
How to Integrate Differentiated Instruction and
Understanding By Design for Effective
Teaching

As educators, it is crucial to meet the diverse needs of our students and ensure
they are acquiring a deep understanding of the content. Two popular educational
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frameworks, Differentiated Instruction and Understanding By Design, offer
effective strategies to address these goals. Integrating these two approaches can
lead to engaging and meaningful learning experiences for students. In this article,
we will explore the concepts of Differentiated Instruction and Understanding By
Design, and discuss how they can be seamlessly integrated in the classroom.

What is Differentiated Instruction?

Differentiated Instruction is an approach that recognizes the uniqueness of each
student in terms of their learning style, abilities, and interests. It focuses on
adapting instruction to meet the individual needs of students. By tailoring the
content, process, and product of learning, educators can ensure that all students
are appropriately challenged and provided with opportunities for growth.
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What is Understanding By Design?

Understanding By Design (UbD) is a framework that emphasizes starting with the
end in mind. It encourages educators to design lessons and units by considering
the desired outcomes they want students to achieve. UbD promotes deep
understanding by focusing on essential questions, big ideas, and transferable
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skills. It encourages students to think critically, analyze information, and apply
their knowledge in real-world contexts.

Integrating Differentiated Instruction and Understanding By Design

By combining Differentiated Instruction and Understanding By Design, educators
can create powerful learning experiences that cater to the diverse needs of
students while promoting deep understanding. Here are some strategies to
integrate these approaches:

1. Differentiate Content

When planning a lesson, identify the essential content that needs to be covered.
Then, provide various options for students to access that content. For example,
students can choose to read a text, watch a video, or engage in a hands-on
activity. This allows students to choose the mode of learning that best suits their
needs and interests.

2. Differentiate Process

Provide students with different pathways to demonstrate their understanding of
the content. Instead of assigning a traditional written assignment, offer options
such as creating a multimedia presentation, conducting a research project, or
engaging in a debate. This allows students to showcase their knowledge and
skills in ways that resonate with their strengths and learning styles.

3. Differentiate Product

Consider the diverse ways in which students can showcase their understanding.
Instead of expecting every student to produce the same type of product, provide
options that align with their interests and abilities. For example, some students
might prefer to write an essay, while others may create a piece of artwork or



deliver an oral presentation. By allowing for choice, students are more likely to be
engaged and motivated to demonstrate their understanding.

4. Integrate Authentic Assessments

Authentic assessments are tasks that mirror real-world challenges and require
students to apply their knowledge and skills in context. They go beyond traditional
testing formats and promote a deeper understanding of the content. By
incorporating authentic assessments into the learning process, educators can
assess students' understanding while providing them with meaningful and
relevant learning experiences.

5. Use Flexible Grouping

Implement flexible grouping strategies to promote collaboration and provide
support to students with varying needs. Group students based on their readiness,
interests, or learning styles, allowing them to work together on tasks and provide
peer support. This approach promotes social and emotional development while
accommodating the different paces and abilities of students.

Integrating Differentiated Instruction and Understanding By Design can lead to
powerful and engaging learning experiences for students. By adapting instruction
to meet the diverse needs of students and emphasizing deep understanding,
teachers can create an inclusive and effective learning environment. By
implementing the strategies mentioned in this article, educators can foster a love
for learning in their students and help them reach their full potential.
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Teachers struggle every day to bring quality instruction to their students. Beset by
lists of content standards and accompanying “high-stakes” accountability tests,
many educators sense that both teaching and learning have been redirected in
ways that are potentially impoverishing for those who teach and those who learn.
Educators need a model that acknowledges the centrality of standards but also
ensures that students truly understand content and can apply it in meaningful
ways. For many educators, Understanding by Design addresses that need.

Simultaneously, teachers find it increasingly difficult to ignore the diversity of the
learners who populate their classrooms. Few teachers find their work effective or
satisfying when they simply “serve up” a curriculum--even an elegant one--to
students with no regard for their varied learning needs. For many educators,
Differentiated Instruction offers a framework for addressing learner variance as a
critical component of instructional planning.

In this book the two models converge, providing readers fresh perspectives on
two of the greatest contemporary challenges for educators: crafting powerful
curriculum in a standards-dominated era and ensuring academic success for the
full spectrum of learners. Each model strengthens the other. Understanding by
Design is predominantly a curriculum design model that focuses on what we
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teach. Differentiated Instruction focuses on whom we teach, where we teach, and
how we teach. Carol Ann Tomlinson and Jay McTighe show you how to use the
principles of backward design and differentiation together to craft lesson plans
that will teach essential knowledge and skills for the full spectrum of learners.

Connecting content and kids in meaningful ways is what teachers strive to do
every day. In tandem, UbD and DI help educators meet that goal by providing
structures, tools, and guidance for developing curriculum and instruction that
bring to students the best of what we know about effective teaching and learning.
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