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Keberagaman kesiapan, minat, kepercayaan diri, dan cara belajar peserta didik
menuntut guru menyesuaikan pembelajaran tanpa mengurangi tujuan belajar
bersama. Penelitian ini bertujuan mengeksplorasi pengalaman guru kelas 1V, V, dan
VI dalam memahami, merencanakan, menerapkan, serta menanggapi manfaat,
kendala, dan kebutuhan dukungan dalam pembelajaran berdiferensiasi. Penelitian
menggunakan pendekatan kualitatif fenomenologis di SDN 202 Suryalaya, Kota
Bandung, dengan tiga guru kelas yang dipilih secara purposif sebagai partisipan.
Data utama diperoleh melalui wawancara semi-terstruktur, sedangkan observasi
kelas dan dokumentasi terbatas digunakan sebagai data pendukung. Data dianalisis
secara tematik melalui pembacaan berulang, pengodean, pengelompokan kategori,
perbandingan lintas partisipan, pengembangan tema, dan interpretasi. Hasil
penelitian menunjukkan bahwa guru memaknai pembelajaran berdiferensiasi
sebagai penyesuaian yang adil, bukan pembelajaran terpisah bagi setiap peserta
didik. Guru menggunakan asesmen awal dan pengetahuan tentang karakteristik
peserta didik untuk menyesuaikan materi, pengelompokan, bantuan, aktivitas, dan
produk belajar. Penyesuaian tersebut dipersepsikan mendukung partisipasi,
kepercayaan diri, dan munculnya kemampuan yang kurang terlihat melalui tugas
tertulis. Penerapannya terkendala waktu persiapan, ukuran kelas, keterbatasan
sumber daya, tugas administratif, dan pembagian perhatian. Implementasi
berkelanjutan memerlukan perencanaan kolaboratif, sumber belajar adaptif,
pencatatan perkembangan yang ringkas, dan pengembangan profesional berbasis
praktik kelas.

ABSTRACT

Differences in students’ readiness, interests, confidence, and ways of learning
require teachers to adjust instruction without reducing shared learning goals. This study explored the experiences of
Grade 1V, V, and VI classroom teachers in understanding, planning, implementing, and responding to the perceived
benefits, constraints, and support needs of differentiated instruction. A qualitative phenomenological design was
employed at SDN 202 Suryalaya, Bandung, Indonesia, with three classroom teachers purposively selected as
participants. Primary data were generated through semi-structured interviews, while classroom observations and
limited document review provided supporting evidence. The data were analyzed thematically through repeated
reading, initial coding, category development, cross-participant comparison, theme construction, and interpretation.
The findings show that teachers understood differentiated instruction as equitable adjustment rather than separate
teaching for every student. They used initial assessments and knowledge of students’ characteristics to modify
materials, grouping, scaffolding, activities, and learning products. Teachers perceived that these adjustments
supported participation, confidence, and the visibility of abilities that were less apparent in written tasks.
Implementation was constrained by preparation time, class size, limited resources, administrative demands, and
difficulties in distributing attention. Sustainable implementation requires collaborative planning, adaptable learning
resources, concise progress records, and classroom-based professional development.

1. INTRODUCTION

Elementary classrooms are inherently heterogeneous. Students enter the same lesson with
different levels of prior knowledge, learning pace, confidence, interests, language resources, family
support, and willingness to participate. Responding to this variability does not require teachers to create a
separate curriculum for every student. Rather, teachers need to preserve shared learning objectives while
adjusting the routes, support, and opportunities through which students reach them. Differentiated
instruction offers such an approach by linking instructional decisions to students’ readiness, interests, and
learning characteristics (Tomlinson & Jarvis, 2023). It is therefore better understood as planned
responsiveness than as a collection of unrelated classroom activities.
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In practice, differentiated instruction involves a recurring cycle of identifying needs, clarifying
essential objectives, adapting instruction, checking students’ responses, and revising subsequent teaching.
Teachers may vary materials, task complexity, grouping, scaffolding, time, questions, products, or
feedback. However, these variations become meaningful only when they respond to evidence about
students’ learning (Peters et al, 2022). Research involving primary teachers shows that diagnostic
information and flexible instructional decisions are central to implementation, although teachers differ in
how consistently they connect assessment findings with instructional follow-up (van Geel et al., 2022).
This distinction matters because providing different worksheets or media may create visible variety
without necessarily improving students’ access to the intended concept.

Research generally reports potential benefits of differentiated instruction, but its findings should
not be interpreted as uniformly positive. A systematic review and meta-analysis identified favorable
overall patterns in learning outcomes while also showing considerable variation across educational
settings, participants, subjects, and implementation designs (AM et al., 2023). Differentiated grouping has
also been associated with performance, motivation, and self-regulation, although its value depends on
how groups are formed, supported, and reviewed (Haelermans, 2022). These findings suggest that the
quality of teachers’ instructional judgment may be more important than the number of adaptations
included in a lesson.

Teachers’ experiences deserve particular attention because differentiated instruction is
professionally demanding. Positive attitudes toward learner diversity do not always translate into
confident or sustained classroom practice. Teachers’ knowledge, attitudes, and self-efficacy influence how
they interpret and enact differentiation (Porta et al.,, 2022). Among elementary teachers, self-efficacy and
enthusiasm are also associated with the reported use of differentiated practices (Kalinowski et al., 2024).
At the same time, teachers commonly experience limited preparation time, large classes, classroom-
management pressures, insufficient materials, and uncertainty about supporting several groups
simultaneously (Gibbs, 2023). Professional development may strengthen teachers’ knowledge and
practice, but its contribution depends on sustained opportunities to plan, practice, receive feedback, and
connect learning with specific subjects and classroom problems (Kahmann et al., 2022).

In Indonesia, differentiated learning has received greater attention alongside the Merdeka
Curriculum and its emphasis on responding to students’ learning needs. Elementary teachers generally
understand its basic purpose, but their interpretations remain uneven and may emphasize learning styles
or task variation more than assessment-based instructional decisions (Witraguna et al., 2024). Studies in
Indonesian elementary schools indicate that differentiated activities can support literacy participation and
provide alternative ways for students to engage with learning tasks (Wijaya et al., 2024). Differentiated
instruction has also been associated with students’ mathematical critical and creative thinking, although
these findings remain tied to particular subjects, research designs, and classroom conditions (Lestari et al.,
2024). They should therefore be read as evidence of potential rather than proof that every differentiated
lesson will produce similar outcomes.

Indonesian studies also identify persistent implementation difficulties. Teachers may struggle to
translate broad curriculum principles into manageable procedures for assessment, grouping, material
adaptation, classroom management, and evaluation. In Grade V language instruction, reported obstacles
included identifying learner characteristics, preparing appropriate task variations, and managing their
implementation within the available lesson time (Adnyana et al,, 2024). Research in elementary schools
further indicates that limited training and incomplete practical understanding can reduce the consistency
of differentiated practices (Sari et al., 2023). Existing studies provide useful evidence about effectiveness,
teacher understanding, and general implementation. However, detailed accounts of how experienced
upper-grade classroom teachers interpret and negotiate differentiation across planning, teaching,
assessment, perceived benefits, practical tensions, and support needs remain limited.

A phenomenological account can address this gap because implementation is shaped not only by
formal procedures but also by the meaning’s teachers attach to classroom events and instructional
decisions. Teachers may accept the principle of responsiveness while experiencing tension between
addressing different needs and maintaining shared objectives, manageable activities, classroom order, and
students’ sense of belonging. Examining these experiences may explain why certain adaptations develop
into sustainable routines while others remain occasional or difficult to maintain.

This study therefore explores the lived experiences of Grade 1V, V, and VI classroom teachers in
implementing differentiated instruction at SDN 202 Suryalaya, Bandung. It examines how teachers
understand and give meaning to differentiated instruction, how they plan and enact it, what benefits and
student responses they perceive, and how they address constraints and identify needed support. By
comparing teachers’ accounts with classroom observations and limited documentation, the study seeks to
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explain differentiated instruction as an iterative process of noticing learner differences, making
manageable adjustments, checking students’ responses, and revising subsequent instruction

2. METHODS

This study employed a qualitative phenomenological design to examine how upper-grade
classroom teachers experienced and interpreted differentiated instruction in their daily practice.
Phenomenology was selected because the inquiry focused on concrete teaching events and the meanings
participants attached to them rather than on measuring the frequency or effectiveness of particular
strategies (van Manen & van Manen, 2021). The study was conducted at SDN 202 Suryalaya, Bandung,
Indonesia. Three classroom teachers were purposively selected because they taught Grades 1V, V, and VI
and had directly planned and implemented differentiated instruction. They were coded as G-IV, G-V, and
G-VI to protect their identities. They had 11, 16, and 22 years of teaching experience and taught classes of
32, 34, and 33 students, respectively.

The primary data were generated through individual semi-structured interviews conducted in
Indonesian. This format enabled the same areas to be discussed across participants while allowing follow-
up questions about specific classroom events, decisions, and difficulties (Adeoye-Olatunde & Olenik,
2021). The interview guide contained 20 main questions addressing teachers’ understanding and
meaning-making, identification of learning needs, instructional planning, classroom implementation,
perceived benefits and student responses, constraints, coping strategies, and support needs. Each
interview lasted approximately 60-75 minutes, was audio-recorded with the participant’s consent, and
was subsequently transcribed.

Supporting data were collected through one classroom observation for each participant and a
limited document review. The observed lessons addressed force and motion in Grade 1V, advertising texts
in Grade V, and persuasive speeches in Grade VI. Field notes recorded initial assessment, variations in
tasks and materials, grouping, teacher assistance, formative checks, student participation, classroom
management, and adjustments made during the lesson. The documents examined included teaching
modules, initial-assessment records, notes on students’ learning needs, teaching materials, worksheets,
student products, assessment instruments, progress notes, classroom photographs, and teacher-
development records. These sources were used to compare teachers’ reported experiences with observed
practices and documented planning.

The data were examined using phenomenologically informed thematic analysis. Each transcript
was read repeatedly alongside the corresponding observation notes and documents. Meaningful
statements were assigned initial codes, related codes were grouped into participant-level categories, and a
cross-participant matrix was prepared to identify shared and contrasting experiences. The categories
were subsequently reviewed and developed into themes that addressed the four research questions. The
interview areas guided data organization but did not predetermine the final themes. Theme development
followed Braun and Clarke’s (2021) emphasis on coherent patterns of meaning and continual review
against the complete dataset, while Byrne’s (2022) worked example informed the movement from initial
codes to interpretive themes. Quotations selected for reporting were translated from Indonesian into
English while preserving their intended meanings.

Trustworthiness was strengthened by comparing evidence across participants and across
interviews, observations, and documents (Adler, 2022). Participants were also invited to confirm concise
interpretive summaries. This procedure was used to clarify meanings and identify possible
misinterpretations rather than to treat participant agreement as proof of accuracy (Erdmann & Potthoff,
2023). Contradictory evidence was retained and examined. Participation was voluntary, informed consent
was obtained, names were replaced with codes, and student identities and individual scores were
excluded from the dataset.

3. RESULT AND DISCUSSION

The analysis produced four interrelated themes corresponding to the research questions: teachers’
understanding and meaning-making, experiences in planning and implementation, perceived benefits and
student responses, and constraints, coping strategies, and needed support. Across these themes,
differentiated instruction was experienced not as a finished model that could be transferred directly into
the classroom, but as a continuing negotiation between responsiveness to learner diversity and the need
to keep instruction fair, manageable, and focused on shared learning objectives.

Asmi Khoirudin, Ahmad Khori/ Teachers’ Experiences of Implementing Differentiated Instruction in Elementary School



PELITA, Volume 26, Issue 01, 2026 pp. 215-224 218

Understanding Differentiated Instruction as Equitable Responsiveness

All three teachers first encountered the formal term differentiated instruction through school
activities related to the Merdeka Curriculum. Nevertheless, they recognized that some adaptive practices
had long been present in their teaching. They had repeated explanations for students who struggled, used
simpler examples, and provided additional work for students who completed tasks early. The important
change was therefore not the appearance of adaptation itself, but a shift from spontaneous assistance after
difficulties emerged to more deliberate adjustment based on information gathered before and during
instruction.

The teachers initially interpreted differentiation as individualized instruction for every student. In
classes of 32-34 students, this interpretation made the approach appear unrealistic. Their understanding
changed through training, discussion with colleagues, independent learning, and classroom
experimentation. G-V explained, “I used to think that teachers had to create different instruction for every
child. Now I understand it as a reasonable adjustment based on groups of needs, not one plan for one
student.” This shift reduced the perceived burden while preserving the central idea that students may
require different routes toward the same objective.

The change also reflected a development in professional noticing. Teachers no longer focused only
on visible achievement differences; they began to distinguish conceptual misunderstanding from
carelessness, silence from lack of understanding, and weak written performance from weak conceptual
knowledge. Gheyssens et al. (2021) found that teachers who were more capable of noticing and reasoning
about inclusive classroom situations also reported stronger differentiated practices. In the present study,
noticing became pedagogically meaningful when teachers translated small classroom signals—hesitation,
repeated errors, dependence on examples, or reluctance to speak—into decisions about support,
grouping, or task format.

Fairness was central to the teachers’ meaning-making. G-IV stated, “Fair does not mean that every
child receives exactly the same treatment. Each child receives the help they need.” However, fairness was
not interpreted identically across grade levels. G-IV emphasized participation without humiliation, G-V
stressed opportunities to demonstrate different strengths, and G-VI connected support with growing
independence before students entered secondary school. These differences indicate that fairness was not
an abstract principle but a judgment shaped by students’ developmental demands and classroom
histories.

Such judgments are morally significant because differentiation distributes teacher attention, task
difficulty, time, and learning opportunities. Van Vijfeijken et al. (2023) showed that teachers’ beliefs and
practices concerning fair differentiation may be organized around equality, need, or merit, and these
orientations do not always align. The participants generally favored need-based support, but they also had
to ensure that students who progressed more quickly received meaningful challenges rather than merely
more work. Their accounts therefore suggest that equitable differentiation involves balancing additional
support, intellectual challenge, and student dignity.

The teachers also recognized that differentiated tasks and grouping could produce unintended
labels. They used neutral group names such as colors, animals, or numbers and explained that different
support did not indicate fixed intelligence. Yet neutral labels could not fully prevent students from
identifying which group received shorter texts or more teacher attention. Some students questioned why
assignments differed, and some parents compared their children’s tasks with those of classmates. Godor
(2021) argues that teachers’ differentiation choices are shaped by beliefs as well as practical limits; the
present findings add that these choices also require social explanation. Grouping becomes more
defensible when it is temporary, connected to a specific need, and changed across subjects. Otherwise, an
adaptive decision may harden into a public hierarchy of perceived ability.

Planning and Implementation as Assessment-Informed, Bounded Adaptation

Teachers identified learning needs through short initial assessments, previous assignments, daily
observation, oral questions, conversations with students, and information from former teachers. Initial
assessment was not limited to written testing. Depending on the lesson, it involved pictures,
demonstrations, games, reading tasks, or three to five introductory questions. Teachers also considered
how quickly students understood instructions, whether they worked independently, how confidently they
communicated, and whether home circumstances affected learning routines.

The resulting information was commonly organized into three practical categories: students who
had understood the basic concept, students who were beginning to understand, and students who still
required assistance. These categories informed grouping, task complexity, media, and the intensity of
support. They were described as temporary and subject-specific; a student needing assistance in one
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subject could work independently in another. This flexibility was clear in the interviews, although the
limited documents did not consistently record changes in group membership over time.

Planning began with a shared learning objective. Teachers then selected the instructional element
most in need of adjustment rather than differentiating content, process, and product simultaneously. G-V
generally limited a lesson to two or three variations because a larger number made classroom
management difficult. Students needing support received shorter texts, keywords, images, concrete
examples, or tasks divided into smaller steps. Students who demonstrated early understanding received
application questions, independent challenges, or enrichment.

This selective practice can be described as bounded adaptation: variation was limited to what
teachers considered necessary and operationally feasible. Godor (2021) notes that teachers cannot offer
every form of differentiation to every learner at all times and must balance possible learning benefits
against classroom efficiency. The current findings support this argument, but they also define an
important boundary. Simplification remained pedagogically meaningful only when it could be traced to
evidence of need. Merely changing media or arranging groups did not constitute differentiation if the
adjustment lacked a diagnostic basis or follow-up assessment.

The observed lessons illustrated this bounded approach. In Grade 1V, students learned about force
and motion through toy-car experiments, visual observation, and short reading cases. They could
demonstrate understanding through an observation table, sequential drawings, or oral explanation. The
teacher spent more time with students who still confused pushing and pulling, while students who
finished early compared how objects moved on different surfaces. In Grade V, printed advertisements,
persuasive-word cards, worksheets, posters, and an audio example supported learning about advertising
texts. Students could produce a poster, write a script, or perform a short advertisement. In Grade VI,
students studied persuasive speeches through sample texts, keywords, written outlines, paired rehearsal,
and oral delivery; less confident students could practice with a partner before presenting more publicly.

Across the classes, short whole-class explanations were followed by individual, paired, or group
work. Instructions and time limits were displayed on the board, and roles such as leader, writer, reader,
timekeeper, material manager, or presenter were assigned. These routines reduced repeated questions
and limited domination by one student. Assistance was delivered individually or in temporary support
groups through guiding questions and step-by-step scaffolding. Peer tutoring was used selectively, with
the expectation that peers would explain rather than complete another student’s task.

The importance of assessment lay in what teachers did with the evidence. Van der Steen et al.
(2022) emphasize that formative information is useful when it is aligned with intended instructional
decisions. The strongest practices in this study formed a sequence: eliciting evidence, interpreting
difficulty, adjusting support, examining the response, and deciding the next step. Teachers therefore used
individual questions, short written exercises, or reflection sheets after group activities because a collective
product could conceal unequal understanding.

This caution is supported by intervention research. Peters et al. (2022) found that learning-
progress assessment became more useful when teachers also received prepared materials for assessment-
based differentiated reading instruction. Karst et al. (2022), however, reported no general main effect of
data-based differentiation on reading comprehension, although it reduced the influence of initial
performance on learning gains. Together, these studies challenge the assumption that assessment or
differentiated materials automatically improve outcomes. Their value depends on the alignment between
evidence, instructional response, and subsequent checking.

The documents confirmed shared objectives, initial assessments, varied materials, grouping,
remedial work, enrichment, and product options. However, records of individual progress, written
feedback, group changes, and product-specific rubrics were uneven. The teachers’ knowledge of students
was often richer than the formal records. This knowledge supported immediate decisions but was difficult
to review or share. Grecu (2023) similarly found that prepared curricular resources can provide a useful
roadmap, yet teachers still need to adapt them to the students present. A concise record of the difficulty
identified, support provided, student response, and proposed next action would preserve instructional
reasoning without turning differentiation into an additional paperwork burden.

Perceived Benefits and Student Responses: Increased Visibility, but Not Automatic Learning
Teachers perceived the clearest benefits in participation, confidence, and the visibility of abilities
that conventional written tasks had not revealed. In Grade 1V, a student who was usually passive during
reading and writing became highly involved in the toy-car experiment and explained why a stronger push
produced longer movement. In Grade V, a student whose written work was usually unremarkable
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delivered an oral advertisement confidently and used persuasive language appropriately. G-V concluded
that this speaking ability might have remained unnoticed if all students had been required to produce the
same written product.

These experiences changed how teachers interpreted student performance. An incomplete written
response could reflect difficulty with writing, low confidence, or a narrow response format rather than a
complete absence of conceptual understanding. Differentiated products therefore served not only as
alternatives for completing an assignment but also as diagnostic windows into students’ capabilities. They
enabled teachers to reconsider earlier judgments and identify forms of competence expressed through
oral explanation, drawing, practical work, or collaboration.

Observation supported the teachers’ reports of active participation when lessons used concrete
objects, visual materials, experiments, group roles, and limited product choices. However, student
responses were not uniform. Some students preferred individual work, while others participated more
comfortably in groups. Some chose a product quickly; others followed friends, sought the easiest option,
or became uncertain when several alternatives were offered. Several students were initially
uncomfortable when flexible grouping separated them from close friends.

These findings complicate the assumption that choice is inherently motivating. Haelermans (2022)
found positive effects when students were grouped according to learning strategies, but the intervention
involved structured grouping and tailored instruction rather than unrestricted choice. In the present
study, choice was productive when options were limited, clearly explained, and tied to shared conceptual
criteria. A poster, written script, and oral presentation could differ technically, but each had to
demonstrate the same essential understanding. Without that common standard, product differentiation
could allow students to avoid demanding knowledge or skills rather than access them through a suitable
route.

The teachers also distinguished visible engagement from demonstrated learning. A lively class
could indicate productive discussion, but it could also reflect confusion, social conversation, or weak time
management. For this reason, teachers retained individual questions and written checks after group work.
Geletu and Mihiretie (2024) found that professional development could improve teachers’ differentiated
practices without automatically ensuring strong alignment or student engagement. The present study
shows the reverse caution as well: engagement can increase without providing sufficient evidence of
understanding. Participation is therefore an important indicator of access, but it must be interpreted
alongside conceptual accuracy, independence, and progress.

The teachers’ emotional responses reflected this ambiguity. Successful lessons generated
satisfaction because previously quiet students participated and demonstrated unexpected abilities. At the
same time, teachers felt tired when several groups required attention simultaneously, and they
questioned lessons that were attractive but noisy or unfinished. This response is important
phenomenologically: differentiation was experienced as professionally meaningful precisely because it
revealed students differently, yet it was also emotionally demanding because teachers remained
responsible for determining whether increased activity represented genuine learning.

The findings should not be read as evidence that differentiated instruction caused higher
achievement. Only one lesson per teacher was observed, and the study did not measure changes in
achievement. The evidence supports a more limited claim: teachers perceived that manageable variations
widened opportunities to participate and demonstrate understanding, while formative checking remained
necessary to determine what students had actually learned.

Constraints, Coping Strategies, and the Need for Organizational Support

The main constraints were limited preparation time, classes of 32-34 students, uneven reading
abilities, limited digital devices and graded materials, administrative duties, restricted classroom space,
and pressure to complete the curriculum. These factors were not experienced separately. A large class
increased the number of learning needs to be noticed, groups to be managed, questions to be answered,
products to be assessed, and students whose progress required follow-up. Limited time then reduced
teachers’ capacity to prepare materials and interpret the evidence collected.

The central problem was therefore scarcity of teacher attention. When a teacher remained with a
support group, other students sometimes became noisy, requested repeated clarification, or felt
overlooked. This explains why the participants did not experience differentiation simply as producing
different worksheets. The more difficult task was allocating attention without allowing support for one
group to reduce learning opportunities for another.

Teachers responded through adaptive simplification. They modified existing materials rather than
designing everything from the beginning, restricted product choices, added keywords or worked
examples to one version of a task, assigned group roles, displayed instructions, created temporary support
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groups, and used supervised peer tutoring. When time became insufficient, they reduced the number of
presentations, selected representatives, or continued the activity in another meeting. These strategies did
not eliminate the constraints, but they made implementation more sustainable.

The decision to simplify should not be interpreted automatically as incomplete implementation. It
represented professional judgment about the amount of variation that could be supported without losing
the learning objective or classroom control. Nevertheless, simplification could become superficial if it was
disconnected from assessment. The most defensible adaptations were those that addressed an identified
difficulty and were followed by evidence of student response.

The participants requested practical support rather than further general explanations of content,
process, and product differentiation. They needed examples of brief initial assessments, manageable
lesson plans, leveled worksheets, product rubrics, graded reading materials, and demonstrations in large
classes. Informal sharing of modules, worksheets, and media already reduced preparation demands, but
document review did not identify a regular school program for observing, discussing, and evaluating
differentiated lessons.

These finding places implementation beyond the competence of individual teachers. Dewanti et al.
(2024) identified teacher perceptions, collaboration, leadership, administrative demands, training, and
school readiness as interacting influences on differentiation in Indonesian inclusive elementary schools.
Sannen et al. (2021) likewise found that primary-school teachers in denser collaboration networks
reported more positive beliefs about inclusion and greater use of differentiated instruction. Collaboration
matters not merely because teachers can exchange files, but because instructional decisions become open
to collective examination.

Professional learning should consequently resemble the actual work of differentiation. Frerejean et
al. (2021) conceptualized differentiation as a complex skill requiring connected learning tasks, supportive
information, procedural guidance, and repeated practice. For the teachers in this study, a useful
professional-learning cycle would involve examining student work, designing a short initial assessment,
preparing limited forms of support, teaching the lesson, observing student responses, and revising the
plan with colleagues. This is more responsive to their needs than isolated training that explains principles
without addressing attention, time, and classroom management.

Prepared resources also need room for professional adaptation. Grecu (2023) showed that

curriculum resources can promote access to rigorous content, but they still require thorough teacher
planning for diverse learners. Similarly, the participants did not request fully individualized packages for
every student. They requested reusable resources that could be adjusted efficiently. The implication is not
that schools should prescribe identical differentiated lessons, but that they should reduce avoidable
preparation work while preserving teachers’ judgment.
Across the four themes, the shared experience of differentiation was a continuous negotiation between
responsiveness and manageability. Teachers sought to recognize learner differences without fixing labels,
provide choice without weakening common expectations, increase participation without mistaking
activity for learning, and offer support without making the lesson impossible to manage. This negotiation
explains why differentiation was valued but not implemented as an all-or-nothing model. It became
sustainable when teachers made limited, evidence-informed adjustments and received enough
organizational support to examine and refine those decisions.

These findings are bounded by three experienced teachers in one public elementary school, one
observed lesson for each teacher, and limited documentation. They cannot establish effects on
achievement or confirm that practices remained consistent throughout the school year. Nevertheless,
convergence among interviews, classroom observations, and documents provides a grounded account of
how upper-grade teachers understood, enacted, and negotiated differentiated instruction

4. CONCLUSION

This study shows that Grade 1V, V, and VI teachers understood differentiated instruction as
equitable responsiveness rather than individualized teaching for every student. They planned and
implemented it by using simple initial assessments, classroom observations, previous work, and
knowledge of students’ academic and non-academic characteristics to adjust materials, grouping,
scaffolding, learning activities, and product options while maintaining shared learning objectives.
Teachers perceived that these adjustments supported participation, confidence, and the visibility of
abilities that were not always apparent in written tasks, although they also recognized that engagement
did not necessarily indicate conceptual understanding. Implementation was constrained by limited
preparation time, large classes, uneven reading abilities, restricted resources, administrative demands,
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and difficulty distributing attention across groups. Teachers addressed these conditions by simplifying
lesson designs, adapting existing materials, limiting choices, assigning group roles, forming temporary
support groups, and using supervised peer assistance. The study contributes a grounded account of
differentiated instruction as an iterative negotiation between responsiveness and manageability. Schools
should therefore support implementation through collaborative planning, shared adaptable resources,
classroom-based professional learning, concise progress records, and clear communication with parents
about the purpose of differentiated support.

5. REFERENCES

Adler, R. H. (2022). Trustworthiness in qualitative research. Journal of Human Lactation, 38(4), 598-602.
HYPERLINK "https://doi.org/10.1177/08903344221116620"
https://doi.org/10.1177/08903344221116620

Adeoye-Olatunde, 0. A, & Olenik, N. L. (2021). Research and scholarly methods: Semi-structured
interviews. Journal of the American College of Clinical Pharmacy, 4(10), 1358-1367.
HYPERLINK "https://doi.org/10.1002 /jac5.1441" https://doi.org/10.1002/jac5.1441

Adnyana, I. K. S, Mahendra, P. R. A, Meter, W., & Kamayana, I. G. N. P. (2024). Implementation of
differentiated learning in identifying sentence structures for fifth-grade elementary school
students: Analysis of obstacles and implementation solutions. Jurnal Pendidikan dan Pengajaran,
57(2), 433-444. HYPERLINK  "https://doi.org/10.23887/jpp.v57i2.82118"
https://doi.org/10.23887/jpp.v57i2.82118

AM, M. A, Hadj, S, Istiyono, E. & Retnawati, H. (2023). Does differentiated instruction affect learning
outcome? Systematic review and meta-analysis. Journal of Pedagogical Research, 7(5), 18-33.
HYPERLINK "https://doi.org/10.33902 /JPR.202322021"
https://doi.org/10.33902/]PR.202322021

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2021). One size fits all? What counts as quality practice in (reflexive) thematic
analysis?  Qualitative Research in  Psychology, 18(3), 328-352. HYPERLINK

"https://doi.org/10.1080,/14780887.2020.1769238"
https://doi.org/10.1080/14780887.2020.1769238

Byrne, D. (2022). A worked example of Braun and Clarke’s approach to reflexive thematic analysis. Quality
& Quantity, 56(3), 1391-1412. HYPERLINK "https://doi.org/10.1007/s11135-021-
01182-y" https://doi.org/10.1007/s11135-021-01182-y

Devi Anom Sari, I. G. A, Riastini, P. N,, & Margunayasa, 1. G. (2023). Analisis penerapan pembelajaran
berdiferensiasi di SD. Mimbar Pendidikan Indonesia, 4(3), 501-510. HYPERLINK
"https://doi.org/10.23887/mpi.v4i3.70048" https://doi.org/10.23887 /mpi.v4i3.70048

Dewanti, D., Hermanto, & Azizah, N. (2024). Faktor yang mempengaruhi implementasi pembelajaran
berdiferensiasi pada sekolah dasar inklusi. Sekolah Dasar: Kajian Teori dan Praktik Pendidikan,

33(2), 243-255. HYPERLINK "https://doi.org/10.17977 /um009v33i22024p243-

255" https://doi.org/10.17977 /um009v33i22024p243-255

Erdmann, A., & Potthoff, S. (2023). Decision criteria for the ethically reflected choice of a member check
method in qualitative research: A proposal for discussion. International Journal of Qualitative
Methods, 22. HYPERLINK "https://doi.org/10.1177/16094069231177664"
https://doi.org/10.1177/16094069231177664

Frerejean, |, van Geel, M., Keuning, T., Dolmans, D., van Merriénboer, J. ]. G., & Visscher, A. ]. (2021). Ten
steps to 4C/ID: Training differentiation skills in a professional development program for teachers.

Instructional Science, 49(3), 395-418. HYPERLINK "https://doi.org/10.1007/s11251-
021-09540-x" https://doi.org/10.1007/s11251-021-09540-x

Geletu, G. M., & Mihiretie, D. M. (2024). The effects of primary school teachers’ professional development
activities on differentiated instructional practices and possibilities of elevating students’ learning
engagement. Education 3-13, 52(8), 1222-1237. HYPERLINK
"https://doi.org/10.1080/03004279.2022.2143722"
https://doi.org/10.1080/03004279.2022.2143722

Gheyssens, E., Consuegra, E., Engels, N., & Struyven, K. (2021). Creating inclusive classrooms in primary
and secondary schools: From noticing to differentiated practices. Teaching and Teacher Education,
100, Article 103210. HYPERLINK "https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2020.103210"
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2020.103210

PELITA, P-ISSN: 1907-5693 E-ISSN: 2684-8856



PELITA, Volume 26, Issue 01, 2026 pp. 215-224 223

Gibbs, K. (2023). Voices in practice: Challenges to implementing differentiated instruction by teachers and
school leaders in an Australian mainstream secondary school. The Australian Educational

Researcher, 50(4), 1217-1232. HYPERLINK "https://doi.org/10.1007 /s13384-022-

00551-2" https://doi.org/10.1007/s13384-022-00551-2

Godor, B. P. (2021). The many faces of teacher differentiation: Using Q methodology to explore teachers’
preferences for differentiated instruction. The Teacher Educator, 56(1), 43-60. HYPERLINK
"https://doi.org/10.1080/08878730.2020.1785068"
https://doi.org/10.1080/08878730.2020.1785068

Grecu, Y. V. (2023). Differentiated instruction: Curriculum and resources provide a roadmap to help
English teachers meet students’ needs. Teaching and Teacher Education, 125, Article 104064.
HYPERLINK "https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2023.104064"
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2023.104064

Haelermans, C. (2022). The effects of group differentiation by students’ learning strategies. Instructional
Science, 50(2), 223-250. HYPERLINK "https://doi.org/10.1007/s11251-021-09575-

0" https://doi.org/10.1007/s11251-021-09575-0

Kahmann, R, Droop, M., & Lazonder, A. W. (2022). Meta-analysis of professional development programs in
differentiated instruction. International Journal of Educational Research, 116, Article 102072.
HYPERLINK "https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijer.2022.102072"
https://doi.org/10.1016/].ijer.2022.102072

Kalinowski, E., Westphal, A., Jurczok, A., & Vock, M. (2024). The essential role of teacher self-efficacy and
enthusiasm for differentiated instruction. Teaching and Teacher Education, 148, Article 104663.
HYPERLINK "https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2024.104663"
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2024.104663

Karst, K., Bonefeld, M. Dotzel, S. Fehringer, B. C. O. F, & Steinwascher, M. (2022). Data-based
differentiated instruction: The impact of standardized assessment and aligned teaching material
on students’ reading comprehension. Learning and Instruction, 79, Article 101597. HYPERLINK

"https://doi.org/10.1016/j.learninstruc.2022.101597"
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.learninstruc.2022.101597

Lestari, F,, Alim, ]. A, & Noviyanti, M. (2024). Implementation of differentiated learning to enhance
elementary school students’ mathematical critical and creative thinking skills. International
Journal of Elementary Education, 8(1), 178-187. HYPERLINK

"https://doi.org/10.23887 /ijee.v8i1.64295" https://doi.org/10.23887 /ijee.v8il.64295
Peters, M. T. Hebbecker, K., & Souvignier, E. (2022). Effects of providing teachers with tools for

implementing assessment-based differentiated reading instruction in second grade. Assessment

for Effective Intervention, 47(3), 157-169. HYPERLINK

"https://doi.org/10.1177/15345084211014926"
https://doi.org/10.1177/15345084211014926

Porta, T, Todd, N, & Gaunt, L. (2022). ‘I do not think I actually do it well: A discourse analysis of
Australian senior secondary teachers’ self-efficacy and attitudes towards implementation of
differentiated instruction. Journal of Research in Special Educational Needs, 22(3), 297-305.
HYPERLINK "https://doi.org/10.1111/1471-3802.12568"
https://doi.org/10.1111/1471-3802.12568

Sannen, ]., De Maeyer, S., Struyf, E., De Schauwer, E., & Petry, K. (2021). Connecting teacher collaboration
to inclusive practices using a social network approach. Teaching and Teacher Education, 97,
Article  103182. HYPERLINK "https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2020.103182"
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2020.103182

Tomlinson, C. A, & Jarvis, J. M. (2023). Differentiation: Making curriculum work for all students through
responsive planning and instruction. In J. S. Renzullj, E. ]. Gubbins, K. S. McMillen, R. D. Eckert, and
C. A. Little (Eds.), Systems and models for developing programs for the gifted and talented (2nd ed.,
pp. 599-628). Routledge. HYPERLINK "https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003419426-

22" https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003419426-22
van der Steen, ], van Schilt-Mol, T., van der Vleuten, C., & Joosten-ten Brinke, D. (2022). Supporting
teachers in improving formative decision-making: Design principles for formative assessment

Asmi Khoirudin, Ahmad Khori/ Teachers’ Experiences of Implementing Differentiated Instruction in Elementary School



PELITA, Volume 26, Issue 01, 2026 pp. 215-224 224

plans. Frontiers in Education, 7, Article 925352. HYPERLINK
"https://doi.org/10.3389 /feduc.2022.925352"
https://doi.org/10.3389 /feduc.2022.925352

van Geel, M., Keuning, T., & Safar, 1. (2022). How teachers develop skills for implementing differentiated
instruction: Helpful and hindering factors. Teaching and Teacher Education: Leadership and
Professional Development, 1, Article 100007. HYPERLINK
"https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tatelp.2022.100007"
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tatelp.2022.100007

van Manen, M., & van Manen, M. (2021). Doing phenomenological research and writing. Qualitative Health
Research, 31(6), 1069-1082. HYPERLINK
"https://doi.org/10.1177/10497323211003058"
https://doi.org/10.1177/10497323211003058

van Vijfeijken, M., van Schilt-Mol, T., Scholte, R. H. ]., & Denessen, E. (2023). A quantitative study of
teachers’ beliefs and practices regarding fair classroom differentiation. SN Social Sciences, 3,
Article  13. HYPERLINK  "https://doi.org/10.1007 /s43545-022-00590-7"
https://doi.org/10.1007 /s43545-022-00590-7

Wijaya, B. A., Wantini, Perawironegoro, D., & Bustam, B. M. R. (2024). The impact of differentiated learning
in the Merdeka Belajar curriculum on elementary school literacy as the object of the Kampus
Mengajar program. Jurnal Ilmiah Sekolah Dasar, 8(1), 22-33. HYPERLINK
"https://doi.org/10.23887 /jisd.v8i1.68107" https://doi.org/10.23887 /jisd.v8i1.68107

Witraguna, K. Y., Setiawati, G. A. D,, Wahyuni, N. N. T, Jaya, I. K. M. A, & Mediani, N. K. A. A. (2024).
Learning in the Merdeka Curriculum: Elementary school teachers’ understanding of differentiated
learning. International Journal of Elementary Education, 8(1), 47-56. HYPERLINK

"https://doi.org/10.23887 /ijee.v8i1.69779" https://doi.org/10.23887 /ijee.v8i1.69779

PELITA, P-ISSN: 1907-5693 E-ISSN: 2684-8856



