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Abstract. The aim of this presentation is to analyse the current international policies on inclusion and to discuss the 
value and use of differentiated instruction as a means to the inclusion of students with special needs/ disabilities in 
mainstream settings. The movement to inclusion requires teachers to create inclusive learning environments, which 
would encourage the use of practices that would benefit all students. In this respect, differentiated instruction has 
rapidly evolved as a teaching approach to meet the diverse and heterogeneous needs of students with special needs/ 
disabilities in mainstream classrooms. Modifying and adjusting instruction to allow all students in a classroom to 
access the general education curriculum is at the heart of inclusive education. In this presentation, I shall discuss the 
development of differentiated instruction as a means to inclusion for students with special needs/ disabilities in 
mainstream classrooms. Information will be provided with regard to the main principles of DI as well as the basic 
criteria in designing individualized adaptations for these students. In addition to this, I will review the factors which 
influence the development of differentiated instruction based on research findings. Finally, I will argue that 
differentiated instruction provides a learning environment which takes into consideration the individual characteristics 
of students and, as such, is a useful approach for the inclusion of students with special needs/ disabilities in 
mainstream settings. 

 

 

Introduction 

Inclusion presupposes a philosophy of acceptance, where all people are valued and 
treated on equal terms. It is seen as both a base for future school development and an unending 
process that fosters participation for all students.  Inclusion represents school improvement on 
many levels. As such, it involves the development of practices which aim to reorganize schools 
as places of equal opportunity for all students to participate and learn. Thus, inclusive education 
involves changes from the policy and structural level to the level of schooling through changes to 
the curriculum and teaching strategies. As Booth and Ainscow (2011, p. 9) argue “Inclusion is 
about increasing participation for all children and adults. It is about supporting schools to 
become more responsive to the diversity of children’s backgrounds, interests, experience, 
knowledge and skills”. Thus, the focus is not merely on the improvement of the skills of the 
student with special needs/ disabilities, but mainly on the improvement of teaching for all 
students. 

However, international research has shown that the struggle to become inclusive is still in 
progress and school and social services reform is a major challenge. The Council of Europe 
(2009, p.46) states that ‘inclusion may be understood not just as adding on to existing structures, 
but as a process of  transforming societies, communities and institutions such as schools to 
become diversity sensitive.’. International and national policies and laws (e.g. Every Child 
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Matters, 2004/UK; IDEA, 2004/USA) have charged schools with developing inclusive practices 
so as to increase participation and improve the quality of education to all students. Schools are 
encouraged to design and implement practices which are constantly inclusive since the number 
of students with diverse learning needs is increasing. Ideally, these schools include all students, 
eliminate differences, support learning and respond to individual needs. However, as Slee (2013, 
p.2) argues, in spite of ‘financial expenditure and optimistic talk exclusion remains a real and 
present danger’. Evidence exists that the placement of pupils with disabilities at mainstream 
schools has not been followed by meaningful access to learning (Nind & Wearmouth, 2006; 
Scruggs, Mastropieri, & McDuffie, 2007) even though there is emerging evidence that even 
students with significant cognitive disabilities can benefit from access to the general education 
curriculum (Wehmeyer, 2011).  

Moving towards inclusive education? 

Many countries have adopted the Salamanca Statement on Principles, Policy and Practice in 
Special Needs Education and a Framework for Action (UNESCO, 1994) and United Nations 
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2006). As a result, new policy initiatives 
have recognized the need to work towards the development of inclusive education. Ideally, these 
schools include all students, eliminate differences, support learning and respond to individual 
needs. However, as Stangvik (2010) notes, global policies are heavily dependent on local values. 
Thus, the implementation of international policies on inclusive education is closely related to the 
different understandings of disability and the meaning of inclusion in different societies.  

 Internationally there are different understandings of inclusion and the way in which it 
can be implemented in practice. These understandings of inclusion could be grouped under two 
broad approaches: a) the radical restructuring of the education system; and b) the implementation 
of additional special programmes in the existing arrangements in mainstream settings. The 
proponents of radical restructuring of the education system believe that such a change could 
provide appropriate education for all students (Ferguson, 2008; Slee, 2010) and see specialized 
programmes as a form of exclusion, even within a mainstream setting. For example, Slee (2013) 
argues that the current policies on inclusion employs mechanisms such as the increased 
enrolment of students in specific disabilities,  which then determines the financial support 
allocated to schools. This process creates more strangers, more surplus children and thus more 
exclusion. Contrariwise, those who support the continuation of special programmes believe that 
special education is a service which needs to remain alive in mainstream settings and that not all 
students’ needs are best served in mainstream schools (Forbes, 2007; Zigmond & Kloo, 2011). 
Zigmond and Kloo (2011, p.170) challenge the idea that special education is so not-special that it 
can be delivered by mainstream teachers. They argue ‘that special education will not survive to 
serve the special needs of students with disabilities if it loses its identity, its special budget 
allocation, and its unique special requirements’. 

Even though, internationally, inclusive education is conceived as a broad reform that 
welcomes diversity among all learners (Unesco, 2001), it is mainly implemented as 
programmatic regularities which fail to initiate broad school reforms. Thus, I could argue that 
inclusive education in many countries has not yet provided a shift in approach from serving 
children with disabilities within mainstream education settings to a more blended practice 
through a process of eliminating the barriers to participation and learning experienced by 
students within the school system. To this end, in this presentation, I will argue that 
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differentiated instruction provides a learning environment which takes into consideration the 
individual characteristics of all students (Janney & Snell, 2006; Strogilos et al., 2017) and, as 
such, is a useful approach for the inclusion of students with special needs/ disabilities in 
mainstream settings. 

Differentiated instruction 

Differentiated Instruction involves responding effectively to the differences that exist among 
learners in the classroom.  According to Tomlinson (2001), teachers differentiate when they 
reach out to an individual or small group by varying their teaching in order to create the best 
learning experience possible. Differentiated instruction is considered as one of the essential 
means to effective education for all students including those with disabilities. As Tomlinson 
argues (2003), differentiation is not associated with “one size fits all” teaching but mainly with 
responsive teaching. Thus, when teachers differentiate they ‘proactively plan varied approaches 
to what students need to learn, how they will learn it, and/or how they will show what they have 
learned in order to increase the likelihood that each student will learn as much as he or she can, 
as effectively as possible’ (Tomlinson 2003, p. 151). 
 
 
Research findings on differentiated instruction 
 
Despite the perceived importance of differentiated instruction, research has indicated the absence 
or inconsistent use of this strategy. Limited use of differentiated instruction has been noted for 
‘typically developing’ students (Hertberg-Davis, 2009; Van Tassel-Baska, & Stambaugh, 2005) 
as well as for students with special needs/ disabilities within mainstream classrooms (Buckley, 
2005; Scruggs, Mastropieri, & McDuffie 2007). At the international level, even though the 
number of students with SEN in mainstream classrooms has increased, the type and the quality 
of education they receive remains a contentious issue (Morningstar, Shogren, Lee, & Born, 
2015). Several authors have urged for the necessary modifications to increase the quality of 
education provided to students with SEN through differentiated instruction (King-Sears, 2008; 
Kurth & Keegan, 2014; Lee, Wehmeyer, Soukup, & Palmer, 2010). 

The modifications made to the curriculum are considered an essential inclusive strategy 
for the education of students with SEN in the general classroom. As Janney and Snell (2006) 
indicate, modifications may be curricular, instructional or alternative. “Curricular” refer to what 
is being taught (i.e. content); “instructional” concern alterations of the way instruction takes 
place (i.e. method); and “alternative” involve altered goals, instruction and activities.  According 
to King-Sears (2008), differentiated instruction has the potential to increase the scores on high-
test assessments for students with disabilities, students at-risk for school failure, typical students, 
and students labelled as gifted and talented in comparison to students in schools that promote 
‘one size fits all’ instruction.  

Several factors have been identified in the literature with regard to the absence or 
inconsistent use of differentiated instruction. Among these factors are the lack of content 
knowledge necessary to extend and differentiate the core curriculum content areas; the lack of 
time to adjust the curriculum for the students with SEN, or those with gifts and talents; teachers’ 
difficulty to locate and use effectively the appropriate resources; and even their perception that 
students do not differ in how they learn (Hertberg-Davis, 2009; Van Tassel-Baska, & 
Stambaugh, 2005). With regard to students with special needs/ disabilities many research studies 
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in differentiated instruction report a lack of curriculum modifications in mainstream classrooms 
for these students (Buckley, 2005; Strogilos & Stefanidis, 2015; Strogilos, Tragoulia, & Kaila, 
2015), and consequently, according to Scruggs, et al.’s (2007) literature review, the education of 
these students in general classrooms lacks appropriate teaching materials, differentiation in 
activities and opportunities for individualizing the curriculum. Similarly, Wehmeyer, Lattin, 
Lapp-Rincker, and Agran (2003) indicated that teachers were adapting their materials in less than 
3% of their observations for students with intellectual disabilities.  Also, Strogilos, Tragoulia, 
and Kaila (2015) identified limited curriculum modifications for students with SEN in their 
descriptive observations in mainstream classrooms. In addition to the limited use of curriculum 
modifications in co-taught classrooms, teachers indicated a moderate endorsement towards the 
curriculum modifications for students with special needs/ disabilities (Strogilos & Stefanidis, 
2015).  

With regard to the type of modifications and their effectiveness in general classrooms, 
Kurth and Keegan (2014), in their study on the development and use of curriculum modifications 
for students with special needs/ disabilities, reported that classroom teachers produced 
modifications of lower quality and clarity than special educators and teaching assistants. In 
addition, they found that experienced teachers created more simplified modifications in 
comparison to novice teachers who created more functional alternative modifications. Kern and 
her colleagues (2001) found that when teachers use curricular modifications, students’ on-task 
behavior and work production improved. Similarly, Lee et al. (2010) found that when curriculum 
modifications are used, students with special needs/ disabilities increased their engagement in 
academic-related responses and decreased their problematic behaviors. The authors also 
indicated that when curriculum modifications are used, teachers performed fewer classroom 
management activities. In a recent descriptive observational study in 65 inclusive classrooms, 
Morningstar, et al (2015) identified reductions (51% of the observations) in the cognitive 
demands (i.e., completing fewer items, picture-based stories rather than written stories) of work 
for the students with SEN in almost half of these classrooms. Moreover, amongst the most 
frequent modifications for these students were changes in how materials were presented (31%), 
environmental adjustments (23%), and response alternations (25%).  

Even though many researchers agree that effective inclusion occurs when teachers 
modify the curriculum to the needs of all students, limited knowledge exists about the types and 
the quality of modifications understood and used by teachers. In this presentation, I will provide 
examples of differentiated activities for students with and without disabilities based on the 
principles of differentiated instruction. In addition, I will present the basic criteria with examples 
for planning and implementing individual adaptations for students with special needs/ 
disabilities. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Even though research has identified several challenges in the delivery of differentiated 
instruction, it is still considered an effective and useful approach in the education of all students. 
To this end, I will complete my presentation by indicating important prerequisites for the 
integration of differentiated instruction such as (a) policy makers to include differentiated 
instruction at the National Curriculum-Policy level; (b)  universities to include relevant courses 
on teachers’ pre-service and in-service training; and (c) schools to encourage the development of 
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differentiated instruction as the main approach/ practice for the inclusion of students with 
disabilities. 
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