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DIFFERENTIATED LEARNING AS A MEANS

OF INDIVIDUALIZATION OF THE STUDY PROCESS

IN THE COURSE OF FOREIGN LANGUAGE TRAINING
AT A TECHNICAL UNIVERSITY

The article concerns ways of individualization of the study process through differentiated learning technologies
in the course of foreign language training at a higher technical educational establishment. According to the
humanistic concept of the contemporary higher education, the latter ought to be learner-centered, it allowing
meeting fully both learner’s educational and individual psychological needs. That determines development of
learning packs, selection of teaching methods and study process organization forms.

The article presents the analysis of specific organizational features of the study process based on
differentiation. It describes two forms of differentiation commonly used — internal and external ones depending
on either heterogeneous or homogeneous groups of students. The purpose in both cases is to take into careful
account abilities and needs of the learner.

There is a detailed description of an external differentiation pattern successfully implemented in the course
of a project in intensive English teaching at the Faculty of Information Technology. Within this differentiation
approach, homogeneous groups of students are formed (from the «least able» to «most able» ones) according
to students’ initial foreign language competence level and following the principle of relative stability. The
letter means a possibility for a student to be transferred to another group in order to match his or her actual
development of speech skills.

The selected differentiation pattern appeared to be justified because it takes into account non-linguistic
students’ profile, characterized by the great diversity of students’ foreign language competence and learning
motivation.

The article describes basic conditions for effective realization of the above form of differentiation: regular
monitoring of the actual foreign language competence level with due regard to student self-assessment and
survey; creation of a comfortable learning environment in class by means of maintaining parity among all
the participants of the study process; application of interactive teaching methods; proper coordination of the
teaching staff.

Key words: communicative competence, differentiation form, learning environment, teaching method,
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Introduction. The growing role of a foreign
language as one of the basic general education
disciplines in the system of professional training
of specialists at a higher technical school puts for-
ward a wide range of tasks related to the practical
implementation of modern approaches to teach-
ing a foreign language, such as task-based, situ-
ational, communicative, interactive, differentiated
and others.

These approaches are consistent with the
humanistic concept that underlies modern innova-
tive teaching, which puts the learner personality at
the forefront, taking into account their individual psy-
chological characteristics, and, accordingly, creating
conditions for the best possible realization of their
personal potentials.

One of the effective ways to individualize the
learning process in a higher school environment,
in our opinion, is the use of differentiated learning
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technologies. On the one hand, these technologies
help to overcome difficulties that often arise due to
differences in the initial level of students’ foreign
language competence at the beginning of univer-
sity education; and, on the other hand, they con-
tribute to the sustainable formation and growth of
individual communicative skills of students who are
trained in groups.

Analysis of recent investigations and publica-
tions. Differentiation as a principle of organizing the
educational process originated in the mass school in
the 19th century. Since then, obviously, the principles
and forms of differentiated learning have repeatedly
changed in accordance with the concept of education
existing at different stages of society development.

The modern concept of education is based on
the idea that readiness for future activity is an inter-
nal need of the individual and cannot be completely
determined from the outside. Consequently, the main
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task of the university is to provide services that are to
meet the educational needs of the individual [1].

To achieve this goal educators are supposed to
create certain conditions of the educational environ-
ment, which make the maximum development of the
student potential possible. In this context, domestic
and foreign scientists consider differentiated learning
as an effective means of creating such a productive
educational environment that takes into account psy-
chological characteristics of the individual [2].

The methodology of the modern concept of a differ-
entiated approach is based primarily on the works in
the field of personality psychology by S. Rubenstein,
K. Platonov, B. Ananyev, A. Leontiev, P. Galperin and
others, systemic differentiation and individualization
of the educational and pedagogical process of I. Unt,
H. Liimets, C. Washburne, A. Kirsanov, Yu. Babansky,
the role of educational motivation by L. Bozhovich,
T. Shamova, G. Shchukin and others, as well as on
L. Vygotsky’s theory of the zone of proximal devel-
opment. Studies on the developing potential of a
foreign language by I. Bim, N. Gez, |. Zimnyaya,
G. Kitaigorodskaya, E. Passov, etc made a great con-
tribution to the formation of the concept of differenti-
ated learning, the latter being considered as a tool for
building professional foreign language competence.

Pointing out issues requiring further inves-
tigation. However, many aspects of the practical
implementation of the principles of differentiated
learning at a higher technical school, in particular in
relation to teaching a foreign language, need further
investigation. These include the following: interaction
of the teaching staff under conditions of differentiated
learning; organization of study process in relatively
stable groups that admit the possibility for any stu-
dent to change their group within the created hierar-
chy of groups depending on the student actual level
of foreign language competence; preferable teaching
methods applied under conditions of level differenti-
ation, and others.

The objective of the article. The article summa-
rizes the experience of application of differentiated
learning technologies in foreign language classes
within the framework of a project in intensive English
teaching of first-year IT students, considers basic
requirements that are of importance for successful
implementation of differentiated learning.

Presentation of the main research material.
Differentiated learning is understood to be, on the
one hand, creation of various learning conditions in
order to take into account characteristics of learners
and, on the other, a complex of methodological, psy-
chological, pedagogical and organizational measures
that provide learning in homogeneous groups [3].

It is customary to distinguish between «internal»
and «external» differentiation. Internal differentia-
tion implies such an organization of the educational
process, which takes into account individual charac-
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teristics of the student in a heterogeneous / mixed
group. A common form of internal differentiation is
level differentiation, which allows a student to mas-
ter educational material, skills within one of the levels
defined by the syllabus (not lower than the basic one)
in accordance with their abilities and individual needs
[4]. With external differentiation, relatively homoge-
neous groups of students are formed with the same
goal of achieving maximum individualization of the
learning process. In other words, the objective of dif-
ferentiation is to educate each student at a level that
matches his or her abilities and interests. Once the
teacher is aware of the actual level of his or her stu-
dents’ foreign language skills and knowledge of the
subject, he or she determines their zone of proximal
development and, using a diverse range of teaching
methods at hand, brings them to a higher level.

It is important to understand that differentiation
consists not only in grouping students according
to their inborn abilities and initial level of commu-
nicative language competence, but also naturally
implies the differentiation of the content of education
as well as forms and types of student classroom or
independent work.

Let us consider the above-mentioned theoreti-
cal provisions giving an example of the implemen-
tation of a project in intensive English teaching of
first-year bachelors of the Faculty of Information
Technology. The project has been under successful
implementation for eight years at the Department of
Foreign Languages of Pryazovskyi State Technical
University. The goal of the project was to form a
high level of students’ foreign language compe-
tence, which would allow them to actively partici-
pate in international programs and events, listen
to lectures on professional subjects in English, be
engaged in scientific work, etc. Accordingly, the task
was to achieve a level of language proficiency in
the main types of speech activities not lower than
B1+ / B2 within the Common European Standards.
The department created a learning pack based on
textbooks published by Oxford University Press;
the priority teaching methods used were interactive
one, as they tend to create the most active learning
environment, simulating in some degree the forms
of real communication, where the student as an
educational process party acquires maximum sub-
jectivity, reveals their creative potential [5].

It is worth mentioning that the choice of first-year
students as the target group was determined by the
following factors. Firstly, for students the first year
is a period of their adaptation to the new academic
environment, and in this case, they are best suscep-
tible to purposeful psychological and pedagogical
influence and demonstrate an optimum development
of their sensory and perceptual, mnemonic, psycho-
motor and especially speech-thinking functions [6].
Secondly, big differences in the initial level of for-
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eign language competence of first-year students in
non-linguistic universities has become a common
problem, and that can be effectively solved by means
of differentiated learning among other things.

The results of the entry test in English, which is
traditionally held before the start of the course among
first-year technical students, have shown in recent
years a steady tendency for three-level gradation of
students’ foreign language competence within the
Common European Framework of Reference for
Languages: Elementary (A1-2), Pre-Intermediate
(A2, B1) and Intermediate (B1+). Therefore, the study
groups were formed according to three levels. The
distribution of students by levels at the initial stage
in percentage terms was the following: Elementary —
20%, Pre-Intermediate — 70%, Intermediate — 10%.
The fundamental point in the level differentiation of
study groups was their further gradation within the
level to «stronger /less strong» ones. The main prin-
ciple of grouping students, that helped to ensure flex-
ibility and adaptability of the group hierarchy regard-
ing the dynamics of development of each student
foreign language competence, was the possibility for
a student to move from group to group during a term.
The students could move to another group within
his or her own level or to a group of a higher /lower
level according to their academic performance during
the term (based on intermediate results). This form
of group formation, on the one hand, motivates the
student for active development, stimulates his or her
desire to move to a higher-level group, on the other
hand, allows the teacher to select the pace, forms
and types of learning activities that best meet the
needs of a particular student group.

The decision to transfer a student to a higher or
lower-level group was always preceded by a thor-
ough analysis of his or her current performance, stu-
dent reports on self-assessment of the dynamics of
the development of their speech activity skills, edu-
cational motivation, psychological compatibility in the
group, etc.

Traditional survey at the end of the course among
the IT students involved in the project showed that as
high as 88% (the average percentage for the entire
period of the project implementation) approve of the
level principle of group formation with the possibil-
ity of transfer [2]. At the same time, this system of
student differentiation into groups that are relatively
homogeneous took a favorable view by the teachers
of the department, since the system facilitated prepa-
ration for classes, boosted the process of mastering
the material by learners, and created an atmosphere
of success in class. Besides, the possibility of being
transferred both “down” and “up” the hierarchy pre-
vented the manifestation of a number of negative
aspects of differentiation, which are widely discussed
in the methodological literature [7] (for example,
snobbery among strong students or inferiority feel-

ings among weak students), since it encouraged
each student to learn with utmost diligence.

The key condition for the successful implemen-
tation of the described form of differentiation in the
course of teaching a foreign language, in the author’s
opinion, is building a new work style by the teaching
staff — well-coordinated teamwork, when everyone
works being aware of increased personal responsi-
bility for the results of a common cause. Therefore,
teachers tend to take creative initiative, give support
and mutual assistance, and openly discuss respon-
sible decisions in the workplace. At the department,
from the very beginning of the project, an initiative
group of teachers was made up, overseeing vari-
ous issues of educational, methodological, techni-
cal and organizational support; the rule of turnover
of the project coordinator being implemented. The
employed teamwork routine also made it possible to
maintain uniform assessment criteria, avoiding over-
estimation or underestimation that might erode the
multilevel differentiation.

When applying the term of “homogeneity” to
describe a study group, it is necessary to empha-
size the relativity of this notion, since in practice
students do not always show identical performance,
foreign language speech skills, personal character-
istics, behavioral styles, motivational attitudes, etc.
Therefore, the comfort of working with the class for
a teacher in such conditions should be viewed as an
opportunity to use appropriately different forms and
types of teaching methods at hand, an opportunity to
experiment.

Forthe department, the project in intensive English
teaching became experimental not only in terms of a
new approach to the formation of study groups, but
also made it possible to widely experiment with inter-
active learning in the classroom. One must admit that
differentiation helps to create favorable conditions
for effective implementation of interactive approach
in the educational process. Since interactive learn-
ing relies on students’ interaction in performing tasks
that simulate various forms of real communication,
and aims at unleashing the creative potential of each
participant in the process of self-actualization and
self-realization [5], the selection of students in an
academic group plays a significant role.

The students involved in the project represented
all the departments of the Faculty of Information
Technologies, and thanks to the differentiation
scheme, they might happen to study in the same
class. That mixture of the student body and produc-
tive interaction in class contributed to establishing
cooperative relationships among students of the
faculty throughout the training period. At the same
time, on the organization level, this students’ mix-
ture required some adjustment in groups’ timetables
and issuing additional student record sheets for each
department of the faculty.
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When coordinating interpersonal interaction in a
group, the primary task for the teacher was to create
a positive and productive atmosphere in the class-
room, to establish informal and equal relationships
based on mutual support and approval. The author-
itarian style of interaction between the teacher and
the student gave way to a parity style, which was
appreciated by both students and teachers [8, c.34].

In the end, it should be emphasized that differ-
entiation of the student body according to their cur-
rent level of foreign language competence does not
exclude the use of various forms and types of dif-
ferentiated learning activities in class and extracur-
ricular / independent work within relatively homoge-
neous groups. One should always bear in mind that
the major principle of individualization is taking into
account a wide range of learner’s individual charac-
teristics, of which the level of foreign language com-
petence is very important though not the only one.

Conclusions. The analysis of the differentiation
applied in the project showed that the effectiveness
of this approach depends on the following: thorough
evaluation of students’ entry test results, student
self-assessment, diagnostic student survey at all
stages of training; the formation of groups with pos-
sibility of student transfer according to the results of
current academic performance; team mentality of the
teaching staff; building a psychologically favorable,
creative learning environment by means of interac-
tive learning methods. If properly used, this differen-
tiation form ought to become an effective means of
implementing a learner-centered approach for for-
eign language training at a higher technical school.
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Bapa6aw I. B. ludepeHuinoBaHe HaB4YaHHA AK 3acib iHAuBigyanisauii HaBYanNbLHOro npouecy nig
yac BUKIIaAaHHSA iHO3eMHOI MOBM B TEXHIYHOMY YHiBepcUTeTi

Cmammio npucesyeHo criocobam iHOugidyanisauyii Hag4arbHO20 rPoUecy Yepes 3acmocygaHHs OughepeH-
uitiogaHo20 Hag4aHHs i@ Yac suknadaHHs IHO3EMHOI MOBU 8 yMOB8ax 8ULLOI MEXHIYHOI WKOMU. 38axaroyu Ha
2yMaHICmUuYHY KOHUEenuUjto cy4acHoi euuoi oceimu, Hag4aHHs MOBUHHO Mamu O0cobucmicHo-opieHmMoeaHul
xapakmep, wo 0ae 3amoay 3abesnedysamu Halbinbw nosHe 3a0080MIEHHS K Hag4yaslbHUX, mak i iHousiOyarb-
Ho-ricuxornoaidyHux rnompeb 39obyeaya. Lle 3Haxo0umeb 8i006paKeHHs1 8 Po3pPObIIeHHI Hag4arlbHO-MemooOuY-
HUX KoMmrisiekcig, subopi MemoduyHuUX rpuliomie i gpopmax opeaHizauii Hag4yarnbHO20 rPoUecy.

Y cmammi npedcmaerneHo aHari3 crieyugiku opaaHisauii Hag4arbHO20 rpouecy i3 3acmocysaHHsmM dughe-
peHyitioeaHo20 Hag4aHHs. [laHo onuc deox sudie Has4asribHOI dugbepeHuiayii, SKi NPakmMuKytomMbCsi: 308HIlU-
HbOI i BHYMPIWHBOI, M08’A3aHUX I3 hOpMy8aHHSIM 2emepo2eHHUX abo 2oMo2eHHUX 2pyr y4Hie. B 06ox eunad-
Kax 3a Memy cmasumbCs MakcuMarsibHe 8paxyeaHHs iHOuUgIOyanbHUX Moxusocmed i nompeb ocobucmocmi
3006ysaya.

LemarnbHo onucaHo Modesib 308HIUWHBOI dughepeHuiayii Hag4yaHHSs, sika byrna ycrilWwHO 3acmocoeaHa y npo-
€KmMi 3 MoanubreHo20 8UBYEHHS aHasmiliCbKOI MO8U Ha hbaKyrnbmemi iHghopMauiliHux mexHonoail. Lig modesnb
ougpepeHuiauii nepedbadae cmMEOPEHHSI 20MO2EHHUX HagyanbHUX epyrn (8id binbw «crnabkux» 0o 6inbw
«CUSTbHUX») Ha OCHOBI 8XiOHO20 PIiBHS IHUWOMOBHOI KoMemeHuii cmydeHmie 3a npuHUuUnom 8i0HOCHOI cma-
6inbHocmi. OcmaHHil Gonyckae Moxrusicmb rnepexody cmydeHma 8 iHWy 2pyry, 38axarqu Ha akmyarsbHi
MOKa3HUKU pO38UMKY MOB/IEHHEBUX HABUYOK i YMiHb.

Ob6rpyHmosaHo 8ubip ubo2o sudy duchepeHuiauii, Wo epaxogye crieyuiky cmyOeHmMCbKO20 KOHMUH-
2eHmMy HeMO8HOZ0 8ULWY, SKOMY eriacmuea 3HadyHa HeOOHOPIOHICMb cknady 6 rnnaHi iHWOMOBHOI Mid2omoeKu
i Mmomusaui.
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Po3zansiHymo 6a308i ymosu eghekmusHoi pobomu 3arpornoHo8aHoi Moderi, maki K nocmitHUl MOHImMopuUHe
MMOMOYHUX MOKa3HUKI8 PieHS IHUWOMOBHOI KoMemeHuii cmydeHmie, y momy 4Yucrii gpopmamu cCaMOKOHMPOIT,
aHKemygaHHs cmyO0eHmi8, CMBOPEHHSI MCUX0JI02i9YHO KOMGOPMHUX yMO8 8 ayOumopii 3a paxyHOK yCmaHOo8-
JIEHHS1 napumemHux 83aEMOBIOHOCUH MiXX yCiMa y4YaCHUKaMu Hag4asibHO20 Mpouecy, 8UKOPUCMAaHHS iHme-
pPaKkmueHUX MexHosoeill Hag4yaHHs, 3nazodxeHa 83aemodis nedaeoeiyHo20 Kornekmusy.

Knroyoei cnoea: koMmyHikamueHa komremeHUuisi, coopma dughepeHruiauii, yubose cepedosuuie, memod
suknadaHHs, pieHesa OughepeHuiauis, 0OHopiOHa/HeOOHOopPIOHa epyna.
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