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Abstract 

Beginning teachers often experience a range of challenges in their early years of teaching. 

From the complexities associated with planning sizeable learning sequences to the micro-

skills required for classroom management, many beginning teachers can feel overwhelmed 

and become disenchanted with the work they do. Managing learning activities and 

differentiating for the diverse needs of every student in the classroom is a significant source 

of anxiety for many beginning teachers. Differentiation is, within itself, a complicated and 

involved process concerned not only with knowing students, but also with how to identify 

their needs and construct appropriate learning sequences for them. The consequence of self-

doubt, confusion, and fear is that neither teacher nor students may get to experience the 

benefits of a well-differentiated classroom. This study employs a design-based research 

approach to explore how a personality-focused lens might be leveraged for the purposes of 

assisting two beginning teachers in junior-secondary classes to differentiate instruction. 

Through a series of iterative cycles, I worked with the beginning teachers as a co-participant, 

researcher, and mentor to support the designing of differentiated learning sequences. The 

cooperative and dialogic approach prompted a shift in the beginning teachers’ understandings 

of  their self-efficacy and agency concerning differentiation. Data were collected through 

various sources including a baseline individual semi-structured interview, journaling, the 

collection of research artefacts, and a series of four dyadic semi-structured interviews. The 

data were thematically analysed and sorted into overarching themes that enabled or 

constrained the beginning teachers’ shifting experiences. The findings suggest that providing 

a space for the beginning teachers to critically reflect on, and extend, their pedagogical 

practices and understandings of differentiation supported the enactment of new methods for 

instruction.   
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Man is not a machine that can be remodelled for quite other purposes as occasion demands, in 

the hope that it will go on functioning as regularly as before but in a quite different way. He 

carries his whole history with him; in his very structure is written the history of mankind. This 

historical element in man represents a vital need to which a wise psychic economy must respond. 

Somehow the past must come alive and participate in the present. 

  – C.G. Jung: Psychological Types (Jung & Baynes, 1971, p. 570) 
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1Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to explore how beginning teachers might consider 

doing differentiation differently to promote student engagement. This document begins by 

contextualising the study, providing relevant background information, explicating the 

research questions, and discussing the significance of the research. Once the study has been 

contextualised, a review of existing literature is offered. This is followed by a discussion of 

the theoretical model that guided the construction and implementation of the research. The 

selected methodology is outlined and the considerations to ensure validity and 

trustworthiness are established. Finally, the study’s findings are discussed before the paper 

concludes with its contributions to the field and an outline of some of the limitations of the 

research.  

1.1 Background 

Commencing a career in education can be a daunting experience for many 

beginning teachers, with some feeling that their university degrees do not fully prepare 

them for life as a teacher (Chesley & Jordan, 2012). When I began my career, in early 2015, 

I remember feeling insecure about my own ability as an educator. It occurred to me that 

while I felt secure in my content knowledge, I was not prepared to manage the diversity of 

individuals that make up a classroom. Ongoing conversations with colleagues and literature 

in the field have echoed my experience that managing learning activities and fulfilling the 

diverse needs of every student in the classroom is a significant source of anxiety for many 

teachers (Chesley & Jordan, 2012; De Neve & Devos, 2017; Gourneau, 2014). Such 

anxieties, as they did for me, can initially reduce beginning teacher self-efficacy – or the 

self-belief of possessing capabilities to influence life events (George, Richardson, & Watt, 

2018). Such a reduced sense of self-efficacy often further results in a decreased sense of 

agency (Eteläpelto, Vähäsantanen, Hökkä, & Paloniemi, 2013). Due to the 



 

2 

 

interconnectedness of agency and self-efficacy, as well as the initial anxiety of beginning 

teachers, many new educators begin their careers with a sense that they are not in control. 

Subsequently, many focus on simply “getting through the syllabus” (Biesta, Priestley, & 

Robinson, 2015, p. 630) rather than addressing the diverse learning needs of the students in 

their classrooms (George et al., 2018).  

Increasingly, schools are experiencing challenges in meeting the needs of a diverse 

cohort of students within a restricted and prescribed curriculum. As a result, differentiated 

practices, as well as the ability of teachers to incorporate such practices, is an increasing 

point of focus for schools and researchers. Broadly, “Differentiated Instruction, [is] an 

umbrella term that refers to instructional strategies designed to meet the needs of diverse 

learners” (Nazzal, 2011, p. 18). However, there is a range of varying interpretations of how 

to apply such strategies (see for instance CAST, 2011; Latz, Speirs Neumeister, Adams, & 

Pierce, 2008; Tomlinson, 2014). This variance can result in confusion for teachers regarding 

how to differentiate. There appears to be consensus in that differentiation aims to meet the 

needs of diverse learners (Capp, 2017a; De Neve & Devos, 2017; Gourneau, 2014; Nazzal, 

2011; Robinson & Aronica, 2015; Şentürk & Sari, 2018; Tomlinson, 2005,  2014; 

Yurtseven, Dogan, & Altun, 2015) but contention exists around the nature of how this 

might be achieved. Some suggestions include the need for teachers to consider factors like 

learning goals (Tomlinson, 2008), monitoring progress, real-world application (Mills et al., 

2014), a range of interests, rates of learning (De Neve & Devos, 2017; Tomlinson, 2014), 

tailoring the curriculum, cognitive and socio-cultural understanding, group cohesion 

(Gourneau, 2014), as well as cognitive and learning competencies (Evans & Waring, 2011). 

For some, there is a belief that differentiation only applies to high-performing and low-

performing students (Chesley & Jordan, 2012). With such a breadth of interpretation of the 

term differentiation, it is no wonder that “learning to cope with individual differences in 
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student learning remains one of the more poignant issues faced by the classroom teacher” 

(Yates, 2000, p. 347).  

My interest in researching and responding to issues related to differentiation came 

as a consequence of teaching a particular group of Year 8 students during 2017. Certain 

students in this class were not performing to the best of their abilities and often displayed 

high-energy behaviour that made managing classroom activities quite challenging. In 2017, 

I was completing my third year of teaching and had worked in two schools. At this time, my 

approach to differentiation had been to categorise students into different ability levels with 

little insight as to how to proceed once students had been “sorted”. Such an approach had 

been the primary form of differentiation in both my current and previous school settings. It 

quickly became clear to me, after experiencing increased levels of student disengagement, 

that this approach was not leading to effective learning for these students.  

As an alternative to forming ability groupings, I asked the students to participate in 

a personality test, constructed from the Myer-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI) instrument, so 

that I might get a better understanding of who they were and how they preferred to engage 

with the learning process. I used this information to develop a range of activities for the 

general personality groupings of my students. This idea came to me after I had asked 

several students in the class how they liked to learn in an effort to improve student 

engagement and outcomes. Each students’ response was unique, and many referenced their 

personality in their response.  

The experiment seemed to produce a dramatic shift in students’ results, with 

approximately three-quarters of the class achieving an academic outcome at least two grade 

levels above that achieved in their previous assessment item. I also noticed a significant 

decrease in behaviour management referrals which, to me, indicated increased engagement 

in classwork.  
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However, I was unsure whether these improved outcomes could be attributed to 

the diversity of activities I had presented or whether the students had engaged more fully 

because they believed that I had shown an interest in them at a personal level. Perhaps it 

was a combination of the two? Either way, this experience led me to reassess the ability 

grouping method I had been introduced to by my respective schools and to contemplate 

how teachers might be encouraged to think differently about differentiation. What might be 

possible if constructing learning activities for enriching classroom experiences was 

considered as something more than just encouraging students’ academic achievements? I 

became interested in how I might mentor other beginning teachers into a similar approach 

and how it might affect their practice.  

More recently, I have taken on the role of literacy coach in my current school. This 

role has supported my capacity to engage in such a research project. An element of the 

literacy coach role is to implement innovative practices and work with beginning teachers to 

develop strategies and processes to assist in differentiation. The following research was 

undertaken within the scope of this role.  

1.2 Context 

1.2.1 Current Educational Climate  

The Education and Work report from the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), 

released in 2017, found that approximately 18% – almost one in every five – of school 

leavers had not completed Year 12 or equivalent. Further, a report chaired by David Gonski 

titled Through Growth to Achievement: Report of the Review to Achieve Educational 

Excellence in Australian Schools (Gonski et al., 2018) found that the Australian Programme 

for International Student Assessment (PISA) rankings have dramatically fallen since the 

year 2000 – with literacy falling from fourth to 16th, mathematics from seventh to 25th, and 

science from fourth to 14th. This recent decline in PISA results is a complex issue, however, 
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a lack of knowledge around differentiated instruction that includes and engages all students 

appears to be an element of this problem.  

. Gonski et al. (2018) suggest that these results are a product of an unfulfilled need 

to upskill Australian teachers in differentiating instruction such that all students can engage 

in the learning process. One suggested solution to improve academic outcomes as well as 

student retention is to consider “different knowledge's [sic] that various students bring to the 

classroom … and [to] respond … in ways that value these differences and use them to 

engage students in work of the classroom” (Mills et al., 2014, p. 6). The Through Growth to 

Achievement report supports this view and posits that “the Australian Curriculum must be 

presented in a way that allows teachers to tailor it to different learning needs” (Gonski et al., 

2018, p. 12).  

1.2.2 Difficulties Associated with Differentiation  

Differentiation poses a persistent challenge for teachers, especially beginning 

teachers, as they attempt to respond to a range of factors – such as managing diverse 

learners (Chesley & Jordan, 2012; Gourneau, 2014; Nazzal, 2011) and managing classroom 

difficulties (Gourneau, 2014; Latz et al., 2008; Nazzal, 2011). These factors can result in a 

perception that differentiation is too difficult (Chesley & Jordan, 2012; De Neve & Devos, 

2017; Evans & Waring, 2011; Gourneau, 2014), a perception that can be further 

compounded by a lack of teacher planning time (Gourneau, 2014; Latz et al., 2008; Nazzal, 

2011) as well as a lack of clarity of the term “differentiation” (Chesley & Jordan, 2012). 

Such deterrents to differentiation can lead to expedient and ineffective practices such as 

hierarchical grouping methods – also known as tracking, streaming, or ability grouping – 

(Boaler, Wiliam, & Brown, 2000; Latz et al., 2008; Reilly & Parsons, 2011), reactive 

differentiation methods (Chesley & Jordan, 2012; Evans & Waring, 2011), a belief that 

differentiation involves changing the level of content rather than accessibility (Chesley & 
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Jordan, 2012; Nazzal, 2011), and a tendency to follow a one-size-fits-all curriculum (Capp, 

2017a; Chesley & Jordan, 2012; Gourneau, 2014; Reilly & Parsons, 2011). It was also 

reported in the literature that, in some instances, beginning teachers began to feel 

overwhelmed as a consequence of already struggling with the busyness of school life 

(Chesley & Jordan, 2012; De Neve & Devos, 2017; Evans & Waring, 2011; Gourneau, 

2014; Nazzal, 2011), a lack of administrative support (De Neve & Devos, 2017; Gourneau, 

2014; Latz et al., 2008), an anti-change school culture (Reilly & Parsons, 2011; Latz et al., 

2008), as well as fear of failure (Latz et al., 2008). All of these factors represent barriers to 

effective differentiated practice. These difficulties associated with implementing effective 

differentiation strategies are visually summarised in Figure 1.  

Figure 1. Difficulties associated with differentiation. 
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To complicate further the efforts to differentiate instruction, there are numerous 

considerations linked to individual students’ performances that need to be taken into 

account when attempting to differentiate a class. These include students’ thought processes 

(Richardson & Arker, 2010), mental health (Burns, Collin, Blanchard, De-Freitas, & Lloyd, 

2008; Tomlinson, 2005) work ethic (Boaler et al., 2000), economic status (Boaler et al, 

2000; Burns et al., 2008; Robinson & Aronica, 2015), background and home life (Boaler et 

al., 2000; Burns et al., 2008; Robinson & Aronica, 2015), language barriers (Robinson & 

Aronica, 2015; Tomlinson, 2005), achievement gap (Boaler et al., 2000; Dunne, 2010; 

Munns & Martin, 2005; Tomlinson, 2005), as well as possible past issues with schooling 

(Boaler et al., 2000; Tomlinson, 2005). When addressing these complexities, educators need 

to be able to select and apply differentiation strategies specific to the students in their 

classroom settings, as no two students, or classes, are the same.  

To support teachers to overcome barriers to effective differentiation, several 

frameworks have been developed which assist with understanding differentiation – 

including Differentiated Instruction and Universal Design for Learning (UDL) – as well as 

an abundance of strategies and resources available for teachers to implement differentiated 

instruction – including small group activities (Marzano, 2017; Mills et al., 2014; Nazzal, 

2011; Tomlinson, 2005, 2014), proactive planning strategies (Capp, 2017a; Tomlinson, 

2005, 2014), direct instruction (Marzano, 2017; Tomlinson, 2005), graphical organisers 

(Marzano, 2017; Nazzal, 2011; Tomlinson, 2005), explicit teaching of vocabulary 

(Tomlinson, 2005), and student-centred learning strategies (Capp, 2017a; Mills et al., 2014; 

Nazzal, 2011; Tomlinson, 2005, 2014). While these support systems and resources are 

valuable, they can be overwhelming for teachers – especially beginning teachers – to 

negotiate and use effectively. Subsequently, there is often a gap in beginning teachers’ 
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knowledge relating to how to manifest overarching frameworks for differentiation and how 

to apply a range of differentiated resources and strategies purposefully, as well as 

knowledge of how such frameworks and resources interconnect.  

Differentiation is currently receiving a great deal of attention across Australia. The 

National School Improvement Tool lists differentiation as one of nine improvement 

domains (Australian Council for Educational Research, 2012), placing it at the pinnacle of 

the School Improvement Hierarchy (Department of Education, 2019). In response, to 

address differentiated instruction, many schools are relying on the simplistic and ineffective 

strategy of hierarchical grouping models (Boaler et al., 2000; Dunne, 2010; Gamoran, 2010; 

Reilly & Parsons, 2011). Such methods categorise and segregate students by academic 

output, or ability, to simplify the complexities associated with heterogeneous classes 

(Boaler et al., 2000; Gamoran, 2010; Reilly & Parsons, 2011). Despite the prolific uptake of 

ability grouping methods in schools, this approach can be counterproductive (Boaler et al., 

2000; Dunne, 2010; Gamoran, 2010; Reilly & Parsons, 2011). An issue with utilising a 

method of grouping students on a scale of academic achievement is the creation of an 

“educational marketplace” (Boaler et al., 2000, p. 4) that will result in “the polarisation of 

students into 'pro-' and 'anti-' school factions” (Boaler et al., 2000, p. 5). In addition, ability 

groupings often lead to a “deficit in curriculum implementation” (Dunne, 2010, p. 3) and 

reduced teacher expectations for the lower streams (Reilly & Parsons, 2011), creating 

disadvantages and additional barriers for students. In the higher streams there is a culture of 

high expectations and fast-paced learning which reportedly increases student anxiety and 

only benefits approximately one-third of the students in these higher ability groups (Boaler 

et al., 2000). Despite such disadvantages, the simplicity of ability grouping models appears 

to remain an attractive “solution” for many schools (Gamoran, Nystrand, Berends, & 

LePore, 1995; Reilly & Parsons, 2011) when addressing diverse student populations.  
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1.3 Purpose 

As already outlined, there is a problem in the educational system with many 

schools either struggling to implement effective differentiation practices (see Evan & 

Waring, 2011; Gourneau, 2014; Latz et al., 2008; Melesse, 2015; Mills et al., 2014; 

Terwell, 2005; Yates, 2000) or falling back on simplistic hierarchical grouping methods to 

crudely differentiate students (Boaler et al., 2000; Dar & Resh, 1994; Dunne, 2010; 

Gamoran, 2010; Gamoran et al., 1995; Reilly & Parsons, 2011). In addition, differentiated 

practices are often met by a range of issues that impede teachers’ implementation (see 

Figure 1), reducing teacher self-efficacy and agency. To contribute towards addressing 

these issues, this study followed two beginning teachers in the junior-secondary sector, as I, 

in a researcher-mentor role, prompted them to think differently about differentiation by 

considering the varying ways in which students can engage with the learning process. By 

shifting focus to the many ways in which students engage with learning, the intervention 

was able to support the manifestation of alternative frameworks for differentiation that 

moved beyond simplistic solutions such as streaming. In this way, the research contributes 

towards closing the gap in knowledge often associated with beginning teachers’ 

understandings of differentiation.   

Specifically, the research utilised multiple learning options to facilitate different 

ways in which students could engage with the same learning objective. These options 

aligned with inclusive, individualised models of differentiation such as Differentiated 

Instruction and UDL. This approach to differentiation places an emphasis on student choice 

by allowing students to choose the learning activities that they engage in based on what they 

believe will best support their learning. The emphasis on student choice acknowledges that 

all children have different needs and different approaches to learning. Instruction can, 

therefore, benefit from catering to these differences (Sternberg & Zhang, 2005). By 
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structuring differentiation in this way, the beginning teachers are positioned to focus on 

their learning objectives and the breadth of learning activities that can support student 

engagement in fulfilling those objectives. As such, throughout this research, beginning 

teachers were prompted to vary class materials not by the level of difficulty, but through 

variances in the approach to learning (e.g., hands-on and conceptual approaches). It was 

intended that by emphasising a range of ways through which students might access content, 

differentiation may become more accessible to those starting their teaching careers. 

Additionally, this research will serve as a pilot study for future PhD candidature 

work. As such, the limited sample size and context was specifically chosen to generate 

initial data on how beginning teachers might be guided to think differently about 

differentiation. The insight gained from this study will then serve as a foundation upon 

which future research can develop.  

1.4 Research Question 

The guiding research question for this study acknowledges that differentiation is a 

complicated and involved process. This process is not only concerned with knowing 

students, but also with how to identify students’ needs and construct learning sequences 

accordingly across all aspects of classroom practice. Therefore, a constructivist intervention 

was employed to develop, implement, and revise an approach to differentiation that 

considers the multiple ways in which students might engage with learning. Subsequently, 

this study sought to answer the following question: 

How can mentoring support beginning teachers to think differently about 

differentiation?  

To generate a holistic understanding of how the intervention may have affected the 

beginning teachers’ understanding, self-efficacy, and agency towards differentiation, as well 
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as additional factors that may have supported or impeded the intervention, two sub-

questions were used to assist the preparation and organisation of the study: 

• What enabled a shift in teacher self-efficacy, agency, understandings, and 

practices? 

• What constrained a shift in teacher self-efficacy, agency, understandings, 

and practices? 

1.5 Significance 

1.5.1 The Gaps in Differentiation  

In response to the challenges associated with differentiation, this research was 

designed to address four dominant issues within differentiation literature and practices. The 

study (a) supported the shifting understandings of differentiation for two beginning 

teachers, (b) provided a guide to implement existing conceptual models of differentiation, 

(c) designed an approach to promote proactive differentiation practices, and (d) presented 

an alternative to hierarchical grouping models when considering differentiation. While 

researchers have already responded to the issue of ability groupings by providing a range of 

individuality-based differentiation models, many of these models provide a widespread 

framework to differentiation which beginning teachers may find challenging to apply in 

their specific contexts.  

The term “beginning teacher” has various interpretations, resulting in some 

obscurity within the literature. The Mentoring Beginning Teacher (MBT) Program, 

developed by Education Queensland, is only accessible for teachers within their first 200 

days of teaching – the equivalent of a full year of service (Department of Education and 

Training, 2014). In contrast, the New Educators Network (NEN) developed by the 

Queensland Teachers Union (QTU) is for teachers within their first 5 years of teaching 

(QTU, 2015). For the purpose of this research, the classification of the term beginning 
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teacher is assumed to be within the first 3 years (or equivalent) of a teacher’s career, 

following the definition outlined by Melnick and Meister (2008). By considering the term 

beginning teachers as pertaining to less than 3 years of experience, the study is able to 

explore the challenges associated with differentiation for beginning teachers while drawing 

on their prior experiences to support interview discussions, enabling rich and relevant data 

to be collected.  

Within this scope, the study sought to respond to the gap in beginning teachers’ use 

of differentiated materials in their classrooms (Nazzal, 2001) by providing an explicit point 

of access for generating differentiated lessons that drew from these larger conceptual 

frameworks. The significance of this research is the development of an approach that uses a 

personality typing tool to initiate a conversation with beginning teacher participants. This, 

in turn, prompted the beginning teachers to consider different ways in which students might 

prefer to engage with the learning process. Through our conversation, the beginning 

teachers were able to consider student diversity in a new way that aligned practice with 

larger differentiation frameworks.  

Differentiated Instruction, championed by the work of Carol Ann Tomlinson, is 

one such model. This framework for differentiation unpacks the “ways in which a learner 

learns” (Tomlinson, 2014, p. 19) across a range of styles, some including peer discussion, 

individual work, a “part-to-whole” approach, big-picture approach, analytical approaches, 

creative or “application-orientation” approaches, and the view that learning “may be shaped 

by intelligence preferences, gender, culture, or learning styles” (p. 19). The framework 

outlines four curricular elements – content, process, product, and environment – that 

teachers can use to differentiate their lessons according to students’ readiness, interests, and 

learning profile (Tomlinson, 2014). Tomlinson (2005) suggests that such differentiation 

should be “proactive … [using] small, flexible groups for instruction … [and be] learner-
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centered [sic]” (p. 10). However, while Tomlinson has contributed significantly to the field 

of differentiation, her work may be difficult to implement for beginning teachers as her 

frameworks consider the broad view of differentiation rather than the subtle day-to-day 

minutia involved in applying differentiated instruction in a specific context.   

Another model to guide differentiation is the UDL framework which is built on 

three key principles: multiple ways to represent knowledge; multiple ways to display 

knowledge; and multiple ways to engage students (Capp, 2017a). UDL is centred upon a 

proactive approach to differentiation, rather than “retrospectively fitting the curriculum 

(Capp, 2017b, p. 794), by removing barriers, known as “curriculum-irrelevant variables” 

(Capp, 2017a, p. 65), to allow students some creativity and individuality in the learning 

process.  

1.5.2 Personalities in Schools  

Research into the personalities of students has found some correlation between 

different learning preferences and achievement. For example, it was noted in the literature 

that while students who aligned strongly with the sensing preference of the MBTI often 

struggled with high-stakes testing (Kalsbeek, 1989; I. Myers & Myers, 1995; Richardson & 

Arker, 2010), they often excelled in other areas of learning such as “hands-on” or practical 

tasks (Kalsbeek, 1989). This finding suggests that the structure and purpose of a task has an 

impact on the success experienced by some students and, as such, the different ways 

students might engage with learning could be considered when differentiating instruction. 

While Gourneau (2014) acknowledges that some teachers may be using an understanding 

of personality to assist their teaching; little research is available on how teachers might use 

such an understanding to inform practice, how successful this might be, and/or how this 

might manifest in the classroom. As such, this research contributes to new knowledge 

regarding how beginning teachers’ differentiation practices might be informed via a 
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consideration of the different ways that students engage with learning. In this way, 

personality typologies were used within this research to serve as an entry point for 

discussion. As the researcher, I make no claims of expertise in the psychoanalytic field. The 

MBTI framework – a predesigned personality typing tool – will be used to start a 

conversation with the beginning teachers that prompts them to think differently about the 

possibilities for differentiated activities in the classroom.  
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2Literature Review/Theoretical Framework 

This section outlines and explores the literature surrounding the relevant topics of 

inquiry. Relevant topics for this study include beginning teachers, differentiation, 

instructional choice, and personality. Following the review of the literature, a theoretical 

framework is presented to illustrate how key topics interrelate and guide the research.  

2.1 Beginning Teachers 

The teaching profession is unique in that, from the first day, beginning teachers are 

expected to perform to the same level as their more experienced peers – as opposed to 

gradually increasing their responsibilities as their confidence grows (De Neve & Devos, 

2017; Keogh, Garvis, Pendergast, & Diamond, 2012). As a result of this sudden acquisition 

of duties, it has been reported that beginning teachers often struggle to manage their core 

teacher responsibilities (De Neve & Devos, 2017), let alone manage more complicated 

practices (Gourneau, 2014). Current literature on the preparedness and perspectives of 

beginning teachers repeatedly reveals a disconnect between the assumptions of what the 

teaching experience will be like and the reality of what it actually is (Casey & Childs, 2017; 

Chelsey & Jordan, 2012; Evans & Waring, 2011; George et al., 2018; Melnick & Meister, 

2008; Nazzal, 2011). This disconnect can contribute to diminished self-efficacy, 

confidence, and readiness to teach (Casey & Childs, 2017; Chelsey & Jordan, 2012; Evans 

& Waring, 2011), which can then be compounded by feelings that “the community to 

which they belong professionally is not the place they feel free to seek support” (Mantei & 

Kervin, 2011, p. 4). One study estimates that 25% to 40% of teachers in Australia leave the 

profession within 5 years (Milburn, 2011): a finding that is supported by the Australian 

Council for Educational Research (ACER) (George et al., 2018). Furthermore, the 

beginning teachers who remain “will likely avoid tasks with which they have low 

confidence and self-efficacy” (Rowan & Townend, 2016, p. 8), including efforts to support 
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a range of student needs, as these actions are “characterised by fear and misunderstanding” 

(Rowan & Townend, 2016, p. 8). The literature widely acknowledges that differentiation is 

often one such “task” for which beginning teachers experience low levels of confidence 

(see Chesley & Jordan, 2012; De Neve & Devos, 2017; Evans & Waring, 2011; Gourneau, 

2014; Mansfield, Beltman, & Price, 2014; Nazzal, 2011).  

One case study that addressed the transference of differentiation practices 

observed two high-performing beginning teachers and noted how they were attempting to 

engage with differentiated materials (Nazzal, 2011). The study found that participants were 

generally differentiating by ability level, yet struggled to address student readiness, and 

relied heavily on textbooks and worksheets. Often, the beginning teachers did not 

differentiate the processes of learning, nor demonstrate a range of strategies such as “tiered 

lessons, mini-lessons, learning/interest centers [sic] … or technology-based activities” (p. 

22). During discussions with these participants, the beginning teachers reported feeling 

confident in their abilities but feared seeking support from colleagues.  

To address concerns relating to challenges faced by beginning teachers, many 

schools have established a range of supportive programs – including induction programs, 

mentor programs, and collegial environments. These can be highly effective at increasing 

the self-efficacy and effectiveness of beginning teachers (Chelsey & Jordan, 2012; De Neve 

& Devos, 2017; Evans & Waring, 2011; Gourneau, 2014). Additionally, in circumstances 

where such school-based support systems are absent, Evans and Waring (2011) found 

supportive frameworks that guide beginning teachers to consider student differences, 

characteristics, and cognitive styles, and other contexts that can similarly enhance teacher 

practices. The development of these supportive frameworks is an area that requires more 

attention, as the literature reports that such supportive tools can improve the confidence, 

self-efficacy, and agency of the beginning teacher (George et al., 2018).  
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2.1.1 Self-Efficacy and Agency  

Self-efficacy, as it pertains to educators, can have a substantial influence over how 

beginning teachers experience their work-life. Beginning teachers’ career persistence, job 

satisfaction, and interactions with students – such as classroom management, selection of 

instructional structures, student engagement, and achievement (George et al., 2018) – can 

all be affected by their self-efficacy. A high sense of self-efficacy can provide beginning 

teachers with a secure sense of confidence over their actions, allowing them to take risks 

and to develop new approaches such as catering to differences and providing increased 

opportunities for student autonomy (George et al., 2018), whereas low self-efficacy, or the 

view that they are incapable of producing a specific outcome, increases the likelihood that 

teachers will disengage from the specified action, possibly even leaving the profession 

altogether (Keogh et al., 2012).  

Due to the interconnected of a teacher’s perception of their own ability to affect 

student outcomes and their willingness to try new approaches in the classroom, self-efficacy 

strongly influences a teacher’s ability to differentiate (Dixon, Yssel, McConnel, & Hardin, 

2014; Putman, 2012). Literature in the field reveals that even if teachers can identify diverse 

students in their class, and demonstrate a decent understanding of the strategies and theories 

surrounding differentiation, they will still be far less likely to differentiate their instruction if 

they lack confidence in their ability to do so (Dixon et al., 2014). Efficacy beliefs that affect 

a teacher’s willingness to differentiate can stem from a range of teacher perceptions, 

including assumptions about the capabilities of the learners in their class, time restraints, the 

effort required, as well as their own ability (Dixon et al., 2014). In response, professional 

development is often recommended as a means to support teacher capacity and improve the 

likeness of both higher self-efficacy and differentiated methods (Rowan & Townend, 2016). 

However, existing research also indicates that merely attending professional development 

sessions may not necessarily increase self-efficacy, as some teachers return to “business as 
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usual” (Dixon et al., 2016, p. 115). Instead there needs to be a conscious, and preferably 

supported, effort for teachers to action their recently acquired knowledge from professional 

development sessions. By focusing and supporting action of recently acquired knowledge, 

teachers can experience success when enacting differentiation, and this is more likely to 

increase their self-efficacy and, correspondingly, their teacher practices (Dixon et al., 2014). 

As self-efficacy influences actions in this way, it is intertwined with a beginning teacher’s 

sense of agency (Eteläpelto et al., 2013).  

Agency, at its core, describes a sense of “autonomy and self-fulfilment … 

manifesting intentional action” (Eteläpelto et al., 2013, p. 46). However, there is an ongoing 

debate over the parameters of such a definition (Eteläpelto et al., 2013). Most of this 

contention seems to emerge due to the diverse range of approaches with which agency is 

associated, including social sciences, post-structural, sociocultural, as well as life course and 

identity (Eteläpelto et al., 2013). As it pertains to teaching, agency relates to a teacher’s 

“active contribution to shaping their work and its conditions” (Biesta et al., 2015, p. 624). It 

is, therefore, partially constructed by structural contexts that may enable or constrain 

practices (Deed et al., 2014; Eteläpelto et al., 2013; Hoa Thi & Yang, 2018). As agency is a 

highly complicated phenomenon – reflecting an interplay between specific structures, 

intentional actions, and thought processes (Butler, Schnellert, & Macneil, 2015) – context-

specific indicators can be useful to determine an increasing or decreasing sense of agency 

(Deed et al., 2014). While indicators will vary depending on the individual and their 

environment, examples may include goal setting, seeking professional development 

opportunities (Hoa Thi & Yang, 2018), self-management, constructing new knowledge, 

projecting a sense of freedom, reflecting on practice (Eteläpelto et al., 2013), reflecting on 

student progress, co-planning materials (Butler et al., 2015), and pedagogical choices such 

as promoting student autonomy (Deed et al., 2014). 



 

19 

 

For this paper, agency will be understood as Biesta et al.’s (2015) “ecological 

conception of agency-as-achievement” (p. 627). This view understands agency as emerging 

out of decisions made, or not made, in problematic situations (Biesta et al., 2015). Through 

this ecological lens, agency is subject to both individual capacity as well as “structural, 

cultural and material influences” (p. 629). As such, agency maintains direct relation to 

social-economic structures, discourses, and power constructs manifesting at both the 

individual and collective levels (Eteläpelto et al., 2013) within the school environment. 

Through these power relations, school environments can both enable and constrain agency 

depending on “community, rules, and divisions of labour” (Hoa Thi & Yang, 2018, p. 628). 

School cultures that enable agency, therefore, allow teachers the opportunity to articulate 

their thinking by encouraging a reflective community (Almeida, Moore, & Barnes, 2018) 

that comes together to manage change through collaborative relationships (Butler et al., 

2015) and distribution of labour.  However, environmental conditions can sometimes be 

problematic, as “some see teacher agency as a weakness … [and] seek to replace it with 

evidence-based and data-driven approaches” (Biesta et al., 2015, p. 624). Such actions can 

de-professionalise teachers, as agency and professional decision-making are replaced with a 

prescribed curriculum (Biesta et al., 2015). The de-professionalisation of the teaching 

profession through this prescribed manner then reinforces a reduced self-efficacy. To 

navigate the complexity of agency, interviews can often function as an adequate method for 

collecting and interpreting beginning teachers’ beliefs about themselves, their interactions 

with others, and environmental influences (Edwards, 2015). 

2.1.2 Mentoring  

The role of mentors in schools is to support beginning teachers as they navigate 

through the “reality shock” (George et al., 2018) of transitioning from learning about 

teaching to teaching a classroom of learners (Beutel et al., 2017; Department of Education 
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and Training, 2014; D'Souza, 2014). Recognising the importance of supporting beginning 

teachers through their early experiences, Education Queensland introduced the Mentoring 

Beginning Teachers (MBT) program (Department of Education and Training, 2014). 

Reflecting a constructivist epistemology (Beutel et al., 2017), the MBT program promotes a 

dialogic, collaborative, critically reflective approach to mentoring that reveals and 

challenges underlying beliefs, which can be of benefit to both the mentor and mentee 

(Beutel et al., 2017). However, the degree to which mentors engage with the MBT program 

varies. Beutel et al.’s (2017) case study on the MBT programs notes three different 

approaches mentors had to their positions: (a) mentor as “sounding-board”, where 

beginning teachers are supported through active listening and questioning; (b) mentor as 

expert, where the focus was on skill development rather than collaboration; and (c) mentor 

as “co-thinker” or “co-learner”, which promoted a sense of partnership and collaboration 

through practice-centred conversations.  

Throughout the literature, there is a consensus on the importance of relationships 

in the mentoring process (Beutel et al., 2017; Chapman, Deane, Harré, Courtney, & Moore, 

2017; Department of Education and Training, 2014; D'Souza, 2014; McGraw & Davis, 

2017). To foster these relationships, mutual trust must be present between the mentor and 

mentee (Beutel et al., 2017). This sense of trust can either be existing, if there is an 

established mentor-mentee relationship (D'Souza, 2014), or otherwise developed over time 

with frequent and sustained interactions (Beutel et al., 2017).  

Additionally, mentor-mentee partnerships may emerge outside of the normal 

school context. Through the building of relationships that focus on critical reflection of 

individual realities, qualitative researchers may also, at times, take on a mentoring role 

(D'Souza, 2014; Given, 2008). Similarly to the normal interactions between mentor and 

mentee, the researcher-as-mentor and participant-as-mentee relationship can be reinforced 
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through a process of questioning, listening, and asking follow-up questions, as is often the 

case during some data collection methods – for example, interviews (D'Souza, 2014). Such 

questioning conversations can develop “reflective practitioners” (D'Souza, 2014, p. 180) 

where the ideas that relate to the research can permeate into the realities of teacher practice.  

The influence mentors have over a mentee’s teaching practice, through guided 

discussion, makes it a powerful tool when developing a teacher’s capacity towards 

differentiation. The theme of improved differentiation practices is regularly emerging from 

literature exploring the effects of mentoring (see Efron, Winter, & Bressman, 2012; 

Hudson, 2013; Wexler, 2019). Studies report that mentees find that mentors “strengthened 

their self-confidence, push their thinking, helped them to diversify their teaching and 

enhanced their ability to engage all of their students” (Efron, Winter, & Bressman, 2012) 

resulting in teachers with a clearer view of how to differentiate within their contexts 

(Hudson, 2013). These findings would indicate that mentoring through collegial processes 

can shape the perceptions and actions of teachers, as well as their approaches to teaching, to 

address the needs of all students in their classrooms. 

2.2 Differentiation 

In an Australian context, differentiation pertains to the day-to-day actions of 

teachers to address and support learning needs by tailoring classroom activities (Australian 

Council for Educational Research, 2012). The literature covers topics such as varying 

principles of differentiation (Tomlinson, 2014), frameworks for differentiation (Capp 

2017a), the consequences of ability grouping (Boaler et al., 2000; Dunne, 2010; Gamoran, 

2010; Reilly & Parsons, 2011), connections to student retention (Kalsbeek, 1989), coaching 

strategies to improve differentiation (Latz et al., 2008), and the difficulties beginning 

teachers experience with differentiation (Nazzal, 2011). Despite this attention and an 

increasingly diverse student population, a one-size-fits-all curriculum continues to influence 
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classroom practices (Capp, 2017a; Chesley & Jordan, 2012; Gourneau, 2014; Reilly & 

Parsons, 2011). Gonski et al. (2018) elaborated further on this issue, asserting that 

“Australia still has an industrial model of school education … [that] is not designed to 

differentiate learning” (p. ix), resulting in detrimental practices as no two students are the 

same. Robinson and Aronica (2015) claim that “understanding this basic truth is the key to 

seeing how the system is failing – and also how it can be transformed” (p. 25).  

In the development of this study, two overarching frameworks for differentiation 

have been considered to support the presented approach – differentiated instruction and 

UDL. These approaches purport to understand that academic achievement is the 

consequence of learning and not a factor driving learning. In this regard, both models 

require differentiation strategies and approaches to be planned before entering a learning 

environment and both adhere to a proactive view of differentiation (Capp, 2017b; 

Tomlinson, 2005). 

2.2.1 Differentiated Instruction 

Differentiated instruction is primarily concerned with how to develop learning 

experiences that will produce the greatest amount of student growth (Dixon et al., 2014; 

Melesse, 2015; Yurtseven et al., 2015). This method of differentiation works on “the 

premise that [teachers] must be ready to engage students in instruction through different 

approaches to learning” (Tomlinson, 2014, p. 3). The literature supporting differentiated 

instruction promotes the idea that differentiation should occur by considering the students’ 

needs in relation to the content, process, product (the assessment task), and environment 

(Dixon et al., 2014; Melesse, 2015; Tomlinson, 2014). To successfully differentiate each of 

these elements for education, teachers plan for differentiation by considering students’ 

readiness, interest, and learning profiles (Dixon et al., 2014; Melesse, 2015; Tomlinson, 

2008; Yurtseven et al., 2015). While this model enhances teachers’ knowledge of potential 
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avenues for differentiation, it falls short of addressing teachers’ readiness to differentiate by 

providing specific strategies that respond to individual student’s needs.   

The success of differentiated instruction is dependent on the skills of the teacher 

“in understanding the characteristics of student learning and then using their knowledge in 

adapting lessons” (Dixon et al., 2014, p. 113). The limitation here is that beginning teachers 

often struggle to identify such learning characteristics (Evans & Waring, 2001; Yates, 2000) 

and can be left feeling bewildered about how to begin the process. While the guidance 

offered by differentiated instruction is potentially extremely helpful to some teachers, this 

reliance on teachers’ ability to identify student difficulties in learning can introduce a level 

of anxiety for beginning teachers and a complexity that they might find difficult to grasp 

(Chelsey & Jordan, 2012; Gourneau, 2014).  

2.2.2 Universal Design for Learning 

UDL is another model which supports a range of differentiation strategies and 

provides a set of principles to guide differentiation that can serve as a checklist for teachers 

when developing learning experiences or reflecting on practice. UDL prompts teachers to 

consider the multiple ways of representing knowledge, multiple ways students can 

demonstrate knowledge, and multiple ways to engage students in learning (Capp, 2017a, 

2017b; CAST, 2011). These three principles are broken down into nine guidelines and 32 

checkpoints. A breakdown of the UDL framework is provided in Table 1.  
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Table 1. 

UDL Framework (Cast, 2011) 
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Provide options for 
perception 

Offer ways of customising the display of information 

Offer alternatives for auditory information 

Offer alternatives for visual information 

Provide options for 
language, mathematical 
expression, and symbols 

Clarify vocabulary and symbols 

Clarify syntax and structure 

Support decoding of text, mathematical notation, and symbols 

Promote understanding across languages  

Illustrate through multiple media  

Provide options for 
comprehension  

Activate or supply background knowledge 

Highlight pattern, critical features, big ideas, and relationships  

Guide information processing, visualisation, and manipulation 

Maximise transfer and generalisation  
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Provide options for 
physical action 

Vary the methods for response and navigation  

Optimise access to tools and assistive technologies  

Provide options for 
expression and 
communication 

Use multiple media for communication 

Use multiple tools for construction and composition 

Build fluencies with graduated levels of support for practice and 
performance  

Provide options for 
executive functions  

Guide appropriate goal-setting 

Support planning and strategy development 

Facilitate managing information and resources 

Enhance capacity for monitoring progress  
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Provide options for 
recruiting interest 

Optimise individual choice and autonomy  

Optimise relevance, value, and authenticity  

Minimise threats and distractions  

Provide options for 
sustaining effort and 
persistence 

Heighten salience of goals and objectives 

Vary demands and resources to optimise challenge 

Foster collaboration and community 

Increase mastery-oriented feedback 

Provide options for self-
regulation  

Promote expectations and beliefs that optimise motivation 

Facilitate personal coping skills and strategies 

Develop self-assessment and reflection 
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Differentiation in accordance with this model is built around providing multiple 

means for students to access learning. In this way, UDL is a “proactive” form of 

differentiation (Capp, 2017b, p. 793) as teachers plan multiple pathways for learning within 

a lesson. However, while the UDL framework can be useful for prompting teachers to 

consider a range of differentiated practices, it lacks specifics around how to target or match 

individual students’ needs and how these targeted needs might manifest. For example, what 

does “fostering collaboration and community” look like within classroom practice? 

2.3 Instructional Choice  

The inclusion of student instructional choice within a lesson design has been found 

to result in students demonstrating an increased sense of motivation, engagement, and 

participation (Fleming & Panizzon, 2010; Royer, Lane, Cantwell, & Messenger, 2017; 

Rupprecht, 2018), as “choice empowers … [and] creates ownership” (Gourneau, 2014, p. 

303). A review of the literature conducted by Hornstra, Mansfield, van der Veen, Peetsma, 

and Volman (2015) comments on such an “imposed education” causality. Hornstra et al. 

outline how, generally, teachers prefer strategies of control over autonomy-supporting 

strategies, despite findings that choice improves motivation, due to perceived time pressures 

and a desire for efficiency. While issues with time management can be constant for many 

teachers (Gourneau, 2014; Latz et al., 2008; Nazzal, 2011), there is some evidence in the 

literature that inclusion of instructional choice can effectively decrease behaviour 

management (Hornstra et al., 2015; Royer et al., 2017). Royer et al. (2017) found that 

“offering choice helps all students develop self-esteem, self-determination, and feelings of 

control and independence in life that in turn become positive behavioral [sic] supports 

towards preventing problem behaviors [sic]” (p. 90).  

While the literature seems to, for the most part, support the inclusion of student 

choice, such instances of instructional choice require monitoring and careful guidance by 
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the classroom teacher. Royer et al. (2017) argue that learning options work best when 

students interpret the learning options to be “relevant, limited (not overwhelming in 

number), and culturally congruent” (p. 90), allowing students to access the learning 

experiences easily. Scott et al. (2019) advocate for such opportunities of student ownership, 

arguing the “link between independence and engagement/motivation is a general 

phenomenon that should be incorporated into all learning activities” (p. 294). 

2.4 Personality-Focused Practice 

A large portion of the literature associated with personality types in education 

tends either to examine correlations between different personalities and academic 

achievement, teacher compatibility, school compatibility (McClanaghan 2000; Mills, 2003; 

Richardson & Arker, 2010), and educational pathways (Kalsbeek, 1989; Mills, 2003; I. 

Myers & Myers, 1995; Weber, Lee, & Dennison, 2015), or to provide a general overview of 

preferences for different personalities (Reigstad, 1991). However, such research does not 

provide much insight into the specific use of personality typing to design learning activities 

in the classroom. Since Reigstad’s (1991) study Teaching Basic Writers: The Personality 

Factor, little research has been undertaken into how different personalities learn and, more 

specifically, how teachers can use personality types to inform differentiation (Richardson & 

Arker, 2010).  

For this research project, MBTI was chosen as a tool to leverage the beginning 

teachers to think differently about how students engage in the learning process via the 

creation of a range of learning options to match various personality differences. To this end, 

no students were tested through the MBTI tool to avoid placing students into pre-set 

classifications; rather the conceptual personality categories were used to support teacher 

planning. While numerous other personality models could have been selected and utilised 

for the purpose of beginning a conversation with the beginning teachers, MBTI was 



 

27 

 

selected due to its prior association with education (I. Myers & Myers, 1995) and its 

usefulness “in understanding cognitive and learning styles” (Mills, 2003, p. 274). MBTI is 

based on four dichotomised preferences – introversion (I) and extroversion (E); sensing (S) 

and intuition (N); thinking (T) and feeling (F); and judgement (J) and perception (P) – 

which, in combination, make up 16 different personality types (Mills, 2003; I. Myers & 

Myers, 1995; Weber et al., 2015). It is important to note that these personality types are 

preferences and scored on a spectrum, rather than being completely separate points (Weber 

et al. 2015). This thinking acknowledges that people do not fit predetermined moulds, and 

even those with similar personalities can still differ greatly. For the purposes of supporting 

differentiation, MBTI can be broken into four groupings – Abstract-Reflective (introverted 

intuitive), Abstract-Active (extroverted intuitive), Concrete-Reflective (introverted sensing), 

and Concrete-Active (extroverted sensing) (Kalsbeek, 1989; Mills, 2003). These four 

groupings are detailed in Figure 2. 

 

Figure 2. Groupings of personality types. Adapted from Linking Learning Style Theory 
with Retention Research: The TRAILS Project, by D. H. Kalsbeek, 1989.  

 

With the widespread use and popularity of the MBTI tool in the general 

population, existing contentions surrounding the tool need to be considered. An ongoing 

debate exists as to the reliability and validity of the MBTI tool. According to Weber et al. 

(2015), there is a general belief that the MBTI tool fails to yield consistent test-retest 
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outcomes and is therefore unreliable. Other critics of MBTI argue against its validity based 

on a “false assumption that all people can be divided into groups” (Capraro & Capraro, 

2002, p. 595). However, claims of poor reliability and validity of the MBTI are contested in 

the literature (Capraro & Capraro, 2002; Gosling, Rentfrow, & Swann, 2003; I. Myers & 

Myers, 1995; Weber et al., 2015). The original work of I. Myers and Myers (1995) reports 

that MBTI results are generally considered accurate “by the time children reach the seventh 

grade” (p. 5). The literature review by Capraro and Capraro (2002), on the reliability and 

validity of the MBTI tool, supports this claim and finds that the tool becomes more accurate 

as children age, with it being “most appropriately administered to high school-aged persons 

and adults” (p. 593). While such an ongoing debate is noted, these concerns are not 

pertinent to this study.  

2.5 Theoretical Framework 

As this study has a focus on shifting beginning teachers’ thinking around 

differentiation practices, a constructivist interventionist framing has been used to guide its 

design. An interventionist methodology was chosen as this supported an approach that 

shifted existing practices (Fraser & Galinsky, 2010) by considering and co-constructing 

alternative practices. The constructivist paradigm is based on the belief that each individual 

shapes their own reality, in opposition to traditional positivist approaches which assume one 

objective reality (Given, 2008). By utilising the constructivist paradigm, I was able to co-

construct knowledge with the beginning teachers while guiding their reflective meta-

cognitive processes (Eteläpelto et al., 2013). In line with this view, constructivist studies 

usually promote data collection methods where “knowledge is constructed between inquirer 

and participant through the inquiry process itself … and understanding emerge[s] from the 

joint construction of inquirer and participant” (Given, 2008, p. 117). As such, interviews, a 

research journal, and collected research artefacts served as the data collection methods for 
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this project. Furthermore, a constructivist intervention is appropriately suited to research 

that occurs at the setting of the inquiry, such as an educational institution (Given, 2008). I 

drew on design-based research (DBR) to guide the implementation of the intervention 

methodology (Bannan-Ritland, 2003). This allowed me to organise the research into five 

phases – design, enactment, data collection, analysis, and redesign (Design-Based Research 

Collective, 2003).  

2.5.1 Theoretical Research Design  

The theoretical model for this research infused elements from current 

differentiation frameworks (differentiated instruction and UDL), existing school-wide 

pedagogy, as well as evolving beginning teacher practices. These elements were used to 

inform methodologies and points of interest during data collection, as well as teaching 

practices during the intervention. Throughout the intervention, I supported the beginning 

teachers to prepare classroom strategies and activities that were implemented over an entire 

unit (8 weeks). A deconstructed view of this study’s theoretical framework is represented in 

Figure 3. 
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Figure 3. Theoretical framework of the study. 

 

  



 

31 

 

3Research Design 

This section outlines the methodological influences and choices that guided the 

study to answer the research question: How can mentoring support beginning teachers to 

think differently about differentiation? The contextual information for the study is provided, 

as well as my pre-existing position in the research site. The selected methodology, 

comprised of a phase-by-phase breakdown, will then be discussed. This chapter will close 

by outlining the ethical considerations of the study.   

3.1 Contextualising the Study 

This study was set in a low-socioeconomic state school in the South-East region of 

Queensland, with a population of around 1,000 students. The school is also my place of 

employment, where I work as a literacy coach. Within this role, I have a reduced teaching 

load and the required flexibility to meet frequently with staff and support the 

implementation of innovative teaching strategies, including various differentiation 

strategies, across the school. I was able to conduct this research within my role as a literacy 

coach. 

3.2 Participants 

Following ethical clearance (Ethic Reference Number: 2019/312) and permission to 

conduct the research in line with the Department of Education’s research guidelines, a 

formal process of recruitment and informed consent (see Appendix A) was actioned. The 

two beginning teacher participants were in the first three years of their teaching career and 

taught junior-secondary English classes (Years 7 and 8). Simone and Lara (pseudonyms) 

were purposefully selected for this study due to their common ground (Morgan, Eliot, 

Lowe, & Gorman, 2016) – both shared a staffroom, worked in the English faculty, and were 

teaching junior-secondary English (one teaching Year 7, the other teaching Year 8). These 
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similarities allowed for clear comparisons to be made (Morgan et al., 2016). I was also well 

acquainted with Simone and Lara, as we had worked together for over a year.  

Due to this existing rapport with the beginning teacher participants and my 

familiarity with the teaching environment, more direct and specific data were able to be 

collected in relation to the study (Gill, Stewart, Treasure, & Chadwick, 2008). Further, it 

was envisaged that, due to our existing professional relationships, we could support each 

other throughout the research process in the generation of class materials.  

3.3 Role of the Researcher  

During the research process, I assumed multiple roles as colleague, mentor, and 

researcher. Due to my complete membership (Given, 2008) status within the research site, 

the beginning teachers appeared to view me, first and foremost, as a colleague and friend. I 

had been working with both Simone and Lara for over a year, resulting in an existing 

trusting relationship prior to the research. My insider status also provided me with an 

understanding of the attitudes, values, and internal beliefs of the research site, resulting in a 

common language between myself and the beginning teachers (Unluer, 2012).  

Additionally, due to the existing relationship and my position in the school as 

literacy coach, I was able to assume the role of “mentor”. In this role, I supported the 

beginning teachers to generate class materials and to reflect on their practice (Beutel et al., 

2017). Within this style of mentoring, I was positioned as a “co-thinker”, “co-learner”, and 

“co-inquirer” as the beginning teachers and I were becoming more familiar with this 

different approach to differentiation and making meaning together. Through this process, 

the underlying beliefs of both beginning teachers, and to a degree my own beliefs, were 

jointly revealed and questioned (Beutel et al., 2017) as a new understanding for 

differentiating differently emerged through growing awareness and (self-)reflection. The 

mentor role enabled a comfortable dialogue and ease of communication to support the 
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enactment of the intervention. The existing relationship also meant that the intervention had 

not unduly affected normal social interaction (Unluer, 2012).  

By situating myself, my voice and my insider knowledge, I add another layer of 

understanding about the site and its contextual history for engaging with differentiated 

instruction. Such an insider-researcher positioning offers a range of advantages within 

intervention work – athrough deeper cultural understanding, ease of access to participants as 

well as participants to mentor-researcher, access to resources, and promoting truthfulness 

among the participants due to established intimacy (Unluer, 2012). Correspondingly, my 

insider status as a respected member of the teaching community allowed for deeper insights 

regarding existing trends, habits, and practices towards differentiation within the research 

site that may have been initially missed by an outsider researcher. Additionally, due to my 

existing presence at the site, the beginning teacher participants were immediately open to 

conversations on developing practices they were exploring and related resources.  

While my insider-researcher status (Given, 2008) supported most of my interactions 

with Simone and Lara, for purposes of study design, data collection, review, and analysis I 

operated in the role of the researcher. The researcher role enabled me to “step back” from 

the messy mentoring work of the intervention into a position of “empathic neutrality” 

(Given, 2008; Ritchie, Lewis, Nicholls, & Ormston, 2014). To achieve this state of 

empathic neutrality, I relied on a reflexive process to operate, as much as possible, in a 

neutral and non-judgemental manner (Ritchie et al., 2014). I acknowledge, due to my pre-

existence in the research site and continuing relationships with the beginning teacher 

participants, that I have a vested interest (Koch, Niesz, & McCarthy, 2014) and that 

complete neutrality would be unachievable. Therefore, I continually reflected on my 

potential bias and unintended influence on the data. In this semi-neutral position, I 
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considered the “bigger picture” of the research: how data were being collected and could be 

interpreted and how to determine the future course of the research.  

However, while the researcher role provided a small degree of objective distance 

from the actions of the intervention, in reality – and during the process of implementing the 

intervention – lines between mentor and researcher occasionally blurred. An instance of 

such a coalition between the roles was when I used insider knowledge – that I had acquired 

either from working with the beginning teachers as mentor or due to my pre-existing status 

within the research site – to guide my questioning during interviews. While the “blending” 

(Creswell, 2013) of researcher roles added a degree of complexity to the study, the resulting 

combination of perspectives provided a form of triangulation (Given, 2008).  

3.4 Methodology 

As this research was concerned with “social interactions and individual 

experiences” (O’Brien, Harris, Beckman, Reed, & Cook, 2014, p. 1245) in the education 

setting, a qualitative approach to methodology and data collection was utilised. The 

qualitative design allowed for deeper exploration of the complexities and intricacies of 

individuals for which a quantitative approach is unsuited (Luttenberg, Meijer, & 

Oolbekkink-Marchand, 2017). As such, a DBR design guided the structuring and 

organisation of the study, which followed a cyclical process of design, enactment, data 

collection, analysis, and redesign (The Design-Based Research Collective, 2003; Sandoval, 

2013; Shavelson, Phillips, Towne, & Feuer, 2003) and allowed for variation between each 

iteration (Rawson & Hughes-Hassell, 2015; Sandoval, 2013). Alongside the DBR cycle, 

smaller action cycles occurred to mentor the beginning teachers through the interventions 

and to address the, at times, unpredictable nature of the school setting. These smaller actions 

cycles occurred six times within one DBR cycle. The full DBR process occurred four times 

throughout the study and took approximately eight weeks. The research design (see Figure 
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4) outlines this intervention process. Each section of the research design will now be 

discussed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4. Organisation of the research design, showing the duel cyclical processes of 
the intervention. 

 

Phase 1 – Re/Design: 
Organise planning meetings 

and develop/refine 
supportive measures. 

 

Phase 2 – Enactment: 
Support Beginning Teachers 

through to enact the 
intervention. 

Phase 3 – Data Collection: 
Semi-Structured interviews to 
generate data and reflect on 

Beginning Teachers’ experiences. 

Phase 4 – Analysis: 
Thematic analysis of interview 

data. 

Action 1 – Generation: 
Design 4 learning options 

relevant to the lesson 
objectives. 

Each option targets a different 
activity style (Figure 2).  

 

Action 2 – Facilitation: 
Beginning Teachers to action 

learning options in their 
classrooms. 

Action 3 – Review: 
Beginning Teachers to reflect 
on the activities and consider 

areas for improvement. 

x 6 

Pre-Intervention: 
Beginning Teachers consider 
their preferred ways to learn. 

Initial interview to establish 
baseline perceptions. 
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3.4.1 Pre-Intervention  

Prior to the commencement of the intervention, a 30-minute individual pre-

intervention semi-structured interview (see Appendix B) was held separately with each 

participant to collect a baseline data set on their existing understanding of differentiation 

and their current practices. The interview had two parts: Perceptions of Differentiation and 

Differentiation in Practice. The first part gathered data on the participants’ existing 

definition of differentiation and understanding of possible differentiation strategies. The 

second part explored the beginning teachers’ planning habits for differentiation, as well as 

perceptions on how the classroom environment, school culture, and individual students 

impacted their choices for differentiation. These data directly informed and linked to future 

data collection.  

Following these interviews, the beginning teachers and I met to discuss how the 

research would be implemented. During this meeting (see Appendix C), both beginning 

teachers were provided with an abridged version of a personality self-assessment test from 

John, Naumann, and Soto (2008) (see Appendix D) to prompt a discussion of how we, as 

participants, may differ – including the different ways we prefer to acquire knowledge. This 

conversation was used to leverage the beginning teachers to think differently about how 

students might engage in the learning process. During this discussion, we considered how 

the four MBTI groupings suggested by Kalsbeek (1989), and reaffirmed by Mills (2003), 

could be used as a basis for thinking about differentiating class activities. This model of 

grouping MBTI types (see Figure 2) was selected as differentiating learning activities by a 

factor of four is far more manageable than doing so by a factor of 16. Using these four 

categories of personality was for planning purposes only; it was never suggested that the 

four groups would be used as a system of “pigeon-holing” students. Such flexibility was 

desired to allow students the freedom to select their preferred classroom processes 

depending on which activities they believe would best benefit their learning. Allowing 
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students to select their preferred activities ensured that students had a voice in their learning 

and that additional outside interests could be considered. The meeting concluded with the 

beginning teachers being provided with an information letter (see Appendix E) to send 

home to parents informing them that the teachers were participating in a research project. 

3.4.2 The Action Cycle  

The action cycle of generation, facilitation, and review operated within the DBR 

model. These action cycles addressed the constant need to prepare and deliver lessons 

within the ongoing context of the school environment. During this action cycle I mentored 

Simone and Lara as they were prompted to think differently about differntiation. Further, by 

embedding myself into the research through the process of mentoring the beginning 

teachers, I was able to intervene and improve upon the design and quality of the 

intervention between cycles (Barab & Squire, 2004). Through this process of adjusting the 

intervention, I was able to ensure rich and relevant data were generated (Anderson & 

Shattuck, 2012; Sandoval, 2013) that catered to the complex and “messy nature of teacher 

practice” (Palak, 2013, p. 11). Additionally, within this mentoring role I was able to develop 

an understanding of how a personality-focused lens could be considered in the generation of 

differentiated lessons through a cyclical process of preparing materials, using materials in 

the classroom, determining success through informal discussions, and constructing new 

materials based on previous “actions” (Baum, MacDougall, & Smith, 2006; Dowling, 2006; 

Rowell, Polush, Riel, & Bruewer, 2015; Shavelson et al., 2003).  

Action 1 – Generation. During the generation action (see Figure 4), I met with the 

two beginning teachers to generate class materials on an ad hoc basis – depending on the 

school’s timetable. These meetings normally occurred 2 days prior to each lesson, allowing 

the teachers time to familiarise themselves with the generated content before being required 

to deliver it to their classes. These sessions lasted between 30 to 70 minutes during a spare 
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period that I shared with the beginning teachers. During these planning sessions, I mentored 

the beginning teachers as a “co-thinker” (Beutel et al.,2017), operating in partnership to 

generate materials by questioning and discussing ideas. During these interactions I was 

careful, by avoiding the use of explicit instructions, not to assume the role of an “infallible 

expert”. During these planning sessions, we used the four personality groupings outlined in 

the Kalsbeek model (1989) (see Figure 2) to develop a shared language when discussing 

varying learning activities, to support the generation of differentiated materials, and to 

prompt the beginning teachers to focus on student differences.  

However, while the personality groupings were used during planning sessions, in 

practice the groups were porous, allowing students individual discretion as to which activity 

they preferred to take part in. Materials generated through this method were informed by 

what the literature reported would work best for each personality group (see Kalsbeek 1989; 

Mills, 2003; I. Myers & Myers, 1995; Reigstad, 1991) – for example, sensing preferences 

are likely to work best with practical activities while intuitive preferences align more 

towards abstract concepts (Mills, 2003; Reigstad, 1991) – which could be translated to 

activities that addressed different styles of engaging with learning. During this process, I 

collected research artefacts in the form of blank resources that had been developed for the 

lessons, and maintained field notes through reflective journal entries (Luttenberg et al., 

2017; Orange, 2016). These artefacts and field notes were later used to support the semi-

structured interview process. 

Action 2 – Facilitation. Following the generation action, the beginning teachers 

implemented the co-developed materials into their lessons. As the focus of this study was 

on the experiences of the beginning teachers, I did not observe any classes nor witness the 

materials in practice within the contexts of the research. This decision avoided introducing 

my perceptions of how well the materials were implemented, which may have unduly 
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influenced my interpretation of conversations with the beginning teachers. As a result, I had 

no personal insight into the beginning teachers’ experiences of using the generated 

materials in the classroom setting, and instead had to rely on their reflections.  

Action 3 – Review. The review of the generated materials occurred after each 

lesson (three times per week) and took the form of informal discussions, or quick debriefs, 

with the beginning teachers. These conversations normally took place either during a 

lunchbreak or after the school day. Each debrief lasted approximately 15 minutes but 

provided a continual, informal review of the research to ensure the intervention was being 

implemented as intended. These discussions were used to reflect on, and re-design, systems 

of support (Joseph, 2004; Sandoval, 2013) within the DBR cycle. The contents of these 

discussions were noted in my research journal which was later used to guide semi-

structured interviews during the data collection phase.  

These reoccurring action cycles emphasised continuous critical reflection for the 

beginning teachers and the continual re-assessment of how they were thinking about 

differentiation. The action cycles would occur for each of the beginning teachers’ junior-

secondary lessons – approximately six times within one larger DBR cycle lasting, 

approximately, two weeks. Neither the planning sessions nor the informal discussions were 

recorded through visual or auditory technology as this restriction is a condition of my 

employment with Education Queensland. The review discussions concluded one action 

cycle. The generation, facilitation, and review action occurred for each of the beginning 

teachers’ junior-secondary lessons.  

3.4.3 The DBR Cycle 

A DBR methodology is generally situated in the site of inquiry and promotes a 

collaborative method of knowledge generation between the researcher and the participants 

(Anderson & Shattuck, 2012). Therefore, the bi-weekly DBR iterative intervention cycles 
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of design, enactment, data collection, analysis, and redesign (The Design-Based Research 

Collective, 2003; Sandoval, 2013; Shavelson et al., 2003) operated in conjunction with the 

collaborative action cycles. The DBR iterative intervention cycles guided the parameters of 

the study, rotating through a series of four phases: (1) design, which established how the 

cycle was to be organised – determining meeting times with the beginning teachers and the 

degree of mentoring or support to be provided; (2) enactment of the intervention; (3) data 

collection through dyadic semi-structured interviews lasting approximately 30 minutes; and 

(4) analysis, where interview transcripts were coded and categorised. The analysed data 

would then inform the design phase of the following cycle. Throughout the DBR process I 

operated in the role of researcher, concerning myself with the entire research process rather 

than focusing specifically on the beginning teachers’ enactment of the intervention. 

Phase 1 – Re/Design. The purpose of the design (or redesign) phase was to support 

the beginning teachers through the actions of the intervention. The re/design phase 

consisted of organising the planning meetings with the beginning teachers, reflecting on 

previous interviews and reflective conversations, and seeking to improve the process for the 

upcoming cycle – often by adjusting the systems of support and determining the extent to 

which mentoring was required. During the first design phase, the previous conversation had 

occurred during the individual pre-intervention interviews as well as in the pre-intervention 

meeting – which included a consideration of preferred styles of teaching. All following 

re/design phases relied on the findings from the data collected during dyadic interviews 

which identified the strengths and weaknesses of the approach. These re/design phases 

allowed for alteration to further test, develop, and advance the theory (Shavelson et al., 

2003) and, in this way, to address “the intractable divide between theory and practice in the 

field of education” (Rawson & Hughes-Hassell, 2015, p. 11). The difficulty with this phase 

was determining the trajectory of the study and how proceeding cycles affected or varied 
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from those preceding (Sandoval, 2013). To support the re/design phase of this study, I used 

the design-based research conducted by Joseph (2004) as a guide. To support required 

alternations between cycles, Joseph reflected on the collected qualitative data to determine 

any issues, or opportunities for further development, that may have been present. In this 

way, problems were identified through participants’ experiences, which guided a revision of 

the study by asking “why did this happen?” style questions (Joseph, 2004). Following this 

process, I frequently reflected on points of interest, emerging themes from the interviews, 

and existing challenges to develop the next cycle of the process. Alterations were discussed 

with the beginning teachers during the following design phases.  

Phase 2 – Enactment. Following the design phase, the intervention was enacted, 

and time was allowed for the action cycles to take place. Alterations, support measures, and 

set approaches to the intervention, designed during the re/design phases, were then enacted 

as I mentored the beginning teachers through the intervention. The enactment phase of the 

research maintained a large focus on the actions of the beginning teachers as they 

participated within the action cycles – either by working alongside myself in the generation 

of materials or independently as they facilitated lessons. The inclusion of the enactment 

phase in the DBR cycle provided the time required to complete the necessary action cycles.  

Phase 3 – Data Collection. Several methods for collecting data were used 

throughout this research. The primary form of data collection was through dyadic semi-

structured interviews. Other methods for data collection included my reflections, noted in a 

research journal, as well as blank copies of class materials which were recorded during the 

action cycles. The additional data sources were used to assist in interview development and 

to guide discussion. These multiple data points served as a form of triangulation built into 

the research to further support the validity of the study (Eisikovits & Koren, 2010; The 

Design-Based Research Collective, 2003).  
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This study contained a large element of reflexivity on my part as the mentor-

researcher. Reflexivity allowed me to monitor and report my own experiences of mentoring 

the beginning teachers (Ritchie et al., 2014) and to acknowledge my role in the research –as 

both researcher and mentor. I noted my reflections after each planning session, occurring 

approximately three times a week. These reflections detailed what was discussed during the 

conversation, what prior knowledge – for example, past lessons or interactions with 

students – was employed to support the discussion, the activities generated and the method 

for generation, as well as my personal thoughts on how the beginning teachers were 

managing the new approach to differentiation. In addition to, and in support of, the 

reflective journal, class materials generated within the action cycles were collected as 

research artefacts and reviewed during interviews to enhance the recall of the beginning 

teachers and to provide insight into how they were implementing the outlined approach 

(Cobb, Confrey, DiSessa, Lehrer, & Schauble, 2003). Materials included PowerPoint 

presentations (or other methods of presentation), activities, and question sheets.  

Interviews employed a dyadic method, where both beginning teachers were 

interviewed simultaneously, to allow for a comparison and contrast between the different 

experiences (Morgan, Ataie, Carder, & Hoffman, 2013). The dyadic method was selected to 

make use of the similarities (teaching experience, subject, school, staff room) between the 

beginning teachers, as well as their existing friendship. The existing relationship between 

the beginning teachers and myself further supported a conversational tone during semi-

structured interviews to clarify, consolidate, and review data provided throughout the study 

(Given, 2008). Semi-structured interviews allowed for the beginning teachers’ voice while 

ensuring the desired themes for the research were addressed (Rabionet, 2011). This style of 

interview, through open-ended questions, was effective in generating data of the 

participants’ perceptions towards the research topic (Gill et al., 2008; Given, 2008). I took a 
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semi-active role in the interviews, not just to ensure talking points were met and the 

conversation remained relevant to the study, but also to incorporate a degree of flexibility 

within the conversation to address emerging points of interest. Additional benefits of the 

dyadic approach included the participants spontaneously engaging in asking questions and 

stimulating ideas that may have otherwise been left unrecognised or forgotten (Morgan et 

al., 2013). In this style of interview the “resulting text is a collaboration of investigator and 

informant[s]” (Given, 2008, p. 811) who co-construct the data for the study (Morgan et al., 

2013).  

The dyadic semi-structured interviews were held once a fortnight, during an agreed-

upon semi-regular timeslot, following the six action cycles. Interviews lasted approximately 

30 minutes and were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim (Given, 2008). The purpose 

of the ongoing dyadic interviews was to collect data on how the beginning teachers 

perceived the intervention to be affecting their class, their teaching practices, and their 

preparation, as well as to share reflections on how they generated strategies to cater to the 

varying ways by which the students in their classes might engage with learning (Given, 

2008). These sessions, after the initial question, were broken into two parts, as discussed 

previously: Perceptions of Differentiation and Changes in Practice. While the constructed 

interview guide (see Appendix F) contained a list of set questions, this was a guide only and 

in practice did not necessarily follow the set order, depending on the development of the 

conversation (Doody & Noonan, 2013; Gill et al., 2008). Interviews took place in the 

classrooms of the teachers, depending on availability. This allowed for a sense of familiarity 

(Doody & Noonan, 2013) and provided the ability to gesture or demonstrate experiences as 

a method to clarify understanding. 

Phase 4 – Analysis. Analysis occurred over the course of approximately two days 

following each interview and informed the re-design of the intervention in preparation for 
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future cycles. The data collected during the semi-structured interviews were thematically 

analysed to code the “wide range of textual data” (Given, 2008, p. 120) and to identify 

emerging themes and “patterns of experience” (Given, 2008, p. 867). This process began by 

immersing myself in the data, rereading the transcripts multiple times and noting “memos in 

the margin” (Creswell, 2013, p. 243). The notes made in the margin formed the initial codes 

used in the analysis. Once all interviews were coded, the codes were cleaned – removing or 

consolidating redundant/repeated codes – and organised into clusters. These clusters were 

then grouped to identify the emerging themes. The frequency of codes was also monitored 

to determine which conversation points dominated the conversation. Table 2 provides an 

excerpt of this process. 

 

Table 2. 

Thematic Analysis Excerpt 

Code 
number Code description Code 

freq. Cleaned codes  Code 
freq. Code groups Code group 

freq. 
Theme 

P2.1 

Differentiation is 
catering to 

different needs, 
personalities, 

levels 

1 Differentiation is 
catering to 

student need and 
differences in the 

classroom 

2 

Differentiation is 
catering to student 
need, differences in 

the class, and 
understanding that 

students learn 
differently 

8 
Perceptions and 
understanding of 

differentiation 

P2.2 

Differentiation is 
catering to 

differences in the 
classroom 

1 

P2.3 Background 1 

List of factors 
that impact 

student needs 
5 

P2.4 Spoken language 1 

P2.5 Disabilities  1 

P2.6 Ability level 1 

P2.7 Personalities  1 

P2.8 
Different kids 

learn in different 
ways 

1 
Different kids 

learn in different 
ways 

1 

P2.9 
Type of learner 
(kinaesthetic, 

visual…) 
1 Type of learner 1 Type of learner 1 

 



 

45 

 

Thematic analysis was used in an attempt to align data with the sub-questions (What 

enabled a shift in teacher self-efficacy, agency, understandings, and practices? and What 

constrained a shift in teacher self-efficacy, agency, understandings, and practices?). Data 

that did not fit either of these two sub-questions were still coded to ensure fidelity to the 

perspectives of the beginning teachers. The purpose of this analysis was “to produce a 

detailed and systematic recording of the themes and issues discussed in the interviews” 

(Burnard, 1991, pp. 461-462). The two beginning teachers were shown a copy of the 

analysed transcript and asked to “check the appropriateness or otherwise of the category 

system” (Burnard, 1991, p. 464).   

3.5 Rigour and Trustworthiness  

Due to the embedded and contextualised nature of the research design, great care 

was needed to ensure the reliability, validity, accuracy, and rigour of the study. A common 

concern with DBR models is that “the researcher's involvement makes it difficult or 

impossible to determine whether it was researcher or intervention that produced the study's 

outcomes” (Rawson & Hughes-Hassell, 2015, p. 16) in that the “designers are biased 

toward showing their intervention works” (Sandoval, 2013, p. 392). This perspective fails to 

realise that the iterative design process assumes initial failure or the need for improvement 

and, as such, the “impetus of design is improvement” to allow for sustainable innovation 

(Sandoval, 2013, p. 392). However, it does outline some of the complexities associated with 

an embedded researcher and the impact they may have on outcomes. To manage my 

insider-researcher role, I frequently reflected on my actions in a research journal to monitor 

how I may have been influencing the research (O’Brien et al., 2014) and to ensure the 

impetus of the intervention remained on the actions of the beginning teachers. Additionally, 

while the contextualised nature of these methodologies instigates these challenges, it was 

also the reason for this methodological selection as “educational research that is detached 
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from practice may not account for the influence of contexts, the emergent and complex 

nature of outcomes, and the incompleteness of knowledge” (The Design-Based Research 

Collective, 2003, p. 5). As this research was centred in a real educational setting, a sense of 

validity was further established (Anderson & Shattuck, 2012).  

The semi-structured interview method also presented some challenges. One such 

challenge was ensuring and maintaining an accurate interpretation of the interview. The 

issue here was “to what degree is it reasonable and accurate to compare the utterances of 

one person with those of another” (Burnard, 1991, p. 462). This was addressed in the 

construction of the study as both beginning teachers were asked to engage in member-

checking (Creswell, 2013; Koch et al., 2014; O’Brien et al., 2014) by reviewing the 

transcript of each dyadic interview and identifying what they believed were the main points 

of the discussion (Burnard, 1991). The main points identified by the beginning teachers 

allowed for greater accuracy when comparing perspectives. To further support the 

reliability and accuracy of the interviews, supplementary data in the form of research 

artefacts and my research journal were used during the interviews. These additional data 

sets allowed for enhanced recall from the beginning teachers and generated a form of 

triangulation, as details pertaining to the intervention were cross-checked and corroborated 

over multiple data points (Creswell, 2013; Given, 2008).  
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4Analysis of Findings  

This section analyses and discusses the data collected. The data illustrate the 

experiences of beginning teachers, Lara and Simone, as they considered and engaged in 

unfamiliar methods of teaching to differentiate the “processes” (Tomlinson, 2014) of their 

classrooms. While engaging with these unfamiliar methods, the beginning teachers reflected 

on how their understandings of differentiation may have been developing. This section 

explores the experiences and views of the beginning teachers, as reported during semi-

structured interviews, in order to answer the research question – How can mentoring 

support beginning teachers to think differently about differentiation? 

This section is organised into three overarching sections – pre-conditions, enablers, 

and constrainers – to organise, analyse, and interpret the collected data. These three 

overarching sections entangle the systemic, cultural, and personal experiences of attempting 

to differentiate differently by presenting multiple learning options and offering students 

choice during class activities.  

4.1 Pre-Conditions  

Two practices that were commonly utilised within the school context and that were 

often mentioned by the beginning teachers during interviews were the use of the Microsoft 

OneNote program to set a one-size-fits-all curriculum and an existing approach to 

differentiation. Prior to the research taking place, both beginning teachers relied heavily on 

the school’s use of the OneNote software as a lesson database. The system was used widely 

by administration for communication of such things as policies, procedures, and meeting 

agendas/minutes. In addition, it served as a platform for the generation and distribution of 

standardised units and learning sequences, each planned by a subject coordinator. The 

coordinators generated the task sheets and unit outlines as well as the lessons for the unit – 

referred to as “concepts”. Lara describes this process, stating: 
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I think the whole thing with the OneNote is dangerous …. For example … we 
create a OneNote with resources. However, people tend to be encouraged to teach 
identically to that OneNote that has been planned concept by concept. Now, 
unfortunately, that doesn't work because, I don't think it works, because it’s, if 
you’re just doing the same as every other person that's not differentiation at all. 
That's just like, “oh sweet there's a unit. I'm going in. I'm now a relief teacher.” 
(Initial Interview) 
 
The beginning teachers recognised that the use of OneNote originated as an attempt 

to reduce workload and to make preparing for classes “easier for teachers and less time-

consuming” (Simone, Joint Interview 4). However, Simone acknowledged that the practice 

may not always be “resulting in the best teaching” (Simone, Joint interview 4).  

Similarly, the beginning teachers’ classroom practices, pre-intervention, had been 

shaped by the school’s existing differentiation framework – locally referred to as a 

differentiation action plan (DAP). The framework emphasises ability-grouping which, as 

Mills et al. (2014) point out, is not uncommon; differentiation frequently being interpreted 

as “modifying curriculum based on perceived ability” (p. 6). Teachers were encouraged to 

review their class data periodically and to group students into the low, middle, and high 

categories – referred to as Foundation, Core, and Complex. This DAP process was 

embedded across the school and reinforced by the standardisation of content enacted 

through the OneNote program. Lara explains the systemic nature of this differentiation 

approach thus:  

Well at our school, you would use sections in a OneNote saying “these tasks are for 
more higher-level people. These ones are for the core group, and these ones”.… 
You could do it through basically anything that’s related to content or skills. You 
can sort of do different levels of that task. Yeah that's what it would look like. (Lara, 
Initial Interview)  
 
During the pre-intervention interviews, both beginning teachers reportedly accepted 

and passively participated in the DAP process, despite personal reservations regarding its 

value:  
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I personally don’t like how we do DAP, because I think just putting them [students] 
in, like, these two groups, three groups, and then writing random notes about it. 
Like, “what do you mean?” (Lara, Joint Interview 3)   
 
The initial acceptance of the DAP process appeared to be in response to a perceived 

general lack of understanding or confidence towards differentiation. Simone commented 

that “[Differentiation] was always an area for improvement for me … I wasn’t sure if I was 

really doing it right” (Simone, Joint Interview 2). As the beginning teachers had a limited 

experience of other of school contexts, the professional identities and practices of both were 

inextricably shaped by the cultural influences of the school, which appeared to directly 

guide their day-to-day practices (Abawi, 2013).  

4.2 Enablers  

Throughout the study, there were numerous factors that supported and enabled the 

beginning teachers to rethink their understanding towards differentiation and how they 

organised lessons. Despite their interconnected nature, for ease of discussion these factors 

will be explored across three overarching themes for enabling practice: engaging in 

differentiating processes, professional dialogue and peer support, and positive feedback. 

Each of the overarching themes will explore the manner in which the experiences of the 

beginning teachers shaped their developing understandings as well as their classroom 

practices linked with differentiation.  

4.2.1 Engaging in Differentiating Processes  

Throughout the study, the beginning teachers were prompted to consider different 

ways of engaging students with learning and, in doing so, introducing guided student choice 

through multiple learning options. During planning sessions, the beginning teachers and I 

generated four different learning options informed by Kalsbeek’s (1989) MBTI model 

(Figure 2). This model guided the format and requirements of the four activities. The 

intention behind the activities was to allow students to choose the task that they thought best 
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suited the way they learn while maintaining a focus on the same learning objectives. When 

designing these four learning options, the beginning teachers were encouraged to consider 

how students could access the same content in different ways (Capp, 2017a; Tomlinson, 

214). Figure 5 displays an excerpt from my research journal, my associated planning notes, 

and provides an example of how these options were presented to students.  By providing 

flexibility and student choice through structured learning options, the beginning teachers 

allowed students a degree of control over how they learn while ensuring that the activities 

were congruent with the set learning outcomes. The learning objective related to Figure 5 

was to recognise and articulate abstract nouns. 

 

Figure 5. Example of multiple learning options from one of Simone’s Yr7 Cycle 2 
lessons. 
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Planning for Student Choice. The inclusion of student choice into the lesson 

design appeared to play a central role in shifting the beginning teachers’ understanding of 

differentiation. “Choice”, as a theme, was a prominent talking point throughout all 

interviews, often being described by the beginning teachers as the element that informed a 

positive change to the lesson designs, which they related to an increase in student 

engagement (Fleming & Panizzon, 2010; Hornstra et al., 2015; Royer et al., 2017; 

Rupprecht, 2018). The beginning teachers reported that as differentiated instruction 

provided the students with some sense of control, and a greater “scope for creativity” 

(Simone, Joint Interview 2), they appeared to be more engaged in their work. Lara noted 

this shift toward engagement as being one of the changes in her understanding of 

differentiation – “the outcome is different…. Like I didn’t realise how engaged they would 

be” (Lara, Joint Interview 4). Similarly, Simone reflected on one such experience during a 

Year 7 lesson on how selecting different verbs in a memoir could influence the reader’s 

understanding of the story. Simone noted how, during this activity, the “kids were really 

engaged, asking questions. Because I had kids that were like … ‘what’s another word for 

this?’ … that was good feedback that I got” (Joint Interview 4). Simone explained how the 

inclusion of choice was useful for unlocking new ways to think about differentiation. She 

noted that students appeared more enthusiastic which, in turn, provided her with positive 

feedback about the organisation and delivery of the lesson: 

[It’s] opening my eyes up to giving kids a choice to what actually suits them based 
on their personality and interests rather than “Oh, you’re not really good at reading, 
so you have to do this.” It gives them more of a choice to try what they want to try 
… I guess it changes my perspective on solely basing differentiation on ability. 
(Joint Interview 2) 
 
Simone’s comment emphasises the shift in her understanding about the possibilities 

offered by differentiation. Lara also indicated that she was becoming more aware of 
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alternative ways to differentiate, adding, “yeah, I think that there [are] different ways we 

should be doing it [differentiation]” (Joint Interview 2). Simone later went on to confirm 

that “I must admit, before this, I never would have said ‘Oh, I differentiate by giving the 

kids choice,’ that wasn’t what I expected differentiation was” (Joint Interview 3). Through 

such comments, it appears that offering the students a choice in their learning activities 

instead of partitioning students into certain activities based on perceived “ability” allowed 

Simone and Lara to form a broader understanding of differentiation.  

The use of the OneNote program employed by the school to set one-size-fits-all 

curriculums resulted in minimal teacher responsibility for the preparation of teaching 

materials. In response, I mentored the beginning teachers through their planning. Initially 

they were unsure of how to design multiple activities that addressed the same learning 

objective, noting that they did not realise “just how many options there are to teach them 

[the students] the same thing” (Simone, Joint Interview 4). During the first iteration of the 

intervention, the beginning teachers appeared to lack confidence in imagining what multiple 

learning options might look like, and sought additional support. Lara suggested that an 

information sheet be created to further support their planning efforts, stating: “I think if we 

had, like, the information in front of us about certain tasks that suit, then I could go and 

make them” (Joint Interview 1). To scaffold the teachers’ planning I developed an 

information sheet (see Figure 6) which not only supported them to develop multiple 

learning options for students but also created greater awareness of how they were teaching 

and differentiating concepts. Simone noted, “by planning this, I know that I’m going to be 

doing it” (Simone, Joint Interview 2).  
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Figure 6. Personality planning information sheet. 

Using this information sheet as a guide, along with my continued support during 

planning sessions (see Section 4.2.2, Professional Dialogue and Peer Support), the 

beginning teachers were able to shift away from the existing school structure that 

redistributes planning responsibilities to the subject coordinators, towards actively preparing 

for their classes – “more thought [now] goes into the preparation” (Lara, Joint Interview 3). 

This shift informed a change in the teachers' attitude to differentiation, eventually favouring 

pre-planned and intentional differentiation – “because then you know you’re actually doing 

it [differentiation] … not just winging it” (Lara – Joint Interview 4). The literature supports 

such a finding and notes that beginning teachers often consider “differentiation to be a 

reactive style to cope with the ‘less able’ pupils in a class” (Evans & Waring, 2011, p. 160) 

and, therefore, that they need more support to engage in preparatory approaches. Based on 

Simone and Lara’s increased engagement with planning, it would seem that prompts to 

consider the varying ways students prefer to engage with learning had resulted in increased 

confidence to plan differently and a greater focus on preparing multiple learning options. 
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Through supportive measures like the information sheet (Figure 6) and engaging in 

cooperative planning meetings, the beginning teachers were able to use the structure of the 

personality model (Figure 2) to consider how students may engage with learning in 

different ways. However, the relevance of considering personality in the generation of 

classroom processes was an active sub-theme throughout data collection. The beginning 

teachers’ views often changed throughout the study, shifting between “it does work, the 

personality stuff” (Simone, Joint Interview 1) and “I think you could remove [it]” (Simone, 

Joint Interview 2). Such uncertainty regarding the relevance of considering personality 

appeared to resolve during the final interview. The beginning teachers concluded that it is 

essential to give students “a choice that caters to the type of person they are … [because] 

you can’t just do all the same sort of thing”; for example, four analytical activities, as 

“students who aren’t analytically minded aren’t going to enjoy any of them” (Simone, Joint 

Interview 4). Simone’s comments resonate with those made by Sternberg and Zhang (2005) 

who contend that “children learn well in different ways, and seem to profit most when 

instruction is differentiated in some manner to accommodate these differences” (p. 254).  

Enacting Multiple Learning Options. The shift to proactive planning practices 

and the facilitation of multiple learning options resulted in new classroom routines and 

procedures being established. These emerging routines employed by the beginning teachers 

varied depending on class contexts. Simone preferred a more structured approach, while 

Lara allowed students a bit more independence. Simone relied on using a reoccurring 

preamble, signposting keywords to guide the students to engage in their chosen learning 

option. Simone presented this introduction thus: 

“We’re going to do the choices again today. You get to choose what you’re going to 
do. I need you all to listen carefully because I’m not going to repeat the choices 
again and you need to know what option you want to choose.” So, I really 
emphasise that if you don't hear them, you're not going to know what the options 
are. (Joint Interview 3) 
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In this example, it appears that Simone emphasises the “choices” aspect of the 

classroom practice to signal to the students what routine they will be engaging in; an outline 

of each choice was also projected for the students to see in a similar layout to Figure 5. 

Further, by emphasising the importance of listening to the options, Simone was able to 

articulate her expectations clearly, supporting her students to perform to the level of 

expectation (D. Myers, Freeman, Simonsen, & Sugai, 2017). In this way, Simone 

accentuated to her students their sense of ownership in their learning, while also cueing the 

students to create an attentive environment. Such an emphasis on ownership is likely to 

further enable student motivation (Fleming & Panizzon, 2010) as it promotes a genuine 

sense of education where students engage in activities of their own choosing, depending on 

their interests and individual needs, in place of a forced or prescribed educational 

experience (Matusov & Marjanovic-Shane, 2017).  

A similar emphasis on focusing and listening was present in Lara’s class, but with 

more flexibility for engaging in the routine. Lara described her routine:  

I think at the start it took forever because, you’re kind of trying to explain it and get 
them to listen and sort of go “oh this is how we’re doing it now”, you know. And 
then obviously once they’re used to “Oh, you’re getting an option. Oh, let’s listen to 
the options. Hand up for first option, hand up for the second option” … so I think 
just like, the kids actually getting that routine of doing it, helped.… Was like, here’s 
some different templates, there’s different ways you can get feedback, go. And they 
kind of did it themselves. (Joint Interview 4) 
 
In a similar fashion to Simone, Lara also discussed the importance of “listening” but 

seemed to provide her students with a higher degree of autonomy which, she reported, 

continued to support increased engagement (Rupprecht, 2018). Lara was able to provide 

this increased autonomy in her class context as the students were able to work 

independently. Such valuing of student autonomy has also been shown to promote student 

engagement (Rupprecht, 2018). While these routines eventually became regular 

occurrences in their respective classrooms, both beginning teachers experienced discomfort 
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during the initial stages. Over the first three lessons of the intervention, both the classes and 

the beginning teachers underwent a process of adjustment while these new routines were 

being developed. The beginning teachers noted that, during this time, student participation 

decreased while teaching pressure increased. Lara noted this increased pressure, recalling, 

“I had to stop so much and say … ‘can you stop yelling and being silly like that’” (Joint 

Interview 1). This adjustment period is unsurprising, as students often need to be taught 

how to engage with a particular teaching technique when new routines are introduced into a 

classroom (D. Myers et al., 2017). Based on reports from the beginning teachers, it took 

approximately four lessons – one full research cycle – for them to establish their unique 

class routines. Simone explains her experience as: “I think at the start … there was maybe a 

little less participation and engagement. But I think as it's become a staple in the classroom 

… they know what’s expected” (Joint Interview 4). 

Early successes with student engagement encouraged the beginning teachers to 

pursue the multiple learning options approach. Engagement was noted through an increase 

in students’ requests for feedback and their attention to detail. Simone recalled an example 

of this engagement during a memory game used to teach the students paragraph structure.  

I had kids, like with the memory game going like, “Miss can you come and check if 
this is right.” Like really, like, wanted to know if they’d matched them up correctly. 
And then I’d go “oh, you're a bit off.” So they’d do it again and “Miss, can you 
come check now” … actually, I remember I made a mistake with the memory game 
… I forgot to give them a piece, and I knew they must have been playing because 
they were like “Miss we’re missing a piece, we’re two short” and I’m like “oh I 
must have forgot.” So, I’m like well they must be really playing it. (Simone, Joint 
Interview 1) 
 
Further, Simone noted that the increased engagement from the multiple learning 

options appeared to extend to “some of the kids [she] usually might have a few issues with” 

who began to “go ahead and do [the activities] because they picked it” (Simone, Joint 

Interview 2), rather than refusing to participate in the instruction being provided. Noticing 

this increase in effort from normally disengaged students, the beginning teachers considered 
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that, in their perspectives, multiple learning options “could potentially get them [students] 

out of that low label category because they’re doing things that interest them and they like” 

(Simone, Joint Interview 2). Lara reported the positive impact the process had on one 

student’s attitude to academic achievement, which challenged her assumptions about the 

desires of normally low-performing students to experience academic success: 

Like one of them got a B, and it's a kid that I would never in a million years would 
think would say “I want to get a better mark than a B”, because last term he didn't 
even pass, and he got a B this term. I was like wow, what happened. (Joint Interview 
3) 
 
Lara further commented on student achievement, noting generally that her class 

“got better results this term than last term” (Joint Interview 4); she also reported increases in 

student engagement as all of her students submitted a draft on time “which doesn’t ever 

happen” (Joint Interview 3). This increase in student academic performance and 

engagement appeared to be a consequence of changes in lesson delivery that included 

choice, resulting in an elevated sense of inclusion, validation, agency, and engagement 

(Keddie, 2015). This sense of increased engagement was understood to have students to 

provide their teachers with positive feedback (see Section 4.2.3, Positive Feedback), leading 

to the teachers experiencing a sense of pride and an increase in their self-efficacy (Le 

Cornu, 2013; Morrison, 2013). 

4.2.2 Professional Dialogue and Peer Support 

Throughout the study, I mentored the beginning teachers through regular planning 

meetings and post-lesson reflective conversations. The fortnightly dyadic interviews also 

provided further opportunities for critical reflection. By framing the process of lesson 

planning, lesson delivery, and reflection with professional dialogue, a sense of partnership 

(Beutel et al., 2017) was used to support a shift to expand beginning teacher practices. In 

this way, the combination of professional dialogue and peer support were ever-present for 

the beginning teachers.  
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Supporting a Shift in Practices. From the onset of the study, both beginning 

teachers described differentiation as “a hard thing to do” (Lara, Initial Interview) and an 

area where “I was never really that confident” (Simone, Joint Interview 4). In response, I 

provided a high degree of collaborative support to sustain the teachers through the project. 

A consequence of this support was best described by Simone as:  

I feel like I'm more confident that I am differentiating which I was always not 
confident in … I wasn’t sure if I was really doing it right, but now that, like, 
obviously talking with you, I am confident that I’m actually doing it. (Joint 
Interview 2) 
 
Clearly articulated within this reflection is the concept that it was “talking with” me 

that increased her confidence, as these conversations affirmed that she was “doing it right”. 

However, this confidence did not simply appear but instead developed over the course of 

the research as a sense of agency increased. The increasing agency is demonstrated in 

Simone’s words as she expresses a sense of “self-fulfilment” (Eteläpelto et al., 2013) by 

“actually doing [differentiation]”. It appeared that while the approach to differentiating 

classroom processes remained relatively consistent between cycles, the collaborative 

support provided to the beginning teachers enabled a willingness to “try new things” in their 

practices to further develop their confidence and sense of differentiation.  

Professional dialogue also provided a space for the beginning teachers to feel 

supported when confronted with challenges associated with implementing new approaches. 

One such challenge was an initial conflict in Simone’s preferred teaching style. The first 

implementation cycle of the study focused on providing small group-work activities, as 

small groups are generally seen to be useful (Marzano, 2017; Tomlinson, 2014) to organise 

the differentiated activities. Simone was not accustomed to using group work in her 

classroom and consequentially noted that “it’s different to anything that I do” (Joint 

Interview 1) as she generally will “avoid group work with juniors if there’s a lot of them” 



 

59 

 

(Joint Interview 1). Further conversation revealed that Simone avoids group work due to a 

concern that it is more difficult to monitor the effort students commit to a task, explaining:  

The productivity of it all is what stresses me out. I feel like sometimes we’ll spend 
15 minutes on this differentiation activity, and some kids are getting a lot out of it, 
they’re doing really well, then others I’m like “oh, I kind of just wasted 15 minutes 
with you”. (Joint Interview 1) 
 
When discussing this concern during the first joint interview, Simone appeared to be 

disenchanted with the research process and, without the additional support, may have 

excused her involvement. However, as collaboration and dialogue were a central part to the 

support process, Simone’s concern posed an opportunity for deeper conversations to be had 

with the possibility to challenge, disrupt, critique, and analyse experiences (Edwards-

Groves, 2013) in support of the shifting process. By considering Simone’s initial concern 

and collaboratively redesigning the intervention to shift away from a group-work focus, 

space was allowed for teacher flexibility and personalisation. Consequently, her enthusiasm 

was sustained. She commented, “I think I’m enjoying the fact that I’m not doing as much 

group work, but the kids are still enjoying the options” (Simone, Joint Interview 2). Such a 

quick shift in attitude seems to suggest that engaging in a collaborative process of problem-

solving provided the space for Simone to “create conditions in [her] own circumstances to 

change resolve and exercise agency” (Edwards-Groves, 2013, p. 29). 

In addition to supporting the beginning teachers’ confidence to enact new and 

unfamiliar practices, professional discussion further served to co-shape understandings of 

differentiation. Prior to the research taking place, both beginning teachers’ interpretations of 

differentiation were closely linked to the existing school culture and structures (see Section 

4.1, Pre-Conditions) which emphasise an ability-grouping focus. Throughout the research, I 

prompted the beginning teachers to question this understanding of differentiation through 

professional dialogues, creating a cognitive dissonance to promote growth and professional 

development through processes of reflexivity (Pearce & Morrison, 2011). Such co-
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questioning, and self-questioning, conversations during the dyadic interviews allowed for 

new meaning to be jointly constructed between the beginning teachers. An example of this 

can be seen in the conversation below, where they are starting to shift their understanding 

about why differentiation needs to be individualised to each classroom context: 

Lara: How would it be better if they did it themselves? Like, what would be the 
significant difference? ... I don't know, what would be the difference between the 
coordinator putting it [activities] up there for them [teachers] to do it and them 
creating it themselves? ... 
 
Simone: There [are] different activities in each, um, personality type that you can 
do.… So, I would always opt for the ones where they’re not in group work, because 
I know my class and they don’t work well in groups. So, I guess by me doing it as a 
classroom teacher, I know what activities I would like my class to do 
 
Lara: Yeah. Like what works for you. (Joint Interview 3) 
 
Through this excerpt from a larger conversation, Simone supports Lara to shift her 

understanding of how important it is to plan for specific classes, or indeed students, instead 

of following a one-size-fits-all approach. This conversation also demonstrates how robust 

professional dialogues can affect teachers’ agency and understanding (Biesta et al., 2015) 

and question normalised practices (Pearce & Morrison, 2011). In this way, the beginning 

teachers shifted their understanding of differentiation away from being exclusively based 

around ability levels, to a more diverse concept. Lara describes this change as: “I think it’s 

[understanding of differentiation] evolved, definitely. Yeah. Definitely changed my, like, 

realising the different things you can do, like, on the same topic” (Joint Interview 4). Such a 

change was similarly evident with Simone, who noticed that within each lesson “there were 

different activities; it wasn’t the same thing” (Joint Interview 4). Within these comments, 

both beginning teachers mention how their understanding of differentiation has “evolved” 

to include multiple learning options. The inclusion of multiple learning options serves as 

one example of shifting perceptions as a result of collaborative dialogues (Edwards-Groves, 

2013). Mantei and Kervin (2011) note how dialogue can promote such a shifting effect 
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thus: “beliefs are developed when teachers engage with the ongoing and dynamic process 

which entails the making sense and (re)interpretation of one's own values and experiences” 

(p. 2), resulting here in a new-found sense of differentiation.  

Expanding Practice. Throughout the interviews, both beginning teachers signalled 

that their understanding of differentiation was not just shifting but improving. During 

interviews it emerged that, prior to the commencement of the research, the beginning 

teachers perceived that differentiation was viewed by many as “a little bit in the too hard 

basket” (Simone, Joint Interview 2) and as “near impossible to do it for all year levels” 

(Lara, Initial Interview). Neither beginning teacher felt they had “talked to someone and 

they’ve said … ‘I'm really, really confident that I am differentiating’” (Lara, Joint Interview 

4). As such, both beginning teachers agreed that the greatest inhibitor to differentiation was 

“not knowing what to do” (Simone, Joint Interview 4).  

However, over the course of the study, as the beginning teachers were guided in 

their implementation while also being provided with reflective and proactive spaces to 

discuss practice, these anxieties started to dissipate. The beginning teachers began to report 

feeling confident in their abilities – signalling an increase in both self-efficacy and agency. 

Such a shift was able to occur through a sense of awareness, stemming from critical 

dialogues meant to re-form practices (Edwards-Groves, 2013), as developing agency is 

often a dialogical process (Biesta et al., 2015). An example of this dynamic and evolving 

sense of agency can be observed through the changes in how Lara described her confidence 

with differentiation. At the commencement of the research, Lara was unsure how to 

differentiate and struggled to “realise” when she was differentiating (Initial Interview). 

Comparatively, by the middle point of the research, she notes how the adopted approach to 

differentiation meant she knows that she is “definitely differentiating. Like, there is no 
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question about it … I feel like I am now. I’m like ‘yep, I can show you my differentiation’” 

(Joint Interview 2).  

Through comments such as these, the beginning teachers identified how an 

increased understanding of differentiation resulted in their actions becoming “visible” and 

deliberate, as they went from not realising when it happened to being able to “show” their 

practices. While having a set guiding approach to differentiating the processes with their 

classrooms would have helped, both beginning teachers acknowledged that it was the 

conversations and support that allowed such shifts to occur. Lara presented the benefit of 

this discussion, commenting that if other teachers were to attempt a similar process, they’d 

“have to do it with another person”, noting that without this support she “would struggle to 

do it” (Joint Interview 4). This insight indicates that the complexities of instructional change 

may be partially mitigated through a dynamic collaboration between colleagues (Saunders, 

2013). Therefore, it can be seen that professional dialogue encourages the development of 

new practices by challenging the existing “ways of working”, prompting the exploration of 

new possibilities (Edwards-Groves, 2013).  

Within the shifting process described above, subsequent student characteristics – 

readiness, interest, and learning profile (Tomlinson, 2014) – of differentiation appeared to 

consequentially realign with the beginning teachers’ evolving sense of differentiation, even 

if such elements were not focused on during the intervention. One such example of this was 

the beginning teachers’ notion of “readiness”. Tomlinson defines readiness as tasks that are 

set at an “appropriate level of challenge” (2005, p. 11) to each student’s learning goals 

(Tomlinson, 2014). As already discussed, prior to the commencement of the research, both 

beginning teachers perceived differentiation to be entwined with ability grouping methods 

where materials were altered to “core, complex, and … foundation” (Lara, Initial Interview) 

levels of difficulty. This original view seems to summarise a student’s ability into three 
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classifications instead of acknowledging the complex and holistic sense of a child’s ability 

as being versatile and varied. Again, co-questioning and self-questioning conversations 

served as a signifier that the beginning teachers’ perceptions of student ability were 

beginning to shift towards a readiness viewpoint. As the beginning teachers started to “open 

up” to multiple learning options, they also began to question, without prompting, “can you 

differentiate towards skill as well? Like if they’re better readers, you could put them in a 

reading activity … [because] you’re not necessarily low in everything” (Simone, Joint 

Interview 1). Through such question-based conversations, the beginning teachers again 

appeared to be using the interview process to co-shape ontological and epistemological 

approaches.  

Such use of the interview process highlights how reflective and question-based 

dialogue can expand beyond the initial point of discussion to affect subsequent practices. In 

an effort to narrow the scope of the research, this study focused primarily on the “learning 

profile” and “interest” aspects of Tomlinson’s (2014) model, suspending readiness as an 

area for future research. However, despite the backgrounding of the readiness component, 

the beginning teachers still adjusted this understanding along with their broader concept for 

differentiation. This relationship between Tomlinson’s (2014) three student characteristics 

of differentiation (readiness, interest, and learning profile) seems to suggest that a single 

component of differentiation cannot be altered in isolation, but that it will influence other 

areas of teacher practices.  

4.2.3 Positive Feedback 

The positive feedback received from students, and occasionally from other staff 

members, promoted a sense of increased self-efficacy and agency amongst the beginning 

teachers and motivated them to continue partaking in the intervention. Student feedback 

was provided to the beginning teachers in multiple ways other than verbal, such as through 
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increased rapport, engagement, and student ownership of learning. At one point, Lara 

conducted an impromptu verbal class survey, asking: 

“Do you actually enjoy this?” And … pretty much every single kid said “yes,” and I 
said “why? Like what's so good?” And then one kid said “oh, because I have a 
choice. Like, I can actually choose what I want to do. You’re not just telling me.” 
(Joint Interview 2)  
 
There were numerous instances throughout data collection where the beginning 

teachers reported how student engagement, and positive feedback from both students and 

colleagues, led to positive experiences for the beginning teachers. Simone echoed the 

sentiment of Lara later reporting that “I don’t have any kids that say ‘no’, when I say do you 

like it they all prefer it… I think it’s definitely helped with the culture” (Joint Interview 3). 

Both beginning teachers appeared energised by such feedback, especially when it came 

from their students, claiming, “It’s kind of nice seeing them enjoying what they’re doing” 

or “it’s more positive for me” (Lara, Joint Interview 2). The positive student feedback was 

further confirmed in the minds of the beginning teaches through elevated academic 

achievement during their assessment period. Lara credited the importance of choice with 

improved students’ submissions and outcomes, claiming:  

I got all of mine in on the time I said, which doesn’t ever happen… my kids got 
better marks this term… I only had, what, a couple of kids fail, maybe three, and 
last term I had five or six. (Joint Interview 3) 
 
During the final interview, when reflecting on the experiences with student 

engagement and rapport, Simone and Lara concluded that differentiating the classroom 

processes allowed them to “give them [students] choice” (Simone), “get them all involved” 

(Lara), and “to cater to needs... to cater to different needs” (Simone). From these comments, 

the beginning teachers indicate how positive experiences with the students served to 

validate their newly adopted approaches; providing incentive for continued efforts and 

commitment (Keogh et al., 2012) to their developing understanding of differentiation.  
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Engaging in a Classroom Community. Frequently throughout the interviews, both 

beginning teachers commented on how using this approach to differentiation supported the 

development of positive student relationships and rapport. Prior to the commencement of 

the study, both teachers stated that they believed they had “a good class” (Lara, Initial 

Interview). This view suggests that positive interactions were present before the study took 

place; however, future conversations seemed to establish that a high level of rapport was yet 

to be generated with the class. Once the new approach had been introduced into the classes, 

Lara reflected:  

I think it’s really good. I think it works, and like, the kids seem to not hate me as 
much … they seemed, like, kind of happy they get a choice, I guess. So, it’s kind of 
nice to see them enjoying what they’re doing instead of forcing children to do things 
all the time. (Joint Interview 2) 
 
Within this perspective, Lara communicates an improvement in the relationships 

and possibly in the environment – as it is no longer a “forceful” working culture. The use of 

terminology such as “hate” goes to corroborate the notion that even though she was 

working with “a good class”, there was still room for improvement in student relationships 

that providing flexibility and multiple learning options was able to facilitate. A probable 

reason that the differentiated approach, through multiple learning options, was able to 

facilitate such improved classroom relationships is that “for students to feel that ‘school is 

for me’, they have to feel supported as an individual learner and as a member of a cohesive 

inclusive learning group” (Munns & Martin, 2005, p. 6). As such, the beginning teachers’ 

reports on student relationships indicate that the multiple learning options being provided, 

in this case, were able to generate a degree of support to the students as individual learners 

to a point where “the class is … interacting with each other and … cohesive” (Lara, Joint 

Interview 4). Further, Lara commented that she believed the improved classroom 

relationships were a result of providing students with this process of student choice and “not 
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just time of being with the kids” (Joint Interview 3), getting to know them better as the year 

progressed.  

In conjunction with an improved sense of class rapport, the beginning teachers also 

noticed a dramatic increase in student engagement. The theme of increased engagement 

featured heavily in all joint interviews throughout the data collection process yet was 

completely absent during the initial one-on-one interviews with the beginning teachers at 

the onset of the study. Words such as “engagement”, “motivation”, and “interest” did not 

appear in any respect during Lara’s initial interview, and only appeared twice for Simone – 

however, these two instances were used to suggest improvements that may be needed; for 

example, when streamed, low-level students “don’t engage well” (Simone, Initial 

Interview). The apparent absence of awareness during the pre-interviews that differentiation 

could result in improved engagement seems to indicate that, initially, there was not much of 

a connection, in the minds of the beginning teachers, between differentiation and student 

engagement.  

Comparably, the first dyadic interview, or the first interview post-implementation, 

contained 11 instances where engagement (or like terms) were explicitly stated. This 

sudden shift seems to indicate that increased student engagement was due to improved 

teacher-student relationships which supported students to access the learning experiences 

being offered (Munns & Martin, 2005). The increased student engagement could also serve 

as an indicator of increased self-efficacy from the beginning teachers, likely due to our 

supportive dialogues (see Section 4.2.2, Professional Dialogue and Peer Support), as 

elevated self-efficacy appears to be connected with elevated student engagement (George et 

al., 2018). Along with the increased engagement, Simone also noted that the “confidence of 

the … students has changed. So, I find that they’re a lot more confident to ask questions. 

They’re a lot more confident to get involved” (Joint Interview 3). This involvement was 
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also noted by Simone’s beginning teacher mentor who observed one of her lessons during 

the study. Simone reported that the feedback she received from her mentor noted that the 

“kids were really engaged, asking questions” (Joint Interview 4). Receiving such positive 

feedback from her mentor teacher also served to further affirm Simone’s actions in this 

form of differentiating classroom processes. The sudden changes in classroom relationships, 

engagement, and involvement, along with mentor teachers’ affirmations, further supported 

the beginning teachers to shift their understanding of differentiation, with Lara positing: 

I think that differentiation needs to be more about what engages kids.… We don't 
cater to engagement enough. It’s actually all about ability and what they can do, not 
what is fun and what is suitable for them to do. (Joint Interview 3)  
 

Owning and Validating the Learning Experience. As the engagement and 

classroom rapport developed, the beginning teachers claimed that their students were 

starting to demonstrate an increased sense of ownership for their learning. Through the use 

of structured choice and multiple learning options designed to target the different ways in 

which students learn, the teachers were able to craft learning experiences that “ensure all 

students have the opportunity … to be partners in their own learning” (Gonski et al., 2018, 

p. xiii). Simone describes one such moment (see Figure 5 – Activity 3: Inside Out) of 

student ownership when some of her students: 

Took it on themselves to go “why don’t we do this same activity, but for all the kids 
in this classroom. We can assign an abstract noun to each kid based on what we 
know of them.” So, they kind of went on their own thing. And then I had other kids 
who are like “I know, I want to draw pictures that represent abstract nouns.” So, 
these two boys sat on their own doing pictures that represented abstract noun. So, 
that wasn’t an activity that I chose, but I was happy with it, that they were thinking 
of their own solutions. (Joint Interview 2) 
 
Lara also experienced similar interactions with students where they appeared to feel 

comfortable enough to offer their own learning suggestions: 

It's really nice to see kids like coming up to me and going “can I draw on the table, 
can I do this, can  I…” you know. The kids are actually asking things they could do. 
Like, I never get that. Like can I do my work this way? Like, okay, you’re doing 
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work. Like, so like, that’s nice. Just that positive … confidence from the kids. (Joint 
Interview 2) 
 
Both of these examples from the beginning teachers outline moments when groups 

of students had considered the activities presented by the teachers and had the unprompted 

inclination to contemplate if the activities matched how they would like to learn the content 

– applying concepts to their friends, visualisation techniques, use of an erasable table-top. 

Such behaviour suggests at least a basic level of metacognition from the students where 

they began to differentiate for themselves. Simone described this increased sense of 

ownership and student customisation of learning as:  

A lightbulb going off in their mind that “oh, I get to choose what I want to do … 
I’m not being forced to do something that's boring, but I actually get to make a 
choice ... I have options, and I get to lead my learning.” (Joint Interview 2) 
 
The “lightbulb” moment for the students described here by Simone mimics 

Tomlinson’s (2014) view that “when [students] are partners in shaping … the classroom 

experience, [they] develop ownership of their learning” (p. 21). The “light-switch” for this 

increased sense of ownership seems to be a combination of elevated engagement, rapport, 

and lesson designs that are catering to multiple learning options. These three elements 

appeared to be interconnected in their catalytic effect on changing the classroom culture to a 

more inclusive, interactive, and cooperative environment.  

Through the increase of positive interactions with students as a result of the elevated 

engagement, rapport, and ownership, both beginning teachers reported feeling validated in 

their classroom actions. These three forms of behavioural feedback, along with verbal 

feedback from students, mentor teachers, myself, and each other, served to affirm the newly 

adopted approach to differentiation and the impact it had on their teaching. Such 

affirmations “by the ways in which their students engaged with them … contributed to their 

feelings of self-worth as a teacher” (Le Cornu, 2013, pp. 3-4), resulting in an increased 

enthusiasm and willingness to engage in a process of shifting understandings. The self-
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perceived notion that what they were doing was of benefit to their students, based on the 

feedback they received, prompted a feeling of excitement which led to Lara sending a 

spontaneous message to me over social media one night after school, writing:  

I feel like if we ever want to actually differentiate, this is the way. I know level 
comes in, but it was such a nice thing to see kids engaging today … I felt good as a 
teacher too. Like I had done something good for them … I genuinely enjoyed my 
lesson today. (social media conversation) 
 
Within this message, Lara demonstrates how positive student engagement not only 

made her feel “good as a teacher” but also resulted in her “genuinely enjoying her lesson”. 

It appears that by perceiving increased engagement, along with regular affirmations and a 

belief that her teaching was of benefit, she developed an increased sense of positive 

professional identity and self-worth. This feedback from Lara echoes the work of Le Cornu 

(2013) who posited: 

[For] early career teachers it was important for them to feel like they were making a 
difference to the children in their class and they relished feedback from others that 
affirmed that they were doing this. They felt empowered when they felt like “real” 
teachers. (p. 10) 
 
These concepts of the “real” teacher, or feeling “good as a teacher”, appear to be 

inextricably linked to beliefs that teacher actions produced the desired effect, which not 

only elevated a sense of professional identity but also provided further incentive to act 

(Keogh et al., 2012).  

Summary of Enablers. Seemingly, the introduction of multiple learning options 

presented a context for the beginning teachers to think differently about differentiation, 

while my support as a mentor, along with students’ affirmations, provided incentive to act 

(Keogh et al., 2012). These supports and motivators prompted the beginning teachers to 

think differently about differentiation by increasing student autonomy within learning 

experiences (Deed et al., 2014). To guide shifting practices, the research provided the 

beginning teachers a space to critically reflect on, extend, and reshape, their existing 
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practices and understandings through collaborative discussions. The use of “collaborative 

relationships” to shift practices indicated an increase in teacher agency (Butler et al., 2015) 

as the beginning teachers began to report feeling more confident towards differentiation. 

Confidence was further enhanced by positive student reports. Positive feedback from 

students appeared to energise the teachers, resulting in a sense of pride and personal success 

(Vieluf, Kunter, & Vijver, 2013). Affirming experiences such as positive student feedback, 

collaboration, and support, in this way, nurtured an impetus toward an increased self-

efficacy and professional agency (Le Cornu, 2013) through reflection, self-management, 

and problem-solving (Eteläpelto et al., 2013). Through this process, the beginning teachers 

reported their differentiation as becoming visible, enabling a greater sense of influence over 

their work-life (Edwards-Groves, 2013) and goal setting for improvement to occur (Hoa Thi 

& Yang, 2018). These experiences provoked them to question habitual practices, construct 

new knowledge (Eteläpelto et al., 2013), and to reconsider what differentiation looked like 

and meant to them.  

4.3 Constrainers  

Lara and Simone faced a number of challenges during the action cycles. Some of 

the factors appeared to stem from school systems, cultures, and ways of working – all 

external to the classroom. The constraints discussed here are organised by two overarching 

themes: systemic school structures and school culture and expectations.  

4.3.1 Systemic School Structures 

During formal and informal conversations, the beginning teachers reported that 

some institutional and systemic structures within the research site made differentiating 

processes more difficult. Systems such as the school’s use of a one-size-fits-all curriculum, 

content demands, lack of time, existing differentiation procedures, and the use of data to 

label students were all frequently mentioned as hurdles to evolving practices. In order to 
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overcome the challenges posed by these systems, the beginning teachers needed to 

reconsider how their “teaching” had been influenced by the school systems (Pearce & 

Morrison, 2011).  

Systems of Instruction. The school’s use of a one-size-fits-all curriculum, 

facilitated by the Microsoft Office OneNote program, was one such barrier that posed an 

internal conflict for the beginning teachers. The school used the OneNote program to 

structure the generation and implementation of the curriculum across the full school (see 

Section 4.1, Pre-Conditions). From the onset of the research, both beginning teachers 

seemed unsure of their personal position on the school’s use of OneNote, early on 

describing it as both “dangerous” (Lara, Initial Interview) and “good … because you’ve got 

… less planning” (Lara, Joint Interview 2). However, as they became more familiar with 

the new approach to differentiation, both teachers began to reconsider their initial 

professional assumptions of the school’s use of the OneNote system. By the conclusion of 

the study, they had shifted to a viewpoint that such a one-size-fits-all model limits a 

teacher’s ability to differentiate, as “there is more differentiation possible if you’re not just 

like ‘here, have your whole unit right there, go and teach’” (Lara, Joint Interview 4). 

However, despite these shifting views, the school’s system continued to pose a challenge to 

the beginning teachers’ desire to differentiate, as they were hesitant to stray from the set 

structure presented in the OneNote – “we know what we need to do based on the OneNote. 

So, we're kind of trying to get through the OneNote” (Lara, Joint Interview 2). This 

comment is signalling towards another barrier: that of managing the pressure of “getting 

through the content”, resulting in teachers believing they don’t have the class time to 

differentiate (Gourneau, 2014; Latz et al., 2008; Nazzal, 2011). 

A “cluttered curriculum” (Senate Standing Committee on Employment, Workplace 

Relations and Education, 2007) and content demands appeared to further exacerbate the 
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already challenging task of differentiation. The pressure of “getting through” the content 

appeared to limit the beginning teachers’ willingness to differentiate. Lara noted how 

“content is always the thing you have to get through” (Lara, Joint Interview 2), describing 

such pressure as a “distraction” (Lara, Joint Interview 4). This emphasis on getting through 

the content appeared to increase reliance on a one-size-fits-all structure. Such reliance 

became evident through comments describing the OneNote system, early on, as a “set 

structure that you need to follow” (Simone, Joint Interview 2). However, attempting to 

follow the “set structure” and to include differentiated activities proved incredibly 

challenging for the beginning teachers. After the first cycle, Simone expressed concern with 

providing students differentiated opportunities to interact with the content, claiming, “I 

pretty much need to use the whole lesson to get through those … lessons” (Simone, Joint 

Interview 1). A consequence of this perception was that the beginning teachers initially 

appeared resistant to the idea of continued differentiation, stating, “when it gets to 

assessment, and there’s things that you have to get them through … you just got to prioritise 

what is most important for their success” (Simone, Joint Interview 2). This statement 

indicates that, from their perspective, the content was “more important” for student success 

than differentiation. These conversations seem to highlight a hierarchy embedded within the 

school’s systems that favours consistency, curriculum content and scripted instruction, 

potentially over that of supporting diverse learner needs. Encouragingly, after a few weeks 

of embedding differentiated processes, the beginning teachers appeared to develop an 

alternative perspective to content in order to manage classroom time more effectively. In the 

final interview, Simone revealed that she adapted her approach to the “set structure”, 

stating: 

[You have to] pick and choose what you want to do. So, you’re still covering 
everything but not every single thing on the OneNote, which, I think, is what I was 
scared of at the start. Like “I'm missing, I'm not covering everything on the 
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OneNote.” But then I just realised, well I’m still doing an activity on that topic. 
(Joint Interview 4) 
 
Within this statement, Simone can be heard critically reflecting on how she has 

changed from relying on a content-driven approach to teaching – that was prompted by a 

fear of not covering “every single thing” – to adapting content to better fit her class. From 

this shift, Simone appeared to experience less pressure from a cluttered curriculum and was 

able to focus on how to address learning needs.  

Navigating Differentiation. Content pressures were further amplified for the 

beginning teachers due to the frequently occurring issue of feeling “time poor” (Lara, Initial 

Interview). Complications associated with time restrictions were discussed in two main 

ways: time to plan lessons, as well as time management in class. This issue was of 

particular concern for Lara who, during the study, was “trying to write units for multiple 

subjects”, resulting in her feeling “very time poor to get those actually done” (Joint 

Interview 3). The pressure associated with planning three units, two of which were for 

senior courses, appeared to lead Lara to believe “there's not enough [time], for 

differentiation” (Initial Interview). Teachers’ struggles with time management are well 

recorded in the literature, with several studies finding that it is one of the greatest struggles 

for the beginning teacher (Gourneau, 2014; Latz et al., 2008; Nazzal, 2011). The difficulty 

associated with managing required duties was consistent throughout this study and was 

never fully managed, resulting in “time” being labelled as “the biggest issue … with 

committing to this [differentiation] long term” (Simone, Joint Interview 1). Additionally, 

the associated pressure from being time poor seemed to elevate anxiety – “if you decide I’m 

going to do this for all my classes – oh my god” (Simone, Joint Interview 2) – generating 

the perception that it’s “near impossible to do it for all [grade] levels” (Lara, Initial 

Interview). While the pressure associated with time constraints was never fully alleviated, it 

did decrease as the beginning teachers became more accustomed to the new approach for 
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differentiation: “To start off with it would be difficult and time-consuming, but, I think, as 

you started doing it a lot more, you’d become [better at it] … Like with anything, practice 

makes perfect” (Simone, Joint Interview 4). This statement would seem to indicate that the 

beginning teachers needed to undergo a challenging phase of adjustment, or “practice”, with 

intensive support before they could begin to appear optimistic about future implementation.  

Additionally, the school’s preferred method for differentiation (see Section 4.1, Pre-

Conditions) posed additional barriers for the beginning teachers. During my first interview 

with Lara, she described how “[school management] want us to do the core, complex and 

foundation” as a way of “trying to make it less work for us” (Initial Interview). While this 

school-wide approach appears to have a grounding in tiered instruction, which can be 

“useful when a teacher wants to ensure that students with different degrees of learning 

proficiency work with the same essential ideas” (Tomlinson, 2014, p. 133), its fault is 

assuming that students will remain in their tier for all classroom activities. Lara expands on 

this fault, likening it to streaming practices by stating that it’s “not great because … we may 

not be pushing them hard enough if they are put into that group. We don’t know their 

abilities if we just go ‘Oh, you’re in the foundation level.’ You know?” (Lara, Joint 

Interview 4). The beginning teachers detailed that student groupings were formed by 

reviewing the “past year’s data and then … grouping them in ability levels” (Simone, Initial 

Interview) or “a lot of the time, based on NAPLAN [data]” (Lara, Initial Interview) – which 

is generally seen to be an inaccurate measure for individual student ability (Carter, Manuel, 

& Dutton, 2018; Ragusa & Bousfield, 2017; Reeves, Dillon-Wallace, & Exley, 2019). The 

reliance on dated student data to make initial groupings contradicts readiness practices, 

which usually determine student levels through pre-tests or ongoing formative assessment 

(Tomlinson, 2014). The beginning teachers expressed further concerns over the validity of 
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the data, having experienced students whose classwork contradicted what the data 

indicated: 

Simone: [It’s] based off like, like a test or based off like. 
 
Lara: Yeah, like, NAPLAN data. 
 
Simone: Yeah, where the kids might not have tried at all. 
 
Lara: Exactly, exactly. 
 
Simone: And they could, you could, you get to know them, and you’re like “Oh this 
kid is actually really good. They’re not foundation. They’re actually like.” 
 
Lara: I feel like that’s happened to me a couple of times. 
 
Simone: Oh, all the time. It happens to me all the time. 
 
Framing school-wide differentiation practices around potentially inaccurate data in 

this way seemed to constrain the professional freedoms (Edwards-Groves, 2013) of Simone 

and Lara as they complied with such data-driven expectations. This use of the DAP system 

resulted in Lara, specifically, experiencing a philosophical dissonance, as she described 

how her “philosophy as a teacher is more about the type of learner you are rather than the 

level” (Initial Interview). The mismatch between her teaching philosophy and the school’s 

process can be a common experience for beginning teachers which may compromise 

teacher resilience (Pearce & Morrison, 2011), reducing the chance of productive risk-

taking, experimentation, and innovation occurring. However, Lara described the alternative 

approach to differentiation outlined in this study as having “reaffirmed” (Joint Interview 4) 

her teaching philosophy. The sense of reaffirming initial belief systems indicates that 

providing Lara with an alternative “teaching” pathway was able to validate her original 

teaching philosophy which had been suppressed to fit in with the organisational 

expectations (Saunders, 2013).  

It’s All About Ability. Throughout the study, ability grouping ideologies continued 

to dominate the underlying view of differentiation throughout the school culture and, 
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through extension, of the beginning teachers. At the commencement of the study, there 

were signs that the beginning teachers had internalised the DAP framework as the basis for 

their understanding of differentiation, defining it as “catering content towards different 

level, or ability levels” (Simone, Initial Interview). The initial cultural view of 

“differentiation through ability-groups” presented a barrier to prompting the beginning 

teachers to think differently about differentiation. While they did shift their understanding 

over the course of the study, such a shift was gradual as they became more comfortable 

with using the new approach. The shift can be interpreted through the comments made at 

different phases of the study, as evident in Figure 7: 

 

Figure 7. Illustration of the teachers’ shifting views on ability grouping methods. 

Through such comments, the beginning teachers demonstrate how their view of 

differentiation, and how it relates to ability, is shifting as they became “open” to alternative 

approaches. During this transition, the beginning teachers maintained a view that ability 

needed to be considered – as “at the end of the day, what we’re trying to do as teachers, is 

improve the ability of kids” (Simone, Joint Interview 3).The importance of using ability as 

Abiligy Grouping 
is Beneficial

•“I’m not against differentiating for ability… I think it’s a good thing”
(Simone, Joint Interview 1)

Open to New 
Possibilities 

•“I feel like knowing there's different ways you can differentiate rather 
than just the same old ability level technique. It’s obviously opening my 
eyes up”
(Simone, Joint Interview 2)

Focus on 
Engagement 

•“We don't cater to engagement enough, it’s actually all about ability and 
what they can do, not what is fun and what is suitable for them to do”
(Lara, Joint Interview 3)

Changing 
Expectations 

•“I think that we’re not giving kids enough chance to succeed if we’re just 
basing it on ability”
(Lara, Joint Interview 4)
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the basis of differentiation shifted from being “beneficial” to “not enough”. Consequently, 

the beginning teachers began to promote a view that engagement and “suitability” of 

activities for the students were needed to be considered alongside students’ evolving ability 

levels. Once the beginning teachers had established a new definition for differentiation, they 

appeared to become far more accepting of the new approach.   

A by-product of the ability grouping ideology was an emphasis on labelling 

students. The theme of labelling students appeared to be a contentious issue during dyadic 

interview discussions. The beginning teachers often seemed to lack stability on how they 

understood labelling and would use the interview process to try to “come-to-terms” with 

what it meant to them, often reconsidering the role labelling played in their teaching. During 

early stages of the research, the beginning teachers appeared to reject the idea of labelling 

students – “it’s kind of hard on kids, I think, when you just go ‘okay. You're in the lower 

group; therefore, that's my label on you now’” (Lara, Initial Interview). However, as the 

research progressed, it became apparent that the beginning teachers seemed to feel 

negatively about labelling only when students were made aware of their label, and instead 

relied on labelling methods in their practices–  

But what if you’re trying to get, like, the really good writers to extend themselves, 
and the lower level ones to do something basic. How do you, ah [remove labels]. 
Because you kind of have to group them, in a way. (Simone, Joint Interview 3) 
 
The discourse presented here by Simone suggests that, despite displaying a shift in 

her perception of ability groupings (see Figure 7), cultural views of ability-labelling 

differentiation are still centred in her teaching ideology. Lara further supported this cultural 

view, claiming, “it’s really hard to take that label thing out” (Joint Interview 3). Simone 

later reinforced this perspective, adding “I feel like, as a teacher, our job is to label them in 

our minds. We have to know who our smarter ones are, who our lower ones are” (Simone, 

Joint Interview 4). In this statement, Simone reveals that she has maintained predisposition 
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towards the culturally accepted method of groupings and labels – even to the specific labels 

of “smart” and “lower”. Lara corroborated Simone’s statement, positing: 

You can’t not though. Like it’s a natural thing. And unfortunately, yeah, we kind of 
do, in a way, have to label kids in some form. Like, maybe it’s not level, maybe it’s 
personality, maybe it’s type of learner.… How are we going to help them at all if 
there is absolutely no way we have any idea who they are as a person? (Lara, Joint 
Interview 4) 
 
Lara’s claim here echoes the idea that “ability grouping is beneficial”, as outlined in 

Figure 7, or that set labels aid in a teacher’s ability to help students. Such a return to this 

cultural perception seems to indicate that while the research may have adjusted the 

beginning teachers’ understandings of differentiation, it was unable – within the timeframe 

of the study – to alter teacher beliefs or post-research practices.  

4.3.2 School Culture and Expectations  

The culture and expectations, or “the way we do things here” (Bourke & Loveridge, 

2017), of the research site, appeared also, at times, to constrain the beginning teachers’ 

practices. One example appeared through a school-wide emphasis on consistency. This 

view resulted in differentiation being interpreted as an “add-on”. Throughout the study, the 

beginning teachers intermittently demonstrated a tendency to rely on habitual practices – 

focus on consistency, ability grouping, and labelling practices – as a “safety-net” during 

moments of struggle. In addition to this, both teachers also reported feelings of fear and 

anxiety as they attempted unfamiliar methods of differentiation, and occasional pressure 

from peers to conform to cultural norms.  

“The Way We Do Things Here”. A school-wide emphasis on consistency across 

classes presented a cultural barrier that emerged during several conversations over the 

course of the study. The focus on equal experiences was systemically supported through the 

school’s use of the OneNote program (see Section 4.1, Pre-Conditions) and appeared to 

have been absorbed into the beginning teachers’ ethos – “it is important to be all doing 
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similar things … [because otherwise] all the kids in Year 8 aren’t getting the exact same 

opportunity, are they?” (Lara, Joint Interview 4). Simone initially appeared to agree with the 

consistent approach, although with a degree of reservation, claiming that teaching all classes 

the same content in the same way “sometimes isn’t good, but I guess it keeps us all 

consistent with what we’re doing with our classes and all that. We all know that everyone 

should be getting the same learning” (Joint Interview 2). Through statements such as these, 

both teachers appear to privilege ideologies of “sameness”, taking the equality side of the 

equity debate (see Konow, Saijo, & Akai, 2019; Lievrouw & Farb, 2003). Gardner (2006) 

outlines the inherent issue with a consistent approach, writing: 

Students are taught the same things in the same ways and are assessed in equally 
similar manner. This approach is seen as fair.… Yet … this approach is 
fundamentally unfair … it makes school difficult for the many among us who 
exhibit somewhat different intellectual profiles. (p. 56) 
 
Over the course of the study, the beginning teachers began to shift their views of 

consistency, often using the interview process to do so. The following conversation outlines 

a clear moment when they used the dialogic approach to collaboratively re-shape their 

understandings: 

Simone: I guess it’s not really differentiating then, is it? It’s like forced 
differentiation. Like is it differentiated? Isn’t differentiation meant to be catered to 
the kids in each class? Whereas if you’re telling them that this is what, how you’re 
going to differentiate, it’s not really differentiation. Kind of takes away the concept 
of differentiation. 
 
Lara: But, I don’t, I don’t get that though. I don’t get it. Because, how does it take 
away the concept of differentiation? 
 
Simone: Well because you’re like, differentiation is when you cater to the kids in 
your class and how they learn. 
 
Lara: Yeah. 
 
Simone: But if you’re putting, we’re telling this is what you're going to do in your 
class to differentiate, like you're not catering to all the kids that class. You’re just 
going “Oh, I’m going to differentiate”… it would need to be adjusted for each class. 
Because there’s different types of kids in each class. 
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Lara: Yeah but isn't the different activities we’re doing, aren’t they for different 
personalities? If that, is that what you’re talking about? So, wouldn’t that cover your 
bases? 
 
Simone: But, but the thing is, like we said, like the extroverted blah, blah type, I 
didn’t like group work for my class, but that might be the one that was set for your 
class this year.… So, if I’m made to do that next year, and my class isn’t good at 
group work. It’s not really catering. 
 
Lara: Yeah. So, you’re saying like the actual teacher would have to choose the 
activities? That’s what you’re saying. (Joint Interview 4) 
 
As evident in this dialogue, Simone was able to pull on her past experiences with 

the research to support her points and to co-construct new understandings with Lara without 

any additional input from myself. This conversation would indicate that Simone’s view on 

the use of OneNote to facilitate the distribution of standardised lesson plans in the school 

has shifted and that a new understanding has emerged. Such a shift was enabled through the 

collaborative dialogue (see Section 4.2.2, Professional Dialogue and Peer Support) which 

provided a supportive space (Edwards-Groves, 2013) for developing new understandings. 

Through similar critical-reflective conversations, both beginning teachers appeared to co-

shape their position on consistency, thus removing a barrier to differentiation – “Everyone 

needs to differentiate, they need to stop streaming, and they need to offer different types of 

activities to kids. It doesn’t matter which model” (Lara, Joint Interview 4).  

However, the perception that differentiation is something to be “added on” to a 

lesson was pervasive throughout the study. This barrier to proactive differentiation appeared 

to be subconsciously ingrained in the beginning teachers’ ideology, only becoming apparent 

through paradoxical statements and competing discourses (Biesta et al., 2015). Throughout 

most of the study, what the beginning teachers said – differentiation “has to be ingrained” 

(Simone, Joint Interview 3) – did not always match their presented discourse – “I don’t 

know if you can do it [differentiation] every single lesson” (Lara, Joint Interview 2). It 

appeared that neither of the beginning teachers was aware of these inconsistent statements 
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until they were pointed out by re-reading previous quotes. Simone responded to this 

realisation, explaining, “So, a bit, um, contradicting are we? Well, I mean, I guess I do think 

it has to be ingrained, but I do think it’s time-consuming” (Simone, Joint Interview 4). After 

further conversation, both beginning teachers agreed that the add-on discourse was a by-

product of school systems, as “the design of how we’re doing it is just not, it’s, it’s making 

it too easy to not be doing it” (Lara, Joint Interview 4). The “design” mentioned here is in 

reference to the one-size-fits-all practices facilitated through the OneNote system (see 

Section 4.1, Pre-Conditions) where subject coordinators plan all lessons for the units. In this 

instance, it becomes incredibly difficult for individual learning needs to be considered and 

for purposeful differentiated activities to be implemented (Evans & Waring, 2011), as 

explained by the beginning teachers: 

Simone: Our lessons have already been developed for us, and then we're adding this 
[differentiation] in.… So, I feel like if maybe you planned your new units by 
ingraining it in … 
 
Lara: You have to add on differentiation. That is what it is. Yeah. So, if we can 
change our OneNotes, we can ingrain it. (Joint Interview 4) 
 
In this way, the systemic one-size-fits-all curriculum is impacting the cultural 

ideologies of the school. The result is the perception that differentiation is an add on to 

teaching practices, rather than something to be embedded as a fundamental consideration of 

lesson planning and the educational process (Evans & Waring, 2011). Further, due to the 

predesigned lessons, there was a reduced sense of urgency to create class materials, or to 

adapt ready-made lessons, that would address the classes’ needs in any respect. The 

beginning teachers reported that this reduced sense of urgency was a cultural hallmark of 

the school, stating:  

Simone: [Differentiation] just doesn’t happen in our school.   
 
Lara: It’s not happening at our school, and we talk about it all the time. 
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Simone: We act like it’s happening, but no one does it … I just teach the OneNote 
that’s given to me. 
 
Lara: Yeah, yeah. It’s sort of just, culture.  
 
Simone: I think it’s the culture that’s been embedded into our, 
 
Lara: Our, our actual school. (Joint Interview 4) 
 
The beginning teachers concluded that such a culture on teaching prescribed lessons 

and reduced variation that could allow for differentiation, “foster[ed] bad habits” (Simone, 

Joint Interview 4). Consequently, there was a reduced collective willingness “to take the 

new ideas on board” (Simone, Joint Interview 4) and think about differentiation differently.  

A Resistance to Change. Throughout the research, the beginning teachers revealed 

feelings of anxiety and fear about adapting their practices. These feelings seemed to stem 

from a fear of failing, or the perceptions of failing, “themselves, their class, and the school” 

(Simone, Joint Interview 4). Such fears posed a barrier to thinking differently about 

differentiation, as beginning teachers were hesitant to try new things (Saunders, 2013) out 

of fear of “hindering [their] students’ learning” (Saunders, 2013, p. 325). Even after the 

beginning teachers experienced success with their Year 7 and 8 classes, such anxieties 

extended through discussions on how a similar approach could be applied to other year 

levels. Seemingly, the stresses of student success almost completely removed the beginning 

teachers’ desire to attempt differentiating their senior classes in this new manner:  

Because you need to get through the content because of [tertiary entrance], and 
exams. Like how the, like, you’re just, like, terrified. Yeah, it’s a lot of pressure if 
you have a senior class … you don’t want to waste one ounce of your time, like 
with, with the. And not saying this would waste time, obviously, but it’s just scary. 
(Lara, Joint Interview 4)  
 
However, the resistance to attempting implementation into other grades appeared to 

extend beyond concerns of curriculum pressure. The beginning teachers demonstrated 

resistance to attempting similar processes in any grade levels not participating in this study. 

They claimed that “[Year] 9s are interested in nothing to do with work ... [and don’t] care 
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about school work at that age” (Simone, Joint Interview 4), “[Year] 10s would be so crazy” 

(Simone, Joint Interview 3), and Seniors would “be like ‘why you treat us like babies?’” 

(Simone, Joint Interview 3). Saunders (2013) came to a similar finding in her study on the 

role of teacher emotions during change processes, in that her participants also reported 

“anxiety, tension and stress when they first implemented new instructional processes or 

when they used the process with a new student cohort” (p. 327). Such findings would 

suggest that comfort is relative to contexts in which practices have already been tested and 

is not necessarily transferable to similar contexts – such as in a Year 9 instead of Year 8 

class.  

Conforming to culturally accepted teaching practices appeared to be further 

encouraged by fellow teachers within the research site, impeding unfamiliar practices or 

change. Throughout the study, both beginning teachers appeared to project a belief that 

change occurred in response to error – “if you’re used to doing, like, teaching a certain way, 

then surely that would be scary to then all of sudden go ‘well that's not right. Let's do this 

way’” (Lara, Joint Interview 4). The view that practices change only in response to error, 

instead of through continued development, appeared to contain strong conversational 

cohesion to the theme of collegial judgement. This perception of “wrongness” originated 

from a combination of not wanting to fail “themselves, their class, and the school” (Simone, 

Joint Interview 4) and social pressures from colleagues to conform to the status quo. Both 

beginning teachers reported: 

[Being] scared of other teachers thinking that I’m terrible at my job. And, it’s 
because there is this thing that goes on at schools where if you have a noisy 
classroom, you must not be doing the right thing. There’s something wrong; you’re 
doing something wrong. (Lara, Joint Interview 4) 
 
Concerns of social judgement, scorn, and ostracism appeared to be linked to two 

sub-themes – rejection of difference and managing student behaviour. The beginning 

teachers expressed concerns of implementing an approach to differentiation – as outlined in 



 

84 

 

this study – to the full school, as other teachers would “be annoyed, they would be like 

‘what is this?’… you might get that backlash, I guess, because you’re doing something 

different” (Lara, Joint Interview 4). In addition to this concern of social “backlash”, the 

beginning teachers reported that “people hate change … if something’s not done the way 

that they [other teachers] like … they think it’s wrong” (Simone, Joint Interview 4), again 

reinforcing this sense of “wrongness”. The consequence of this is that both beginning 

teachers are complying with social practices and ways of working, as fear of judgement 

prevents them seeking support (Mantei & Kervin, 2011). Similar findings are present in the 

literature, where teachers have experienced “unease regarding how their colleagues viewed 

them as they began to implement new instructional practices” (Saunders, 2013, p. 325). 

While this fear of social judgement was mitigated through the professional dialogues and 

affirmations (see Section 4.2.2, Professional Dialogue and Peer Support), it never fully 

subsided. Additionally, Simone believed that a communal fear of poor behaviour further 

instigated a social stigma against change and risk-taking, and a reliance on one-size-fits-all 

models:  

All the teachers are fearful of behaviour, and they want a really structured rigorous 
lessons. So, they don't want different options where kids are a little bit loud and 
moving about. You have to be a teacher who’s willing to accept a bit of flexibility in 
your room and some teachers hate that. They’re really like “I’m in control.” (Joint 
Interview 4)  
 
The apparent preference for relying on instructional practices where students could 

be easily controlled again posed an issue to differentiation, which emphasises variance and, 

therefore, complexity. This controlling preference was originally shared by Simone – “I like 

to be in control” (Joint Interview 1) – and posed an initial barrier to the study.  

Summary of Constrainers. Throughout the study there were numerous structural 

and cultural factors that constrained a shift in the beginning teachers’ thinking towards 

differentiation. Structural factors, like cluttered one-size-fits-all prescribed curricula and 



 

85 

 

existing ability-centred differentiation models, appeared to influence site ontologies, 

resulting in cultural preference towards consistency. This preference projected an add-on 

discourse towards differentiation and developed a resistance to change bolstered by a fear of 

failure or social judgement. Prior to the intervention, the beginning teachers’ practices had 

been shaped by such cultural norms (Edwards-Groves, 2013) which, at times, constrained 

their capacity to pursue alternative approaches to differentiation. By engaging in the 

research project, the beginning teachers’ normative practices and site-specific ontologies 

were destabilised, requiring the internal resolution of incompatible assumptions before 

emerging understandings could be adopted. However, during times of struggle or stress, 

“uncertainty relating to their self-efficacy” (Saunders, 2013, p. 319) was further 

compounded. During such times, when self-efficacy was lowered, the beginning teachers 

demonstrated a desire to return to more familiar practices, demonstrating an avoidance of 

practices for which they lacked confidence (Rowan & Townsend, 2016). These moments of 

uncertainty were reinforced by a feeling of being time poor. This feeling projected a 

perception that differentiation is, at times, not a practically viable option. As a result, in 

these moments, the beginning teachers appeared to be unable to influence their environment 

(Biestra et al., 2015) and exhibit control (Eteläpelto et al., 2013). As existing school 

structures and cultures limited the beginning teachers’ ability to influence their 

environment, they projected a decreased sense of agency and self-efficacy, thus inhibiting 

their abilities to think differently about differentiation.  
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5Conclusions and Limitations  

This design-based research intervention explored the experiences of two beginning 

teachers as they were mentored into thinking differently about differentiation. This involved 

the teachers providing students with multiple learning options, each targeting a different 

personality preference. In this way the beginning teachers were positioned to question and 

to critically reflect on their teaching practices. Semi-structured dyadic interviews and 

planning sessions provided a space for this critical reflection as I guided beginning teacher 

participants to jointly construct shifting perspectives on the topic of differentiation. Through 

these interviews, enablers and constrainers for such a shift were identified and utilised to 

monitor the evolving experiences of the beginning teachers. 

This section synthesises the research findings to answer the research question: How 

can mentoring support beginning teachers to think differently about differentiation? 

Following this synthesis, the limitations of the study will be outlined and recommendations 

for future research made. This section will then conclude with a final statement on the 

implications for the research. 

5.1 Summary of Findings  

Throughout the study, the beginning teacher participants navigated the complex 

reality of shifting practices within their cultural context. Various aspects of this context 

enabled or constrained the emerging practices as the beginning teachers worked to think 

differently about differentiation. By engaging in the design-based research intervention, I 

was able to guide the teachers through an unfamiliar approach to differentiation, supported 

by collegial discussions and student feedback. By prompting the beginning teachers to 

consider how cultural and systemic norms can influence their practices, habits, ideologies, 

beliefs, and professional identities, I was able to support their sense of self-efficacy and 

agency with regards to differentiation.  
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The theoretical framework for this research was underpinned by a constructivist 

epistemology which values the joint construction of knowledge for those involved in the 

research (Given, 2008). Data were collected through semi-structured dyadic interviews, 

research journal notes, and the collection of research artefacts – for example, lesson plans, 

activity templates, and associated texts. Findings from the study were organised into two 

overarching themes that emerged from a thematic analysis of the interviews – enablers for 

shifting teacher self-efficacy, agency, understandings, and practices, and constrainers for 

shifting teacher self-efficacy, agency, understandings, and practices. In keeping with these 

themes, the following discussion is organised into the experiences that enable and constrain 

beginning teachers’ self-efficacy, agency, and understanding of differentiation. 

5.1.1 Enablers for Shifting Beginning Teachers’ Practices 

Throughout the study, there were several designed and extemporaneous research 

actions that enabled the beginning teachers to shift self-efficacy, agency, and understanding 

in relation to their differentiation practices. A thematic analysis of such actions indicated 

three interrelated sub-themes that supported the teachers to think differently about 

differentiation: (1) planning and implementing multiple learning options informed through 

the consideration of a personality lens; (2) supportive, collegial, and reflective 

conversations; and (3) positive feedback and affirmations. As a result of the co-dependent 

relationships among the three sub-themes, it seemed likely that removing any element of the 

intervention would have a profoundly negative effect on the beginning teachers’ 

experiences. Within these strategies, additional actions appeared as common talking points 

that the beginning teachers identified as supporting their development, as shown in Figure 

8. 
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Figure 8. Enabler sub-themes and related actions. 

Each of these enabling actions interconnected and operated in relationship with one 

another. Through these actions, the beginning teachers exhibited changes in their usual 

teaching habits, beliefs, and practices. These changes included thinking about 

differentiation differently; engaging in new forms of differentiation planning; introducing 

new routines to support differentiated activities; the questioning of existing “ways of 

working” (Abawi, 2013, p. 102); and increased risk-taking. These actions resulted in the 

beginning teachers forming a different understanding of differentiation whereby practices 

shifted from a reliance on ability grouping to practices that value student choice, consider 

different access points to learning, and emphasise the importance of engagement. After 8 

weeks, the beginning teachers were displaying an increased sense of self-confidence and 

noted a discernible change in their differentiation practice. The self-efficacy and agency of 

Enablers

Learning options

- Proactive planning
- Establishing routines
- Valuing student 
choice
- Providing information
materials 

Supportive 
collegial 

conversations

- Increased confidence 
- Co-shaping of
understandings

- Supportive risk-taking
- Addressing teaching
style

Positive feedback

- Class rapport 
- Student
engagement

- Cohesive learning
enviornment

- Verbal feedback
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the beginning teachers had increased, and they displayed a more in-depth understanding of 

readiness, student interests, and learning profiles (Tomlinson, 2014). 

In addition to these shifts, the beginning teachers also noted perceived changes in 

student behaviour in response to the new differentiation approaches they were using. Aside 

from initial challenges, they identified increased student participation, engagement, and 

ownership. The beginning teachers described how students began to initiate conversations 

regarding achievement goals and how they would prefer to engage in an activity. In 

conjunction with these conversations, the teachers noticed an increase in on-time task 

submissions as well as improved class rapport and cohesion. The teachers reflected on how 

such changes in student behaviour were in response to a combination of improved teacher-

student rapport, the provision of multiple learning options, and increased engagement. 

These changes, along with positive verbal feedback from students and mentor teachers, 

appeared to have an intense impact on the beginning teachers’ sense of pride, self-worth, 

and professional identity, paving the way for greater possibilities regarding differentiated 

innovation within their practices.  

5.1.2 Constrainers for Shifting Beginning Teachers’ Practices 

Despite efforts to shift practices, the beginning teachers noted existing cultural and 

institutional barriers to pedagogical innovation that constrained their development. These 

constraints were informed by a desire within the school to promote a systems-driven 

culture. Such a culture can curtail innovation and castrate curiosity (Freire, 1970). 

Throughout the research, the beginning teachers appeared– in the absence of frequent 

affirmation and collaboration – to maintain a reliance on prescriptive school systems. As 

such, these systems reduced teacher self-efficacy and agency to the point of de-

professionalising (Biesta et al., 2015) their judgement and developing “learned 

helplessness” (Hattie, 2012).  



 

90 

 

Seemingly, one of the more pervasive – and arguably influential– systems within 

the school was the implementation of a one-size-fits-all curriculum model facilitated 

through the Microsoft Office OneNote program. The beginning teacher participants 

described this system as providing a “set structure” (Simone, Joint Interview 2) to follow. 

Such a structure resulted in reduced professional planning as well as a reductionist teaching 

experience, whereby classroom teachers become little more than “corporate drones” (Freire, 

1970). As a result, teachers are de-professionalised and have a decreased sense of agency. A 

consequence of providing teachers with such a scaffolded and pre-established lesson design 

is a reluctance to stray from the course provided due to an array of additional factors 

including a fear of failure, and social judgement, which appeared to pressure the beginning 

teachers to maintain the status quo. The beginning teachers emphasised concerns that other 

teachers may think they are terrible at their job if they do not conform to the social 

expectations of a “quiet classroom”. The beginning teachers further listed concerns of social 

backlash due to a stigma that change is associated with error rather than with growth. 

Additionally, both teachers cited concerns with whether providing varying materials 

and multiple learning options would mean students would not experience the same learning 

opportunities – reflecting a cultural value of consistency. However, self-reflection during 

the dyadic interviews seemingly shifted this viewpoint to some degree. Despite such a shift, 

even during the final interview the beginning teachers appeared concerned with straying 

from the set structure presented in the OneNote system, post-research and into the future.  

Reliance on this one-size-fits-all OneNote system was exacerbated by an overly 

cluttered curriculum which added pressure to the teachers, who felt that they needed to get 

through all of the content (Hornstra et al., 2015). As a result, the beginning teachers initially 

looked for superficial ways of enacting differentiation in preference to a content-focused 

lecture-style curriculum delivery model that they saw as more efficient (Kathard, Pillay, & 
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Pillay, 2015, p. 230). By supressing differentiation in this way, the curriculum-based 

systems promoted a culture where differentiation was perceived as an add-on, rather than as 

something to be planned and embedded. It was revealed that the beginning teachers were 

willing to accept these less than ideal realities due to the pressures associated with the 

curriculum within the timeframes provided. Consequently, the teachers labelled “time” as 

the greatest inhibiting factor to their ability to differentiate effectively. Through the study, it 

became apparent that feeling time poor elevated anxiety, reduced planning efforts, and 

created a feeling of impossibility – all signifiers of reduced self-efficacy.  

A second school-wide instance of systems and culture restricting an innovative and 

risk-taking environment was the school’s differentiation action plan. This framework 

promoted an ability-grouping method of sorting students into foundation, core, and complex 

levels based on often outdated data. While the beginning teachers were quick to accept the 

dilemmas such a framework entails, both appeared to have internalised a predisposition for 

labelling students. Through such discussions, topics of mislabelling, de-humanising, and 

confirmation bias occurred. The research concluded, albeit dubiously, that the approach 

outlined in this research avoids labelling students by instead labelling activities and 

promoting student choice. The unstable conversations surrounding the topic of labelling 

seem to indicate that, while the beginning teachers’ understanding of differentiation may 

have shifted and developed, overall, long-term ideologies, beliefs, and practices remained 

unchanged.    

5.1.3 Reconciling the Enablers v. Constrainers Dilemma 

The intervention enabled the beginning teachers to “open their eyes” and to broaden 

their understanding of differentiation to the various ways in which students may engage 

with learning. With this new-found understanding, the beginning teachers reported 

increased self-efficacy on the topic of differentiation. However, based on comments they 
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made, it is unlikely that the research will have lasting effects on their long-term practices 

and beliefs unless further supportive self-reflective and dialogical opportunities are opened 

up.  A follow-up study would be needed to ascertain if there has been any long-term change 

in thinking and/or practice, comments made by the beginning teachers would indicate that 

the systems-based culture of the school will present as a barrier to sustained – or further – 

growth. While the enablers reported throughout the study did appear to have a generative 

effect on the beginning teachers’ understandings of differentiation, it is likely that they will 

be difficult to maintain into the future.  

5.2 Limitations of the Research  

Resulting from the contextualised nature of this research, there are several 

limitations to consider. This study contained a small sample size of two participants. The 

participants were located at the same school and taught the same subject in a junior-

secondary context. A consequence of these limitations is that statements around 

generalisability and/or transferability are difficult to make. This research did not examine 

comparability across year levels, cohorts, disciplines, or schools. The small sample size also 

restricted comments on how the outlined approach would affect the experiences of different 

participants, including expert or mid-career teachers, senior-high school or primary school 

teachers, or teachers from different educational sectors – private sector or independent 

schools. Additionally, this research did not incorporate or critique the student voice or their 

experiences of this innovative approach to differentiation. As such, future research is 

needed to consider the student perspective. 

Also limiting the study was its relatively short duration. The data were collected 

over a period of 8 weeks in school’s second term. As such, this study was unable to explore 

the impacts or evolution of this proposed approach over a longer timeframe and what this 

might mean for teacher identity, teacher practices, students’ outcomes, and long-term 
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changes. The timeframe of the study also restricted teachers’ capacities to familiarise 

students with the routines of these innovative practices or to build trust and rapport. Further 

research will be needed to address such concerns.   

Additionally, this research focussed primarily on differentiation for engagement – 

favouring depth of this one area of differentiation over the full breadth of possibilities for 

differentiation in general. For instance, this research did not explore methods to differentiate 

content, products of learning (assessments), or the learning environment, nor aspects of 

student readiness, all of which feature as key components in Tomlinson’s (2014) model. 

Similarly, UDL principles of “multiple means of representation” and “multiple means of 

action and expression” were also outside the scope of the study which focussed instead on 

“multiple means of engagement” (CAST, 2011). Further research would be needed to 

consider these other elements of differentiation and how they too may be influenced 

through a multiple learning options approach promoting student choice.  

5.3 Recommendations for Further Research 

It is recommended that future research extending from this study consider re-

examining some of the limitations from this study – for example; time, number of 

participants, teaching experience of the participants, alternative means of presentation and 

organisation of differentiated activities, and alternative frameworks. Other avenues for 

future research that emerge from this study could include exploring the impact of systems-

based curriculum approaches on school cultures and teacher professionalism. Such research 

may examine how differentiation may change, remedy, or support such cultures, as well as 

the impact of different degrees of consistency on practice – examining the equity-equality 

debate in the educational sector. Alternatively, future research may consider how one-size-

fits-all models or other systems of consistency may be de-professionalising the teaching 

profession. In line with concepts of a de-professionalised teaching profession, additional 
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research may be needed on teacher trust within the school, as well as on how fear of 

marginalisation may be impacting teaching practices or reducing self-efficacy and agency.  

5.4 Final Statement and Implications  

This research has demonstrated one way of shifting teachers’ thinking around 

differentiation by considering ways by which all students may be encouraged to engage in 

the learning process. The study tracked the experiences of two beginning teachers as they 

attempted to implement an unfamiliar approach to differentiation within their junior-

secondary English classrooms and identified some of the enabling and constraining factors 

in their efforts to do so. Throughout the study, I guided the beginning teachers to generate 

multiple learning options. During this time, the beginning teachers were also negotiating the 

complexity of additional duties, as well as school systems and culture. By exploring their 

experiences of doing differentiation differently, this research has revealed that, when 

systems of support for guiding and affirming the implementation of unfamiliar practices are 

put in place, it is possible to increase teacher self-efficacy and agency as well as to shift 

understandings of what it means to differentiate differently. Constraining these shifting 

beliefs and practices are often school systems and cultures, albeit unintentionally. The use 

of one-size-fits-all curriculum planning models – intended to lessen teacher workloads – 

can in fact be counterproductive. There is evidence in this study that these reductionist 

approaches can reduce teacher agency and self-efficacy. 

The findings from this study have several implications that teachers, school leaders 

and administrators, and policy writers might wish to consider: Firstly, decreasing the focus 

on curriculum control using one-size-fits-all models by instead favouring mentoring 

practices that supporting teacher collegial conversations through cycles of planning and 

critical self-reflection. These practices may positively effect beginning teacher experiences 

and professional practice. Secondly, the inclusion of multiple learning options based on 



 

95 

 

various ways students can access the curriculum and student choice appears to improve 

student ownership of their learning and engagement. Thirdly, considering the different ways 

in which students learn, and their varying personalities, can be an effective way to prompt 

teachers to consider differentiated practices differently. Finally, this study advocates for 

educational institutions that consider the individual needs of all those within them through 

methods that address the diverse needs not only of students, but also of educators. The 

complex and multifaceted nature of the education system cannot be effectively supported 

using one-size-fits-all models or ability grouping designs. To this end, this research has 

opened a conversation by providing an alternative to reductionist and standardised ways of 

performing differentiation. By shifting the focus away from hierarchical groupings and 

classifications of “academic” and “non-academic” to a different way of thinking about 

student diversity, innovative practices are able to emerge and flourish:  

There are some things that we want all students to know, understand and be able to 
do as a result of their education. But they also have their own unique patterns of 
aptitudes, interests, and dispositions. Education must attend to those too. Making 
education personal has implications for the curriculum, for teacher, and for 
assessment. It involves a transformation in the culture of schools. (Robinson & 
Aronica, 2015, p. 53) 
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Appendix A: Participating Beginning Teacher Informed Consent Form & 
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Appendix B: Individual Pre-Intervention Semi-Structured Interview Guide  

 

Part 1: Perceptions of Differentiation  

1. What does the term differentiation mean to you? 

2. What are some possible ways to differentiate a class? 

3. Do you currently differentiate your classes? How so or why not? 

Part 2: Differentiation in Practice  

4. How would you describe your classroom environment? 

5. How do you prepare your lessons to cater to students’ individual learning 

needs?  

6. How do your students’ individual needs inform your teaching? 

7. How do school contexts influence your differentiation?  
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Appendix C: Pre-Intervention Meeting Agenda 
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Appendix D: Pre-Intervention Personality Self-Assessment Test 

 



 

117 

 

 
 

  



 

118 

 

Appendix E: Parental Information Letter  
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Appendix F: Dyadic Semi-Structured Interview Guide  

 

1. Tell me about your experience with the intervention so far?  

Part 1: Perception of Differentiation 

2. Has your perspective on differentiation changed? If so, how?  

3. From your perspective, what impact has the outlined approach to 

differentiation, had on your selection of differentiated strategies?  

4. Tell me about the benefits or difficulties in using such an approach to 

differentiation that you have experienced at this stage 

5. Tell me about any changes these differentiation practices have had on the 

participation and engagement of students in your class. 

Part 2: Changes to Practice  

6. How have your experiences in the classroom changed since the 

commencement of the research, especially regarding your perception of 

student engagement?   

7. How has your preparation for lessons changed and has this change been 

simple or challenging? 

8. What have been some positives/negatives of engaging in this approach to 

differentiation? 

9. What additional support do you believe would be beneficial in creating 

multiple learning options? 
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