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Abstract -The study investigated the effect of differentiated instruction on reading comprehension achievement. Fifty-five 
grade 7 students from two sections in two different schools participated in the study. The strategies of flexible grouping, tiered 
assignments and tiered instructions in the areas of content, process and product were adopted in the experimental group. A 
semi-structured interview was conducted after the experiment. The results revealed that differentiated instruction was effective 
in increasing reading comprehension achievement and in reducing the classroom diversity. The semi-structured interview 
stressed the findings of the quantitative design. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

Differentiated instruction is not a method of teaching 

rather it is a philosophy [1]. Tomlinson [2] defined 

differentiated instruction as tailoring the teacher’s 

instruction to meet an individual student, small group 
or all students [2]. It includes all the efforts that 

teachers make in order to take care of learners’ 

individual needs. Because today’s classrooms contain 

a wide range of different learning needs, diverse in 

culture, interests and ability, they are called 

mixed-ability classrooms [3] and [4]. Since 

mixed-ability classrooms have diverse students and 

contain different group levels [5], they involve 

modifying the teaching instruction so that all learners 

in the same classroom can be marked as successful [6].  

It is not easy to teach many diverse students in one 
classroom, because it contains the gifted as well as the 

struggling learners as well as the average grade-level. 

Students are not the same, the levels are different, and 

students vary in readiness and development as well as 

in learning profiles. So, one-size does not fit them all 

[4] because students differ in many ways. In order to 

meet all students’ needs, teachers have to modify and 

adjust curriculum, instruction, content, process and 

even the learning environment for the various groups 

of students [7], and[8]. Differentiation in 

mixed-ability classrooms are always compared to the 

traditional method or the one-size fits all where all 
learners despite their differences and proficiency level 

are judged on one teaching method, taught the same 

objectives with the same processes as if all learners 

have the same reading or writing abilities [9] and[4]. 

Differentiated instruction can be in the areas of 

content, process, product [10],[8], [11] and learning 

environment [12],[1] and [4] based on students’ 

readiness, interests and learning profile. The content is 

what the students and learners need to learn; the set of 

principles and guidelines that all students should 

possess [1]. Differentiating the process means the way 
the students’ learn and the way the teachers’ teach 

[13].  The product refers to what students create at the 

end to display what they have learned and what they 

have gained [14] and [15]. In [4], Tomlinson explained 

that the learning environment is the climate of the 

classroom, the furniture, the lighting, the seating 

system, even the rules or the classroom regulations. 
The four areas of differentiation: differentiating the 

content, the process, the product and the learning 

environment should be based on three areas, students’ 

readiness, interests and learning profiles. Readiness is 

the knowledge and skills related to a specific learning 

topic [4], and [8]. Interests are the topics that students 

would like to invest their time reading and learning 

[1]. The learning profile refers to how learners learn 

best [17]. The study aims to investigate the effect of 

differentiated instruction on students’ reading 

comprehension achievements and identify the 
advantages and disadvantages behind 

implementations of differentiated instruction from 

students’ perspectives. 

 

II. LITERATURE 

 

2.1. Theoretical Framework: Differentiated 

instruction is constructed on the following 

theories: 

2.1.1. The Zone of Proximal Development 

In [18], Vygotsky defines the Zone of Proximal 

Development (ZPD) as the distance between the 
student’s current performance and the level of possible 

development under adult guidance or with the help of 

more capable peers. The ZPD is “the distance between 

the most difficult task a child can do alone and the 

most difficult task they can do with help [19, p. 83].” 

A child can achieve better with the help and guidance 

of others more than they can do a lone. Differentiation 

shifts students, based on ZPD, from their level, from 

what they can do today without help, to what they can 

achieve independently [20],[5]and[1]. The activities 

are modified and adjusted in a way that is challenging 
to take learners to do activities they can do with the 
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guidance of an adult to achieve without help [5]. 2.1.2. 

Cognitive constructivism 
 

In [1], Piaget stated that learning is first a process and 

knowledge is built through many diverse and various 

experiences which provide chances to challenge and 

support thinking. Cognitive constructivism focuses on 

knowledge construction, ongoing assessment, real 

content and classroom engagement [22]. Teachers 

should know students’ interests in order to provide 

suitable education; he called it “window” to students’ 

interests [21]. In [1], Tomlinson stated that 

differentiation should be based on students’ interests. 

Differentiated instruction is related to cognitive 
constructivism in that it gives teachers the opportunity 

to plan instruction based on the needs and interests of 

students as planned in ongoing assessment, the level of 

students, readiness and learning profiles [10] 

and[4].2.1.3. Multiple Intelligences Theory 

 

In [23], Gardner assumes that a learner or an 

individual learn best in different ways and in different 

learning styles or profiles. According to Gardner, 

learners can learn in eight multiple intelligences. The 

eight multiple intelligences are:  the logical or the 
mathematical, the verbal or linguistic, the musical, the 

visual or spatial, the bodily or kinesthetic, the 

interpersonal, the intrapersonal and the naturalist. 

When teachers teach, they follow different 

intelligences and not just only one or two styles 

because learners are not all the same, rather different 

students learn in different ways through different 

intelligences [17]. In [24], Jones refuses the traditional 

style of learning where everyone can learn the same 

materials in the same way following the same method 

because students do not learn in the same way and they 

differ in eight leaning profiles. One-size definitely 
does not fit all.  

 

2.1.4. Blooms Taxonomy 

Blooms Taxonomy is defined as multi-tiered model of 

classifying thinking into six levels of complexity. 

These levels are like a ladder which students should 

climb up in learning. The six levels as [25] classified 

are knowledge, comprehension, application, analysis, 

synthesis and evaluation [25]. Later, Bloom’s 

Taxonomy was modified where remembering, 

understanding and applying form the lower level of 
thinking and analyzing, evaluating and creating form 

the higher level of thinking [26]. In differentiated 

instruction, teachers have to challenge students and 

design motivating activities based on bloom’s 

classification [16]. 

 

2.3. Empirical literature 

Most of the previous studies applied differentiated 

instruction on L1, where English is the native or the 

first language. However, a few studies applied 

differentiated instruction in EFL or ESOL context. 

Some studies investigated the effect of differentiated 

instruction on mixed-ability classrooms like [27], [28], 

[29], [30], [31], [32] and [33]. In mixed-ability 
classrooms, [27] investigated the effect of 

differentiated instruction compared to traditional 

method. The sample consisted of 75 subjects from 

grades 4, 5, 7, and 11. The experimental groups consist 

of 39 students and 36 for control group. A pre-test was 

conducted at the beginning of the study. The four 

experimental groups were taught using the 

differentiated instruction following the flexible 

groups, tiered assignments and tiered instruction in the 

areas of content, process and product. However, the 

control groups were taught following the traditional 

method of teaching, the one-size fits all where students 
got the same content, taught with the same processes 

and produce the same product. The findings revealed 

that differentiated instruction was effective in the 

elementary stages of grade 4, 5, and 7 but there was no 

statistical difference found between the two groups for 

grade 11 which indicates that differentiated instruction 

did not affect them.  

 

[32] investigated the effect of differentiated 

instruction in mixed-ability classrooms and its effects 

on the quality and equity areas of educational 
effectiveness. The sample consisted of 479 elementary 

students distributed into 24 classrooms, 14 classrooms 

for the experimental groups and 10 for the control 

groups. The study aimed to find out whether 

systematic differentiated instruction in mixed-ability 

classrooms has effects on students’ achievement. The 

experimental group was taught following 

differentiated instruction strategies while the control 

group was taught following the traditional way of 

teaching. The findings revealed that differentiated 

instruction had direct impact on students’ learning, 

and differentiated instruction in mixed-ability 
classrooms can lead to equal opportunities for growth 

and can improve the quality and value of teaching.  

[30] studied the effects of differentiation (Tier 1) and 

reading intervention on three variables, reading 

comprehension, reading fluency, and high stake 

measures. 83 male and female grade 3 non-struggling 

students, from three different schools, distributed into 

6 classes was the sample of the study. Over a 5-month 

period, the experimental group took the core 

curriculum instruction; evidence-based reading 

comprehension instruction and differentiated repeated 
readings as variables. However, the control group was 

taught using the core curriculum only. The result of the 

study showed that the use of differentiated instruction 

in tier 1 classes improved the reading scores. The 

results showed progress in reading fluency scores as 

well as improvement in high stakes scores in favor of 

the experimental group.  

[33] studied the effect of differentiated instruction on 

reading comprehension. The researcher aimed to 

investigate the effects of differentiated instruction in 

the area of reading comprehension on Iranian EFL 

learners. The sample consisted of 60 subjects of 2nd 
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graders, 30 subjects for each group. The experimental 

group was taught following differentiated instruction 
strategies for 12 weeks. However, the subjects of the 

control groups did not receive any differentiation for 

the same amount of time. The findings indicated that 

the experimental group outperformed the control 

group with a higher mean score. The findings 

indicated that differentiated instruction has direct 

positive impact on students’ reading comprehension 

development. 

[28] investigated the influence of the strategies of 

differentiated instruction on grammar and vocabulary 

learning. The population is the second graders in 

schools in Gaza. The sample consisted of 79 students 
from UNRWA schools in Gaza. 39 students formed 

the experimental group and 40 students formed the 

control group. The researcher designed 14 

differentiated lesson plans using the strategies of 

differentiated instruction to teach the experimental 

group, while the control group was not provided with 

differentiated instruction neither differentiated lesson 

plans but the ministry of education content. The results 

showed that differentiated instruction was an effective 

way to develop students’ vocabulary and grammar. 

However, the findings showed that differentiated 
instruction had no effect on gender regarding grammar 

and vocabulary. 

[31] examined the teachers applying high and low 

support to differentiate language instruction.  The 

object of the study was to examine the dynamic 

methods that the teachers apply when planning lesson 

plans that need scaffolding and support strategies. 37 

teachers and 177 students participated as the sample of 

the study. The tool was observations using video tapes 

in order to record the number of times scaffolds are 

used. The finding showed that scaffolding provided by 

teachers was at a low rate and the low support of 
scaffolding was used more frequently than the high 

support ones.  

[29] examined differentiated reading instruction’s 

effects on both reading influence and on reading 

comprehension. The sample consisted of 28 students 

of grade three. The subjects were randomly distributed 

into the two groups of the study. The experimental 

group was taught reading comprehension using 

differentiated instruction strategies while the control 

group was taught using the traditional way of teaching 

reading comprehension. The finding revealed that the 
students of the experimental group showed higher 

progress in the area of reading fluency than that of the 

control group but had no clear effects on reading 

comprehension.  

Following the issues discussed in the finding of the 

literature, the researcher hopes that the results of the 

present study will add knowledge by providing 

sufficient information in the elementary level 

classrooms in Jordan. In one single classroom, you can 

find the gifted, the talented, learning difficulties’ 

students, struggling students, lower achievers, average 

grade levels, above grade levels, as well as the 

disabled students with different disabilities. Teachers 

encounter problems to deal with the all kind of 
learners in one mixed-ability classroom. In fact, 

Jordanian classrooms are still taught in the one-size 

fits all as if all learners are within the same level, the 

same learning profiles, ability and the same interests. 

So, what model the teachers implement, will fulfill the 

needs of some learners, but not all learners in the same 

classroom. Therefore, the researcher decided to apply 

the differentiated instruction strategies of flexible 

grouping, tiered assignments and tiered instruction in 

the areas of content, process and product in grade 7 

Jordanian classrooms. Knowing that differentiated 

instruction helped students globally as the literature 
indicated, but will it help Jordanian EFL learners? To 

pursue the aims of the study, the researcher asked the 

following questions in the study:1. Does differentiated 

instruction affect Jordanian EFL learners’ reading 

comprehension achievement?2. What are the 

advantages and disadvantages of applying 

differentiated instruction from students’ point of 

view? 

 

III. METHODS 

 

3.1. Design 

Two research designs were adopted. The first one is 

quasi-experimental quantitative one, the pre-test/ 

post-test two group design to answer the first question. 

The second is a semi-structured interview with the 

experimental group to find out answers for the second 

questions. More emphasis will be placed on the 

quantitative design because the priority is to find out 

whether differentiated instruction affects students’ 

reading comprehension achievements.  

 

3.2 Participants 
The participants included 55 seven grade male 

students from two different schools in Samma area, 

one of Irbid districts. Their ages are between 13-14 

years. They were selected based on convenience 

sample. The schools were selected purposefully but 

the classes were randomly distributed to the study 

groups. The experimental group, which was taught 

using differentiated instruction strategies, consisted of 

28 students while the control group, which was taught 

using the one-size fits all, consisted of 27. Two male 

competent teachers, with 27 and 23 years teaching 
experience in public schools participated. The teacher 

of the experimental group was trained on how to apply 

the strategies of the study in three different sessions. 

 

3.3 Instrument 

The main instrument is the pretest/ and the posttest. 

The aim of the pretest is to use it for flexible and 

homogenous grouping for the experimental group 

while the aim of the postest is to indicate the 

achievements of the students on both groups of the 

study. Before using the test, the researcher followed 

the reliability and validity procedures to ensure the 
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reliability, the researcher followed the test/ re-test 

technique. The researcher piloted it to 25 subjects 
from the same population but outside of the study 

sample with a two-week period between the two trials 

of the test. Correlation coefficient was found to be 

0.877 and the researcher found it acceptable to 

conduct this study. To ensure the validity of the test, 

the researcher gave it to a panel of two university 

instructors from Yarmouk University, to two English 

supervisors and to two grade  

7 English teachers. The panel was asked to express 

their opinions on the test content, complexity, time 

suitability, and the relatedness of the content. The 

researcher followed the recommendations of the panel 
and made amendments accordingly. The second 

instrument was the semi-structured interview where 

the same panel also agreed on the questions. 10 

students of the experimental group were being 

interviewed by the researcher accompanied with the 

experimental group teacher. 

 

3.4 Materials 

The main course book was Action Pack 7 (Paris, 2013) 

including Action Pack 7 Student Book, Action Pack 7 

Activity Book as well as the Action Pack Teachers’ 
Book. Besides that, the experimental group was 

supported by supplementary materials including short 

stories, electronic sources and articles from Jordan 

Times newspapers. 

 

3.5 Procedures: 

The study was conducted over 12 weeks from the 

beginning of March to the end of May 2018 in two 

sessions a week. Firstly, the researcher obtained the 

necessary consents from the Jordanian Ministry of 

Education and from Irbid Directorate of Education in 

order to conduct the study in Samma area. After that, 
the training courses took place for the teacher of the 

experimental group on implementing the 

differentiated instruction strategies. The pre-test was 

held to ensure the homogeneity of the groups and 

based on the achievement score, the researcher and the 

experimental group teacher divided the experimental 

group into three homogenous groups. T-test was 

computed to make sure the two groups of study was 

homogenous before the beginning of the study. The 

teacher of the treatment group provided differentiated 

instruction using flexible grouping, tiered instruction 
and  

tiered assignments in the areas of content, process and 

product. However, the control group was taught 

without differentiating the content, the process or the 

product. The class of the experimental group was 

divided into three ability groups and each group was 

given modified content based on their level. The 

researcher and the experimental group teacher also 

modified the activities to meet the three levels of the 

students and provided instruction suitable to each 

level. However, the control group was instructed using 

the content of Action Pack 7 only to all pupils 

depending on whole class instruction. Later, after the 

post-test in two days, students of the experimental 
group were asked to express their views about 

differentiated instruction in a semi-structured 

interview. 

 

3.6 Data Analysis 

To answer the first question, the results of the post-test 

were analyzed using the mean scores, standard 

deviation, the independent sample t-test and the size 

effect. To find answers for the second question, the 

semi-structured interviews were sent to experts to 

translate into English because some students 

responded in their native language, Arabic, and then 
transcribed and analyzed in order to guarantee the 

homogeneity of the findings.  

 

IV. RESULTS 

 

Tables 1, 2 and 3 present the students’ achieved scores 

in the exams in the treatment and control groups: 

 
Table (1) compares the results of the two groups on the pre-test 

 
 
Table (2) compares the results of both groups on the post- test 

 
 

Table (3) compares the results of each group on pre-and 

post-test 

 
 

DISCUSSION 

 

Two classes of grade 7 were selected to find out the 

effect of differentiated instruction on students reading 

comprehension achievements. As indicated in table 1, 

the average score of the experimental group on the 

pre-test was 17.21 and the mean score of the control 

group was18.42. The independent sample t-test was 
computed to check the homogeneity of the two groups. 

T value was found to be 0.42 and the significant was 

0.34, thus indicating that the difference was 

insignificant and the two groups were homogenous at 

the beginning of the treatment. After implementing the 

experiment, the post-test results showed that the 

experimental group’s mean score was 24.5 higher than 

those who received instruction based on the traditional 
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method of teaching 19.71. As shown in table 2, the 

independent sample t-test was found to be 2.01 and the 
significant level P = 0.024 which is below the 

significant P<0.05. This indicates that the results were 

statistically significant. The null hypothesis is rejected 

and the researcher concluded that differentiated 

instruction affected students’ reading comprehension 

achievement. Comparing the results of each group, as 

shown in table 3, the control group gained no 

statistical difference between the pre-and the post-test 

which indicates that the traditional method of teaching 

did not affect students’ reading comprehension 

achievement. The mean score of the pre-test was 

18.42, and of the post-test was 19.71. The difference 
between the two tests was not statistically significant; 

P value was 0.315 which is above 0.05 the level of 

significance. Compared to the experimental group, the 

pre-test mean score was 17.21 before the onset of the 

treatment and it rose to reach 24.5. The difference was 

statistically significant under the p<0.05 which was 

0.004. Therefore, differentiated instruction as shown 

from the results affected male grade 7 students’ 

reading comprehension achievement in Jordan. 

 

A remarkable notice indicated by the findings of grade 
seven results was related to the standard deviation. 

The standard deviation of the experimental group 

before the treatment was 11.34 and reduced to 8.35 on 

the post-test compared to standard deviation of the 

control group which was 10.50 on the pre-test and 9.42 

on the post -test. This indicates that differentiated 

instruction did not only help students’ reading 

comprehension achievement but also reduced the 

students’ diversity in mixed-ability classroom and 

change it to be more homogenous. However, nearly no 

change took place to decrease the diversity of students 

in the control group. Moreover, the effect size was 
calculated. Cohen’s formula was used to calculate the 

difference between the means of the two groups. 

Cohen (1988) states that the value of 0.2 has a small 

effect size, 0.5 has a medium effect size and above 0.8 

has a large effect size. The effect size presented in 

table 3 is 0.732085 has nearly a high level of effect 

size which indicates that implementing differentiated 

instruction was effective in increasing students’ 

achievement. 

 

To answer the second question, a semi-structured 
interview of the experimental group was conducted. 

The students expressed positive attitudes towards 

differentiated instruction and they all agreed that 

differentiated instruction improved their levels in 

different skills specially in reading comprehension and 

that would affect their overall marks. Student 5 states 

“differentiated instruction helped me improve my 

English and my reading skills”. Student 8 expressed 

that “all the students participated in the class and liked 

to work within their level, it would be easier to deal 

with difficult texts.” Students 2.3 and 7 expressed that 

they wanted to continue learning in this way. When 

answering the question about the advantages of 

differentiated instruction, the following advantages 
appeared to be common among the interviewee: 

differentiated instruction helps the below average 

students to overcome text-difficulty, it increases the 

challenge among the students, increases motivation, 

reduces the differences between students, highlights 

teamwork and collaboration, and encourages the 

average grade level to be one of the above grade level. 

Student 1 expressed that “differentiated instruction 

can increase motivation and encourage low level 

students to get better”. Student 10 stated that 

“differentiation increases the challenge among 

students”. Student 6 expressed that “differentiation 
decreases the difference among students”. Students 3, 

5 and 7 went to say that “differentiation helped the 

team work and students’ collaboration”. Students 

expressed that although differentiated instruction has 

positive advantages, some disadvantages appeared 

from the responses of the students. The most common 

disadvantages were timing, the time of the activities 

were not enough, noises in the class, and some 

students want to choose their groups despite their 

level. Student 10 expressed “I felt that I wanted to 

work with my best friends. I did not like to work with 
students I did not know”. Student 7 explained that 

“there were lots of noises in differentiated classrooms 

we did not witness before”.  Student 4, 3, 6, and 9 

explained that “the time of the class finished before we 

finished all the activities”.  

 

The study results are in line with [32], [30]), [33], [28] 

and [29] whose findings indicated that differentiated 

instruction strategies affect students’ learning. The 

results, however contradicts with [27] in that the study 

revealed no significant difference for differentiated 

instruction on grade 11. But the current study results 
goes in line with it in that grade 7 students benefited 

from differentiated instruction. Besides, the results of 

the study is not in line with [29]which indicated that 

differentiated instruction had no effect on reading 

comprehension but in line with it in that differentiated 

instruction helps students reading fluency.  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

The data revealed that implementing differentiated 

instruction for grade 7 students improved the reading 
comprehension achievement scores in English. 

Differentiation significantly improved grade seven 

students’ performance. In addition, as clear from the 

results, differentiated instruction reduced the class 

diversity and changed it to be more homogenous. The 

fact that one-size fits all can satisfy all students’ needs 

is deniable. Students of one classroom are not the 

same; they have different interests, attitudes, readiness 

and different abilities. This classroom diversity should 

be an advantage for teachers. By differentiation, they 

can honor all types of learners and push them to 

exceed their comfort zone. The results revealed that 
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applying different techniques and strategies helped 

students gain better achievement. The results of the 
qualitative design stressed and were in line with the 

statistics gained from the quantitative design. Both 

designs reached the same results in that differentiated 

instruction helped improve students’ reading 

comprehension achievement scores. Applying 

differentiated instruction can help increase team work, 

collaboration as well as enhance students’ proficiency 

level. 
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