
Creative Education, 2025, 16(3), 268-283 
https://www.scirp.org/journal/ce 

ISSN Online: 2151-4771 
ISSN Print: 2151-4755 

 

DOI: 10.4236/ce.2025.163017  Mar. 10, 2025 268 Creative Education 
 

 
 
 

Addressing the Achievement Gap through 
Differentiation in the Arts  

Eleanore Ave  

Department of Graduate Studies, The Art of Education University, Osage, USA 

 
 
 

Abstract 
This literature review examines the impact of the perpetuated achievement gap 
in American schools, with a specific lens on high-poverty schools and the arts. 
It scrutinizes factors including racial bias, classroom instruction, and school 
culture as they relate to student achievement. Additionally, it looks closely at 
middle school student achievement and how apathy influences effort and en-
gagement in the classroom. To address these challenges, the article highlights 
the value of differentiation and its ability to transform student performance 
and mindset toward education. A specific look is taken at student-centered arts 
classrooms that value student autonomy and curiosity. 
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1. Introduction 

On May 17, 1954, history was made. After decades of legal battles, the Supreme 
Court upheld that segregation was unconstitutional and therefore illegal and that 
“every child, regardless of race, deserved a first-class education” (Library of Con-
gress, n.d.). Despite this victory, minority students have continued to suffer aca-
demically, consistently underperforming their white counterparts due to systemic 
factors, including racial bias, socioeconomic status, and educational quality (Fen-
zel & O’Brennan, 2007; García & Weiss, 2020; Moore et al., 2005; Morgan, 2020; 
National Center for Education Statistics, 2023a, 2023b). Addressing the achieve-
ment gap is not just about educational equity but also social justice. 

Black and brown students are disproportionately faced with factors that con-
tribute to decreased engagement and investment in education. With growing chal-
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lenges threatening to widen the gap, educators must think creatively to remedy 
this persistent issue and best serve all students (Renzulli, 2022). Past approaches 
to reform educational pedagogy have done little to diminish the gap, so it is time 
to try something radically different. Rather than look at methods that highlight 
learning similarities, it is time to celebrate differences. Innovative practices that 
address each student’s interests are proven to increase engagement in learning 
(Barbara, 2010; Roth, 2016). Every student has unique needs, and academic prac-
tices must evolve to respond to them. 

The literature discussed in this paper will explore specific factors contributing 
to academic achievement, including school climate and current events. It will also 
consider factors that improve and harm student engagement, such as apathy, cu-
riosity, and autonomy. This chapter will conclude by discussing elements of dif-
ferentiation, such as implementation for different student demographics, content 
differentiation, and student-centered learning in an art classroom. 

2. Academic Achievement and the Achievement Gap 

Test scores, grade point average, and graduation rate decide academic achieve-
ment. Despite the illusion that all students are afforded equal opportunities, the 
achievement gap in America has remained a persistent and evolving issue. Re-
search has shown that social class is the most significant contributor to educa-
tional success (García & Weiss, 2020). Students with a lower socioeconomic status 
consistently underperform those with a high status. These performance gaps 
begin early in a student’s education and rarely decrease as the student progresses 
through their schooling (García & Weiss, 2020). Many high-poverty schools are 
located in urban settings and educate a high population of Black and Brown (His-
panic, American Indian, Alaska Native) students (Assari et al., 2021). In 2021, the 
percentage of students attending high-poverty schools was highest among His-
panic students at 38%, followed by Black students at 37% (NCES, 2023b). Accord-
ing to The National Center for Education Statistics (2023a), Black and Brown stu-
dents are consistently outperformed by White students in reading and math. 
While many factors contribute to this gap, the most significant is the lower quality 
of education found in high-poverty schools. High-poverty schools are often lo-
cated in urban settings and struggle with insufficient funding, minimal resources, 
and inexperienced staff that struggle to establish a safe and supportive school en-
vironment. These challenges undermine the importance of academic achievement 
and hinder student progress. 

2.1. School Climate 

Students who perform well in school feel invested in their education. To become 
invested in learning, students must think that the school environment is welcom-
ing and supportive (Assari et al., 2021). A supportive school has teachers who are 
invested in their students and make learning enjoyable. They get to know who 
their students are and create a sense of belonging in their classrooms. Research 
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has shown that students who perceive their school as enjoyable and fair had sig-
nificantly higher GPAs than those who did not (Fenzel & O’Brennan, 2007). 
When students feel seen and valued by their teachers, they are more likely to en-
gage in learning and participate in school activities. 

One factor that has been linked to increased enjoyment in school is arts educa-
tion. Students invested in the arts have higher graduation rates and test scores 
(Americans for the Arts, n.d.). Despite this advantage to arts education, Black and 
Brown students receive less access to quality art instruction. Underperforming 
schools do not prioritize extracurriculars because they focus on improving core 
academics. High-poverty schools consistently have lower reading and math 
scores, which puts opportunities for joyful learning through extracurriculars on 
the back burner (NCES, 2023a). Fine arts classes are among the first subjects re-
placed with math and English classes (Americans for the Arts, n.d.). This pattern 
suggests that students in low-income schools are afforded fewer extracurricular 
opportunities like the arts, making students more apathetic toward their learning, 
resulting in lower academic achievement overall.  

Low-income schools historically provide lower-quality instruction (Assari et 
al., 2021; Bradley, 2022; U.S. Department of Education, n.d.). Teachers with more 
experience and certifications positively impact student performance. According 
to research conducted by Assari et al. (2021), “Schools with a higher percentage 
of minority students are more likely to have lower qualified and experienced 
teachers with higher rates of teacher turnover” (p. 3). This turnover is caused by 
new teachers starting work in low-income schools to gain experience and leaving 
to work at higher-performing schools once they gain their footing. Because of this 
turnover, low-income schools hire underqualified applicants who are more likely 
to provide lower-quality instruction. 

Moreover, there needs to be specific training to prepare teachers for the unique 
needs of low-income students (Bradley, 2022). This lack of training results in pov-
erty and racial biases that impact instruction, which lowers the rigor for students. 
A study conducted by the U.S. Department of Education (n.d.) found that “when 
measured against a common test, “an ‘A’ student in a high-poverty school would 
be about a ‘C’ student in a low-poverty school”. This grade difference demon-
strates the drop in rigor that students in low-income schools face. Lower-quality 
instruction and poor school climate contribute to lower academic achievement 
among students of color. 

2.2. Under and Over-Identifying Students of Color 

The same biases and inferior training impact general education practices and spe-
cial education. Research has shown that students of color are more likely to be 
identified for special education. The U.S. Department of Education (2015) found 
that Black students between the ages of 6 and 21 were twice as likely to be identi-
fied as having emotional and intellectual disabilities than any other racial demo-
graphic. Despite special education aiming to help students, special education 
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classroom environments are more likely to have behavioral concerns that can dis-
rupt learning (Morgan, 2020). This environment is just one possible concern of 
overidentification that impacts students of color. Even so, research shows that stu-
dents of color who need special education are less likely to receive it. A study done 
among 4th graders with reading disabilities found that 74% of white students were 
receiving specialized instruction while only 44% of black students were receiving 
services (Morgan & Farkas, 2018). This discrepancy suggests that there is a racial 
bias in disability identification that disproportionately targets students of color 
but does not provide adequate services to address them. Underidenification and 
lack of services harm students and establish distrust between educators and the 
families they serve. 

On the opposite side of the spectrum is gifted education. Gifted students of 
color are more likely to progress through their education because cultural differ-
ences between students result in gifted traits manifesting in different ways (Moore 
et al., 2005). To accurately identify these students, educators must be culturally 
aware of what traits their students will exhibit, and often, educators lack the 
proper training to accurately identify gifted students of color (Moore et al., 2005). 
These cultural differences, which can cause a gifted student of color to exhibit 
different behaviors than a gifted white student, may be overlooked. Another con-
tributing factor to underidentification is racial biases promoting deficit thinking 
(Ford et al., 2002). Gifted students of color who are underachievers are more likely 
to go unidentified because educators incorrectly assume they are performing to 
their full potential. This misconception comes down to racial biases educators 
hold in believing that students of color cannot achieve as much as white students. 

Although they fall on opposite ends of the scale, students with disabilities and 
gifted students face similar barriers. In both cases, students are more likely to be-
come misidentified. In low-income schools, teachers assigned to specialized edu-
cation roles often need more experience and training to best service their students 
(Moore et al., 2005; Morgan, 2020). This inadequate service contributes to the 
continued achievement gap and distrust between families and educators. When 
students and families do not feel they can trust educators, student engagement 
and performance suffer. 

2.3. Current Events and Their Impact on Achievement 

In addition to the historical issues that have impacted academic achievement, it is 
essential to consider how current events have affected student performance. The 
increase in technology has negatively impacted student focus and mental health 
(Owoseje, 2023). Children have unlimited access to the internet through phones 
and computers. While this provides the opportunity for learning advancements, 
it also increases the risk of distraction. The temptation of technology has made it 
more difficult for students to focus on schoolwork (Owoseje, 2023). Besides tech-
nology being a distraction, social media has also changed the criteria for enter-
tainment (Owoseje, 2023). Adolescents are addicted to the instant gratification for 
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joy that their phones provide. This addiction makes motivating students in the 
classroom more challenging than ever because they have endless content to stim-
ulate them in the palms of their hands. 

The recent global impact of COVID-19 and virtual learning has caused a decline 
in academic performance across the globe (Lee et al., 2021; National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2023a). Students and educators have had to adapt to chal-
lenges during virtual learning that have impacted academic success. A study fo-
cused on a South Korean middle school found a significant decrease in academic 
achievement and student engagement due to implemented safety measures, in-
cluding virtual learning and a delayed school year (Lee et al., 2021). This study 
focused on a school with a history of high academic achievement. The ramifica-
tions of virtual learning on underperforming schools are even more extreme. 
Reading and math scores have declined in the U.S. since the COVID-19 pandemic 
of 2020, with students of color exhibiting steeper declines (NCES, 2023a). This 
decline means the achievement gap is increasing, with lower-performing students 
dropping more significantly than high-performers. 

Finally, academic achievement is being challenged by a decline in public school 
funding. Nation-wide economic struggles have caused extreme educational im-
pacts in urban school districts. In one of the most diverse school districts in the 
country, Boston public schools, enrollment has decreased by 12% since 2019 
(Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, n.d.). This 
decline has resulted in school closures and reduced resources in a school district 
with a significant achievement gap (Turken, 2024). The end of pandemic funding 
is even more detrimental to public schooling. Elementary and Secondary School 
Emergency Relief (ESSER) grants distributed due to the pandemic are set to end 
in September 2024, which will cause a massive hit to school budgets (Sullivan, 
2024). While ESSAR funding can be used for a broad range of school applications, 
many schools have been using funding to hire additional staff to respond to the 
achievement gap caused by COVID-19. Budgets have a considerable impact on 
art classrooms as well due to the consumable nature of art supplies. With the fund-
ing ends, schools cannot afford these additional roles and supplies, which impacts 
academic performance. 

3. Student Engagement 

Educators must focus on new ways to respond to this perpetuated achievement 
gap. Arguably, the most significant way to improve student performance is to fo-
cus on student engagement (Renzulli, 2022). Engagement allows students to be an 
active participant in learning. Strong engagement has decreased dropout rates, 
improved academic performance, and increased graduation rates (Fredricks, 
2011). Engagement is influenced by the students’ motivation to do well and can 
be intrinsic or extrinsic. Extrinsic motivators, which rely upon rewards like grades 
and prizes, can benefit some students, but research shows that extrinsic motiva-
tors can hinder creativity (Jaquith, 2011). In an art classroom, students must feel 
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motivated to create art because they want to and are intrinsically motivated to do 
so. The following sections will discuss factors that harm and help students to be-
come motivated to engage in their learning. 

3.1. Apathy in Adolescents 

When discussing motivation and engagement, it is valuable to consider their as-
sociated challenges. Demotivation refers to a “feeling of not caring or a lethargic 
attitude toward learning,” which causes students to become disengaged and apa-
thetic in school (Graves, 2018: p. 28). Apathy can be present in any student and 
negatively impacts a student’s ability to participate and succeed in school. Middle 
school students are particularly susceptible to apathy, and those with lower eco-
nomic status are still more susceptible (Graves, 2018; Marshall, 2008). Apathetic 
students can present many traits that negatively impact learning, such as anger, 
fatigue, distraction, and antisocial, to name a few (Marshall, 2008). Apathy causes 
a disconnect from education, leading to behavioral problems and poor academic 
performance. The higher likelihood of apathy among low-income middle school 
students suggests that an apathetic mindset contributes to the continued achieve-
ment gap. 

Apathy tends to develop in adolescents because of the life changes that are hap-
pening to them. According to Smith, Cowie, and Blades (1998: p. 670), “Adoles-
cence is often a stressful period during development because it involves a pivotal 
transition from childhood dependency to adulthood independence”. This transi-
tional phase significantly affects emotional and mental states, contributing to mo-
tivation. Children are often motivated to do well in school during childhood be-
cause they extrinsically want to do well for their parents (Graves, 2018). Once en-
tering adolescence, children begin to isolate themselves and act more selfishly, 
risking the extrinsic motivation to perform well in school. Without the intrinsic 
motivation to learn, adolescents may perform poorly in school. Many students 
experience a drop in academic achievement when they begin adolescence, and this 
academic struggle causes apathy to set in (Graves, 2018). Students must develop 
proper motivation to maintain their engagement in school and rebound from 
their struggles. 

Apathy, in conjunction with adolescence, also has a significant impact on self-
esteem. Self-efficacy refers to an individual’s belief that they can achieve some-
thing (Graves, 2018). As children experience academic struggles in early adoles-
cence, they experience decreased self-esteem. They lose the confidence that they 
can do well in school, and as apathy sets in, they lose the motivation to try (Graves, 
2018). This lack of motivation is especially true in art education. Looking at art 
education from a scientific view during early adolescence, developmentally, chil-
dren are fixated on copying, observation, and details and believe that there is one 
correct standard for making art (College Board, 2012). If a child is not confident 
in their abilities, they risk abandoning art-making altogether. It is more enticing 
for an adolescent to pursue a field in which they already present natural abilities 
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rather than try to improve an area of interest such as drawing. 
Additionally, children who begin art education later have even more significant 

challenges in overcoming apathy. Children are more willing to experiment and 
express creative whims during early childhood rather than judge artistic skills 
(College Board, 2012). This developmental window allows children to develop 
foundational skills without the expectation of perfection, allowing for significant 
motivation and growth in art skills during elementary school. Adolescents who 
begin their art education later in their schooling, such as middle school, are more 
likely to give up and develop a fixed mindset about their artistic abilities because 
they did not experience growth at a younger age. They have the mentality of a 
teenager, which demands perfection or frustration, but the skills of someone 
younger simply because they did not receive art education. This phenomenon, 
which causes people to insist art is a stagnant natural born ability incorrectly, is 
the same one that causes most people to abandon art and remain in the aptly 
named ‘decision stage’ of artistic development (Fussell, n.d.). While apathy causes 
problems across all educational content, it is especially damaging to artists who 
rely entirely on curiosity and motivation. 

3.2. Curiosity 

To combat apathy, educators must learn how to motivate their students to become 
engaged. Intrinsic motivation is “inherent curiosity that compels one to want to 
learn” (Graves, 2018: p. 27). Teachers bring enthusiasm back into the classroom 
by cultivating a sense of curiosity in their students. Two components of a curious 
classroom are tinkering and modeling (Brusic & Steinmacher, 2015). Tinkering 
allows students to play and interact with materials without rigid structures. Tink-
ering is essential because it creates a sense of play in learning, contributing to a 
positive learning environment and developing creative thinking. Modeling is a 
valuable tool for demonstrating thinking to students. It allows students to learn 
how to think creatively or scientifically by watching the instructor do it. Modeling 
and tinkering are often only discussed in a science, technology, engineering, and 
math (STEM) setting. Still, there are so many benefits to employing these skills in 
all classrooms (Brusic & Steinmacher, 2015). 

Encouraging play in an art classroom improves self-expression and engagement 
and can lead to students developing a genuine interest in the subjects they interact 
with (Balke, 1997; Jaquith, 2011). The teacher’s role is to make space for play and 
encourage independent exploration (Balke, 1997; Jaquith, 2011). Tinkering and play 
make learning more enjoyable, which is essential to encouraging engagement. 

The final component of curiosity is accepting failure (Brusic & Steinmacher, 
2015). Exploring new materials and ideas inevitably leads to success. Teaching 
students to persevere through failure is a valuable skill that leads to lifelong learn-
ing. Children who develop a fear of failure experience life-long challenges, such as 
choosing a career path (Brusic & Steinmacher, 2015). Learning to accept and grow 
from failure nurtures curiosity because children learn that failure is a part of life. 

https://doi.org/10.4236/ce.2025.163017


E. Ave 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/ce.2025.163017 275 Creative Education 
 

Curiosity builds confidence and enthusiasm for learning. 
Many art approaches are based on tinkering and play, such as play or process-

based learning and teaching for artistic behavior (TAB) learning (VanDerMolen, 
2023). These classrooms allow students to explore materials freely, substantially 
impacting student engagement. These approaches can have a significant impact 
on student motivation in the classroom. Still, they can be ineffective for students 
without the foundational skills to successfully create art independently. It is cru-
cial, then, for the instructor to consider the needs of their students before deciding 
to implement an approach that primarily targets students’ curiosity. 

3.3. Autonomy 

Curiosity is a valuable skill that increases engagement but differs from interest. 
Curiosity is a general trait that is the same in everyone, while interest is personal 
and relies on the individual (Pekrun, 2019). A painting class may pique a group’s 
curiosity but only a few individuals’ genuine interest. Personal interests are self-
directed and produce the intrinsic motivation to learn more (Jaquith, 2011). This 
approach can be described in the classroom as autonomous learning, which allows 
students to choose what they want to learn based on their interests (Jaquith, 2011). 
Allowing for autonomous learning builds intrinsic motivation because students 
are in charge of their learning. This independence can be precious among adoles-
cents transitioning into an independent mindset. In an art classroom, students are 
far more engaged when they choose the skill they are learning rather than one the 
teacher decides. Autonomy directly affects engagement and academic perfor-
mance because the student wants to learn. 

Autonomous learning also improves self-esteem and apathy (Assari et al., 2021; 
Graves, 2018; Tomlinson, 2008). Autonomy encourages student voice, which al-
lows students to feel like active participants in their learning. When students can 
choose their content, they feel more connected to it and exhibit more enthusiasm 
(Graves, 2018). This phenomenon can be seen during extracurricular activities 
like athletics and the arts. Despite these activities often not having a grade or tan-
gible reward, students thrive because they choose to do something that interests 
them. This intrinsic motivator can be powerful enough to extrinsically motivate 
students to perform well in other academic areas so they can continue to engage 
in preferred activities (Wretman, 2017). Allowing students to make choices and 
control their education is powerful and has effects that extend across their educa-
tion. 

Moreover, autonomous learning allows students to focus on personal goals ra-
ther than competing with their peers, positively affecting self-esteem (Assari et al., 
2021). Students learn to customize their education by prioritizing personal ambi-
tion, leading to more extraordinary personal accomplishments. These students do 
not focus on comparing themselves to others because they are satisfied with their 
achievements. This satisfaction is incredibly impactful in an art classroom where 
students are more susceptible to fixed mindsets because of the misconception that 
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art is a talent rather than a learnable skill. 
Underperforming schools may see autonomy as a hurdle, particularly if their 

school culture is poor (Assari et al., 2021). Inferior culture can strain student-
teacher relationships, negatively impacting student voice. These schools must take 
the time to build productive relationships so they can serve their student body. 
Educators can give interest surveys, host joy events, and regularly engage in con-
versations with their students to build the trust and respect necessary for strong 
relationships. Autonomy is vital in encouraging student voice and improving en-
gagement (Jaquith, 2011). Students who feel in control of their learning perform 
better academically, are more fulfilled in their educational careers, and are better 
prepared for life afterward. 

4. Differentiation 

Autonomy focuses on the needs of the individual, challenging the one-size-fits-all 
approach in education. This approach falls within the realm of differentiation. 
Differentiation refers to various classroom strategies that modify and accommo-
date curriculum to reach all learners (Reis & Renzulli, 2018). Differentiation can 
be divided into five unique domains: content, instructional strategies, classroom, 
products, and teacher (Reis & Renzulli, 2018). Each bucket focuses on adjusting a 
particular aspect of education to help students access learning. For example, a 
classroom with differentiated learning strategies may encourage some students to 
work independently while others work in a group. This same classroom might 
present content in various ways to best suit student learning styles and meet their 
needs. A classroom that embraces differentiation sees student differences as assets 
rather than hindrances (Carolan & Guinn, 2007). Students are led to the same 
learning objective, but the path to get there is more flexible. A differentiated class-
room celebrates individuality and allows students to develop learning strategies 
beyond the classroom. 

In addition to in-class initiatives, schools can play a significant role in differen-
tiation by providing enrichment opportunities beyond the expected scope of the 
classroom curriculum (Reis & Renzulli, 2018). Enrichment, a unique aspect of dif-
ferentiation, is not confined to the classroom but extends to clubs and events that 
engage students outside of school. This opportunity to explore personal interests 
beyond the classroom is a powerful tool for reducing student apathy and improv-
ing engagement in school (Assari et al., 2021; Graves, 2018; Wretman, 2017). En-
richment can take shape in an after-school club that teaches advanced skills like 
sewing or provides additional support to elevate skills learned in the classroom, 
like a portraiture class. By offering these enrichment opportunities, schools can 
foster a love for learning and encourage students to take ownership of their edu-
cation. Differentiation is not an easy way to teach. It is often highly complicated 
for instructors to develop and implement, but teaching has never been about the 
easy path. Differentiation is best if educators and schools reach all students and 
provide a comprehensive learning experience. 
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4.1. Differentiation for All Students 

Historically, differentiation has only been widely discussed in special education. 
It is considered a way to respond to learning deficits in students with disabilities 
but never as an approach for all students (Strogilos et al., 2017). This history can 
be attributed to the American Disabilities Act, which legally requires modified 
policies and practices necessary for students with disabilities to make progress in 
their education as outlined in an individualized education plan (IEP) (Massachu-
setts Office on Disability, n.d.). Using differentiation as a purely remedial ap-
proach limits its impact on education. All students can benefit from personalized 
instruction. The purpose of differentiation is not to make sure a student master’s 
information but rather to create lifelong learners (Tomlinson, 2008). Using dif-
ferentiation as a reactive approach to students with disabilities rather than a re-
sponsive approach to the unique needs of students diminishes its value and reach. 

Even in cases where differentiation is implemented with different demographics 
of students, it is generalized and less effective. In an expansive study on the use of 
differentiation for gifted students, it was found that while districts discussed var-
ious methods of differentiation, “only 3% of the districts described any curricular 
and instructional differentiation that took place on a personal level, group differ-
entiation dominating the sample” (Olenchak, 2001: p. 189). As the name suggests, 
differentiation should consider each student’s differences, not their similarities. A 
study conducted to find students’ preferences regarding differentiation among 
gifted and general education students found “no single item or form of differen-
tiation was unanimously adored,” which suggests the error in group differentia-
tion (Kanevsky, 2011: p. 286). Every student has different interests and needs and 
can benefit from personalized differentiation. 

4.2. Content Differentiation 

The need for differentiation that considers each student’s interests and needs is 
evident (Kanevsky, 2011; Olenchak, 2001; Strogilos et al., 2017; Tomlinson, 2008). 
In Kenevsky’s study, which surveyed students on their preferred method of dif-
ferentiation, most students preferred pursuing their interests (Kanevsky, 2011). 
This strategy falls under the category of content differentiation, which targets stu-
dents’ personal needs and interests. While a seemingly impossible task, educators 
can make the process more efficient by employing technology and student surveys 
(Reis & Renzulli, 2018; Renzulli, 2022). Using these tools will streamline differen-
tiation and make it practical for every classroom. 

The benefits of content differentiation are numerous. Research shows that 
when students are interested in what they are learning, they are more enthusiastic 
about learning and engaged in school (Fredricks, 2011; Graves, 2018; Jaquith, 
2011; Renzulli, 2022). Pursuing personal interests directly challenges apathy and 
gives many students a personal investment in their education. These interests 
should not be limited to extracurricular activities but integrated into the school 
day through personalized instruction (Renzulli, 2022). In addition to developing 
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intrinsic motivation, content differentiation allows teachers to build trust with 
their students (Tomlinson, 2008). When teachers take the time to get to know 
their students as people, trust is built between them, contributing to a supportive 
learning environment. 

Content differentiation in an art classroom is essential for meeting students 
where they are. Suppose the instructor, for example, wants to teach about portrai-
ture. In that case, they can differentiate content by providing various levels of in-
struction depending on student ability and a choice of material. This can be taken 
further by considering individual needs. Perhaps a student is uncomfortable with 
drawing themselves. The instructor could allow the student to choose their subject 
and help them select a subject that interests them, such as an athlete or pet. While 
this example provides a more structured example of choice-based learning, it still 
demonstrates the value of differentiation in engaging all students. 

Albert Einstein once said, “Education is not the learning of facts, but the train-
ing of the mind to think” (1921). Differentiated instruction allows students to pri-
oritize thinking and show their ability as learners, thereby allowing for more ac-
curate diagnoses of gifted students and students with disabilities. In this way, dif-
ferentiation does so much more than provide students access to learning; it allows 
them to be seen as individuals. Differentiated instruction is powerful because it 
“helps students not only master content but also form their own identities as 
learners” (Tomlinson, 2008: para. 1). When students are viewed as individuals ra-
ther than data points, they develop their identities as people and learners. They 
make choices in their learning, which makes it more meaningful. 

4.3. Student-Centered Learning in the Art Room 

Differentiation is incredibly impactful in an art classroom. Arts classrooms edu-
cate students with various ability levels and experiences because art is traditionally 
an elective subject. Some students may not have any experience, whereas others 
may have been making art their entire lives, not to mention students with special 
needs (Varian, 2016). This variety of experiences makes differentiation even more 
necessary to reach all students. When differentiation is embraced, it leads to a 
student-centered classroom. In a student or learner-centered classroom, “the 
teachers’ role shifts from instructor to facilitator, living resource, and guide” (Jaq-
uith, 2011: p. 17). This approach emphasizes the importance of the individual stu-
dent and encourages students to think creatively and independently. Despite the 
fluid nature of student-centered learning, it does involve structure. In a student-
centered art classroom, students are presented with big ideas to inspire learning 
and inform practice (McElhany, 2016; Roth, 2016). These themes allow students 
to make personal connections in their art that reflect their individuality. The key 
to connecting artmaking in a student-centered art room is to give students the 
same purpose (Jaquith, 2011). This purpose could be a real-world problem or a 
broad theme. Students think more creatively when they explore their ideas (Bush, 
2007). Flipping the classroom structure allows students to think critically because 
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they are trying to find the answer to their personal questions, not the teacher’s. 
Another component of student-centered art rooms is choice. Choice-based art 

education (CBAE) allows students to build creative confidence and critical think-
ing skills (Varian, 2016). Rather than giving all students the same content, CBAE 
will enable students to be challenged at their level. Diverse students are embraced, 
and their voices are celebrated. Additionally, Choice is important because it gives 
students control, or autonomy, over their actions (Bush, 2007; Jaquith, 2011; 
McElhany, 2016; Roth, 2016). This control gives students confidence and builds 
intrinsic learning motivation because their wants and needs are prioritized. If dif-
ferentiation adjusts teaching practices, student-centered learning brings students 
into the discussion. Students are encouraged to choose methods and materials that 
inspire them, which increases class engagement and performance. This approach 
helps service apathetic students by giving them a choice rather than an open-
ended one. The option of choice eliminates the issue of students being unable to 
generate ideas independently. Students have scaffolds to help them find some-
thing they are interested in learning about so that class time can be used produc-
tively. 

Student-centered classrooms are also conducive to learning because students 
can build artistic confidence by not comparing themselves to others (McElhany, 
2016; Varian, 2016). In the learning-centered classroom, students may create 
something completely different from the person next to them. Comparing work 
can negatively impact self-esteem and cause beginner artists to abandon art en-
tirely (Fenzel & O’Brennan, 2007; McElhany, 2016). Confident students are more 
enthusiastic and motivated to perform well, which leads to more robust student 
work. 

Student-centered art rooms allow students to create goals focusing on their in-
terests and personal growth. This student-centered thinking aligns with the in-
structional framework Universal Design for Learning (UDL), which believes 
“each area of the curriculum should provide multiple, varied, and flexible options 
for representation, expression, and engagement” (Ralabate, 2011: para. 12). This 
notion builds on the concepts of differentiation by taking the buckets of differen-
tiation and providing a process to implement them in general education class-
rooms. UDL proposes that classrooms start by reaching as many students as pos-
sible with the given curriculum, then differentiating to meet individual needs from 
general to specific so that every student can thrive. This approach provides a man-
ageable framework for instructional practices that seek to provide differentiation. 

Differentiating content at the individual level is not easy, and there are many 
hurdles to overcome, including access to materials and insufficient planning time 
(McMahon, 2019). Despite this, every school and educator has the potential to 
implement differentiation successfully as long as they are committed to their stu-
dents. Differentiation can be developed over time. Educators can start with inter-
ventions that target small groups before moving to the individual level, which will 
allow educators of all levels to tailor their curriculum to student needs over time 
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rather than accepting the status quo. 
Allowing students to choose their path increases engagement and creates a 

sense of belonging in school. When students feel like valued school community 
members, they are more likely to feel motivated to engage in academics. Engage-
ment is the most valuable factor in academic success, so by creating personalized 
instruction, educators can bridge the achievement gap that continues to impact 
black and brown students. 

5. Conclusion 

The literature reviewed in this chapter discussed the multifaceted challenges con-
tributing to the persistent achievement gap in the American education system, 
specifically those affecting Black and Brown students in high-poverty schools. Sys-
temic factors and biases have provided inequitable educational opportunities and 
damaged the academic outcomes of minority students for decades. 

This chapter also highlighted traits in high-achieving students, such as curios-
ity, engagement, and autonomy. It considered methods for cultivating these traits 
and encouraging them in the classroom. This chapter emphasized the profound 
need to reform educational practices to address the achievement gap and serve all 
students. It examined innovative pedagogy focusing on each student’s needs and 
tailoring practices to meet them, including differentiation and student-directed 
learning. Educator Lilian Katz provides the following: 

When a teacher tries to teach something to the entire class at the same time, 
chances are, one-third of the kids already know it; one-third will get it; and 
the remaining third won’t. So two-thirds of the children are wasting their 
time. (IRIS Center, n.d.) 

This statement resonates deeply within the context of the academic achieve-
ment gap. Education urgently needs innovation to address this problem. Simply 
put, educators cannot afford to reach only one-third of students. 

In short, this review stressed the importance of embracing diversity and its ef-
fects on confidence, motivation, and achievement. It underscored the significance 
of celebrating student strengths and interests in empowering students, engaging 
them, and ensuring their academic success. Closing the achievement gap is im-
perative to the future of our country and a moral obligation for educators. Indi-
vidualizing and targeting instruction is the only path toward an equitable future. 
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