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This	 study	explored	differentiated	 instruction	 in	 relation	 to	Teaching	English	 to	Speakers	of	
Other	 Languages	 (TESOL).	More	 specifically,	 it	 investigated	 teachers’	 beliefs	 and	 practices	
related	to	differentiated	instruction	in	order	to	give	an	account	of	the	status	of	the	approach	
in	Greek	TESOL	contexts.	Data	were	collected	from	234	practitioners	teaching	in	a	variety	of	
TESOL	contexts	in	Greece,	who	were	asked	to	complete	an	online	questionnaire	consisting	of	
42	 items.	 Their	 responses	 were	 statistically	 analyzed,	 and	 the	 frequencies	 on	 items	
investigating	beliefs	 and	practices	 in	 relation	 to	differentiation	as	well	 as	 the	 relationships	
between	 them	 were	 closely	 examined.	 The	 analysis	 showed	 generally	 promising	 teacher	
beliefs	 towards	 differentiation	 and	 relatively	 weaker	 differentiated	 teaching	 practices,	
especially	 in	 areas	 that	 require	 preparation	 time.	 The	 discussion	 focuses	 on	 significant	
statistical	observations	and	possible	 interpretations,	 concluding	with	suggestions	 for	 future	
research.	
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1.	Introduction		
	
Undeniably,	 students	with	 diverse	 needs	 increasingly	 populate	 TESOL	 contexts	worldwide.	
Student	diversity	can	be	identified	in	areas	relevant	to	cultural	and	educational	experiences,	
including	 target	 language	 proficiency,	 skills	 competence	 in	 their	 mother	 tongue,	 learning	
styles	 and	 preferences,	motivation	 and	 attitudes	 towards	 English,	 age	 or	 personality.	 This	
kind	 of	 student	 diversity	 makes	 TESOL	 contexts	 challenging	 teaching	 environments	 for	
educators,	who	may	 find	 it	difficult	 to	accommodate	 such	diversity	 through	 their	 teaching	
practices.	
	
As	a	response	to	learner	diversity	worldwide,	recent	research	has	concentrated	on	the	idea	
of	differentiated	 instruction,	a	 teaching	approach	based	on	the	underlying	philosophy	that	
21st	 century	 classrooms	 should	 be	 supportive	 learning	 environments	 where	 a	 variety	 of	
opportunities	 and	 instructional	 paths	 are	 available	 to	 students	 to	 accommodate	 their	
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diverse	needs.	A	growing	body	of	research	has	validated	the	positive	effects	of	the	approach	
in	 various	 classroom	 settings,	 and	 the	 positive	 feedback	 and	 findings	 clearly	 imply	 that	
differentiated	instruction	can	be	effective	in	TESOL	settings	as	well.		
	
1.1.	Background	
	
1.1.1.	An	overview	of	differentiated	instruction	
	
In	 a	 literature	 review	 on	 differentiation,	 Tomlinson	 and	 her	 colleagues	 provide	 a	
comprehensive	definition	of	differentiation,	as	follows:		
	

Differentiation	 can	 be	 defined	 as	 an	 approach	 to	 teaching	 in	 which	 teachers	
proactively	modify	curricula,	teaching	methods,	resources,	learning	activities,	and	
student	 products	 to	 address	 the	 diverse	 needs	 of	 individual	 students	 and	 small	
groups	 of	 students	 to	maximize	 the	 learning	 opportunity	 for	 each	 student	 in	 a	
classroom	(Tomlinson	et	al.,	2003:	121).	

	
A	 close	 examination	 of	 that	 definition	 reveals	 the	 character	 of	 differentiation	 as	 a	 deeply	
learner-centered	 approach.	 In	 that	 sense,	 differentiation	 aims	 to	 accommodate	 individual	
needs	by	offering	the	learners	various	choices	of	learning	materials	and	teaching	processes,	
which	 allow	 them	 to	 reach	 a	 common	 learning	 goal	 following	 different	 instructional	 paths	
(Bailey	&	Williams-Black,	2008;	Tomlinson	et	al.,	2003).	 In	practice,	differentiation	 requires	
teachers	 to	 modify	 certain	 areas	 of	 their	 curriculum	 in	 response	 to	 their	 learners’	
characteristics	 (Tomlinson	et	al.,	2003).	Before	proceeding	to	a	more	detailed	discussion	of	
these	 aspects,	 it	 might	 be	 worth	 drawing	 attention	 to	 the	 proactive	 character	 of	
differentiation,	which	implies	that	a	successful	implementation	of	the	approach	is	associated	
with	careful	planning	and	preparation.	
	
Curriculum	areas	
	
There	 are	 four	 curriculum	 areas	 frequently	 outlined	 in	 the	 literature	 as	 modifiable	 in	
differentiated	 contexts:	 content,	 process,	 product	 and	 learning	 environment	 (Bailey	 &	
Williams-Black,	 2008;	 Tomlinson	 &	 Imbeau,	 2010).	 Differentiation	 of	 content	 involves	
varying	what	is	taught	or	how	students	gain	access	to	that	content	(Bailey	&	Williams-Black,	
2008;	Tomlinson,	2001);	this	means	that	in	differentiated	TESOL	contexts,	teachers	can	use	a	
variety	 of	 input	 materials	 to	 ensure	 equal	 learning	 opportunities	 for	 every	 student.	
Differentiation	of	process	 is	 related	 to	how	a	particular	 learning	outcome	will	be	achieved	
(Bailey	&	Williams-Black,	2008);	 in	other	words,	 it	refers	to	various	 instructional	paths	that	
can	 be	 followed	 by	 students	 in	 order	 to	 satisfy	 their	 learning	 preferences.	 Teachers	 who	
adopt	 techniques	 relevant	 to	 differentiation	 of	 product	 allow	 their	 students	 to	 choose	
different	ways	to	demonstrate	their	 learning,	granting	them	the	opportunity	to	apply	what	
they	have	acquired	to	their	future	needs,	aspirations,	and	talents	(Tomlinson,	2001).	Finally,	
the	 learning	environment	 is	generally	associated	with	extra-curricular	aspects	affecting	the	
learning	 process,	 linked	 to	 classroom	arrangement	 and	 the	 relationship	 between	 teachers	
and	students;	it	is	clear	that	differentiated	instruction	contexts	are	directed	towards	making	
sure	that	the	influence	of	such	factors	on	learning	is	in	fact	positive.	
	
Learners’	characteristics	
	
Those	 four	 curriculum	 areas	 are	 usually	 differentiated	 in	 relation	 to	 three	 main	 learner	
characteristics:	readiness,	interests	and	learning	profiles	(Tomlinson	et	al.,	2003).	Readiness	
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is	 related	 to	 how	 much	 scaffolding	 may	 be	 needed	 by	 a	 particular	 student	 for	 the	
completion	of	 a	 given	 task,	depending	on	 their	past	experiences,	 attitudes,	 and	 cognition;	
this	is	directly	related	to	the	theory	of	Zone	of	Proximal	Development	(ZPD),	which	suggests	
that	 there	 is	 a	 certain	point	where	 individuals	 can	manage	 to	accomplish	a	particular	 task	
without	 external	 support	 (Vygotsky,	 1978).	 A	 student’s	 learning	 profile	 is	 frequently	
associated	 with	 individual	 characteristics	 connected	 to	 either	 personality	 or	 background.	
Finally,	 addressing	 the	 learners’	 interests	 in	 the	 classroom	 results	 in	 more	 engaged	
individuals	and	higher	motivation	levels	(Dörnyei	&	Csizér,	1998).		
	
1.1.2.	Teacher’s	role	in	differentiated	contexts	
	
There	 is	 no	 doubt	 that	 differentiation	 is	 a	 highly	 complicated	 task	 for	 teachers,	 who	 are	
required	 to	 keep	 a	 balance	 among	 student	 needs,	 lesson	 objectives,	 teaching	 methods,	
readiness	 levels,	 material	 variance	 and	 learning	 aids.	 Aside	 to	 ensuring	 effective	
implementation	 of	 an	 innovative	 and	 complicated	 approach	 such	 as	 differentiated	
instruction,	 are	 the	 teachers’	 beliefs,	 the	 influence	 of	which	 on	 teaching	 practices	 can	 be	
decisive.	
	
Beliefs	
	
Beliefs	 are	 frequently	 associated	 with	 how	 teachers	 think	 about	 teaching	 and	 learning	
(Aguirre	 &	 Speer,	 2000).	 Researchers	 have	 frequently	 examined	 teachers’	 beliefs,	 mainly	
because	of	their	critical	role	in	the	teaching	process	and	content	(Borg,	2006;	Pajares,	1992)	
and	their	function	as	filters	to	new	information.	If	considered	in	differentiated	contexts,	this	
could	 mean	 that	 teachers’	 beliefs	 filter	 which	 aspects	 of	 differentiation	 are	 acceptable,	
therefore	 implementable	 in	 class,	 and	 which	 not.	 Apart	 from	 that,	 beliefs	 may	 also	 be	
related	to	teacher	efficacy,	which	plays	an	important	role	in	successful	differentiation	(Dixon	
et	al.,	2014).	
	
Instructional	choices	
	
Classroom	decision-making,	including	instructional	choices,	is	another	teacher-related	factor	
that	 may	 have	 a	 strong	 influence	 on	 the	 effectiveness	 of	 a	 lesson.	 Differentiation,	 by	
definition,	 is	 closely	 connected	 to	 constructive	 lesson	 planning	 and	 materials	 design	 or	
adaptation.	 However,	 this	 is	 frequently	 inhibited	 by	 preparation	 time,	 which	 has	 been	
reported	as	overwhelming	 in	differentiated	 contexts	 (Carlucci	&	Paoletti,	 2009;	Gregory	&	
Chapman,	2013).	Therefore,	language	teachers	may	need	further	training	to	gain	insight	on	
feasible	 ways	 to	 differentiate	 their	 lessons.	 Of	 course,	 effective	 lesson	 planning	 is	 not	
achievable	without	a	good	understanding	of	learners’	needs.	This	area	has	been	reported	as	
problematic	 mainly	 because	 educators	 often	 face	 difficulties	 in	 identifying	 the	 needs	 of	
individual	learners	in	differentiated	contexts,	especially	in	large	classroom	settings	(Gregory	
&	Chapman,	2013).	These	 issues	may	prevent	 teachers	 from	making	effective	 instructional	
choices	that	would	adequately	address	their	learners’	unique	needs.	
	
The	relationship	between	beliefs	and	practices	in	differentiated	contexts	
	
Several	studies	have	focused	on	the	relationship	between	teaching	beliefs	and	practices	 in	
various	teaching	contexts,	probably	because	the	latter	are	a	reflection	of	the	former	(Borg,	
2001;	 Gabillon,	 2012).	 The	 majority	 of	 those	 studies	 have	 shown	 a	 clear	 influence	 of	
teaching	 beliefs	 on	 practices.	 On	 that	 account,	 it	 is	 expected	 that	 language	 practitioners’	
beliefs	may	have	a	strong	influence	upon	differentiation,	mainly	because	the	process	of	the	
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implementation	of	such	innovative	approaches	may	involve	an	alternation	of	the	educators’	
own	beliefs	(Fullan,	2001).	
	
Two	 relatively	 recent	 publications	 have	 focused	 on	 the	 relationship	 between	 beliefs	 and	
practices	 in	 differentiated	 contexts	 in	 particular.	 First,	 Santangelo	 and	 Tomlinson	 (2012),	
investigated	teacher	educators’	perceptions	and	use	of	differentiated	instruction	strategies	
through	 a	 survey,	 concluding	 that,	 although	 their	 beliefs	 showed	 an	 acknowledgement	 of	
the	importance	of	differentiation,	to	a	large	extent	they	did	not	use	differentiated	strategies	
in	 practice.	 Secondly,	 Joseph	 (2013)	 investigated	 pre-service	 and	 in-service	 teachers’	
perceptions	and	practices	of	differentiated	instruction	through	a	survey	and	interviews	and	
concluded	 that,	 while	 the	 concept	 of	 differentiation	 was	 understood,	 in	 practice,	 the	
learning	 environment	 and	 the	 learning	 process	 were	 the	 main	 areas	 that	 were	
differentiated.	 These	 conclusions	 may	 imply	 that	 aspects	 of	 differentiation	 that	 require	
proactive	actions	are	particularly	weak.		
	
1.2.	The	research	context	
	
Greece	 is	 an	 Expanding	 Circle	 country	 (Kachru,	 2006),	 where	 English	 is	 not	 an	 official	
language,	but	enjoys	a	high	status	as	 it	 is	widely	considered	to	be,	and	used	as,	a	valuable	
tool	 for	 international	 communication	 and	 employment.	 On	 that	 account,	 the	 majority	 of	
language	 learners	 aim	 to	 earn	 language	 certifications	 to	 satisfy	 the	 employment	 market	
prerequisites;	most	of	them	do	so	by	attending	 lessons	either	 in	 language	 institutes	of	the	
private	sector	or	in	one-to-one	tuition.	Apart	from	an	extra-curricular	activity,	English	is	also	
taught	 as	 a	 compulsory	 subject	 in	 primary	 and	 secondary	 education	 and	 in	 some	 higher	
education	institutions.	
	
1.3.	The	research	questions	
	
As	English	is	taught	across	a	range	of	contexts	and	to	a	range	of	audiences	in	Greece,	aiming	
to	 accommodate	 various	 individual	 learning	 needs,	 it	 would	 be	 beneficial	 to	 explore	
teachers’	 beliefs	 on	 differentiated	 instruction,	 the	 ways	 they	 currently	 use	 to	 address	
individual	 differences	 as	 well	 as	 the	 relationship	 between	 their	 beliefs	 and	 practices.	
Answers	to	these	questions	would	provide	an	account	of	the	current	status	of	differentiation	
in	EFL	in	Greece	and	valuable	insight	to	teacher	education	programs.	
	
Consequently,	the	main	questions	of	the	current	research	are	three:		
• What	 are	 the	 EFL	 teachers’	 beliefs	 about	 differentiated	 instruction	 in	 the	Greek	 TESOL	

context?		
• What	 is	 the	 status	 of	 differentiated	 instruction	 teaching	 practices	 in	 the	 Greek	 TESOL	

context?		
• Are	 the	 teachers’	 beliefs	 on	 differentiated	 instruction	 reflected	 on	 their	 teaching	

practices?		
	
2.	Methodology	
	
2.1.	The	nature	of	the	current	study	and	the	research	instrument	
	
The	 character	 of	 the	 current	 research	 is	 exploratory,	 as	 we	 aimed	 to	 gain	 an	 initial	
understanding	 of	 the	 status	 of	 the	 EFL	 teachers’	 beliefs	 and	 practices	 related	 to	
differentiation	 in	 Greece	 through	 a	 small-scale	 study.	 For	 that	 purpose,	 we	 developed	 a	
questionnaire,	 which	was	 administered	 online;	 in	 that	 way,	 we	would	 be	 able	 to	 reach	 a	
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large	sample,	separated	by	great	geographic	distances	which	otherwise	would	be	difficult	to	
contact.	
	
2.2.	Questionnaire	development		
	
A	 number	 of	 steps	were	 followed	 for	 the	 construction,	 administration	 and	 analysis	 of	 the	
questionnaire.	The	nine	variables	that	were	identified	are	explained	below.	
	
For	 the	 first	 research	 question,	 which	 seeks	 answers	 connected	 to	 the	 relevant	 teachers’	
beliefs	to	differentiated	instruction,	the	identified	variables	were	four:		
• Teaching	beliefs	on	the	nature	of	differentiation		
• Beliefs	towards	differentiation	in	response	to	the	students’	readiness		
• Beliefs	towards	differentiation	in	response	to	the	students’	interests	
• Beliefs	towards	differentiation	in	response	to	the	students’	learning	profile		
	
For	the	second	research	question,	which	is	aimed	at	investigating	differentiation	in	practice,	
the	identified	variables	were	four:		
• Teaching	practices	related	to	differentiation	of	content	
• Teaching	practices	related	to	differentiation	of	process		
• Teaching	practices	related	to	differentiation	of	product		
• Teaching	practices	related	to	differentiation	of	learning	environment		
	
A	ninth	variable,	examining	contextual	factors,	which	could	affect	differentiation	in	practice,	
was	also	identified,	based	on	the	background	literature	revealing	that	some	extra-curricular	
areas,	 such	 as	 training	 and	 classroom	 facilities,	 have	 been	 reported	 as	 particularly	
problematic	in	successful	implementation	of	differentiated	instruction.		
	
Most	 items	 addressing	 the	 variables	 presented	 in	 the	 previous	 paragraphs	 were	 created	
based	 on	 the	 background	 literature	 on	 differentiation,	while	 some	of	 them	were	 adapted	
from	other	 instruments	 investigating	educators’	perceptions	and	practices	 in	differentiated	
instruction	contexts	(mainly	from	Joseph,	2013	and	Santangelo	&	Tomlinson,	2012).		
	
2.3.	Rating	scale	development		
	
In	 order	 to	 address	 these	 variables,	 we	 developed	 a	 rating	 scale,	 following	 a	 number	 of	
steps.	 First,	 we	 created	 a	 number	 of	 statements	 describing	 the	 nine	 variables	 presented	
previously	 (as	 recommended	 in	 DeVellis,	 2003).	 Next,	 we	 narrowed	 them	 down	 to	 a	
manageable	number	of	statements,	excluding	items	that	were	not	reported	to	be	significant	
in	 previous	 studies	 (as	 recommended	 in	 MacKenzie	 et	 al.,	 2011),	 or	 that	 were	 not	
considered	to	be	significant	for	the	current	study	(as	recommended	in	DeVellis,	2003).	Then,	
we	 organized	 them	 in	 three	 main	 sections	 and	 we	 designed	 the	 online	 version	 of	 the	
questionnaire.		
	
2.4.	Piloting		
	
The	next	step	followed	for	the	development	of	the	questionnaire	was	piloting.	At	that	stage,	
six	 teachers	were	asked	 to	 complete	 the	questionnaire,	 and	provide	 feedback.	One	of	 the	
areas	tested	was	the	wording	of	the	questions	to	ensure	that	the	questionnaire	statements	
and	 the	 instructions	were	 clear	 and	 easy	 to	 understand.	 After	 piloting,	 the	 questionnaire	
was	amended	to	ensure	comprehensibility.		
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2.5.	The	research	participants		
	
Taking	 into	 consideration	 the	 variety	 of	 TESOL	 contexts	 in	 Greece,	 we	 contacted	 a	 large	
number	of	EFL	teachers,	asking	them	to	complete	the	questionnaire.	The	aim	was	to	gather	
as	many	 responses	as	possible,	 since	a	greater	 sample	would	allow	 for	a	 smaller	 sampling	
error	 and,	 consequently,	 for	 more	 accurate	 results	 (Johnson	 &	 Christensen,	 2012).	 The	
questionnaire	 was	 accompanied	 by	 a	 covering	 message,	 in	 which	 we	 introduced	 the	
researcher	and	the	institution,	described	the	main	objectives	of	the	study,	conveyed	general	
instructions	 for	 its	 completion	 and	 explained	 the	 voluntary	 character	 of	 participation	 and	
anonymity.	After	 collecting	234	answer	 submissions,	which	 constitutes	 a	 sufficient	 sample	
for	 the	 purposes	 of	 the	 current	 research,	 the	 questionnaire	 form	was	 turned	 off	 and	 the	
answers	were	screened	to	ensure	validity.	
	
2.6.	Data	analysis	
	
The	collected	data	were	subjected	to	statistical	analysis	using	Matlab	R2014a.	First	of	all,	we	
tested	 the	 internal	 consistency	 of	 the	whole	 questionnaire	 by	 calculating	 the	 Cronbach’	 s	
alpha	coefficient;	 it	was	equal	to	0.83,	which	is	characterized	in	the	bibliography	as	a	good	
internal	consistency	level.	Further	analysis	was	focused	on	relationships	between	questions	
and/or	groups	of	questions.	For	 this	purpose	we	conducted	Student-t	 tests	and	calculated	
Pearson	correlations	to	compare	groups	of	questions.	We	also	conducted	ANOVA	and	Post-
Hoc	analysis	to	examine	differences	in	the	replies	of	participants	grouped	according	to	their	
age,	previous	education	and	experience	or	even	based	on	their	endorsement	for	a	specific	
question.		
	
3.	Findings	
	
3.1.	General	findings	
	
3.1.1.	Sample	demographics		
	
The	 analysis	 of	 the	 sample	 demographics	 showed	 that	 the	 target	 population	 was	 well	
represented,	as	our	sample	was	diverse.	More	specifically,	and	in	relation	to	age,	15%	of	the	
participants	indicated	that	they	were	less	than	25	years	old,	54%	that	they	were	aged	26-35,	
24%	that	they	were	36-45	and	7%	that	they	were	more	than	45	years	old.	In	addition	to	that,	
74%	 said	 that	 they	 were	 TESOL-qualified	 while	 26%	 that	 they	 were	 not.	 A	 broad	
representation	of	teaching	sectors	was	also	evident;	44%	of	the	teachers	said	that	they	were	
working	in	a	language	institute,	29%	in	primary	and	secondary	schools	of	the	public	sector,	
2%	in	primary	and	secondary	schools	of	the	private	sector,	4%	in	tertiary	education	and	21%	
were	 delivering	 lessons	 in	 private	 tuition.	 The	 participants	 also	 indicated	 a	 broad	
representation	of	teaching	experience;	 in	detail,	only	3%	 indicated	that	they	had	1	year	or	
less	of	teaching	experience,	while	31%	said	that	they	had	been	teaching	for	2-5	years,	32%	
for	6-10	years,	19%	for	11-15	years,	9%	for	16-20	years	and	6%	for	21-25	years.		
	
3.1.2.	Extra-curricular	factors		
	
The	teachers’	context-related	information	we	collected	(see	Table	2)	indicated	that	the	great	
majority	of	 the	 respondents	enjoy	average	 levels	of	 flexibility	 in	 their	workplace,	although	
the	trend	is	positive;	this	is	confirmed	in	the	means	and	standard	deviations	of	the	relevant	
items,	which	range	 from	2.59	to	3.1	out	of	5.	However,	 there	are	certain	areas	 that	might	
have	a	negative	influence	on	instructional	decisions	friendly	to	differentiation.	For	instance,	
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a	 lack	of	equipment,	such	as	electronic	whiteboards	or	 internet-enabled	PCs	or	projectors,	
may	be	a	detrimental	factor;	this	is	implied	by	the	teachers’	report	that	their	classrooms	are	
not	 always	 adequately	 facilitated	 (see	 Table	 1).	 Another	 example	 is	 found	 in	 responses	
showing	 that	 the	 participants	 do	 not	 feel	 adequately	 trained	 to	 address	 their	 learners’	
diversity	(see	Table	1),	presumably	due	to	the	relevantly	recent	evolution	of	differentiation.	
However,	 what	 can	 be	 promising	 is	 that	 the	majority	 of	 teachers	 indicated	 that	 they	 are	
interested	 in	undertaking	additional	training	on	how	to	address	their	 learners’	needs	more	
effectively	 (see	 Table	 1)	 and	 that	 they	 are	 familiar	 with	 the	 meaning	 of	 the	 term	
differentiated	instruction	(see	Table	1).		
	
	

Questionnaire	items	 Strongly	
agree	 Agree	 Not	sure	 Disagree	 Strongly	

disagree	
I	 know	 what	 the	 term	 “differentiated	
instruction”	means.	 1%	 2%	 12%	 22%	 43%	

I	feel	adequately	trained	to	address	my	
students’	diverse	needs.	 1%	 7%	 28%	 52%	 11%	

I	am	interested	in	learning	more	about	
how	to	address	learners'	diverse	needs	
in	TESOL.	

0%	 0%	 3%	 40%	 57%	

My	classroom	 is	adequately	 facilitated	
to	 enable	 me	 address	 my	 students'	
diverse	needs.	

14%	 20%	 24%	 27%	 15%	

	
Table	1:	Teacher’s	responses	in	relation	to	influence	of	extra-curricular	factors	

	
	

Questionnaire	items	 Completely	 Very	 Somewhat	 A	little	 Not	 at	
all	

Restricted	as	to	making	decisions	on	
what	to	teach.	

3%	 15%	 30%	 25%	 27%	

Restricted	as	to	making	decisions	on	
how	to	teach.	 0%	 6%	 22%	 29%	 43%	

Restricted	 as	 to	 choosing/designing	
my	own	teaching	materials.	 3%	 10%	 19%	 24%	 44%	

Restricted	as	to	making	decisions	on	
how	 to	 assess	 my	 students’	
learning.	

8%	 16%	 17%	 27%	 32%	

	
Table	2:	Teacher’s	responses	in	relation	to	flexibility	in	their	teaching	contexts	

	
	
	
3.2.	Findings	on	research	question	1:	teachers’	beliefs	towards	differentiation		
	
The	 first	 research	 question	 was	 designed	 to	 explore	 the	 teachers’	 attitudes	 towards	 the	
nature	of	differentiated	instruction	(DN)	as	well	as	their	beliefs	regarding	the	importance	of	
addressing	student	readiness	(R),	interests	(I)	and	learning	profile	(LP)	in	TESOL.	The	findings	
are	 promising,	 as	 they	 indicate	 that,	 in	 general,	 teachers	 are	 positively	 inclined	 towards	
differentiation.	
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3.2.1.	Teachers’	beliefs	on	the	nature	of	differentiated	instruction	
	
With	 respect	 to	 the	 participants’	 general	 attitudes	 towards	 differentiation,	 the	 responses	
can	 be	 generally	 thought	 to	 be	 in	 agreement	 with	 the	 general	 characteristics	 of	 the	
approach;	however,	this	agreement	is	not	particularly	strong,	as	the	mean	composite	score	
for	DN	 items	was	3.22	 (s=0,40).	This	can	be	 further	confirmed	by	 the	means	and	standard	
deviations	 for	 the	 questionnaire	 items	 related	 to	 the	 participants’	 attitudes	 towards	 DN,	
presented	in	Table	3	(Items	16-21),	with	individual	item	means	ranging	from	2.4	to	3.9	out	of	
5.	The	strongest	agreement	(m=3.9	out	of	5)	was	expressed	for	the	 importance	of	student	
motivation	enhancement	(Table	3,	Item	19),	which	is	a	promising	result,	taking	into	account	
the	role	of	motivation	in	successful	learning.	However,	relatively	low	endorsement	(m=2.37)	
was	 expressed	 for	 the	 statement	 examining	 the	 importance	 of	 expecting	 hard	 work	 and	
effort	 from	 every	 student	 (Table	 3,	 Item	 20).	 This	 may	 imply	 an	 inhibiting	 factor	 on	 the	
learners’	 dedication	 to	do	 their	utmost	 to	 succeed,	 since	 it	 has	been	proved	 that	 learners	
usually	build	self-directed	feelings	of	self-esteem	and	improve	their	academic	performance	
in	 situations	 where	 teachers	 have	 high	 expectations	 and	 support	 them	 correspondingly	
(Brophy,	2013).		
	
	
Item	 Questionnaire	Part	II	Statement	 m	(s)	

16.	(DN)	 Most	students	can	learn	most	things	that	are	fundamental.	 3.0214	(0.8047)	

17.	(DN)	 Teaching	should	address	students’	lacks	and	aims.	 3.2607	(0.6652)	

18.	(DN)	 Tasks	should	reflect	the	use	of	language	in	real	world	situations.	 3.4957	(0.6435)	

19.	(DN)	 Enhancing	students’	motivation	is	important.	 3.8632	(0.4124)	

20.	(DN)	 Hard	work	and	effort	should	be	expected	from	every	student.	 2.3675	(0.9814)	

21.	(DN)	 Teaching	should	address	individual	learning	preferences.	 3.3034	(0.6854)	

22.	(R)	 A	learner’s	knowledge	and	level	of	other	languages.	 2.6795	(0.8861)	

23.	(R)	 A	learner’s	mother	tongue	skills	performance.	 2.7393	(0.9056)	

24.	(R)	 A	learner’s	study	habits/skills.	 3.1496	(0.7049)	

25.	(R)	 A	learner’s	need	for	scaffolding.	 3.0470	(0.8143)	

26.	(I)	 A	learner’s	personal	interests/talents.	 3.4103	(0.6506)	

27.	(I)	 A	learner’s	motivation	to	learn	English.	 3.4701	(0.6225)	

28.	(LP)	 A	learner’s	learning	style	(visual,	auditory,	kinesthetic).	 3.5556	(0.6276)	

29.	(LP)	
A	 learner’s	 individual	 characteristics	 (age,	 gender,	 cultural	
background).	 3.3376	(0.7536)	

30.	(LP)	
A	 learner’s	 language	 learning	 strategies	 use/preference	 (asking	
questions,	guessing).	 3.3504	(0.6259)	

	
Table	3:	Questionnaire	Part	II	(means	&	standard	deviations)	

	
	
3.2.2.	Teachers’	beliefs	on	the	importance	of	individual	characteristics	
	
The	 analysis	 of	 the	 section	 investigating	 the	 teachers’	 beliefs	 on	 the	 importance	 of	
differentiating	according	to	the	students’	individual	characteristics	showed	that	the	teachers	
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tend	to	be	positively	 inclined	towards	differentiation,	acknowledging	its	 importance;	this	 is	
confirmed	 in	 the	 mean	 composite	 score	 of	 the	 items,	 which	 was	 3.19	 out	 of	 5	 (s=0.43).	
However,	our	participants	indicated	stronger	endorsement	for	differentiation	according	to	a	
student’s	 learning	 profile	 and	 interests,	 considering	 readiness	 as	 being	 less	 important.	 A	
deeper	 analysis	 of	 the	 relationship	 between	 groups	 R-I	 and	 R-LP,	 further	 validated	 this	
observation.	More	specifically,	and	with	high	statistical	significance	(p<1%),	we	found	that	R	
has	lower	mean	to	both	I	and	LP	(R:	m=2.90;	I:	m=3.44;	LP:	m=3.41	out	of	5	and	p<1%	for	R-I	
&	 R-	 LP).	 This	 finding	 could	 be	 attributed	 to	 the	 practical	 difficulties	 associated	 with	 the	
identification	of	readiness	levels.		
	
With	the	purpose	to	describe	the	situation	more	accurately,	we	proceed	to	a	more	detailed	
discussion	of	our	findings	related	to	each	of	the	groups	R,	 I	and	LP.	The	participants’	weak	
beliefs	on	the	importance	of	readiness	are	reflected	on	their	 low	endorsement	for	the	role	
of	 the	 learners’	 knowledge	 of	 other	 languages	 (m=2.68	 out	 of	 5)	 and	 language	 skills	
performance	in	their	mother	tongue	(m=2.74	out	of	5).	These	findings	have	rather	negative	
implications,	as	the	important	role	of	metalinguistic	awareness	in	foreign	language	learning	
has	frequently	been	highlighted	(Jessner,	1999).		
	
Despite	the	unfavourable	 for	differentiation	teachers’	beliefs	 in	relation	to	readiness,	 their	
answers	on	the	importance	of	students’	interests	and	learning	profile	are	more	promising.	In	
detail,	both	I	items	were	relatively	highly	rated	as	their	individual	means	were	3.41	(Table	3,	
Item	26)	and	3.47	 (Table	3,	 Item	27)	out	of	5;	 these	 findings	are	encouraging	as	 students’	
motivation	 and	 interests	 or	 talents	 have	 been	 previously	 reported	 as	 supporting	 effective	
language	 learning	when	 addressed	 (Dörnyei	 &	 Csizér,	 1998).	 Similarly,	 LP	 individual	 items	
have	been	somewhat	highly	endorsed	(Table	3,	Items	28-30),	ranging	from	3.33	to	3.56	out	
of	 5;	 thus,	 the	 numbers	 are	 quite	 favorable	 as	 they	 suggest	 an	 agreement	 between	 the	
teachers’	 beliefs	 and	 learning	 profile	 importance	 as	 depicted	 in	 popular	 differentiated	
instruction	models	(Tomlinson	et	al.,	2003).		
	
Another	 interesting	 observation	 is	 that	 age	 seems	 to	 have	 an	 influence	 on	 the	 teachers’	
beliefs.	More	specifically,	younger	teachers	seem	to	consider	differentiation	in	response	to	
learners’	characteristics	(R,	I,	LP)	more	important	than	their	older	counterparts;	that	finding	
was	validated	in	the	statistically	significant	correlation	found	between	the	respondents’	ages	
and	their	beliefs	(R,	I	and	LP).	A	number	of	hypotheses,	such	as	a	possible	improvement	of	
teacher	 training	 programmes	 in	 the	 last	 decades,	 could	 explain	 that.	 Another	 explanation	
might	be	that	younger	teachers	tend	to	adopt	beliefs	and	attitudes	towards	teaching	based	
on	their	own	experiences	as	learners	(Borg,	2003;	Gabbilon,	2012),	which	were	presumably	
more	differentiation-friendly	due	to	the	fact	that	 language	teaching	contexts	have	become	
more	learner-centered	in	the	last	decades.	However,	such	hypotheses	are	beyond	the	scope	
of	the	current	study	thus	cannot	be	validated.	
	
3.3.	 Findings	 on	 research	 question	 2:	 the	 teachers’	 practices	 related	 to	
differentiated	instruction		
	
The	 second	 research	 question	was	 designed	 to	 explore	 the	 degree	 to	which	 EFL	 teachers	
utilize	strategies	that	support	differentiation	of	 the	 learning	environment	 (LE),	content	 (C),	
process	 (PR)	 and	product	 (PD)	 in	 their	 teaching.	 The	 findings	 are	 twofold	 since	 they	 show	
first	average	 levels	of	differentiation	 in	practice	and	second,	 that	our	 respondents	 tend	 to	
differentiate	in	some	areas	more	than	others.		
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Item	 Questionnaire	Part	III	Statement	 m	(s)	

31.	(LE)	 I	use	activities	that	develop	a	sense	of	community	among	students.	 2.6880	(0.6815)	

32.	(LE)	
I	 take	 deliberate	 efforts	 to	 ensure	 that	 every	 student	 feels	 safe,	
welcome	and	respected	in	the	classroom.	 3.6838	(0.5582)	

33.	(LE)	
I	 take	deliberate	efforts	 to	ensure	 that	 every	 student	 is	 engaged	 in	
my	lesson.	 3.4444	(0.6207)	

34.	(LE)	 I	 take	 deliberate	 efforts	 to	 enhance	 my	 students’	 positive	
attitude/motivation	towards	English.	

3.4786	(0.6159)	

35.	(LE)	 I	 arrange	 my	 classroom	 (e.g.	 displays,	 seating)	 according	 to	 my	
students’	preferences.	

2.1325	(0.9737)	

36.	(LE)	 I	 take	 deliberate	 efforts	 to	 make	 myself	 approachable/available	 to	
my	students.	

3.7265	(0.5342)	

37.	(C)	
I	use	materials	that	present	new	content	in	a	variety	of	formats	(e.g.	
video,	audio,	web-based,	text).	 3.0043	(0.8666)	

38.	(C)	
I	 use	materials	 that	 present	 new	 content	 in	 a	 variety	 of	ways	 (e.g.	
through	graphs,	explanation	of	theory,	examples).	 2.8761	(0.9251)	

39.	(C)	
I	 present	 new	 content	 in	 various	 teaching	 modes	 (e.g.	
demonstration,	display,	oral	explanation).	 3.2436	(0.7210)	

40.	(C)	 I	 use	 materials	 that	 present	 new	 content	 at	 varied	 levels	 of	
complexity	(e.g.	different	complexity	versions	of	same	text).	

2.1838	(1.0422)	

41.	(C)	 I	 provide	 optional/supplemental	 material	 to	 students	 who	 have	
difficulty	in	understanding	or	master	new	content	with	ease.	

2.7436	(0.8997)	

42.	(PR)	 I	use	materials	that	reflect	my	students’	experiences	or	interests.	 2.7991	(0.7223)	

43.	(PR)	
Depending	 on	 the	 student,	 I	 give	 explanations	 in	 English	 and/or	
Greek.	 3.1453	(0.8960)	

44.	(PR)	 I	use	materials	that	promote	interaction	among	students.	 2.8974	(0.7571)	

45.	(PR)	 My	 students	 are	 allowed	 to	 choose	 how	 they	 will	 work	 (e.g.	
individually,	with	a	partner,	in	groups).	

1.9872	(0.9006)	

46.	(PR)	 I	group	students	according	to	their	interests.	 2.0000	(0.9125)	

47.	(PR)	 I	group	students	according	to	their	English	language	competence.	 1.8504	(1.1267)	

48.	(PR)	 I	use	flexible	grouping	(I	avoid	grouping	the	same	partners	constantly	
together).	

2.9017	(0.9645)	

49.	(PR)	 I	allow	different	time	for	a	given	task	to	each	student.	 2.2051	(1.0110)	

50.	(PD)	
I	use	tasks	that	offer	format	options	(e.g.	write	a	paragraph	or	create	
a	visual).	 2.2735	(0.9230)	

51.	(PD)	 I	ask	students	to	choose	among	a	collection	of	activities/tasks.	 1.8547	(0.8766)	

52.	(PD)	 I	 use	 multiple	 types	 of	 final	 assessment	 (e.g.	 a	 test	 and/or	 an	
assignment	and/or	classroom	performance).	

2.7009	(1.1138)	

	
Table	4:	Questionnaire	Part	III	(means	&	standard	deviations)	

	
	
The	participants	tend	to	differentiate	more	in	learning	environment	than	in	content,	process	
and	 product	 (Table	 4);	 as	 can	 be	 seen,	 the	 teachers	 indicated	 higher	 endorsement	 for	 LE	
(m=3.19	 out	 of	 5)	 while	 weaker	 agreement	 was	 expressed	 for	 C	 (m=2.81	 out	 of	 5),	 PR	
(m=2.51	 out	 of	 5)	 and	 PD	 (m=2.28	 out	 of	 5)	 groups.	 A	 possible	 explanation	 could	 be	
potentially	attributed	to	the	feasibility	of	differentiating	the	learning	environment;	in	other	
words,	 the	 teachers	may	 tend	 to	 implement	differentiated	 instruction	 techniques	 in	 areas	
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that	do	not	require	additional	workload,	such	as	the	learning	environment,	which	is	directly	
related	 to	 factors	 that	 can	 be	 differentiated	 at	 some	 point	 without	 requiring	 extensive	
previous	preparation	(Table	4,	 Items	31-36).	This	attribution	is	 in	accordance	with	previous	
research	 findings	 that	 the	 practitioners’	 overwhelming	 preparation	 time	 in	 differentiated	
contexts	 may	 be	 demotivating	 for	 them	 (Carlucci	 &	 Paoletti,	 2009;	 Gregory	 &	 Chapman,	
2013).	
	
A	deeper	analysis	of	the	answers	allows	for	a	clearer	depiction	of	the	situation.	With	regard	
to	items	investigating	practices	relevant	to	the	differentiation	of	content	(Table	4,	Items	37-
41),	 the	 average	 mean	 composite	 score	 was	 slightly	 above	 the	 average	 (2.81	 out	 of	 5	
(s=0.64).	 Therefore,	 the	 teachers’	 practices	 in	 this	 area	 averagely	 meet	 differentiation	 of	
content	as	outlined	in	the	background	literature	(Bailey	&	Williams-Black,	2008;	Tomlinson,	
2001;	Tomlinson	et	al.,	2003).	What	 is	more	interesting	 is	that	especially	 low	endorsement	
(m=2.18	 out	 of	 5)	 was	 expressed	 for	 the	 statement	 examining	 the	 presentation	 of	 new	
material	at	varied	levels	of	complexity	(Item	40),	which	implies	that	the	students’	readiness	
levels	to	perform	specific	tasks	are	not	taken	into	account.	It	can	be	suggested	that	teachers	
do	 not	 differentiate	 in	 readiness	 because	 they	 may	 not	 able	 to	 identify	 their	 learners’	
readiness	needs.	Of	course,	another	possible	explanation	could	be	attributed	to	preparation	
time,	which	can	be	overwhelming,	as	discussed	previously.		
	
Inadequate	classroom	facilities	or	a	lack	of	teacher	training	may	also	be	inhibiting	factors	for	
differentiation	 in	 content.	 Our	 analysis	 showed	 that	 contextual	 factors	 related	 to	 training	
and	 classroom	 facilities	 (see	 Table	 1)	 affect	 differentiation	 of	 content.	 That	 relationship	
becomes	 further	 validated	 if	 we	 take	 into	 account	 that	 teachers	 who	 indicated	 that	 they	
classrooms	 were	 adequately	 facilitated	 tended	 to	 differentiate	 more;	 this	 inference	 was	
drawn	by	a	statistically	significant	positive	correlation	found	between	C	and	the	answers	to	
the	 item	 investigating	 the	 adequacy	 of	 the	 classroom	 facilities.	 Therefore,	 classroom	
facilities	 need	 to	 be	 up	 to	 date	 in	 order	 to	 enable	 EFL	 teachers	 address	 their	 learners’	
diverse	needs	more	effectively.	Despite	 that,	 the	Pearson’s	 correlation	of	 groups	C	 and	CI	
was	moderate	(p=0.43),	which	indicates	that,	even	though	CI	definitely	affects	C,	there	are	
other	 factors	 influencing	the	participants’	choices	related	to	differentiation	 in	content	that	
need	to	be	investigated.	
	
Our	 analysis	 showed	 that	 differentiation	 of	 process	 (Table	 4,	 Items	 42-49)	 and	 product	
(Table	 4,	 Items	 50-52)	 take	 place	 in	 average	 levels	 in	 the	 Greek	 TESOL	 context;	 this	 is	
confirmed	 in	 the	mean	composite	 score	 for	PR,	which	was	2.51	out	of	5	 (s=0.38),	and	PD,	
which	was	2.28	out	of	5	(s=0.67).	Although	the	analysis	showed	that	the	respondents	tend	to	
use	multiple	types	of	final	assessment	(Table	4,	Item	52,	m=3.70	out	of	5),	they	rarely	offer	
choices	 of	 activities	 and	 tasks	 (Table	 4,	 Item	 51,	 m=1.85	 out	 of	 5).	 Similar	 findings	 were	
reported	by	Santangelo	and	Tomlinson	(2012)	and	further	reflected	on	the	EFL	teachers’	low	
endorsement	 (m=1.99	 out	 of	 5)	 for	 the	 statement	 examining	 whether	 their	 learners	 are	
allowed	to	choose	how	to	work	(Table	4,	Item	45).		
	
3.4.	Findings	on	research	question	3:	associations	between	beliefs	and	practices		
	
The	purpose	of	the	third	research	question	was	the	exploration	of	any	associations	between	
the	teachers’	beliefs	and	practices	related	to	differentiation.	The	statistical	analysis	of	R,	I,	LP	
in	 correlation	 to	 LE,	 C,	 PR,	 PD,	 reported	 in	 Table	 5,	 showed	 that	 the	 participants	 tend	 to	
adopt	weaker	differentiation	techniques	than	their	beliefs	indicate	and	shows	that	some	key	
differentiation	practices	are	beliefs-driven.		
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Groups	of	beliefs	 m		 Groups	of	practices	 M	 Ρ	
Pearson’s	
correlation	

R,	I,	LP	 3,19	 LE,	C,	PR,	PD	 2,73	 <1%	 0,18	

Differentiation	 Nature	
(DN)	

3,22	

Content	(C)	 2,81	 <1%	 0,18	

Process	(PR)	 2,51	 <1%	 0,17	

Product	(PD)	 2,28	 <1%	 0,07	

LE,	C,	PR,	PD	 2,73	 <1%	 0,24	

Readiness	(R)	 2,90	

Learning	Environment	(LE)	 3,19	 <1%	 0,09	

Process	(PR)	 2,51	 <1%	 0,06	

Product	(PD)	 2,28	 <1%	 0,008	

LE,	C,	PR,	PD	 2,73	 <1%	 0,07	

Interests	(I)	 3,44	

Learning	Environment	(LE)	 3,19	 <1%	 0,16	

Content	(C)	 2,81	 <1%	 0,08	

Process	(PR)	 2,51	 <1%	 0,16	

Product	(PD)	 2,28	 <1%	 0,09	

LE,	C,	PR,	PD	 2,73	 <1%	 0,11	

Learning	Profile	(LP)	 3,41	

Learning	Environment	(LE)	 3,19	 <1%	 0,26	

Content	(C)	 2,81	 <1%	 0,196	

Process	(PR)	 2,51	 <1%	 0,168	

Product	(PD)	 2,28	 <1%	 0,15	

LE,	C,	PR,	PD	 2,73	 <1%	 0,252	

	
Table	5:	Statistical	correlations	between	groups	of	beliefs	and	practices	

	
	
More	 specifically,	 the	 results	 confirmed	 Fang’	 s	 (1996)	 observation,	 that	 teachers’	 beliefs	
tend	 to	be	 stronger	 than	 their	practices;	 in	other	words,	while	participants	have	 indicated	
stronger	beliefs	towards	differentiation,	in	practice	it	seems	that	they	differentiate	less	than	
one	may	have	expected	based	on	their	beliefs.	This	is	confirmed	in	the	statistically	significant	
relationship	(p<1%)	that	was	found	between	groups	R,	I,	LP	(m=3.19	out	of	5)	and	LE,	C,	PR,	
PD	 (m=2.73	 out	 of	 5)	 and	 further	 validated	 by	 the	 statistical	 difference	 noticed	 between	
groups	 in	 separate	 (Table	 5);	 therein	 it	 becomes	 clear	 that,	 excluding	 the	 correlation	
between	 groups	 R	 and	 LE,	 in	 all	 other	 cases	 beliefs	 have	 received	 stronger	 endorsement	
than	practices.	Here,	it	is	worth	noting	that	the	Pearson’s	correlation	between	the	groups	of	
questionnaire	 items	 addressing	 beliefs	 and	 practices	 was	 relatively	 weak	 (ρ15=0.18);	 this	
means	 that	 more	 factors,	 apart	 from	 beliefs,	 affect	 the	 respondents’	 differentiated	
instructional	choices.	While	it	is	beyond	the	scope	of	the	current	study	to	identify	them,	we	
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will	 attempt	 to	 provide	 possible	 explanations	 based	on	 the	 background	 literature	 and	 the	
teachers’	comments	on	the	final	section	of	the	questionnaire.	
	
Teachers’	comments	in	the	final	optional	open-ended	items	of	our	questionnaire,	indicated	
that	 factors	 like	 training,	 materials,	 flexibility,	 time	 and	 workload	 were	 inhibiting	 for	
differentiation;	 these	 comments	 may	 provide	 explanations	 for	 the	 teachers’	 weaker	
differentiated	 instruction	 techniques	 implementation.	 These	 factors,	 which	 were	 further	
validated	to	the	answers	collected	in	the	other	questions,	are	discussed	below.	
	
First	 of	 all,	 a	 lack	 of	 training	 on	 how	 to	 differentiate	may	 prevent	 the	 practitioners	 from	
actually	adopting	differentiated	 instruction	 techniques	 in	 their	 classrooms.	This	 is	not	only	
reported	 in	 their	comments,	but	also	reflected	 in	statistically	significant	correlations	 found	
between	the	practices	{LE,	C,	PR,	PD}	and	contextual	factors	{CI,	Flex}	(p<1%,	ρ=0.39)	as	well	
as	CI	only	(p<1%,	ρ=0.40).	In	brief,	the	more	training	and	flexibility	provided	to	our	teachers,	
the	 more	 they	 tend	 to	 differentiate	 in	 practice.	 Training	 as	 possible	 inhibiting	 factor	 for	
differentiation	has	been	further	confirmed	in	relevant	literature,	outlined	in	the	first	chapter	
(Bailey	&	Williams-Black,	2008).	Of	course,	the	weak	Pearson’s	correlation	(ρ=0.39)	between	
the	 groups	 of	 contextual	 aspects	 and	 teaching	 practices	 suggests	 that	 teaching	 practices	
related	to	differentiation	are	affected	by	other	factors,	apart	from	those	related	to	teaching	
context.	
	
Another	inhibiting	factor	for	differentiation	could	be	the	lesson	preparation	time,	which	has	
been	documented	as	overwhelming	 in	such	contexts	 (Carlucci	&	Paoletti,	2009;	Gregory	&	
Chapman,	2013).	This	component	is	directly	related	to	the	“proactive	rather	than	reactive”	
(Tomlinson	et	al.,	2003,	p.	133)	character	of	differentiation,	which	requires	teachers	to	have	
an	excellent	understanding	of	their	learners’	needs	in	order	to	prepare	effective	lesson	plans	
(Riley,	 2009;	 Stefanakis,	 2011).	 Therefore,	 if	 EFL	 practitioners	 do	 not	 acknowledge	 their	
students’	 diverse	 needs,	 they	may	 not	 be	 able	 to	 differentiate	 effectively;	 hence,	 the	 EFL	
teachers’	understanding	of	 their	 learners’	needs	might	be	another	aspect	preventing	them	
from	applying	differentiated	strategies	in	practice.	
	
A	promising	observation	 is	 that	 in	some	areas	differentiation-friendly	practices	are	beliefs-
driven.	First,	we	observed	that	the	stronger	teachers	agree	that	most	 individuals	can	 learn	
most	things	that	are	fundamental	the	more	they	tend	to	differentiate	in	general.	Therefore,	
the	 participants	 who	 believe	 that	 their	 students	 can	 reach	 a	 standard	 achievement	 level	
tend	 to	 offer	 them	 better	 support	 through	 differentiation.	 Second,	 not	 unexpectedly,	 the	
more	teachers	believe	that	enhancing	learners’	motivation	is	important,	the	more	they	tend	
to	enhance	their	students’	positive	attitude	and	motivation	towards	English;	therefore,	they	
tend	 to	 adopt	 teaching	 techniques	 that	 are	 closer	 to	 differentiation,	 in	 order	 to	 enhance	
learning.	 Both	 observations	 were	 validated	 by	 statistical	 correlations	 between	 items	
examining	 the	 respondents’	 beliefs	 and	 attitudes	 (DN,	 R,	 I,	 LP)	 and	 items	 investigating	
teaching	 practices	 related	 to	 differentiation	 (LE,	 C,	 PR,	 PD).	What	 is	 promising	with	 these	
findings	 is	 the	 implication	 that	 the	 EFL	 teachers	 who	 have	more	 positive	 beliefs	 towards	
differentiation	 tend	 to	 adopt	 teaching	 techniques	 which	 are	 closer	 to	 differentiation	 in	
practice	as	suggested	in	the	literature	(Gregory	&	Chapman,	2013;	Tomlinson	et	al.,	2003).	
	
4.	Discussion	
	
Taking	everything	 into	 consideration,	 it	 can	be	 concluded	 that	differentiated	 instruction	 is	
welcome	in	Greek	TESOL	contexts,	although	there	are	areas	related	to	teachers’	beliefs	and	
practices	that	can	be	improved.		
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4.1.	Implications		
	
The	 participants’	 answers	 indicated	 that	 their	 beliefs	 and	 attitudes	 towards	 differentiated	
instruction	 are	 generally	 promising,	 with	 some	 exceptions.	 In	 detail,	 despite	 their	 weak	
endorsement	for	expecting	hard	work	and	effort	from	every	student,	they	indicated	positive	
attitudes	 (m=3.22	 out	 of	 5)	 towards	 differentiation,	 indicating	 that	 they	 consider	 learner	
motivation	 enhancement	 very	 important	 (m=3.86	 out	 of	 5).	 Furthermore,	 they	 showed	
stronger	beliefs	towards	differentiation	according	to	the	students’	learning	profiles	(m=3.41	
out	of	5)	as	well	as	interests	(m=3.44	out	of	5)	and	weaker	beliefs	towards	the	importance	of	
differentiating	 according	 to	 readiness	 (m=2.90	 out	 of	 5).	 Their	 weak	 beliefs	 on	 the	
importance	 of	 readiness	 were	 confirmed	 in	 their	 low	 agreement	 with	 items	 examining	
teaching	 according	 to	 each	 learner’s	 background	 foreign	 languages	 knowledge	 (Item	 22,	
m=2.68	 out	 of	 5;	 Item	 23,	 m=2.74	 out	 of	 5),	 despite	 its	 endorsement	 in	 the	 literature	
(Jessner,	 1999).	 Two	 explanations	 for	 that	 finding	 have	 been	 suggested.	 First,	 a	 lack	 of	
training	 on	 ways	 to	 identify	 students’	 readiness	 levels,	 for	 example	 through	 continuous	
assessment	as	 suggested	 in	Pham	 (2012),	may	prevent	 teachers	 from	acknowledging	 their	
learners’	needs	related	to	readiness.	Second,	given	that	younger	participants	indicated	more	
positive	beliefs	towards	differentiation	than	their	older	counterparts,	 it	was	suggested	that	
the	teachers’	previous	 learning	experiences	might	 influence	their	 readiness-related	beliefs.	
This	 interpretation	 is	 confirmed	 in	a	 recent	 literature	 review	suggesting	 that	 the	 teachers’	
own	experiences	as	language	learners	may	have	an	impact	on	their	beliefs	(Borg,	2003).	
	
The	results	also	showed	that	the	participants	tend	to	differentiate	 in	 learning	environment	
(m=3.19	out	of	5)	more	 than	 in	 content	 (m=2.81	out	of	5),	process	 (m=2.51	out	of	5)	and	
product	 (m=2.28	 out	 of	 5).	 A	 possible	 explanation	 could	 be	 that	 modifications	 on	 the	
learning	 environment	 can	 be	 made	 without	 extensive	 previous	 preparation;	 thus,	 the	
respondents	 may	 prefer	 addressing	 their	 learners’	 differences	 reactively	 rather	 than	
proactively,	 as	 opposed	 to	 popular	 differentiated	 instruction	 models	 (Tomlinson	 et	 al.,	
2003).	 This	 hypothesis	 is	 reflected	on	 teachers’	 own	 comments	 and	background	 literature	
(Carlucci	 &	 Paoletti,	 2009;	 Gregory	 &	 Chapman,	 2013)	 indicating	 that	 the	 overwhelming	
preparation	 time	required	 for	differentiation	may	demotivate	 teachers	 from	 implementing	
it.	 This	 observation	 does	 not	 necessary	 mean	 that	 differentiation	 is	 impossible	 without	
preparation,	 but	 it	 might	 imply	 that	 new	 ways	 of	 differentiating	 reactively	 need	 to	 be	
researched	and	suggested.	
	
Examination	 of	 findings	 related	 to	 practices	 in	more	 detail,	 indicates	 that	 the	 participants	
differentiate	more	 in	 learning	 environment,	 especially	 through	 trying	 to	make	 themselves	
approachable	 to	 their	 students	 (Table	 4,	 Item	 36,	 m=3.73	 out	 of	 5).	 Differentiation	 of	
content	takes	place	in	lower	levels,	with	an	item	directly	related	to	readiness,	receiving	low	
endorsement	(Table	4,	Item	40,	m=2.18	out	of	5).	Furthermore,	and	in	opposition	to	reports	
of	 teachers	 differentiating	 the	 process	 (Joseph,	 2013),	 the	 respondents	 indicated	 low	
endorsement	 for	 differentiation	 of	 process.	 The	 explanation	 suggested	 is	 that	 factors	 like	
training	and	classroom	facilities	limit	the	teachers’	instructional	choices;	this	was	confirmed	
in	 the	 statistical	 correlation	 between	 items	 investigating	 contextual	 factors	 (CI)	 and	
differentiation	 in	 content	 (C).	 Over	 and	 above	 that,	 as	 documented	 in	 previous	 research	
(Santangelo	&	Tomlinson,	2012),	we	found	that	the	participants	do	not	offer	many	choices	
to	 their	 students.	 In	 detail,	 they	 indicated	 particularly	 low	 endorsement	 to	 items	
investigating	 the	 frequency	 of	 offering	 choices	 of	 activities	 and	 tasks	 (Table	 4,	 Item	 51,	
m=1.85	out	of	5)	together	with	allowing	their	learners	to	choose	how	they	will	work	(Table	
4,	Item	45,	m=1.99	out	of	5).	The	implication	here	is	that	teachers	may	not	acknowledge	the	
importance	of	offering	student	choices	in	their	lessons,	either	due	to	their	own	experiences	



Tzanni	/	Research	Papers	in	Language	Teaching	and	Learning	9/1	(2018)	149-165	

	

163	

as	language	learners,	as	explained	above,	or	due	to	a	lack	of	training	on	how	to	do	so.	Thus,	
it	 is	suggested	that	teacher-training	programs	need	to	promote	the	 importance	of	offering	
student	choices	as	well	as	provide	insight	on	ways	to	do	so	in	the	language	classroom.		
	
It	 was	 also	 found	 that,	 although	 the	 EFL	 teachers	 indicated	 positive	 beliefs	 towards	
differentiation,	 in	practice	 they	differentiate	 less	 than	we	might	have	expected	 taking	 into	
consideration	their	beliefs.	This	is	an	implication	that	other	factors,	apart	from	beliefs,	affect	
their	instructional	choices.	Such	factors	could	be	related	to	the	learning	context	or	training,	
as	 suggested	 by	 Borg	 (2003)	 and	 shown	 in	 the	 statistical	 correlation	 found	 between	 the	
teachers’	differentiated	instruction	practices	and	contextual	aspects	related	to	their	training	
and	classroom	facilities.	Despite	that,	the	results	are	promising	since	they	showed	that	the	
stronger	 the	 teachers’	 beliefs	 on	 differentiation	 are,	 the	more	 they	 tend	 to	 differentiate.	
Therefore,	 any	 policies	 related	 to	 differentiated	 instruction	 should	 aim	 to	 strengthen	
teachers’	 attitudes	 towards	 the	 approach	 to	 promote	 it.	 On	 the	 whole,	 the	 correlations	
between	beliefs	and	practices	imply	a	need	for	further	training	on	how	to	differentiate	in	a	
TESOL	context.	This	implication	is	not	only	reflected	on	the	participants’	comments	but	also	
on	the	findings	showing	that	training	issues	influence	their	instructional	choices.	
	
Finally,	 it	 is	worth	 commenting	 on	 the	 similarities	 between	 the	 findings	 of	 this	 study	 and	
background	studies;	it	seems	that,	first,	teachers	tend	to	differentiate	more	in	terms	of	the	
process	and,	second,	they	tend	to	do	that	reactively	rather	than	proactively.	This	may	imply	
that	teachers	tend	to	differentiate	in	those	areas	that	do	not	add	more	burdens	to	their	busy	
lives	 with	 extra	 preparation	 requirements.	 It	 might	 be	 useful	 for	 teacher	 training	
programmes	 to	 help	 their	 trainees	 develop	 teaching	 strategies	 that	 enable	 teachers	 to	
approach	differentiation	reactively,	 in	order	to	give	them	the	opportunity	to	recognize	the	
benefits	of	differentiated	instruction	drawing	conclusions	from	their	personal	teaching.	This	
would	 strengthen	 their	 positive	 attitudes	 towards	 differentiation	 and	 would	 encourage	
them	to	be	more	proactive.		
	
4.2.	Limitations	and	suggestions	for	further	research		
	
As	 the	 main	 aim	 of	 the	 current	 research	 was	 exploratory,	 it	 collected	 data	 from	 a	 large	
sample	 (234	 research	 participants)	 to	 initiate	 a	 general	 overview	 of	 the	 status	 of	
differentiated	 instruction	 perceptions	 in	 Greek	 TESOL	 contexts;	 thus,	 a	 quantitative	
approach	was	considered	to	be	adequate	for	that	purpose.	The	findings	need	to	be	validated	
using	 qualitative	 means,	 such	 as	 interviews	 and	 classroom	 observations,	 in	 order	 to	
overcome	 reliability	 limitations	of	 self-reporting	data.	Moreover,	 as	beliefs	are	particularly	
difficult	 to	elicit,	 it	 is	 suggested	 that	 they	are	explored	 through	 longitudinal	 studies,	which	
would	provide	 insight	on	the	nature	and	process	of	 the	beliefs	change	 itself	as	well	as	 the	
factors	affecting	their	formulation.		
	
Furthermore,	 future	 research	 should	 investigate	 more	 specific	 areas	 related	 to	
differentiated	 instruction	 in	 a	 TESOL	 context,	 related	 both	 to	 curriculum	 aspects	 and	
language	learners’	characteristics.	This	would	create	a	better	understanding	of	the	position	
of	 differentiation	 in	 TESOL	 settings	 and	 would	 provide	 valuable	 insight	 on	 actions	 to	 be	
taken	 in	 order	 to	 facilitate	 the	 implementation	 of	 the	 approach.	 Drawing	 both	 on	 the	
teachers’	 comments	 and	 the	 background	 literature	 reporting	 the	 overwhelming	 lesson	
preparation	time	(Carlucci	&	Paoletti,	2009;	Gregory	&	Chapman,	2013),	it	is	suggested	that	
future	 research	 may	 need	 to	 focus	 o	 ways	 to	 make	 differentiation	 more	 feasible,	 for	
example	through	the	use	of	technology.	Furthermore,	research	on	the	relationship	between	
continuous	 assessment	 and	 differentiated	 instruction	 may	 be	 used	 to	 address	 issues	
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relevant	 to	 learner	 readiness	 in	 differentiated	 contexts.	 Finally,	 research	on	ways	of	 using	
differentiation	 re-actively	 rather	 than	 pro-actively	might	 promote	 the	 approach	 in	 various	
teaching	contexts.	
	
4.3.	Concluding	remarks		
	
Despite	the	limitations	previously	mentioned,	the	current	study	offers	a	general	overview	of	
the	status	of	differentiation	in	Greek	TESOL	contexts	as	well	as	insight	on	the	EFL	teachers’	
attitudes	 and	 beliefs	 towards	 differentiation,	 which	 would	 facilitate	 any	 effort	 taken	 to	
promote	 differentiation	 in	 these	 settings.	We	 hope	 that	 further	 research	will	 support	 EFL	
teachers	in	addressing	their	learners’	diverse	needs;	after	all,	differentiation	is	not	a	pure	set	
of	 instructional	 strategies	 that	 can	 be	 followed	 for	 effective	 teaching,	 but	 rather	 a	 belief	
system	that	acknowledges	individuals’	uniqueness	to	promote	learning.	
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