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Abstract 

Differentiated instruction has become increasingly essential in higher education due to the diverse 

backgrounds and prior knowledge of students. Unlike the learning styles theory, which advocates aligning 

teaching methods with individual learning preferences, differentiated instruction focuses on strategies 

backed by credible evidence. Recent research has debunked the effectiveness of learning styles theory, 

highlighting its lack of scientific validation and its contribution to the persistence of myths in educational 

psychology. This paper highlights the importance of addressing students’ readiness levels as a cornerstone 

of differentiated instruction, rather than relying on unproven preferences or learning styles. It also explores 

strategies for implementing differentiated instruction effectively. These include assessing student 

readiness, adjusting instructional content, processes, and outcomes, and fostering collaborative and 

autonomous learning environments. The paper concludes with an emphasis on integrating teaching 

practices with real-world applications. When executed effectively, differentiated instruction represents a 

progressive pedagogical approach that fosters practical learning and transformative knowledge 

acquisition. By adopting this approach, institutions can enhance their educational effectiveness and 

prepare students to navigate the complexities of a globalized world. 

 

Keywords: Differentiated instruction, learning styles, student readiness, teaching and practice integration. 

 

Introduction  

Teaching in higher education has become increasingly challenging due to the growing cultural, social, and 

academic diversity of student populations. The primary goal of higher education is to facilitate meaningful 

and engaging learning experiences that prepare students for future careers. Educators play a crucial role 

in delivering knowledge through experiential and service learning opportunities, enabling students to 

bridge theoretical concepts with practical applications. However, the traditional "one-size-fits-all" 

teaching approach is often ineffective, as students vary significantly in preferences, prior knowledge, and 

learning pace, even when they are of similar age. These differences, shaped by factors such as cognitive 

development and instructional methods, greatly influence academic performance. Differentiated 

instruction emerges as a productive approach when it incorporates a blend of methods grounded in sound 

educational psychology, logical reasoning, and creative teaching practices. This eclectic methodology 

allows educators to draw from diverse sources and tailor their strategies to suit the unique needs of their 

students. As noted by some researchers, however, the success of this approach depends on careful 
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planning, articulation, and evaluation. If not thoughtfully implemented, combining methods could result 

in complexity and reduced scientific rigor, undermining the educational process. 

To achieve optimal outcomes, educators must be attentive to students’ cognitive development and 

readiness levels. Differentiated instruction, as emphasized here, prioritizes readiness over unproven 

learning style theories. It integrates teaching with practical application, providing students with varied 

ways to absorb information and make sense of concepts. This integrated approach fosters valuable learning 

experiences and recognizes knowledge gained through hands-on experimentation. Effective teaching 

should ultimately connect learning principles to real-world applications, fostering critical thinking and 

collaborative growth among learners. It is the purpose of this article to emphasize student readiness as a 

critical part of differentiated instruction rather than learning styles.  The  paper  also  suggests  strategies  

to  differentiate  instruction  effectively,  as  well  as  the need to integrate teaching and practice for 

enhanced intellectual knowledge and practical skills that certainly benefit learners to cope with increased 

challenges in the global society. 

 

Challenging the learning styles paradigm: prioritizing readiness in differentiated instruction 

The learning styles theory proposes that students have unique modes of learning, and instructional methods 

should cater to these differences to enhance academic performance (Dunn, 2000). Students possess distinct 

ways of processing information and thinking, which influence how they learn most effectively. 

Consequently, there is no universally correct method for implementing differentiated instruction; 

educators should adopt diverse strategies to deliver the most effective instruction for their learners. One 

effective approach involves identifying the ways students learn best and designing instructional methods 

that align with their needs and specific learning contexts. While certain strategies may work well for some 

students, they may be less effective for others due to varying learning characteristics. Providing students 

with supportive and responsive learning environments often leads to more successful outcomes (Dunn, 

2000; Tomlinson, 2001). This underscores the importance of flexibility and adaptability in teaching to 

address the diverse needs of learners. Learners can often be grouped into three main categories: visual 

learners, auditory learners, and kinaesthetic learners, commonly referred to as the VAK learning styles 

(Clark, 2008; Tomlinson, 1999). Visual learners excel when information is presented in written formats, 

images, diagrams, videos, and other visual demonstrations. They have strong visualization skills, tend to 

remember written information, and are attentive to non-verbal cues, such as body language. Auditory 

learners prefer verbal instruction and thrive in environments that encourage oral discussions and verbal 

communication. Kinaesthetic learners, on the other hand, benefit from hands-on activities, such as role-

playing, laboratory experiments, or movement-based tasks, and are particularly suited for fields like 

surgery, sports, acting, or architecture. 

Learner diversity stems from a combination of individual abilities, motivation, environmental influences, 

and developmental factors. Gagné, Wager, Golas, and Keller (2005) identified 14 psychological principles 

of learning, which are categorized into four groups: cognitive and metacognitive, motivational and 

affective, developmental and social, and individual differences. These principles shape learners’ internal 

qualities and influence how they process information and engage in cognitive activities. While some 

learners may be significantly influenced by multiple principles, others may be affected by only a few, 

making it challenging to apply a single-dimensional model effectively. This highlights the importance of 

an eclectic teaching approach, where lessons draw from multiple sources and methods to provide students 

with comprehensive input and facilitate the introduction of new concepts. 
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Learners process, organize, and retain information differently due to variations in cognitive development. 

The learning process involves multiple stages, starting from the initial processing of information into 

short-term memory and eventually encoding it into long-term memory (Gagné et al., 2005). When this 

information is retrieved, it triggers a response or action, contributing to the development of knowledge, 

skills, and attitudes observed during learning (Brown & Green, 2006; Gagné et al., 2005; Oliva, 2009). 

Since learners process information uniquely, it is essential to design lessons that are accessible in diverse 

ways. If instructional strategies fail to yield the desired outcomes, educators should adjust their methods 

to achieve the established learning goals and objectives effectively. 

It is evident that individuals have varying preferences and interests when it comes to learning. While some 

students may favour one mode of delivery, others might prefer different methods of instruction. However, 

the concept of learning styles has been increasingly criticized in educational practice due to a lack of 

empirical evidence supporting its effectiveness. Research indicates that aligning instruction with students' 

strengths and preferences does not necessarily lead to improved academic outcomes (Pashler, McDaniel, 

Rohrer, & Bjork, 2008; Riener & Willingham, 2010; Scott, 2010). Instead, student readiness, which 

involves their prior knowledge and ability to engage with the material, plays a critical role in determining 

the effectiveness of instructional activities. As noted by Pashler et al. (2008), optimizing instruction 

requires consideration of individual students’ readiness levels, as this directly impacts the appropriateness 

of learning activities. Differentiated instruction should focus on addressing students' readiness rather than 

relying on their preferences. By identifying and targeting areas where students need support, this approach 

can enhance their learning experience and address their weaknesses within a course setting. This concept 

will be explored in greater detail later in the article. 

 

Reassessing the role of learning styles in differentiated instruction 

Differentiated instruction has often been linked to the learning styles theory, which suggests that tailoring 

teaching methods to students' preferred learning modes enhances academic outcomes (Dunn, 2000). 

However, this theory has faced significant criticism in recent years. In their book, 50 Great Myths of 

Popular Psychology: Shattering Widespread Misconceptions about Human Behavior, Lilienfeld, Lynn, 

Ruscio, and Beyerstein (2009) identified several flaws in the concept of learning styles. 

First, there is no universally accepted definition of learning styles, with varying models like the VAK 

model or Gardner's Multiple Intelligences leading to inconsistencies in interpretation. Second, methods 

for assessing learning styles are neither reliable nor valid, as there is no consistent relationship between 

learning style categorizations and academic performance. For instance, visual learners do not necessarily 

excel when presented with visually oriented instruction compared to other formats. Third, using 

instructional methods that challenge students’ usual approaches can often yield better results than methods 

that align with their perceived learning styles. Teachers should focus on addressing students' weaknesses 

rather than reinforcing their strengths exclusively. Fourth, there is a lack of robust, scientific research 

supporting the effectiveness of learning styles-based instruction. 

Research findings have further questioned the validity of learning styles in education. For example, a study 

by Pashler et al. (2008) found no evidence that tailoring instruction to students' learning preferences 

improved academic performance. Similarly, studies by Cook, Gelula, Dupras, and Schwartz (2007), as 

well as Hsieh and Dwyer (2009), reported no significant interaction between learning styles and 

instructional formats. These findings suggest that diverse instructional strategies do not necessarily lead 

to better outcomes for different learners. Other research also concludes that while students may have 
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personal preferences for how they learn, aligning teaching methods with these preferences does not 

guarantee academic improvement (Riener & Willingham, 2010; Scott, 2010). 

Differentiated instruction, when implemented effectively, provides students with various opportunities to 

engage with content and develop their understanding. However, the focus should not be on adapting 

instruction to match learning styles, which lack scientific support. Instead, educators should prioritize 

understanding students' readiness levels and prior knowledge to adjust teaching strategies accordingly. 

For instance, direct instruction might be beneficial for students struggling with foundational concepts, 

while independent or self-directed learning approaches may be more suitable for high-achieving students. 

By emphasizing readiness and adaptability, differentiated instruction can drive meaningful academic 

success. 

 

Adapting teaching strategies to diverse student backgrounds 

Since  student  diversity  is  enormous  in  scope  and  students  possess  varying  cultural  and  psychological 

characteristics,  their  educational  backgrounds  are  not  similar.  As  mentioned,  differentiated  instruction  

should  be associated  with  the  identification  of  student  readiness  to  help  teachers  deliver  lessons  in  

an  effective  manner. Identifying  academic  backgrounds  is  an  essential  factor  to  create  productive  

interventions  that  can  address  student weaknesses. This can be conducted through achievement tests, 

performance assessment,  oral presentations,  writing assignments,  and  student  portfolios  (Lyons,  

McIntosh,  &  Kysilka,  2003).  Student performance should be assessed before, during, and after the 

instructional process to measure student progress and to ensure if lesson objectives are achieved. Field 

experience and service learning should be included in the assessment to support students to develop 

interdisciplinary awareness in real-life circumstances.  

Effective teachers can recognize individual and group differences among students and adapt instruction to 

shorten achievement gaps.  Stronge  (2007)  indicated  that  the  adaptation  of  instruction  requires  

teachers  to  involve “careful assessment and planning for all students in the classroom, as well as the 

ability to select  from  a  range  of strategies to find the optimal match to the context.” (p. 70) Indeed, 

effective adaptation requires teachers to flexibly design  strategic  lesson  plans,  conduct  regular  

assessment,  and  make  adjustments  in  a  timely  manner  to  retain students‟ continued engagement. 

Teachers also adapt instruction to meet the needs of students who either perform highly or lowly or those 

who will certainly make progress if receiving different types of presentation. 

 

Personalizing learning through content, process, and product modifications 

Differentiated instruction involves modifying the content, process, and product of teaching to cater to 

diverse student needs. According to Tomlinson (1999), content should be appropriately challenging yet 

manageable, so that students do not become overwhelmed or discouraged. This approach aligns with 

Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), which highlights the gap between what a learner can 

do independently and what they can achieve with support (Vygotsky, 1978). Modifying content ensures it 

is appropriate for each learner’s developmental stage, focusing on key elements that support desired 

learning outcomes. Teachers should prioritize the most important aspects of the content to maximize 

effectiveness and prevent information overload. 

Modifying the instructional process involves using a variety of activities, strategies, and techniques to help 

students understand the material. Instruction should be organized logically, moving from simpler to more 

complex concepts, and from concrete to abstract ideas (Brown & Green, 2006; Gagné et al., 2005). By 
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employing different methods, experienced teachers can communicate challenging content in ways that are 

accessible and meaningful. The goal is to make each lesson relevant and engaging, fostering a deeper 

understanding for all students. Finally, modifying the product refers to assessing how well students 

understand the material and can apply their knowledge. This can be done through a range of assessments, 

such as assignments and projects that allow students to demonstrate their learning. Regular feedback is 

essential to help students reflect on their progress and improve their understanding. This ongoing 

evaluation ensures that the learning process remains aligned with students’ needs and provides 

opportunities for continuous improvement. 

 

Building cognitive skills through collaborative and independent learning strategies 

Since students come from diverse cultural and academic backgrounds, differentiated instruction should 

foster learning through enhanced collaboration, allowing students to exchange cultural and social values 

within a supportive learning environment (Nordlund, 2003). Additionally, students should be provided 

with opportunities to explore new knowledge and develop a critical understanding of the subject matter 

through independent learning. By focusing on both collaboration and autonomy, differentiated instruction 

can cater to students at varying academic levels, offering intensive support to those who need it and 

providing advanced challenges for high-performing students. Effective instruction, as recommended by 

Brown & Green (2006), should aim to develop students' cognitive skills and provide opportunities for 

them to critically engage with content, focusing on the core concepts rather than the specific steps involved 

in task completion. Teachers can enhance student success by using targeted questions (e.g., "If we want 

students to perform in this manner, what skills must they develop?") to visualize desired outcomes and 

create a sequence of steps that guide students toward meeting learning objectives (Oliva, 2009). If learning 

does not unfold as expected, teachers should assess and adjust instruction to ensure goals are met. 

Differentiated instruction becomes effective when it leads to measurable improvements in student 

learning. Identifying students' background knowledge is crucial for determining the necessary 

interventions and the level of support required. Modifying content, process, and product helps students 

grasp essential concepts in the most effective way and ensures accurate assessments of their progress. 

Additionally, incorporating both collaborative learning and opportunities for independent exploration 

enhances student interaction and communication skills, while also allowing for the development of 

autonomous learning habits. These elements form a solid framework for differentiated instruction, 

promoting the achievement of knowledge, skills, and attitudes in diverse learners. 

 

Collaboration and stakeholder responsibility in educational reform 

Changes in the economic, social, and political landscape necessitate innovations in education. As society 

increasingly demands higher levels of skills and intellectual work, it becomes a priority to adapt 

educational systems in order to meet these evolving needs. Differentiated instruction, at its core, should 

embody a new pedagogical approach that encourages the integration of knowledge and its practical 

application. Students need to engage in diverse learning experiences that allow them to broaden their 

understanding and apply theoretical knowledge in real-world scenarios. As Aggarwal (2008) points out, 

the success of higher education lies in incorporating "soft skills" such as writing, communication, problem-

solving, and presentation abilities into curricula, helping students adapt to knowledge transformation and 

better prepare for real-life situations. Differentiated instruction should facilitate a smooth transition for 
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students from academic environments into professional careers, aligning with the demands of a dynamic 

and evolving society. 

For differentiated instruction to be effective, it is essential to ensure the professional development of 

teachers. Fenwick (2004) highlights that fostering practice-based curricula requires teachers to 

continuously grow professionally and stay informed about current educational trends. Jenlink (2005) 

stresses that educators, especially in higher education, should act as "scholar-practitioners," developing 

interdisciplinary knowledge that is responsive to societal changes. This approach goes beyond a superficial 

understanding of specific theories or methods and instead encourages educators to extend their expertise 

across disciplines. Teachers must understand not only their subject matter but also the broader social and 

economic context that shapes education. The challenge lies in equipping educators with the knowledge 

and skills to respond to educational policies and meet demanding goals, ensuring that students gain a 

diverse skill set to navigate the complexities of the modern world. 

Integrating teaching with practical application requires a shift in curriculum design, particularly in 

response to the demands of a knowledge-based economy. This shift involves collaboration between 

universities and industries, acknowledging the impact of market demands on both curriculum content and 

delivery methods. Lambert, Parker, and Neary (2007) emphasize the pressures the market economy places 

on higher education administrators and the changing role of students, who are now often seen as consumers 

rather than mere learners. The globalization of education has led to the integration of international modules 

such as multiculturalism and bilingualism, along with a greater emphasis on research over teaching. 

According to Waks (2003), globalization has fundamentally altered educational goals and the structuring 

of curricula to meet new objectives. Differentiated instruction must respond to these changes by crafting 

lessons that align with both academic and practical objectives, ensuring that students are prepared for the 

challenges of the knowledge-based economy. 

Research has consistently shown that integrating theory with practice enhances the learning experience 

and strengthens student engagement. By bridging the gap between theoretical knowledge and real-world 

applications, students develop a deeper understanding of how concepts relate to each other and how theory 

can be applied in practical contexts. Experiential learning models reinforce the belief that hands-on 

experience is an effective way to learn and succeed in the workplace. Brodie and Irving (2007), Brooks 

and Lock (2010), and Brooks and Everett (2008) all highlight how this integration can help students build 

skills necessary for job success, including gaining professional certifications and training that prepare 

them for their careers. 

Lastly, educational changes are heavily influenced by broader social, cultural, and political factors. 

Effective integration of teaching and practice requires collaboration from all stakeholders, including 

schools, industry leaders, parents, and policymakers. The responsibility for successful educational reform 

rests on the collective efforts of these stakeholders, whose actions impact student performance both 

directly and indirectly. Teachers, in particular, bear the primary responsibility of equipping students with 

the practical knowledge and skills needed for their careers. To achieve meaningful change, educators must 

focus on continuous professional development, expanding their interdisciplinary knowledge and adapting 

their teaching practices to meet the needs of an ever-evolving society. 

 

Conclusion 

Differentiated instruction is an effective approach that addresses the diverse educational levels of students 

in a course setting. It is not merely a single method, but rather a combination of conceptual frameworks 
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and practical applications that help students develop a comprehensive understanding of a subject. This 

approach encourages students to view a subject matter holistically, fostering critical insights into learning 

principles that can be applied in real-world scenarios. To be effective, differentiated instruction should 

involve identifying students' readiness levels, adapting instruction accordingly, promoting collaboration 

and autonomy in learning, and integrating theory with practice to enhance the learning experience. 

Differentiated instruction provides students with tools and strategies to become self-directed, creative, and 

responsive to their context, helping them seek knowledge using core principles and concepts. Additionally, 

this approach offers students opportunities to learn in reflective and collaborative environments, where 

they can develop a wide range of skills essential for career success. Teachers must not only apply 

individual instructional components when differentiating instruction but also understand how these 

components are interconnected, allowing them to create optimal teaching strategies, analyse student needs 

effectively, and evaluate their progress (Orlich et al., 2004). Employing a variety of teaching methods and 

activities is essential to maximize academic success based on the readiness of each student. Moreover, 

differentiated instruction goes beyond merely combining teaching with practice. It requires a reinvention 

of curricula that effectively responds to social and economic changes. To equip students with practical 

skills and competencies, teachers must assume the role of scholar-practitioners, continuously developing 

interdisciplinary knowledge to keep pace with the growing demands of globalization (Jenlink, 2005). 

Teachers' responsibilities extend beyond traditional teaching contexts; they must demonstrate 

responsiveness to societal needs by incorporating learning experiences that prepare students to face the 

challenges of an increasingly globalized world. 
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