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Abstract: Urban classrooms consist of diverse learners who access information through a variety of modalities based on
proficiency levels. The purpose of this qualitative case study was to determine the relationship between middle school
teachers’ perceptions of differentiated instruction, utilization and implementation as a viable method to increase lower third
student academic achievement. The semi-structured interview method was utilized for data collection. The relationship
between teacher effectiveness in preparing and executing differentiated lessons to meet the needs of the lower third student
population and middle school teachers' perceptions of differentiated instruction effect on the implementation and use of
differentiated instruction are discussed. Teachers’ perceptions of differentiated instruction as an instructional strategy to
address students’ needs in the planning and preparation of differentiated lessons affect implementation. Several challenges
identified by middle school teachers in utilizing and implementing differentiated instruction to address the needs of lower third
students adversely affects the intensity of rigor in learning environments. Differentiated instruction is critical to increasing
students’ readiness levels towards positive academic achievement. Results indicated that most middle school teachers are
knowledgeable of differentiated instruction. Middle school teachers identify differentiated instruction as a critical instructional
strategy that teachers should embrace to address the needs of the lower third student population. Teachers’ perceptions of
differentiated instruction as an instructional strategy to address lower third students’ needs in the planning and preparation of
differentiated lessons affect implementation.
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and embrace new ones [3]. Educators are therefore called
upon to embrace new ways of thinking to which students are
responsive.

One highly recommended instructional method utilized for
improving student achievement is differentiated instruction.
Differentiated instruction is the practice of adapting
materials, content, process, product, and assessments that
meet the learning needs of the diverse learners in the
classroom [4]. Educators are challenged to increase student's
performance in the midst of high-stakes testing, such that,
students perform to expected standards as they progress
along grade levels [5]. The key to attaining the goal of
student achievement depends on teacher belief in effectively
implementing differentiated instruction as an instructional

1. Introduction

The future of education is dependent on building capacity
for all students’ to attain significant academic achievement.
Thus, it is imperative that educators ensure that students
within any given learning environment attain high levels of
performance [1]. A focus on increased learning capacity,
coupled with well-designed learning experiences, is a critical
factor in laying the foundation for increasing student
performance and deliberately enhancing student academic
achievement [2]. For students to achieve maximum levels of
success, they must acquire new knowledge and behaviors,
confidently draw on their interests, abandon old practices,
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method to support the diverse student population in their
classroom [6]. The perception of middle school teachers
regarding differentiated instruction and its ability to improve
student's academic achievement is of concern because
teachers are reluctant to change their pedagogy from more
traditional instructional methods [7].

As teachers engage students in daily activities designed to
support access to content, they should keep in mind the
varied abilities of the learners in their classrooms [8, 9]. The
fact that standardized state assessments are constantly
measuring student academic achievement, differentiated
instruction is a viable strategy that teachers may utilize to
ensure students meet promotional criteria [10]. In achieving
promotional criteria, it is important to align students higher
order thinking and relevance of the content to their real life
experiences to increase classroom engagement and
eventually academic achievement [11]. Increasing student's
awareness of the relevance of learning will assist in
improving their problem-solving skills and the realization of
how such skills apply to real-world applications [12].

Attaining a level of student achievement is crucial in
ensuring that lower third students (low performing students)
achieve a level of academic success that results in increased
understanding of grade level content [13]. Teachers'
acceptance of differentiated instruction that incorporates
targeted planning for the diverse student population is a
much-desired mindset shift. Differentiated instruction
strategies support student language and content acquisition,
therefore it is viewed as a powerful tool in preparing all
students for academic success [14].

Ensuring students' academic success, through consistent
improvement of monitoring academic achievement, the focus
has been on the instructional delivery and methods of
assessment [15, 16]. Developing and implementing rigorous
instructional strategies that focus on individual student
academic achievement as it pertains to closing the
achievement gap is a much-desired goal of educators. Under
the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 the expected
performance goals are defined in terms of Annual Yearly
Progress (AYP). AYP identifies the minimum percentage of
students required to score at or above the designated cut-off
score in English Language Arts and mathematics in order for
schools to meet AYP [5, 17]. Students who do not meet the
cut score requirement are often placed in Summer Academy
to improve their content acquisition, attain proficiency, and
avoid grade retention [18].

A recent and exciting reform to education has been the
implementation of the Common Core State Standards
(CCSS) to improve teaching, learning, and create academic
success for all students [19]. The CCSS are a set of learning
standards that provide a framework to foster higher level
learning skills than those that have been developed by earlier
standards [20]. CCSS focuses on higher level skill
development acquired through appropriate instructional
strategies that are more open-ended and less traditional, thus
requiring students to provide evidence through a product that
demonstrates the incorporation of higher order thinking skills

[21]. Studies have shown that test base accountability
accompanying the CCSS initiative through the
implementation of high stakes testing, and performance-
based type items that are open-ended require a higher degree
of effort on the student's part to complete. The outcome has
been a variety of perverse results, even though there has been
evidence that measurable gains have been realized [19, 20,
22]. With this in mind, there is a need for an effective
instructional strategy that is capable of moving the
achievement needle.

Educators at the state, local and district levels have been
under tremendous pressure to focus on teaching
methodologies that are student-centered and support student
content acquisition [23, 24]. Instructional strategies such as
differentiated instruction, workshop model, cooperative
learning, peer tutoring, and computer-assisted learning have
been implemented as instructional vehicles to enhance
student achievement [25]. Adapting an instructional method
designed to attain desired student outcomes is a crucial
component to ensure that individual student needs are met
[26]. Implementation of new instructional strategies that are
appropriate, highly effective in student engagement, advance
student achievement, increase the focus on teacher
development, and support teacher efficacy is an essential
facet in supporting individual student outcome [6]. Such
efforts provide appropriate tools that are designed to assist
teachers adequately meeting the needs of all students [27].

Currently, schools face the challenge of implementing new
outcomes based on new mandates that are aligned with State
Standards. These outcomes and standards have resulted in a
single set of learning requirements for all students creating an
interesting challenge for educators. A significant concern that
arises is whether learning outcomes are to be the same for all
students and whether the instruction should be the same for
all students regardless of their proficiency levels [28]. The
immediate concern lies in finding effective instructional
strategies that provide the necessary skill sets to improve the
academic achievement of students listed in the lower third
citywide. The lack of academic achievement of the lower
third students result in an impedance of vertical movement,
thus, their struggle to attain higher proficiency levels [29].
Improving student’s proficiency levels such that level 1
students attain level 2 proficiency, level 2 students attain
level 3 proficiency, and level 3 students attain level 4
proficiency is a significant concern in students' annual
academic growth throughout New York City middle schools
[30].

In urban environments, student population represents a
dense concentration of students from numerous cultures that
coalesce in a relatively small area imposing their cultural
differences on each other and the learning environment [31].
This situation creates unique challenges for teachers.
Teachers are forced to acknowledge the distinct differences
in the students' characteristics and use their knowledge of
each student's background to plan purposeful lessons that are
specific to individual students or group of students [32]. It is
imperative that teachers get to know their students and utilize
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any acquired knowledge of their strengths and weaknesses to
create activities that are of interest to those students.
Research shows when students' interests are at the forefront
of teacher planning and preparation, it is possible to fully
engage students thus enhancing their academic performance
over time [33].

Despite the availability of new and innovative instructional
strategies such as cooperative learning, peer-assisted
learning, and differentiated instruction, teachers, continue to
rely on whole group instruction that neglect the
individualized needs of the diverse student population [34].
While differentiated instruction is the most touted
instructional method for addressing the needs of the diverse
student population in a given learning environment, the
instructional method is rarely understood by teachers [35].
As schools struggle to bring all students up to the minimum
proficiency level, tailoring instruction to meet individual
student needs and provide adequate support must be a focus
to ensure that the challenge is being met [36]. Reference [10]
discussed the fact that as schools focus on remediation for
struggling students, such action places an inadvertent limit on
the degree to which teachers can differentiate. Improving
achievement for all learners in the middle grades, with
specific attention to the needs of students who are in the
lower third, requires implementation of an interest-based,
rigorous approach to instruction that inevitably guarantees all
students will attain proficiency [37].

This study examined teachers’ perceptions regarding the
implementation, use, and potential effect of differentiated
instruction on the overall improvement in the annual
academic achievement of the lower third students in the
middle schools located in District 17 in Brooklyn, New York.
Several studies investigated teacher  self-efficacy,
professional development, and students with disabilities
regarding differentiated instruction learning strategies;
however, an investigated of middle school teachers’
perceptions regarding the effect of differentiated instruction
on lower third middle school students’ academic
achievement is warranted [2, 6, 15, 38]. It is important to
note that while a combination of teaching methodologies
have been utilized to increase students’ achievement,
differentiated instruction is a highly promoted and utilized
teaching strategy that is believed to be the solution in
achieving this goal [32]. Reference [39] showed that
increasing the academic achievement for lower third
students, hinges on educators adapting an instructional
strategy, such as differential instruction as the primary
instructional tool to realize measurable outcomes.
Additionally, reference [40] have shown that improving
students' academic level is dependent on replacing traditional
instruction with differentiated instruction.

2. Method

In this research study, the sample size consisted of 35
middle school teachers of English Language Arts and
mathematics in four middle schools in District 17 located in

the Brooklyn, New York. The data for this study includes in
person, one-on-one interview of each participant. The study
utilized the semi-structured interview protocol that ensured
depth over breath of meaning, acquiring new insights, and
foster a deeper understanding of bringing the unknown into
the realm of the known, while learning about them in detail
[41, 42]. The results from the data were derived from the
analysis of transcribed handwritten notes supported by audio
recordings. The transcribed notes were uploaded and coded
using Nvivo 11 Pro Software. This procedure allowed for
consistent reliable and comparable data collection throughout
the process.

3. The Study

Three research questions drove the study. Randomly
selected middle school teachers participated in one-on-one
interview sessions by responding to the following three
questions. Q1. What are middle school teachers’ perceptions
regarding the use of differentiated instruction to increase
lower third student academic achievement? Q2. How do
middle school teachers view the relationship between
teachers’ effectiveness in preparing and executing lessons
that are differentiated to meet the needs of the lower third
student population? and; Q3. How do middle school
teachers’ perceptions of differentiated instruction affect their
implementation and use of differentiated instruction? These
question provided a pathway to determine the effect of
middle school teachers’ perceptions regarding differentiated
instruction and its effect on the lower third student
population. Interview questions were formulated to capture
specific elements of the participants’ mindset regarding
students achievement based on ways belief affect teacher’s
use of differentiated instruction to address the lower third
student academic achievement.

4. Data Analysis

A total of 35 teachers participated in the one-on-one
interview sessions. Table 1 shows the demographic data of
the participants. Table 1 indicates that 54.3% of the
participants were female and 45.7% were male teachers. The
participant’s  ethnicity = was  representative  of the
students/residents in the schools geographic location.
Ethnicities included: African American, Black\West Indian,
Caucasian, Hispanic, and Israelite.

Table 1. Ethnicity and Gender of Population Sample.

Participants Percentage (%)
African American 54.3

Black/West Indies 11.4

Caucasian 11.4

Hispanic 5.7

Israelite 5.7

North African 5.7

Gender

Male 45.7

Female 54.3
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Table 2 shows the educational demographics of the
participants. The grade level taught by the participants
ranged from sixth grade to eighth grade. 48.6%, 45.7%, and
5.7% teach English Language Arts (ELA), Mathematics,
Science and Mathematics respectively. The teaching
experience of the participants ranged from five years to
greater than 15 years of service. Two participants hold a
Ph.D. degree, and 33 hold a master degree in their area of
certification. Since all participants had five or more years of
classroom teaching, it suggests that they have classroom
management under control and were able to implement
differentiated instruction in their class.

Table 2. Academic Background of Sample Population.

Years of Service Percentage (%)

>5 years 37.1
>5 years 45.7
>15 years 11.4
Level of Education

Masters 94.3
Doctoral 5.7
Certification

ELA 48.6
Math 45.7
Science/Math 5.7

The data was loaded into Nvivo 11 and coded based on the
observed themes. The study sought to determine middle
school teacher’s perceptions of differentiated instruction
effect on lower third students’ academic achievement.
Coding of the data produced three themes from question 1.
The themes that emerged were: support for lower third
students, targeted instruction, and addressing diverse student
needs. Three themes emerged from question 2: utilizing
differentiated instruction as an integral part of the lower third
students learning process; time is a factor in planning
differentiated lessons, and differentiated instruction, when
implemented properly, can enhance learning for the lower
third population. The themes that emerged from question 3
were: differentiated instruction strategies apply to all students
in the lower third; differentiated instruction help teachers
design rigorous lessons for lower third students; and
differentiated instruction results in lower third student’s
success over time. Additionally, three subthemes that
emerged were: 1) differentiated instruction is a good
instruction strategy that effectively addresses the needs of the
lower third students, 2) there is a need to target the lower
third population to create a level of measured success, and 3)
lower third population must be targeted to address student
needs through differentiated instruction.

5. Findings

Q1. What are middle school teachers’ perceptions
regarding the use of differentiated instruction to increase
lower third student academic achievement? Interview data
indicate that three general themes emerged. The themes that
emerged were: support for lower third students, targeted
instruction, and addressing diverse student needs.

Theme 1: Support for lower third students. The data
collected from the interviews indicate, participants viewed
differentiated instruction as an instructional “tool” that is
helpful in meeting the needs of the lower third students. To
this effect P21 explained that differentiated is essential to
addressing the students need on a daily basis especially with
the diverse cultures present in the classroom. P21 stated:
"Differentiated instruction definitely can be helpful in
addressing the needs of students listed in the lower third by
focusing on content and language acquisition so that they
become critical thinkers as they get a better hold of the
content." P29 and P31 echo this sentiment in that they
believe differentiated instruction is extremely powerful in
ensuring that all student in the learning environment are met
at their level and nurtured by providing targeted instruction
that allows them to realize academic success. P30 stated: “I
think differentiated instruction can provide a teacher with
strategies that meet the individual needs, weaknesses, and
strengths of each student although this is difficult in large
classes. Differentiated instruction allows teachers to create
purposeful grouping then target individual group with
appropriate strategies that result in efficient use of resources
to move the student to higher levels of learning. In support of
P21 and P29, P31 stated: “I think that differentiated
instruction provides me with the power to implement
strategies that are helpful in assisting the lower third
student’s attainment of mastery. Lessons are planned to meet
the needs of the lower level students not just the top
performing students.

Theme 2: Targeted Instruction. Two central beliefs were
constant with two-thirds of the participants' perceptions.
Table 3 shows the distribution of the participant’s responses.
Participants strongly believe differentiated instruction is
essential in generating student's success, and differentiated
instruction is an effective instructional strategy to support
lower level learners’ success. P25 stated: “Overall
differentiated instruction allows teachers to meet students
where they are and give them an opportunity to engage in
rigorous learning. It is an opportunity to help the students
achieve success." P17 stated: "Differentiated instruction is a
great technique to use for engaging students at all levels. It is
important to try to reach all students in many different ways.
For example, using computers, books, and lessons that hone
in on their strength and interests should be considered when
differentiating materials. During lessons, some of the
students create drawings, create poems, and connect with art.
It brings out their strength and provides a sense of ownership.
Most of the time students engage in activities that address
their interests." In support of the other participants, P5 stated
"It is helpful. Differentiated instruction can take many
different forms. Specially targeted and scaffolding instruction
spins off differentiated instruction. It gives students the
confidence to compete at their level.” Over half of the
participants cited the fact that differentiated instruction
provides the platform to design targeted lessons that address
the needs of the lower third student population to improve
academic success.
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Table 3. Students Success Through the Use of Differentiated Instruction from
Teachers’ Perceptions.

Differentiated Instruction Percentage (%)
Generate Student Success 65.7
Effective Strategy 65.7
Does not Generate Success 343
Is not an effective Strategy 34.3

Theme 3: Addressing diverse student needs. Participants
responses describe differentiated instruction as a must use
instructional strategy in classrooms across the district. P8
stated: “Definitely, differentiated instruction is the key to
addressing the needs of individual students... kids learn at a
different pace and learn differently. The kids also have
different backgrounds, so they do not all have the foundation.
They have little self-confidence, so you have to go down to
their level and build them up. It is a no-brainer. Following
that same thought process, P21 stated: “Differentiated
instruction is a must, it allows for a better knowledge of the
students. Teachers must know their student’s performance
levels to effectively differentiate for them individually. It is
not just for the lower third and the special education students
as some people may think. While it enables the lower third
students to meet standards, it also helps higher level students
to achieve their goals as well. In this way differentiated
instruction is a powerful teaching tool". Echoing the
perception that differentiated instruction provides a platform
to address individual student’s needs through targeted
instruction based on individual student strength, P31 stated:
"Research has proven that all students learn differently.
Therefore, traditional strategies would only meet the needs of
some students. Hence, the choice to implement differentiated
instruction so every student will learn the concept being
addressed.”

Q2. How do middle school teachers view the relationship
between teachers’ effectiveness in preparing and executing
lessons that are differentiated to meet the needs of the lower
third student population? Interview data indicate that three
general themes and one subtheme emerged. The themes that
emerged were: utilizing differentiated instruction as an
integral part of the lower third students learning process; time
is a factor in planning differentiated lessons, and
differentiated instruction, when appropriately implemented,
can enhance learning for the lower third population. The
subtheme generated addressed the need for adequate
differentiated instruction professional development for
teachers.

Theme 1: Utilizing differentiated instruction as an integral
part of the lower third students learning process: There was a
high degree of agreement amongst the participants regarding
the fact that differentiated instruction should be an integral
part of planning lessons for the lower third students. This
perception is amplified by P1, P8, P11, and P29. To support
this perception, P1 stated: “Differentiated instruction is one
of the best instructional tool a teacher can use. It is helpful to
assist all students especially the bottom third students. If all
teachers have a model to see how effective it is, then they
would see that the strategy can move students’ academic

success. You have to understand differentiated instruction,
see its importance to want to use it.” P8 support P1 belief that
differentiated instruction is one of the best tools available to
teachers for reaching the lower third student’s academic
needs. P8 stated: “Differentiated instruction is imperative. It
is not what we think we thought, but what the students learn.
You have to know the child learning level to select the
appropriate text. Differentiated instruction is important,
however the socioeconomic piece tend to be overlooked.
Teachers must consider providing emotional support to
students as well.” P11 stated that differentiated instruction is
the best instructional strategy that can be utilized to reach
individual students. “Differentiated instruction is the best
way to reach individual students who are at different levels of
understanding a concept.” P29 support this perception by
stating: “Differentiated instruction can be executed in a way
that honors students' strengths and weaknesses. Attending to
student's backgrounds, interests, personal and national
history, and selecting content that caters to all of the above
can lead to rich lessons and individual learning outcomes."

Theme 2: Time as a factor in planning differentiated
lessons. A majority of the participants cited the fact that time
is a factor in planning and preparation in regards to
differentiating lessons for the lower third student population.
P7 stated: “It requires a lot of time for preparation-it is a
tedious process.” P22 stated: “Rigorous and effective lessons
requires through planning. Time is also a major factor.
Planning time encroaches on my personal time and my
family time, however, planning time is crucial to
differentiated instruction. Unfortunately, there is not enough
time to effectively plan for it to be always rigorous and
effective. Depending on the topic, at times there is both rigor
and effectiveness and at other times there is only one." P16
and P31 stated their concerns that time is also viewed as a
factor in planning and preparation, but planning is necessary.
Both participants focused on the fact that for effective
implementation of differentiated instruction to take place,
teachers need to plan. “It is a lot of work. It is hard to do
every single lesson, especially when student’s background,
interest, and learning levels are not well known.”

Theme 3. Differentiated instruction, when implemented
properly, can enhance learning for the lower third population.
Many participants expressed their concerns regarding the
“correct” implementation of differentiation to enhance lower
third student’s success. P3 stated: “If implemented correctly,
differentiated instruction can move lower third students
across proficiency levels. Once students are engaged in
learning in their own way as opposed to learning being
forced upon them, their learning can be enhanced.
Differentiated instruction lends to learning/acquiring the
content in their own way.” Similarly, P26 stated: "When
implemented correctly differentiated instruction enhances the
learning process for the lower third student population. When
students are met at their proficiency level, teachers access
their learning in such a way that they feel a part of the
process as they become involved, but it must be done
correctly to be of benefit to the student." Supporting this
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theme P27 stated: "If carefully crafted and teachers develop a
clear understanding of the limits and benefits then
differentiated instruction can be leveraged to improve
academic outcomes."

One subtheme generated from this research question
highlighted the need for adequate professional development
in differentiated instruction strategies. P1, P18, P21, P26, &
P33 stated; for a teacher to effectively differentiate their
instruction for the lower third students, they need high
quality professional development to fully understand its
importance in their daily practice. P1 stated that: “Teachers
have to wunderstand differentiated instruction, see its
importance to want to use it.” P18 stated: “Differentiated
instruction is needed in all classrooms and at every level of
proficiency. It is a powerful strategy, but not all educators
understand it. Professional development is needed to increase
teacher knowledge." P21 voiced a strong belief that teacher
need to be provided with a series of professional
development. "It is imperative to train teachers to use and
implementation of differentiated instruction. Teachers do not
get the professional development to support them to
implement differentiated instruction effectively." P26 in
support of professional development training stated:
"Teachers need to be trained more in differentiated
instruction strategies. It is something that administration need
teachers to use, but most teachers do not know how to do it,
and they do not necessarily get the support. Overall, teachers
need more support. It is good to provide students with a
variety pathways during the learning process, but teachers
need to know how to do so effectively.”

Q3. How do middle school teachers’ perceptions of
differentiated instruction affect their implementation and use
of differentiated instruction? Analysis of the interview data
indicates that three themes and two subthemes emerged. The
themes that emerged were: differentiated instruction
strategies apply to all students in the lower third;
differentiated instruction help teachers design rigorous
lessons for lower third students; and differentiated instruction
results in lower third student’s success over time.
Additionally, the subthemes that emerged were: differentiated
instruction is an excellent instructional strategy that is useful
in addressing the needs of the lower third students and; there
is a need to target the lower third population to create a level
of measured success.

Theme 1: Differentiated instruction strategies applies to all
students in the lower third. Majority of the participants
strongly believe that differentiated instruction is a strategy
that allow teachers to address the needs of the lower third
students. Participants shared their belief that the instructional
strategy must be used for all students in their classroom and
not a selected few. Pl stated: “Differentiated instruction
definitely help those who need the help, but most importantly
it is effective in helping all students in the classroom-it is
helpful to everyone." P3 response paralleled that of P1 by
stating: "It means targeting all learners. Differentiated
instruction should be incorporated to meet the needs of
lower, middle, and upper third students." P5 and P8 also

shared their insights that differentiated instruction must
address all students who are present in the learning
environment to access content by stating: “Differentiated
instruction is not only for the struggling students, but it also
addresses the needs of the accelerated students as well. It not
only move students forward through scaffolding of content,
process, and product but it addressed the lower third through
targeted instruction." P8 stated: "Based on my perception of
differentiated instruction, it effectively addresses the needs of
all students. While most teachers focus on the lower third,
they also have to address the average and higher level
students, so all students register growth.” P12 stated:
“Teachers must plan lessons designed to reach all students
then think about all possible misconceptions or errors
students may encounter and design rigorous assessments to
address those misconceptions and errors. At the same time
teachers must focus on designing challenging work for the
higher level learners to address their needs, not just creating
more work.”

Theme 2: Differentiated instruction help teachers design
rigorous lessons for lower third students. In addressing
teachers’ perception differentiated instruction affect their use
and implementation of the instructional strategy in the
classroom, teachers provided the following insights. P9
stated: “Differentiated instruction allows teachers to increase
student’s critical thinking skills. Increasing the rigor results
in vertical movement to higher proficiency levels. P14 stated:
“It can, but does not guarantee that there will be more
rigorous lessons. Differentiation without a purpose may
produce ineffective lessons. This does not benefit the
students and does not create a rigorous lesson or rigorous
learning environment. When done correctly, differentiated
instruction lead to many aha moments that make things click
for the students.” P16 stated: “The ultimate goal of the
teacher is to teach students how to think critically as they
engage in learning. Traditional teaching methods are bathe in
rote memorization-they develop students in the way of
memorization. Differentiated instruction, on the other hand,
allows students to “learn how to learn”, thus breaking up the
rote memorization process.” P29 indicated that differentiated
instruction serves the purpose of enhancing rigorous
instruction. P29 stated: "Differentiated instruction does not
reduce rigor, it enhances rigor. Differentiated instruction is
used to help students easily and meaningfully access content
and learn specific skills." P31 stated: "Differentiated
instruction requires more planning and more in-depth
analysis, so it has the potential to be rigorous and effective
based on students level and the data that will inform where
students are in the learning process.”

Theme 3: Differentiated instruction results in lower third
student’s success over time. The recorded responses indicate
that 66% of the respondents believed that differentiated
instruction was instrumental in fostering student’s success
over time. P4 stated: “When differentiated instruction is
employed in daily lessons and every student take the same
test each year, there is measurable gains in the lower third
students test scores. Those students with special needs
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achieve a certain level of success. The achievement they
realize is a result of a differentiated instruction used
throughout the school year.” P17 stated: “Students often
come to me as a level 1. Planning for then usually include the
use differentiated instruction, by the end of the year they
move to higher proficiency levels. With differentiated
instruction, most of the student achieve some level of
success." Similarly, P19 stated: “There have been positive
student growth on state exams. Usually there are a few low
functioning students at the beginning of the school year. Only
a few students would write the exam, but that has increased
as an understanding of differentiated instruction is attained.
Now 90% of the students are taking the exam and achieving
success.” P21 stated: “Yes, differentiated instruction foster
students success. Students with an individualized education
plan (IEP) who never, ever passed a state exam have
experience success. Through differentiated instruction
attention is paid attention to learning styles and students are

challenged to think critically by varying the content, process,
and product, but not all the same time. Through the
utilization of differentiated instruction most students are
knowledge and content ready and performed well enough,
based on ability to secure a passing grade.”

The first subtheme that emerged from this question
supports the participant’s perceptions that differentiated
instruction was effective for the lower third student progress.
Several of the participants strongly believe that differentiated
instruction improves fluency, accuracy, and comprehension
skill of the lower third student’s population. This is supported
by data derived from the perspective that show measurable
level of improvement on scores from state exam. The second
subtheme indicates that participants believe that targeted
differentiated instruction is crucial for lower third student’s
success. Table 4 demonstrates the distribution of participant’s
responses concerning the subthemes.

Table 4. Distribution of Participant's Responses concerning Subthemes.

Differentiated Instruction Building Students Capacity

Percentage (%) Yes Percentage (%) No
Differentiated Instruction to Strengthen Skillsets 62.9 37.1
Targeted Differentiated Instruction is Crucial for lower Third Student Learning 68.6 314

The responses from this subtheme indicate that teachers
believe there is a marked improvement in the achievement of
the bottom third student population when students are taught
to think critically using differentiated instruction as measured
by local and state assessments. Participants stated that
engagement is critical to sustaining the lower third student
academic growth. Additionally, participants noted, students’
were beneficiaries of achieving success when teachers are
aware of their needs and incorporate differentiated instruction
in their planning and preparation to address those needs. To
this end, several of the participants indicated that they
observed measurable gains as student's progressed across
grade levels.

6. Results

What are middle school teachers’ perceptions regarding
the use of differentiated instruction to increase lower third
student academic achievement? The information recorded
from the interviews showed that middle school teachers
believe that differentiated instruction is a crucial pedagogical
strategy. Moreover, participants strongly believe that
differentiated instruction should be used in every classroom
to address the needs of the lower third students to improve
their academic achievement. Reference [10] argued that the
utilization of differentiated instruction to address low
performing students achievement resulted in higher scores
and increased comprehension.

The results of the study indicate that teachers’ perceptions
strongly supported the belief that differentiated instruction is
a critical facet in addressing the needs of the lower third
student population. Most of the participants agreed that
differentiated instruction focus on support for the lower third

student population is a necessary instructional strategy to
enhance their learning process. Reference [43] acknowledged
that teacher planning for a diverse population in their
classroom must achieve the goal of helping students attain
success by addressing individual needs. The data indicates
that most participants interviewed, believe that in order to
address the needs of the lower third student population,
planning and preparation must be targeted to create a culture
that focuses instruction that target the diverse student
population. Reference [38] argued that differentiated
instruction focuses on addressing the readiness, learning
styles, abilities, and preferences of students that allow
teachers to address these individual differences.

Finally, middle school teachers perceptions indicate that
addressing the diverse needs of the student population can
make a difference in assisting all students in the learning
environment achieve their highest potential. Most
participants interviewed echoed the sentiment that in their
classroom, there is a growing student population that has
become increasingly culturally diverse. As a result, it is
nearly impossible to teach a lesson without differentiating the
content, process, or product in order to meet students’ needs.
Current literature supports this finding from the perspective
that addressing the diverse learning modalities in the
classroom, lessons must be differentiated to meet those needs
[44]. Such diverse student population suggests that teachers
must rely on higher levels of differentiation, more
opportunities for enrichment, and grouping that is designed
to challenge all students [44].

How do middle school teachers view the relationship
between teachers’ effectiveness in preparing and executing
lessons that are differentiated to meet the needs of the lower
third student population? The results of this research question
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yielded three important perspectives that provided a deeper
insight into the participant’s mindsets. The first theme that
emerged was teachers’ perceptions of utilizing differentiated
instruction as an integral part of the lower third student
learning process. This belief supports literature relating to the
knowledge of students, such that, planning can occur around
appropriated text related to personal and national interests
that result in rich lessons and positive learning outcomes. To
differentiate appropriately for students, it is imperative that
teachers know their students. It is impossible for teachers to
make the content relevant to their students in the absence of
knowing their interest, learning styles and culture [45].
Additionally, teachers believe that adequate professional
development is needed to heighten their ability to utilize and
implement the strategy effectively. With this said, it is
paramount that teachers are mindful that differentiated
instruction focuses on how to differentiate and why
differentiated instruction is necessary [6].

The second theme addressed the importance of time as a
factor in the planning and preparation of differentiated
lessons. This finding highlights the importance participants
place on designing effective differentiated instruction
lessons. Reference [46] acknowledged the fact that teachers
and teacher teams, need adequate time to support the use of
data to create summative and formative assessments that
support checking for understanding. The acquired data may
then be used to inform planning of differentiated instruction
lessons that are timely and support specific needs.

The third theme highlighted the enhancement of lower
third student achievement when differentiated instruction is
appropriately implemented. Participant’s belief indicates that
differentiated instruction dramatically enhances the lower
third student population content acquisition. As a result it has
been noted that without specific information of the learners,
planning for effective differentiation will likely be
compromised [47].

How do middle school teachers’ perceptions of
differentiated instruction affect their implementation and use
of differentiated instruction? Three themes were generated
from the responses provided by the participants. The first
theme provided insight into the teachers' perceptions
regarding differentiated instruction to teach all students.
Participants believed that since the lower third students are
grouped with middle and upper third students, teachers must
address the needs of all students as well as their academic
success. Reference [48] supports the argument that adopting
differentiated instruction will assist teachers in providing the
support needed to address the differences in students learning
profiles.

The second theme derived from the data addressed the
participant perception regarding the ability of differentiated
instruction to assist teachers in designing rigorous lesson for
lower third students. Most of the participants voiced the
opinion that by addressing individual student needs teachers
can plan lessons that are rigorous based on the student's
proficiency levels. To address the rigor in instruction the
concept of teaching up must first be considered [49]. The

teacher plan with a higher level in mind then differentiate or
scaffold in ways to support a broader diverse student
population [50].

The third theme addressed the lower third student success
over time. More than half of the participants acknowledge the
fact that over time, differentiated instruction results in
measurable student success. The findings from this theme
suggest that most teachers embrace the belief that long-term
exposure of the lower third students to differentiate
instruction results in student achieving success as they move
along the learning continuum.

Two subthemes emerged from research question 3.
Subtheme 1 addressed the belief that differentiated
instruction is a good strategy for addressing the lower third
student  population  deficiencies. Reference [51]
acknowledged the importance of differentiated instruction to
address the need of low performing students by providing the
ability to vary standards while receiving the same
instructional focus. The second subtheme to emerge from this
question addressed participant’s belief that the lower third
population must be targeted to address their needs effectively.
Research show that differentiated instruction grounded in
students learning preferences will provide clear pathways to
curriculum revision that addresses specific student need [52].

Table 5 shows the participant's perceptions regarding
mindset for the themes that emerged from interview
questions for research question 1. Theme 1 data confirms
77% of the participants believe that differentiated instruction
provide support for the lower their students while 23% did
not. Theme 2 data confirms 71% of the participants believe
that target instruction was effective in meeting the lower third
student’s needs while 29% did not. Theme 3 data confirms
74% of the participants believe that differentiated instruction
addressed the diverse needs of the lower third students in
their class while 26% did not.

Table 5. Participants Perceptions of Research Question 1.

Theme % of Participants

Y N
1 77 23
2 71 29
3 74 26

Note. N=no. Y=yes.

Table 6 shows the data of participant’s perception
regarding their mindset for the themes that emerged from
interview questions for research question 2. Theme 1 data
confirms 77% of the participants believe that the utilization
of differentiated instruction was an integral part of the lower
third students learning progress while 23% did not. Theme 2
data confirms 71% of the participant’s support the belief that
time was a factor in planning differentiated lessons while
29% did not. Theme 3 data confirms 94% of the participants
believe proper implementation of differentiated instruction
can enhance the learning for the lower their student’s
population while 6% did not believe that differentiated
instruction was a useful tool to enhance learning.
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Table 6. Participants Perceptions of Research Question 2.

Theme % of Participants

Y N
1 77 23
2 71 29
3 94 6

Note. N=no. Y=yes.

Table 7 shows the data of participant’s perceptions
regarding their mindset for the themes that emerged from
research interview questions that addressed research question
3. Theme 1 data confirms 77% of the participants believe that
differentiated instructional strategies apply to all student in
the lower third while 23% did not support that belief. Theme
2 data confirms 71% support of the participants the belief
that differentiated instruction help teachers plan a rigorous
lesson for the lower third students while 29% did not support.
Theme 3 data confirms 94% of the participants believe
differentiated instruction strategies results in lower third
student’s success over time while 5.7% did not.

Table 7. Participants Perceptions of Research Question 3.

Theme % of Participants

Y N
1 77 23
2 71 29
3 94 5.7

Note. N=no. Y=yes.

The participant's interviews generated themes, subthemes,
and patterns regarding teachers’ perceptions, attitudes, and
concerns about differentiated instruction. The data generated
a total of nine themes, three from each research question and
three subthemes. The information generated from the themes
provided a more in-depth understanding of middle school
teachers perceptions regarding differentiated instruction and
its impact on the achievement of the lower third student
population.

7. Discussion

The study provided rich and in-depth interviews with 35
participants who provided data that was extensive and
represented their individual perceptions and knowledge of
differentiated instruction. Analysis of the data derived from
the interviews suggests that many of the participants regard
differentiated instruction as a teaching strategy that can
effectively address the needs of the lower third student
population.

Research Question 1: What are middle school teachers'
perceptions regarding the use of differentiated instruction to
increase lower third student academic achievement? The data
derived from this question yielded three significant findings:
1) differentiated instruction to support lower third students
learning, 2) targeted instruction for lower third students, and
3) addressing diverse student's needs. The implications of
these findings are indicative of how middle school teachers

perceive the importance of differentiated instruction to
address the needs of the lower third student population in
their learning communities.

The implication of these findings indicates that middle
school teachers explicitly believe that differentiated
instruction as an instructional strategy is crucial in addressing
the diverse ability of students in the learning environment
especially when addressing the lower third student
population. Reference [53] argued for the importance of
providing multiple pathways for a diverse student population
that is indigenous to the urban student population as a critical
factor in creating strategies that will improve student's ability
to master grade level work. This model of teaching must
focus on the students’ readiness levels, interests, and learning
styles manifested by the students to support their learning
goals [54].

The second finding, targeted instruction for lower third
students, revealed that teachers strongly believe in addressing
the lower third student population by inculcating
differentiated instruction. However, their specific needs must
be targeted to improve their individualized academic
achievement. Teachers are aware of the growing population
of students with disabilities and English Language Learner’s
that present schools with a unique problem. Teachers,
therefore, realize the increase of these two population
directly increases the learning diversity in classrooms. This
finding implies that middle school teachers are becoming
acutely aware of the needs to adequately address students'
academic achievement, as a result, teachers must incorporate
differentiated instruction to affect the student's educational
needs. Additionally, teachers view addressing targeted
learning through the use of differentiated instruction as a
viable pathway to access the rich variety of learning styles,
cultures, and proficiency levels of the students they support.
Reference [16] acknowledged that teachers must master the
analysis and utilization of student data to effectively plan and
deliver lessons that are designed to increase the skills that
result in realistic academic achievement. Reference [55]
argued that educators are charged with the task of developing
and implementing strategies that will ensure appropriate
measures are put in place to support the success of the
diverse student population. Differentiated instruction
provides teachers with the tools necessary for addressing
student’s readiness levels which is a function of their varied
abilities [56]. Furthermore, it is important to note that
differentiated instruction is a deliberate attempt to planning
and teaching that will provide multiple pathways to address
students learning that address specific students' needs and
goals [14, 57]. With this in mind, pre-service and in-service
teachers should take into account the differences in students’
learning abilities and utilize targeted learning, promoted by
differentiated instruction, to bolster an increase in student
learning [58].

The third finding, addressing diverse students’ needs,
highlighted the importance of teacher’s knowledge of each
student and their ability to recognize that in order to assist the
diverse students they must know what factors need to be
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addressed to move students along the learning continuum.
This finding implies that middle school teachers must have a
working knowledge of their students’ academic abilities if
they are to plan appropriately to meet their individual needs.
Reference [59] showed that when students are aware that
teachers are making an effort to individualize instruction to
meet their needs, they are more likely to take an interest in
their learning. Reference [56, 60] acknowledged the fact that
when students’ needs are addressed through a differentiated
curriculum, students tend to demonstrate significantly higher
achievement than those students taught with a non-
differentiated  curriculum.  Differentiated  instruction,
therefore provide students with choices and viable pathways
for commitment to their learning [14].

Research Question 2. How do middle school teachers view
the relationship between teachers’ effectiveness in preparing
and executing lessons that are differentiated to meet the
needs of the lower third student population? The data
obtained from this research question identified three
significant findings: 1) utilizing differentiated instruction as
an integral part of the lower third students’ learning process,
2) time as a factor in planning differentiated lessons, and 3)
differentiated instruction when properly implemented can
enhance learning of the lower third population.

The first finding indicate the importance of utilizing
differentiated instruction as an integral part of the lower third
students learning. Analysis of the data suggested teachers’
belief is grounded in the fact that to effectively support the
lower third student population (ensure they achieved
academic success) it is imperative that teachers employ the
use of differentiated instruction in their planning and
preparation. This finding correlates with current research that
acknowledges the importance for teachers to plan and
prepare lessons that are appropriate, relevant, and effective in
increasing the learning experience of all students [2, 61].
While many students in the learning environment strive to
attain mastery of the content, their ability to accomplish this
goal is a function of the teacher’s ability to provide the
necessary support that address individual student needs [62].

The second finding indicates the importance of time as a
factor in planning differentiated lessons. Analysis of the data
suggests that the participants believe effective
implementation and practice of differentiated instruction to
address the needs of the lower third student population
requires significant time for planning and preparation. The
implication of this finding further suggests the need to
provide teachers with adequate time to engage in planning
lessons that address individual student needs. With this in
mind, teachers need support regarding the time required for
teacher and teacher teams to engage in planning and
preparation of differentiated lessons and tasks [46]. Time is
flagged as a factor, in that, extensive time is needed to use a
variety of assessment methods when the key factor is timely
and focused intervention to support individual student needs
[46, 63].

The third finding indicate that when implemented properly
differentiated instruction can enhance learning for the lower

third population. 65.7% of the teachers who participated in
the study believe that differentiated instruction was effective
in addressing the needs of all students in the learning
environment when differentiated instruction lessons are well
planned and effectively implemented. Analysis of classrooms
indicated that there is a rich array of diverse students in urban
learning environments resulting in teachers being challenged
to provide information in a variety of forms [64]. Research
indicate that students who are taught using differentiation
demonstrate significantly higher achievement than their peers
taught in non-differentiated environment [56, 60].

Additional analysis of the data indicated that the
participants  believe teachers must receive ongoing
professional development to fully understand and implement
the use of differentiated instruction. Reference [2, 61] argue
the importance of providing teachers with appropriate
support to ensure that they are effective in planning
appropriate, relevant, and effective lessons. To achieve this
goal, teaching practitioners must engage in professional
development that fosters the use of differentiated instruction
[65, 66]. The research showed that when teachers engage in
professional development that addresses the needs of diverse
learners in respect to proficiency level and learning styles
student engagement and achievement is attained. This further
suggests that when teachers are provided with appropriate
professional development in differentiated instruction, the
desired student outcomes in regards to student academic
achievement is realized.

Research question 3. How do middle school teachers’
perceptions of differentiated instruction affect their
implementation and use of differentiated instruction? The
data derived from the interviews produced 3 findings: 1)
differentiated instruction strategies apply to all students in the
lower third; 2) differentiated instruction help teachers design
rigorous lessons for lower third students; 3) differentiated
instruction results in lower third student success over time.

The first finding, differentiated instruction strategies apply
to all students in the lower third indicates that middle school
teachers' perception of differentiated instruction as an
instructional strategy applies to all students in the lower third.
68.6% of the participants hold strong beliefs in support of
this finding. The finding correlates with current literature
supporting the fact that participants believe differentiated
instruction is an effective method in supporting lower third
student academic performance [49]. Research has shown that
students prefer to access information from a variety of
modalities based on their learning styles, readiness level, and
interests. When these aspects of teaching are considered, the
need of the diverse student population in urban school would
be adequately addressed [4].

The second finding differentiated instruction help teachers
design rigorous lessons for lower third students is supported
by 71% of the participants who believe that differentiated
instruction assisted teachers in designing lessons that are
rigorous and effective in supporting the lower third students
learning. This finding implies that middle school teachers
must utilize differentiated instruction to plan for students
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based on readiness levels to provide individualized
instruction that support student readiness level. Data analysis
indicated that the teachers firmly believe that differentiated
instruction is instrumental in assisting teachers in planning
and preparing lessons that are rigorous. However, the rigor
should be based on students' readiness level if movement of
student’s readiness level from one proficiency level to
another is the desired goal [67]. The goal of differentiated
instruction is to provide every student with pathways to
language and content acquisition that results in rich learning
experiences that are rigorous, relevant and results in learning
that move the students along the learning continuum such
that their needs are appropriately addressed. Compared to the
traditional teaching strategies that do have their advantages,
differentiated instruction takes into consideration varying
learning styles and allow for planning of unique lessons that
address specific skillsets to advance learning [4].

The third finding addressed middle school teachers’ belief
that differentiated instruction results in lower third students’
success over time. 94% of the participants strongly believed
that when implemented over time, differentiated instruction
is instrumental in fostering positive academic growth
amongst middle school students, resulting in their continued
academic growth. Reference [43] argued that teachers
reported differentiated instruction practices result in
significant student achievement and may serve as a predictor
of academic growth. Working with students who are in the
lower third population through the utilization and
implementation of differentiated instructional strategies,
teachers acknowledged that students could improve their
proficiency levels in regards to their language and content
acquisition as they move along grade levels [44]. With this in
mind, there is a need for building struggling students
background knowledge to set the foundation for new content.
Implementation of differentiated instruction as a pre-teaching
strategy should be used to address the lower third student
population to assist in their acquisition of critical concepts
and ideas [68].

Reference [14] argued that when learning does not occur,
teachers must address the learning from the perspective of
modifying the method and delivery to meet their students'
needs. To effectively accomplish this endeavor, it is expected
that teachers will determine the source of the problem and
plan appropriately to address any missing skills [14]. Overall
the findings from this study show that most of the 35
participants provided testimonies that represents extensive
knowledge regarding differentiated instruction. While teacher
knowledge of differentiated instruction plays a role in their
perception regarding the strategy effectiveness and utilization
in their classrooms, it is clear that the participants do face
daily challenges in implementation. These findings further
indicate that the way in which differentiated instruction is
woven into individual teacher’s pedagogy and how the
instructional strategy is implemented by middle school
teachers drives their perception of differentiated instruction
effectiveness on enhancing lower third student academic
achievement.

8. Conclusion

Participants’ interviews indicate that there exists a robust
perception that differentiated instruction as an instructional
strategy is of utmost importance and is effective in
addressing the lower third student population during the
enterprise of learning. The information provided by the
participants indicated an awareness of differentiated
instruction role in addressing the needs of all students in the
learning environment, especially those listed in the lower
third population. Challenges that participants faced in
utilizing and implementing differentiated instruction to
address the needs of the lower third students were excessive
planning time, planning rigorous lessons, and the belief that
differentiated instruction was not necessary for increasing
lower third student population in regards to their learning
achievement.

Addressing these challenges to increase positive teacher
perceptions of differentiated instruction to improve the lower
third student population academic achievement, requires
addressing several components. Components include raising
teacher awareness of using data to drive instruction for
individual students and targeted instruction must be the norm
throughout the learning environment. Purposeful and
strategic scheduling of extended common planning time will
provide teachers with the time needed to plan appropriately
for the diverse student population. Providing individual,
group, and district assisted professional development on
differentiated instruction strategies that are effective in
addressing lower level learners’ needs will also provide a
bridge to the importance of differentiated instruction to
address individual students needs. Administrators must
engage in supporting teachers by facilitating the design of a
culture that fosters teacher awareness of rigorous learning
objectives that are differentiated for the diverse student
population. Engaging teachers in cycles of frequent and
timely feedback that focuses on addressing lower third
student needs via planning and preparation of differentiated
lessons is of paramount importance in laying the foundation
to monitor, revise, and implement differentiated curriculum,
unit and lesson plans that target content, process, and product
to strengthen teachers understanding of planning
differentiated lessons is desired. Finally, there is a need to
foster environments of inter-visitation between veteran
teachers and their peers who need additional support to
enhance implementation of differentiated instruction thereby
enhancing pedadogy.

The results of the study indicate that teachers’ perceptions
regarding the effectiveness of differentiated instruction on the
academic achievement of the lower third student are
paramount. To a large extent, the teacher's perceptions
indicate that differentiated instruction plays a vital role in
addressing the needs of all students within the learning
environment. Discussions with teachers indicate a certain
degree of concern regarding attitudes, knowledge, and
utilization of differentiated instruction. These discussions
suggests that school building leaders must create innovative
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ways to ensure the strategic scheduling of extended common
planning time to afford teacher the time needed to engage in
planning appropriately for the diverse student population.
Planning should also include providing individual, group,
and district assisted professional development on
differentiated instruction strategies that are effective in
addressing the needs of lower level learners to enhance their
academic achievement across all content areas. While the
focus is on providing pathways for student achievement,
teacher perceptions of differentiated instruction must be
taken into consideration as school leaders create learning
environments that foster teacher awareness of rigorous
learning objectives that are differentiated for the diverse
student population.

Strengthening teacher’s perceptions regarding the effect of
differentiated instruction on the lower third student
population should include cycles of frequent and timely
feedback that focuses on addressing lower third student needs
via planning and preparation of differentiated instruction
lessons. These factors must be tightly interwoven with
monitoring, revising, and implement differentiated
curriculum, unit plans, and lesson plans that address content,
process, and product that are specifically designed to meet
individual students needs based on readiness levels. The
development of an intervisitation culture between veteran
teachers and new in-service teachers to provide additional
support for implementing differentiated instruction to address
deficiencies of the lower third students. New and in-service
teachers will, therefore, receive support to increase their
pedagogical knowledge of differentiated instruction as a tool
to address individual student acquisition of key concepts and
main ideas of content.
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