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Adjustable Assignments: 
Tiered Lessons to Address Student 

Readiness & Interests
Martha Kaufeldt, Scotts Valley, CA

Solution Tree Author and Presenter
Webinar #6: April 2, 2019

Daily Differentiation at Tier One
Prevention Before Intervention

Key Points
v Instructional Variety: Choices &  Menus
v Using Learning Progressions & Proficiency Scales
v Scaffold to Meet Students’ Needs

v Rotation Stations / Centers (Personalized)

v Designing Adjustable (Tiered) Lessons

v Layered Curriculum Model (Introduction)
v Extending Lessons with Depth & Complexity 

Choice Menus:

- Appetizer
- Entrée
- Side-Dish
- Dessert
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◎ How we create a safe and secure brain-friendly environment 
that maximizes student learning.

◎ How we engage (hook) the diverse learners with interesting, 
meaningful, relevant tasks.

◎ How we orchestrate exploration & multiple rehearsals of the 
new learning to assure retention and mastery

◎ How we modify and expand learning to accommodate 
struggling learners and challenge capable students

◎ How we assess and evaluate student progress and provide 
frequent feedback

Daily Differentiation may be 
accomplished by varying:

Activate Prior Knowledge 
and Build Curiosity

What do I 
already know 
about this???

What comes 
next? What will 
happen??

Pre-Assessment
Pre-assessment: a way to determine what 
students know about a topic before it is taught. 
It should be used regularly in all curricular areas. 
◉ To make instructional decisions about student 

strengths and needs
◉ To determine flexible grouping patterns
◉ To determine which students are ready for 

advance instruction

Good Teachers Are Responsive
If given on the day a lesson begins, it 
may be too late to change anything.

If a teacher doesn’t use 
preassessment data to                   

make adjustments,                              
then it is a waste of time.
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One Size Doesn’t Fit All … 
Equal education is not when all 
students get the same, but when all 
students get what they need.
Equal isn’t always fair …

Differentiation of Core Instruction 
1. Daily differentiation: high-impact instructional 

strategies for all… Instructional VARIETY. Daily 
integration of a variety of novel, relevant, high-
quality, high-impact strategies presented in a brain-
friendly environment.

2. Targeted interventions: adjusting instruction as 
needed for: students not progressing as expected, 
and high-ability students

• Targeted interventions involve structuring 
additional lessons and tasks for students 
after checking for understanding. 

Ø Students may need reteaching or a more 
challenging task. 

Ø This may require regrouping for a short-term 
intervention within the regular classroom.

Targeted Interventions
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Learning Progressions
ELA Anchor Standard 6, Craft and Structure • K–12 Learning Progression

Assess how point of view or purpose shapes the content and style of a text.

3 Distinguish his/her own point of view from that of the author of a text. 

2 Identify the main purpose of a text, including what the author wants to 
answer, explain, or describe. 
 

1 Distinguish between information provided by pictures or other 
illustrations and information provided by the words in a text. 
 

K Name the author and illustrator of a text and define the role of each in 
presenting the ideas or information in a text. 
 

	

Learning Progressions
Adapted from Kings County Office of 
Education
Educational Resource Services, Tulare 
County Office of Education, Visalia, 
California 

Phone: 559.651.3031
Online: commoncore.tcoe.org;
tcoe.k12.ca.us/ERS/CCSS

Formative Assessments

Generate 
Student Achievement

Information

To Assess
Instructional
Effectiveness 

To Monitor
Individual

Student Progress

FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT Using Proficiency Scales

◎Teachers decide how to grade work by 
clearly outlining a proficiency scale, or 
specific information about what student 
achievement looks like, ranging from no 
knowledge to in-depth knowledge. ... 
These targets are leveled on a 
proficiency scale that clearly indicates 
what skills are shown at each level.
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“
Scaffolding: Providing 

support(s) needed for a 
student to succeed in work 

that is slightly beyond 
his/her comfort zone (ZPD).

General Scaffolding Strategies
1. Explicitly link concepts to students’ backgrounds and 

experiences.

2. Build background knowledge of students with illustrations, 
video clips, demonstrations.

3. Create prereading and postreading questions or prompts to 
increase comprehension.

4. Briefly review the story again, building on student responses in 
a think-aloud format. 

5. Emphasize key vocabulary; paraphrase information and 
reinforce contextual definitions.

6. Use graphic organizers for retelling.

Scaffolded Instruction
◎ Provides clear direction and reduces students’ 

confusion
◎ Provides detailed, step-by-step instructions 

(as needed)
◎ Clarifies purpose: helps students understand why 

they are doing the work and why it is important
◎ Keeps students on task: provides pathways for the 

learners to remain focused and increase 
comprehension
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For Struggling Students, 
It May Mean Providing a Jump-Start ...

§ A handout with sentence starters
§ A graphic organizer to help them with 

constructing meaning
§ Extra time to complete an assignment
§ Giving directions again 
§ Reducing the length of an assignment 
§ Offering altogether alternate assignments or projects
§ Also possible to provide struggling students with leveled 

text—less difficult reading that contains the same content

Centers & Rotation Stations
◎ Students rotate through several 

stations during a lesson block. 
◎ Teach the lesson to small 

groups, customizing the delivery 
each time to differentiate for 
the learning strengths of the 
individuals in each group.

◎ Provide O.Y.O. and Small Group 
Practice

Personalize Assignments at 
Rotation Stations

◎Students may already be
grouped by READINESS.

◎Assignments can be 
modified for each student.

◎Use a “Work Envelope” to 
customize an assignment.

Scaffold Adjustments
◎Anticipate difficulties “front end alignment”
◎Use Graphic Organizers
◎Limit the scope of the assignment (length)
◎Utilize technology
◎Limit Choices to two or three items
◎Chunk tasks into manageable pieces
◎Provide prompts to “jumpstart”
◎Organize “study buddies”
◎Teach essential “academic” vocabulary 
◎Alternatives for  “show what you know” 



Webinar #6: Adjusting Lessons April 2, 2019

© 2019, Martha Kaufeldt, Scotts Valley, CA     Begin With the Brain 7

Responding to targeted students:
•Check for basic needs: Is the student 

hungry? Thirsty? Tired? Needing to move 
around?

•Consider a short-term Study Buddy
• Implement a Scaffolding Strategy:
§ Chunk the task into manageable (doable) pieces
§ Set shorter time frames
§ Reduce the size of the task
§ Offer a graphic organizer

• (Gregory & Kaufeldt, Best Practices at Tier 1, Solution Tree, 2015, Elem

Responding to targeted students:
•Boost the lesson with a creative twist: 

Add music, role plays, art, games, mini-
competitions

• Insert technology: Use available 
technology to reteach or increase student 
engagement.

•Offer a choice: Propose an alternative 
task. Let students self-select to increase 
engagement (Gregory & Kaufeldt, Best Practices at Tier 1, Solution Tree, 2015, Elem

Adjustable Assignments
(Tiered Lessons)

• Use Pre- and Formative Assessments to 
determine students‘ levels of mastery

• Scaffold tasks to help all students succeed.
• Create Adjusted Assignments at 3 Tiers

Tiered Lessons

On-level task: concept or skill to 
be mastered for basic 
understanding & competency

Above-level task: lateral 
enrichment and expansion

Below-level task: adjusted 
for abilities, language 
needs, and so forth
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Adjustable “Tiered” Assignments

Basic Tiered Lesson Planning Process

FOCUS LESSON/EXPERIENCE
Create a common experience for the entire class to focus the 

learning.

ASSESS THE STUDENTS
Pre-assess interests, readiness, and learning profile.

IDENTIFY THE OUTCOMES
What should the students know, understand and be able 

to do? 

Approaching 
Standard task

At Standard 
Task

Exceeds 
Standard Task

© 2013, Martha Kaufeldt

On-level tasks: First, determine what the 
on-level task will be. 
• Design a lesson sequence to teach a concept or 

skill students master for basic understanding 
and competency. 

• Some scaffolding support may be included as 
students work in their zone of proximal 
development.

Developing Three-Level Assignments
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Below-level tasks: Next, determine what a 
below-level task might be. 
• Adjust the lesson as needed for abilities, 

language needs, and so on. 
• Add scaffolding to support students as they 

construct their understandings. 
• Note: Completing this modified task could 

only be ranked as a 2.0 score on a 
proficiency scale.

Developing Three-Level Assignments

Above-level tasks: Finally, determine 
what an above-level task might be. 

Use compacting strategies and integrate 
the depth and complexity model.

Developing Three-Level Assignments

Newsela.com
Current events written at various Lexile levels

Newsela provides several levels of the same newspaper 
articles, along with accompanying online quizzes, that 
students can read and take. Students can read the articles 
for free. https://newsela.com

News in Levels offers similar resources, but without the 
ability to track student progress online. The site is free. 
www.newsinlevels.com

For the Teachers has leveled articles available for 
download. It is free. www.fortheteachers.org

Adjustable “Tiered” Assignments

Should be:
◎ Different work, not simply more or less work
◎ Equally active
◎ Equally interesting and engaging
◎ Fair in terms of work expectations and time 

needed
◎ Require the use of key concepts, skills, or 

ideas
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Layered Curriculum

Introduction to
Layered

Curriculum

Kathie Nunley
Help4Teachers.com

Layered Curriculum – Help4Teachers.com
◎The C Layer is the basic layer of competency and reflects what all 

students must do. If students successfully complete the tasks 
required in the C Layer, they earn a C grade. These activities 
typically ask students to collect factual information.

◎The B Layer provides students with the opportunity to apply, 
manipulate, and play with the information they gathered while 
completing the C Layer activities. Students who successfully 
complete the C and B Layers can earn a B grade.

◎The A Layer asks students to think critically about an issue. It 
consists of questions that ask students to analyze a 
topic. frequently, no right or wrong answer exists. Students who 
successfully complete C, B, and A Layers can earn an A grade.

◎

Preassessment for Mastery

A strong reason to preassess is to identify students 
who are already at proficiency level 3.0 or higher.
Teachers should:
◎ Find out ahead of time who already knows the 

information or can do the task. 
◎ Discover ways to compact the lesson, or add depth, 

complexity, and extensions to basic learning activities 
and tasks.

Lateral Enrichment

From Think BIG, Start Small: How to Differentiate in a Brain-Friendly Classroom
(Gregory and Kaufeldt, Solution Tree, 2012)
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Compacting Curriculum

Compacting adapts the regular 
curriculum to meet the needs 
of advanced students by 
eliminating work that has 
already been mastered or 
condensing work that may be 
mastered at a pace more 
appropriate for the student's 
ability level.

How to Differentiate 
by Compacting the Curriculum

◎ Have students try the “Most difficult first.”
◎ If mastery is demonstrated…
◎ Time for other extension, enrichment and/or 

accelerated activities.

Depth

◎ Going deeper into the discipline.
◎ There are at least 8 layers of 

depth.
◎ Go as deep as you can.
◎ Challenge your students to go 

deeper.
Source: 10/29/97 by Dr. Sandra Kaplan and Betty Gould.  Used with permission.

The Depth & Complexity Model
(Kaplan & Gould)

© 2013, Martha Kaufeldt

Depth 

Language of the 
Discipline

Details

Patterns

Trends

Unanswered Questions

Rules of the Discipline

Ethics

The Big Idea

© 2013, Martha Kaufeldt
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Complexity
◎ See the discipline in a 

broader context.
◎ How wide is your vision?
◎ Can you see in all 

directions?
◎ Challenge your students to 

breadth.

© 2013, Martha Kaufeldt

Complexity
Over time

Points of View

Across Disciplines

For more : JTaylor Education: http://www.jtayloreducation.com

© 2013, Martha Kaufeldt

“On a Roll!”
� What is a question you could now answer 

about Differentiated Instruction?

� Explain one of the most important things you have 
learned about using formative assessments.

� Draw a picture that could represent designing Differentiated 
Strategies

� Describe something that is still confusing about D.I..

� What is something that you would like to investigate more?

� Write a newspaper headline about the importance of using 
Differentiating Instruction


