aim of this article is to initiate a broader conversation on how to put dif-
ferentiated learning knowledge and ideas into practice. 

3. Differentiated Learning Needs 

In the realm of education, the imperative for differentiated learning and recog-
nizing each learner as a unique individual within a community of practice is pa-
ramount (Cernilec et al., 2023; Dumont & Ready, 2023; Rashidov, 2020; Tom-
linson, 2017). The conventional notion of learners as a homogeneous group is 
antiquated and fails to acknowledge the diverse cognitive, emotional, and expe-
riential backgrounds that learners bring to the learning environment (Dumont & 
Ready, 2023). 

Differentiated learning involves tailoring instructional methods, content, and 
assessment strategies to accommodate the varied learning styles, abilities, and 
interests of learners. By embracing differentiation, educators can create an inclu-
sive environment where each learner is equipped with the tools and resources 
best suited to their individual needs, fostering a more effective and engaging 
learning process. 

In essence, the call for differentiated learning and recognizing learners as dis-
tinct individuals within a community of practice is a response to the evolving 
landscape of education. It is a commitment to nurturing the multifaceted poten-
tial within each learner, fostering a more equitable and enriching educational 
experience. Fostering an effective learning ecosystem involves encouraging open 
communication and interaction among participants, creating a cohesive educa-
tional focus through shared goals and objectives, enhancing collaborative efforts 
through the integration and accessibility of technology, and providing guidance 
and encouragement from both educators and peers.  

4. The Role of the Learner in Differentiated Learning 

Tomlinson & Moon (2013) argue that connecting familiar knowledge with un-
familiar information is crucial in learning, given that previous knowledge stands 
out as a key determinant in learners’ learning. Employing comprehension strate-
gies involves evaluating learners’ existing understanding, referencing previous 
lessons, or incorporating relatable real-world examples. 

Cultivating an inclusive and diverse atmosphere is crucial to ensuring that every 
learner feels valued, thereby contributing to a positive and enriching learning 
experience. Learners within an inclusive group remain distinct, and it is impor-
tant to tailor their learning experiences based on differentiation. Understanding 
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the importance of differentiated learning requires recognizing that learners are 
not blank slates (Menzel & Bennett, 2023), rather, they come to the educational 
setting with a rich reservoir of prior knowledge acquired through diverse expe-
riences in both formal and informal curricula, as well as influenced by economic, 
religious and social backgrounds. This existing knowledge forms a foundation 
that may significantly vary among individuals within the same classroom. 

Recognition of the diversity in learners’ prior knowledge is a critical factor in 
effective teaching. Their starting points are different. Each learner brings a unique 
blend of experiences, skills, and understandings into the classroom. To compre-
hend and extract meaning from new content, learners must establish connec-
tions between what is familiar to them, and what is not. This cognitive process is 
essential for authentic and deep learning, as it allows individuals to anchor new 
information within the framework of what they already understand. 

Acknowledging the distinctiveness of each learner’s prior knowledge unders-
cores the need for personalized teaching strategies. Educators must tailor their 
approaches to accommodate the varied cognitive landscapes of their learners, 
ensuring that instruction aligns with their individual starting points. By doing 
so, educators can create an inclusive and engaging learning environment that 
respects the diversity of perspectives and experiences present within the class-
room. 

In essence, recognizing and valuing the prior knowledge of learners is funda-
mental to fostering a dynamic and effective educational experience. It empha-
sizes the importance of individualized approaches, enabling educators to build 
upon the existing cognitive foundations of each learner, thereby promoting dee-
per understanding and meaningful connections with new academic content. 

Learners actively participate in their learning process by interacting with the 
curriculum in ways that suit their individual learning styles, preferences, and 
needs. They take responsibility for exploring content, asking questions, seeking 
clarification, and engaging in meaningful activities that promote understanding 
and mastery of concepts.  

Learners communicate their learning preferences, strengths, and areas for 
growth to their educators. They should take an active role in collaborating with 
educators to deconstruct and reconstruct knowledge and learning experiences 
that address their unique needs and interests. By doing this, learners empower 
themselves to take ownership of their education and ensure that their learning 
environment supports their individual growth and success. 

Additionally, each learner should be ready to assume specific identities and 
roles as prescribed by the facilitator or by the needs of the hosting ecosystem, for 
the benefit of the community. 

5. The Role of the Educator in Differentiated Learning 

The educator remains central in mixed ability learning platforms and differen-
tiated learning environments. They hold a pivotal position in crafting cognitive 
and affective-motivational environments conducive to effective learning. As po-
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sited by Barbier et al. (2023), learners’ achievement is intricately intertwined 
with the interplay between individuals and their surroundings. Thus, educators 
wield the responsibility of cultivating environments that not only stimulate cog-
nitive development but also foster positive emotional states. By doing so, they 
significantly impact learners’ learning experiences and overall academic perfor-
mance. According to Abduramanova (2021), learners can be categorized into 
three groups: high-level, at-level, and low-level learners based on their profi-
ciency levels. The teacher might divide the class into predetermined groups con-
sidering their level of abilities, prior knowledge, and teachability. The educator 
would then need to adapt the lessons and activities accordingly for each group to 
enhance learning outcomes. This necessitates the availability of supportive pe-
dagogic tools, tasks tailored to specific needs, and lessons emphasizing higher- 
order cognitive skills rather than drills. To ensure the effectiveness of these me-
thods, instruction should vary in content, pace, presentation method, and style 
(Pozas et al., 2020). 

Educators must tailor their teaching methods, materials, and assessments to 
accommodate the diverse needs and abilities of learners in the classroom. This 
involves adapting the content, pace, and level of complexity of lessons to ensure 
that all learners can access and engage with the curriculum effectively. By em-
ploying various instructional strategies, such as flexible grouping, tiered assign-
ments, and scaffolding, educators can provide appropriate support and challenge 
for learners at different skill levels. 

Educators should foster a collaborative and inclusive learning environment by 
encouraging peer interactions and support among learners with varying abilities. 
This may involve organizing cooperative learning activities, peer tutoring ses-
sions, or group projects where learners can learn from and assist one another. By 
promoting peer collaboration, educators not only reinforce learning through 
teaching but also cultivate a sense of community of practice, and mutual respect 
among learners regardless of their academic proficiency. 

Recognising Learner’s Learning Capability 

In every educational setting, it is essential to embrace the unique learning abili-
ties of learners. Tailoring teaching methods to accommodate the specific require-
ments of each learner necessitates a nuanced understanding of two factors: the 
learner’s ability to comprehend work unassisted and their ability to develop when 
assisted (teachability). The bandwidth between these two factors, that is, the dif-
ference between what a learner can do on their own and what they can do beyond 
their unassisted efforts with the assistance of a more knowledgeable other is re-
ferred to as the Zone of proximal development (Mahan, 2022) in literature. 

Coined by the prominent psychologist Lev Vygotsky, the zone of proximal 
development (ZPD) delineates the developmental stage at which a learner can 
engage in tasks with assistance from a knowledgeable source, be it a peer, edu-
cator, or any other mediating tool or materials. Each learner possesses their 
unique zone of proximal development, which is not solely determined by the 

https://doi.org/10.4236/jss.2024.123011


A. Musasa 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/jss.2024.123011 124 Open Journal of Social Sciences 
 

amount of prior knowledge but takes into account the potential for growth and 
the ideal level of challenge for an individual. 

The identification of each learner’s ZPD is pivotal in establishing an environ-
ment conducive to growth without inducing learned helplessness. Should the pace, 
quantity, or expectations of instruction exceed a learner’s proximal development, 
it may lead to feelings of inadequacy and helplessness and frustration, ultimately 
impeding the learning process. Consequently, educators must fine-tune their tea- 
ching methodologies to align with the distinctive needs and capabilities of each 
learner, ensuring that the learning experience is both challenging and achievable. 

Adapting instruction based on the ZPD fosters a more supportive and effec-
tive educational milieu. It enables educators to find a delicate balance, present-
ing tasks that are neither too simplistic nor overly complex, encouraging learners 
to expand their cognitive capacities without succumbing to frustration. This ap-
proach transforms the educational journey into a dynamic and personalized pro- 
cess, instilling a sense of accomplishment and self-efficacy among learners. 

Fundamentally, comprehending and addressing the diverse learning capacities 
of learners through the perspective of the zone of proximal development is a 
crucial element of effective teaching. By tailoring instruction to the unique de-
velopmental stage of each learner, educators can cultivate an environment that 
encourages optimal learning, mitigating the risk of learned helplessness and fos-
tering a positive, growth-oriented mindset among learners. 

6. Classroom Scenarios 

In pursuit of equal access to quality education for all, educators must navigate 
learners’ prior knowledge and Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). These two 
key variables guide educators in tailoring instruction to meet individual needs in 
concordance with Abduramanova’s (2021) posit on learner’s three categories of 
learning proficiency (i.e. high-level, at-level, and low-level learners). The dia-
grams below illustrate the diverse starting points and ZPDs within a classroom. 
It is important to emphasize that the four scenarios provided serve as examples 
rather than an exhaustive representation. In real classroom situations, the stages 
can be as many as the number of learners within a specific classroom. Further-
more, ZPDs vary for each learner across different activities.  

Possible Learning Preparedness Scenarios 

The four stages represent levels of readiness in the process of learning and 
development as explained below. The broken lines show the unrestrictive and 
fluid nature of learning. 

1) Learner’s prior knowledge frame (most inner brown eclipse) 
“Learner’s prior knowledge” refers to learners’ existing understanding and 

skills before new learning experiences. It pertains to the diverse range of under-
standing and skills that learners possess before engaging in new learning expe-
riences. These pre-existing knowledge and abilities serve as the foundational 
building blocks upon which new information is constructed. Each learner brings 
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a unique set of experiences, insights, and comprehension to the educational con-
text, and this individualized reservoir of prior knowledge becomes the gateway 
for accessing and assimilating new information. The significance lies in how this 
prior knowledge forms a scaffold, creating connections and linkages that facili-
tate the acquisition of fresh insights. It acts as a cognitive bridge, allowing learn-
ers to relate new concepts to what they already know, fostering a deeper and 
more meaningful understanding of the subject matter. Recognizing and leverag-
ing learners’ prior knowledge becomes essential in tailoring effective teaching 
strategies that bridge the gap between what learners already understand and the 
new knowledge they are acquiring. In essence, it is a dynamic interplay between 
existing cognitive foundations and the continuous expansion of knowledge in 
the learning journey. 

2) Zone of proximal development (ZPD) frame (grey eclipse with a yellow 
frame) 

“ZPD” stands for Zone of Proximal Development. It is a concept introduced 
by psychologist Lev Vygotsky, referring to the range of tasks that a learner can 
perform with the help of a more knowledgeable person, such as an educator or 
peer, but cannot yet do independently (Gehlot, 2021). The ZPD is considered a 
crucial area for learning and cognitive development, as it identifies the tasks that 
are within a learner’s reach with appropriate guidance and support (Tomlinson, 
2017). The zone varies individually and across subjects, influenced by factors 
such as prior knowledge, cognitive abilities, and other relevant factors specific to 
each learner. 

3) The Curriculum frame (third eclipse with a green frame) 
“Curriculum” is used in the diagram to represent a comprehensive structure 

or blueprint for a particular subject at a specific point in the learning process. 
Curriculum typically comes from curriculum designers, and in certain nations 
like South Africa, the Department of Education provides Annual Teaching Plans 
(ATPs) at the start of each academic year, shaped by national examinations. Edu-
cators perceive the curriculum as a predetermined framework. 

4) The Horizon frame (outer eclipse with a black frame) 
“Horizon” encompasses the knowledge that lies ahead, extending beyond the 

current learning stage and encompassing content intended for subsequent aca-
demic levels, such as the material covered in the next grade. This concept goes 
beyond merely what is examined, as it may also incorporate non-examinable con-
tent that contributes to a more comprehensive and enriched understanding of 
the subject matter. In essence, the horizon in education represents a broader scope 
of knowledge and learning, reaching beyond immediate academic requirements 
and encompassing a holistic view of the educational journey. It is not open 
ended. 

Scenario A 
An ideal learning starting point where a learner; possesses substantial forek-

nowledge, can and is willing to do sizeable work by self, is teachable, and grasps 
concepts adeptly with the help of a knowledgeable other. This synergy between 
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prior understanding and new material fosters an ideal learning environment, 
promoting effective teaching and meaningful learning and comprehension of the 
subject matter. 
 

 
 

Scenario B 
The learner is starting from an unfavourable position with gaps in essential 

foreknowledge, even if the learner is receptive to instruction, it is essential to 
address the knowledge deficit by providing targeted skills. This approach aims to 
enable the learner to access new meanings and build a fresh body of knowledge. 
This learner may need extra lessons, or extra work for them to catch up. 
 

 
 

Scenario C 
Despite having enough prior knowledge, this learner encounters challenges in 

grasping concepts without assistance. This learner can benefit from extra assis-
tance from an educator, a subject expert or facilitating technology. While the ex-
isting knowledge helps in acquiring new information to some extent, the learn-
ing facilitator must tailor appropriate extra-work and pace so that the learner is 
not left behind. 
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Scenario D 
The learner has sufficient foreknowledge and can grasp the object of learning 

and possibly more by themselves. The learner is keen to investigate the subject 
beyond the designated syllabus. They are enthusiastic about further exploration. 
Educators usually struggle to see the need to help such a learner. In some in-
stances, the educator feels challenged or out of depth. The educator’s guidance is 
still important to facilitate with extended learning that can contribute to a more 
enriched educational experience. The educator should design varied activities, 
including real-world applications, to enhance conceptual understanding, proce-
dural fluency, strategic competence, adaptive reasoning, and productive disposi-
tion. 
 

 

7. The Learner Preparedness Matrix 

Below, I suggest the Learner Preparedness Matrix—another dynamic framework 
depicting a learner’s prior knowledge and teachability (linked to the Zone of 
Proximal Development). This matrix is a valuable tool for educators to assess 
and tailor instructional strategies, offering insights into optimal approaches for 
individual learners. It serves as a versatile tool, allowing customization of teach-
ing methods, providing targeted interventions, and fostering inclusivity to meet 
diverse learner needs. 

The matrix incorporates two key dimensions: 
1) Prior Knowledge: 
This refers to the knowledge the learner has learnt from earlier grades and 

experiences plus what the learner can learn and understand without the help of a 
knowledgeable other. This requires the educator to examine the width and depth 
of a learner’s existing knowledge on a given subject, and to assess the applicabil-
ity of the learner’s prior knowledge to the current learning objectives. It also re-
quires the educator to make out what the learner can grasp without assistance. 

2) Teachability or ZPD: 
This refers to the quality of being receptive to instruction, guidance, or learn-

ing, demonstrating the ability to be taught, and displaying an eagerness to ac-
quire fresh knowledge, skills, or insights through the educational process. This 
requires the educator to evaluate the learner’s receptiveness and readiness to ac-
quire new concepts or skills, and to identify the appropriate level of challenge 
that corresponds to the learner’s ZPD—the range between what the learners can 
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do independently and what they can achieve with guidance (Table 1). 
Quadrant 1 (Quadrant HH) 
High Prior Knowledge and High Teachability (ZPD): Learners in this qua-

drant may benefit from advanced or accelerated content. The challenge level can 
be adjusted to align with their readiness to learn, fostering engagement and dee-
per understanding. 

Quadrant 2 (Quadrant LH) 
Low Prior Knowledge and High Teachability (ZPD): Learners in this quadrant 

are receptive to new information but may require additional support to bridge 
the gap in prior knowledge. Educators can provide targeted interventions to build 
foundational understanding. 

Quadrant 3 (Quadrant HL) 
High Prior Knowledge and Low Teachability (ZPD): While learners may have 

a solid foundation, they might show resistance or disinterest in new material. 
Here, educators can employ strategies to enhance motivation and make the con-
tent more engaging. 

Quadrant 4 (Quadrant LL) 
Low Prior Knowledge and Low Teachability (ZPD): This quadrant suggests a 

challenging scenario where both prior knowledge and teachability are limited. In 
such cases, educators may need to employ differentiated instructional strategies, 
breaking down complex concepts and providing additional support. 

8. Socratic Questioning 

I also suggest another powerful method to involve learners across diverse cogni-
tive and emotional continua. Socratic questioning, named after Socrates, probably 
first by his student Plato, is an approach that attempts to transform dialogue into 
an art, shifting the traditional dynamic from teacher-centric instruction to a colla-
borative exploration. As elucidated by Zare and Mukundan (2015), both educator 
and learner contribute to advancing the discourse and uncovering deeper truths. 
This involves processes such as seeking clarification, challenging assumptions, 
evaluating evidence and reasoning, considering alternative perspectives, reflect-
ing on implications and consequences, and even questioning the initial inquiry  

 
Table 1. Learner preparedness matrix. 

 Depth of Understanding and Relevance to the Topic 

Readiness to Learn 
and Level of  

Challenge 

 Low Prior Knowledge High Prior Knowledge 

High Teachability 
(ZPD) 

Quadrant 2: (LH) 
Low prior knowledge and high  

teachability (ZPD). 

Quadrant 1: (HH) 
High prior knowledge and high 

teachability (ZPD). 

Low Teachability 
(ZPD) 

Quadrant 3: (LL) 
Low prior knowledge and low  

teachability (ZPD). 

Quadrant 4: (HL) 
High prior knowledge and low 

teachability (ZPD). 
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Table 2. Socratic questioning. 

Question type Examples 

Clarification 
­ Can you elaborate on your meaning when discussing this concept? 
­ Could you provide further explanation on that point? 
­ Can you offer an example to illustrate? 

Challenging assumptions 
­ Are there differing perspectives we should consider? 
­ What assumptions underlie our current thinking? 
­ Are you suggesting...? 

Evidence and reasoning 
­ Can you share an example that bolsters your argument? 
­ Is the evidence we are relying on verifiable? 
­ Do we possess all necessary information? 

Alternative viewpoints 
­ Are there other viewpoints worth exploring? 
­ How might someone else react, and why? 

Implications and consequences 
­ How might this impact individuals? 
­ What potential long-term consequences should we consider? 

Challenging the question 
­ What significance do you see in that question? 
­ How could we rephrase the question for improved clarity? 

 
itself. Table 2 gives examples of questions that can be asked. The categorised 
questions give equal access to the object of learning to all participants, albeit at 
different levels. The table was adapted from Chew et al. (2019). 

9. Conclusion 

Educators are encouraged to use two crucial variables to navigate the complexity 
of a differentiated learning approach. The two variables are: a learner’s prior 
knowledge and Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). The discourse explores 
the impact of these two variables on crafting differentiated lessons and their in-
teraction with the implemented curriculum and its horizon. To assist educators 
in classifying each learner’s learning preparedness, a visual matrix is introduced, 
offering a practical tool to enhance the understanding and application of diffe-
rentiated teaching strategies in the classroom. Educators and their learners are 
also encouraged to engage in teaching and learning dialogues that seek to un-
cover deeper truths by seeking clarification, challenging assumptions, evaluating 
evidence and reasoning, considering alternative perspectives, reflecting on im-
plications and consequences, and even questioning the initial world views. 
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