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Chapter 11:  A Third-Grade Differentiation Plan


Mrs. Beale has taught third grade for many years, and she is always ready for a new curricular challenge.  This year, the district has begun an experiment with clustered grouping – and Mrs. Beale is the logical choice given her experience.  Her homeroom will have both the five children who qualify for gifted and talented services and the four third-graders who qualify for special education resource services in reading; they are included during the full two-hour language arts block, and Mrs. Hayes, a special educator, partners with her for 45 minutes.  The 14 other children represent a range of skills.  


Mrs. Beale has learned that third graders benefit from both structure and personal responsibility.  She teaches them to work in many different groupings and to take care of one another.  Her classroom has always had a good sense of identity as a group, mostly because Mrs. Beale takes the time to teach procedures for working together.  These priorities will serve her well as she plans for the clustered groups.

Step One:  Gather Resources


Collaboration with Mrs. Hayes provides a chance for Mrs. Beale to streamline her small-group plan.  She has always been able to meet daily with small groups, but not with every group every day.  Given the planned diversity in her class this year, Mrs. Beale wants to consider a plan that brings each group to her each day.  She also wants to be sure that Mrs. Hayes’ work with her students represents additional time and instruction for them. 

Curriculum Resources


Mrs. Beale’s core program for third grade is not very explicit.  There are decoding lessons, but they are not especially geared to the real challenge of third-grade decoding:  multisyllabic words.  Figure 11.1 contains Mrs. Beale’s notes for the first theme.  She will capitalize on the fact that there are many instances for comparing and contrasting vowel patterns.  Mrs. Beale also has a set of self-paced reading comprehension exercises that she can use for fluency and comprehension practice.  She has a large classroom library of information trade books matched to the content of her state social studies and science curricula.  She also has a smaller library of narrative trade books, mostly series books that she has found that third graders enjoy.  She uses these books in lieu of worksheets for morning work; all students begin the day with wide reading, and read until the morning announcement.  This procedure ensures a quiet morning routine and also squeezes as many as 20 minutes of additional reading time into the instructional day.  By carefully establishing routines at the beginning of the school year, she ensures that children enter the classroom with a clear idea of what they are to do.

Figure 11.1. Third-grade scope-and-sequence summary

	Decoding/Spelling/Alphabet
	Meaning Vocabulary
	Comprehension Skills/Strategies

	Long a, -aime, -ain, -ay  

Short a, -ack, -ang 

/a/ and /e/  

/ch/  

consonant 

/sh/

/i/ and /e/  

-est  

/e/ and long e, spelled ea 


	imaginary

miserable

shallow 

stump

adobe

thatched

delighted

directly

route

strength

disguised

furious

difficult 

discovered

expects

magnified

underneath

beliefs

temperature

fable

equipment

explorer

pollution

precious

surface

depths

endangered

pressure
	Cause and effect

Comparison and contrast

Make judgments and decisions

predications

character

plot

mood

Techniques of persuasion

summarize

Author’s purpose and point-of-view

Evaluate fact and non-fact

Form generalizations

Main idea and supporting details

Important and unimportant information



The core anthology is structured so that one story is read each week, with a variety of activities to develop vocabulary knowledge and comprehension during guided readings and rereadings.  Her experience with her core reading program tells her that she should use the anthology story for whole-group modeling, but that the guided reading portion of that story should be conducted in the small-group setting.  Whole-group guided reading does not provide her children with enough interaction with the text.  

Assessment Resources


Mrs. Beale’s district uses a comprehensive screening battery at the beginning and middle of each year.  That screening includes a grade-level word recognition test, a spelling test, an oral reading fluency test, and a passage followed by comprehension questions.  Data are used to identify children who are at risk, and potentially to select them for additional instruction with the Title I reading specialist.  For third grade, however, no Title I services are available.  Mrs. Beale uses the data to form her small groups and she also conducts an after-school book club for those students who are below grade level.  


Mrs. Beale is famous for her November challenge.  At that time, she gives a 200-word spelling test of high-frequency words, and she has always had 100% success.  She accomplishes this by really targeting these words; at the beginning of the year, she gives a pretest to all of the students.  They score their own spellings, and make two sets of flashcards for the ones that they don’t know.  Each student’s cards are whole-punched and stored on a metal ring, hung on a hook in the classroom; the other set is kept in the student’s bookbag for work at home.  Those students whose initial scores are perfect get a ring of content-area words from the state curriculum. 


Fluency has been a concern at the school level, and the principal has analyzed data across classrooms.  Given the current curriculum, 75% of the children make adequate progress in word recognition, but only 50% achieve fluency benchmarks over time.  Each teacher has a set of graded fluency passages that can be used both for assessment and for repeated readings; the passages are relatively short and formatted for collection of data on children’s reading rate and accuracy.


This year, she also has the comprehensive assessments of her children qualifying for special education.  This is the first time that she has been able to look across such tests for common elements among the students.  At first she sees that there are weaknesses in every part of the reading puzzle, but then she sees that all of her special education children struggle specifically in the area of word recognition.  Two of them also have fairly weak oral language comprehension, but the other three have normal language comprehension.  Taken together, then, Mrs. Beale’s beginning-of-the-year assessment plan is reproduced in Figure 11.2.

Figure 11.2. Assessment plan for Mrs. Beales’ third grade
	Tool
	Purpose

	District beginning-of-year battery
	Screening

	High-frequency-word test
	Screening

	Comprehensive achievement battery
	Diagnostic measure for special education students

	Fluency passages
	Progress monitoring



Mrs. Beale confers with Mrs. Hayes about curriculum resources that she can bring to the classroom; Mrs. Hayes has a comprehensive decoding intervention program.  She can use the placement test from that program to know where to start her instruction.  The program targets synthetic decoding, then vowel patterns, and finally decoding-by-analogy strategies.  Based on the special education testing, it seems logical that these students will be working with short vowel patterns.  

Step Two: Consider your children’s needs


Mrs. Beale wants to target her instruction so that she can maximize children’s instruction and practice time in actual reading and writing and focus most of her own attention on scaffolding during reading.  She will target both word recognition and comprehension.  She decides that she will begin each day with an information-book read-aloud.  She knows that third graders love to learn about the world, and this strategy helps her to develop the vocabulary and concept knowledge that children need for success in third grade.  During that time, she will take the opportunity to model comprehension strategies that have been taught previously and to use semantic feature analysis charts to compare and contrast concepts.  


She also knows that third graders typically still need more instruction in decoding, and she wants to be sure that she provides it in a strategic way.  She decides that, in general, she will use the core decoding lesson each day to model strategies for decoding the target words in the core and also any words from her high-frequency list that have the same patterns.  


Finally, she sees the need to teach directly the comprehension strategy selected for each anthology story.  There is a script for doing so in the core, and she plans to use it to introduce the anthology story each day.  After that introduction, though, she will use paired reading (rather than whole-group guided reading) to maximize engagement.  For the special education students with decoding problems, she will partner one of her strongest readers and ask the stronger reader to read aloud and the weaker reader to track the print.  As soon as that procedure is completed she can begin to meet with her groups.  An overview of Mrs. Beale’s plan for whole-group instruction appears in Figure 11.3.

Make instructional groups based on the data

Figure 11..3A big-picture plan for third-grade whole-group instruction

	Goal
	Materials
	Daily Activities

	Vocabulary and concept knowledge

Decoding-by-analogy

Fluency and Comprehension
	Information trade books

Core decoding lesson and high-frequency words

Core anthology stories
	Interactive readaloud

Direct explanation

Direct explanation

Paired reading



Mrs. Beale knows that she will have a decoding group, and that this group will meet with Mrs. Hayes for 45 minutes.  She imagines that this group will include the special education students and perhaps one or two other readers whose screening data indicate decoding problems.  That will mean that there are 15-17 other children to meet with during that time; Mrs. Beale decides that she will divide them into three groups based on their oral reading fluency, and meet with them for 15 minutes each.  (One of these groups consists of the highest-achieving children –potentially all of the gifted children, but not necessarily -- and the other two are average.) At the end of Mrs. Hayes’ lesson, she will meet Mrs. Hayes’ group for 15 minutes.  Small-group time, then, will comprise 60 minutes in all.  The schedule appears in Figure 11.4.  

Choose two areas to target for each group

Figure 11.4.  Small-group schedule for Mrs. Beale and Mrs. Hayes

	Teacher
	15 Minutes
	15 Minutes
	15 Minutes
	15 Minutes

	Beal
	Average-achieving  children

(Group 2)
	Average-achieving children

(Group 3)
	Highest-achieving Children

(Group 4)
	Mrs. Hayes’ Group 

(Group 1)

	Hayes
	Special education children plus other struggling readers

(Group 1)


	Mrs. Hayes moves to another classroom





Mrs. Beale will work on word recognition, vocabulary, and fluency with her two middle groups.  In addition, group 1 will work on decoding with Mrs. Hayes and then fluency with Mrs. Beale.  Group 4 will work on vocabulary and fluency.  Mrs. Beale is very concerned that the rest of the instructional time (45 minutes in all) is well structured and she provides each student with maximum opportunities for challenging work. 

Choose differentiation strategies in those areas


Mrs. Beale is confident that the same instructional strategies will work with Groups 2 and 3.  For them, she will begin by modeling decoding by analogy with the basal words and with words on her word wall.  She will then try to model decoding of two multisyllabic words each day.  For vocabulary, she will use the Tier 2 words strategy, reviewing the words she has introduced in whole-group and allowing each student the chance to produce a new sentence context for the words.  For fluency, she will use choral partner reading if the text is very difficult for the group, or paired rereading if it is relatively easy.  


For Group 4, for whom decoding is not an issue at all, she will begin with vocabulary, again reviewing the Tier 2 words.  This time, though, instead of orally producing a new context, she will ask the children to write their new sentence down, encouraging them to expand their sentences to encompass more precise meanings and to include more than a single new word in the same sentence.  For fluency, because it is substituting for the whole-group guided reading, she will have the children read orally (but not chorally) while she listens to individuals.  She imagines that one reading of the day’s text will be enough.  


For Group 1, who have begun the small-group rotation working with Mrs. Hayes on decoding, Mrs. Beale wants to ensure maximum exposure to the ideas and vocabulary of the anthology selection.  She knows, though, that it is likely to be much too hard.  She will use echo reading to support the students, moving to choral reading if possible.  She will end by discussing the story’s meaning.


Rather than establish centers or assign different work to each group, Mrs. Beale decides to structure a work plan for the entire week.  She will assign partners at the beginning of each week; that way, some weeks she can partner two readers matched on skills and during other weeks she can partner two children with different skills.  Those partners will be responsible for working together during partner time to produce high-quality work in a particular order, which they will document in a work chart.  This chart is reproduced in Figure 11.5. She will meet with the pairs on Fridays before dismissal to help them to produce a self evaluation of their use of time during the week; that evaluation will go home to their families in their Friday folder, along with selections from the week’s partner work. An overview of Mrs. Beale’s plan for needs-based group instruction appears in Figure 11.6.

Figure 11.5.  Chart for differentiated partner work for third grade.

	Step 1:  Paired Rereading of Weekly Story

	· We read the text aloud _____ times.
	· We stopped because we could read it quickly and easily.
	· We stopped because we had practiced 5 times.

	Step 2: High-Frequency Word Practice

	· We chose 10 of our words to practice.
	· We read them to one another until they were easy.
	· We took a spelling test and got ____ correct.

	Step 3:  Summary of Daily Text

	· We discussed the main idea in today’s reading.
	· We used the summary sheet to plan a summary.
	· We edited our summary until it was our best work.

	Step 4:  Concept of a Definition Map

	· We selected a map for _________________.
	· We filled in the map to review the meaning.
	· We used the map to write a fantastic sentence.

	Step 5:  Feature Analysis

	· We selected a feature analysis for _________________.
	· We talked about similarities and differences.
	· We used the FA to write a fantastic paragraph about one idea.

	Step 6:  Summary of Read-Aloud

	· We used a summary checklist.
	· We planned our summary together.
	· We wrote a fantastic summary.

	Step 7: Independent Comprehension Activity

	· We chose a comprehension lesson.
	· We did it together.
	· We checked our work and got _____ correct.

	Step 8:  New Paired Reading

	· We chose a book because 
	· We read a few pages to see if it was a good fit.
	· We read it and learned that 


Figure 11.6. A big-picture plan for third-grade differentiated needs-based instruction

	Group 1
	Group 2
	Group 3
	Group 4

	Decoding 

Fluency 

Teaching Letter Patterns

Echo Reading
	Word recognition

Vocabulary

Fluency

Decoding by Analogy

Choral Partner Reading
	Word recognition

Vocabulary

Fluency

Decoding by Analogy

Rereading
	Vocabulary

Fluency

Tier 2 Words

Rereading

	
	Partner Time
	Partner Time
	Partner Time

	paired rereading of daily text; high-frequency word practice; summary of daily text; concept of definition map; semantic feature analysis; summary of read aloud; independent comprehension activities, new paired reading from classroom library


Step Three:  Plan for three weeks of instruction


Mrs. Beale’s planning includes two basic procedures.  First, she must use the basal decoding lesson to plan her decoding-by-analogy procedure.  Then, she must choose information texts to read aloud and prepare concept of definition and semantic feature analysis charts.  The fluency passages she will use (at least for the beginning of the year) are the basal anthology selections; she will alter her scaffolding and support rather than altering the text that the students read.  


For the first theme, the basal targets long and short a patterns and long and short e patterns.  From her high-frequency list, she chooses she, here, hear, many, and field, and she elects to model decoding words with long e sounds.  She chooses bacon, train, play, eight, and fake to model decoding words with long a sounds.  For each of those words, she makes a list of words to decode by analogy, focusing on the vowel patterns.  That list is reproduced in Figure 11.7.  She sees quickly that these words will provide opportunities for vocabulary lessons as well.

Figure 11.7. Words to decode by analogy.
	She
	Hear
	Here
	Many 
	Field

	being

fever

female

legal

veto

decent
	beaver

appeal

creature

eager

ideal

reason
	delete

complete

supreme

precede

trapeze

extreme
	angry

beauty

county

gravy

guilty

tidy
	achieve

relieve

diesel

belief

retrieve

yield

	Bacon
	Train
	Play
	Eight 
	Fake

	basic

lazy

shaky

patient

fable

agent
	sailor

refrain

remain

trainer

dainty

afraid
	mayor

crayon

decay

layer

today

betray
	reign

veil

vein

weight

freight

neighbor
	maze

debate

bracelet

persuade

safety

skateboard



To start her read-aloud/vocabulary lessons, she collects social studies tradebooks about geography.  She can quickly prepare a semantic feature analysis chart comparing cities, suburbs, and rural regions.  She can also prepare concept of definition maps for each of these terms singly, and also for the concepts climate, weather, culture, economy, and currency.  She makes an additional SFA chart for the economics standards targeting consumers and producers.  

Plan for reflection


Mrs. Beale knows that her plan is just a plan, and that she will have to adjust as she gets to know the skills and strategies of her class more deeply.  She knows, too, that she can regroup quickly if she has made errors, and that the weekly pairs will give her additional chances to match children to one another and to challenging tasks and content.  She looks forward to a differentiation plan that relies both on the formal data from her screening and diagnostic measures and on the informal data that she will get from her own interactions with the children during instruction.  Differentiation for small groups in third grade demands a flexible stance about children and a deep concern with developing knowledge and skills.  Mrs. Beale brings those characteristics into her classroom every day.




