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Abstract—Differentiated Instruction (DI) is a classroom strategy that helps teachers to cater their teachings to 

students with different abilities and learning needs. The issue here is whether DI is still relevant in the online 

teaching and learning amidst the COVID-19 pandemic. Thus, the aim of this paper is to explore selected ESL 

teachers’ practices of differentiated instructions in their online classes. It also seeks to examine challenges these 

teachers withstand while implementing DI in their online classrooms. A qualitative design employing the 

semi-structured interviews and teachers’ reflection notes are used as data collection instruments. A total of six 

English language teachers from three selected schools in Malaysia took part in this investigation. Thematic 

analysis following Braun and Clarke (2006) is applied. The findings revealed that environmental strain, 

resources constraint and students’ and parents’ attitudes are the main challenges in DI while teaching in an 

online platform. 

 

Index Terms—Differentiated Instruction (DI), online teaching and learning, strategies, challenges, ESL 

teachers 

 

I.  INTRODUCTION 

A.  Is Differentiated Instructions still Relevant in Online Teaching and Learning? 

The education scenario has taken a huge turn when the world is plagued with the Covid-19 pandemic. At present, 

education across the globe demonstrates significant changes in student teaching and learning and the platforms used for 
lessons’ delivery. What is more alarming is the way in which students receive education with the sudden halt of face to 

face teaching and learning. As  Dudley and Osváth (2016) mentioned that characteristics of students vary significantly 

in relation to their cultural, ethnic, linguistic, academic, socioeconomic and cognitive backgrounds and differing 

learning needs, online teaching and learning would greatly be a challenge to teachers, students, as well as parents and 

guardians. While this change can be beneficial for students and/or parents, it can also create pressure for teachers to 

plan effective instructions that focus on the needs of the diverse groups of students. Despite the fact that scholars 

(before the pandemic struck) recommended that differentiated instruction (DI) to be a reasonable alternative to address 

the issue of varying needs, very little information can be obtained to identify whether the same can be carried out in 

online platforms. The question to what extent do teachers go all out to practice DI, especially when teaching and 

learning are carried out online, is a rugged terrain to be explored. When DI is concerned, Tomlinson and Imbeau (2010) 

surmised that it is based on the following sets of assumptions: (a) readiness to learn, interests, learning styles, lived 

experiences and life circumstances differ in same aged students; (b there is evident significance in these differences 
which can impact the students’ learning needs; (c) the connection students make between the curriculum and their life 

experiences along with their interests indicates the quality of learning the students; and (d) the fundamental job of 

schools is to maximize the potential of each child (www.uwispace.sta.uwi.edu). In addition to online teaching and 

learning, a new set of assumption can be added to the existing ones which is; students with varying needs, would need 

specific platforms and/or online tools to cope with the demand of online learning. With the current scenario, more 

criteria have to be added to the list of assumptions. Thus, the purpose of this study is to investigate selected ESL 

teachers’ practices of differentiated instructions in their online classes. It also seeks to examine challenges these teachers 

face while implementing DI in their online classrooms. 

B.  Significance of the Study 

The implementation of mixed-ability classrooms in all secondary schools in Malaysia calls for effective teaching 

strategies. Hence, DI was introduced as a teaching framework that takes into account students’ readiness, interests and 

background knowledge. Little information was able to be retrieved on DI in the current situation, although a study 

stated several challenges encountered including lack of time, minimal professional development workshops or 
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considering DI as another educational trend that may quickly pass and get replaced with new strategies (Robinson, 

Maldonado & Whaley, 2014). A particular study revealed that the gifted and talented students at PERMATApintar (a 

centre for gifted students) with different skill levels fail to fulfil their learning needs when they were in an inclusion 

setting in the absence of DI (Hasrul, Hazita & Azizah, 2015). With students currently learning from home (due to the 

pandemic) in online teaching and learning, it is interesting to explore how students with differing abilities fair and 

whether there are other alternative strategies used by teachers to fulfill the needs of their students. 

Hence, the objectives that we seek to achieve are to:  

1) examine ESL teachers’ perceptions regarding the implementation of differentiated instruction (DI) in online 

teaching and learning classrooms 

2) investigate ESL teachers’ practices of differentiated instruction (DI) in online classrooms. 

3) analyse challenges ESL teachers face when implementing differentiated instruction (DI) online. 

C.  Is Differentiated Instruction Still Relevant at the Current Climate? 

Implementing differentiated instruction is essential for teachers who aspire to help develop students of mixed skill 

levels learn, but the teachers in these classrooms are faced with many challenges even before the Covid-19 pandemic 

struck (Tamirat & Xiaoduan, 2020). Based on literatures which pointed to teachers’ challenges to practice DI, and 

students not meeting the standards, there is justification that this study is needed to understand Malaysian ESL teachers’ 
perceptions and what support they need to help overcome any challenges they face. Understanding the kind of support 

teachers need could lead to educational decision makers offering them professional development which could further 

promote teachers’ effective use of differentiated instruction in online platforms. 

II.  LITERATURE REVIEW 

Examining Differentiated Instruction 

Differentiated Instruction (DI) refers to a philosophy of teaching and a proactive student-centered approach for 

teaching diverse learners in a supported and heterogeneous environment driven by assessment of the instruction 

(Hellman, 2007; Suprayogi, 2017; Tomlinson, 2014). Similarly, Valiandes (2015) stressed that differentiated instruction 

is a learning design which calibrate instructions to meet the students’ diverse learning needs, provide each student with 

corresponding level of challenge, and equip support to help students achieve their learning goals. In the same vein, Blaz 

(2006) opined that differentiated instruction is the standards and curriculum that inform the students of required 

knowledge and differentiated instruction techniques help teachers guide the students to the knowledge while teaching 
them how to learn. Hence, the definition of differentiated instruction encompasses the students reaching the same 

academic goal, but with the tools of differentiated instruction, as for the process of arriving there is unique and different 

for each student. 

Kryza, Duncan, and Stephens (2010) suggested five elements to differentiate in terms of chunk (new information is 

presented to the learner), chew (the learner has to make sense of the information), check (the teacher checks if the 

learner has processed the information), environment (tone and setting of the classroom), and content (what we teach). 

On the other hand, Tomlinson (1999) emphasized that the core of differentiated instruction is flexibility in content, 

process, and product. Content is what students are to master or learn from the instruction; process is how the students 

must complete the learning content; and product is how the learning is demonstrated or observed (Bender, 2012; Cox, 

2008). 

Taylor (2015) surmised differentiating content is when teachers can vary the level of complexity. This means teachers 
can provide various suitable materials for the same content or syllabus depending on the students’ specific needs instead 

of using textbooks that caters for everyone. Meanwhile for differentiating process teachers can stretch the learning 

activities based on the students’ interests or learning styles. The students can learn the same content by doing various 

activities that can evoke their interests. Hence, the learning process would not either be too boring or too difficult for 

them. 

According to Chin (2015) many language teachers do not differentiate their instruction in terms of content. This is 

due to the insufficient resources for language teachers (Kao, 2014; Reese, 2011). However, it is known that the majority 

of the English teachers differentiate their instruction in terms of process and product, such as flexible grouping 

(Sun,2015; Yeh, 2012) or tiered assignments (Alavinia & Sadeghi, 2013; Chen, 2007; Chen et al., 2014; Chien, 2015a, 

2015b; Lin, 2014; Tu, 2012). Sun (2015) and Yeh (2012) employed student team achievement for cooperative learning 

as a differentiated process. 

The effectiveness of differentiated instruction is evident. Servilio (2009) conducted a research on the effectiveness of 
using differentiated instruction to motivate students to read. Students were provided reading materials of their 

preference, different choice for reflection of reading materials and different methods of connecting their reading via 

extended researching, composing a song to memorize rules given to George Washington in battle, or picture drawing 

with their own explanation for the drawings. She found, “An average of 83.4% of the students’ grades improved in 

reading, 12.5% remained the same, and 4.1% of the grades decreased” (Servilio, 2009, p. 10). She went on to suggest 

that it is imperative that teachers get to know their students and utilize acquired knowledge of their strengths and 

weaknesses to create activities that are of the students’ interest upon using differentiated instruction. This is because the 
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research finding shows when students' interests are at the forefront of teachers’ planning and preparation, it is possible 

to fully engage students thus enhance their academic performance over time (Ratcliff et al, 2012). In addition, 

Tomlinson (1999) found that by investigating differentiated instruction strategies, the students’ verbal and writing 

proficiency are enhanced. Furthermore, Mizell (2010) differentiated instruction is essential in improving students’ 

learning, improve self-esteem, and generate a positive attitude towards the school. Similarly, a study by Morgan (2014) 

revealed that students have increased motivation and better achievement when differentiated activity was catered to 

their interests and strengths. 

Prior to the implementation of DI, teachers must be able to recognize students’ readiness, abilities and needs. 

Tomlinson (2005) stated that students’ readiness refers to students’ preparedness for the ability, skill and concept of a 

given subject. Students’ interest also refers to the attention, curiosity and involvement of a student in a given topic 

(Tomlinson & Imbeau, 2010). Whereas, according to Tomlinson & Imbeau (2010) learning profile, which embraces 
gender, culture, learning styles, multiple intelligences and learning preferences of students, involves a preference for 

taking in, exploring, or expressing content. These preferences influence the students’ proficiency and efficiency in 

learning. 

Several studies have been conducted pertaining to the outcomes of differentiated instruction on students’ learning 

within the Malaysian education system. Esther (2015) investigated the practices of differentiated reading instruction by 

secondary school teachers in the ESL classroom on two ESL teachers and 76 students’ reading skill. This case study 

involved interviewing two ESL teachers, distributing Multiple Intelligences Survey to 15-year-olds as well as classroom 

observations. The researcher concluded that, despite the challenges revealed by the teachers when differentiating their 

lessons, the differentiated lessons had managed to evoke active participation in reading classroom where the activities 

were structured according to students’ level and pace of learning. However, hitherto, no studies have been conducted on 

DI in online learning platforms. It is interesting to know the strategies teachers use should they implement DI in their 
online lessons. 

Hasrul, Hazita and Azizah (2015) explored the effects of differentiated instruction on the gifted students at the 

PERMATApintar National Gifted Center from ESL teachers’ perspectives. They reported that the teachers agreed that 

differentiated lessons promote spaces for student-centered with plenty of opportunities for active involvement. Despite 

receiving several training sessions on differentiated instruction, teachers indicated that designing appropriate strategies 

for the gifted students was challenging due to time constraints and insufficient guidelines by the authority.  

III.  METHODOLOGY 

The aim of this research is to understand and uncover ESL teachers’ perceptions of differentiated instruction 

strategies used in their online lessons in the midst of Covid-19. Qualitative research design employing semi-structured 

interviews was used. Qualitative research is suitable in this investigation as researchers could explore a problem and 

develop an understanding of the meaning, provide a literature review to justify the problem, state the purpose and 
research questions, and collect, analyse, and interpret the data. 

A.  Settings 

The investigation centred around 3 selected schools in Kuala Lumpur, Batu Pahat as well as a school in Selangor.   

B.  Instruments 

1. Semi-structured Interview 

The participants consisted of six English language teachers who had had more than 5 years experience as English 

Language teachers. Purposive sampling was used to select the respondents. Each interview took place approximately 45 

minutes. The questions were open ended and revolved around their teaching experience, feelings on using differentiated 

instruction, online lessons amidst the pandemic, and how their strategies and practices have influenced their students’ 

abilities to progress in their learning.  

2. Respondents 

The target participants of this research were six high school English language teachers. Each of them had had some 
experiences in carrying out differentiated instructions in their lessons. The gender of the respondents is not taken into 

consideration. 
 

TABLE 1 

PARTICIPANT BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

 Years Teaching Years in Current School Years Using DI 

FN  5 4 4-5 

DB  21 4 8 

AJ  5 1 1 

NK  5 1 1 

KL 5 5 3 

WM 5 6 0.5 
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IV.  ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 

Data analysis of this study involved exploring detailed verbatim transcripts to identify themes found within the 

teachers’ responses to the interview questions. The first three interview questions aimed at collecting information 

regarding the teachers’ professional background particularly their experiences in English language teaching before and 

after the Covid-19 pandemic, their experience in practicing differentiated instruction as a strategy and the differences of 

DI face-to-face and having to do it online. All of them had at least five years teaching experience. Most teachers had 

taught at the same school throughout their teaching career. Majority practiced differentiated instruction since they began 

teaching in the schools. One exception was WM, who said her first few months of teaching career was “a very 

challenging journey” as she was new to the area and her experience through practicum was inadequate to implement 

differentiated instruction and overcome the challenges in the classrooms. Since they had taught a minimum of five years, 

it appeared that each teacher would have classroom management under control which is necessary to successfully 
implement differentiated instruction (Tomlinson, 2001). 

A.  Thematic Coding of Data Source 

 

TABLE 2 

THEMATIC CODING OF DATA SOURCE: SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS WITH TEACHERS 

 Codes Identified Selected Themes Identified 

1. Understanding DI concept  
1. Use of different strategies  

2. Addressing students’ diversity   
Understanding of DI 

 

2. Perception  

 

1. Meeting varying students’ needs  

2. Challenging task 

1. DI as an essential approach to teaching  

2. DI as a challenging approach to 

teaching  

3. Utilising DI before the Pandemic 
1. Differentiated content  

2. Differentiated process  

Application of  

Differentiated Instruction in ESL 

classrooms  

4. Utilising DI during the Pandemic 
1. Challenging task to practice DI 

2. Impossible to carry out DI 

DI has not been practised thus far during 

the pandemic 

4. Challenges in school  

5. Challenges in differentiated classrooms  

1. Environmental strain  

2. Resource constraint  

3. Students’ attitudes  

4. Connectivity 

5. Attitudes 

Challenges to implementing  

Differentiated Instruction in ESL 

classrooms face to face and online 

6. Ways to overcome challenges  

1. Support from Ministry of Education (MoE)  

2. Support from colleagues 

3. More trainings are needed  

Resources and trainings to enhance the 

practice of Differentiated  

Instruction in online ESL classrooms  

 

B.  Understanding of Differentiated Instruction 

It is imperative for teachers to have a thorough understanding of the DI concept to implement differentiated 

instruction into professional practice, with its specific strategies, because without such knowledge, differentiation can 

be impossible to be enforced effectively (Prast et al., 2018). This is because differentiated instruction is not a single 

arena, but a combination of both conceptual orientation and practical application (Pham, 2012). When asked for their 

understanding of DI, most of the teachers demonstrated similar responses by acknowledging that differentiation 

involved providing all students within their diverse classroom community with different avenues for their learning and 

mastery. DB stated:  

So, I cannot just generalize, this group belongs to this group and knows everything. I have to specify their needs. 

Let’s say I give them a test, so I have in that test, I will know this group needs more on writing, so this group 

needs to learn reading first, give a list of readings for them so that they can write better. Meaning that, for me 
differentiated learning is… I need to understand what students’ needs are in learning language. (DB 21) 

FN expressed:  

It is a framework of teaching and providing my pupils what they need in the classroom given the fact that we 

have a wide range of learners in class. In other words, it is how I teach, how I give work, how I assess them 

based on their diverse ability. (FN 13)  

NK asserted: 

Based on my own understanding, differentiated instruction is when the teacher adjusts or paraphrases 

instructions/activities for different groups of students. This can happen either in the same class or through several 

classes whereby I would use the same rough content of the lesson plan, and then further adjust it to suit the level 

of the students/classes. (NK 14) 

The data showed two specific codes that define differentiated instruction: (1) use of different strategies and (2) 

addressing students’ diversity. (1) Use of different strategies: When asked to define differentiated instruction, DB 
associated it with the use of a variety of different instructional strategies. She elaborated it with examples: “I will know 

this group needs more on writing, so this group needs to learn reading first, give a list of readings for them so that they 

can write better.” Use of different strategies is one of the significant aspects used to define differentiated instruction in 
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most existing literature. Tomlinson (2014) stated that, differentiated instruction can be implemented through a variety of 

instructional strategies by differentiating content, process and product that is aligned with students’ readiness, interests 

and learning profiles. Similarly, Turner, Solis and Kincade (2017) highlighted that to use appropriate instructional 

strategies, teachers need to take into account their students’ individual differences. Based on the above literature, it can 

be postulated that the definition given by the teacher is appropriate in terms of the importance of utilizing multiple 

instructional strategies to cater to students’ needs. 

It was observed that while emphasizing variation in instructional strategies, FN, AJ, KL and NK articulated different 

instructional strategies aligned with students’ diversity. The teachers stressed students’ diversity through expressions 

such as “a wide range of learners in class”, “students with different abilities” and “different groups of students”. In 

addition, students’ diversity was supported with elaborations by the teachers. For instance, FN reported, “it is how I 

teach, how I give work, how I assess them based on their diverse ability”. NK also noted, “I would use the same rough 
content of the lesson plan, and then further adjust it to suit the level of the students/classes”. The findings illustrated 

similar strands describing differentiated instruction as attending to students’ individual needs by providing tasks and 

activities that are appropriate to the level of the students. 

The above findings are in line with literature explicating that addressing students’ diversity is one prevalent aspect of 

differentiated instruction. Tomlinson (2001) emphasized teachers who utilised DI must take into consideration students’ 

levels, needs and interests. It is how an instruction is tailored to meet the needs of diverse learners so that all students 

within a classroom can learn effectively, regardless of differences in their ability. And when the differences are well 

accommodated, students learn best (Tomlinson, 2005). These literatures validated the current findings of addressing 

students’ diversity which could be an appropriate way to define differentiated instruction. 

Strikingly, the result revealed that, although the model of differentiated instruction describes differentiation using 

three main components: (1) content, (2) process and (3) product, all teachers focused their definition heavily on the 
content and process only. None of them highlighted product to define the concept. Moreover, the teachers did not use 

common vocabulary associated with the approach such as content, process or product. This shows that the teachers 

possess limited knowledge about differentiated instruction in general, hence, it could be hypothesised that differentiated 

instruction is not only a challenge to practice, but is also difficult to understand. 

C.  Differentiated Instruction as an Essential Approach to Teaching (Face-to-face) 

In general, there was a mutual feeling among the teachers that differentiated instruction was an essential approach to 
teaching face-to-face that assisted them in meeting varying students’ needs. KL stated: I feel that it is very effective in 

catering to the needs of the pupils and it can mediate my teaching based on what they need. (FN 22). Sharing on its 

importance, DB responded while providing some examples:  

I find it much easier in order to understand some students. When I try to reach them, I can understand their 

problem better. For example, disciplinary problem, they don’t do their work, but if I go to them and then I try to 

give simple exercises to see whether they can actually understand the language or not. (DB 49)   

Similarly, NK declared:  

Giving instructions from the front and asking for a choral response to your- “Do you understand?” prompt just 

never really works, does it? Whether or not the students answer with a “Yes”, it is undeniably harder to scan 

whether they truly understand their task/lesson for the day or not if you try to assess a large group of 25-35 

students at a time. (NK 26) 
Based on the information recorded above, it indicated that they felt strongly that the DI carried out face-to-face was a 

valuable and necessary approach to teaching. The teachers realized that implementing DI enabled them to meet the 

needs of all students. This theme is aligned with Tomlinson’s (2005) view that teachers are increasingly aware that they 

need to teach differently to cater to the growing population of diverse students. 

D.  Differentiated Instruction as a Challenging Approach to Teaching amidst the Pandemic 

DI had a different turn when the teachers were compelled to teach online. Although the majority of the teachers had a 
positive perception of differentiated instruction, AJ, FN and especially WM (who was relatively new to DI) had notably 

negative perception of the approach with regard to the amount of support from parents and colleagues, trainings as well 

as students’ attitudes towards online learning. The finding revealed that they viewed the implementation of DI as 

challenging, time consuming and they notoriously were ill-prepared, mentally and emotionally. WM had this to say:  

So, I know this is going to be a very challenging journey for me because I am new to this and my experience does not 

include DI. Considering the pandemic situation we are going through right now, it is extremely difficult to teach the 

students as they do not join the online class let alone for me to apply the differentiate instruction. Hence, I do not carry 

out DI…just normal lessons. (WM 28)  

While FN added: “But I personally think that it is quite time consuming to prepare such lesson especially when you 

know half the class won’t be there online…”. (FN 23). Although DB and KL could be considered as ‘masters’ of DI as 

they had many years of practicing DI in their classrooms, they too were quite skeptical on the effectiveness of carrying 
out this strategy online. KL mentioned that she was very positive at the beginning of the pandemic and had hoped that 

classes will run as usual. Her expectation was totally crushed when many of her usually responsive students reacted 

otherwise. She continued by saying that the reasons behind this might include internet connectivity, shared devises with 
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other siblings, no proper study area at home, parents’ squabbles and many other possible factors. 

This finding corresponds with Lunsford (2017) in which teachers agreed that implementing differentiated instruction 

could be beneficial to students’ learning, however they also agreed that there are challenges to it. As revealed in 

Merawi’s (2018) study, teachers’ negative perceptions towards differentiated instruction is due to a number of prevailing 

factors such as: time constraints, knowledge gaps, large class size, lack of resources, poor leadership support, lack of 

commitment from teachers and lack of learning interest on students side. However, we have found that no study had yet 

to describe the challenges of carrying out DI online, perhaps due to the recentness of the issue. 

E.  Challenges to Implementing Differentiated Instruction 

Based on the findings garnered from the interviews, there are several main challenges for the participants to 

implement DI online, which are among others; students attendance, lack of training, environmental strain, resource 

constraint and students’ attitudes. The first main challenge is students’ attendance in online DI. Many teachers are 

baffled of what to do with students not appearing online. AJ shared her experience when only two students appeared in 

her class despite many reminders. The most she could do was to personally send a message to parents telling them that 

their children were absent in her class. Next is the lack of training on DI. Not many trainings were provided to the 

teachers on DI. To add to that, online trainings in general is scarce. KL said that thus far she had only attended one DI 

workshop and that was it. The environmental strain is another factor. From the interviews, we identified three factors 
that contributed to environmental strain. The most prominent and biggest challenge shared by all respondents is time. 

There are two aspects of time that played some parts in the challenge. Firstly, it is time consuming to implement DI. FN 

expressed her thoughts: ‘Seriously, teachers need to be ready and prepare all materials and plans before the class. 

Sometimes, a week or two ahead. (FN58). Meanwhile, NK added: ‘As much as the more focused methods work, we 

simply have no time to prepare the activities/lessons every time’. (NK 88)  

Correspondingly, Joseph et al. (2013) reported that teachers need to spend long hours for planning, organising and 

scheduling individual and groups in a large class setting when the strategy was implemented. Furthermore, in a study 

conducted by Mariam Shareefa et al. (2019), in which they found out that time is the highest ranking challenge out of 

six challenges. Another aspect of time that contributed to a part of the challenge is time constraint. The participants 

stated that they basically did not have enough time to implement DI due to insufficient class hours with the students. 

DB stated: ‘I can use that for two periods of learning in the class and also if I have just one period, I cannot do that... 

(DB 144)  
This is also acknowledged by AJ, who shared: ‘English usually has a 1-hour period per session, which could be quite 

tight to implement the differentiated instruction. (AJ 76). Concurrently, NK added:  

Another aspect of time is in the classroom itself… things that are out of our control such as the technological 

part or even the things like students coming up late from the lab/library, or the previous teacher is taking your 

time… All those little things can affect your plans and activities. (NK 91)  

Thus, it can be seen that time is the biggest challenge in implementing differentiated instruction. NK even labeled 

time as her nemesis (NK88).  

The next factor that contributes to environmental strain is tiredness. Tiredness could be from preparing materials for 

DI while handling other school matters. FN firmly stated about depletion of energy: ‘I think it could be quite exhausting 

as we are juggling with many other work too’(FN 59). In order to implement DI, teachers need to identify students’ 

abilities. Based on their abilities, teachers can provide various assignments based on skill levels or interests to meet the 
needs of all students (Dixon et al., 2014). Hence, it is understandable if teachers perceive DI as tiring because a lot of 

effort is needed to plan differentiated lessons. However, with almost every class conducted online, they are not just tired 

but mentally drained to get students to do different things at the same time, if ever the students decided to appear that 

day. The last factor that led to environmental strain is the large number of students in a class. The large number of 

students in a class is a normal situation in almost every school during the face-to-face lessons. DB emphasized:  

The number of students that should be in the class is around 20 to 25. Not more than that. Because I’ve been 

teaching this one class, they have around 22 students, okay, and it is easier for me to teach them effectively 

because less number of students. (DB 161)  

According to Ford & North Central Regional Educational Lab, N.O (2005) small group instruction can play a pivotal 

role in a differentiated classroom. In addition, small group instruction allows the teachers to work more closely with a 

smaller number of students to help them achieve more (Lipson & Wixson, 2012). Moreover, based on a study by 

Aldossari (2018), the biggest challenges facing male and female teachers in the use of DI strategies related to the school 
environment is “the density of students per classroom” with the arithmetic mean of 4.52. Hence, the number of students 

in a class can affect the implementation of differentiated instruction. Nevertheless, the inconsistencies of students’ 

attendance in the online class made it problematic for teachers to carry out DI systematically no matter how small the 

group maybe. 

The next main challenge identified from the interviews is resources. It is said that teachers do not have enough 

resources to use for the teaching and learning sessions. DB stressed: ‘We don’t have enough materials for example 

books, okay, reference books that caters to the students’ needs’. (DB 151)  

Tomlinson (2005) stated that differentiated instruction means responsive teaching whereby the teachers embrace the 

differences and tailor instruction to the needs of the students and when the differences are well accommodated, students 
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learn best. Hence, the implementation of DI needs various activities that can cater to the students’ needs and 

complement their abilities. This point was also stressed by Idrus (2014) in that in examining the activities used in the 

classroom, teachers would be able to be responsive to varieties of students’ needs. Teachers need suitable resources that 

can aid them to come out with appropriate and sufficient activities for the students.  

The final challenge gathered from the interviews is students’ attitude. Students’ attitude towards learning is crucial to 

determine the effectiveness of teaching and learning sessions. AJ expressed: ‘If the student is lazy and does not want to 

cooperate with the teachers…that would be difficult’ (AJ 74). The implementation of DI could be challenging if the 

students do not show any interest to learn in the first place. According to a study by Aldossari (2018) it showed that 

“students’ weak motivation for learning” is the third lowest challenge out of eight challenges of implementing DI. This 

shows students’ attitude definitely has an impact towards differentiated instruction. On the other hand, the greatest 

challenge is the “weakness of students’ conviction in using the DI strategy”, which means students do not have 
confidence in the differentiated class (Aldossari, 2018). This could be due to various reasons. For teachers to 

differentiate effectively, they must first recognize the different aspects of the learning needs of the students in the 

classroom (Herrelko, 2013; Latz & Adams, 2011). Therefore, it is crucial for teachers to get to know their students first 

before implementing differentiated instruction. AJ also stressed: ‘After getting know your students’ needs and abilities 

then you can slowly start implement the differentiated instruction. Do it step by step, do not do it in a rush’. (AJ 103)  

Based on the outcomes above, it showed that the teachers were aware of these challenges upon implementing DI 

even before the pandemic struck. Hence, these challenges should be addressed properly by finding the right solutions to 

assure the success of the implementation of differentiated instruction in classrooms be it face-t-face or online. 

V.  CONCLUSION 

In sum, we explored ESL teachers’ perceptions towards implementing differentiated instruction (DI) in online 

teaching and learning. Teachers’ perception has been identified as one of the significant factors influencing teachers’ 
behavior. As such, studies examining teacher-thinking have proven that there is a significant relationship between 

teachers’ thinking, beliefs and attitudes associated with the behavior and actions (Rosidah & Nurahimah, 2020). In this 

regard, research on teachers’ perception of DI and associated relationships with the adoption of the approach in teaching 

is abundant (Nicolae, 2013; Chin-Wen, 2015; Merawi, 2018; Tamirat & Xiaoduan, 2020). However, DI in online 

teaching and learning is scarce and relatively new. It has long been argued that teachers’ perception of DI is 

inconsistently changing in that many believe that all students are capable of learning within a mixed ability classroom 

despite varying platforms (face-to-face and online). Mariyam et al. (2019) opined that the positive perceptions held by 

teachers regarding differentiated instruction is expected to enhance the adoption of such teaching practices in 

curriculum delivery. Similarly, Charles and Luard (2018) qualitative study revealed that the use of differentiated 

instruction is prevalent when teachers perceive that differentiated instruction is essential in a mixed skill level classroom. 

This implies that having a positive perception of differentiated instruction is influential in increasing the use of the 
approach in the classrooms. Sadly, this is not the case in the current study. Online DI can be seen as very challenging or 

even a failure to some ESL teachers. 

Discourse constructed from the interviews was used to explore the feelings and emotions to unearth what is actually 

happening on the ground. It was revealed that the teachers are still grappling with the notion of DI, and it was made 

worse when classes had to be conducted online due to COVID 19 pandemic. For teachers to successfully implement DI, 

they must have a clear notion of DI as well as the probability to apply DI on different platforms. Some felt strongly that 

differentiated instruction was a valuable and necessary approach to teaching but to implement it online needs time as 

well as ample trainings. However, it is not uncommon that some of them realized that utilising DI enabled them to meet 

the needs of all students, which is a relief albeit with many trials and tribulations. It can be concluded that DI has really 

taken its toll in online teaching and learning but not to the point of ‘gone awry’. Finally, the study was restrained by 

certain limitations. Firstly, sampling was restricted to a specific region of the country reducing its generalisation to other 

regions. All of the participants were Malay ESL teachers. This study focused mainly on differentiated instruction 
through selected teachers’ point of views. Hence, future studies could be adapted to find out perspectives from students, 

school administrators, and officers from Ministry of Education. Future studies could also include observations. This is 

to see how the teachers would implement differentiated instruction in online classrooms. 
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