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Abstract
Differentiated Instruction (DI) is a framework that supports planning for diversity within K-12 class-
rooms. Research has grown steadily over the past 15 years that explores DI implementation, as well as 
beliefs and practices. Literature to date has focused heavily on the experiences of educators, with limited 
attention given to the role of leadership in implementing DI in schools. The current study explores the 
perspectives of 19 school and board-level administrators regarding the ways in which a differentiated 
instruction framework was implemented within their school board as well as facilitators and barriers to 
the implementation and uptake of the framework. Interviews revealed five themes: a) DI continuum, b) 
differentiated professional learning supports, c) making space for shared professional learning, d) align/
integrate/embed, and e) multi-level leadership. Our findings reflect a strong belief system of most of the 
participants with respect to the foundations of DI as well as an understanding of effective approaches to 
professional learning and school change. 
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Differentiated instruction (DI) is a philosophy of teaching and assessment that supports planning for di-
versity within classrooms. Increasingly, students with a range of needs, strengths, backgrounds, and lin-
guistic profiles are taught in inclusive classrooms alongside same-age peers (Dixon et al., 2014; Subban, 
2006). Developing approaches to effectively address and embrace the academic, linguistic, cultural, and 
social diversity within classes is an ongoing challenge facing educators. To this end, a DI framework has 
been suggested or required in several countries, including the United States, Canada, Germany, Norway, 
Hong Kong, and Australia, for elementary, secondary, and even post-secondary settings (e.g., Cameron 
& Lindqvist, 2014; Mills et al., 2014; Santangelo & Tomlinson, 2009; Suprayogi et al., 2017; Wan, 2016). 
According to Dack (2018), 

          A teacher in a differentiated classroom recognizes that students enter learning 
experiences at different starting points and with different backgrounds; thus, they will 
benefit from multiple options to access information, an array of ways to process 
information, a variety of outlets to demonstrate learning, and a range of supports. (p. 63) 

	 This flexibility of content, process, and product and responsiveness to student need is key to DI 
and reflects the importance of understanding DI as a philosophy rather than a prescribed set of strategies 
or a packaged program (Tomlinson, 2005). As such, DI is a complex approach, not easily studied or mea-
sured.
	 Literature exploring DI has grown steadily over the past 15 years and has focused on interven-
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tion studies in a range of subjects and grades, examinations of teacher beliefs, efficacy and practices, and 
professional learning for DI; a heavy emphasis on practice-focused articles is also noted (e.g., de Graaf et 
al., 2019; De Neve & Devos, 2017; Suprayogi et al., 2017; Valiandes, 2015; van Geel et al., 2019; Whitley 
et al., 2019). Studies with DI as a focus generally adopt the definition proposed by Tomlinson (2005), 
where DI is viewed as “a philosophy of teaching purporting that students learn best when their teachers 
effectively address variance in students’ readiness levels, interests, and learning profile preferences” (p. 
263). Measures used to capture DI practices and beliefs range from teacher self-report of specific strate-
gies to structured observation guides (Coubergs et al., 2017; van Geel et al., 2019). Findings suggest that 
teachers’ efficacy and use of DI practices vary widely, with a heavy emphasis on differentiation of prod-
uct, relative to content or process (Moni et al. 2007). Many studies have documented concerns of teachers 
with respect to their readiness to enact a DI framework as well as varied beliefs about the purpose of 
differentiating (Dixon et al., 2014; Suprayogi et al., 2017; Wan, 2016; Whitley et al., 2019).  A recent me-
ta-analysis exploring the effects of differentiated instruction on student achievement among secondary 
students found only 12 empirical studies between 2006 and 2016; results demonstrated small to moderate 
positive effects with effect sizes ranging from .51 to .74 (Smale-Jacobse et al., 2019). Smale-Jocobse et al. 
identified the range of conceptualizations of DI used in research as a barrier to drawing strong conclu-
sions about its efficacy and suggested more research be conducted in the area (2019).

The Role of School Leadership
In addition to the influence of teacher beliefs, efficacy and preparedness, implementation of DI and in-
deed the quality of teaching and learning in general is also impacted by organizational characteristics, 
including leadership (Leithwood et al., 2020). A review by Bondie and colleagues (2019) of 28 U.S.-based 
research studies exploring DI teaching practices identified the central role of school principals in “set-
ting the school-wide strategic plan and vision that centered on DI, to providing support for mentors and 
coaches, to aligning resources for professional development opportunities, such as lesson study and for 
the creation and sustaining of professional learning communities within the school building” (p. 352).
	 Research evidence shows that the nature of leadership in place at a school, particularly when 
combined with a strong school team and a collaborative climate, can have a significant impact on the 
ability and likelihood of teachers to differentiate in their classrooms (Cobb, 2015; Goddard et al., 2010; 
Hertberg-Davis & Brighton, 2006; Puzio et al., 2015; Sider et al., 2017; Smit & Humpert, 2012). A me-
ta-analysis conducted by Cobb (2015) examined 19 studies conducted over a 10-year period (2001-2011) 
that explored principal support for inclusion in three domains: inclusive program delivery, staff collab-
oration, and parental engagement. Within these studies, principals tended to take on roles as visionary, 
partner, coach, conflict resolver, advocate, interpreter, and organizer. Leadership was categorized as 
transformative, distributive, or democratic. In most of the studies reviewed, differentiated instruction 
was identified as a necessary practice for inclusion. Principals often interpreted research related to DI, 
which could then be used to foster discussion with staff about ways to implement it. Principals also or-
ganized resources to support teachers in their professional learning for DI, enacting broader structural 
supports in terms of class size reductions and delivered consistent messaging reflecting their belief in and 
promotion of inclusion, with DI at the instructional core.
	 One relevant study not included in the Cobb (2015) review was conducted by Goddard and col-
leagues (2010), and it explored the relationship between principal’s leadership and the degree to which 
differentiated instruction was practiced. The sample consisted of 616 Michigan teachers across 80 ele-
mentary schools, with an average of 8 teachers per school taking part. Differentiated instruction was 
assessed on a survey by three items with response options on a five-point scale from strongly agree to 
strongly disagree. Items focused on the extent to which teachers at the school a) made special efforts to 
recognize all students’ progress, b) provide several different activities in class for students to choose 
between, and c) offer a wide range of assignments matched to students’ needs and skill levels.  Principal 
leadership for instruction was similarly assessed with three items using a 5-point agreement scale: a) 
helped with instruction, b) empowered them to make decisions that affect teaching and learning, and c) 
made them feel comfortable discussing instructional issues. A hierarchical linear model was developed 
to explore the relationship between teacher DI practice and principal leadership. Teacher-level covari-
ates included level of education, gender and minority status, and controls at the school level included 
SES-related variables and prior student achievement. Results indicated that teachers’ use of differenti-
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ated instruction did not vary based on any individual factors, and none of the school-level controls had 
any association with DI. However, teachers’ report of principals’ instructional support was a positive, 
significant predictor of teachers’ perceived use of DI in their schools.  Limitations of the study include 
the small number of items on each of the key scales and the reliance on teacher self-reports of practice.
	 A longitudinal ethnographic exploration of DI implementation was conducted by Hertberg-David 
and Brighton over three years in three middle schools in the US (2006). Principals and teachers were 
interviewed multiple times per year, formally and informally by study coaches, who also regularly ob-
served the teachers in their classrooms. Results revealed a range of leadership practices, from strong 
positive support and participation to complete avoidance of the professional learning initiative and study, 
and the authors noted that the level of support strongly influenced the implementation of DI by teachers. 
Principals who were perceived as supportive promoted risk-taking among their staff and were seen as 
colleagues as well as leaders. Messaging about DI was consistent and positive, planning time for DI was 
organized and there was regular interaction between the principal and the teachers specifically related 
to the development of DI practices. Principals often attended PD sessions alongside their teachers. Other 
principals failed to provide behavioural supports, did not integrate expectations for DI in classroom ob-
servations or evaluations, and made it clear that DI was not an instructional priority. As a result, while 
verbally acknowledging the importance of DI, the principals’ behaviour and practice did not reflect an 
integration of this framework. In one instance, a reluctant principal favoured a different initiative and 
prioritized it over DI and in another, a leadership style characterized by high control combined with 
a school climate focused on day-to-day struggle prevented engagement with the professional learning 
study and with DI broadly. Hertberg-David and Brighton concluded that teachers’ willingness and efforts 
to implement DI “mirrored those of their principals” (p. 99).  Furthermore, a focus and vision on the part 
of school leaders that included a belief in change as well as in DI, alongside emotional and behavioural 
resources that supported the risks that teachers needed to take to change their practice, was necessary for 
DI to be implemented.
	 The findings noted by Hertberg-Davis and Brighton (2006) were echoed in a study by Puzio 
and colleagues (2015). They highlighted the need for research in principal leadership for differentiated 
instruction in literacy in their collective case study conducted in three elementary schools over two years. 
Schools were selected for participation because of the positive gains they experienced in terms of differ-
entiating their literacy practices over two years of a professional learning initiative. In each school, the 
principal, as well as five teachers (4th and 5th grade) were interviewed a year following the completion of 
the initiative. Wenger’s community of practice theory (1998) was used as a framework to guide questions. 
Results revealed complex and varied understandings of DI on the part of principals and teachers, with a 
heavy emphasis on strategies that were the focus of the professional learning strategy (e.g., small groups 
with leveled texts). Establishing a climate that supported the development of professional capital was 
identified as necessary support by principals as was the co-construction of alignment around DI through 
securing resources, providing PD, protecting the literacy block from pull-out services, and conducting 
required evaluations during the literacy block when DI was expected to take place. In other words, the 
principals prioritized DI and organized their school processes and structures to visibly and substantially 
facilitate the development of teacher DI practice. Notably, the principals also leveraged the support of 
district staff to support teachers and help create a common language and messaging around DI. The 
authors concluded that the role of the principal as both administrative and learning-centered leaders was 
critical to the development of DI practices among teachers.
	 In summary, a leader’s view of DI as necessary to inclusive education, messaging about the 
importance of DI for all students, and supports, including professional learning opportunities, time for 
shared planning, peer and leader observation increase the likelihood that teachers will shift their prac-
tice to reflect a DI framework. The small existing literature base further indicates that in schools where 
principals take part in PD, including professional learning communities, alongside their staff, DI is more 
likely to emerge as widespread and consistent (e.g., Hertberg-David & Brighton, 2006). However, while 
school-level leadership is often seen as key to DI implementation in schools, little is known about the 
ways in which this process is viewed from the perspective of principals, particularly those leading sec-
ondary schools. The research field exploring DI perceptions and practices is almost entirely dominated 
by elementary-focused research. As well, literature exploring the perspectives on board-level leaders, 
who often have responsibilities for supporting school-level leaders in their implementation of DI does not 
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yet exist. The current study thus explores the perspectives of school and board-level leaders with the fol-
lowing two research questions in mind: 1) How was the differentiated instruction and assessment frame-
work implemented within the school board?, and 2) What facilitated or constrained the implementation 
and uptake of the framework? Developing a deeper understanding of the ways in which DI frameworks 
are realized by leaders within school boards and districts is key to better planning educational change 
efforts in this area.  

Method
Data from the current study are drawn from a concurrent mixed-methods evaluation conducted in a large 
east-central Canadian province. The goal of the evaluation was to determine the influence of a multi-year 
differentiated instruction professional learning initiative on the perceptions and practices of teachers, ad-
ministrators, and students in grades 7-12. The larger evaluation is not the focus of this paper. A sequential 
explanatory design (Ivankova et al., 2006) guided the study: the quantitative survey data were first gath-
ered and analyzed, followed by the gathering of qualitative data to assist in interpretation and explanation 
of the survey results. In the first phase, teachers, school administrators, and board personnel completed 
a web-based survey, and in the second phase, interviews were conducted in four school boards across 
the province to further corroborate, contextualize, and expand findings from the surveys. For the current 
study, interview data gathered from school and board-level administrators were drawn upon to explore 
perspectives of these educational leaders regarding the ways in which differentiated instruction and as-
sessment framework was implemented within their school board and what facilitated or constrained the 
implementation and uptake of the framework.

Interviews with School and Board Administrators
	 Participant Selection. We initially engaged in the process of identifying school boards that re-
flected a range of experience and expertise with the DI professional learning initiative, as well as varia-
tion with respect to geographic location, school type (grades K-8, 7-12, 9-12), student performance, and 
achievement outcomes (e.g., provincial standardized exam levels). We approached and applied for ethical 
approval to conduct research with nine school boards and were ultimately successful in securing partic-
ipation with four of them.
	 Following ethical research approval, a student success representative (SSR) from each school 
board was contacted by the researchers to organize the interviews. SSRs are typically employed at the 
school board level, although in smaller boards, they may be school-level administrators. Among many 
other roles and responsibilities, the SSRs provide support for DI-related professional learning. They are, 
therefore, very knowledgeable about DI practices ongoing at schools within the board, as well as the edu-
cators and administrators who are involved in DI implementation. Thus, they were asked by the research 
team for their advice and assistance in identifying DI-knowledgeable personnel for interviews. Through 
this process, diverse board and school personnel responsible for managing activities related to DI (i.e., 
school board curriculum consultants, school superintendents, school administration, resource teachers, 
SSRs, DI facilitators) were approached and asked if they would take part in the study.
	 Participants. Individual interviews were conducted with 17 administrators from the four 
school boards over a 12-week period. Participants included school principals and vice-principals (n=6; 
3 elementary, 3 secondary) and board personnel (n=11) with positions, sometimes held simultaneously, 
including student success representative, system principal, secondary program coordinator, education 
officer, superintendent, and instructional coordinator. Across and within the 4 boards, grades 7 and 8 
were typically located in either a K-8 school (elementary) or a 9-12 school (secondary). Reference to an 
elementary setting in our study refers to a K-8 school structure, but the focus remains throughout the 
study on students and teachers in grades 7-12. 
	 Interviews. Given the evaluation questions guiding the larger study, interviews focused on 
factors that enabled or impeded the implementation of DI, professional learning-related activities and 
resources that were perceived as effective, and the perceived impact of DI on teaching and learning. 
For example, questions included, “how effective do you think that DI initiatives have been in terms of 
expanding instructional knowledge/skills of educators” and “what factors do you think are essential for 
ensuring that DI initiatives are successful?” Interviews were conducted in person at a location chosen by 
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the participant. They were recorded on an audio recorder and were approximately 40 minutes in length. 

Qualitative Analysis
Each key informant interview was transcribed verbatim. Following recommendations regarding the 
trustworthiness of thematic analysis (Nowell et al., 2017), transcripts were e-mailed to the participants 
for member checking, and a small number of participants provided minor corrections. For the purposes 
of the present study, a thematic analysis of the transcripts with a specific focus on the research questions 
of interest, namely the ways in which DI was implemented and the perceived facilitators and constraints 
influencing this process, was then conducted. The data were analyzed manually to facilitate engagement 
with the findings (Charmaz, 2000). The five research team members read each interview transcription 
thoroughly to gain a deep and holistic understanding of the data and individually developed initial codes 
(Miles & Huberman, 1994). Next, the team shared codes using a visual process and engaged in a collabo-
rative approach over many hours of organizing and re-organizing codes, often reading aloud quotes from 
participants that brought these codes to life. Ultimately, this collaborative and dynamic process resulted 
in the identification of five central themes that emerged from the qualitative interview data, including (a) 
Differentiated supports, (b) Making space for shared professional learning, (c) Align/integrate/embed, 
(d) Multi-level leadership, and (e) DI continuum.

Trustworthiness
Trustworthiness is described as a positive response to the question, “Are these findings sufficiently au-
thentic … that I may trust myself acting on their implications?” (Lincoln & Guba, 2000, p. 178). For this 
study, two methods were used to achieve trustworthiness: credibility and transferability. Credibility re-
fers to the one-to-one correspondence between the researcher’s portrayal of the participants’ viewpoints 
and the way those individuals perceive the phenomenon under study (Mertens, 2005). Lincoln and Guba 
(1985) define credibility as the extent to which the data collected accurately reflect the multiple realities 
of the phenomenon. The credibility of our data was enhanced by using multiple sources of data from var-
ious school boards across the province, which produced diverse perceptions of the implementation of DI. 
As well, member checks were conducted. Each interview participant was asked to review their transcript 
to ensure its accuracy, and only a few participants made minor corrections (Denzin, 1978). Transferabil-
ity refers to the extent to which the findings of a study can be applied to another context. We took care to 
provide background, context, and sufficient details through thick description (Patton, 1990) in order that 
the reader may decide if the findings fit their situation.

Findings
The five themes that emerged from the interviews include the following: (a) Differentiated supports, (b) 
Making space for shared professional learning, (c) Align/integrate/embed, (d) Multi-level leadership, and 
(e) DI continuum. Each of these themes will be described, with supporting quotes provided to bring each 
to life. While described in a linear manner, it is important to note that the themes are closely intertwined 
and have many points of overlap (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1
Five Themes Emerging from Data Capturing Administrator Perceptions of DI Implementation

DI Continuum
The first theme that emerged from the data captured the continuum of differentiated instruction noted 
by administrators in terms of depth of understanding, range of beliefs and practices, and the degree of 
uptake across and within schools they worked in and with. Administrators believed that the implemen-
tation of DI depending on a number of variables, including the readiness of the teachers, the resources 
provided by the school board, the piece-meal vs. school-wide approach adopted, and the grade level or 
subjects taught. 
	 With respect to teacher response to DI implementation and the professional learning initiative, one 
administrator described how, 

You’ve got your jetsetters who are there and they just think it’s [DI] so great; they want to test 
it all out, they try it. And then you have the other layer – the pioneers - who are being more 
thoughtful, but they are still testing out the waters. But then we’ve got pockets where, “This is 
the way I’ve taught, and it’s worked for everybody else, and it’s going to work for this group”.

	 Other participants similarly described the “movers and the shakers and the cautious ones and the 
naysayers” as well as the small percentage who need “the extra tender loving care” to identify those 
teachers more reluctant to embrace what was perceived as a new, risky, and possibly ineffective or short-
lived approach to instruction and assessment. 
	 With respect to the continuum of practices, participants described differentiation by product as being 
the most prevalent, for example, offering choices to students as to what format or modality they want to 
use to complete an assignment. Differentiation of content or process, for example offering various entry 
points to a lesson or offering multiple ways of engaging with a concept or activity, was seen as an area 
of weakness by participants in several boards, resulting in what they perceived as a lack of depth and 
precision in much of the implementation.
	 Particular attention in describing the continuum was paid to the secondary school context where 
participants addressed a perceived tendency or belief of some secondary teachers that curriculum was 
the driver of planning and instruction rather than student needs. Some participants expressed disappoint-
ment and frustration at not being able to shift teachers’ beliefs and practices to reflect a greater range and 
depth of DI.

It is a tough, tough fight to get teachers to realize . . . to let go of the curriculum in certain 
aspects. You’ve got to keep the integrity of the curriculum; I’m not saying throw it out the 
window. But I’m saying that the student actually is first, and the curriculum is second. 

	 Within the secondary context, participants also described how pockets of DI implementation 
emerged within schools as a result of a particular department, typically mathematics or science, engag-
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ing in inquiry as a collaborative team. In these examples, learning about and practicing DI was linked 
to the introduction of a new curriculum or to a specific subject. A few participants described how “some 
departments have always done DI” and gave examples of visual arts or technology where they believed 
DI was inherently or traditionally part of the ways that teachers planned and taught. Individuals teaching 
those subjects were perceived to be more “ready” to engage with professional learning related to DI im-
plementation.

Differentiated Professional Learning Supports
Participants described a range of professional learning approaches focused on DI implementation that 
they either organized, observed, or participated in. This second theme pertaining to differentiated pro-
fessional learning supports is tightly connected to the first; participants believed that it was necessary 
to offer a range of opportunities and strategies for teachers to engage with in order to develop their DI 
practice. A common approach to professional learning was to launch DI implementation with a large 
board-level workshop and/or to bring in an expert such as Karen Hume or Carol Ann Tomlinson. Follow-
ing that, most participants described how different forms of collaboration and sharing, among teachers, 
and particularly with a more knowledgeable coach or learning partner was the most effective way of 
transforming and sustaining DI practices among teachers. One participant described leading a profes-
sional learning session with teachers and the value in having a coach in the room to respond dynamically 
to the unfolding understandings and misconceptions, in this instance, that a set of strategies constituted 
DI. 

So being able to address well, what was the intention behind that activity, and how did that 
meet the needs of your learners? And to promote these conversations and get at the fact that 
if you give everyone the same RAFT, it’s not differentiated instruction; they all did exactly 
same activity. Or if it wasn’t based on anything you knew about your students. . .  So it’s funny 
how things can twist and turn into something that they weren’t intended to be.  And unless 
you’re there, and with the best intentions in the world  - the teachers are trying to do that, 
it’s just that they need the coaching and someone in the room who can question and probe.

	 Participants mentioned small-scale workshops organized within a department or school, carou-
sels where teachers could share what they were working on and had found effective with teachers from 
other schools, department heads developing expertise that they could then share with their colleagues, 
and the local development of personalized DI resources as effective approaches to sharing and imple-
menting DI. One system principal described their perspective that reflected applying principles of differ-
entiation into their professional learning approaches.

You know what, I find that multiple sources are valuable. You need a whole variety. You need 
the book resources. We all have the Carol Ann Tomlinson books. Because there’s one kind 
of learner that’s how they learn, and for another, like me, I like to see it as well… And then 
obviously in class working alongside teachers, that gives us another way of going deeper 
into the work.  I think you need the range.  I think you need more than one way.  There isn’t 
one right way.  

	 Beyond the range of types of professional learning for DI, some participants also noted a need 
to differentiate offerings in terms of teachers’ readiness. One board-level student success representative 
described, “Yes, many layers for the people who are way ahead of the game, the people who are just 
beginning and for the DI teams in the middle.” This participant also identified the need for subject-spe-
cific resources and shared planning at the intermediate and secondary levels. For example, some schools 
and boards focused heavily on DI implementation with a specific focus on math and so described their 
professional learning through the lens of this subject, with heavy involvement by a core team within a de-
partment. The perception shared through the interviews was that for DI to be implemented sustainably in 
secondary settings, that learning, modeling, and sharing of strategies and resources needed to be centred 
around a specific subject, curricular area, or course. Again in secondary settings, participants described 
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department heads and other teacher leaders who served as “DI champions” as being central to the success 
of DI implementation. 

Making Space for Shared Professional Learning
Key informants from all boards discussed, to varying degrees, the importance of collaborative inquiry 
and sharing of learnings and resources between teachers as the most effective form of professional learn-
ing. While endorsement of collaborative approaches was universal, tensions emerged regarding the ways 
in which these could be funded and organized. One principal of a K-8 school discussed their strategy.

My big thing - here is a great example - instead of purchasing resources this year, I’m taking 
that part of my budget and saying to teachers, “go and visit.” And don’t go by yourself, take 
someone else so that you can talk about it and then you can share something with the staff. 
So that’s where I’m putting in my resources, so it’s coming, but for the teacher to be gone, 
they have to plan, and it might not be a great time of the week or of the month, but it’s coming.

	 Many participants described the resistance that teachers expressed regarding taking time away 
from their classrooms to take part in professional learning, particularly the intense and repeated time 
needed for collaborative inquiry. Some participants described how structural change was necessary in 
the schools to allow for this time. Other leaders listed innovative solutions they were exploring to support 
teachers in collaborative sharing. One board-level intermediate/senior principal described how teachers 
were 

…so reluctant to leave their classroom for anything. So I started saying to them, “Okay, you 
have this budget for release . . . but you don’t want to be released. If I sent you to a restaurant 
and you ate dinner together and then you had a two-hour meeting to share ideas and that 
sort of thing, would that be better?”  And they are much better with that, and it really costs 
a lot less than release time. 

	 In addition to collaborative inquiry, sharing was also described by participants as opportunities 
for job-embedded coaching and spending time in each other’s classrooms. Again, the barrier of time 
and a need for innovative ways to reimagine this kind of professional learning within school hours was 
highlighted many times. According to one vice-principal of a secondary school, “we’ve got the soft tools 
and everything, and I think there needs to be a hard change to how to structure schools at 7 to 12”. This 
structural barrier was noted particularly at the secondary level as described by a board-level student 
success representative

…one of key pieces - and I hate to talk about it because it’s almost “the thing” that teachers 
put on the table every time -  but it’s the timepiece. We’re not structured to do the amount of 
learning that they (teachers) need to do around it [DI].  So the school programs folks will go 
to the workshops, have the time to do the learning, to get the deep understanding, and then 
they go out and share it with our staff. But our staff don’t have the same time to process, to 
understand, to practice, to come back to assess where they’re at. I don’t think it’s time; I think 
it’s structures that prohibit that.  

Align/Integrate/Embed
Many key informants described how and when DI was included or aligned within professional learning 
on specific curricular areas, within new initiatives or policies focused on assessment, within a focus on 
technology, or aligned with school improvement planning. Some participants described a rationale for 
these alignment efforts, including attempts to save time and financial resources, increasing acceptance 
on the part of teachers by appearing less overwhelming, and improving conceptual understanding and 
increase uptake and implementation. One school board informant described how DI had been embedded 
into the rollout of the new curriculum in senior secondary math and science.
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So when the new curriculum came out, we slanted it away from the content - although of 
course, content was a focus – but it was more about delivery. Delivery from the perspective 
of DI – how you go at this to match all learners and address all learners. And it is evident 
when we go around through PD and take surveys about assessing for and as learning and 
flexibility and strategies and instructional practices that the science and math people are 
further down the road than other subject areas.

	 At the secondary level, it was seen of paramount importance, as was described previously, to find 
ways of supporting teachers in understanding and practising DI through specific curriculum areas – by 
focusing on pedagogy and assessment first, and subject content second. There was a belief shared by 
some informants that because the curriculum was required, bringing DI into subject areas in secondary 
schools meant that there would be less resistance and greater sustainability than introducing DI as a pol-
icy or initiative.

That is the problem in secondary. It’s curriculum fighting students.  I’ll use the science cur-
riculum rollout as an example. They know curriculum is the most important thing to them, 
and that’s where their passion is - and they have passion for kids too - but they want to cover 
the curriculum first. And so they have time restraints, right, to do that.  So therefore, can 
you truly differentiate?  Well, if I do, a couple of students are going to be way behind and we 
won’t cover all the things. So now it comes down to, do you know your curriculum? Are you 
trying to teach everything, or just the overalls, or what are you trying to do? So there are a 
lot of pieces that get in the way. 

	 While integration and embedding of DI were seen by administrators as essential to its sus-
tainability and uptake, there were also instances where DI was addressed narrowly or at a surface level 
in this pairing. For example, one board-level leader with responsibility for technology described DI as 
synonymous with the use of various technologies in the classroom, and thus efforts to support the devel-
opment of teachers’ DI practice was solely focused on technological resources and skills. This individual 
described how they worked with a teacher recently and that “her comment was that you know some of 
the kids went away from the iPads and started working on paper and some of them wanted to work on 
computers, and to me that is what DI is, that the kids are making the choice”. A further example was 
noted in one board where there was a strong emphasis on having teachers use a three-part math lesson. 
The lesson format was situated as the ‘vehicle’ for DI, and while examples were provided of where DI 
could be integrated within the various aspects of the lesson format (e.g., multiple access points, grouping, 
addressing ‘visual’ learning needs), the descriptions provided by administrators in the board were quite 
varied in terms of the depth of understanding they reflected. For some, the math lesson was the primary 
focus, with DI fitting in at certain points, rather than having the math lesson situated within a DI frame-
work. Thus while alignment and embedding DI into new and existing structures and policies was seen as 
key for professional learning, there were also instances where these efforts resulted in a diluting of DI, 
potentially leading to misunderstandings on the part of teachers.

Multi-level Leadership
The key role of leadership at multiple levels was described by the majority of the participants across 
all boards. From a system perspective, a “filter-down” or “trickle-down” effect as it was referred to in 
different boards was described where superintendents were supportive of DI, board-level staff worked 
with principals, who then worked with vice-principals, with subsequent support for department heads, 
school teams, and individual teachers. At each level of this cascade, and in various activities with the 
board and schools, including staff meetings, school planning, and professional learning opportunities, 
the need for consistent messaging regarding DI was highlighted. In many instances, this messaging took 
the form of pressure and situating DI as a shared priority as described in the following reflection offered 
by a board-level consultant.

First of all, support from the director and admin councils, superintendents saying, “This is 
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important”.  Probably equal or perhaps even stronger actually, I’ll adjust that, is Minister of 
Ed support, saying, “this is a priority. This needs to be something you build into your work 
in the different subject areas”. And then again, going back to the superintendent support. 
And then finally, you’ll need the department that you work in buying in; your colleagues need 
to feel this is important. And in this case, we have a system principal who is a department 
lead, and then there is a group of colleagues who work together. So those different levels of 
leadership saying, “yes, do it”, but also your colleagues saying “this is important to do.”

	 The messaging and leadership required at multiple levels also took the form of specific support 
for DI implementation, with a focus on instructional leadership on the part of the principal. In the words 
of one board-level principal, 

if our principals don’t know what DI is, that it’s important in secondary, then there’s some-
thing wrong [laughs]. And they do know so… I think the principal is a critical driver. So I 
mentioned that some schools are further down the road because (the principal) took that on. 
They made it a school-wide focus.  So every teacher was in the boat. So you know, “You’re 
going to do it and everybody’s going to do it”.  

	 A principal of a K-8 school described their focus on being present in classrooms to support DI, 

I mean, I’m in the classroom a lot and I’m talking to teachers a lot and if we’re doing this 
then show me the evidence and a lot of it is trying to balance that not putting them under that 
pressure or making them comfortable and yet this is what we are trying so let me see it so we 
can talk about it and if I’m not seeing then why not and what can I do to help you. 

	 At the secondary level, discussions of school-level instructional leadership focused on the key 
role of the department head. One participant who had left their role in a school to take a board-level 
position described how key having DI experts ‘on the ground’ was to be able to monitor and shift under-
standing as part of an organic process.

It’s hard to – without the ongoing support, sometimes the misconceptions can develop. So 
you’ll have conversations and you’ll work with teachers and you’ll think that there is an 
understanding or that they’ve got it, and then it will come back around and you’ll hear it in 
a way that’s like, “I’ve been misquoted” [laughs]. If you can’t be in the schools - and when I 
was in my department I was able to be there every day, hearing the conversations, and en-
gaging in that back-and-forth and talking about what might’ve been a misconception... I wish 
I could be out there, on the ground with them because that’s where I think you have the most 
impact. So we’re trying to do this at a very broad level and it’s tough in this role to have the 
same impact in the classroom that I felt like I was having as a department head. But there’s 
not much you can do about that. That’s the reality of it. 

Discussion
In our study, we explored the perceptions of 17 school and board-level administrators regarding the im-
plementation of a differentiated instruction professional learning initiative, with specific attention paid to 
facilitators and barriers to DI uptake. Participants in our sample include those suggested by SSRs, those 
leading schools who took part in case studies, and those for whom DI was included in their board-lev-
el portfolio. As such, they are not a typical cross-section of individuals in leadership positions within 
boards but reflect those who are, or who are assumed to be, particularly knowledgeable about DI. 
	 In some instances, participants shared their insights with passion and fervor – DI was not sim-
ply an item on their required priority list but a framework that reflected their beliefs about the nature 
of teaching and learning as inclusive and necessary for all students to be successful. A few expressed 
frustrations at what they perceived as slow uptake or spread of DI beliefs and practices across schools 
and the system at large – particularly within secondary settings. For these individuals, the success of DI 
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implementation in the board felt personal, and they viewed their leadership role as championing DI and 
being supportive of teacher learning through organizing and resourcing effective professional learning 
and development. Other participants spoke to DI from a place of specific interest and expertise, including 
technology and mathematics, and reflected a more technical perspective on implementation and profes-
sional learning – finding more effective ways of improving skill sets among leaders and educators. Pre-
vious studies have documented similar approaches that principals have adopted in implementing DI in 
their schools (e.g., Cobb, 2015; Hertberg-Davis & Brighton, 2006; Puzio et al., 2015). These studies found 
that leaders whose efforts reflected a deep understanding of, and commitment to DI, were more effective 
in their efforts as measured by teacher beliefs and reported practices.
	 Analyses conducted collaboratively by our research team resulted in the identification of five 
themes: (a) Differentiated supports, (b) Making space for shared professional learning, (c) Align/inte-
grate/embed, (d) Multi-level leadership, and (e) DI continuum. As mentioned, these themes are closely 
intertwined in the ways in which they were understood and brought to life by participants. Thus, they 
will be discussed in an integrated manner. 
	 While considering DI practice from a leadership perspective, participants more often situated 
the need for learning and development among teachers than leaders. Throughout the themes, there was a 
recognition that educators and leaders are at different places with respect to beliefs, readiness, practices, 
and their willingness to take on what is perceived as a new or shifted practice. This finding is well sup-
ported in the literature, where the range of perspectives, beliefs, and practices related to DI and its imple-
mentation in particular have been well-documented (Moni et al., 2007; Suprayogi et al., 2017; Whitley et 
al., 2019).
	 Terms like ‘nay-sayers’ and ‘jet-setters’ were used by participants to describe the likelihood of 
teachers deciding whether or not to engage with DI implementation. In the diffusion of innovation model 
posited by Rogers (2010), about 15% of any group of individuals presented with a new idea, behaviour, 
or product are seen as early adopters or innovators. These individuals are willing to take risks, embrace 
and believe in a need to change, and they enjoy being leaders. Given the hierarchical structures of school 
systems, teachers are often faced with implementing initiatives or curricula that are not of their choosing 
(Oplatka, 2005; Sikes, 1992) – how they respond in the face of required change is one factor of necessary 
interest to school and board leaders. As stated by Oplatka, “commencing the implementation of an im-
posed change with committed teachers constitutes an important task for school leaders” (p. 187).
	 The belief in a continuum of readiness and appetite for innovation expressed by participants 
was apparent in the range of approaches that were explicitly designed and offered by school and board 
leaders. Many participants spoke eloquently of the need to reflect the underlying principles of DI in the 
professional learning opportunities that were provided. This behavioural commitment to an initiative is 
indicative of a leadership approach that has been shown to result in better integration of DI elements in 
teacher practice (e.g., Hertberg-Davis & Brighton, 2006; Puzio et al., 2015). Emerging themes reflected 
the positive pressure and support described by Fullan (2010), which can be both horizontal, as in the 
many examples of learning communities, time for shared planning, and in-situ coaching or vertical, as in 
the examples of common messaging about DI and provision of DI-specific supports at multiple levels. As 
in the words of one participant, “so those different levels of leadership saying, “yes, do it”, but also your 
colleagues saying “this is important to do.” 
	 The horizontal pressure and support described most frequently was the construction and sup-
port of collaborative professional learning opportunities. Professional learning approaches that develop 
collaborative professionalism, where teachers work together to meet common goals, using specific tools 
or structures in a culture of strong relationships and shared trust, have been shown among the most im-
pactful forms of professional learning and development (Butler & Schnellert, 2012; Darling-Hammond 
et al., 2017; Hargreaves & O’Connor, 2018). With specific attention to DI, many studies have found that 
teachers perceived benefits from a variety of collaborative approaches to developing DI practices, in-
cluding coaching and mentorship, book or lesson studies, and professional learning communities (e.g., 
Bondie et al., 2019).
	 Time was an oft-cited barrier to DI implementation and was most often defined as necessary 
to allow for sustained and frequent opportunities for teachers to learn from and with one another. The 
perceived lack of environmental support necessary to implement DI, including additional time, has been 
documented in previous research (Goodnough, 2010; Maeng & Bell, 2015; Moni et al., 2007; Valli & 
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Buese, 2007). However, a slightly different narrative emerged among a small number of participants 
where the emphasis was placed not on time for shared work among individual teachers, but on the organi-
zational shifts necessary for DI to be implemented at the secondary level. Specific mention was made of 
scheduling and timetabling of the day that prevented engagement in collaborative professional learning, 
a barrier which has been noted in many other studies (e.g., Admiraal et al., 2016; Hill, 2011). 
	 Vertical pressures and supports were also described as the key role of leadership at multiple 
levels, including what Hargreaves and Shirley (2018) describe as “from the middle” (p. 3). Leading from 
the middle (LfM) is described in contrast to either top-down or bottom-up reform efforts, where change 
is either imposed on systems by a Ministry or Department (top-down) or where it comprises multiple 
initiatives by individual teachers or schools (bottom-up). 

With LfM, schools and school districts do not simply lead “in” the middle by joining up the 
dots between policies at the top and practice at the bottom. Instead, they lead “ from” the 
middle with shared, professional judgment, collective responsibility for initiating and imple-
menting change, and systemic impact that benefits all students. (p. 3)

	 The middle is described by Fullan (The Learning Exchange, 2018) as school boards or districts 
who strengthen their connections with their schools by focusing on shared agendas, connecting laterally 
across schools, and then leading change vertically, with the Ministry or Department, and with schools. 
An understanding of the need to connect the DI initiative, imposed by the Ministry, with the priorities, 
contexts, and activities of schools and teachers was apparent throughout our interviews.  
	 Some participants described explicit planning to enact multi-level leadership, and in other in-
stances, this perspective emerged from examples and stories shared. At the elementary level, evidence of 
instructional leadership was noted where principals gave examples of ways that they engaged in a shared 
understanding of DI with educators. At the secondary level, it was more typical to hear about department 
heads leading a subject-specific DI inquiry, with principals leading implementation through provision 
of resources such as funding or situating DI as a priority in school-wide messaging. Again the data ev-
idenced repeatedly the key role of department heads in fostering DI practices in secondary settings by 
leading from the middle. Sharp et al. (2018) state that, “For many schools, fostering more inclusive teach-
ing practices through a focus on embedded differentiated instruction represents a process of significant, 
long-term organizational learning that requires leadership support at multiple levels” (p. 903). We had 
insufficient evidence to judge whether distributed leadership (Harris, 2013) was evident throughout sys-
tems, but certainly, there was a clear sense of DI being the shared responsibility of individuals working 
in various roles within the system. There is strong support in the extant research for the positive impact 
that broad involvement in leadership can have on organizational outcomes and teacher self-efficacy (e.g., 
Harris, 2013; Harris & DeFlaminis, 2016). However, some of the examples of the ‘spreading’ of DI by 
way of teacher participation in workshops, with the responsibility of engaging colleagues in the concepts 
and practices just barely learned, raised some flags regarding the common misuse of the premise of 
shared leadership (Harris & DeFlaminis, 2016).
	 One of the unique elements of this study was that it focused on implementation in grades 7-12. 
The DI research and practice literature is far more heavily weighted in elementary-specific contexts, 
and secondary teachers have been found to be less likely to integrate DI in their teaching practice (e.g., 
Pozas et al., 2020; Smit & Humpert, 2012; Whitley et al., 2019). In our study, the principals who spoke 
about instructional leadership in implementing DI were in elementary schools that included grade 7s and 
8s. The “curriculum fighting students” perspective of secondary contexts has been noted in much of the 
inclusive education literature and in more limited DI-specific literature (De Vroey et al., 2016; Pearce et 
al., 2010; Whitley et al., 2019). According to De Vroey and colleagues (2016), “secondary schools have 
retained subject-based structures, assigning expert teachers to many classes, which functions as a barrier 
for teachers to know students’ needs or to build a school for all” (p. 111). Organizational challenges, as 
well as a climate that can situate priorities on subject mastery, are often described as barriers to inclusive 
education and, specifically, to the implementation of DI in secondary schools. Our study shows that these 
considerations are understood by leaders. In particular, many administrators pointed to the need for sub-
ject-specific DI resources and the perceived success of departmentally situated professional learning.    
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Limitations, future research and recommendations
There are several limitations of our study to consider. The first is that our participants reflected a group of 
school- and board-level administrators who were identified as particularly knowledgeable about DI. As 
such, they reflect an interested and engaged group who are likely far more aware of DI implementation 
in their board, and of DI in general, than leaders in general. Future research that explores the views of a 
more diverse group of leaders at multiple levels within the system would add to this body of literature. 
	 The field of DI and inclusive education broadly would also benefit from more research to iden-
tify the ways in which leaders can and do guide and influence the implementation of DI. DI is unique as 
an initiative to implement in that it is not specific to a subject but requires a set of beliefs about teaching/
learning/students/schools as well as specific skills in pedagogy and assessment. The scant research ex-
ploring leadership for inclusive education has been noted elsewhere (e.g., Sider et al., 2017); this gap is far 
greater when considering the role of secondary school leadership. Given our findings, developing a great-
er understanding of the roles of school-based leaders such as department heads and teacher leaders who 
are charged with sharing knowledge among their colleagues is needed; this recommendation has been 
noted elsewhere as well (e.g., Admiraal et al., 2019). Individuals in these roles are not always considered 
‘leaders’ in the research literature but they are positioned within school change, and by our participants, 
as key to reform implementation. 
	 Several recommendations emerge from our findings. First, considering the unique context of 
secondary schools is essential in implementing DI initiatives. Our participants noted the barriers pre-
sented by a lack of organized, regular, shared time for professional learning. This is a frequent concern 
for teachers across grade levels, but the structure and timetabling unique to secondary schools, as well 
as the tensions between a deep focus on subjects alongside an equal emphasis on student needs, requires 
a differentiated approach. Some examples of creating conditions to allow for team teaching, reductions 
in total teaching time, planning schedules to allow having blocks of time shared by teachers, starting a 
school day later one day per week are examples of creative solutions seen in current and recommended 
practices (Admiraal et al., 2016; Puzio et al., 2015). Our findings also speak to the need to adopt a broader 
view of leadership in planning the implementation of DI initiatives, including recognizing the important 
role played by teacher-leaders and department heads in secondary schools as translators, facilitators, 
mentors, and coaches alongside administrators engaged in leading from the middle. 
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