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CORE FUNCTION E F F E C T I V E  P R A C T I C E

Student and School 
Success Principle 4: 
Rigorous, aligned 

instruction

I N D I C AT O R

For all students, there is a need for instruction to meet them where they are and take them to the next level of their 
learning. Hattie (2012) notes that educators should “emphasized teachers knowing where students are, and then [aim] 
to move them ‘+1’ beyond this point” (p. 120). This involves teachers knowing where each student begins, and where 
they are in the process of attaining success criteria for the lesson. In other words, teachers must consider whether a par-
ticular student is a novice, fairly capable, proficient, or highly proficient, and what his/her strengths and gaps in knowl-
edge and understanding are. Teachers must be able, in highly diverse classrooms, to understand all students’ learning 
needs; this can be challenging, as Tomlinson (2003) describes:

Seated side by side in classrooms that still harbor a myth of “homogeneity by virtue of chronological 
age” are students with identified learning problems; highly advanced learners; students whose first lan-
guage is not English; students who underachieve for a complex array of reasons; students from broadly 
diverse cultures, economic backgrounds, or both; students of both genders; motivated and unmotivated 
students; students who fit two or three of these categories; students who fall closer to the template of 
grade-level expectations and norms; and students of widely varying interests. (p. 120) 

Many teachers, however, primarily use a “one-size-fits-all” whole-class instructional approach focusing on the middle 
range of students’ academic proficiencies (Bondie et al., 2019). Most experts believe that learning experiences must be 
differentiated for all types of students if they are to learn what is needed in order to advance (Roberts & Inman, 2015; 
Tomlinson, 2010). Differentiated instruction has been defined differently across a wide variety of studies in the field 
(see Black et al., 2004; Tomlinson, 2001; Tomlinson et al., 2003, for examples), including in culturally relevant pedagogy 
(Ladson-Billings, 2009). The range of definitions has made it difficult to draw conclusions about differentiation’s impact 
on teaching and learning (Graham et al., 2021; Bondie et al., 2019); however, several meta-analyses have demonstrated 
that adapting instruction to student needs can result in improved learning and achievement (Duenk et al., 2018; Hattie & 
Timperley, 2007; Smale-Jacobse et al., 2019). Differentiation can be defined simply as “the match of the curriculum and 
learning experiences to students” (Roberts & Inman, 2015, p. 5). Roberts and Inman go on to note:

A teacher who differentiates effectively matches the content (basic to complex), the level of the cog-
nitive (thinking) processes, the sophistication and choice of the product, and/or the assessment to the 
student or cluster of students. The purpose for differentiation is to facilitate ongoing continuous progress 
for all students. The long-term goal for differentiation is to develop lifelong learners. (p. 5)

Assessment and differentiation are highly intertwined; differentiated instruction includes formative assessment in the 
form of diagnostic assessments (preassessments), ongoing assessments to monitor student progress and adjust instruc-
tion to meet students’ needs, and summative assessments to measure learning outcomes (Tomlinson & Imbeau, 2010). 
Differentiation is a proactive rather than reactive process (Tomlinson et al., 2003), and teachers must develop lessons by 
beginning with identifying students’ learning needs, which are shaped by student characteristics such as interests, learn-
ing profiles, and learning readiness (Eysink & Schildkamp, 2021; Prast et al., 2015; Smets & Struyven, 2018). 

Strengthening the school’s instructional 
program based on student needs and 

ensuring that the instructional program 
is research-based, rigorous, and aligned 
with State academic content standards 
- Expect and monitor sound instruction 

in a variety of modes

All teachers differentiate assignments 
(individualize instruction) in response to 

individual student performance on pre-tests 
or other methods of assessment. (116)
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Pre-Assessment for Differentiation

Pre-assessment is, generally, “any means used by teachers to gather information about students prior to instruction” 
(Guskey, 2018, p. 53). The effectiveness of using pre-assessments to differentiate instruction depends on how effectively 
it is applied by teachers, and direct research on its efficacy is difficult to find (Guskey & McTighe, 2016). However, the 
potential benefits of pre-assessment include: 1) helping teachers determine what students know and think they know 
about topics or concepts to be taught; 2) providing baseline (starting) information for continuous progress monitoring; 3) 
communicating learning expectations and signals to students about what they are about to learn; 4) focusing students’ 
attention on learning targets rather than on assignments or activities; 5) allowing for a check on misconceptions so that 
they can be addressed in instruction; and 6) identifying students’ interests, talents, and preferred ways of learning so 
that teachers can connect students to content to be learned (Guskey & McTighe, 2016). Pre-assessment can, in some 
cases, present negative consequences, such as when students who do poorly learn how little they know or can do and 
develop poor attitudes towards content, or when management challenges for teachers arise when the results reveal 
students at many different knowledge or skill levels (Guskey, 2018). Overcoming these challenges requires high-quality 
teacher education and professional development programs (Eysink & Schildkamp, 2021).

Guskey & McTighe (2016) offer the following recommendations for teachers:

1. Clarify the purpose(s) for pre-assessment. Carefully consider why you are pre-assessing, what infor-
mation you are intending to uncover, and what methods you will use to gather that information. Al-
ways explain the purpose of the pre-assessment to students. Emphasize that the information from the 
pre-assessment is intended to help you better understand how to address students’ needs, connect to 
their interests, and excite them about the forthcoming topics. Assure students that the results of these 
assessments will not be used for grading purposes.

2. Determine how you will use the information. Pre-assessment without associated action is like eating 
without digestion. Use the results of pre-assessments to adapt your teaching to enhance student learn-
ing. Your possible adaptations include reviewing essential knowledge and skills students may be lacking, 
addressing misconceptions students may harbor, providing specifically targeted instruction to the class, 
linking the content to students’ interests if appropriate, and differentiating instruction for individuals or 
groups when needed.

3. Use pre-assessment judiciously and efficiently. Pre-assessments are not necessary for every new 
instructional unit. Use them only when they provide information you don’t already have or cannot 
anticipate and when they prompt student interest or thinking about the topic to be learned. When you 
do employ pre-assessments, use easy-to-give and easy-to-check formats (for example, true/false, mul-
tiple-choice, KWL) that yield quick, useful information to guide instruction. We generally do not recom-
mend the use of pre-assessments in advance of individual lessons. (p. 41)

Connecting the Research to Our Practice: Assessing Your School’s Needs Related to This Indicator

Assessing your school’s needs is a critical first step in identifying evidence-based practices appropriate for your school 
and planning for improvement. The suggested needs assessment questions below encompass three areas: data review; 
programs, policies and procedures; and implementation of programs, policies and procedures. You can adapt the ques-
tions to fit your school’s context as needed, and/or add or remove questions as desired. The intent of this activity is to 
help the team review current practice at the school, compare it to practices that have been shown to be effective through 
research, and make plans for increasing the use of evidence-based practices. 
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I. What Data are Currently Being Provided?
Questions to Consider Discussion of Data/Responses

1. The Leadership Team may wish to interview or survey 
individual teachers and/or instructional teams regarding 
their use of differentiated instruction and pre-assess-
ments. Another option may include the review of lesson 
plans.

2. How often do teachers report they are able to provide 
differentiated instruction? Do they believe they have 
capacity in this area? How does this vary by grade level/
content area?

3. How often do teachers report using pre-assessments to 
guide differentiated instruction? Do they report these as-
sessments provide valuable information to guide differen-
tiation? How does this vary by grade level/content area?

4. What do teachers or instructional teams report as the 
most effective differentiation and pre-assessment strat-
egies? Are the majority of teachers using differentiated 
instruction and pre-assessments in evidence-based ways? 

What needs can you identify based on the responses?

II. What Programs, Policies, and Procedures Are Already Being Implemented Regarding Teacher Immediacy? How 
Well Are They Being Implemented?

Questions to Consider Responses
1. What if any guidance is provided by the principal or oth-
er school leaders to teachers regarding the frequency and 
use of differentiated instruction and pre-assessments?

2. What if any training and or coaching has been provid-
ed to teachers in these areas? Is there evidence that the 
training/coaching produced positive results?
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3. What other training and/or coaching, or other supports 
from school staff, may be needed to support the teachers’ 
capacity to use evidence-based practice for differentiated 
instruction and pre-assessments?

Consider the data and needs identified from Table I, and responses to these questions. What if anything is needed 
to improve practice in this area? What gaps (if any) can be identified between what we’re implementing and evi-

dence-based practice?

What actions, customized for your school’s needs, will ensure that this Success Indicator will be fully 
met? How will the team monitor implementation and success?

Begin Date End Date Action Monitoring Process/Data 
Collected

Desired Outcome/Need Met?



©2020 ACADEMIC DEVELOPMENT INSTITUTE5

R E F E R E N C E  A N D  R E S O U R C E S

Black, P., Harrison, C., Lee, C., Marshall, B., & Wiliam, D. (2004). Working inside the black box: Assess-
ment for learning in the classroom. Phi Delta Kappan, 86(1), 8–21. http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/
pdf/10.1177/003172170408600105

Bondie, R. S., Dahnke, C., & Zusho, A. (2019). How does changing “one-siz-fits-all” to differentiated instruction 
affect teaching? Review of Research in Education, 43, 336–362. 

Deunk, M., Smale-Jacobse, A. E., De Boer, H., Doolaard, S., & Bosker, R. J. (2018). Effective differentiation practices: 
A systematic review and meta-analysis on the cognitive effects of differentiation practices in primary education. 
Educational Research Review, 24, 31–54. https://doi:10.1016/j.edurev.2018.02.002

Eyesink, H. H. S., & Schildkamp, K. (2021). A conceptual framework for Assessment-Informed Differentiation (AID) 
in the classroom. Educational Research, 63(3), 261–278. https://doi.org/10.1080/00131881.2021.1942118

Graham, L. J., de Bruin, K., Lassig, C., & Spandagou, I. (2021). A scoping review of 20 years of research on differen-
tiation: Investigating conceptualization, characterisics, and methods used. Review of Education, 9(1), 161–198. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/rev3.3238

Guskey, T. R. (2018). Does pre-assessment work? Educational, School, and Counseling Psychology Faculty Publica-
tions, 49. https://uknowledge.uky.edu/edp_facpub/49 

Guskey, T. R., & McTighe, J. (2016). Pre-assessment: Promises and cautions. Educational Leadership, 73(7), 38–43.
Hattie, J. (2012). Visible learning for teachers: Maximizing impact on learning. Routledge.
Hattie, J., & Timperley, H. (2007). The power of feedback. Review of Educational Research, 77(1), 81–112.
Prast, E. J., van de Weijer-Bergsma, E., Kroesbergen, E. H., & van Luit, J. E. H. (2015). Readiness-based differentia-

tion in primary school mathematics: Expert recommendations and teacher self-assessment. Frontline Learning 
Research, 2, 90–116. https://doi:10.14786/flr.v3i2.163.

Roberts, J. L., & Inman, T. F. (2015). Strategies for differentiating instruction: Best practices for the classroom. Rout-
ledge.

Smale-Jacobse, A. E., Meijer, A., Helms-Lorenz, M., & Maulana, R. (2019). Differentiated instruction in secondary 
education: A systematic review of research evidence. Frontiers in Psychology, 10, 23–66. https://doi:10.3389/
fpsyg.2019.02366

Smets, W., & Struyven, K. (2018). Realist review of literature on catering for different instructional needs with pre-
teaching and extended instruction. Educational Sciences, 8(3), 113. https://doi:10.3390/educsci8030113 

Tomlinson, C. A. (2001). How to differentiate instruction in mixed ability classrooms (2nd ed.). Association for Su-
pervision and Curriculum Development. 

Tomlinson, C. A., & Imbeau, M. N. (2010). Leading and managing a differentiated classroom. ASCD. 
Tomlinson, C. A., Brighton, C., Hertberg, H., Callahan, C. M., Moon, T. R., Brimijoin, K., Conover, L. A., & Reynolds, T. 

(2003). Differentiating instruction in response to student readiness, interest, and learning profile in academically 
diverse classrooms: A review of the literature. Journal for the Education of the Gifted, 27(2/3), 119–145.

©2022 Academic Development Institute 


