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Initiatives	for	the	Differentiated	Classroom	
 

Getting	Into	the	Mindset	
	
An initiative is a term used to describe a wide range of group interaction activities.  Some are activities that 
present problems or challenges that do not have a single right or wrong answer. The tasks are designed to 
challenge the physical and mental abilities of the group or support their learning of a concept in an interactive 
way. When using initiatives as learning tools, it is best to begin with less complex tasks and advance to more 
complicated and difficult activities. Debriefing the behaviors and observation adds to the learning process and 
gives the feedback necessary to apply the learning to future activities.   
 
Guidelines	for	Leading	Initiatives	
	
The	Role	of	the	Teacher: The role of the teacher is that of a guide. He or she does not provide answers to 
the group. In fact, often the teacher does not know what answer the group will generate. The initiatives 
contain a certain amount of unpredictability that allows for spontaneity, fun, and adventure while learning.  
The goal for the teacher is to provide the experience and allow students to learn from each other. 
 
Selecting	an	appropriate	activity: An initiative is generally a means to an end, not an end in itself. Each one 
is designed to develop a set of group skills. Think about your group’s need and then select an initiative 
tailored to those needs.  Often, initiatives may be grouped according to their purpose. Common groups 
include name games, ice breakers, communications, cooperation / teaming, trust builders, community 
building, leadership developing, and problem solving. There is a logical progression of initiatives – beginning 
with those that allow participants to get to know each other (name games and ice breakers). Always consider 
safety, both emotional and physical, when selecting an initiative.  Initiatives involving physical contact are best 
with groups that have worked up to the point where participants would be comfortable and respectful. 
Attempting a problem solving initiative with a newly formed group would be difficult to achieve when they 
have not experienced teambuilding, trust, or cooperative skill development. Some initiatives need to be 
repeated before participants feel safe and are willing to fully participate. It would be disrespectful to propose 
an initiative that was not within the physical capability of all members of the group. Remove objects and 
obstacles that could cause injury or move to a more open area and provide instruction in safety techniques for 
specific tasks.  
 
Sample	Initiatives	
Culture of Differentiation: Recognizing and Respecting Differences—Stand in Line 
Stand in Line helps students (and teachers!) understand that we all have strengths and gifts, and that our 
“place” in any success continuum often depends on our background, experiences, and desires rather than our 
innate ability or intelligence. It helps reinforce the notion that struggling in something doesn’t mean struggling 
in everything, and, conversely, strong in something doesn’t mean strong in everything. Ask students to line up 
from “novice” to “expert” using a series of academic and non-academic prompts (paddling a canoe, reading 
non-fiction, playing soccer, solving algebraic equations, teaching foreign language, etc.) 
 
Respectful Tasks— Mixed Rhythms, One Sound 
Ask participants to self-assess into one of three groups based on their comfort with making and sustaining a 
rhythm: 1. I’m willing to try; 2. I can do this; 3. I’m up for a challenge.  
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Select 3 rhythms, from simple to complex, that complement each other (for instance, simplest might be a 
steady beat, ala 4/4 timing.  Next level might be chest/chest/clap, rest, rest.  Next level might be an off-beat 
or triplets using knee slaps or other sound).  Start by coaching the 1’s while the other groups talk about their 
favorite rhythms and things they love about music.  Coach 2’s, then 3’s.  Have 1’s start with the beat, then 2’s 
come in, the 3’s.  Sustain rhythm and consider inviting improvisation. 
 
Have folks move from a large circle to various configurations of small groups according to categories.  
Facilitator calls out categories and people have designated amount of time to find those with like answers, 
cluster up and shout out what they have in common.  Next prompt or question comes quickly and the 
process repeats (prompts: State you were born in, years teaching, grade levels, favorite place to be, cross arms 
and which is on top?  Shoe size, eye color, or any others you can think of depending on the learning goals). 
 
Culture of DI: Collaboration—Walk the Line 
Tape a long line of masking tape on the floor, rug, etc. Blindfold a volunteer and tell them they have to walk 
the line, staying on the tape as much as possible.  The rest of the group can help the person by yelling 
directions, giving advice, etc.  When person gets to the end, take off blindfold and see where they are.   
Sometimes they are right on, sometimes way off.  Debrief:  How did people help or hinder? 
Round 2:  Same person walks the line, but this time with no help from the audience. Usually they are way off 
in a corner by the time they get near the end of the masking tape line.  Take off blindfold and debrief.  Moral 
is how do we help or hinder one another when we have a goal.  When does working together help or hinder?  
When do you just have to do it solo? How does a group support solo efforts? 
 
Culture of DI: Collaboration—Word Association Collaboration  
Goal is to keep the chain of words going so all participants have a chance to call out at least once.  Each 
participant has a buddy across the circle to call on for help if stuck. Appointed person begins with a word and 
person to the left (moves clockwise around circle) calls out an associated word in less than five seconds or 
points to buddy across the circle if in need of help.  Association then continues clockwise (from the buddy, if 
s/he called out the next word).  If it comes to you a second time and you still can’t think of something, you 
may call out “skip” to keep the association moving around the circle to those who haven’t had a chance.  Do 
this with important differentiation ideas such as “fair” and “equal.” 
 
Culture of Differentiation: Celebrating Growth—Concentric Circles 
Have the group count off by twos (1,2,1,2,etc.).  Ones form an inside circle facing out, twos form an outside 
circle facing in.  Each person should be facing a partner.  Design prompts that allow participants to share 
around the topic of your choice, or information that’s important for your learning goals.  Ask participants to 
first introduce themselves (maybe even with some adjective that tells a bit more about them), then give them 
a short amount of time to each discuss the prompt (1 minute each is generally good, but consider giving 
shorter times to young children and longer times to adults).  You may call switch if the group needs the 
prompt so each person has a chance to share.  Call time and have either inside or outside circle move a set 
number of spaces in one direction to be facing a new partner.  Repeat the process with a new prompt.  Call 
time and have the other circle move a designated number of steps.  Repeat.  Sometimes it’s nice to configure 
steps so people end with their starting partner. 
 
Learning Styles and Culture: Collaboration and Celebrating Growth: Minefield  
Participants write challenges/concerns around topic of your choice on card stock (write large and at one end 
of the page) and spread on floor with some space in between. Goal is to get everyone to walk  through the 
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minefield to safety.  Partner up—one adventurer and one guide. Adventurer will have eyes closed.  Offer 
adventurer and guide options for guidance—choice of being guided by taps (tactile) or descriptions (auditory).   
Pairs proceed through the minefield, starting over if a mine (or challenge card) is touched.  When everyone 
has reached the other side, ask pairs to select a challenge card and discuss solutions with their partner, then 
after a few minutes, join another pair, share challenges and ideas for solutions.  Continue the process as time 
and goals permit.  After solutions have been discussed, pairs write them on the card under the challenge. 
Spread on floor and do a gallery walk of ideas. Variation—there are many variations to this, including having teams 
that divide into pairs and the team is done when all their teammates have crossed the minefield. 
 


