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Differentiating and personalising learning: Targeted support for diverse 
students  
MICHELLE RONKSLEY-PAVIA  

Learning intentions 

In this chapter we will: 

• Establish an appreciation of why teachers need to support the diversity of student 
learning needs; 

• Develop an understanding of differentiation and compare how this contrasts with 
personalised; 

• Examine ways that personalised learning can be conceived in primary years’ 
classrooms to support students with diverse needs; specifically focusing on 
targeted support for students with disabilities, gifted and talented students and 
twice exceptional learners (who have both giftedness and disability). 

Diverse students  

Teachers in 21st century primary years’ classrooms can anticipate having a diverse 
array of students to teach and support; by diversity we mean a heterogeneous group of 
students who all have different family, cultural, ethnic, and social backgrounds, and 
have a differing range of abilities and strengths that they bring to their learning and 
schooling experience. In the not-too-distant past teachers taught to the middle of their 
classes, to the average ability of the class, this did not consider students who might be 
having difficulty accessing and learning the curriculum, nor did it take into 
consideration students who may already have mastered the content and skills being 
taught. This one-size-fits-all approach was doomed to fail many students because it 
reduced and devalued the purpose of education in enabling all students to reach their 
potential. 

Primary school classrooms will comprise students with a range of abilities, more so 
than in the past due to a number of reasons, including increased global mobility and 
immigration, but particularly as schools become more inclusive of students with a 
range of disabilities and special education needs. The concept of inclusive education 
advocates that all schools need to provide a rigorous education for children from the 
surrounding communities, regardless of disability, ability and combination of those.  
Inclusion sees a move away from the previously accepted notion of exclusion where 
students, often those with disabilities, were excluded from mainstream schooling and 
routinely housed away in specific designated special schools. Advocates of inclusive 
education affirm that students with disabilities have equal rights to be included in 
society and so too in education; and, further that student diversity is valued through 
the unique characteristics and contributions that each student brings to their learning 
in the classroom. While special schools still exist and provide solid educational 
options for those wishing to take them up, there is now choice parents and carers to 
send their children to mainstream schools, for full inclusion, or partial (part of the 
school day) inclusion. Full inclusion sees students with and without disabilities fully 
participating, working and learning together in classroom activities.  
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Students with disabilities 

Students with disabilities come from all cultural, socio-economic and ethnic 
backgrounds, and can include students with multiple co-morbid (co-occurring) 
disabilities. These may be learning disabilities (or learning difference/difficulty), 
physical, psychological, or emotional disabilities. Learning disabilities (LDs) or 
Specific Learning Disabilities/Disorders (SLDs) cover a range of disabilities where a 
student may learn differently from their peers, these disabilities cannot be fixed or 
cured, they are lifelong challenges. With suitable support, intervention and 
understanding by teachers, students with LDs can achieve considerable academic 
success in school and beyond. LDs may include but are not limited to dyslexia, 
dysgraphia, dyscalculia, non-verbal learning disabilities (NLD). Table 1 outlines some 
LDs that primary years’ teachers may encounter in their classrooms. 

Table 1 Some learning disabilities that primary years’ teachers may encounter 

Disability Common characteristics  What teachers may see in the 
classroom (some and/or all of 
these) . . .  

Dyslexia  Affects reading and related 
language-based processing 
skills such as spelling and 
writing.  

Difficulty with: reading 
comprehension, decoding, 
reading fluency, drawing 
inferences from texts, writing, 
and spelling. 

Dysgraphia Affects a student’s fine 
motor skills and handwriting 
skills.  

Illegible, messy writing, poor 
layout and planning on the page, 
inconsistencies in spacing, 
difficulties spelling and getting 
their ideas onto paper. 

Dyscalculia Affects a student’s ability to 
understand numbers and 
learn mathematics facts.  

Reduced mathematics 
understanding, limited 
understanding/recognition of 
mathematics symbols, poor 
memorising of numbers, 
difficulties learning times tables, 
difficulties with counting and 
telling the time, and poor layout 
of mathematics sums on the page. 

Central 
Auditory 
Processing 
Disorder 
(CAPD) 

A child may have excellent 
hearing but the disability lies 
in the cognitive processing 
and discrimination of sounds 
and auditory information; in 
the way in which what the 
ears hear is processed in the 
brain. 
 

Difficulties in: sound 
discrimination that is exacerbated 
in competing noisy environments 
like classrooms; knowing where a 
sound has come from in a space 
and the ability to identify the 
source of a sound;  following and 
remembering verbal instructions; 
apparent inattentiveness and 
distractibility. 

Non-verbal 
Learning 

Difficulties in: understanding 
and processing visual and/or 

Difficulty in: interpreting 
nonverbal cues e.g., facial 
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Disabilities 
(NLD) 

non-verbal information. 
Usually have great strength 
in verbal language skills.  

expressions, body language; may 
have poor coordination. 

Dyspraxia Difficulties with: muscle 
control, problems with 
movement and coordination, 
gross motor skills, language 
and speech, and can affect 
learning.  

Difficulties in: speaking, appear 
clumsy (often walk into objects, 
misjudge distances, falls often), 
laboured and slow writing – 
affects gross and fine motor skills 

Attention 
Deficit 
Hyperactivity 
Disorder 
(ADHD) 

Student has difficulty staying 
focused and paying attention, 
can be hyperactive and/or 
inattentive.  

Starts tasks but fails to complete, 
appears inattentive (e.g., stares 
out of the window), appears to be 
on the go all the time, interrupts 
others, difficulty following and 
remembering instructions and 
sequences of activities, easily 
distracted by others and activities 
going on around the student. 

In Australia teachers are guided by the Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) 
(Commonwealth of Australia, 1992) when teaching students with disability. The DDA 
makes it illegal for any person, business or authority to discriminate on the basis of a 
person’s disability. This Act is the umbrella legislation for the Disability Standards 
for Education (Commonwealth of Australia, 2005), and for individual state and 
territory legislation across Australia. This legislation covers all disabilities, and 
specifically refers to teaching students who may have “a disorder or malfunction that 
results in the person learning differently from a person without the disorder or 
malfunction” (Commonwealth of Australia, 1992, Part 1, Section 4, f) and further 
states “to avoid doubt, a disability [emphasis in original] that is otherwise covered by 
this definition includes behaviour that is a symptom or manifestation of the disability” 
(Commonwealth of Australia, 1992, Part 1 Section 4). This is vitally important for 
teachers, as all disabilities are covered by this law, regardless of whether a student has 
a verified, funded or identified disability.  

It is important to note that not all disabilities are easy to see, some are what can be 
termed invisible disabilities, disabilities that are not immediately visible, for example, 
dyslexia, Central Auditory Processing Disorder (CAPD); and, anxiety. Nevertheless, a 
teacher is responsible for providing opportunities for students with disabilities to learn 
and access the curriculum “on the same basis as other students without disability” 
(Commonwealth of Australia, 2005, p. 13). The Disability Standards for Education 
explicates the responsibilities that teachers should adopt in relation to providing for 
students with disability, that of making “reasonable adjustments” within the 
classroom to support students with disability. 

Reasonable adjustments 
When describing or referring to teachers’ making accommodations to support the 
participation of students with disability to access learning “on the same basis” as their 
peers without disability, we use the terms reasonable adjustments, or 
accommodations. Reasonable adjustments can incorporate a breadth of areas across 
the school and classroom, including the physical environment, teaching approach and 
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design, using assistive technology and equipment, and reduced task and/or homework 
load. Adjustments are not dumbing down of the curriculum but consist of making 
reasonable adjustments to content and tasks so students with disability can access and 
take part in everyday learning in the classroom. 

Some examples of adjustments include: 

• Providing class materials in different formats (e.g., printed rather than copying 
from the board—where a student may be directed to underline/highlight key 
text); 

• Changing instructional practice (e.g., writing/drawing  instructions on the 
board rather than just verbally saying them); 

• Enabling the use of assistive technology (e.g., speech to text software for 
writing tasks); 

• Facilitating the use of specialised services (e.g., scribing for students who have 
difficulties getting their thoughts onto paper); 

• Providing a safe, quiet space for individual students to retreat to if they 
become cognitively/emotionally overloaded (e.g., quiet corner with privacy 
screens and beanbags) 

• Amending assessment tasks to assess the same skills but in different ways 
(e.g., reading test questions to a student and they answer verbally and the 
teacher writes/records their verbal answer for assessment); 

• Modifying the physical environment of the classroom (e.g., dimming lights, 
reducing glare from sunlight). 

Consulting with the student (where possible) and their parents/carers is vital in 
making the appropriate adjustments to pedagogy and learning environment. These 
adjustments need to be used in conjunction with pedagogical practices that are aimed 
at supporting students with disabilities in the primary years classroom, coming up in 
this chapter we will explore two of these practices—differentiation and personalised 
learning. 

Provocation 1 

Trevor is a Year 3 teacher at a primary school that actively practices inclusive 
education and he has a number of students in his class who have identified 
disabilities and diverse learning needs. One of these students is Louise; she has a 
number of co-morbid disabilities, including dyslexia and CAPD. As a result of the 
impact of her disabilities Louise has difficulty in understanding and following verbal 
instructions, and with reading fluency and spelling. Trevor provides adjustments for 
Louise in these areas across his lessons, and has noted these on her Individual 
Education Plan (IEP) which has been developed with the Learning Support team and 
in consultation with Louise’s parents. 

Reflection questions: 

1. Write down your understanding of dyslexia and CAPD. 

2. Create a list of some adjustments that Trevor may have noted on Louise’s 
IEP that will support her learning in his classroom. Refer to Table 2 and the 
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examples of reasonable adjustments provided above to help you. 

3. Conduct an Internet search to find examples of IEPs, make a note of some of 
the main features (e.g., learning goals), and consider how these might be used 
to differentiate teaching in your own classroom. 

Gifted and talented students 

Another area of diversity that primary school teachers will encounter in their 
classrooms is that of gifted and talented students. Teachers need to have a sound 
understanding of which students these are, this understanding begins with 
comprehending the conception of the terms gifted and talented. There are countless 
definitions of giftedness and talented, and there is no world-wide accepted definition 
for these terms, and they are frequently used interchangeably by educators, implying 
that they mean the same thing (Ronksley-Pavia, 2015; 2016). This in turn can present 
problems in identification and classroom provision for these students as definitions 
are frequently inextricably linked to provisions and educational practice. However, in 
Australia a nationally consistent and shared understanding of the two distinct concepts 
of giftedness and talent has developed through the acceptance of Gagné’s (2009) 
Differentiated Model of Giftedness and Talent. In this model, Gagné articulates the 
developmental process that impacts on a student’s ability to develop their innate 
giftedness into talent.  

Gagné (2004) defines giftedness as “untrained and spontaneously expressed superior 
natural abilities . . . in at least one ability domain to a degree that places an individual 
at least among the top 10% of his or her age peers” (p. 1). Gagné defines giftedness in 
an array of different domains: intellectual, sensorimotor, creative, and socio-affective 
domains. The definition that Gagné applies to talent is “superior mastery of 
systematically developed abilities . . . and knowledge in at least one field of human 
activity to a degree that places an individual within at least the upper 10% of age 
peers who are or have been active in that field or fields” (p. 2). Gagné’s conception of 
giftedness and talent makes a strong case for the influence of contextual influences in 
determining the development of gifted students.  

One of the strongest contextual influences that impacts on a student’s opportunities to 
develop their giftedness into talent is of course the classroom teacher (McCoach & 
Siegle, 2007). Research has identified that teachers are not strong in identifying gifted 
students as they tend to look for teacher pleasers and students who produce neat 
work, and tend to ignore those students who may be displaying mastery of the content 
by presenting with behaviours that generally frustrate teachers (e.g., off-task, calling 
out) (Merrick & Targett, 2004). Teachers need to develop and refine their skills in 
understanding and supporting gifted and talented students in the primary classroom. 
When gifted and talented students are provided with rigorous, engaging content that is 
specifically designed to address their learning needs then their gifts and talents can 
develop and students can flourish (Merrick & Targett, 2004). Later in this chapter we 
will explore two pedagogical practices that aim to support the development of 
students’ gifts into talents—differentiation and personalised learning. 
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Provocation 2 

Janet, Head of Curriculum at Aronale Primary School, had recently attended a 
professional development (PD) session about identifying gifted and talented students 
in primary years’ classrooms. On her return, the school principal asked her to 
provide a summary of the key points from the session to her fellow teachers. Janet 
talked about the following key points from the session: 

• Giftedness may not show up all of the time; 

• The belief of universal giftedness—students who are gifted across all 
subjects is very rare—do not confuse high achievement with high ability (and 
high potential); 

• Students vary in their levels of giftedness; 

• There is no standard pattern of giftedness;  

• Gifted students come from diverse backgrounds—all cultures, socio-
economic levels and geographic locations;  

• Teachers need to identify gifted and talented students as part of recognising 
and identifying and fostering all students’ individual strengths;  

• Identification is an ongoing process and a diagnostic purpose as it would be 
for any special needs student; 

• Teachers should use a variety of identification methods not one single right 
one—collect data from a number of sources/measures—checklists; cognitive 
assessments; observations; standardised tests; nominations; class tasks; 

• Parents are a valuable resource in assisting in early identification of gifted 
students. 

Reflection questions: 

1. Imagine that you are a teacher at Janet’s session, what are the key take-away 
messages about identifying gifted and talented students in your primary 
years’ classroom? 

2. Conduct an Internet search for PD sessions on gifted and talented education 
in your local area. See if you can find a local gifted and talented association 
that you can contact to find out more information to support you in 
addressing the needs of your gifted and talented students. 

Twice exceptional students 

As we have seen gifted and talented students come from a diverse array of 
backgrounds, and may also have a disability. Gifted and talented students with 
disabilities are termed twice exceptional learners.  The term comes from a 
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combination of a student having two exceptionalities: giftedness or talent, and a 
disability. Giftedness and disability can exist in one individual, arguably even 
individuals with intellectual disability (Coleman, Harradine & Williams King, 2005; 
Ronksley-Pavia, 2015). These students present as paradoxical to primary years 
teachers (Cloran, 2000; King Williams, 2005; Ronksley-Pavia, 2015) as they have 
remarkable strengths in one or more areas (e.g., might have a strong knowledge and 
understanding of geology, rocks and fossils), yet significant weakness in other areas 
(e.g., display significant problems in articulating and writing down thoughts and 
ideas). For some twice exceptional students their giftedness is not apparent in the 
classroom—yet outside school they are demonstrating immense capacity in other 
areas (e.g., a sporting area). Twice exceptional students frequently combine the traits 
and characteristics of disabilities, and/or learning disabilities that we explored earlier, 
and also display traits of giftedness of course these permutations vary considerably 
across the heterogeneity of a primary school classroom. 

Figure 1 Diagram of twice exceptionality (Ronksley-Pavia, 2015) 

 

Provocation 3  

Matt is nine years old and is in Year 3 at an urban primary school. He is highly 
intelligent and has intense interests and strengths in mathematics and science. Matt 
has the following diagnoses from his paediatrician: processing difficulties; sensory 
issues; ADHD; ASD (high functioning Asperger’s syndrome); fine motor skill 
difficulties and anxiety.  

Matt is very overwhelmed by a lot of noise, where his resultant behaviour is to spin 
and flap when stressed and anxious. He has difficulty stopping his thoughts and at 
times these draw him away from what he was originally thinking about. He has a 
number of physical tics which have changed over time. He is hypersensitive to 
irritations such as creases in his clothing, and likes to chew on objects (e.g., his 
shirt/water bottle cap). Matt is at risk of disengaging from engaging with the content 
in his Year 3 classroom, and his teachers Melanie noticed his off-task behaviour and 
bothering of other students, particularly when the class activities involved writing. 

After a thorough consultation process with Matt, his parents, Melanie, and the 
learning support team a comprehensive IEP was developed with the following 
features: 

Matt be accelerated to grade 7 maths and science and undertake his work with the 
Year 7 students in those two subjects, for the rest of his learning he will continue in 

Tw
ice exceptional 
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Melanie’s Year 3 class with appropriate adjustments to support his writing skills. For 
example, using a laptop for typing assignments, having a Teacher Aide to support 
him and scribe as he dictates where appropriate. Melanie also created a small area in 
the adjoining annex where Matt and other students could withdraw to if they needed 
time to de-stress and avoid a meltdown as a result of sensory overload. The area was 
furnished with cushions and two bean bags. 

Reflection questions: 

1. Write down at least three ways that you could create a safe and supportive 
environment for Matt. 

2. Consider how you might  ensure that Matt is included in classroom 
activities and in play at recess to ensure that he is included by other 
students, particularly has he has noticeable tics and other behaviour that 
students may find confronting. 

3. How would you go about ensuring that the withdrawal area was used 
appropriately by students? What classroom management strategies would 
you need to put in place? 

Supporting student diversity in every primary years’ classroom 

In order to provide safe, supportive, and rigorous learning environments that cater for 
the diversity of individual student’s learning needs, primary school teachers need to 
have knowledge of, and understanding about, each of their students. Along with this 
knowledge of individual student need, teachers need to know how to address these 
diverse needs through appropriate pedagogical practices. Cognisant of this, teachers in 
today’s classrooms need to support students’ social and emotional wellbeing, and 
development of focused, rigorous and individual learning programs. This is not to say 
that a teacher needs to create a lesson plan for each student in their class, this would 
be onerous and time consuming to say the least, what this does mean is that targeted 
personalised learning is the pathway to enable each student to achieve and to progress 
through the necessary curriculum requirements, and to gain the knowledge and skills 
that they need. 

In order to meet the goals from the Melbourne Declaration (Ministerial Council on 
Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs (MCEETYA), 2008) all 
Australian teachers need to understand how to “promote equity and excellence” (p. 7). 
Equity refers to providing what each student needs in order to succeed in their 
education, unlike fairness, which refers to treating all students the same, irrespective 
of diversity or specific need. Successful learners are engaged and active in their own 
education, and possess the necessary skills to succeed in all learning areas 
(notwithstanding their diversity). In turn through being successful students become 
confident, creative, active and informed citizens, able to contribute productively to 
Australian and global societies. The Melbourne Declaration states that “Australian 
governments, in collaboration with all school sectors, commit to . . . promote 
personalised learning [emphasis added] that aims to fulfil the diverse capabilities of 
each young Australian” (2008, p. 7). The practices of differentiation, and more 
appropriately personalisation, aim to address the goals of both the Melbourne 
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Declaration and those of the Australian Curriculum. We now turn to exploring each 
of these practices in turn beginning with differentiation. 

Differentiation 

Differentiation is by no means a new concept, since the days of the one-room school 
house, where mixed-age education was the foremost form of education (Ronksley-
Pavia, Barton, & Pendergast, 2017; Veenman, 1995) teachers were differentiating 
their lessons for the variety of ages present in their classrooms. The process of 
differentiation starts with getting to know your students’ prior knowledge, 
experiences, strengths, weakness, and learning abilities. Knowing your students is key 
to differentiating their learning through seamlessly weaving responding to student 
needs into your lesson plans and teaching practices (Singh, 2014). 

Differentiation by its very nature of responsiveness to student needs means that it will 
appear differently in different classrooms, but there are some common features to 
every differentiated classroom. As you can see from the following list there is some 
overlap with the AITSL Standards (Australian Institute for Teaching and School 
Leaderships, 2017): 

• Know your students (interests, strengths/weaknesses, abilities) and how they 
learn; 

• Know and understand the content (curriculum) and how to teach it; 
• Provide multiple means of learning and authentic assessment; and, 
• Share responsibility for learning with your students.  

(Singh, 2014; Tomlinson, 1995) 

Differentiation in essence, means the modification of regular curriculum by adjusting 
the content, processes, product and learning environment (Tomlinson, 1995; 
Ronksley-Pavia, 2010) to suit the diverse needs of particular groups of students. 
Although we discuss differentiation across these four areas, these should be 
seamlessly integrated into lesson and unit planning, rather than seen as separate or 
distinct features. We will now explore each of these main features in turn.  

Content 

In differentiating the content (curriculum) teachers are making adjustments to modify 
what students are learning, and the access points to the content—meaning that there 
are multiple avenues for accessing the content dependent on learner skills, knowledge 
and abilities (Ronksley-Pavia, 2010). The Australian Curriculum provides avenues for 
teachers to differentiate the learning area (subject) content by accessing different 
levels from the curriculum to differentiate age-comparable learning area content (Case 
study 4 below provides an example of this). Teachers focus on the key concepts, 
knowledge and skills from the content that students need to learn. All students learn 
the same content and concepts, but the degree of complexity is modified to suit the 
diverse learning needs of the students in the classroom (Singh, 2014; Tomlinson, 
1995). Multiple means of differentiating how students engage with the content 
include: using engaging ICTs; reading aloud (teacher and/or students); watching video 
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clips; showing posters; watching a play; and, taking field trips (Ronksley-Pavia, 
2010). 

Process  

Differentiating the process by which students engage with the content—how they 
investigate and understand the content and skills is another important component of 
curriculum differentiation. Teachers endeavour to encourage higher-level critical and 
creative thinking and practices, as well as encouraging productive engagement, in 
conjunction with managing information which students already know (Ronksley-
Pavia, 2010). Flexible grouping practices are a key feature of process modification, 
where students interact and work together to solve complex real-world problems. 
Here, grouping practices are kept flexible and dynamic to cater to student interests 
and process modifications (Singh, 2014). Multiple means of differentiating the 
process by which students engage with the content includes: listening to text read 
aloud; debating; using songs/raps; adding props; posting learning goals; building a 
model; using a game format; working outside; role playing; working in areas of 
student interest; using appropriate mentors (e.g., sports personalities); and, guest 
speakers (e.g., scientists, trades peoples) (Ronksley-Pavia, 2010). 

Products 

Differentiation of products refers to how students demonstrate their learning across a 
lesson, series of lessons, or a unit of work. Students are presented with a variety of 
opportunities to demonstrate that they have mastered the skills, knowledge and 
understandings from the curriculum content (Ronksley-Pavia, 2010). Assessment 
should be implemented at the beginning of a unit of work to assess students’ prior 
knowledge (e.g., to assess areas to be re-taught, and/or skipped over), rather than just 
at the end of the learning process. Assessment can be informal or formal, and needs to 
be both formative (on-going during learning) and summative (occurring at the end of 
a unit of work). Teachers provide multiple means of assessing students’ competency 
in the content being taught by providing authentic and engaging assessment tasks, 
these may include: oral report to teacher; speech/debate; song/rap; drawing/mural; 
journal/diary; dance; demonstration of an experiment or game; written report; 
pointing at answers from a series of choices; role play demonstration;  storytelling; 
photographic essay; and, web quest creation (Ronksley-Pavia, 2010). 

Classroom environment 

Differentiating the physical and emotional aspects of the learning environment keeps 
students engaged and interested in the content and process of learning, creating a 
place where students are encouraged and supported in taking academic risks. A 
differentiated classroom is accepting and tolerant of people’s opinions; it is a complex 
environment that incorporates a variety of teaching resources, ideas, methods, media 
and projects; and, it is a very mobile environment that allows and supports student 
mobility—moving around from their desks, going into different groups, classrooms 
and outside classrooms (e.g., field trips) (Ronksley-Pavia, 2010). Some examples of 
differentiating the learning environment include: the provision of learning centres 
where students can engage with activities at different tables throughout the classroom 
that relate to the content being taught (e.g., microscopes for examining small objects 
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in Science); and, rotational activities where students rotate in flexible groups around a 
number of learning tasks set up around the classroom.  

Provocation 4  

Differentiating the content is undertaken by accessing different levels from 
the Australian Curriculum to differentiate age-comparable content for the 
relevant subject area. Start with the subject (learning area) content that 
aligns with students’ chronological age—in this instance, Year 6 Science: 
Students learn about electrical circuits and plan and conduct an investigation 
making decisions about variables. 

The Year 6 Science content offers the initial point for developing the unit of 
work. The unit can be differentiated in relation to the diverse needs of a 
group of students through adjustments to the curriculum; drawing from 
learning area content at different levels along the F-10 sequence. For 
example: 

• Adjustment - at a group of students take part in a guided 
investigation using electrical circuits to explore and answer 
questions; 

• Using the general capabilities learning continua to differentiate age-
equivalent learning area content. For example: Adjustment - teach 
targeted literacy and numeracy skills identified for the group of 
students, through the science lesson. This might include following a 
sequence of illustrations to build an electrical circuit and developing 
the skills of structuring and information report; 

• The teacher then aligns individual learning goals with age-equivalent 
learning area content; 

• Differentiation based on identified needs of the group of students 
might include how they access age-equivalent content and what the 
learning focus might be (e.g., more emphasis on Literacy, Numeracy 
and Personal and social capability); 

• The learning still takes place through a Year 6 Science context with 
an expectation that some Science learning can be achieved with an 
emphasis on developing the key skills for this group of learners—
general capabilities of Literacy, Numeracy and Personal and social 
capability. 

Reflection questions: 

1. Identify the key learning that will take place through this example of 
differentiation for a group of students. 

2. How might the Year 6 Science skills be differentiated for a group of 
gifted and talented students that will also be taking part in the guided 
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investigation using electrical circuits [Year 6 Science Understanding 
ACSSU097]? You will need to visit the Australian Curriculum website to 
answer this question: https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/  

3. Create a list of ways that you could differentiate the process, product and 
learning environment for gifted and talented students (from question 2). 

Personalised learning 

We have seen that differentiation is the modification of regular curriculum by 
adjusting the content, processes, product and learning environment (Tomlinson, 1995; 
Ronksley-Pavia, 2010) to suit the diverse needs of groups of students in primary 
years’ classrooms. We turn now to exploring a more personal approach to individual 
student needs within a primary years’ classroom, that of personalised learning.  

Like differentiation, personalised learning focuses on the needs of the students, 
however, the principal difference between personalised learning and differentiation is 
the starting point (Powell & Kusuma-Powell, 2011). Unlike differentiation, 
personalising learning does not take curriculum designed for groups of learners and 
endeavour to modify it to individual student’s needs, but instead begins with the 
individual student; importantly each student remains at the forefront of all teaching 
and learning that takes place within personalised classrooms (Powell & Kusuma-
Powell, 2011). In differentiation the teacher is the driver of students’ learning, in 
personalisation each student is the driver of their own learning, supported by a highly 
skilled and knowledgeable expert teacher. Thus, personalisation contributes to learner 
knowledge and learner skill development, such as self-regulation, autonomy, and self-
directed learning to support students in becoming life-long learners (Powell & 
Kusuma-Powell, 2011). 

Personalised learning is contingent on the ability and effectiveness of teachers in 
differentiating the curriculum to personalise this for each student in order to address 
the diverse needs of individual students (McLoughlin & Lee, 2010; Sebba, Brown, 
Steward, Galton, & James, 2007). As such, personalised learning as an approach to 
teaching primary years’ students is a substantial move away from the traditional chalk 
and talk type role of the teacher in student learning (Garrick, Pendergast & Geelan, 
2017). There is a need for a substantial cultural shift in teacher pedagogy and 
classroom practices, where there is adequate infrastructure and support to initiate and 
sustain personalised learning, and understanding how to provide learning activities 
and resources that also support personalised learning (Bartle, 2015).  

Personalised learning is different to individualised learning, which can comprise 
individual students learning separately and often in isolation from their peers (Bartle, 
2015). Developments of Personalised Learning Plans (PLPs) are preferable for 
authentic personalised learning, rather than the development of Individual Education 
Plans (IEPs—often developed for students with disability), or Individual Curriculum 
Plans (ICPs—often developed for students accessing lower or high curriculum content 
than age-peers). These latter planning tools are based on the presumption of teacher-
driven individualisation where learning goals are the same for all students (Williams, 
2013), rather than the premise that underpins personalised learning—that it is driven 

https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/
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by the student themselves and they set their own goals. Table 3 unpacks the main 
features and differences between differentiation and personalised learning. 

Table 3 The Main Differences between Differentiated Learning and Personalised Learning (adapted from 
Bray & McClaskey, 2014; Garrick, Pendergast, & Geelan, 2017) 

Differentiated learning (relates to 
what the teacher does) 

Personalised learning (relates to what the 
student does) 

Begins with a group of students 
(e.g., a small group of learners 
within a class) 

Begins with the individual student who 
drives their learning 

Adjusts content, process, product 
and learning environment to the 
needs of diverse students  

Learning focuses on, and tailored to, the 
individual interests, abilities, aspirations and 
needs of students 

Teaching is explicit based on the 
learning needs of groups of students  

Students are active participants in the 
creation and intent of their learning 

The teacher is in charge of an array 
of instruction for different groups 
of students  

Students are responsible for their own 
learning, and have “voice and choice” (Bray 
& McClaskey, 2013, para. 1) in the how and 
what they are learning  

Teacher determines the same goals 
for various groups of students and 
for the whole class 

The student determines goals for their own 
learning plan and sets targets as they 
advance along their learning path with 
guidance from the teacher 

The teacher makes decisions about 
appropriate technology and class 
resources to support the learning 
needs of a variety of different 
groups of students  

The student develops the necessary skills to 
be able to self-select and use technology and 
resources that are appropriate in supporting 
and advancing their learning  

Supporting students who rely on the 
teacher for their learning  

Each student builds a personalised learning 
network that consists of peers, experts, 
teachers and self-identified resources to 
support and guide their learning  

Learning is monitored by the 
teacher based on students’ year 
level 

Competency-based mastery of content that is 
managed by each student  

Uses assessment data to 
differentiate and modify teaching 
for groups of students and gives 
formative and summative feedback 
to each student to progress their 
learning 

Each student is self-directed in their 
learning, monitoring their own progress 
toward personal, individual learning goals 
based on mastery of content and skills 

Assessment is of and for learning 
(assessment of content and skill 
acquisition and to feed forward into 
future learning) 

Assessment is as and for learning, with 
nominal assessment of learning (assessments 
that use a task/activity to enable each student 
to use assessment to advance their own 
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Working with the Australian Curriculum to personalise student learning 

There are many areas of personalised learning that overlap with differentiation practices, 
but these are approached on a personalised level for each student within the classroom. In 
order to develop a personalised learning approach in the primary years’ classroom 
teachers need to create individual student profiles that contain information about student 
interests, achievement levels, abilities/disabilities and align these with curriculum 
learning outcomes for particular units of work. This is a multilayered approach usually 
conducted within a team, with Year Level Coordinators and other year level teachers. 
Considerations need to be given to each student in the following areas:  

• the timing of learning (e.g., where it occurs within a term, year level); 
• the pace of learning (e.g., students accelerated through the content when they have 

shown that they have mastered it—suitable for gifted and talented students);  
• the learning process (e.g., blended learning, inquiry based, self-paced, 

collaborative); 
• support that will be available for learning (e.g., mentors/experts); 
• individual student learning goals (self-identified with input from the teacher)—

students work towards these and relevant identified Achievement Standards from 
the Australian Curriculum; and, 

• how students will achieve their learning goals (e.g., skills, knowledge and 
understandings relating to the content area); and, what ICTs will be used as 
catalysts and support for personalised learning.  

(Bartle, 2015) 

Provocation 5 

Let us explore three examples of personalised learning undertaken by Michael, a Year 4 
teacher:  

• Rosie, a student with disability; 

• Grant, a gifted and talented student; 

• Lisa, a student who is twice exceptional 

Feature of personalised learning: Begins with the individual student who drives their 
learning: The students have identified their personal interest in finding out more about 
the platypuses that have been spotted in the local creek next to the school. 

Michael selects the appropriate related age-equivalent content from the Australian 

learning, such as self- and peer-assessment 
practices) 
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Curriculum, for all three students—Year 4 Science, Content Descriptor ‘Living things 
have life cycles’, and the Achievement Standard ‘They describe relationships that assist 
the survival of living things and sequence key stages in the life cycle of a plant or 
animal’, the unit of work is about the lifecycles of Platypuses (Scootle resource- 
https://www.scootle.edu.au/ec/). 

Unit outline:  Students will be engaged in a unit of work to learn about helping 
platypuses and their families to survive, and answer questions about platypus lifecycles—
feeding habits and reproductive behaviour, and investigate the impact of people on 
platypus and their habitats. 

The following examples identify some related features of personalised learning from 
Table 3: 

• Learning focuses on, and tailored to, the individual interests, abilities, aspirations 
and needs of students: For example—to find out about each of his students 
Michael used a variety of practices: at the beginning of each new school year he 
would ask his students to write a letter to him about themselves, detailing their 
interests, hobbies, what they do at the weekend and so forth;  

• The student determines goals for their own learning plan and sets targets as they 
advance along their learning path with guidance from the teacher: For 
example—Michael holds individual students-teacher conferences at regular 
intervals during each term to ascertain his students learning goals and discuss 
their progress. 

• Students are responsible for their own learning, and have voice and choice in the 
how and what they are learning: For example—during every unit of work 
Michael facilitates class discussions about the activities and assessment for the 
unit of work—students create a list of ways that a unit of work might be assessed.  

Reflection questions: 

1. Write a list of at least three ways that you could get to know your primary years’ 
students; their interests and abilities.  

2. How do the above examples of personalised learning using the Australian 
Curriculum differ from the example of differentiation given in Case Study 4? 

3. How could you ensure that your students have ‘voice and choice’ in their 
learning? 

Chapter summary  

This chapter makes the following key points: 

• Primary years teachers have a diverse array of students with different backgrounds 
and differing ranges of abilities and strengths that they bring to their learning and 

https://www.scootle.edu.au/ec/
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schooling experience—disabilities, gifts and talents, and combinations of these—
twice exceptionality; 

• Teachers needs to use a range of pedagogical strategies for supporting and 
providing for diverse students—differentiation and personalised learning; 

• Differentiation means the modification of content, process, product and learning 
environment;  

• Personalised learning moves beyond differentiation and consists of : 
• knowing each student and their strengths and weaknesses, and how to 

build upon these; 
• using engaging and targeted pedagogical practices that progress a student’s 

learning through breadth and depth of the curriculum that is tailored to 
each learners’ individual needs, abilities, skills, personal relevance and 
interests; 

• assessing for learning and use resultant assessment data to work with each 
student to understand and plan their individual educational needs. 



Teaching Primary Years: Rethinking Curriculum, Pedagogy and Assessment 

17 
 

 

References 

Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leaderships. (2017). Australian Professional 
Standards for Teachers. Retrieved November 14, 2017, from 
https://www.aitsl.edu.au/teach/standards  

Bartle, E. (2015). Personalised learning: An overview. Brisbane, Australia. Retrieved from 
https://itali.uq.edu.au/filething/get/1865/Personalised_learning_overview_Final_16_Mar
_15.pdf  

Bray, B., & McClasky, K. (2014). Personalization v differentiation v individualisation. 
Retrieved 12 June 2016, from http://www.personalizelearning.com/2013/03/new-
personalization-vs-differentiation.html  

Cloran, M. (2000). Gifted and learning-disabled: The paradox. Learning Links News, 4(0), 1–
6. 

Coleman, M. R., Harradine, C., & Williams King, E. (2005). Meeting the needs of students 
who are twice exceptional. Teaching Exceptional Children, 38, 5–6. 

Gagné, F. (2004). A Differentiated Model of Giftedness and Talent (DMGT). Retrieved 
January 22, 2015, from 
http://www.nswagtc.org.au/images/stories/infocentre/gagne_a_differentiated_model_of_
giftedness_and_talent.pdf  

Gagné, F. (2009). Building gifts into talents: Detailed overview of the DMGT 2.0. In B. 
MacFarlane & T. Stambaugh (Eds.), Leading change in gifted education: The festschrift 
of Dr. Joyce VanTassel-Baska. Waco, TX: Prufrock Press. 

Gasrrick, B., Pendergast, D., & Geelan, D. (2017). Theorsing personalised education: 
Electronically mediated higher education. In B. Garrick, D. Pendergats & D. Geelan, 
Introduction to the philosophical arguments underpinning personalised education, (pp. 
1-16). Springer: Singapore. 

King Williams, E. (2005). Addressing the social and emotional needs of twice-exceptional 
students. Teaching Exceptional Children, 38(1), 16–20. 

McCoach, D. B., & Siegle, D. (2007). What predicts teachers’ attitudes toward the gifted? 
Gifted Child Quarterly, 51, 246–254. doi:10.1177/0016986207302719 

https://www.aitsl.edu.au/teach/standards
https://itali.uq.edu.au/filething/get/1865/Personalised_learning_overview_Final_16_Mar_15.pdf
https://itali.uq.edu.au/filething/get/1865/Personalised_learning_overview_Final_16_Mar_15.pdf
http://www.personalizelearning.com/2013/03/new-personalization-vs-differentiation.html
http://www.personalizelearning.com/2013/03/new-personalization-vs-differentiation.html
http://www.nswagtc.org.au/images/stories/infocentre/gagne_a_differentiated_model_of_giftedness_and_talent.pdf
http://www.nswagtc.org.au/images/stories/infocentre/gagne_a_differentiated_model_of_giftedness_and_talent.pdf


Teaching Primary Years: Rethinking Curriculum, Pedagogy and Assessment 

18 
 

Merrick, C., & Targett, R. (2004). Gifted and talented education professional development 
package for teachers Module 2: Primary. Sydney, NSW: Gifted Education Research, 
Resource and Information Centre (GERRIC), The University of New South Wales 
(UNSW). 

Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs (MCEETYA). 
(2008). Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians.  

Powell, W., & Kusuma-Powell, O. (2011). Knowing our students as learners. In How to teach 
now : Five keys to personalized learning in the global classroom (pp. 21–54). 

Ronksley-Pavia, M. (2010). Curriculum differentiation: A Practical approach. Mindscape, 
30(2), 4–11. 

Ronksley-Pavia, M. (2015). A model of twice-exceptionality. Journal for the Education of 
the Gifted. doi:10.1177/0162353215592499 

Ronksley-Pavia, M. (2016). The lived experiences of twice exceptional children: Narratives 
of disability and giftedness. Griffith University. 

Singh, H. (2014). Differentiating classroom instruction to cater learners of different styles. 
Indian Journal of Research, 3(12), 58–50. 

Tomlinson, C. A. (1995). Deciding to differentiate instruction in middle school: One School’s 
journey. Gifted Child Quarterly, 39(2), 77–87. doi:10.1177/001698629503900204 

Williams, S. (2013). Practical ways that schools can Personalise Learning for their students. 
Retrieved from http://www.educationalleaders.govt.nz/Leadership-
development/Principals-sabbatical-reports/Report-archives-for-2007-2015/Primary-
award-recipients-2013/Williams-Simon  

 

 

http://www.educationalleaders.govt.nz/Leadership-development/Principals-sabbatical-reports/Report-archives-for-2007-2015/Primary-award-recipients-2013/Williams-Simon
http://www.educationalleaders.govt.nz/Leadership-development/Principals-sabbatical-reports/Report-archives-for-2007-2015/Primary-award-recipients-2013/Williams-Simon
http://www.educationalleaders.govt.nz/Leadership-development/Principals-sabbatical-reports/Report-archives-for-2007-2015/Primary-award-recipients-2013/Williams-Simon

	Learning intentions
	Diverse students
	Students with disabilities
	Reasonable adjustments

	Gifted and talented students
	Twice exceptional students

	Supporting student diversity in every primary years’ classroom
	Differentiation
	Content
	Process
	Products
	Classroom environment

	Personalised learning
	Working with the Australian Curriculum to personalise student learning

	Personalised learning (relates to what the student does)
	Differentiated learning (relates to what the teacher does)
	Begins with the individual student who drives their learning
	Begins with a group of students (e.g., a small group of learners within a class)
	Learning focuses on, and tailored to, the individual interests, abilities, aspirations and needs of students
	Adjusts content, process, product and learning environment to the needs of diverse students 
	Students are active participants in the creation and intent of their learning
	Teaching is explicit based on the learning needs of groups of students 
	Students are responsible for their own learning, and have “voice and choice” (Bray & McClaskey, 2013, para. 1) in the how and what they are learning 
	The teacher is in charge of an array of instruction for different groups of students 
	The student determines goals for their own learning plan and sets targets as they advance along their learning path with guidance from the teacher
	Teacher determines the same goals for various groups of students and for the whole class
	The student develops the necessary skills to be able to self-select and use technology and resources that are appropriate in supporting and advancing their learning 
	The teacher makes decisions about appropriate technology and class resources to support the learning needs of a variety of different groups of students 
	Each student builds a personalised learning network that consists of peers, experts, teachers and self-identified resources to support and guide their learning 
	Supporting students who rely on the teacher for their learning 
	Competency-based mastery of content that is managed by each student 
	Learning is monitored by the teacher based on students’ year level
	Each student is self-directed in their learning, monitoring their own progress toward personal, individual learning goals based on mastery of content and skills
	Uses assessment data to differentiate and modify teaching for groups of students and gives formative and summative feedback to each student to progress their learning
	Assessment is as and for learning, with nominal assessment of learning (assessments that use a task/activity to enable each student to use assessment to advance their own learning, such as self- and peer-assessment practices)
	Assessment is of and for learning (assessment of content and skill acquisition and to feed forward into future learning)
	Chapter summary
	References

