() DA

i—_ L3 =ﬁ i E g “E =ﬁ. | - i Copyright © The Author(s)

. ] Vol.7, No. 3, July 2026
Journal of English Language Teaching e-ISSN: 2723-4126
p-ISSN: 2776-8880

CHALLENGES IN IMPLEMENTING DIFFERENTIATED
INSTRUCTION WITH A DEEP LEARNING APPROACH:
EVIDENCE FROM VOCATIONAL HIGH SCHOOLS IN
INDONESIA

Israyani Masyita!, Muhammad Tahir?, Nur Aeni3
Makassar State of University, Makassar, Indonesia

muhammadtahir@unm.ac.id

ABSTRACT

The study aimed to find out the teachers’ challenges in implementing differentiated
instruction and deep learning approach in vocational EFL classrooms. This research
used a qualitative method design where consist of 5 teachers selected through
purposive sampling technique. Data collection involved the classroom observations
and teacher’s interview while researcher recorded their answer to get more detailed
information about the phenomenon being studied. The data was analyzed by using the
reflexive Thematic Analysis (TA) criteria which consists of some steps, begin from
familiarization with data, coding, generating initial themes, developing and reviewing
themes until presenting a detailed teacher’s reflexive journals. The findings revealed
that teachers still lack of experience in implementing differentiated instruction through
deep learning approach in their classrooms. Not only that, some teachers also still
confused on how to accommodate a diverse array of student needs, interests, and
ability levels which were the most important thing in differentiated instruction
implementation and also deep learning where both of those approaches can encourage
students to explore content deeply, think critically, and apply their learning in
meaningful contexts which is necessity for preparing learners for the challenges of the
future. However, successful implementation requires sustained effort, investment in
technology, and continuous professional development. Practically, this research will
help educators, teachers, authorized bodies, students, and researchers to know the
challenges that hinder successful implementation of differentiated instruction
especially for English subject in vocational high school.

Keywords: Deep Learning, Differentiated Instruction, Teacher’s Challenges, Vocational High
School

INTRODUCTION

Differentiated instruction entails a proactive approach for planning and adapting
pedagogical approaches and educational tasks, and assessment strategies to address
the unique needs and preferences of each student (Jager, 2022). Therefore, it requires
differentiated instructional strategies to maximize their academic potential (Smale-
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Jacobse et al., 2019). In the context of Vocational High Schools, where students often
exhibit varied backgrounds, interests, and learning preferences, the implementation of
differentiated instruction presents both opportunities and challenges. The
implementation of differentiated instruction (DI) in Vocational High Schools faces
several key challenges, which are from teacher challenges such as lack of adequate
knowledge and training, time constraints for planning and preparation, teacher belief
and resistance to change until their difficulty in assessing diverse their students.
Consequently, the teachers are required to combine teaching strategies into a new
meaningful combination to meet each student’s different learning needs (Salar &
Turgut, 2021).

Differential instruction (DI) has surfaced as a pedagogical approach that
considers students' learning styles, readiness levels, interests, needs, and language
proficiency in the design of instructional methods and materials (Sapan & Mede, 2022).
In particular, Differentiated Instruction (DI) views individual student differences
within the same class as contrary to a one-size-fits-all approach. As highlighted in the
theory of the zone of proximal development, the primary objective of differentiated
instruction is to establish a setting in which learners can address challenges with the
support of educators or more proficient peers (Bal, A. P, 2023). Teacher’s effectiveness
is a key driver of student success. Understanding the challenges teachers face in
implementing DI is crucial for developing targeted professional development and
support systems that can improve their practice and ultimately benefit students. One
of the key obstacles in the implementation of differentiated instruction in vocational
high schools is the lack of flexibility in the curriculum and the limited time available to
accommodate diverse learning needs.

Deep learning represents a methodology that prioritizes profound
comprehension, active participation, and the practical application of knowledge in real-
world scenarios (Mystakidis, 2021). Extensive research on deep learning has been
carried out across multiple disciplines, such as general education and cognitive science.
Nevertheless, its implementation in language learning remains relatively scarce.
Certain scholars argue that deep learning enhances students' capacity to grasp material
in a comprehensive manner, rather than merely at a superficial level (Kovac et al.,
2023). In the context of EFL, this approach can help students to develop their linguistic
identity, which is important in foreign language learning (Rahimi & Sevilla-Pavon,
2024; Jiang, 2022; Kim, 2020). Deep learning includes not only the mastery of
vocabulary or grammar but also the ability of students to critically understand the
meaning of a language, relate it to their life experiences, and use the language in
authentic communicative situations. Thus, deep learning involves a process of self-
reflection, collaboration, and knowledge transfer, all of which are relevant to language
learning (Kovac et al., 2023; Rahimi & Sevilla-Pavén, 2024).

In previous study about the implementation of differentiated instructions, Adare
and Gebresilase (2023) found that some teachers prefer individualized instruction
over differentiated instruction. The results also highlight the difficulties posed by large
class sizes, the need for stakeholder engagement, and insufficient professional
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development, all of which impede the implementation of differentiated instruction in
educational settings. Not only that, research about deep learning also has found that
students with a high level of awareness of the learning process tend to be more
successful in mastering foreign languages (Getie 2020); (van den Broek et al. 2022). In
addition, previous studies have also shown that mindfulness-based learning strategies
can help reduce language anxiety, which is often an obstacle in EFL learning (Skelly &
Estrada-Chichon, 2021). Another studies about the complexity of differentiated
instruction were used in the classroom by Van Geel (2019) indicates that providing
differentiated instruction is regarded as a significant yet intricate pedagogical skill that
numerous teachers have not fully acquired and often feel ill-equipped to handle.
Consequently, the teachers are required to combine teaching strategies into a new
meaningful combination to meet each student’s differentiable. Furthermore the
implementation of Differentiated Instruction in vocational high school are conducted
by Risnada and Triana (2024). They discussed the examination of the approach’s
implementation within the classroom revealed that teachers tailored the content to
accommodate varying student ability levels and learning style.

This research is significant in language education, especially in the context of
vocational EFL classrooms. First, this research provides new insights into how
differentiated learning and deep learning approaches can improve the quality of
language learning more meaningfully and humanely. Second, this study highlights the
importance of integrating deep learning into differentiated instruction especially for
vocational school students. Third, this research can be the basis for developing a more
adaptive and inclusive learning model that pays attention to the needs and
characteristics of students at the vocational school level. Theoretically, this article
contributes to developing a conceptual model that connects deep learning theory with
humanistic educational philosophy, particularly in the field of vocational EFL
classrooms. A critical analysis of implementation challenges is also expected to discuss
further the need to re contextualize global education theory into a local setting. This
study's findings can guide teachers in designing project-based assignments, critical
reflection, and authentic communicative context simulations. In addition, the resulting
recommendations can encourage school policies to adopt a more holistic assessment
system, accommodating affective and social aspects of language learning. Thus, this
research seeks to advance the quality of vocational EFL teaching in their classrooms
and strengthen the role of language education in forming resilient, creative, and
globally competitive learners.

METHODS

The intention of this research is to examine some teachers challenges in
implementing differentiated instruction through deep learning approach. This
research used a qualitative methods where the researcher collects data through
observation and interviews to better understand the phenomenon being studied. The
data is analyzed using techniques such as thematic analysis of teacher and teacher
interviews to understand they challenges in implemented differentiated instruction
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through deep learning approach in the classroom. In this study, purposive sampling
technique was selected by considering the characteristics of the research subjects that
align with the research objectives. The respondents of this research were consist of five
representatives’ teachers from each Vocational High School in Gowa. All those schools
were chosen for some criterion, such as SMK-PK (Sekolah Menengah Kejuruan-Pusat
Keunggulan), which had already implemented Merdeka curriculum in their school. In
this case, differentiated learning is used, registered as certified English teacher in their
school, had experience ever attended curriculum training or teacher workshop about
curriculum and registered as an active member in MGMP English Gowa (English
teacher’s community). Qualitative data was analyzed by using the Reflexive Thematic
Analysis (TA) criteria. It provided for conducting other forms of qualitative analysis.
In qualitative research, trustworthiness is crucial in guaranteeing the validity,
dependability, and applicability of the results and conclusions. It includes several
essential elements: Veracity, adaptability, stability, and reliability. Therefore, the
researcher used member checking.

For the collection data procedures was began with gathering the data. After
getting the data from observation, interview, and documentation the researcher
conducted the following procedures, consist of preparing member checking by
identifying the key validation point and selecting participants, communicating with the
teacher and students as selected participants to inform the purpose of member
checking and the importance of ensuring the accuracy and reliability of the research
findings. Next is presenting the data by providing clear summaries of observation and
interview data, then collecting feedback to clarify the data by checking with teachers,
after that reporting the member-checking process based on the data and the last
procedure was given a teachers’ feedback.

Data from interviews and observations were analyzed using thematic analysis
following Braun & Clarke's (2021) framework. To ensure trustworthiness, the study
employed data triangulation across the three methods and conducted member
checking, where participants reviewed and confirmed the accuracy of synthesized
findings. Thick description and audit trails were maintained to support dependability
and confirmability. Ethical clearance was obtained from the Ethics Committee of
Universitas Negeri Makassar. Participants signed informed consent forms and were
assured of confidentiality, anonymity, and their right to withdraw from the study at any
stage.

RESULTS
The Teacher’s Challenges in Implementing Differentiated Instruction

Based on the questionnaire and the in-depth interview results, teachers also
faced many challenges in implementing differentiated learning instruction in their
classroom. These challenges include limited learning time (stated at excerpt 31), lack
of technical training on differentiation strategies (stated at excerpt 34 & excerpt 35),
limited resources and learning media (stated at excerpt 32), and the complexities of
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diverse classroom management (stated at excerpt 33). Several teachers also stated that
not all students are equally prepared for independent learning, requiring more
attention in supporting them. Furthermore, the high administrative burden often
reduces teachers' time for comprehensive reflection and adjustment of learning
strategies. Here are the interview’s result:

Excerpt 31: “Actually for each meeting, we just two hours and 45 minutes it is too short
if we want to implemented differentiated instruction for students.” (T1/ F/SS/SMKN1/
August 28th 2025).

Excerpt 32: “For me, differentiated instruction is really challenge for me as a teacher
in implementing in my classroom. Begin from lack of teaching aids, lack of students’
motivation, lack of teacher’s preparation and many more.”(T2/F/SR/SMKNZ /Sept 9th
2025)

Excerpt 33: “Actually for me, differentiated instruction is interesting, but sometimes
student’s grouping based on their ability make them feel them discriminate and not.
So, the strategy is we take one from high level and mix to middle and low level students
as their pair tutor.” (T3/RA/SMKN3/August 11th 2025)

Excerpt 34: “The strategy is we take one from high level and mix to middle and low
level students as their pair tutor. (T4/F/IN/SMKN4/August18th 2025)

Excerpt 35: “If we have thirty students, so we have to know them all. But, I think it is
good to apply differentiated learning, because it can help the students to improve
their skills, their ability in English while pay attention to their styles.”
(T5/F/NI/SMKN 5/Sept 15th 2025).

Several teachers also stated that implementation of differentiated instruction

gives them challenge to be creative teacher as stated in excerpt below:

Excerpt 36 : “For me as teacher, it gives me challenge to be a creative teacher to find
appropriate media and learning source for their differentiation, in this case their
learning style, learning needs and interest.” (T5/F/NI/SMKN 5/Sept 15th 2025)

Excerpt 37: “The impact for me as the teacher, I have to be more creative to find out
references, not only references about materials or
topic.”(T4/F/IN/SMKN4/August18th 2025)
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Figure 1. Teacher’s challenge in implementing deep learning differentiation

DISCUSSION
The Implementation of Differentiated Instruction in Vocational High School

Globally, differentiated instruction (DI) has predominantly been examined within
the realms of primary and general secondary education. In the context of vocational
education, there exists significant heterogeneity among students, a considerable
proportion of whom are disadvantaged or vulnerable, alongside notable student
dropout rates (Cerda-Navarro et al. 2011).

Consequently, it becomes increasingly imperative for teachers to adapt their
instructional methods to accommodate the diverse needs of their students
(Onderwijsraad, 2011). Although prior studies have investigated aspects of inclusive
teaching in vocational education, including teachers' perceptions of inclusive education
(Muthmainnah,2023) and practices related to inclusive assessment (Mudau, 2018).

In conclusion, while the research on DI in vocational high schools is still
developing, it underscores the importance of tailoring instruction to meet the diverse
needs of students in these specialized educational environments. Addressing the
identified research gaps will be crucial for providing vocational teachers with the
knowledge and tools necessary to effectively implement DI and ultimately enhance
student learning and career readiness.

The Deep Learning Approach in Vocational School

Deep Learning requires that students become actively engaged with content. This
involves not only processing information at higher cognitive level but also reflecting on
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and applying what they learn in varying contexts. The deep learning approach is
particularly effective when it emphasizes inquiry-based task, interdisciplinary
connections, and opportunities for authentic application. In this way, deep learning
empowers students to take ownership of their learning, while also preparing them for
complex real-world challenges.

Moreover, a deep learning environment is largely student-centered. When
students are given the autonomy to explore topics in ways that resonate with their
prior experiences and interests, their engagement and ultimately, their understanding
is significantly enhanced. This paradigm aligns with the principles of differentiated
instruction, which also emphasize personalization and relevance in teaching.

Integrating Differentiated Instruction with Deep Learning Strategies

The integration of differentiated instruction with deep learning approaches
creates an educational model that is both flexible and rigorously supportive of student
understanding. By aligning the two approaches, educators can ensure that each student
not only learns the curriculum at a level suited to their needs but also engages with the
material in a profound, transformative manner. The following framework illustrates a
simplified process flow for integrating differentiated instruction with deep learning
strategies:

The Teacher’s Challenges in Implementing Differentiated Instruction

The results of the study indicated that differentiated learning within English
language classes at Vocational High Schools (SMKN) in Gowa has been integrated at the
design, implementation, and assessment phases; however, it continues to encounter
challenges in learning management.

The findings from the observations indicated that the classroom arrangement
and instructional design at Vocational High School (SMKN) in Gowa were purposefully
crafted to accommodate a diverse array of student needs, interests, and ability levels.
This approach is in strong alignment with the viewpoint of Tomlinson and Imbeau
(2023), which asserts that differentiated instruction (DI) should adapt the "content” of
lessons to meet the varying readiness, interests, and learning styles of students.

Additionally, the students exhibited a strong motivation to engage in group work,
driven by the teacher’s intention to maintain a consistent seating arrangement, which
underscored the importance of the team members involved. Furthermore, the
independent zone within the differentiated instruction (DI) environment serves as a
space where students can work independently on tasks that are customized to their
individual learning styles, readiness levels, or interests. This approach fosters self-
directed learning, accountability, and skill mastery by providing opportunities for
personal study and individualized feedback. This underscores the importance of
establishing an independent zone in the context of teaching writing through
differentiated instruction.

Furthermore, the use of scaffolding techniques and the assignment of writing
tasks tailored to various ability levels supports the assertion that differentiated
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instruction (DI) benefits struggling students while simultaneously offering challenges
to high-achieving individuals (Umedilloevna, 2023). Scaffolding plays a crucial role in
writing education, as it breaks down intricate tasks into manageable steps, enabling
students to develop their skills incrementally. Clearly articulated classroom roles,
behavioral expectations, and routines were intentionally showcased to improve
classroom management, ensuring that each student comprehended the standards
established for them.

Consequently, it is essential to implement systematic procedures for delivering
materials, and the significance of effective classroom management cannot be
emphasized enough. This fosters a learning environment that enables students to
remain focused and engaged. Furthermore, the framework proposed by Chung et al.
(2021) advocates for the use of visual schedules and clearly articulated behavioral
expectations, which highlight the importance of predictable classroom structures in
reducing anxiety and supporting all students, particularly those with additional
learning requirements.

The teachers established a structured yet inclusive atmosphere that facilitates
learning. This methodology further emphasizes the importance of gradual guidance to
empower struggling learners while also providing challenges for high achievers
(Moswane et al.,, 2021). Ultimately, strong management practices lead to improved
student outcomes and a more satisfying educational experience for everyone involved.
By implementing smooth strategies, teachers can significantly reduce disruptions,
enabling students to concentrate and remain engaged strongly aligning with (Smale-
Jacobse et al,, 2019) emphasize that effective classroom management in the context of
DI requires teachers to be both adaptable and intentional, creating a strong sense of
autonomy and belonging among students.

Moreover, certain educators have emphasized that combining whole-class
instruction with small-group teaching effectively addresses the varied needs of all
students, highlighting the importance of diverse instructional methods, including
group work, to foster an inclusive learning atmosphere (Suprayogi et al, 2022).
Additionally, the effective pacing of lessons aligns with Morgan's (2014) principles for
maintaining student engagement through dynamic lesson structuring. Collectively,
these insights highlight the importance of strategic planning and adaptability in the
successful implementation of DI by implementing varied teaching techniques and
strategies to ensure that every student deserves the chance to thrive, as it specifically
customizes teaching methods, curriculum, and assessments to meet the varied learning
needs of all individuals.

Furthermore, the findings from the second observation revealed that the
activities and teaching resources utilized in the classroom were executed with great
care. Additionally, the incorporation of technology, including mobile phones and
laptops, greatly improves writing abilities and meets the needs of 21st-century
learners, often referred to as Gen-Z (Pozas et al.,, 2020). These digital instruments
encourage personalized learning, stimulate creativity, and enhance student
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involvement. Ultimately, compliance with educational policies guarantees that
differentiated assessments are fair and inclusive.

Moreover, all evaluations complied with pertinent educational policies,
guaranteeing exclusivity and equity for every learner. The alignment with Vaughn and
Bos (2021) highlights the critical necessity for academic institutions to synchronize
their policies with inclusive and differentiated teaching methodologies. Nevertheless,
the results indicated that the educational policy at the Vocational High School (SMK)
level is intentionally crafted to enable graduates to succeed as prosperous
entrepreneurs, a finding that had been previously established in earlier research
(Suprayogi etal., 2017).

This initiative requires students to cultivate vital skills tailored to the ever-
evolving business and industrial landscapes, all fostered through innovative and
interactive teaching approaches. Differentiated Instruction (DI) has been thoroughly
investigated, demonstrating its efficacy in addressing the varied needs of students
across different educational contexts. Furthermore, Sapan & Mede (2022) highlighted
that DI plays a significant role in promoting student-centered learning environments,
thereby enhancing the realization of each individual's potential.

Futhermore, this research underscores the considerable influence of DI on
students' views regarding the acquisition of writing skills. Igbal et al. (2020)
underscore the significance of students' perceptions of their educational settings, as
well as the impact of teacher interactions and instructional methods in promoting
confidence and academic achievement. Positive perceptions are essential for achieving
effective learning results. Participants appreciated the teacher's clear presentation of
material, which supports Thompson et al. (2010) claim that clarity aligns with
students' cognitive readiness, thereby improving understanding and fostering
inquiries, as also observed by Hattie (2009).

Moreover, the research highlights the significance of interactions between
teachers and students in fostering confidence. Students valued the chances to ask
questions and receive comprehensive explanations. Qiong (2017) emphasized that a
teacher who is easy to approach cultivates a nurturing environment. Both students and
educators acknowledged the necessity for varied learning styles to establish
meaningful connections with the material, which influences cognitive aspects such as
perception and problem-solving, as observed by Yang (2006). This collaboration
allows students to effectively manage their expectations and experiences.

In evaluating students' perceptions of classes based on Differentiated Instruction
(DI), behavioral engagement emerged as a prominent factor. The interviews
highlighted three primary themes: feeling appreciated, enjoying teamwork, and
recognizing individual differences. A nurturing and inclusive atmosphere enhanced
students' confidence and led to improved outcomes, corroborating findings from Qiong
(2017). The motivational elements were noteworthy, as students identified
collaboration and critical thinking as the main catalysts for their engagement. Group
activities fostered support and the exchange of ideas, which is consistent with Ryan's
and Deci's (2020) Self-Determination Theory. Collaborative efforts improved critical
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thinking and problem-solving skills, illustrating the advantages of well-structured
activities (Bonyadi, 2021).

Ultimately, differentiated instruction (DI) reinforced peer connections and
encouraged independence. Collaborative initiatives enabled students to utilize their
strengths, thereby improving teamwork and mutual respect. The participants
acknowledged the advantages of roles aligned with their skills for effective
collaboration, consistent with the DI principles outlined by Tomlinson (2017).
Furthermore, the promotion of autonomy facilitated the development of industry-
specific expertise, as participants expressed that assignments stimulated pertinent
critical thinking and creativity. This congruence with academic objectives guarantees
profound engagement with tasks, fostering enhanced results and innovation.

This study further emphasizes that DI is not merely a theoretical concept; it is a
practical and adaptable framework specifically designed to meet the unique needs of
vocational school students. DI prepares students for a successful transition into the
workforce. Theoretically, this research will lead to better learning results for students
in Vocational high schools. Practically, this research will help educators, teachers,
authorized bodies, students, and researchers to know the challenges that hinder
successful implementation of differentiated instruction especially for English subject
in Vocational high school.

CONCLUSION

As proven by earlier studies, teaching these core skills necessitates implementing
many strategies and procedures, such as project based learning, working in groups, and
performing written and oral tasks. This research highlighted and clarified the major
components of differentiated instruction which improved students’ academic learning,
accomplishment, and satisfaction inside and outside the classroom especially in
differentiated product as the student’s formative assessment during learning process.
The findings of this study might be considered of importance to other researcher in the
future to observe more about how differentiation of content and process will be
implement by the teachers in the class as fundamental approach to suit students’
diversity in the classroom.

The extensive application of Differentiated Instruction (DI) in Vocational High
Schools is crucial for meeting the diverse learning needs of students and fostering
equitable, engaging educational environments. To implement DI effectively, teachers
must participate in specialized professional development, which encompasses training
in diagnostic tools, scaffolding methods, and the seamless integration of technology.

Teachers should prioritize funding for standardized physiological diagnostic
evaluations, which aid in identifying students' distinct learning preferences and
readiness levels. Continuous improvements in lesson planning, flexible grouping
strategies, and technology incorporation will not only sustain student engagement but
also ensure that individual needs are sufficiently addressed.

The creation of independent learning spaces and the utilization of effective
classroom management techniques, such as clear schedules and defined roles, will
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significantly enhance the overall educational experience. Furthermore, DI strategies
should be aligned with vocational objectives, equipping students for future
entrepreneurial ventures and professional challenges. Ongoing feedback systems and
proactive policy advocacy are essential to ensure the sustained success and
widespread implementation of DI within our educational systems.

Differentiated Instruction (DI) is meticulously designed to cater to the varied
needs, interests, and capabilities of students. Additionally, the independent zone
fosters self-directed learning, enabling students to take control of their educational
journey. Scaffolding methods are adeptly incorporated to facilitate intricate writing
assignments, guaranteeing that each student, irrespective of their skill level, can
achieve success. The strategies for classroom management, which encompass visual
schedules and well-defined roles, establish a structured and nurturing atmosphere that
improves learning results.

Students have the opportunity to demonstrate their comprehension via essays,
video presentations, or oral explanations, as well as through manual books, thus
offering various means of expression. The incorporation of mobile phones and laptops
enhances the writing abilities of Generation Z learners, fostering creativity and tailored
learning experiences. Moreover, adherence to educational policies guarantees that this
DIremains equitable and inclusive. It allows students to showcase their talents through
projects, portfolios, or presentations related to Vocational High school purposes,
whenever the graduate students will be entrepreneurs based on their competence.

Collectively, these strategies guarantee that each student is afforded the chance
to excel in their educational endeavors. Additionally, the adept educator facilitates
student engagement, encouraging inclusivity and facilitating seamless transitions.
Adaptive grouping caters to a range of abilities and interests, nurturing teamwork
while honoring personal preferences. Instructional plans are meticulously crafted to
incorporate varied activities, cutting-edge technology, and diverse assessments, all
customized to suit distinct learning modalities.
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