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A lesson that doesn’t include

everyone is an incomplete lesson.



Reading recommendation



Session aims

• Understand why students 
demonstrate different 
abilities

• Explore different types of 
differentiation

• Design differentiated tasks 
to enhance MFL teaching 
and planning



What is the aim of differentiation?

To make every pupil to “achieve his/her potential as far as possible” (Pachler, 
Barnes and Field, 2009:206) in learning, which is strongly valued in the effective 
teaching and learning. 

As a teacher, the base of educational ethos should be helping pupils to achieve 
the best of their ability and interest by “maximizing pupils’ potential by building 
on their prior learning and taking into account their individual differences”.



Why do students demonstrate 
different abilities?

Learning 
preferences/strategies

Age and gender Readiness to learn Prior learning Cultural experience

Specific life 
circumstances

Learning difficulties Religions Literacy/Numeracy Learning needs 

EAL/WAL 
Social economic 

background
Personalities Interests Motivation









Am I meeting all students’ needs?
Adapted from Ticked Off - Harry Fletcher-Wood (2016)

Make your own checklist: e.g.

• Students with visual needs – text enlarged to font size 28, pupil wearing glasses and facing board

• Students with hearing difficulties – sit in front row, position yourself to face student. Keep 
background noise to minimum

• Students with restricted mobility – remove the expectation of moving around room, allow pupil 
to leave early

• Students with ASD – minimise noise, maintain a consistent structure and give students prior 
warning about changes

• Students with EAL – clear, sequential instructions, adapted texts, visual cues



Allison and Tharby (2015)





(Boyle and Charles, 2014)







Key timeline

1605

‘French Garden’ -
earliest 
publication for 
female students

1872

French approved as 
‘specific subject’

1880

German approved as 
‘specific subject’

1918

Secondary 
education made 
compulsory up to 14

1988

National Curriculum 
& GCSE introduced 
in England & Wales

1998

Tiered GCSE structure 
unified: foundation 
tier (grades G-C) and 
higher tier (A*-D)

2004

Languages 
become optional 
after age 14



Different ages?

• Young learners of six or seven should simply learn 
a few words and then some sentences each day. 

• Understanding grammar should be reserved for 
“Youth of ten or twelve, and above”. (Louis 
Chambaud: A Grammar of the French Tongue, 
1750)



Different genders?

Do you think boys and 
girls learn languages 

differently? Is it fair to 
teach them 
differently?

Is there such a thing as 
‘boy-friendly’ teaching 

approaches?



The Taunton Commission

It examined 82 grammar 
schools and some private 

schools in the 1860s, found that 
girls “knew French better than 

boys”, had “a correct ear”, 
“quicker perception”, and 

“greater aptitude”. 

Language teaching reformers of 
the late 19th century drew on 

the methods used in girls’ 
schools to achieve higher 
fluency than boys’ schools 

(McLelland, 2017, pp. 60-61).





Different social classes and abilities

Research has found that students from a middle-class 
background tend to ask for help and receive it more often than 
their working-class peers.

In a language-learning context, how might our impression of 
students’ social backgrounds influence the tasks we give them, 
the expectations we have of them, and the help we provide?



Teaching grammar

Teaching grammar to moderate-ability classes is largely a waste of 
time. (German in the UK: Problems and Prospects, 1976)

Their limited capacity for conceptual thought doesn’t allow them to 
use what they’ve learned to understand/compose meaningful 
utterances. 



Ways to differentiate effectively:

BY HAVING A LONG 
TERM GOAL: ‘effective 

differentiation takes 
place over months, not 

hours’ (Didau, 2016).

BY OUTCOME: Same 
task, different outcome 
expected and valued

BY TASK: Asking pupils 
to do different things 

with the same resource

BY QUESTIONS:  
higher/lower level 
questions / same 
prompt, different 

questions

BY SUPPORT / 
SCAFFOLDING: Human 

(LSA) / physical 
resource

BY HAVING DIFFERENT 
STARTING POINTS: 

same resource which is 
graduated in difficulty 
and learners can start 

at different points

BY PUPIL CHOICE: this 
might be asking pupils 
to choose a level or a 

topic of interest



Differentiation 
by ability/task

Grouping learners by ability is 
one approach to differentiation 
where learning is more 
accessible to learner levels.

Offer tailored task and support 
for: HA group (A/A*); B group; C 
group; D group; LA group etc.



Different & 
More tasks

A*/A students do 3 tasks i.e. 1-3; 

B students choose 2 or do tasks 1-2; 

C students choose 1 or do task 1. 

Variations: printed extension cards, HA 
students come to do tasks on board, 
student teacher/team demo etc.



Extention
tasks

Students can focus on the same task 
but with an extended open-ended
questions/quizzes/challenges etc. 

Variations: adapt the reading into 
writing, upgrade simple writing task 
with connectives, different tenses, 
changes of pronouns, write about 
him/herself, adding justification from 
‘good sentence bank’ etc.



Teaching More Able and Talented Learners (MAT) 

Most commonly used techniques for teaching MAT learners include:

• Enrichment – enhancing the curriculum to include additional materials 
that may stimulate and stretch the student.  Can take place in or out of 
class.

• Extension – MAT pupil is given the opportunity to work with experts, 
specialists and those with a similar passion 

• Acceleration – where a student’s progress through the curriculum or 
school year is speeded up

• Compaction – where curriculum is compacted, with material deemed 
unnecessary or repetitive taken out

Stephen and Warwick (2015)



Design your 
own 
extension task

Quality > Quantity

E.g. Write postcards 
to language partners





Differentiation 
by outcome/
product



Differentiation by content

Differentiation by content 
can relate to all aspects of 

languages input (e.g. reading 
and listening texts).

Offer a range of materials 
which are appropriate to the 
cognitive level, age, and stage 

of learners and build in 
learner choice about which 

texts they engage with.



Colour-coded materials & tasks







ChatGPT:
Produce three 100 

word reading texts for 
Year 7 Spanish learners 
on the topic shopping.















Strategies for Differentiation

Differentiation by outcome: assign the same work to all students but accepts 
and encourages a range of results; open-ended questions, writing prompts 
and discussion topics can all be used for differentiation by outcome.

Differentiation by task: assign different work to different groups of students 
depending on learning abilities; assign the same series of increasingly 
complex tasks to all students, to be completed at their own paces.

Differentiation by choice: provide a variety of assignments for students to 
choose from, which allows students to use different skills (analytical, creative, 
technical, etc.) to put lessons into practice.



Adapted from Gershon (2013) 

Stepped Activities:
Tasks which contain a series of separate elements, 

the difficulty level of which gradually increases.  

Part 1: Write an email to a 
friend in French explaining 
what sport you do

1

Part 2: Give at least one 
positive and one negative 
opinion with justifications.

2

Part 3:  Explain what sports 
you did last week and what 
sports you would like to do 
in the future.

3



Adapted from Gershon (2013) 

Choose your option:
Provide students with a range of options from which they might choose 
in order to complete a task: 

“C’est I’important de 
protéger 

l’environnement”

Respond to the 
statement using any 
two of the following 

options:

Write an essay
Create an extended 

cartoon script

Make a poster setting 
out the advantages 

and disadvantages of 
protecting the 
environment.

Create a short radio 
interview focusing on 
two different views.  



Adapted from Gershon (2013) 

Visits and visitors:
A great way of differentiating:  they are interactive, a change from 
routine, they bring learning alive…

For visits out of school… For visitors coming into the class…
Spend time beforehand working with students to 
explore ideas, people, events and concepts 
connected to the place you are visiting

Work with students beforehand to create questions 
they can ask the visitor

Provide students with a worksheet they have to fill 
in whilst on the visit.  This could be structured so as 
to feel like an investigation

Divide your class into groups beforehand and ask 
each group to research a particular aspect of the 
topic the visitor will be talking about.  This could be 
developed by allowing the groups to create a short 
presentation which could be given to the class and 
the visitor

After the event, students can follow up by creating a report, blog, website, etc. about the visit/visitor 



Adapted from Gershon (2013) 

Extension tasks:
An extra activity which involves a greater degree of complexity/challenge 
that has gone before it.  

Examples…
• Looking for extra detail
• Continuing sequences with their 
• Making inferences from written or heard language
• Students to write an exam-style question, with mark scheme
 



Adapted from Gershon (2013) 

Scaffolding: sentence starters/writing frames

Sentence starters and writing frames, assist students who may struggle to get started on writing. They are a way of 
scaffolding so that students can focus on the content of their writing. Over time, students will internalise this and the 
scaffold may be withdrawn. 



Structure Strips



Differentiation by 
outcome

Topic: numbers

• All can say numbers 1-10 

• Most can say the numbers 1-10 
and recognise the characters 

• Some can say numbers 1-10, 
recognise and write numbers 1-10 
in characters



Differentiation by 
outcome

Topic: pets

• Describe the pets you like/dislike

• Describe the pets you like/dislike 
and give reasons

• Compare your pets with your 
friends’ pets (including your 
opinions and give reasons)



Differentiation by 
task/resources

Topic: Chinese cities

• Group A: read books/online 
article regarding the facts of a 
Chinese city 

• Group B: interview Chinese 
people from your school, local 
Chinese takeaways/supermarkets 

• Group C: find the song/video 
regarding Chinese cities



Differentiation by product

Topic: my bedroom

Choice 1: Fill in the blanks: 我的房间里有______。我(不)喜欢______。

Choice 2: Draw a picture of your bedroom. Writing a paragraph to 
describe your bedroom. Talk about your likes/dislikes.

Choice 3: Write an essay to talk about your ideal bedroom and tell us why 
you like it. Compare with your current room.



Choose 1 method to enhance your MFL task

By task By grouping By resources By pace By outcome By dialogue 
and support



By Task
setting different tasks for different students



By grouping
carefully planning how students work together to cater for each student’s skills. 



By resources

the level of complexity of the resources used by the students.



By pace

allowing some students to work faster than others.



By outcome

everyone does the same task,  but understanding that the results 
at the end will differ significantly



By dialogue and support
changing the way you talk to or support students in order to

maximise their progress.



Differentiation by… Advantages Disadvantages

Task Work suitable for each 
student

Failure unlikely, 
behavioural problems 
may be reduced

Useful for formative 
assessment 

Labour intensive for 
teacher

May highlight 
differences

Not useful for 
summative assessment 



Differentiation by… Advantages Disadvantages

Outcome Easy to plan

Useful for summative 
assessment – clearly shows 
different levels

Without support, some 
students could be lost

Some students may fail

Differences in abilities could 
be highlighted 

Students could finish at 
different times



Differentiation by… Advantages Disadvantages

Support All students can access 
work and feel equal

Failure unlikely, behavioural 
problems might be reduced

Labour intensive for 
teacher

May highlight differences

May not be a true 
reflection of ability 



What’s the problem of 
our teaching?

• Do we tend to teach the way 
we were taught, and the way 
we like to learn?

• Do we tend to teach to our 
preferences, and ignore 
(essentially) the preferences 
others may have?



• Visual?

• Auditory?

• Kinaesthetic?

• Tactile?

Identifying learning styles do more harm than good

One student said “I learned 
that I was a low-auditory, 
kinaesthetic learner. So 
there’s no point me reading a 
book or listening to anyone 
for more than a few minutes.”



How can learners become good language learners?

Building on strengths

Compensating for weaknesses

Adapting skills for different tasks

• Anne Marie Snell: Learning Styles in A level 
Teaching. Paper presented at Language World, 
York, 14.4.02

../week 13 VAK learning in different ways/LEARNING PREFERENCES.doc


Teachers as facilitators

•What is important is to maximise the 
learning potential of your pupils as far as 
possible. 

• You can’t learn FOR your pupils, but you 
can try as hard as you can to give them the 
tools to learn for themselves.



• We should always be 
working with the L2 
learners’ attributes and 
not against them.

• L2 learners need to 
spend some time 
consciously learning to 
learn as well as learning 
a foreign language. 
(Macaro, 1997)



Summary

Differentiation:

• means planning for student 
differences.

• means recognising that pupils’ 
learning differs - speed and quality.

• requires flexibility - what is taught 
and how it is taught, as well as 
responding to students’ needs











How to develop thinking and assessment for learning in the classroom. Welsh Government (2010, pg 18- 19)
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