Differentiated Instruction in Mathematics
Abstract

Many elementary school students struggle with the rigor and demands of mathematics
competencies. As students move up in grade level, they may demonstrate a lack of fundamental
mathematics skills. The purpose of this study is to examine the effect that differentiated
instruction flexible grouping has on the mathematics achievement scores of elementary students.

Statement of the Problem

The continuing educational movement toward inclusion has directly impacted classrooms
by requiring teachers to respond to a broader range of academic needs. By expanding this range,
many educators have found it difficult to direct proper attention in a way that is conducive to all
learners. Additionally, the common practice of teaching to the middle and hoping that instruction
reaches all students has become ineffective as classrooms are now filled with students of mixed-
abilities and mixed exceptionalities (Pierce et al., 2004). In addition to facing these challenges,
educators must also manage the rising increase of low achievement scores in mathematics across

all grade levels (Geary, 2011).

Purpose and Research Questions
The purpose of this study is to examine student responses to flexible grouping in an upper
elementary mathematics classroom. The goal is to implement this strategy to increase the rate of
individual student work thus ultimately improving overall assessment scores in mathematics.
Flexible grouping is a successful teaching strategy because it enhances learning by matching
student characteristics to instruction and assessment. The following research question will be
investigated: How effective are differentiated instruction small groups on the mathematics

achievements of fifth grade inclusion students?



Literature Review

The differentiated instruction approach provides different avenues for acquiring content
and processing ideas so that each student has an equal opportunity to learn the instruction
effectively based on their own instructional needs. While differentiated instruction is not a new
concept, the recent push for inclusive classrooms has revitalized the differentiation movement.
Researchers in a number of studies have consistently found differentiated instruction to be an
effective instructional strategy leading to greater student motivation and increased student
achievement scores, especially in mathematics including, Gotfried (2013), Hart et al. (2015), and
Poncy et al. (2013). In fact, many have implemented flexible small grouping as an answer to
meeting student needs in mathematics achievement. If children grasp the essential mathematics
outcomes, they will be enriched during flexible group time. Similarly, if they need an
intervention or additional time and support, they will also receive it in their small groups. In
mathematics, flexible small grouping allows the teacher to reach advanced and struggling
students simultaneously while still building a cooperative learning environment. Essentially,
flexible math groups aim to improve the mathematics outcomes for all students by changing the
way that students work together (Barbour, 1990).

Research Methodology

The study will be conducted amongst two 5th grade mathematics inclusion classrooms.
The special education teacher will collaborate with the general education teacher in order to
implement flexible small groups and will be responsible for collecting data before, during, and
after the implementation of the intervention. Students performing in the lowest 25 percentile in
mathematics will be invited to join the study. The study will consist of two heterogeneous groups

of five students each. Students will vary in socio-economic backgrounds. Those students selected



who have been identified as having SLD already receive extended time and small group
instruction as accommodations listed on their 504 plans. Other participants include an additional

46 students who belong to both mathematics classrooms.

Data will be collected on the following variables: (a) learner profiles, (b) students’
attitudes regarding mathematics, (c) student frequency of participation during intervention, and
(d) a comparison of the number of correctly answered mathematics questions pre/post the

implementation of the intervention.

Results
Research findings will be available in time for the conference and will be presented
accordingly.
Implications
The implementation of appropriate differentiated instruction may offer students with
disabilities an opportunity to learn specific mathematics skills in a smaller group setting. This in
turn may improve students’ interest and confidence in both learning mathematics as well as their
overall mathematics competency.
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