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Tiered 
Tasks

A readiness -based approach designed to help all learners 
work with the same essential information, ideas, and 
skills, but at a degree of difficulty òjust a little too hardó 
for that learner.

Criteria for Effective Tiering
Å All tasks are focused on the same essential knowledge, 

understanding and skill
Å All tasks at a high level of thinking
Å All tasks equally engaging

Many Approaches Can Be Tiered
Activities, labs, centers, journal prompts, homework, 
products, tests/assessments, discussion questions . . .

C. Tomlinson

Developing a Tiered Activity

Select the activity organizer

Åconcept

Ågeneralization
Essential to building

a framework of

understanding

Think about your students/use assessments

Åreadiness range

Åinterests

Ålearning profile

Åtalents

skills

reading

thinking

information

Create an activity that is

Åinteresting

Åhigh level

Åcauses students to use

key skill(s) to understand

a key idea

Chart the 

complexity of 

the activity

High skill/

Complexity

Low skill/

complexity

Clone the activity along the ladder as 

needed to ensure challenge and success 

for your students, in
Å materials ïbasic to advanced
Å form of expression ïfrom familiar to   

unfamiliar
Å from personal experience to removed 

from personal experience
Å equalizer

Match task to student based on 

student profile and task 

requirements
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Information, Ideas, Materials, Applications

Representations, Ideas, Applications, Materials

Resources, Research, Issues, Problems, Skills, Goals

Directions, Problems, Application, Solutions, Approaches, Disciplinary Connections

Application, Insight, Transfer

Solutions, Decisions, Approaches

Planning, Designing, Monitoring

Pace of Study, Pace of Thought

The Equalizer

1. Foundational Transformational

2. Concrete Abstract

3. Simple Complex

4. Single Facet Multiple Facets

5. Small Leap Great Leap

6. More Structured More Open

7. Less Independence Greater Independence

8. Slow Quick

1. Foundational Transformational

Information, Ideas, Materials, Applications

-close to text or experience

-expert idea and skill to

similar or familiar setting

-use key idea or skill alone

-fundamental skills and

knowledge emphasized

-fewer permutations of skills 

and ideas

-removed from text or experience

-export idea or skill to unexpected or

unfamiliar setting

-use key idea or skill with unrelated idea or 

skill

-use but move beyond fundamental skills

and knowledge

-more permutations of skills and ideas

ÅFoundational to Transformational. When an idea is new to some students, or if itôs not in one of their stronger 

areas, they often need supporting information about the idea that is clear and plainly worded.  Then they usually 

need time to practice applying the idea in a straightforward way. In these instances, the materials they use and the 

tasks they do should be foundational ïthat is, basic and presented in ways that help them build a solid foundation 

of understanding. At other times, when something is already clear to them or is in a strength area, they need to 

move along quickly. They need information that shows them intricacies about the idea. They need to stretch and 

bend the idea and see how it interacts with other ideas to create a new thought. Such conditions require materials 

and tasks that are more transformational.

For example, one child may benefit from a more basic task of classifying animals by body covering, which another 

may need the more transformational task of predicting how changes in environment would likely affect the body 

covering of several animals. In a math class, one young learner may be ready for a basic application of the concept 

of fractions by cutting fruit and placing it to reflect a given fraction. An appropriate challenge for another student 

may be the more transformational task of writing measures of music that represent certain fractions.
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2.   Concrete Abstract 

Representations, Ideas, Applications, Materials

-hold in hand or hands on

-tangible

-literal

-physical manipulation

-event based

-event to principle

-demonstrated and explained

-hold in mind or minds on

-intangible

-symbolic or metaphorical

-mental manipulation

-idea based

-principle without event

-not demonstrated or explained

ÅConcrete to Abstract. Students usually need to become familiar with the key information or 

material about an area of study before they can successfully look at its implications, meanings, 

or interrelationships.  However, once they have grasped the information in a concrete way, itôs 

important that they move on to meanings and implications. Working with concrete information 

should open a door for meaningful abstraction later on. For example, grasping the idea of plot 

(more concrete) typically has to precede investigations of theme (more abstract).  But ultimately, 

all students need to delve into the meanings of stories, not just the events. The issue here is 

readiness or timing.

3.  Simple Complex

Resources, Research, Issues, Problems, Skills, Goals

-use idea or skill being taught

-work with no one, or few abstractions

-emphasizes appropriateness

-requires relatively less originality

-more common vocabulary

-more accessible readability

-combine idea or skill being taught with those   

previous taught

-work with multiple abstractions

-emphasizes elegance

-requires relatively more originality

-more advanced vocabulary

- more advanced readability

ÅSimple to Complex. Sometimes students need to see only the big picture of a topic or area of 

study, just its ñskeleton,ò without many details. Even adults often find it helpful to read a childrenôs 

book on black holes, for example, before they tackle the work of Stephen Hawking. When the big 

picture is needed, your students need resources, research, issues, problems, skills, and goals that 

help them achieve a framework of understanding with clarity. On the other hand, when the 

ñskeletonò is clear to them, theyôll find it more stimulating to add ñmuscle, bone, and nerves,ò 

moving from simple to complex. Some students may need to work more simply with one 

abstraction at a time; others may be able to handle the complexity of multiple abstractions.

For example, some students may be ready to work with the theme in a story (a single 

abstraction), while other students look at inter-relationships between themes and symbols (multiple 

abstractions, or complexity).
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4. Single Facet Multiple Facets 

Disciplinary Connection, Direction, Stages of Development
-fewer parts

-fewer steps

-fewer stages

-more parts

-more steps

-more stages
ÅSingle Facet to Multiple Facets. Sometimes students are at peak performance when working on problems, projects, or 

dilemmas that involve only a few steps or solutions to  complete. It may be all that some students can handle to make a 

connection between what they studied in science today and what they studied last week. Those with greater understanding 

and facility in an area of study are ready for and more challenged by following complicated directions. They are more 

challenged by solving problems that are multifaceted or require great flexibility of approach, or by being asked to make 

connections between subjects that scarcely seemed related before.

5. Small Leap Great Leap 

Application, Insight, Transfer
-few unknowns

-relative comfort with most elements

-less need to change familiar elements

-requires less flexible thought

-few gaps in required knowledge

-more evolutionary

-many unknowns

-relative unfamiliarity with many elements

-more need to change familiar elements

-requires more flexible thought

-significant gaps in required knowledge

-more revolutionary

ÅSmall Leap to Great Leap. Note that this continuum does not provide the option of ñno leap.ò Students should always have 

to run ideas through their minds and figure out how to use them. Activities that call only for absorption and regurgitation are 

generally of little long-term use.

But for some students, learning about how to measure area and then applying that learning by estimating and verifying the 

area of the hamster house compared to the teacherôs desk may be enough of a leap of application and transfer ïat least in 

the beginning. Other students may be able to more from estimating and verifying area to estimating materials needed to a 

building project and proportional cost implications of increasing the building area. In both cases, students make mental leaps 

from reading information on a page to using that information. The latter task calls for relatively greater leaps of application,

insight, and transfer..

6. More Structured More Open

Solutions, Decisions, Approaches

-more directions or more precise directions

-more modeling

-relatively less student choice

-fewer directions

-less modeling

-relatively more student choice

ÅStructured to Open-Ended. Sometimes students need to complete tasks that are fairly well laid out for them, where 

they donôt have too many decisions to make. Novice drivers begin by managing the car on prescribed driving ranges or 

delineated routes. Being new to a computer or word processor often requires completing programmed and closed 

lessons that involve ñrightò answers to become knowledgeable  -- and comfortable ïwith basic operation and 

keyboarding before moving on to more advanced and open-ended tasks such as selecting varied uses of graphics to 

illustrate ideas in a formal presentation. Following a predetermined format for a writing assignment or a chemistry lab 

often makes more sense than improvisation.

ÅAt other times, however, students are ready to explore the computer, craft their own essays designed to address a 

communication need, or create a chemistry lab that demonstrates principles of their choosing. Modeling helps most of us 

become confident enough to eventually ñwing it.ò  But when modeling has served its purpose, itôs time to branch out and 

get creative.

7. Clearly Defined Fuzzy Problems

In process, In Research, In Products

-few unknowns

-more algorithmic

-narrower range of acceptable responses or approaches

-only relevant data provided

-problem specified

-more unknowns

-more heuristic

-wider range of acceptable responses or approaches

-extraneous data provided

-problem unspecified or ambiguous
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8. Less Independence More Independence 

Planning, Designing, Monitoring

-more teacher or adult guidance and monitoring on:
Åproblem identification

Ågoal setting

Åestablishing timelines

Åfollowing timelines

Åsecuring resources

Åuse of resources

Åcriteria for success

Åformulation of a product
Åevaluation

-more teacher scaffolding

-learning the skills of independence

-less teacher or adult guidance and monitoring on
Åproblem identification

Ågoal setting

Åestablishing timelines

Åfollowing timelines

Åsecuring resources

Åuse of resources

Åcriteria for success

Åformulation of a product
Åevaluation

-less teacher scaffolding

-demonstrating the skills of independence

ÅDependent to Independent. A goal for all learners is independent study, thought, and production. But just as 
some students gain height more quickly than others, some will be ready for greater independence earlier than 
others. Their needs in developing independence generally fall into one of these four stages:

1. Skill building, when students need to develop the ability to make simple choices, follow through with short-
term tasks, and use directions appropriately.

2. Structured independence, when students make choices from teacher-generated options, follow prescribed 
time lines, and engage in self-evaluation according to preset criteria to complete longer-term and more 
complex tasks.

3. Shared independence, when students generate problems to be solved, design tasks, set time lines, and 
establish criteria for evaluation. The teacher helps ñtightenò or focus the plans and monitors the production 
process.

4. Self-guided independence, when students plan, execute, and seek help or feedback only when needed.

By guiding students across this continuum at individually appropriate speeds, you and your students are less 
likely to become frustrated by tasks that require greater independence.

Physical Education

Ą SKILL: Dribbling and basketball

ÅDribble from point A to point B in a straight line with one hand

ÅSwitch to the other hand and repeat.

ÅUse either hand and develop a new floor pattern from A to B (not a straight line)

1

ZIGZAG ï

ÅOne hand

ÅOther hand

ÅIncreased speed

ÅChange pattern to simulate going 

around opponents

2

In and out of pylons as fast as possible

ÅChange hand

ÅIncrease speed

Dribble with one hand ïand a partner playing defense.

ÅIncrease speed and use other hand

ÅTrade roles

Through pylons, alternating hands, & partner playing defense

ÅIncrease speed

ÅTrade roles

3

4

5

Judy Roll-Hilton Central Schools ïHilton, NYJudy Roll-Hilton Central Schools
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Task 1:  Find a way to count & show how 
many people are in our class today.   How 
did you get your answer?

Task 2:  Find a way to show how many people are in 
our class. How many are absent today? How many 
are here today? How do you know?

Task 3:  Find a way to show how many boys are in our 
class today. How many boys are absent today? How 
many girls are here today? How many girls are 
absent today? Prove you are right.

Kindergarten 

Counting

Kindergarten: 

Scientists Classify by Patterns

ÅTask 1:  Classify leaves 

ïBy size

ïBy color

ÅTask 2:  Classify leaves 

ïBy shape

ïCreate a category

ÅTask 3:  Find 3 ways 
each leaf could be 
classified (other than 
color)

Pre-made 
grid 
w/categories

Sample grid 
ïstudents 
make own

Students 
decide how 
to show 
categories 
and contents
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Character Map
Character 
Name____________

How the character 
looks

____________

____________

____________

____________

____________

____________

How the character 
thinks or acts

____________

____________

____________

____________

____________

Most important thing to know about the 
character

_______________________
_______________________
_______________________
_______________________
_______________________

Character Map
Character 
Name____________

Clues the author 
gives us about the 
character

____________

____________

____________

____________

Why the author 
gives THESE clues

____________

____________

____________

____________

____________
The authorôs bottom line about this 
character 

_______________________
_______________________
_______________________
_______________________
__________
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Character Map
Character 
Name____________

What the character 
says or does

____________

____________

____________

____________

____________

____________

What the character 
really MEANS to say or 
do

____________

____________

____________

____________

____________

What the character would mostly like 
us to know about him or her 

_______________________
_______________________
_______________________
________________

2nd Grade Tiered Lesson Pioneers

Pioneer Group
(Work alone or in groups of 2,3,4)

Use books, pictures, and the CD-ROM to 

a. Figure out what a trading post was for.

b. Make a list of things found in a trading post and how much they may have 
cost. Be sure to include some things we donôt have in our stores today.

c. Figure out who used trading posts.

d. Find out where goods for a trading post came from.

1. Build or draw a trading post and a modern convenience store. 

2. Compare and contrast the trading post and convenience store on at least 
the four categories identified in questions 1a-1d.

3. Be ready to share with the class what a trading post and convenience 
store tell us about how we are like and different from the pioneers.

Examples are from Handout 10 ASCD 

Facilitatorôs Guide for Differentiating 

Instruction
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2nd Grade Tiered Lesson 

Pioneers
Trailblazer Group

(Work alone or in groups of 2 or 3)

1. Read Going West (stop at the bookmark).  Also use the encyclopedia, CD-ROM and books 
in the exploration center to 

a. Learn about the size of a covered wagon and figure out how many people and supplies it would 
hold.

b. Find out how covered wagons were built and how they work.

c. Figure out the positives and negatives of going west in a covered wagon.

d. Figure out how much a covered wagon might cost and why it cost so much ïfor example, costs for 
materials, labor, and horses.

e. Learn what pioneers took in the covered wagons, what they left behind, and why.

2. Build or draw a model of a covered ways used in pioneer days and station wagon or van 
used today. 

3. Compare and contrast the two vehicles on at least the five categories identified in questions 
1a-1e.

4. Be ready to share with the class what a covered wagon and a station wagon (or van)  tell us 
about how we are like and different from the pioneers.

2nd Grade Tiered Lesson Pioneers

Wagoneer Group
(Work alone or in groups of 2 or 3)

Use books and records in the exploration center, plus 
encyclopedias and the CD-ROM to learn about leisure and 
recreation during pioneer times.  Select at least four 
categories from this list or add categories of your own (with 
teacher approval): songs, games, dances, literature, 
gatherings, contests, crafts.  In each category you select, be 
ready to fully illustrate an example of ñthenò and a 
contrasting example from ñnowò to show the class how we 
are like and different from the pioneers in what we do for 
recreation (and why).
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2nd Grade Tiered Lesson Pioneers

Adventurer Group
(Work alone or in pairs)

Use books in the exploration center, the article in the 
Medicine West folder, encyclopedias, and the CD-ROM to 
find out what the medical problems were during the 
westward movement and what the practice of medicine was 
like.  Figure out important questions to ask and answer in 
order to compare and contrast health problems and the 
practice of medicine then and now.  Get your categories and 
questions approved by the teacher.  Figure out a way to help 
the class see how we are like and different from the pioneers 
in health issues and the practice of medicine.


