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One of the questions most 
frequently asked by teachers is 
“What are the rest of the students 
doing while I am teaching a 
small group?” The answer 
to this question is found in a 
classroom management system. 
An effective management system 
includes four steps: 1) preparing 
the classroom environment; 2) 
assessing students’ needs; 3) 
creating teaching tools for managing resources; 
and 4) developing a rotation chart that identifi es 
group memberships and clarifi es performance 
expectations, (i.e., where and when to 
participate).

Step One involves preparing the physical 
environment by arranging furniture to create 
learning centers or workstations where students 
can complete assignments or projects while 
working together. Desks may be pushed 
together or tables may be used for small-group 
activities. Students may work with a peer tutor 
or reading partner to reread text. Collaboration 
and peer tutoring are encouraged to enhance 
learning without interrupting the teacher, who 
may be working with another group.

Step Two involves the creation of the small 
groups. Students may be grouped homogenously 

(same ability) or heterogeneously 
(mixed ability), with memberships 
changing according to student 
achievement, type of activity, 
or resources (time, equipment, 
personnel). Developing small 
groups requires thinking about 
membership compatibility as 
well as academic needs. Group 
memberships are fl exible and 
may be changed as often as 
needed. Teachers usually create 
three to four small groups with 
approximately 4–8 students per 

group. Smaller groups are preferred to allow 
more opportunities for participation, questions, 
and corrective feedback (Vaughn & Linan-
Thompson, 2003; Vaughn et. al., 2001).

Step Three involves managing resources such 
as instructional time. Teachers adjust their daily 
schedules to alternate time periods for small-
group and whole-group instruction. Most daily 
schedules begin with a 10- to 15-minute overview 
in which teachers introduce or review vocabulary 
words, or model, teach, and clarify expectations 
for performance. After the overview a 20-minute 
time period for small-group instruction begins. 
Every student participates in a preplanned 
activity selected by the teacher. Work Contracts 
help students organize their work, monitor their 
progress, and complete assignments. During a 
small-group time period, one group of students 
works with the teacher. The teacher decides 
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how the groups operate and when it is time to 
change activities. The order in which groups 
rotate is fl exible. Students follow a rotation chart 
to determine which activities to do next.

Step Four involves creating a rotation chart 
that identifi es small group memberships and 
communicates how the groups will participate 
at the workstations or learning centers. Teachers 
construct the rotation chart to refl ect how 
many small groups will be formed and what 
activities are available. Most rotation charts 
include an area for small-group skills instruction 
with the teacher, workstations for small-group 
practice activities or homework, and desks for 
independent practice. Computers, language 
and literacy centers, and writing and spelling 
workstations are commonly used for small-group 
practice activities.

After each small group has 
attended a session with the 
teacher, a whole-group activity 
allows teachers to summarize the 
day, connect experiences, review 
vocabulary and key concepts, 
and answer questions. Teachers 
check for understanding to 
determine what instruction is 
needed for the next day and to 
determine if small groups need 
to be modifi ed to accommodate 
needs for compatibility or 
changes in activities or skills. 

In general, differentiated 
instruction includes:

• modifying teaching methods to accommodate 
variation in students’ needs

• implementing data-informed whole-group 
and small-group instruction

• using leveled reading materials to enhance 
student learning

• using fl exible grouping patterns that are 
sensitive to student achievement 

Differentiated instruction creates successful 
learning for students. Beginning with 
assessment data to inform teachers about 
students’ strengths and needs, the instruction 
is individualized and sensitive. Students are 
encouraged to collaborate and work in study 

groups to understand concepts and apply skills. 
They talk about their work and share ideas to 
enhance comprehension. Small-group lessons 
allow students to ask questions and respond 
frequently. Differentiated instruction creates 
meaningful learning experiences.
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