Differentiation: Tiered Lessons

The focus of a differentiated classroom is to implement strategies that will
enhance learning for all students. One strategy that supports gifted
students in the regular classroom is tiered lessons and assignments. The
technique of “tiering” provides optimum learning for all students in the
classroom by allowing the same concept to be developed using differing
levels of instructional activities.

What are tiered lessons?

Tiered lessons are instructional lessons designed to meet the needs of a
range of student learning in the areas of readiness, process and product.
The tiered assignments and activities are leveled to meet the students’
learning preferences and/or instructional levels.

According to Adams and Pierce (2006), tiered lessons are designed for all
students to address the same academic standard or concept but at varying
levels of depth, complexity, or structure. Tomlinson (1999) indicates that
tiered lessons are essential for high quality differentiated instruction.
“Tiered lessons allow several pathways for students to arrive at an essential
understanding based on the students’ readiness.”(Adams and Pierce 2010,

p.145)

Why use tiered lessons?
Tiered lessons are an avenue for teachers who know that their students
need to work at varying degrees of readiness. “Implementing a tiered
lesson implies that the teacher has a good understanding of the students’
ability levels with respect to the lesson and has developed the tiers to meet
those needs.” {Adams and Pierce2010, p. 145)
When assignments are tiered for gifted learners they:

= extend the lesson objectives or goals to an advanced level

- provide increased rigor and complexity

o are more open-ended and encourage students to think deeply

o require the use of higher levels of critical and creative thinking and

metacognition
o incorporate problem-solving skiils
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What are the steps for creating tiered assignments for the lesson?

1.

2.
3.
4,
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10.
11.

12.

Identify the academic standard and learning outcomes for the lesson.
Identify the concept to be developed.

Identify the essential questions to be answered.

Determine what the students will know, understand and be able to do
(skill) as a result of the lesson (KUD).

Decide what preassessment will be used to determine student
readiness, learning process and/or performance levels to indicate
student ability needs.

After giving a pre-assessment, determine how many tiers will be
needed for the lesson (2-5 tiers are recommended).

Identify the appropriate formative/summative assessments that will
indicate gifted student achievement growth for the lesson. For gifted
students it is important to have lessons that will meet their academic
needs in the content area. This will only be determined through the
use of formative/summative assessments.

Identify which of the element(s) of the lesson will be tiered, content,
process, or product. Keep in mind gifted student readiness, need for
depth and complexity, student learning style preference, and how the
learning outcome will be assessed.

Determine activities that increase the level of complexity/abstraction
for each tier. Use a thinking skills model such as Structure of
Knowledge, Habits of Mind, or Thinking Maps® t o develop higher level
thinking and questioning; activities should be equally engaging and
interesting at all tiers.

Determine materials/resources that will be needed.

Define work arrangements for the students; individual, partner, small
group, or whole group.

Select products that are a match for the learning outcomes and
demonstrate understanding in the content area. Consider having
students create the rubric for their product. Students can also be
given several product options to choose from to demonstrate their
understanding and application.



How long are tiered assignments?

A tiered assignment may take from one to two days, depending on the
standard and learning outcome. Some tiered assignments may involve more
time, especially at the secondary level. The amount of time is based on the
needs of students and how long it will take them to accomplish the learning

outcomes.

How are students grouped for tiered lessons/assignments?

From the preassessment one is able to determine the number of tiers
needed for the lesson. Students then may participate in a variety of
grouping situations during the lesson (e.g. whole-class instruction, small-
group, partner, or individual). Some gifted students prefer to work
individually or with a partner. It is important to determine student
preference for the work arrangement so that the gifted student does not feel
like he/she is doing all of the work. Organize the classroom to maximize
student learning for multiple groups. Expect that there will be student
movement in the classroom and communicate expectations about how this
will occur, keeping in mind noise levels, traffic patterns, and need for
resources in different areas of the room.

How are tiered assignments graded?

There are many different ways to grade tiered assignments. Teachers need
to reflect on teaching and grading philosophies. The grading system you
apply may be impacted by assessment results and learning growth. Some
teachers use a poeint system while others may use a rubric. In the tiered
lessons elementary school and high school examples (CDE, 2012) vou will
find a performance rubric that is used to determine if the standards and the
learning outcomes have been met by the student.

Where do I find other tiered examples?

Examples for elementary school mathematics and secendary reading can be
found on the CDE website, htip://www.cde.state.co.us/gt/resources. htm
These examples are based on the Colorado Academic Standards (2010).
The grade level expectations used refer to the regular classroom. For gifted

learners these expectations will be one o two years advanced in relationship




to age peers. Thus, the example using sixth grade expectations in
mathematics would be used with 4™ or 5 grade gifted students.

The high school example is designed for use with informational text about
Conservation in America. This lesson also supports the Social Studies-
Geography Colorado Academic Standards. However, this basic lesson could
be used with any informational text that uses figurative and stylist language
to support a specific cause (e.g. Civil Rights Movement, Civil War, or
Revolutionary War). A template for creating your own tiered assignments
can also be found on the CDE website.

More examples of tiered lessons can be found in the reference and resource
sections from the listed authors. You can also refer to The Tiered Curriculum
Project at:

http://www. doe.in.gov/exceptional/gt/tiered curriculum/welcome.htmi from
the Indiana Department of Education that provides tiered assignments for
grades K-12 in math, science, and language arts. These assignments are
differentiated by readiness, interest, and learning styles.
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