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A student who takes longer to understand a lesson is often noticed for what
they cannot do quickly rather than for what they may eventually achieve. In classrooms
where speed can be mistaken for ability, learners who need more time may begin to
see themselves as less capable. Yet learning has never been a race. Students arrive
at school with different experiences, strengths, interests, backgrounds, and ways of
understanding. If education is meant to help every learner grow, then the question
should not be who learns fastest, but how schools can create conditions in which every
learner can succeed.

The idea of a single pace of learning can make classrooms convenient to
manage, but it does not reflect the diversity of actual learners. Some students
understand concepts after one explanation, while others need repetition, concrete
examples, visual materials, guided practice, or additional time. These differences
should not automatically be interpreted as a lack of intelligence or motivation. They
are reminders that effective teaching requires attention to how learners respond to
instruction.

Differentiated instruction provides one way of addressing these differences.
Gaitas et al. (2022) examined teachers’ understanding and practices concerning
differentiated instruction and found that its implementation can take different forms,
including approaches that respond to learners’ diverse needs. The research highlights
an important point: differentiation should not simply mean giving certain students
easier work. It should involve providing appropriate pathways toward meaningful
learning goals while recognizing differences in readiness, interests, and learning
needs.

This distinction is particularly important for students who require additional time.
If teachers lower expectations whenever a learner struggles, support can
unintentionally become a limitation. Students may receive simpler tasks indefinitely
rather than opportunities to develop more complex skills. Effective support should
instead provide scaffolding while maintaining meaningful expectations. A learner can
be given additional examples, smaller steps, guided practice, or alternative resources
without being excluded from challenging and worthwhile learning.

Pui (2016) demonstrated how differentiated curriculum design can respond to
individual and group needs among students with learning difficulties while supporting
academic attainment and self-confidence. This suggests that instructional flexibility is
not simply a matter of kindness; it can be an important educational strategy. When
students receive support that matches their needs, they can have more opportunities
to experience progress and develop confidence in their ability to learn

The classroom environment matters just as much as instructional technique.
Students who repeatedly struggle may become reluctant to answer questions,
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participate in activities, or ask for help because they fear embarrassment. Teachers
can reduce this barrier by creating classrooms where mistakes are treated as part of
learning rather than evidence of failure. Encouragement, constructive feedback, peer
support, and opportunities to revise work can help students understand that
improvement is possible.

Inclusive education also requires schools to recognize that teachers cannot
accomplish everything alone. Strogilos et al. (2023) found that differentiated
instruction for students with special educational needs in mainstream classrooms is
influenced by contextual conditions, including class size, curriculum demands,
examinations, and teachers’ understanding of differentiation. These findings point
toward a broader responsibility. If schools expect teachers to respond effectively to
learner diversity, they must provide adequate professional development, planning
time, resources, and institutional support.

Assessment can also become more responsive. A single examination
administered at one moment may provide useful information, but it cannot always
capture how a learner develops over time. Formative assessment, portfolios, projects,
classroom observations, and repeated opportunities to demonstrate understanding
can provide a broader picture of progress. These approaches allow teachers to identify
misconceptions early and adjust instruction before difficulties become permanent
barriers.

Research increasingly supports the importance of considering students’
experiences alongside academic outcomes. Zurbriggen et al. (2026) found that
differentiated instruction was associated with small positive effects on academic
achievement and subjective well-being in inclusive lower secondary education,
particularly from students’ perspectives. This matters because a successful learning
environment should not only help students achieve academically; it should also help
them feel supported, capable, and connected to their learning.

Teachers themselves also need opportunities to develop their capacity to
differentiate instruction. Langelaan et al. (2026) examined professional development
related to differentiated instruction in secondary schools and reported improvements
in teachers’ self-reported practices following professional learning. This reinforces the
importance of sustained teacher development. Effective inclusion cannot depend
entirely on individual teachers’ personal effort. It requires a school culture that values
professional collaboration, reflection, and continuous improvement.

Families and classmates can contribute to this culture as well. Encouragement
at home can strengthen persistence, while supportive peers can make students feel
comfortable asking questions and participating. When the school community
celebrates progress rather than speed, learners are more likely to recognize that
growth can take different forms.

Ultimately, treating learners fairly does not mean teaching everyone in the same
way. Equality in education should not be confused with sameness. Some learners may
need more time, some may need additional challenge, and others may need different
ways of accessing or demonstrating knowledge. What matters is that each learner
receives a genuine opportunity to progress toward meaningful goals.




A different pace does not mean a smaller future. Every learner deserves to be
seen beyond a difficult lesson, a low score, or a delayed response. Education
becomes more inclusive when teachers look not only at where students are today but
also at where they can go with appropriate support. The goal is not to make every
learner move at the same speed. It is to ensure that every learner has a path forward—
and the opportunity to discover how far that path can take them.
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