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diversity and other teacher-related factors. The study suggests that a clearer insight into the concept and
greater support from the university are required to enhance DI implementation in university English
classrooms.
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Tém tat: Nghién ctru” tim hiéu viée trién khai day hoc phan hoa (DI) trong cac hoc phan thuc
hanh tiéng danh cho sinh vién chuyén nganh tiéng Anh tai Truong Pai hoc Su pham Ha Nbi. Nghien
ctru st dung phuong phap hon hop, dir liéu dugc thu thip qua bang hoi v6i 207 sinh vién va 18 giang
vién, quan sat 16p hoc va phong van ban céu trac duge thuc hién voi mot sb giang vién duoc lua chon.
Két qua cho thiy ca giang vién va sinh vién nhin chung déu nhan thirc dugc su can thiét cia day hoc
phan hoa. Tuy nhién, viéc trién khai day hoc phan hoa con chua dong déu va thudng chi tap trung vao
phan hoa ndi dung va qua trinh, trong khi phan hoa san phdm va méi truong hoc tap chwa dugc thé hién
16 rang. Nghién ctru cling xac dinh mot s6 yéu t6 anh hudng dén viéc trién khai day hoc phan hoa, bao
gom: si s6 16p hoc 16n, thot luong bai hoc han ché, chuong trinh hoc mang tinh nghiém ngat, sy da dang
ctia ngudi hoc va cac yéu tb lién quan dén giang vién. Nghién ctru dé xuat can c6 su hiéu biét rd rang
hon vé khai niém day hoc phan ho4, cung véi su hd trg manh mé hon tir phia nha trudng, nhim nang
cao hiéu qua trién khai day hoc phén hoa trong cac 16p hoc tiéng Anh ¢ bac dai hoc.

T khod: day hoc phan hoa, hoc phan thyc hanh tiéng, giang day tiéng Anh, 16p hoc da trinh do,
giao duc dai hoc

1. Introduction

Contemporary English classes, especially at the university level, tend to include a
diverse range of students. Learners may differ significantly in terms of English proficiency
levels, interests or learning preferences, which causes a great number of difficulties for
lecturers. In Vietnam, university students tend to have varying levels of language proficiency
due to multiple pathways for admissions. Some students may gain direct admission because
they have won prizes in the national exams for gifted students. Some students are granted direct
admission since they are graduates of the specialized high schools with international certificates
such as IELTS, TOEFL or SAT. In addition, some universities, including Hanoi National
University of Education (HNUE), administer their own competency-based entrance
examinations. Besides, a large proportion of students are admitted based on their scores in the
national high school graduation examination. Nonetheless, the universities’ competency-based
entrance examinations and the national high school graduation examination primarily assess
students’ knowledge of pronunciation, grammar, vocabulary, and reading comprehension (and
writing skills occasionally) while their listening and speaking skills are typically not assessed.
As aresult, there is a wide disparity in their language levels, particularly in listening, speaking
and writing skills.

° This research was funded by Hanoi National University of Education in the project SPHN 25-31.
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It is, therefore, of paramount importance that teachers employ appropriate methods to
address student diversity and help students boost their language proficiency and grow
academically. In order to cater to student differences, educational paradigms throughout the
world have shifted towards approaches which allow flexibility and personalization. Among the
prominent approaches is differentiated instruction (DI), a framework that proactively tailors
instruction to respond to student diversity.

2. Objectives of the Study

This study is conducted to explore the current implementation of DI in English language
skills development courses (i.e. Listening & Speaking and Reading & Writing) for English majors
at HNUE. In order to achieve the aim, the research seeks the answers to the following questions:

1. How do lecturers and students perceive DI and its pedagogical necessity in English
language skills development courses?

2. To what extent and through what forms of classroom practice is DI implemented in
these courses?

3. What factors constrain or facilitate the implementation of DI in these courses?
3. Literature Review

3.1. Definitions of Differentiated Instruction

The term “differentiated instruction” has been increasing in popularity in recent years
(Murchan & Shiel, 2024). According to Tomlinson (2001), it is a systematic and proactive process
to plan curriculum and instruction designed to address student diversity in readiness levels,
interests and learning profiles. In addition, Gregory (2013) and Tomlinson and Imbeau (2023)
emphasize that DI is a philosophical and pedagogical approach to instruction, not merely a set of
instructional activities. The central core of DI is to maximize each student’s learning potential.

3.2. Core Elements of Differentiated Instruction

To differentiate instruction, it is of vital importance that teachers gain a deep insight
into student differences, including readiness, interests and learning profiles (Tomlinson, 2001).
Readiness refers to students’ prior knowledge and experiences about what they are going to
learn. When preparing for a lesson, teachers must decide whether students have sufficient
prerequisite knowledge and are ready for the new lesson. Interest is students’ curiosity and
interest in learning. Tomlinson (2001) suggests that if students are inquisitive about a theme or
a topic, they are more likely to succeed in learning. Learning profile is students’ preferred way
of learning. Based on their understanding of their learners, teachers can modify classroom
elements to maximize each student’s learning potential, namely content, process, product and
affect/learning environment (Tomlinson, 2014; Tomlinson & Imbeau, 2023).

Content is the knowledge, concepts and skills that students are expected to know,
understand or be able to do, and it is often defined by curriculum standards and learning
objectives. In a DI classroom, although all students need to work towards a mutual
understanding, they may be provided with different learning materials to achieve the objectives.
Common strategies to differentiate content include providing learning materials at different
complexity levels, exploiting various forms of instructional media or supplying supplementary
resources to those who require extra support or challenge (Eisenmann, 2019).

Process refers to how students make sense of the input presented to them. Process can
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be differentiated in a number of ways. Teachers can vary the cognitive demands of the tasks,
use flexible grouping (individual, pair or group work), or provide intentional scaffolding
(Eisenmann, 2019).

Product is the way students demonstrate what they have learnt over a space of time - a
unit, a semester or an academic year. Differentiating products allows students to demonstrate
their learning in a modality which aligns with their strengths and interests. Teachers can
differentiate products by allowing a wide range of product formats (e.g. portfolio, debate or
essay) or by tiering products by complexity (Eisenmann, 2019).

Affect/learning environment is “the climate or tone of the classrooms” (Tomlinson,
2014, p. 20). To be more specific, affect encompasses not only students’ inner feelings but also
the outer factors that foster these feelings. Teachers can differentiate the affect/learning
environment by creating a flexible classroom arrangement or fostering a safe and inclusive
learning environment that supports diverse learners.

3.3. Previous Studies

Throughout the world, numerous studies have examined DI, many of which have
explored specific strategies for implementing DI in K-12 language classrooms. Religioni et al.
(2024) conducted a systematic literature review, and found that content and process
differentiation were widely practiced. Also, they suggested that the most common strategies for
content differentiation included tiered materials and adjusted materials, while tiered
instructions, adjusted instructions, and learning contracts were frequently used to differentiate
the learning process. Similarly, Kamarulzaman et al. (2017) highlighted the most common
practical strategies that supported DI implementation, such as flexible grouping, tiered
materials, presentation, or discussion to provide more responsive learning experiences.

In addition, previous studies investigated the impacts of DI on students’ motivation and
engagement, and the findings revealed that students felt more motivated and actively engaged
in lessons due to greater choice (Scarparolo & Mackinnon, 2024; Ziernwald et al., 2022).
Researchers also explored the factors that supported or hindered the implementation of DI in
the classrooms. Numerous factors that supported DI were identified, including professional
development activities, managers’ support, or the availability of materials and technology (Hu,
2024; Ziernwald et al., 2022). By contrast, researchers found out that despite the awareness of
the benefits DI offers, teachers did not differentiate their instruction due to a number of barriers:
lack of time for planning and implementation, lack of training, big class sizes, curriculum
rigidity and limited resources (Nayman & Altun, 2022; Gibbs, 2023; Ziernwald et al., 2022).

Similar to international contexts, much of the existing literature in Vietnam focuses on
the implementation of DI in K-12 settings. Researchers explored the practical application of
differentiated strategies in teaching specific subjects, revealing that although teachers were
highly aware of the benefits of DI, they encountered such significant barriers as large class
sizes, standardized curricula, limited resources and pressure of high-stakes exams (Tran, 2025).
At the higher education level, research remains scarce. Among just a few studies is one carried
out by Vu (2023), who developed a differentiated teaching competency framework for students
majoring in physical education. Little research has been conducted to explore DI
implementation in English language teaching, particularly in higher education settings. This
study is, therefore, conducted to fill that gap in the literature.


https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?u1RxtA
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4. Research Methods

4.1. Research Design

This study employed a mixed-methods design to investigate the implementation of DI
in English language skills development courses at HNUE. The quantitative strand examined
perceptions, pedagogical necessity, implementation, and influencing factors, while the
qualitative strand provided classroom-based insights into how DI was enacted in practice
through a multiple-case study orientation (Yin, 2018).

4.2. Participants

The questionnaire survey was conducted with 207 students and 18 lecturers at the
Faculty of English, HNUE, as detailed below:

Table 1

Sample
Student Sample Frequency Percentage
Year of Study
Year 1 133 64.00
Year 2 8 4.00
Year 3 30 14.00
Year 4 36 17.00
Gender
Male 46 22.00
Female 161 78.00

Academic ability
National High School Graduation Examination score

Below 7 9 4.00
From 7 to 8 39 19.00
From 8 to 8.5 25 12.00
From 8.5t0 9 37 18.00
Above 9 95 46.00
Exempted 2 1.00
English proficiency certificate

IELTS 20 10.00
C1 APTIS 1 0.48
None 160 77.00
Missing 26 13.00
Location of high school attended

Mountainous, island, or disadvantaged areas 17 8.00
Rural areas 48 23.00
Urban areas (city/town) 142 69.00
Teacher Sample Frequency Percentage
N 18

Male 2 11.11
Female 16 88.89
Educational qualification

Bachelor’s degree 2 11.11

Master’s degree 13 72.22
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Doctoral degree 3 16.67
Teaching experience

Less than 5 years 6 33.33
From 5 to 10 years 3 16.67
From 10 to 15 years 3 16.67

Above 15 years 6 33.33

Following the preliminary survey, the study used a purposive sampling technique to
select three teachers from the list of lecturers based on student nominations to participate in the
case study. The selection criteria included years of experience, qualifications, and genders to
ensure diversity and the ability to provide rich data for the study.

4.3. Data Collection Tools

Quantitative data were collected through questionnaires designed in Google Forms and
distributed to lecturers and students. The questionnaire items were reviewed by experts for
relevance and clarity, and the instrument showed acceptable internal consistency, with a
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of .832. Qualitative data were collected through classroom
observations and semi-structured interviews with the three selected lecturers.

4.4. Data Analysis

Quantitative data were processed using Microsoft Excel and analysed through
descriptive statistics, particularly frequencies and percentages. Qualitative data from classroom
observations and semi-structured interviews were analysed thematically to support and deepen
the interpretation of the survey findings. To enhance the trustworthiness of the qualitative
analysis, observation notes and interview data were compared across cases in order to identify
recurring patterns and reduce idiosyncratic interpretation (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Nevertheless, as the qualitative coding was conducted by a single researcher, the findings
should be interpreted with an awareness of potential researcher subjectivity.

5. Findings

5.1. Current State of Lecturers’ Perceptions of Differentiated Instruction

This section addresses research question 1 by examining lecturers’ perceptions of DI.
Specifically, it explores their understanding of the concept and key principles of DI before
examining how it is implemented in classroom practice.

Table 2
Lecturers’ Perceptions of DI
TT Lecturers’ perceptions of differentiated Agree Neutral Disagree
instruction N % N % N %
DI is a proactive strategy in which teachers
1 respond to. studentg dlff-erences in three key 16 888 2 111 0 00
characteristics: readiness, interests, and learning
profiles.
) DI is a learner-centered approach designed to 17 944 ] 55 0 0.0

address learners’ diverse needs.
DI means that teachers create completely separate

3 and individualized lesson plans for each student 17 944 1 55 0 0.0
in the class.
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DI mainly focuses on adjusting lesson content

4 only for low-achieving students to help them 1 5.5 6 333 11 61.1
catch up with the general curriculum.

5 I am not familiar with the concept of DI. 0 0.0 4 222 14 777

The findings show that the lecturers generally hold a positive perception of DI. Most
lecturers agreed that DI is a proactive and learner-centered approach that addresses students’
diversity in readiness, interests and learning profiles. Additionally, the majority of the lecturers
(95%) rejected the view that DI only targets low-achieving students to assist them in attaining
the expected learning outcomes, and all the lecturers reported that they were accustomed to the
concept of DI. These results demonstrate that DI has become a relatively well-recognized
pedagogical approach among the lecturers in the study.

However, the findings also reveal an inconsistency in the lecturers’ understanding of
the concept. The majority of lecturers agreed that DI means designing completely different
lessons for each student in the class. This understanding is inconsistent with the theoretical
framework of DI, which emphasizes the modification of content, process, product and
affect/learning environment within the same classroom based on teachers’ understanding of the
students rather than full individualization. Therefore, despite the lecturers’ appreciation for DI,
their understanding may not have been entirely precise, underscoring a need for professional
support in distinguishing DI from individualized instruction or other similar concepts.

5.2. Perceived Necessity of Differentiated Instruction

This section addresses research question 1 by examining lecturers’ and students’
perceived necessity of DI. Their responses provide an overview of the extent to which both
groups consider DI necessary in the university ELT context.

Table 3
Perceived Necessity of Differentiated Instruction

Perceived necessity of differentiated instruction Student survey Lecturer survey
N % N Y%
Very necessary 69 333 13 72.2
Necessary 122 58.9 3.0 16.6
Neutral 15 7.2 2.0 11.1
Not necessary at all 1 0.5 0.0 0.0

The survey results indicate that both students and lecturers alike generally believe that
DI is necessary, although there is a difference in the level of perceived necessity between the
two groups. Regarding students, the majority (58.9%) perceived DI as necessary, and 33.3%
considered it very necessary. A smaller proportion of students (7.2%) selected the neutral option
while only one student indicated that DI is not necessary at all.

In contrast, the lecturers expressed a stronger perception of necessity. The majority
viewed DI as very necessary or necessary with 72.2% and 16.6% respectively. Only two
lecturers showed a neutral belief in the necessity of DI, and none indicated that DI is not
necessary at all.

5.3. Extent of Differentiated Instruction Implementation in Language Skills Development Courses

This section addresses research question 2 by examining the extent to which DI is
applied in language skills development courses. It compares lecturers’ and students’
perceptions of how frequently DI is implemented across lessons and activities.
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Table 4
Extent of Applying DI in Language Skills Development Courses

Extent of applying DI in language skills development Student survey Lecturer survey

courses N % N %

Always applied in all lessons (100% of lessons) 21 10.00 1 5.56
Frequently applied in teaching (80% or more of lessons) 84 41.00 5 27.78
Applied only in certain lessons or activities 70 34.00 9 50.00
Rarely applied in lessons or teaching activities 22 11.00 2 11.11
Never applied 10 5.00 1 5.56

The findings demonstrate that DI was implemented in English language skills
development courses; however, its implementation was uneven across the lessons and activities.
From the students’ perspective, DI was manifested on a regular basis, with 10% stating that it
was applied in all lessons and 41% reporting that it was frequently used. On the other hand,
34% believed that DI was only applied in certain lessons or activities, whereas 16% reported
DI was rarely or never applied in the classrooms. These figures suggest that despite its visibility
in classroom practice, DI was not consistently integrated throughout the course.

Regarding teachers’ responses, only 5.56% reported implementing DI in all the lessons,
and 27.78% indicated frequent implementation. It is noteworthy that 50% stated that they
differentiated instruction only in certain lessons or activities. In addition, it was acknowledged
that 16.67% of the lecturers rarely or never applied DI. Altogether, these results reveal an
evident gap between teachers’ perception of the necessity of DI and their actual level of
implementation. In other words, although the majority of lecturers regarded DI as necessary,
their classroom implementation appeared selective rather than systematic, suggesting that DI
has not yet become a stable and consistent instructional practice in these courses.

5.4. Methods and Forms of Differentiated Instruction

This section addresses research question 2 by examining the methods and forms of DI
implementation in English language skills development courses. Table 5 presents the student-
and lecturer-reported practices of DI in order to show how differentiation was enacted in
classroom activities, instructional materials, learning products, and learning environment.

Table S
Methods and Forms of Differentiated Instruction in English Language Skills Development Courses

Positive Positive

i:::;:gg Item/dimension V?\?d Mean SD responses responses
™) (%)
Assigning tasks with different levels
of difficulty 207 2.99 1.23 81 39.1
Providing additional support/extra 207 313 1.09 73 377
Student challenge
su?veen Organizing various learning activities 207 432  0.72 183 88.4
Y Using multiple instructional materials 207 4.16  0.82 165 79.7
Allowing students to choose different 207 308 092 148 715
product formats
Changing classroom space/atmosphere 207 3.68 1.1 123 59.4
Lecturer Content differentiation (learning 18 328 1.02 7 389

survey materials, knowledge)
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Process differentiation (learning

RSN . L 18 3.56 098 10 55.6
activities, instructional organization)
Product dlffereptlatlon (assignments, 18 294 191 7 389
assessment projects)
Learning environment differentiation
(classroom space, learning 18 2.67 1.37 6 333

atmosphere)

The findings indicate that DI in English language skills development courses was most
clearly reflected in the use of varied classroom activities and instructional materials. From the
students’ perspective, organizing various learning activities was the most frequently reported
practice, with 88.4% positive responses and the highest mean score (M =4.32, SD = 0.72). This
was followed by the use of multiple instructional materials (79.7%, M = 4.16, SD = 0.82).
Allowing students to choose different product formats was also reported relatively positively
(71.5%, M = 3.98, SD = 0.92). By contrast, practices more directly related to learner readiness
were less evident, particularly assigning tasks with different levels of difficulty (39.1%, M =2.99,
SD = 1.23) and providing additional support or extra challenge (37.7%, M =3.13, SD = 1.09).

The lecturers’ responses showed a similar pattern. Among the four dimensions of
differentiated instruction, process differentiation was the most frequently implemented, with
55.6% positive responses and the highest mean score (M = 3.56, SD = 0.98). Content
differentiation and product differentiation were reported at lower levels, both with 38.9%
positive responses, although content differentiation was rated slightly higher in mean score (M
=3.28, SD = 1.02) than product differentiation (M = 2.94, SD = 1.21). Learning environment
differentiation was the least evident dimension, with 33.3% positive responses and the lowest
mean score (M =2.67, SD = 1.37). Overall, these findings suggest that DI in these courses was
mainly enacted through process-oriented strategies, whereas more systematic differentiation
across all four dimensions remained limited.

5.5. Factors Influencing the Implementation of Differentiated Instruction

This section addresses research question 3 by identifying the factors that constrained or
facilitated the implementation of DI in English language skills development courses. The
findings are presented from both students’ and lecturers’ perspectives in order to highlight the
learner-, teacher-, and institutional-level conditions shaping DI implementation.

Table 6
Factors Influencing the Implementation of DI

Student: Student: Lecturer: Lecturer:

Strong Some Strong Some
Factor . . . .
influence influence influence influence
(%) (%) (%) ()

Large class size 40.1 51.2 71.7 16.6
Lesson duration 20.7 57 61.1 33.3
Curriculum and examination pressure 36.2 454 61.1 277
Students’ passive learning habits 41.5 44.4 — -
Differences in students’ proficiency levels within 34.3 50.2 — -
the same class
Inflexible classroom facilities 13.5 38.1 — -
Teachers’ awareness and beliefs — — 66.6 27.7

Professional qualifications and academic degrees — - 333 50
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Personal interest and motivation - - 61.1 27.7
Teaching experience / years of service - - 55.5 333
Professional training and specialized workshops - — 16.6 77.7
Classroom management skills - - 55.5 44 .4
Institutional and departmental policies — — 27.7 50

Collaborative culture and support among teachers — — 16.6 55.5
Teaching materials — - 72.2 27.7

* Note: Students: n = 207, lecturers: n = 18. “="" indicates that the factor was not included in that

group’s questionnaire. Percentages may not total exactly 100 due to rounding.

The findings identify a wide range of factors that shaped the implementation of DI in
English language skills development courses. These factors were at the student, teacher and
institutional levels.

According to the students, the three factors that exerted the greatest influence on DI
included large class size, students’ passive learning habits and diversity in proficiency levels
within the same class. 91.3%, 85.9% and 84.5% of the students, respectively, believed that these
factors strongly influenced or influenced the implementation of DI to a certain degree. Rigid
curriculum and examination pressure (81.6%) and limited lesson duration (77.7%) were also
reported to be significant barriers. From the students’ perspective, they primarily ascribed the
difficulties of DI implementation to classroom realities and learner diversity.

Regarding lecturers, they pointed out numerous factors that hindered their DI
implementation. From their perspectives, the most influential factors were teaching materials
(99.9%), large class sizes (94.3%), teachers’ awareness and beliefs (94.3%), lesson duration
(94.4%), and curriculum and examination pressure (88.8%). Besides, other barriers were
associated with personal motivation, teaching experience and classroom management skills.

Overall, the findings show that both lecturers and students identified large class sizes
and time pressure as major barriers to DI. Nevertheless, their perspectives differed significantly
in other areas. While the students attributed DI difficulties to learner-related and classroom
factors, the lecturers highlighted a combination of classroom, teacher and institutional factors.

5.6. Case Studies of Differentiated Instruction Implementation
5.6.1. Mini Portrait of Each Teacher

Teacher A delivered three listening and speaking lessons to the freshmen with greater
emphasis on speaking skills while the students were required to complete the listening exercises in
the textbook at home. The class consisted of 43 students majoring in English, with the levels ranging
considerably from approximately B1 to C1 according to the Common European Framework of
Reference for Languages (CEFR). Centering on communicative tasks, three lessons covered the
topics of home comforts, favourite places and going green and were designed to boost the students’
fluency, interaction and the use of topic-related vocabulary. In terms of DI, teacher A modified
content, process, product and learning environment in a systematic way. The students were grouped
by their readiness levels (B1, B2 and C1) and then placed in mixed-level groups where higher-level
students were encouraged to support their peers. Teacher A created one of the most clearly
differentiated classroom profiles among the three samples.

Teacher B taught three listening and speaking lessons to a class of 24 English-majored
sophomores. Similar to teacher A’s class, the students in teacher B’s class possessed varied
language proficiency levels. Teacher B followed the structures and topics (i.e., learning for life,
discoveries and inventions and the natural world) prescribed in the textbook and the speaking
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handouts designed by her division. However, teacher B adapted the materials by designing two
versions for two groups of students (weaker and stronger) with the stronger group required to
deal with more cognitively demanding tasks. The students were asked to work with their peers
of the same level first and later with those of the other level. Overall, teacher B manifested a
consistent yet modest pattern of differentiation with few product types and classroom routines.

Teacher C taught three listening and speaking lessons to 40 first-year English majors.
In the first lesson, teacher C followed the procedures in the textbook; nonetheless, the teacher
decided to switch to more authentic materials in the next two lessons to stimulate the students’
interest in the lessons. The teacher replaced the textbook activities with the film-based content:
after the students watched a film, the teacher let them watch it again and paused at each sentence
which needed to be translated into Vietnamese. The students had a chance to learn new
vocabulary taken from the movies. Overall, although the shift to the movie-based approach
allowed students to gain exposure to authentic language input, teacher C’s approach was
essentially “one-size-fits-all” as there were no discrepancies in materials, processes, products
and learning environment to address student diversity.

The table below briefly summarizes each teacher’s class context, their levels and

patterns of DI across the four dimensions.

Table 7

Cross-Case Overview of Differentiated Instruction Implementation

Teacher A

Teacher B

Teacher C

Class context

Mixed-ability freshmen,
speaking-focused
listening-speaking

Mixed-ability
sophomores, textbook-
based lessons with

First-year English
majors, film-based
lessons using common

lessons adapted handouts materials
Content Clearly differentiated Moderately differentiated  Little evidence of
differentiation through tiered through shared core differentiation; same
vocabulary, prompts, and content with adjusted materials and prompts
language support based  handouts and support for  for the whole class
on readiness levels different levels
Process Strongly differentiated Most clearly Limited
differentiation through flexible differentiated dimension,  differentiation; mainly
grouping, scaffolded especially through whole-class instruction
tasks, and varied grouping, scaffolding, with few adjustments
cognitive demands and task adjustment for learner differences
Product Clearly differentiated Present but limited, Little evidence of
differentiation through varied output mainly through differentiated output;
expectations and, in differences in task similar tasks and
some lessons, multiple complexity rather than expectations for all
presentation options product choice students
Affect/Learning  Supportive and Supportive through Positive and engaging
environment structured through guided peer interaction atmosphere, but not
differentiation predictable routines, and structured support clearly adapted to

readiness-based
grouping, and peer
support

different learner needs

Overall pattern

Systematic and
comprehensive DI

Moderate and selective
DI

Engaging but largely
uniform instruction
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5.6.2. Content Differentiation Across Cases

Analyses of lesson plans and observations reveal that content differentiation varied
considerably across the three teachers: teacher A displayed systematic and tiered content
design; teacher B provided adaptive scaffolding of a shared core; teacher C adopted a “one-
size-fits-all” approach.

Teacher A demonstrated the most proactive and structured approach to content
differentiation. In the “Home Comforts” lesson, although all students worked towards the same
objective, which is describing a favourite room, they were given different questions, vocabulary
lists and useful language. The B1 group received simple, concrete vocabulary to describe
furniture, feelings and basic room features. The B2 group was provided with higher-level
vocabulary and collocations (e.g. airy, scented candles, cluttered desks) in order to describe
atmosphere, design and emotional impacts. The C1 group was given abstract vocabulary and
expressions (e.g. Its design mirrors my inner calm.) to describe emotional and aesthetic
connections. In the “Going Green” lesson, despite retaining the topic from the core textbook,
teacher A tiered learning outcomes for three groups of students. The B1 students were required
to choose a topic and think of a simple definition, an opinion and its impact on their lives,
supported by useful language and sentence starters. The B2 students had to discuss the benefits
and drawbacks and its personal and community impacts. The C1 students dealt with the most
sophisticated content, which involved giving an evaluation and discussing unintended
consequences. In teacher A’s classes, multiple materials were provided to address students’
proficiency levels.

Teacher B also differentiated content, but teacher B’s approach was more adaptive,
often involving modifying tasks and providing scaffolding around a common content core. In
the pre-listening stage of the “Learning for Life” lesson, all the students were supposed to
examine the same list of six factors they took into consideration when choosing a university.
While the weaker students needed to rank their top three using sentence starters that teacher B
provided, the stronger students had to rank all six factors and answer two additional questions
about which factors were overrated or underrated and how their priorities had altered since high
school. Nonetheless, the content in the while-listening and post-listening stages in this lesson
remained unchanged for both groups of students. In the lessons on discoveries and inventions
and the natural world, teacher B used two different handouts for two groups. The easier version
contained concrete information, descriptive adjectives (e.g. peaceful, surrounded by, crystal-
clear) and sentence starters whereas the more challenging version consisted of more demanding
role cards or higher-level vocabulary (e.g., unspoiled, awe-inspiring, untouched by
urbanisation) and reflective prompts about personal meaning and threats from development.

By contrast, Teacher C did not differentiate content. Across all three lessons, the teacher
let all students watch the movies that had been selected by the teacher and asked them to answer
a number of listening comprehension questions. Subsequently, the teacher paused at each
utterance, had the students translate into Vietnamese and checked each sentence. Regarding the
speaking activities, the teacher provided all the students with the same questions to discuss, the
same vocabulary and useful language. The identical materials, tasks and lexical items were used
for the whole class with no alternatives or tiered materials being observed.

In short, there were considerable differences in content differentiation. First, while
teachers A and B made attempts to modify content, teacher C did not. Second, teachers A and
B demonstrated two different models of content differentiation. Teacher A systematically
adopted the tiered model, proactively designing multiple content streams while teacher B
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mainly implemented the scaffolded model, using common content but varying task demands
and providing strategic support.

5.6.3. Process Differentiation Across Cases

Like content differentiation, process differentiation was implemented differently across
the three teachers.

Teacher A adopted a highly intentional approach to process differentiation, maximizing
student engagement. In the “Home Comforts” lesson, teacher A designed a three-phase process.
In the first place, the students worked in same-level groups, which enabled them to prepare
ideas and language appropriate to their proficiency levels. The second phase shifted from
homogeneous groups to heterogeneous groups where each student was set different tasks. After
each description of a favourite room, it was the C1 students’ task to paraphrase and expand the
B1 and B2 students’ ideas. To be more specific, after B1 students used sentence frames, the B2
students were encouraged to use comparisons (e.g. It’s more relaxing than ...) while the CI
students were challenged to use a metaphor (e.g. It feels like a warm hug after a long day). The
final stage involved whole-class reflection during which the students shared ideas and new
vocabulary items they learned from their peers. Likewise, in the “Going Green” lesson, teacher
A made the students practise speaking in two rounds. They worked with the same-level partners
first before moving on to work in mixed-level pairs. Besides flexible grouping, teacher A also
differentiated the cognitive process by asking the students to engage with the same materials in
different ways. In the “Home Comforts” lesson, based on the same audio file, the teacher set
three different requirements: the B1 students listened and had to fill in five gaps with missing
words or phrases; the B2 students had to fill in twenty gaps; the C1 students were given blank
pages of paper and had to note down as much as possible what they heard.

Teacher B’s process differentiation was also varied. In the “Learning for Life” listening
lesson, the students initially worked individually, listening and matching the university courses
and their future security. Besides completing the task in the textbook, the stronger students were
required to identify and take note of the evidence from the audio. Subsequently, the teacher
regrouped the students into mixed-level pairs where the stronger students helped their weaker
partners to understand the answers more deeply. This process transformed the listening exercise
into a collaborative learning opportunity with peer support. In the “Discoveries and Inventions”
lesson, the students were grouped homogeneously. The stronger groups engaged in a panel
discussion on whether teleportation would change their lives for better or worse, and each of
them represented a different perspective (i.e. the scientist, ethicist and economist). For weaker
groups, they took part in a role-play activity, going on a tour of the gallery with clear structures
and useful language provided. So, the same core content was processed in different ways based
on student readiness.

Teacher C, however, did not differentiate the process in the lessons, and whole-class
instruction dominated in the lessons. The students primarily worked individually, watching the
films and answering the comprehension questions by themselves. Although the teacher held
pair discussions during the speaking lessons, groupings were not deliberate to address students’
diverse needs in the class.

To sum up, process differentiation was observed in teachers A and B’s classes, yet not
observed in teacher C’s. And when process differentiation was manifested, flexible grouping
was the most commonly adopted strategy. Both teacher A and teacher B grouped the students
homogeneously first for skill building and then heterogeneously for peer sharing and interaction.
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5.6.4. Product Differentiation Across Cases

In addition to the three teachers' differences in content and process differentiation,
product differentiation was also implemented at various levels.

Teacher A implemented systematic product differentiation both by varying the
complexity of the students’ products and by offering the students different choices. In the
“Home Comforts” lesson, although the format of the product, a spoken description, was
identically the same, the students were expected to perform differently in terms of depth,
complexity and language. The B1 students were expected to produce simple sentences using
basic language. The B2 students were expected to give a more sophisticated description,
explaining what made the room comfortable and how it helped them unwind. The C1 students
were supposed to produce the most sophisticated description, explaining how the design or the
atmosphere of the room reflected their personality. More importantly, teacher A provided the
whole class with a speaking assessment rubric. The assessment rubric clarified five criteria,
including fluency, lexical resources, pronunciation, content and interaction on a scale from 1 to
5. This rubric, although uniform, allowed differentiated assessment by specifying different
levels of performance. In the “Favourite Places” lesson, teacher A offered the students a range
of options they could select to describe their favourite places. The options included giving an
oral presentation, composing a song, painting or taking photos with brief captions, which
allowed them to demonstrate their abilities in their preferred styles.

Unlike teacher A, teacher B differentiated products merely by varying the complexity
of the tasks. In the “Discoveries and Inventions” lesson, the students were placed into same-
level groups to take part in a speaking task as a post-listening activity. The weaker students’
products were a guided tour explanation with a focus on facts whereas the stronger students
engaged in a panel discussion from different perspectives. The stronger students’ task was more
challenging since they had to defend their opinions, respond to counter-arguments and convince
others. In this case, the products were different not only in nature but also in complexity. In the
“Natural World” lesson, the products for both groups of students were in the format of
monologues, yet at different complexity levels. The weaker students needed to describe a place
using concrete information whereas the stronger students were expected to include not just
description but also personal reflection and evaluation.

In teacher C’s lessons, all students were required to complete the same oral tasks, and
there was no evidence of tiered products or choice in product formats.

In summary, product differentiation was observed in teachers A’s and B’s lessons while
it was absent in teacher C’s lessons. Two strategies to modify the products recorded were
adjusting output expectations and offering different product options with the former being more
commonly used.

5.6.5. Affect/Environment Differentiation Across Cases

Teacher A created a supportive and collaborative learning environment. The students
knew what they were expected to do: they would start by working with their partners of the
same level to acquire vocabulary, brainstorm and share ideas, and then they would work with
other partners from other level groups for the main tasks before they joined the whole-class
reflection. These predictable group arrangements might have helped alleviate anxiety,
especially for weaker students who might feel unsure of expectations or lack necessary
language to express their ideas. Additionally, these flexible groupings, together with the nature
of the tasks, fostered collaboration among students.
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Similar to teacher A, teacher B created a supportive learning environment. The teacher
used pair and group work systematically in the lessons in which the stronger students provided
support for the weaker ones. For instance, in the “Learning for Life” lesson, the stronger
students were paired with the weaker students, comparing their answers to the listening exercise
and explaining them to the weaker students if necessary. Also, the teacher created different
learning environments within one class with sufficient support. In the “Discoveries and
Inventions” lesson, the weaker students participated in the role-play activity, and they were
supported by clear instructions and useful language. The stronger students, despite taking part
in a challenging debate, received support through the role cards with suggested key points to
discuss and useful phrases.

Teacher C was inclined to create a relaxing and enjoyable environment. Instead of using
ready-made materials from the textbook, the teacher designed film-based tasks for the students
with a view to maintaining student engagement and increasing student interest. Relaxing and
engaging as the learning environment might have been, it remained uniform. There was no
evidence of learning environment differentiation to address student varied needs.

In summary, learning environment differentiation was observed in teachers A and B’s
lessons through predictable routines and peer support. Teacher C’s classes, although engaging
and enjoyable, did not demonstrate environment differentiation.

6. Discussion

The findings reveal three closely related issues in the implementation of DI in English
language skills development courses for English majors at HNUE: conceptual ambiguity,
uneven enactment, and multi-layered constraints. These issues suggest that in this context, DI
is valued in principle more strongly than it is enacted as a systematic classroom practice.

The first issue concerns lecturers’ conceptual understanding of DI. Although both
lecturers and students generally perceived DI as pedagogically necessary, the findings suggest
that some lecturers could not distinguish DI from full individualization. A large proportion of
lecturers agreed that DI means creating completely separate lesson plans for each student, which
reflects a degree of conceptual confusion. However, DI is generally understood as the flexible
adaptation of teaching within a shared classroom context rather than the preparation of entirely
separate instruction for individual learners (Gregory, 2013; Tomlinson, 2001). This finding
indicates that although the lecturers are familiar with the term “differentiated instruction”, their
understanding of its pedagogical meaning is not always precise.

The second issue is the gap between belief and practice. Although 88.8% of lecturers
perceived DI as very necessary or necessary, only 33.3% reported implementing it in all lessons
or on a frequent basis, while 50% stated that they applied it only in certain lessons or activities.
This pattern suggests that although the lecturers value DI, they do not implement it consistently
in their classroom practice. Similar gaps between teachers’ positive attitudes towards DI and
their actual classroom practices have been reported in previous studies (Nayman & Altun, 2022;
Gibbs, 2023). The finding implies that raising awareness of DI is important, yet insufficient.
What matters is whether such awareness leads to regular practice.

The third issue concerns how DI was enacted and constrained in these courses. The
findings show that content and process differentiation were more commonly implemented,
whereas product and learning environment differentiation remained less systematic. The case
study analysis further revealed different levels of DI enactment across classrooms: Teacher A
implemented DI in a systematic and comprehensive manner; teacher B demonstrated a more
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moderate and selective pattern, and teacher C largely maintained a one-size-fits-all approach
despite creating a positive and engaging classroom atmosphere. Also, both lecturers and
students identified large class size and limited lesson duration as major constraints. In addition,
although students tended to emphasize learner-related difficulties, lecturers highlighted
professional and institutional conditions. This finding is consistent with previous research
showing that DI is shaped by the interaction of student-related, teacher-related, and institution-
related factors rather than by a single barrier (Nayman & Altun, 2022; Gibbs, 2023; Ziernwald
et al., 2022). This pattern is also consistent with higher-education DI research, which shows
that large class size, time pressure, and uneven pedagogical support make DI difficult to sustain
in university settings (Turner et al., 2017; Subban et al., 2025). This study not only confirms
previously reported barriers, but it also provides a clear picture of how DI is enacted in
university ELT by identifying three different implementation patterns: systematic and
comprehensive differentiation, moderate and selective differentiation, and engaging but largely
uniform instruction.

7. Conclusion

This study investigated the implementation of DI in English language skills
development courses for English majors at HNUE from both lecturers’ and students’
perspectives. The findings reveal that although both teachers and students perceived DI as
necessary, its implementation remained uneven. In addition, DI was not enacted consistently
across lessons. Another important finding is that content and process were visible in the
classrooms whereas product and learning environment differentiation were less evident.

The research also demonstrates that the lecturers’ understanding of DI was generally
positive; however, this understanding was not always accurate. Specifically, there was
bafflement between DI and full individualization. Besides, the study also points out a number
of factors influencing the implementation of DI, including large class sizes, differences in
students’ language proficiency levels, time pressure, teaching materials and a rigid curriculum.
These findings suggest that DI in university ELT should be interpreted as a necessary, yet still
developing pedagogical practice.

To recapitulate, this study provides empirical evidence on DI in higher education, a
context that has received little attention in Vietnam. It suggests that improving DI in English
language skills development courses requires not only lecturers’ understanding of learner
diversity but also a clearer conceptual understanding. More supportive teaching conditions are
also required to make DI implementation more effective and sustainable.
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