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Contemporary inclusive education has noticeably increased the heterogeneity of pupils within the mainstream primary classroom. Now more than ever, universal approaches are recognising the significance of differentiating instruction to meet the needs of all pupils. The purpose of this research investigation was to critically explore the knowledge, use and worth of differentiation within the mainstream primary classroom. Based on secondary research and through an analysis of up-to-date policy, theory, practice and perception, the author found that whilst its benefits are manifested in theory, there is still much apprehension surrounding its effectual implementation. Misconceptions are associated with ambiguous government legislation, and inadequate instruction and training on differentiated instruction for experienced, newly qualified, and student teachers alike. Inadequate leadership, administrative support, resources, time, materials and funding are also contributary factors. Acceptance of enhanced leadership, whole school collaboration, and external networking will be instrumental in reversing existing mindsets and challenges, along with realistic and meaningful training, and supplementary time for planning, preparation and reflection.
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Contemporary education considers differentiation to be of critical importance, for the ostensible purpose of accommodating the diversity, and different learning styles of all children since the introduction of inclusive education. Endorsed by global policies, curricula papers, and handbooks, differentiation is viewed as instrumental for teachers when contemplating the design of their inclusive classrooms, to allow for effective teaching and learning to be realised (Spandagou, et al., 2018). Having previously volunteered at a primary school where differentiated instruction was noticeable and subsequently worked at a secondary school where it was not, the author’s hypothetical observations revealed, that when differentiation was happening, learners appeared to be more engaged, motivated, manageable and have a higher self-esteem. This involvement provoked concern and a strong desire to know or learn more and determined the need for further investigation. The rationale behind this study is to critically explore the use of differentiation within the mainstream primary classroom, through an in-depth investigation of policy, theory, and practice. A further aim of this literature review is to establish the merit of differentiation within the mainstream primary classroom and identify any shortcomings or resistance from teachers. 
Before proceeding, it would be worthwhile clarifying what differentiation means to education. Differentiation is a philosophy or framework that relates to teaching and learning. Differentiated teaching happens when teachers modify instruction to allow pupils to broaden their intellectual competencies and skill levels, irrespective of their current stage of development (Tomlinson and Moon, 2013). The purpose of inclusive education is to acknowledge and accommodate intellectually diverse pupils within the mainstream primary classroom (Ainscow, 2016). Differentiation and inclusion can be considered as mutually compatible as when teachers are proficient at implementing differentiating instruction, by force of circumstances, it automatically leads to an inclusive classroom. If both are integrated competently, with substantial planning, and a holistic approach, high-quality education should be accessible for all pupils within every mainstream primary classroom (Patterson, et al., 2009). 
Differentiation embraces pupils of different gender, those with disabilities and, or additional learning needs (ALN), English as a second language (ESL), emotional challenges, dissimilar socioeconomic and cultural backgrounds, learning styles and those more able and talented (George, 2005). With the extensive heterogeneity of pupils in contemporary mainstream primary classrooms, the use of differentiation is extremely important for promoting equality and providing the necessary support so that everyone can fulfil or exceed their potential Mulroy and Eddinger (2003 cited in Singh, 2014). In preparation, teachers must identify pupil’s strengths and weaknesses, so that they can adapt their instructions, strategies, and leadership styles, to meet the individual needs of every pupil. If implemented correctly, differentiated instruction should benefit all pupils, and allow them to take control of their own identity as independent learners (Tomlinson, 2008).
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Under the UN Convention on the rights of the Child (UNICEF, 1989), and the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (United Nations, 2006), all children have the right to inclusive education. By virtue of this and following the implementation of the Equality Act 2010 (Government, 2015), education providers are prohibited from discriminating against any pupils, and must provide equal opportunities for success for everyone. In accordance with these Rights and Acts and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, 2014), more recent Welsh Government policies have pledged their support and commitment to all children. Their aim is to promote fundamental values and principles, based on empirical and theoretical evidence (OECD, 2014). Current legislation recognises the need for inclusion and for teachers to provide effective differentiated instruction for every pupil within the classroom. Its purpose is to ameliorate education; promote diversity and equality; and reduce prejudice and discrimination against all children, particularly those from marginalised groups (Welsh Government, 2016). Having considered all of this statutory legislation and educator’s legal obligations, the need for change is comprehendible. 
With this in mind, it is apparent that traditional, comprehensive teaching methods are outdated, lack progression, and intolerant of the needs of all pupils (Subban, 2006; Bondie and Zusho, 2019). According to Tomlinson, et al. (2003), modern classrooms should acknowledge and build upon the concept that all students are different and learn differently. Similarly, Forsten, Grant, & Hollas (2002), and Bondie and Zusho (2019), also state that the ‘one-size-fits-all' style curriculum is no longer beneficial as it does not meet the needs of all pupils within the classroom.  As a consequence, educationalists are continuously looking for innovative ways for teachers to meet these challenges, with differentiation becoming recognised as one tangible proposition (Singh, 2014). From the perspective of the Welsh Government (2016), inclusion makes it possible for pupils who might otherwise have been excluded, to receive conventional opportunities that are tailored to meet their needs. Schools are responsible and accountable for adapting their policies, workforce, practice, and infrastructure to accommodate pupils during each stage of their development, whilst at the same time making sure that all pupils feel valued within the school community (Welsh Government, 2016). According to Westwood (2001), for inclusion to be effective, differentiated classroom instruction that meets all learning styles is paramount, but this will be discussed in more detail later.
Following an independent review of teachers’ standards in England in 2011, a new, more ambitious set of Teacher’s Standards was brought into effect from September 2012. Its purpose was to act as an elevated benchmark to raise standards and measure the performance of new and existing teachers. Part one, point five of the Teachers’ Standards stipulates: ‘Adapt teaching to respond to the strengths and needs of all pupils - know when and how to differentiate appropriately, using approaches which enable pupils to be taught effectively’ (Department for Education, 2013, p.11). In 2017, Wales followed England’s example, and upgraded their own Professional Standards for teaching and leadership for Newly Qualified Teachers (NQTs) to adhere to, with existing teachers and leaders transferring over from September 2018 (Welsh Government, 2019). 
In accordance, teachers are obliged to meet four purposes of the primary curriculum, and are legally responsible for maintaining classroom standards, and pupil’s well-being and development. Using appropriate strategies and techniques, teachers are required to manage the learning environment, differentiate, assess, record and report, and collaborate with professional partners, parents, and carers. This publicises the Welsh Governments endorsement of differentiation within the classroom, as it is recognised under the refining teaching element of pedagogy, in their professional standards for teaching and leadership document (Welsh Government, 2019, p.25). Inclusion and differentiated teaching and learning have also been incorporated into Estyn’s common inspection framework, to establish if schools are adhering to the approved principles and procedures (Estyn, 2018). 
The Welsh Government’s new approach is consistent with Subban (2006) and Singh’s (2014) papers on the significance of differentiation in response to the diversity of pupils in contemporary classrooms. They record differentiation as a prerequisite for instruction and practice that should be adapted to accommodate all pupils, with prior knowledge of individual learning styles a fundamental part of lesson and curriculum planning and instruction. This knowledge is important because it clarifies the need for teachers to accept pupil’s uniqueness, by identifying and building on their strengths, and taking into consideration the things that they find more difficult. 
It is evident then, that legislators and academic research analysts are encouraging teachers to accommodate diversity, by embracing inclusion, equity, and the range of options for differentiated instruction within the classroom, to meet all pupil’s needs (Schleicher & Zoido, 2016; and UNESCO, 2017). However, nowadays, one of the biggest challenges for teachers is how to meet the needs of every pupils, when classes include such a diverse group of mixed ability individuals. 
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With teacher’s roles becoming more multi-functional, it is essential for them to adopt an appropriate learning theory to underpin their teaching, and match pupils preferred learning styles, and abilities. Evidence suggests several learning theories that are suitable for differentiated instruction within the mainstream primary classroom, including constructivism, cognitivism, and humanism (Mason, 2013). The connection between these theories and differentiation is that they all revolve around child centred experiences, as opposed to focusing on the curriculum, and are of the assumption that children learn best when they are actively involved in learning. 
All things considered, Vygotsky and his zone of proximal development concept, appear to be the most commonly referred to when researching for evidence to support differentiation within the mainstream primary classroom (Subban, 2006; 2011; Least, 2014; Singh, 2014; Taylor, 2017). Vygotsky’s own explanation of this concept is: 
The distance between the actual developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers (Vygotsky, 1978, p.86).  
This demonstrates the connection with, and significance of differentiated instruction within the contemporary mainstream primary classroom. With teachers accountable for accommodating all pupil’s needs in cooperation with their peers, especially those who may find the whole educational experience more challenging (Singh, 2014).
Nevertheless, Wertsch (1983) notes a lack of connotation in Vygotsky’s’ writing and articulates the need for more precise explanation. He records that with the exception of some undefined statements, there is insufficient evidence to clarify what “problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers” equates to. In response, Wertsch (1983) identifies the need for a more structured frame of reference, which includes sociocultural and psychological context and functioning from both a teacher and pupil perspective.
In spite of this, Vygotsky’s conception is strongly supported by Gardner’s theory on multiple intelligence.  Unlike the traditional assumption of there being just one form of intellectual or cognitive intelligence, Gardner identifies with eight, which are determined through inherent characteristics and personal accomplishment (Marenus, 2020). Although endorsing Vygotsky and Gardner’s theories, Beliavsky (2006), believes that merging them together, would elucidate and strengthen the relationship between teaching and learning. This demonstrates a connection to differentiated instruction, through which teachers can extend individual pupil’s knowledge and understanding, monitor engagement and motivation, and inspire their unique social, emotional, and intellectual development, by focusing on child-centred learning within the mainstream primary classroom (Hertberg-Davis, 2009). 
[bookmark: _Toc71657355]Differentiation in practice within the mainstream primary classroom 

The role of the teacher has changed significantly in contemporary mainstream primary education. The days of rigid discipline and rote learning, with the teacher stood at the front of the classroom, disseminating knowledge to their pupil’s, has been replaced with more meaningful learning, which involves critical thinking and active participation (Lanier, 1997). 
Having established that the traditional one-size-fits-all approach needed to be repudiated (Bondie, et al., 2019), more recent government legislation and educational documentation acknowledges the benefits of differentiated instruction within the mainstream primary classroom (Department for Education, 2013; Welsh Government, 2019).
A number of strategies have been tried and tested, but differentiated instruction appears to be the one more commonly referred to in research and acknowledged as most efficacious in modern day mainstream primary classrooms. Here, in a social and collaborative environment, teachers aim to support and challenge all pupils and close attainment gaps (Singh, 2014).
Initially, differentiated instruction was introduced to assist pupils classed as more able and talented, but now it is recognised as beneficial for every pupil within the mainstream primary classroom, irrespective of their background or ability (Putnam, 2018). Tomlinson (2014) states that rather than implementing a single strategy, differentiated instruction allows teachers to utilise a variety of methods and techniques, to reach all pupils within the mainstream primary classroom. This includes pupils who may be struggling to keep up with some of their peers, and those more able and talented, thus allowing every pupil to increase their knowledge and skill levels. 
Tomlinson (2014) suggests that by using a range of innovative leadership and instructional strategies, teachers can differentiate content, process, product, assessment, and the learning environment to conform with pupil’s readiness, interests and learning profiles (Tomlinson, et al., 2003; Tomlinson, 2005; Tomlinson and Imbeau, 2010). 

Differentiating content signifies what a pupil needs to master and how to approach it (Tomlinson and Imbeau, 2010). Using a variety of techniques, systems, and resources, to approach tasks and meet pedagogical and learning objectives, and intended targets is fundamental. Some typical examples of differentiated content in primary education include spelling and vocabulary lists, reading material based on pupils reading proficiency, reading buddies, verbal interaction, visual and auditory presentations, and recordings. Thus, differentiating content allows teachers to adapt instructions to meet the diversity of pupils, and their differing levels of understanding within the mainstream primary classroom (Singh, 2014). In contrast, Westwood (2001) looks at differentiating curriculum content, which generally involves moderating or adapting instruction and resources for less-able pupils and extending work for abler pupils. He found that whilst understanding the rationale behind this, rather than reducing the learning gap between pupils, this actually increased it. 
Differentiating process looks at how a pupil can comprehend, and take ownership of their new found knowledge, viewpoints, and skills, before progressing to the next level of their learning (Tomlinson, 2000). Based on content, this form of differentiation contributes to methods of teaching and assessment, giving teachers the opportunity to observe pupil’s progress, which is one of the foundations of differentiated instruction. One technique used is tiered activities, where pupils receive levels of support based on their ability, whilst ultimately achieving the same knowledge and competencies (Heacox, 2017). 
Differentiating product allows pupils to choose from a variety of formats or systems. In preparedness, some teachers benefit from creating and maintaining a menu of adaptable activities, assignments, projects, and questions of varying difficulty. Then, at the beginning of every lesson or topic, objectives and goals are reaffirmed, so pupils can self-select their preferred method of working, as a means of providing evidence to support their new level of understanding (Tomlinson, 2000).  Continuous monitoring, regular formal, and informal formative and summative assessment and feedback, make it possible for teachers to set individual targets for pupils, to confirm what they need to learn next. This is based on the pupil’s current level of understanding and capability, rather than in competition with their peers (Tomlinson & Moon, 2013). 
Technology-based instruction is an example of differentiating product that is proven to enhance teacher’s knowledge, allowing them to overcome barriers to differentiation, and time to focus on positive learning strategies for all levels within the mainstream primary classroom. Technology permits pupils the freedom to self-pace, develop self-awareness, and take ownership of their learning. Technology encourages active participation and engagement, enhances motivation and knowledge retention, and improves collaboration between teachers, students, and peers. It promotes critical and creative thinking and enables teachers to monitor and assess pupils progress (Pierre, 2014). That said, technology can also leave teachers feeling purposeless if they do not fully understand their multifunctional roll when utilizing differentiated strategies within the mainstream primary classroom (Mason, 2013). It can also test the self-efficacy of some teachers who do not have confidence in their ability to implement internet-based differentiated instruction (Konig, et al., 2020). 
No matter how technology is regarded, it has become invaluable during the COVID pandemic when mainstream primary classroom teaching and learning has had to move on-line (Rasmitadila, et al., 2020). 
Differentiating the learning environment can be interpreted as anything that relates to individual, social, and physical conditions within the classroom (Blecker and Boakes, 2010). Some factors which have been identified as having the biggest impact on pupil’s performance include noise, lighting, temperature, seating, and classroom configuration (Casey, 2011). 
Effective differentiated instruction allows teachers to set high standards based on realistic, but challenging targets. Implementing flexible inclusive practices to address pupil’s abilities and learning styles, enables them to work from appropriate starting points, provided the correct interventions are in place. Teachers acknowledge pupils individual learning styles when they vary lesson instructions and activities, then, provided they can meet the objectives of the lesson and demonstrate what they have learned, pupils can choose a style that is tailored to match their needs. However, research suggests that teachers should focus on a pupil’s readiness rather than planning for learning styles, as the benefits are insignificant (Landrum & McDuffie, 2010).

Differentiated instruction links directly to the principles of Vygotsky’s concept of the zone of proximal development, and the difference between a child’s potential and actual ability, with and without assistance. This form of support or scaffolding is central to Vygotsky’s concept and can be actuated by teachers, support staff or more knowledgeable peers within the mainstream primary classroom. However not to be confused, differentiation is the modifying of instruction to meet pupils needs and learning styles, whereas scaffolding enables pupils to learn the same content (Wertsch, 1983). Teachers who are not familiar with differentiated instruction often mistake it for scaffolding (Hertberg-Davis, 2009). Whilst recognising Tomlinson’s approach as useful for identifying the abovementioned variable components, Bondie and Zusho (2018), perceive its undefined permutations to be immeasurable when evaluating its effectiveness on pupils learning, because of its changeable design and modifiable components.
Earlier investigations on the psychological effects of differentiation in mainstream primary classrooms, determined that pairing, or flexible grouping and regrouping of fixed and mixability pupils can provide a framework, with differentiated instruction defined as an essential condition (Deunk, et al., 2018).  Repeating concepts in smaller groups for pupils who find the work too challenging, or extension work for more gifted pupils is also commonly practiced within the mainstream primary classroom. Grouping allows pupils to work and interact with their peers or independently, depending on their needs and the task involved. This form of classroom management is interchangeable and is seen to benefit students and teachers (Singh, 2014). This supports the findings of Westwood (2001), as previously discussed. However, Delisle (2015; Delisle, 2019), argues that it does not work for more able and talented pupils. He believes that prioritising the needs of less able, or average ability pupils, marginalises the more gifted. Delisle refers back to the much-publicised report of Bell’s in 1983, entitled ‘A Nation at Risk’ where he proclaimed, “the educational foundations of our society are presently being eroded by a rising tide of mediocrity that threatens our very future as a Nation and a people” (Bell, 1983, p.9). Delisle (2015; Delisle, 2019) believes that the term risk has become ubiquitous in modern society. 
The adoption of differentiation however is not without controversy, as noted by Westwood (2001). He reports how modifying the curriculum, can affect teaching standards. Whilst (Hertberg-Davis, 2009) expresses her concerns about its ineffectiveness in everyday learning. More recent works by (Westwood, 2018) discuss the potential for disproportionate amounts of work for teachers, which may not be sustainable. Also, pupils with additional learning needs may not want to be classed as different by receiving easier work, and would rather be supported to complete the more complex work like their peers. More recent studies by Taylor (2017) and Westwood (2018), refer to gender, soci-economic and multicultural differences in pupils, and suggests the need for additional training for teachers to understand these variances when differentiating instruction, as they can majorly influence a pupils response and conduct within the mainstream primary classroom. If teachers are not properly trained to interconnect these variances with differentiated strategies, they may have a significant impact on pupils conceivable outcomes.
(Discuss some disadvantages of differentiation to the learner and teacher)
However, in 2017, Taylor carried out an investigation into the controversy surrounding the conceptualisation of differentiation. She records how in principle, differentiation can increase pupil’s desire and willingness to learn, providing it is regulated and executed competently. Some of the benefits she identified, were that pupils were more engaged as a result of their independent learning, thus increasing their motivation and academic achievement. Teachers also had more time to monitor, and attend to individual pupils needs, and set realistic goals based on their previous performance (Bondie and Zusho, 2018).  
Moreover, (now discuss some of the advantages of differntiation to both teacher ad learner)
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With the diverse range of pupils in mainstream primary classrooms, it is imperative for teachers to rethink their responsibilities and ability to perform. By virtue of this, it is essential for teachers to become more versatile and recognise the benefits of differentiated instruction within the classroom. The more teachers learn about their students, the more they are able to design effective experiences that elicit real learning (Edwards, et al., 2006). 
That said, concern has been expressed regarding the miscomprehension of recommended government legislation, as there are no clear guidelines on how to execute differentiated teaching and learning within the mainstream primary classroom.
Understanding the concept of differentiation within the mainstream primary classroom is paramount (Tomlinson, 2014). However, Tomlinson (2014), acknowledges that teacher training does not prepare teachers adequately for the psychological and cultural diversity of pupils in mainstream primary classrooms. 
Despite the support of the theoretical concepts of differentiation in literature, the practical application of differentiation has encountered mixed reactions (Edwards, et al., 2006). This links in with Liu, et al. (2010) findings on perception and practice, which propose that the likelihood of a teacher implementing differentiatied instruction within the mainstream primary classroom, is based on their knowledge and understanding. Research on student teacher training, suggests that they receive very little guidance, and therefore lack the knowledge and skills to become effective teachers of differentiated instruction. This observation is supported by (Manson, 1999; Holloway, 2000; Shareefa, 2019). In fact, Holloway (2000) goes as far as to suggest that some are even discouraged from differentiating instruction. While Manson (1999) recognises the importance of providing student teachers with the necessary skills to differentiate instruction for the heterogeneous and multicultural learners within the mainstream primary classroom.
Wertheim and Leyser (2010), stress the importance of providing student teachers with meaningful learning experiences in course work and practice, allowing them more opportunity to practice their newly acquired skills. They believe training programs can be effective in developing and enhancing a teacher’s performance in differentiated instruction but recommend incorporating Bandura’s (1977) four key principles of self-efficacy theory into its foundation. Bandura (1977) proffered that a teacher’s belief in their capacity to perform specific standards of behaviour and attainment within the mainstream primary classroom are influenced by mastery experiences, vicarious experiences, social persuasion, and emotional and physiological states.
Variables identified as having an impact on teacher’s perception, and the subsequent effectual implementation of differentiated instruction within the mainstream primary classroom include “experience, qualification, and challenges” (Shareefa, et al., 2019, p.215). 
Some studies reported a positive association between teacher’s experience and qualification, and their perception of differentiated instruction.  Nevertheless, the differences between inexperienced and experienced teachers were not examined, so consequently could not be used to determine impact (Burkett, 2013; Davis, 2013).
Additionally, a teacher with considerable experience, may have consistently used the one-size-fits-all approach to teaching, and find it difficult to break old habits, or recognise the true value of differentiation in a mainstream primary classroom (Podolsky, et al., 2019).  
That said, the importance of teachers’ experience and qualification, and their potential influence on teacher’s perception of differentiated instruction within the mainstream primary classroom cannot be denied. Despite having taught for years, the essence of the debate is that irrespective of a teacher’s experience, and qualification, they might not have had enough experience in using differentiated instruction correctly, (Burkett, 2013; Davis, 2013; Usher, 2013). 
What is more, as previously mentioned, training programmes which result in teacher qualifications, may not have covered sufficient content on differentiated instruction within the mainstream primary classroom to be able to have a positive influence on their perception (Shareefa, et al., 2019). 
Further investigation by Suprayogi, et al. (2017) and Merawi (2018) determined negligible difference for experience, however, this contradicted the qualitative results of the same study. What was observed regarding teacher’s experience, was mainly contributed to their appreciation of differentiated instruction within the mainstream primary classroom. Contrastingly, in line with Merawi’s (2018) qualitative results, an examination by Podolsky, et al. (2019) established that there is a link between a teacher’s experience and pupil’s positive attainment. Having said that, the high positive perception of differentiation held by some teachers may relate to their studies on pupil’s individual differences, rather than specific topics that relate to differentiated instruction (Burkett, 2013; Davis, 2013; Usher, 2013). Hence, it is postulated that, if a sample of teachers of the same calibre were pre-trained to the same standard in differentiated instruction, when implementing, perceptions and results may have been very different (Burkett, 2013; Davis, 2013; Usher, 2013). 
Despite this, aside from in PhD dissertations, empirical evidence on teacher’s optimism about differentiated instruction appears to be limited (Kendrick-Weikle, 2014; Shareefa, et al., 2019). On balance, it would be reasonable to assume that teachers with more experience and qualification, should have had more time to observe the conceivable advantages of differentiation within the mainstream primary classroom, in comparison to those without (Shareefa, 2019). 
By contrast, research aimed at identifying teacher’s individual assessment on their skill levels to introduce differentiation within the mainstream primary classroom, was markedly different (Brentnall, 2016). He documents how teachers who have an elevated sense of self-efficacy, are more inclined to take chances and experiment with new concepts, whereas teachers deficient in self-efficacy may struggle. This endorses the findings of Kiley (2011) and Pierre (2014), who also established a connection between a teacher’s efficacy, readiness, and proficiency with regards to implementing differentiated instruction within the mainstream primary classroom.
This perception of teacher’s pessimism is substantiated in the earlier works of Subban (2006) and Tomlinson and Imbeau (2010), where teachers considered differentiation within the mainstream primary classroom to be confusing, overambitious, and intimidating. When teachers do not understand how to perform differentiated instruction, they inevitably revert back to traditional methods, thus unavoidably constraining their pupils (cite). This reinforces the importance of continuous training for teachers in theory and in practice, irrespective of their length in service (Liu, et al., 2010).
Quantitative data results identified by Merawi (2018), affirm that teachers who have actively engaged in professional training, have a far greater understanding of differentiated instruction, and notably in process differentiation (Merawi, 2018). 
Since a teacher’s sense of efficacy can be closely linked to how ready they are, it is important to assess their level of preparedness for implementing differentiated strategies to the diverse group of pupils they will be expected to teach (cite). Brenthall 2016?
More specialised teacher training on how to effectively implement differentiation in mainstream primary classrooms is fundamental. For teachers to change their attitude towards perceived barriers and effectuate the requirements of the current teaching standards when moving forward from policy to practice, obligatory enhanced training in differentiated instruction is crucial (cite). 
Conversely, Podolsky, et al. (2019) believe that having experience does not necessarily make someone a good teacher, but sharing experiences does. They discuss the importance of a collaborative working environment, which ties in with recommendations for a whole school approach. While other proposals include the significance of networking with internal and external professionals when implementing differentiation in a mainstream primary classroom. Results indicate that better collaboration leads to better outcomes
Some researchers state that teachers are not suitably equipped or supported to organise and deliver first-class instruction within the mainstream primary classroom (Sergiovanni, 2000; Tomlinson and Allan, 2000). 
Taylor (2017) accepts that over and above the existing time set aside for planning, preparation and assessment (PPA), designated time should also be allocated for exchanging information, and ideas with colleagues on best practices for effective differentation within the mainstream primary classroom. 
Wertheim and Leyser (2002) also stress the importance of planning and providing student teachers with supportive and successful learning experiences in course work and practice, allowing for many opportunities to implement acquired competencies. While teachers are allocated little time to reflect on current practice, it is conceivable that they will not be able to address and overcome problems or conduct investigations alone (Tomlinson and Allan, 2000).
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The intention of this paper was to critically explore the use of differentiation within the mainstream primary classroom. It became apparent by the sheer volume of policies, curricula papers, handbooks and research dedicated to differentiation, how much it is recognised globally. This was an important finding to understand the extent to which the benefits of differentiation are recognised in contemporary education.
Nevertheless, implementing differentiated instruction into the mainstream primary classroom does not come without its challenges. Findings confirm that despite its global endorsement, and teacher’s awareness of its significant benefits, there is still a considerable amount of confusion and apprehension over it, which has manifested itself in practice. 
With the diversity of pupils learning styles, knowledge and skills being obvious from an early age, it is evident that differentiatied instruction for teaching and learning can allow for the heterogeneous and homogeneous grouping of pupils within the same inclusive classroom. While best fit theories identify the importance of social and peer collaboration, and the child-centred approach to learning. 
However, legislators and educationalists have become so wrapped up with differentiation, that instead of recognising it as one of a variety of techniques, they see it as the panacea of good educating. 
With this in mind, the role of the teacher has changed significantly, and teachers are now recognised as multi-functional facilitators or organisers. Consequently, it is essential for teachers rethink their responsibilities, and recognise the benefit of differentiated instruction within the mainstream primary classroom. That said, the teacher’s purpose needs increased clarity, to confirm if they are preparing pupils for the subsequent phase in their lives, or promoting their development to become excellent pupils and continuous learners.   
Findings reveal an insignificant difference in teacher’s perception of differentiated instruction based on experience and qualification. Whilst in theory the implementation of differentiated instruction appears conducive for diverse learners, in practice it is too challenging and difficult to accomplish. A number of demotivating factors recognised as obstructing teacher’s positive perceptions, and commitment to differentiated instruction within the mainstream primary classroom, include a lack of knowledge, administrative support, tools, resources, planning time and funding. Inadequate training, skill gaps and large class sizes were also identified. Uncompromising curricula, and impractical environmental issues detrimental to psychological and physical teaching and learning, and students lack of interest, were also determined as barriers to the effective implementation of differentiation within the mainstream primary classroom. 
Based upon these findings, and on the assumption that differentiation will continue to play an important part in education, and progressive research will materialise in the future, a standardised definition of differentiated instruction should be considered as fundamental. 
To recognise the significant connection between differentiation, inclusivity, and the diversity of pupils in contemporary mainstream primary classrooms, future recommendations should also consider the importance of raising teacher’s perceptions and awareness, in order to maximise its benefits. For this to be achievable, Government policy and legislation must be obvious, offer clear guidelines, and provide consistent universal recommendations on how to differentiate instruction within the mainstream primary classroom. For teachers to feel confident, and proficient in differentiated instruction, these recommendations must also be embedded into teaching standards and the curriculum. 
For teacher’s pessimistic attitudes to be reversed, a re-evaluation of purposeful training that cogitates the concerns of new and established teachers is instrumental. Training should provide teachers with the multifunctional, foundational skills that are necessary for differentiating strategies and pedagogical methods to address the diverse needs of all pupils within the mainstream primary classroom. Greater commitment and attention must also be paid to understanding the diversity and equity of all pupils. 
Implementing differentiated instruction is challenging. Consequently, whole school collaboration and networking amongst policy makers, school leaders, administrators, teachers, external professionals, and other members of staff should be compulsory for the sharing of ideas, best practice, concerns, and workload. This would not only reinforce teacher’s awareness but be beneficial for all interested parties. Once established, a framework could be developed, based on theoretical and empirical evidence.
More constructive research to identify, address, and alleviate the demotivating challenges teachers experience when applying differentiated strategies within the mainstream primary classroom is also needed.
If existing ambiguity remains, the future of differentiated instruction will continue to be compromised, and ultimately have an adverse effect on teaching and learning within the mainstream primary classroom. 
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