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Abstract
This study explores how differentiated instruction (DI) is planned, implemented 
and evaluated in a Swedish Year 1 classroom that includes two gifted students. 
Applying a focused ethnographic mixed-methods design, it combines qualitative 
data with structured observations using the Classroom Observation Scales-
Revised (COS-R). Thematic analysis was structured around three themes: 
planning for DI involving anticipation and collaboration (e.g. adjusting to students' 
readiness), implementing DI through a responsive and flexible practices (e.g. real-
time adaptations), and evaluating DI through ongoing reflection (e.g. formative 
assessment in classroom interactions). This supported both academic growth 
and social inclusion. COS-R scores indicated strengths in curriculum planning 
(M = 2.50) and creative thinking (M = 2.50), and areas for improvement in critical 
thinking (M = 1.50) and research strategies (M = 1.13). The study shows how DI can 
be integrated into everyday classroom practice in ways that respond to student 
diversity. It contributes practice-relevant insights into how DI is understood, 
enacted and experienced in inclusive classrooms, and highlights professional 
judgement, responsiveness and teacher self-reflection as central to differentiated 
and inclusive teaching.
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Key points

•	 Differentiated instruction was enacted as a cyclical process of planning, im-
plementation, and evaluation, rather than as a collection of isolated teaching 
strategies.

•	 The teacher used familiar and sustainable practices such as station work, 
personalised folders, tiered tasks and ongoing formative assessment to respond 
to diverse student abilities and needs.

•	 Differentiated instruction supported both challenge and participation, enabling 
the gifted students to engage at an appropriate level while remaining included in 
the classroom community.

•	 The findings illustrate how differentiated instruction can be integrated into 
everyday teaching in early primary classrooms through professional judgement, 
responsiveness, and reflection.
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INTRODUCTION

In recent decades, educational policymakers in Sweden 
and worldwide have increasingly advocated for more 
inclusive classrooms that meet all students' abilities 
and needs (Ainscow et al.,  2019; OECD, 2010; Swedish 
National Agency for Education [SNAE],  2022). As 
a result, general education classrooms now span a 
wide range of abilities and needs (Swedish Schools 
Inspectorate,  2022; Tomlinson & Imbeau,  2023). One 
key challenge in such contexts is to recognise and meet 
the abilities and needs of gifted students alongside their 
peers (Margrain & van Bommel, 2022).

Differentiated instruction (DI) is considered a prom-
ising way to recognise and meet the varied abilities and 
needs of students, including those who are gifted, and is 
increasingly understood as a core component of inclu-
sive education (Ardenlid, 2025; Tomlinson, 2014). At its 
core, DI involves intentional and systematic planning 
of curriculum, instruction and assessments in ways that 
are responsive to students' diverse abilities and needs 
(Tomlinson,  2014). However, despite its prominence in 
policy and research, empirical insight remains limited 
into how DI is understood, enacted and experienced in 
inclusive classroom practice. To address this gap, it is 
important to consider how previous research has con-
ceptualised and examined DI, particularly in relation to 
gifted students.

Previous research (Bondie et  al.,  2019; Tomlinson 
et  al.,  2003; Ziernwald et  al.,  2022) has examined a 
range of DI practices such as tiered tasks, f lexible 
grouping, and pacing adjustments. However, these are 
often investigated as discrete instructional practices 
rather than as part of a holistic and dynamic class-
room process. As a result, DI in early primary class-
rooms remains underexplored, particularly in inclusive 
classrooms that include gifted students (Ardenlid 
et al., 2025).

The following section outlines conceptions of gift-
edness and how gifted students are educated within 
Swedish primary schools.

Gifted students and Swedish primary school

In this study, gifted students are defined as those who 
demonstrate high abilities and exceed standard grade 
criteria, often having already mastered substantial 
portions of the general curriculum in one or several areas 
before formal instruction begins (Reis et al., 2016). These 
students typically assimilate new information rapidly 
and integrate it with prior knowledge (Gallagher, 2009). 
Although gifted students may share such specific 
cognitive characteristics, they are not a homogeneous 
group; like any learners, they exhibit diverse preferences, 
interests, abilities and needs (Matthews & Foster, 2005). 
Given this diversity, gifted students can benefit from 

appropriately challenging learning experiences together 
with their peers (Reis et  al.,  2021). Additionally, it is 
rare for gifted students to excel in all areas (VanTassel-
Baska,  2021). This underscores the importance of 
recognising giftedness not as a fixed category, but as 
dynamic and multifaceted, requiring nuanced and 
responsive instruction (Sternberg, 2023).

Gifted students in Sweden are educated together 
with peers in regular classrooms, a situation expected 
to continue (Mattsson & Bengmark,  2010). The SNAE 
cites Mayer's  (2005) estimate, suggesting that approxi-
mately 5% of students are considered gifted (Mattsson 
& Petterson, 2015). Consequently, it is statistically likely 
that teachers will encounter gifted students in every 
classroom. Swedish teachers are required to follow the 
Education Act (SFS 2010:800, 2010) and the national 
curriculum (SNAE, 2022), which specify the knowledge 
criteria students are expected to meet. These documents 
state that students who easily meet the minimum crite-
ria should be provided with guidance and stimulation to 
further develop their knowledge, with implementation 
left to teachers' professional judgement.

Compulsory schooling in Sweden begins with pre-
school class at age six, followed by Year 1, where stu-
dents encounter more formal learning settings and 
develop foundational skills in literacy, numeracy, and 
other subjects (SNAE, 2022). For gifted students, studies 
from other countries show that this early stage is particu-
larly important, as attitudes toward learning are formed 
and curiosity should be nurtured (Campbell et al., 2022; 
Coleman, 2016). Early educational provisions have also 
been shown to positively influence long-term outcomes 
and reduce potential school difficulties such as under-
achievement or disengagement (Margrain et al., 2019).

Taken together, these conditions make the early years 
of primary education an important educational context 
for examining DI for gifted students and their peers in 
mixed-ability classrooms. From an international per-
spective, Sweden is characterised by a strong emphasis on 
inclusion (Margrain & van Bommel, 2022; SNAE, 2022). 
This aligns with inclusive and differentiation-oriented 
paradigms of gifted education (cf. Dai & Chen,  2013) 
and positions Sweden as a relevant context for providing 
insights into how DI is understood, enacted, and experi-
enced in a Swedish Year 1 primary school classroom to 
address diverse abilities and needs.

Differentiated instruction

DI stands in contrast to a one-size-fits-all teaching 
approach and is widely considered a way for teachers to 
recognise and meet students' diverse abilities and needs, 
thereby fostering more inclusive classrooms (Ziernwald 
et  al.,  2022). DI acknowledges student variation and 
relies on ongoing assessment, summative and formative, 
to inform instructional choices (Prast et al., 2015). It is 
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not merely a set of strategies but a teaching philosophy 
that positions the teacher as a responsive decision-maker, 
viewing student variance as both inevitable and valuable 
(Tomlinson & Imbeau,  2023). Rather than offering 
the same instruction to all students, DI adjusts key 
components to provide appropriate levels of challenge 
(Tomlinson, 2014). Grounded in continuous assessment, 
DI facilitates learning across a wide spectrum of student 
abilities and needs.

How instruction is planned, implemented and eval-
uated is shaped by teachers' professional knowledge, 
interpretations of steering documents, resources and 
their capacity to respond to a diverse student popula-
tion (Darling-Hammond, 2021). Although DI may vary 
considerably, it shares the common aim of responding 
to student diversity (Rubie-Davies,  2023). Teachers' 
perceived capability and confidence play a central role 
in how DI is interpreted and enacted in practice, and 
self-efficacy develops through classroom experience, 
shaping its implementation (Porta & Gaunt,  2025; 
Subban & Scarparolo,  2026). Nevertheless, research 
indicates that teachers may find it difficult to visualise 
DI in classroom practice (Bondie et al., 2019; van Geel 
et al., 2022).

As Borland (2005) notes, gifted students “are among 
those who are the most ill-served when curriculum and 
instruction are not [emphasis added] differentiated” (pp. 
1–2). Yet relatively few studies have explicitly examined 
the use and value of DI for gifted students in inclusive 
classrooms (Ardenlid et al., 2025).

Previous research, including recent reviews of DI for 
gifted students in inclusive classrooms (Ardenlid, 2025), 
has approached DI for gifted students through teacher 
interviews (e.g. Ardenlid,  2025; Barbier et  al.,  2022), 
teacher self-reports (e.g. Letina,  2021), survey data 
(e.g. Chandra Handa,  2019), large-scale classroom 
observations (e.g. Johnsen et  al.,  2020) including 
structured observations using instruments such as 
the Classroom Observation Scales-Revised (COS-R; 
VanTassel-Baska et al., 2003), and reviews of empirical 
studies (e.g. Ziernwald et al., 2022). These studies pres-
ent principles (e.g. recognising differences, fostering 
autonomy, adapting to readiness) and practices (e.g. 
f lexible grouping, enrichment, curriculum compact-
ing). However, much of this research focuses on older 
students, specific subject areas or discrete elements of 
DI. In short, these studies suggest that DI for gifted 
students is implemented through deliberate variation 
in content, process, products and learning environ-
ment, for example through adjusting task complexity, 
providing opportunities for deeper exploration and 
using flexible grouping to enable engagement at dif-
ferent levels. However, less is known about how such 
variations are understood, enacted and experienced 
as a holistic and dynamic classroom process in real-
time interactions, particularly in early primary class-
rooms. The present study addresses this gap through 

a focused ethnographic inquiry within a Swedish Year 
1 classroom.

The zone of proximal development as 
a theoretical lens

While the conceptual perspectives of DI and 
gifted education inform this study, the Zone of 
Proximal Development (ZPD), as conceptualised 
by Vygotsky  (1978), is used as a theoretical lens for 
discussing DI. In this sense, rather than constituting 
the full theoretical framework, ZPD provides a lens 
for understanding how instruction can be aligned with 
students' developing knowledge, a key principle in DI 
(Karimi & Nazari,  2021; Zambo,  2009). Karimi and 
Nazari  (2021) explain that DI reflects sociocultural 
principles by adapting instruction to learners' evolving 
competencies through mediation and scaffolding within 
the ZPD. Zambo  (2009) shows that instruction within 
the ZPD is particularly vital for gifted students, whose 
knowledge often exceeds the boundaries of standardised 
curricula, necessitating differentiated approaches to 
support their continued growth.

In short, the ZPD refers to the gap between what 
a student can do independently and what they can 
achieve with guidance from a more capable peer or 
adult. Instruction that aligns with a student's ZPD is 
neither too easy nor too difficult; instead, it encour-
ages growth through scaffolded learning experiences 
(Vygotsky,  1978). In this view, learning should lead 
development, meaning that instruction must actively 
stimulate emerging knowledge rather than simply rein-
force existing knowledge.

Aim, research questions, and rationale

Against this background, there is a need for research 
that provides contextually grounded insights into how 
DI is planned, implemented, and evaluated in early 
primary classrooms that include gifted students. This 
study aims to explore how DI is planned, implemented, 
and evaluated in a Swedish Year 1 primary school 
classroom that includes two gifted students, thereby 
contributing to a deeper understanding of its practical 
application. The following two research questions 
guide the study:

RQ1.  How is DI planned and implemented 
in the classroom?

RQ2.  How is teaching evaluated in relation 
to DI for the gifted students and their peers?

The rationale for this study is twofold. First, studies 
(Margrain & van Bommel, 2023) and school inspections 
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(Swedish Schools Inspectorate,  2022) show that gifted 
students can be overlooked in inclusive classrooms, limit-
ing their opportunities for further development. Second, 
while DI is widely promoted as a way to recognise and 
meet diverse abilities and needs, translating its principles 
into everyday life in classrooms has proven challenging. 
Relatively few empirical studies have examined DI for 
gifted students in the early years of inclusive schooling 
(Ardenlid et al., 2025; Bondie et al., 2019). More knowl-
edge is therefore needed on how DI is applied in practice 
in early primary classrooms.

By exploring what DI can be in practice and sharing 
an illustrative example from Sweden, this study offers 
contextually grounded insights that may inform teachers 
and other school staff members in recognising and meet-
ing diverse student abilities and needs from the outset of 
schooling.

M ETHOD

An ethnographic approach was adopted to explore 
the everyday lives of a teacher, two gifted students 
and their peers in a Year 1 classroom. Ethnography, 
understood as the in-depth study of social practices in 
natural settings (Emerson et al., 2011), is well suited to 
educational research (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2019). 
Given the study's specific focus, it was designed 
as a focused ethnography, characterised by shorter 
but intensive field visits, a clearly defined focus 
(Knoblauch, 2005) and an insider research perspective 
(Parker-Jenkins, 2018).

Fieldwork was conducted across five periods over 
two school terms (13 days in total). The episodic but 
year-long engagement enabled reflection between peri-
ods, supporting both immersion and analytic distance 
(Wolcott, 2008).

The study adopted a qualitatively driven mixed-
methods design (Morse & Cheek, 2014), comprising two 
strands. The qualitative ethnographic strand can be un-
derstood as a case study, as it involves an in-depth ex-
amination of one teacher and their classroom context. 
This strand included participant observation, teacher 
interviews, field notes (including conversations with 
the gifted students and their peers), and document re-
views, including student work samples, lesson plans, 
weekly teaching plans, screening assessment results, 
and the school's operational plan, combined to develop 
a comprehensive understanding of the teacher's prac-
tices and underlying beliefs. In line with a qualitatively 
driven design, an embedded quantitative strand was 
added: COS-R (VanTassel-Baska et  al.,  2003) was ap-
plied concurrently to collect structured data on teaching 
behaviours relevant to DI. The strands were analysed 
independently and are presented separately to provide 
both depth and breadth.

The following sections present the setting and par-
ticipants, followed by researcher positionality and data 
collection and analysis (qualitative and quantitative 
strands), and address reflexivity, trustworthiness and 
ethical considerations. Pseudonyms are used for the 
teacher, the school and the students.

Setting and participants

Green School, located outside a city centre in mid-
Sweden, had approximately 540 students, with three 
classes per year group from preschool class to Year 3 
and four classes per year group from Year 4 to Year 
6. The school was selected following an invitation 
distributed to two municipalities with policies 
mandating DI, using purposive sampling from two 
classrooms in which teachers had expressed interest. 
The selected teacher and classroom were chosen based 
on their alignment with the study's focus and the 
teacher's prior experience with the class, providing 
pedagogical continuity from preschool class to Year 
1 and ensuring familiarity with the students' abilities, 
needs, and interests. This enabled the study to capture 
differentiated instructional principles and practices 
within an established classroom context. Access 
was arranged via the school administration and the 
participating teacher. The municipality had a policy 
mandating DI supported by ongoing professional 
development initiatives aimed at fostering a shared 
understanding of DI.

Kim, a lead teacher with 12 years of experience, held 
pedagogical responsibility for the year group and con-
tributed to planning and coordination across classes. 
Kim's experience with differentiation developed through 
classroom practice, collaboration within the Year 1 team 
and municipality-wide professional development. At 
the time of the study, Kim taught a Year 1 class of 20 
students with diverse abilities and needs, supported by 
two teaching assistants. Kim had taught the same group 
since preschool class and was scheduled to remain with 
them through Year 3.

The entire class was included in the study to cap-
ture the full range of student diversity and experiences. 
Particular focus was placed on Kim and two students, 
Artem and Mira, who had high abilities in different 
domains and were considered gifted based on teacher 
nomination. This nomination was grounded in class-
room observations and high scores on SNAE's screening 
assessments in Swedish and mathematics, administered 
by the special education teacher. Artem demonstrated 
advanced mathematical reasoning, while Mira demon-
strated advanced reading fluency and comprehension.

Artem and Mira were included as focal examples il-
lustrating how DI unfolded for students with advanced 
readiness within the whole-class context, rather than 
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as individual case studies. Their learning behaviours 
provided contrast with peers. Data from the wider 
class contextualised how instruction was planned, im-
plemented and evaluated. “Peers” refers to the 18 stu-
dents who formed the mixed-ability group in the Year 
1 classroom.

Researcher positionality

This study was conducted in a setting professionally 
and culturally familiar to the researcher, aligning 
with focused ethnography (Higginbottom et al., 2013). 
Although the researcher had no prior experience 
with this classroom, extensive teaching experience 
in similar settings enabled an insider perspective 
and direct engagement with the research questions 
(Wolcott,  2008). Familiarity with classroom work 
informed the interpretation of classroom interactions, 
while maintaining curiosity and attentiveness helped 
minimise assumptions and overlooked differences 
(Berger, 2015).

The teacher participant, Kim, was aware of the re-
searcher's professional background, which contributed 
to focused discussions on instructional choices and 
student engagement. At times, Kim pointed out events 
occurring beyond the researcher's immediate view and 
exchanged subtle non-verbal cues when students such as 
Artem or Mira demonstrated advanced performance. 
These moments informed data collection, analysis and 
interpretation, illustrating how professional familiar-
ity can shape the research process while requiring re-
flection to identify what is unique about the classroom 
(Berger, 2015).

Data collection and analysis

Qualitative strand

The qualitative data collection comprised two 
interviews with the teacher, one conducted each term. 
Each lasted approximately 60 min, was audio-recorded 
and transcribed verbatim. The interviews followed a 
semi-structured guide shaped by previous research 
(Ardenlid,  2025; Barbier et  al.,  2022) and by ongoing 
observations and interactions with Kim, the gifted 
students and their peers. The interview guide covered 
themes such as planning, implementation and evaluation 
of DI, as well as the teacher's reflections on meeting 
the abilities and needs of gifted students within the 
classroom context (see Data  S1). Questions addressed 
both instructional principles and specific classroom 
practices observed during the fieldwork. While the 
guide provided structure, the interviews were adapted 
responsively to the teacher's narrative and informed 
subsequent observations and interactions.

This strand of data collection also involved par-
ticipant observation, immersing the researcher in 
daily classroom activities to collect data on teacher–
student and student–student interactions (Emerson 
et  al.,  2011). Observations took place during regular 
school days (8:10 a.m. to 1:20 p.m.), focusing on instruc-
tional activities and classroom practice. On a few occa-
sions, data collection was paused when other teachers 
led the class. The researcher's presence during breaks 
and transitions facilitated familiarity with the setting 
and trust among students. Ethnographic research re-
quires close engagement with the setting to gain in-
sights into participants' practices (Agar,  1996). The 
researcher began as a passive observer and, as trust 
developed, moved toward observer-as-participant, in-
teracting more naturally with Kim, staff and students. 
This role progression is common in focused ethnogra-
phy (Higginbottom et al., 2013).

In addition to the interviews and observations, in-
teractions with the teacher, staff members, and the stu-
dents were central to data collection. These interactions 
were understood as everyday conversations embedded 
in classroom life and were documented through detailed 
field notes (Bryman et al., 2025) capturing aspects such 
as classroom events and interactions between the teacher 
and students. For example, field notes documented how 
Kim adjusted tasks in real time in response to students' 
different levels of understanding. Researcher-student 
interactions often centred on students' tasks and their 
thinking, while researcher-teacher interactions typically 
concerned instructional reasoning and reflections before 
or after lessons.

Additional data sources, such as student work sam-
ples and the school's operational plan, were also in-
cluded. These diverse sources helped mitigate bias and 
contributed to a more balanced understanding of the 
instruction (Beach, 2005).

Analysis of qualitative data

The qualitative analysis followed a deductively 
structured thematic approach within an ethnographic 
research framework (Hammersley & Atkinson,  2019). 
The analysis was organised around a priori themes 
from the study's research questions and a didactic 
framing of DI, while allowing for inductively developed 
subthemes through iterative engagement with the data, 
aligning with the hybrid model described by Fereday and 
Muir-Cochrane (2006).

The analytic approach was embedded within the eth-
nographic design, with data analysis occurring in par-
allel with data collection. Early insights from fieldwork 
informed subsequent observations, conversations, and 
interviews, enabling ongoing adjustment of analytic 
focus in response to emerging classroom patterns and 
events.
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The predefined thematic domains of planning, imple-
mentation and evaluation provided the analytic struc-
ture. Inductive coding was conducted through repeated 
engagement with field notes, interview transcripts and 
other materials, supported by analytic memos that docu-
mented emerging interpretations and analytic decisions. 
During coding, segments of data were labelled with con-
cepts such as “digital tools” and “assessment and feed-
back”, which were subsequently reviewed, refined and 
grouped within the thematic framework. For example, 
the code ‘digital tools’ referred to the use of technology 
to support instruction and was incorporated into sub-
themes related to the implementation of DI, while the 
code ‘assessment and feedback’ related to monitoring 
students' learning and was incorporated into the theme 
of evaluation.

The analysis was interpretive rather than purely de-
scriptive in nature. For example, classroom interactions 
were interpreted in relation to how instructional prac-
tices supported student dignity and self-regulation. 
Analytic attention was also given to how instructional 
practices aligned with principles of ZPD, particularly 
in relation to task challenge, scaffolding and student 
readiness.

Quantitative strand

Quantitative data collection comprised the use of COS-
R, a structured observation protocol developed to cap-
ture instructional behaviours and differentiated teaching 
strategies relevant in classrooms accommodating gifted 
students (VanTassel-Baska et al., 2003). The instrument 
includes 25 observable teacher behaviours across six sub-
scales, rated on a 3-point scale (1 = ineffective, 2 = some-
what effective, 3 = effective).

The COS-R was selected because it provides a struc-
tured framework for observing DI practices in class-
rooms that include gifted students and has been used in 
previous research (VanTassel-Baska et al., 2003).

The COS-R observations focused exclusively on the 
teacher's instructional practices. All students present 
formed the instructional context, but no student was 
rated individually. Kim was observed on four occasions 
across two school terms, in mathematics, Swedish, and 

technology, to capture subject variation. Each obser-
vation lasted at least 30 min and was scored immedi-
ately afterwards. The COS-R manual (VanTassel-Baska 
et al., 2005) was carefully followed to ensure the protocol 
was used as intended.

Analysis of quantitative data

Descriptive statistics were used to calculate and 
summarise the teacher's instructional behaviours as 
observed using the COS-R. Mean scores and standard 
deviations were calculated for each subscale, alongside 
an overall mean across all 25 items.

Given the range of data sources used in the study, 
an overview of the data collection process, including 
the types of data sources and their scope, is provided in 
Table 1.

Trustworthiness

To ensure the trustworthiness of this study, several 
strategies were employed: triangulation, prolonged 
engagement, peer debriefing, member checking, and thick 
description (Creswell & Miller, 2000; Walford, 2008).

Triangulation was achieved by including observa-
tional notes, interview transcripts, notes from inter-
actions, and student work samples. This ensured that 
interpretations were grounded in multiple perspectives 
(Creswell & Miller,  2000). Prolonged engagement fur-
ther strengthened trustworthiness by enabling repeated 
observations and familiarity with the setting over the 
school year.

Peer debriefing involved presenting preliminary re-
sults to senior qualitative researchers, who provided 
critical feedback that supported the analysis without 
steering it. Member checking was conducted by sharing 
a late-stage draft with Kim, the participating teacher, 
who confirmed that the interpretations reflected the 
classroom.

The study focused on how DI was planned, imple-
mented, and evaluated in classroom practice, resulting 
in a thick description that makes the differentiated class-
room visible and enabled readers to assess the credibility 

TA B L E  1   Overview of data collection.

Data source Description Quantity

Classroom observations Participant observation during lessons 13 school days across 5 periods

Teacher interviews Semi-structured interviews 2 interviews (approx. 60 min 
each)

Field notes Observations and informal interactions Collected continuously across 
all fieldwork periods (97 pages)

Documents Student work, lesson plans, weekly teaching plans, screening 
assessment results (SNAE) and the school's operational plan

Collected during fieldwork (67 
pages)

COS-R observations Structured classroom observations 4 observations
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and potential transferability of the findings (Creswell & 
Miller, 2000; Walford, 2008).

Ethical considerations

Ethical approval was obtained from the national ethical 
review authority prior to data collection. The teacher, 
students, caregivers, and relevant staff members re-
ceived information and provided consent outlining 
their rights, including confidentiality and the right to 
withdraw. Consent was collected twice, once each term, 
to reconfirm participation and to include late-joining 
students. Pseudonyms were used for all participants, 
and contextual details that could reveal identities were  
omitted or altered in field notes and in the written 
report.

RESU LTS

The results from the qualitative strand (themes) are 
first presented. Table  2 presents an overview of the 
thematic structure, subthemes, and example codes. 
These results draw on multiple data sources including 
observations, interviews, field notes, and documents, 
which are integrated in the analysis. The results from 
the quantitative strand are then presented, drawing on 
structured observations.

Planning for DI involving anticipation and 
collaboration

In the quiet moments before the school day 
begins, Kim carefully arranges task folders, 
adjusts station materials, and reviews digital 
platforms, each detail reflecting thought-
ful preparation. Differentiated instruction 
here begins in Kim's mind, shaped by on-
going reflection, prior knowledge of the 

learners, and collaborations and dialogue 
with colleagues. 

(Vignette 1)

This theme reflects how DI is planned, involving anticipat-
ing students' abilities and needs, and supported through 
collaboration with colleagues.

Kim's planning for differentiation

This subtheme reflects how DI is not something added 
on; rather, it is integrated within Kim's lesson planning 
to ensure that instruction is responsive to students' 
varying abilities, needs and interests. Based on previous 
experiences, Kim stated in an interview: “The foundation 
and the way of thinking when planning a lesson […] is 
that I aim to meet students where they are and challenge 
them at their level.”

Kim's planning for differentiation is further observ-
able in the classroom: it is evident in both the structuring 
of materials, grouping strategies, and homework tasks 
and in the organisation of instruction, such as station 
work, personalised folders, tiered worksheets, and digi-
tal platforms (the implementation of these are described 
in a subsequent subtheme). Kim's planning for differen-
tiation creates opportunities for instruction that meets 
students where they are and that enables their academic 
and social development, including belonging.

Professional collaboration

This subtheme reflects how DI is sustained through 
collaboration and dialogue with colleagues, including 
co-planning, shared observations, and flexible use of 
staffing and time.

While Kim engages in individual planning, this pro-
cess is also shaped through collaboration with the Year 1 
team, involving other teachers, teaching assistants, and 
a special needs teacher. For example, the Year 1 teachers, 

TA B L E  2   Overview of themes and subthemes.

Theme Subtheme Example code

Planning for DI involving anticipation and 
collaboration

Kim's planning for differentiation “Adjustment based on 
readiness”

Kim's professional collaboration “Shared planning discussion”

Implementing DI through responsive and flexible 
practices

Kim creating a supportive environment “Emotional attunement”

DI formats in Kim's classroom “Tiered task choice”

Responsive and spontaneous DI in Kim's 
classroom

“Increasing task challenge”

Kim promoting the gifted students' engagement “Extending task beyond initial 
instruction”

Evaluating DI through ongoing reflection — “Targeted question to assess 
understanding”
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8 of 15  |      ARDENLID

including Kim, and the special needs teacher meet reg-
ularly to co-plan lessons and discuss instructional ma-
terials. These meetings include reflection on students' 
progress, which serves as a form of continuous evalua-
tion (described in a subsequent theme).

Together, they make decisions regarding, for example, 
groupings and cross-curricular units based on these re-
flections. On one occasion, they jointly plan a unit on 
mushrooms, integrating reading, writing and science 
tasks at varied levels of complexity, from basic to more 
advanced.

In addition, Kim holds weekly meetings with teach-
ing assistants to discuss and plan for classroom dy-
namics and instruction, often beginning with reflective 
questions such as: “Do we need to shift our focus?” or 
“Should we be paying more attention to someone else 
at this point?” which enable responsive adjustments to 
instruction. Here, planning and evaluation are closely 
interconnected.

Collaboration also extends across the Year 1 class-
rooms at the school. Reading groups are planned for 
across classes based on students' reading skills. For ex-
ample, when Kim's class has physical education, Kim 
works with a small group of advanced readers from 
another class. This flexible use of staff and schedul-
ing enables targeted instruction aligned with students' 
development.

Planning also occurs throughout the school day, as 
teachers and staff share brief observations that inform 
upcoming instruction. For example, during an observed 
transition, Kim and a teaching assistant briefly discuss 
a completed task and adjust the subsequent instruction 
based on their observations. This further supports re-
sponsive instruction and illustrates how planning occurs 
in the moment.

Kim also emphasises in one of the interviews that 
municipality-wide professional development initiatives 
and reading of educational literature on the topic of 
differentiation in the municipality have influenced the 
planning of the Year 1 teaching team's differentiation 
strategies, particularly the use of station work, which has 
become a regular feature of planning.

Implementing DI through responsive and flexible 
practices

Soft classical music plays as the lights dim to 
a warm glow in the classroom. Kim greets 
each student by name with a gentle smile 
and steady voice. The children settle on the 
large blue carpet in front of the whiteboard, 
drawn to the projected image linked to to-
day's lesson. The familiar routine of singing, 
counting, and reviewing the day's schedule 
sets a tone of focus and belonging. 

(Vignette 2)

This theme captures how DI is enacted through responsive 
and flexible teaching practices within a supportive class-
room environment.

Kim creating a supportive environment

This subtheme explores how Kim creates a calm, 
structured, and emotionally supportive classroom 
environment that enables DI. Kim views this environment 
as a pedagogical tool, where routines (i.e., morning 
assemblies, transition rituals), flexible expectations 
(i.e., task and activity variation, pacing), and relational 
sensitivity (i.e., attunement to emotional cues, inclusive 
language) foster autonomy, behavioural regulation and 
a sense of belonging.

Kim emphasises classroom belonging and norms, in-
cluding self-regulation and respectful interaction. These 
are explicitly taught and reinforced through activities 
such as structured play, group tasks, and reflective as-
semblies. For example, students engage in games like 
memory or word association, where each contribution is 
valued, supporting skills such as asking for help, tran-
sitioning between tasks and contributing constructively 
to group work. According to Kim, this is particularly 
emphasised during the autumn term in Year 1, sup-
porting the students' sense of belonging and preparing 
them to manage varying levels of task difficulty and 
collaboration.

This applies to all students in the classroom. For 
instance, on one observed occasion following a lunch 
break, all students, including Artem and Mira, are 
tasked with completing a handwriting exercise, repeat-
edly writing the letter “G” neatly across lined paper. 
Kim's intention is to consolidate basic competencies 
through repetition and uniform, low-threshold activi-
ties that establish a shared foundation and sense of be-
longing. This illustrates that not all instructions require 
differentiation, but that such routines support attention, 
task completion, and behavioural regulation, creating 
conditions where differentiation can occur. Even though 
Artem and Mira are ready for more open-ended work, 
their participation in these brief, structured and shared 
routines and activities is also important, as Kim says in 
one of the interviews.

Kim also differentiates social–emotional and be-
havioural support by redirecting students discreetly, 
maintaining flexible expectations and adjusting plans 
and routines when needed. These practices create a cli-
mate in which meaningful differentiation can occur and 
support students' emotional well-being.

For example, when Artem becomes restless, as he 
can during transitions, Kim avoids public correction 
and instead quietly says, “I'm going to sit next to you 
now”, preserving his dignity while redirecting atten-
tion. Similarly, during read-aloud time, students may 
sit or lie on the large blue carpet, provided they do not 
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      |  9 of 15DIFFERENTIATED INSTRUCTION FOR GIFTED STUDENTS

disturb others, promoting self-regulation within clear 
boundaries. When students arrive at school ‘bubbling 
over’ with emotion, as Kim explains in a conversa-
tion following a lesson, plans and routines might be 
adjusted to allow time for conversations or calming 
activities.

DI formats in Kim's classroom

This subtheme explores how DI is implemented. A 
central feature of Kim's instruction is station work, 
which allows small-group teaching while other students 
work independently. Stations are organised by ability 
or knowledge, enabling targeted tasks and activities. 
For example, while one group works on reading fluency 
using digital tools, Kim works with another group 
on comprehension strategies. This format enables 
differentiation in content, process, product, and 
learning environment, while also supporting formative 
assessment through close observations and interactions 
with a smaller number of students at a time. As Kim puts 
it during an interview: “I'd rather have an effective 12-
min session than 20, 30 or 40 min where some children 
zone out after 8 min and don't get the support they 
need.” Station work is used across subjects. For example, 
during one station work session, Artem says he “likes 
working with tricky maths questions that take more 
than one step”, while in another, Mira says that she 
enjoys “making up stories and adding her own ideas”. 
A peer notes that working in smaller groups helps them 
concentrate.

Kim also uses personalised folders, according to ob-
servations, in Swedish lessons to guide and stimulate 
students' reading and writing development. Each student 
works with tasks and activities selected in advance by 
Kim, which are based on experiences and ongoing re-
flection but aligned with shared content. Materials vary 
and provide progression. For example, Mira is assigned 
more advanced tasks in her folder, involving mind maps, 
reading comprehension activities and a slightly longer 
written task that requires thinking one or several steps 
further. In contrast, Oscar, a peer who is still consoli-
dating basic skills, works with simpler word recognition 
tasks. Mira's folder also contains some of these basics, 
ensuring continued fluency and reinforcing foundational 
skills. However, while Kim instructs a peer to write all 
the words in such a task, Mira is simultaneously asked 
to select only three, as Kim believes that gifted students 
should not be required to produce written output when 
they have already demonstrated secure understanding. 
In a conversation following a lesson, Kim notes that 
“no student is expected to complete all tasks, it's about 
matching the task to the student”.

Another observed instruction format is tiered work-
sheets. During a whole-class gathering, Kim introduces 
three versions of a worksheet aligned with the same 

learning objective but varying in complexity. Students 
are assigned the version that best matches their current 
proficiency level, ensuring engagement with content that 
is appropriately challenging. As Kim explains in one of 
the interviews, “I can't use a mathematics book that's the 
same for everyone when I know that this student needs to 
work with numbers up to 200, while others haven't con-
solidated numbers 0 to 20”.

Differentiation is also supported through a digital 
platform (available via iPads) with adjustable difficulty 
levels, enabling students like Artem to engage with more 
advanced maths content. According to the observations, 
the iPads are often used as part of station work, where 
students rotate between tasks while Kim provides tar-
geted instruction to small groups.

Beyond the classroom, Kim is observed to employ 
tiered homework tasks to match students' abilities and 
needs: while all tasks align with the same core content, 
the gifted students and some of their peers receive “chal-
lenge homework” involving more complex problem-
solving or reading comprehension.

Responsive and spontaneous DI in Kim's 
classroom

This subtheme shows how differentiation is implemented. 
While planning and collaborations provide a foundation, 
Kim's instruction is characterised by responsiveness and 
spontaneity, with instruction adjusted impromptu when 
needed. This is especially important for gifted students. 
For example, classroom observations show that when 
Kim notices that a task or activity is too easy for Mira 
or Artem, although planned not to be, more challenging 
materials that can be deployed spontaneously with 
minimal instruction are provided to them. Another 
example is when Artem quickly completes a digital maths 
task, Kim increases the difficulty level on the platform 
and monitors his engagement to ensure the task remains 
stimulating. A further example occurs during a whole-
class gathering, when Kim randomly draws wooden 
sticks with students' names and asks each of them a maths 
question, differentiated on the spot. Some students are 
asked, “What is half of eight?” or “What is double two?”, 
while others, like Artem, are challenged with “What is 
half of five?”, introducing decimal reasoning that is not 
yet formally taught in Year 1. Similarly, when Mira seeks 
clarification, Kim encourages independence by setting a 
5-min timer during which Mira attempts the task without 
assistance. This strategy enables her development of 
problem-solving skills and the ability to drive her own 
development.

Through these practices, Kim creates a classroom 
where students are inspired by one another's challenges 
and successes. For instance, while working with number 
bonds to 10, Kim selects simpler combinations for some 
peers, while others, like Artem, are invited to try more 
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10 of 15  |      ARDENLID

advanced tasks, such as number bonds to 100. Kim notes 
that these moments often spark curiosity and engage-
ment in learning among peers, with some visibly lighting 
up when they succeed at a challenge they chose to take 
on. During one such incident, Kim notices a peer watch-
ing attentively as Artem works through a more complex 
task. Sensing their interest, Kim gently invites them to 
try the same challenge, adjusting the level of guidance 
and stimulation in real time. With a steady breath and 
growing confidence, the peer begins to respond, and the 
room quietly tunes in. As Kim explains during conver-
sation after the lesson, “It's not just about pushing the 
high achievers. It's about creating a space where others 
see what is possible and want to try it too.”

Kim promoting the gifted students' 
engagement

This subtheme explores the strategies Kim uses to 
challenge and engage the gifted students, supporting 
both academic and social development. According to 
classroom observations, these include targeted higher-
order thinking tasks, peer teaching roles and open-
ended assignments. Kim balances these challenges 
with emotional assistance to sustain motivation and 
confidence in the gifted students, who, according to 
Kim, may otherwise be disengaged in a mixed-ability 
setting. When the level of challenge decreases, Kim 
reflects in one of the interviews that these students 
“quickly lose motivation”, adding that “you can visibly 
see them disengage and become restless”.

To maintain engagement, Kim differentiates tasks 
in creative ways that allow Artem and Mira to explore 
ideas more deeply. One example observed is when Kim 
presents a photograph of a tiny door at the base of a tree 
and asks the whole class to imagine who might live there. 
While the whole class writes short descriptions, Mira 
is encouraged to expand her ideas into a full story. She 
suggests it might just be a nailed-on door, showing her 
critical thinking. Kim supports her writing and encour-
ages elaboration, helping Mira stretch her imagination 
and narrative skills.

Kim also fosters leadership by involving gifted stu-
dents in peer support roles, encouraging them to explain 
concepts rather than provide answers. This reinforces 
understanding and builds confidence, with Kim noting 
that these moments create a sense of mastery. Mira, in 
particular, thrives in such collaborative settings, accord-
ing to Kim.

To further extend knowledge development, Kim en-
courages Artem and Mira to explore beyond the stan-
dard curriculum. For example, Artem, who excels in 
mathematics, once wrote the equation  1088 ÷ 2–500 – 
34 = 10 during a task where students were asked to create 
equations that result in the number 10, based on a col-
lected sample of student work. While many of his peers 

wrote simpler equations such as 7 + 3 or 14–4, Artem's 
response illustrates both his advanced reasoning and 
Kim's openness to allowing students to go beyond the 
curriculum. This task and activity, while accessible to 
all, provides space for individual challenge and creativ-
ity. Kim later reflected that such moments are valuable 
opportunities to affirm students' thinking and extend 
their learning further, often by inviting them to explain 
their reasoning or explore alternative solutions. Taken 
together, these moments show that both gifted students 
tend to develop their ideas further when given differenti-
ated tasks, suggesting that they experience such tasks as 
meaningful chances to think more deeply.

Evaluating DI through ongoing reflection

As the lesson ends, Kim gathers the students 
on the large blue carpet, their faces attentive 
and ready to share. The room feels warm 
and focused as students discuss their work 
or respond to Kim's carefully posed ques-
tions. It is a moment of reflection and con-
nection, where Kim offers targeted feedback 
and encouragement. Formative assessment 
is seamlessly woven into everyday learning, 
guiding next steps with care. 

(Vignette 3)

This theme captures how DI is evaluated through ongoing 
reflection and formative assessment that takes place in ev-
eryday classroom events and interactions.

Whole-class summary gatherings, circulating the 
classroom and working beside students enable Kim to 
monitor student progress, ensuring that students receive 
appropriate variation and adaptations. For example, 
at the end of each lesson, Kim invites students to share 
their work or answers targeted questions related to the 
lesson content. These questions reflect differentiation, as 
Kim adjusts the cognitive demand to students' readiness 
and can observe and reflect on what they have learnt.

Formative assessment occurs in one-on-one and small 
group interactions. Kim circulates during independent 
work, assessing and, at the same time, providing imme-
diate feedback. For example, when Artem completes a 
longer text, Kim reviews his work and supports revi-
sions, while a peer working on basic skills is encouraged 
to try lowercase letters. These examples illustrate how 
Kim develops an understanding of students' learning in 
real-time and guides their next step.

Kim also encourages students to demonstrate their 
knowledge through varied means, such as explaining 
number bonds orally instead of in writing. These re-
sponses help Kim understand how different instruc-
tional approaches support engagement in learning, a 
practice observed in the classroom and described in the 
interviews.
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The classroom observation scales-revised 
(COS-R)

The COS-R data address RQ1 by providing a numeri-
cal overview of how DI is planned and implemented by 
the teacher across six instructional domains. Table  3 
presents the overall mean score (M = 2.04) and standard 
deviations.

The higher scores indicating most effective are curric-
ulum planning and delivery (M = 2.50) and creative think-
ing strategies (M = 2.50). The scores indicating somewhat 
effective are accommodations for individual differences 
(M = 2.38), and problem solving (M = 2.25). The lower 
scores indicating ineffective are in critical thinking strat-
egies (M = 1.50) and research strategies (M = 1.13). Taken 
together, the results of the structured observations indi-
cate that DI is most evident in curriculum planning and 
delivery, accommodations for individual differences, 
problem solving and creative thinking strategies, while 
being less consistently reflected in opportunities for crit-
ical thinking and research strategies.

DISCUSSION

The aim of the study was to explore how DI is planned, 
implemented, and evaluated in a Swedish Year 1 
classroom that includes gifted students.

The results suggest three integrated insights into how 
DI is enacted in this context. First, DI is best understood 
as a cyclical process. Although the qualitative results are 
presented thematically, planning, implementation and 
evaluation were closely interconnected in Kim's work 
and classroom: DI was understood, enacted and experi-
enced through a continuous process in which planning, 
involving anticipation and collaboration, informed the 

implementation of responsive and flexible practices, 
while insights from ongoing reflection guided further 
planning and real-time adjustments. This suggests that 
DI may be understood not solely as isolated teaching 
practices but rather as a dynamic and interconnected 
process in which planning, implementation and evalu-
ation are continuously aligned. The study contributes 
to existing research (van Geel et  al.,  2022; Ziernwald 
et  al.,  2022) by providing an empirically grounded ac-
count of how such processes are understood, enacted and 
experienced in classroom practice, and extends previous 
research that has examined DI as discrete elements.

A second insight concerns how DI emerges as a feasi-
ble and meaningful practice in inclusive classrooms. The 
use of familiar and adaptable formats, such as station 
work, personalised folders, tiered tasks, varied home-
work and ongoing reflection, illustrates that DI does not 
necessarily require complex or specialised approaches. 
Rather, DI can be enacted through manageable and 
sustainable ways of working embedded in everyday 
classroom routines. This aligns with previous research 
emphasising practical approaches to DI (Tomlinson & 
Imbeau, 2023) and suggests that DI may be understood 
as feasible in early primary inclusive classrooms. This 
was evident in how Kim's teaching provided challenge 
for Artem and Mira without leading to social isolation. 
The DI practices used allowed them to engage with con-
tent at an appropriate level while remaining part of the 
classroom community, supporting both learning and a 
sense of belonging. This aligns with research empha-
sising the importance of balancing academic challenge 
with social inclusion for gifted students in inclusive 
classrooms (Reis et al., 2021; VanTassel-Baska, 2021).

A further nuance emerging from the results is that 
differentiation was not present in every task. Shared rou-
tines such as handwriting practice served important 

TA B L E  3   Mean scores and standard deviations across COS-R subscales.

Subscale Mean SD Comment

Curriculum planning and delivery (e.g. ‘set high 
expectations for student performance’)

2.50 0.43 Instructional planning and delivery appear 
consistently structured (e.g. clear lesson 
objectives)

Accommodations for individual differences (e.g. 
‘encouraged multiple interpretations of events and 
situations’)

2.38 0.52 The teacher demonstrates a consistent ability to 
vary instruction (e.g. tiered tasks)

Problem solving (e.g. ‘engaged students in problem 
identification and definition’)

2.25 0.61 Problem-solving strategies are present (e.g. 
open-ended questions, real-world scenarios)

Critical thinking strategies (e.g. ‘encouraged students 
to judge or evaluate situations, problems, or issue’)

1.50 0.79 Critical thinking appears less frequently and 
may warrant further attention (e.g. questioning 
assumptions)

Creative thinking strategies (e.g. ‘provided 
opportunities for students to develop and elaborate on 
their ideas’)

2.50 0.40 Creative elements are actively incorporated 
into the teaching practice (e.g. brainstorming, 
divergent tasks)

Research strategies (e.g. ‘required students to gather 
evidence from multiple sources through research-based 
techniques’)

1.13 0.37 Research-related strategies are used to a limited 
extent (e.g. use of sources, student-led inquiries)

Note: Each item is rated on a 3-point scale (3 = effective, 2 = somewhat effective, 1 = ineffective), with 3.00 representing the highest possible score.
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foundational purposes, including consolidating basic 
competencies and fostering a sense of belonging within 
the classroom. These moments suggest that gifted stu-
dents benefit not only from targeted challenge, but also 
from participation in collective learning experiences. 
This contributes to existing research (e.g. Tomlinson & 
Imbeau, 2023) by illustrating that DI involves not only 
varying and adapting instruction but also making de-
liberate choices about when not to differentiate. In this 
sense, DI is not a constant adjustment of tasks, but a 
context-sensitive pedagogical judgement. This chal-
lenges simplified understandings of DI as continuous 
adaptation and instead points to a more balanced and 
nuanced approach to inclusive teaching.

Teaching within the ZPD

The results suggest that DI can be understood as a 
way of actively positioning students within their ZPD 
while ensuring that they are not left there without 
guidance. In Kim's classroom, differentiation was 
planned, implemented, and evaluated responsively, 
keeping instruction aligned with students' evolving 
competencies. For gifted students whose knowledge 
often exceeds year-level expectations, teaching within 
the ZPD involved tasks that were sufficiently complex 
to promote development, yet accessible through 
scaffolding. This aligns with Vygotsky's  (1978) view 
that learning should stimulate emerging knowledge 
rather than merely reinforce existing skills. Kim's 
planning, real-time adjustments, and formative 
assessment practices illustrate how differentiation can 
support learning within the ZPD in ways that are both 
inclusive and appropriately challenging. These results 
extend previous research (Karimi & Nazari,  2021; 
Zambo,  2009) by showing how ZPD-related principles 
are evident in classrooms rather than treated solely as 
theoretical constructs. Kim's responsiveness in planning 
and implementation ensured that instruction remained 
flexible and attuned to students' development, reflecting 
research on adaptive and responsive teaching in 
inclusive classrooms (Tomlinson, 2014). Taken together, 
this reinforces understanding of DI as an integrated and 
continuous pedagogical process.

Understanding the COS-R data and a possible 
tool for professional growth

The COS-R observations provide a structured 
complement to the ethnographic findings, capturing 
the quality of instructional behaviours across six 
domains of DI. The alignment between higher COS-R 
scores, such as curriculum planning and delivery and 
creative thinking strategies, and the qualitative results 
reinforces the interpretation of DI as an intentional and 

responsive practice. Lower scores in research strategies 
and critical thinking strategies are likely related to the 
age-appropriate curricular priorities in Year 1, yet also 
point to potential areas for further school development.

Beyond its role in this study, COS-R may also serve 
as a tool for teacher self-reflection, professional growth, 
and school development, providing a structured way of 
examining differentiated practices in relation to student 
abilities and needs. More research is needed to explore 
this potential.

The combination of qualitative and structured obser-
vational data strengthened the study's trustworthiness 
and provided a more nuanced understanding of how DI 
is enacted and valued in Kim's classroom, illustrating the 
value of integrating ethnographic approaches with struc-
tured observational tools in capturing both the complex-
ity of classroom interactions and systematic patterns of 
differentiated teaching.

Limitations

This study is based on one classroom and one teacher, 
selected through purposive sampling, and the findings 
should therefore be understood as illustrative rather than 
representative. The two gifted students are presented as 
focal examples to show how differentiation was enacted 
for students with advanced readiness levels, rather than 
as typical representations of gifted students. The COS-R 
observations were conducted by a single researcher; while 
this ensured consistent application of the protocol, the 
scores reflect one observer's professional judgement and 
should be interpreted as indicative rather than definitive.

Directions for future research

Future studies could explore DI across a wider range of 
classrooms and age groups to examine how it develops 
throughout schooling. Longitudinal studies may be 
particularly valuable for capturing how teachers plan, 
implement, and evaluate DI in response to students' 
abilities and needs, including how practices like 
station work are introduced, adapted, and sustained 
over time. Comparative studies, both nationally and 
internationally, could examine how culture and policy 
shape the implementation of DI for gifted students and 
their peers in inclusive classrooms. Further research 
might also investigate how gifted students experience 
differentiation in relation to belonging, emotional 
engagement, and long-term motivation.

Conclusion

This study contributes to a deeper understanding 
of how DI is enacted and experienced in a general 

 14713802, 2026, 4, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://nasenjournals.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/1471-3802.70169 by M

alardalen U
niversity, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [23/09/2026]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



      |  13 of 15DIFFERENTIATED INSTRUCTION FOR GIFTED STUDENTS

education classroom. By illustrating how DI was 
planned, implemented, and evaluated in a Swedish Year 
1 classroom, the study shows how DI can be integrated 
into everyday classroom practice in ways that respond 
meaningfully to student diversity.

The results highlight DI as a dynamic and contextu-
ally responsive approach that benefits both gifted stu-
dents and their peers within inclusive classroom settings. 
Rather than being treated as an add-on or targeted strat-
egy, DI emerged as a core component of inclusive teach-
ing, grounded in professional judgement, responsiveness 
and reflection. The study offers practice-informed in-
sights for (student) teachers, teacher educators and poli-
cymakers and contributes to broader discussions on how 
DI can be sustainably embedded in inclusive classrooms. 
In this way, the study also contributes to broader discus-
sions on DI and inclusive education by providing empir-
ically grounded insights into how such practices can be 
enacted in early primary classrooms.
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