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Differentiated instruction is a collection of best practices strategically employed to maximize students’ learning. As part of maximizing students’ learning, differentiated instruction calls for assessment practices which value students’ progress toward mastery. Students have mastered content when they demonstrate a thorough understanding as evidenced by doing something substantive with the content beyond merely echoing it. Essentially, there are two ways to obtain sufficient evidence of mastery 1) multiple assignments, and 2) tracking the progress of a few important works over time.

Principles of Successful Assessment in the Differentiated Classroom

1. Establish the units’ learning targets from state or national standards

2. Develop essential understandings/questions to conceptually guide the unit

3. Design assessments:


A. Begin with the summative assessment: making it sure it assesses the unit’s 
objectives and understandings, nothing beyond


B. Determine the pre-assessment, preferably informed by previous summative 
assessments


C. Identify frequent and plentiful formative assessments which guide instruction

4. Utilize assessments to enact chances in curriculum, classroom management, and instruction.

5. In order for assessment to be valid, it must be varied and done over time.

6. Assessment should be authentic


A) Assessment is close to how students will apply their learning in real-world a
applications


B) Assessment tool reflects how and what students are learning (alignment & 
consistency)

Assessment-Guided, Differentiated Lesson Planning Sequence:

1. Identify the essential and enduring knowledge (understandings, questions, benchmarks, 
objectives, skills, standards) which inform the unit.

2. Identify your students with unique needs, and what they will need in order to achieve. 
They may need chances in content, process, product, affect, or leaning 
environment.

3. Design your formative and summative assessments. Literally write them out.

4. Design and deliver your pre-assessment based on the summative assessments and 
essential and enduring knowledge discussed earlier.

5. Adjust assessments or essential understanding and objectives based on your further 
thinking while designing the assessments.

6. Design the learning experiences for students based on the information gathered from 
pre-assessments. Don’t be afraid to adjust essential understanding or assessments 
based on further thinking you’ve done while planning these experiences.

7. Run a mental tape of each step in the lesson sequence to make sure things make sense 
for your diverse group of students and that the lesson with run smoothly. Check 
the lessons against criteria for successful differentiated instruction and revise as 
necessary. 

8. Review your plan with a colleague. Lesson design is very subjective, and as a result, we 
miss opportunities others can see through their objective perspective. 

9. Obtain and/or create materials needed for the lesson. Be completely provisioned.

10. Conduct the lesson.

11. Evaluate the lesson’s success with students. What evidence do you have that the 
lesson was successful? What worked and what didn’t, and why?

12. Record advice for yourself on changed for when you do this lesson in future years. 
Also include notes in your plan book for any aspects you’ll have to change in 
tomorrow’s lesson in light of what happened.

Good Assessment…

* Advances learning, not just documents it.

* Determines what’s worth being assessed

* Provides enough information to the teacher to inform instructional practice

* Is never saved for the end of a unit. It’s ongoing and emphasizes formative over summative feedback

* Is never kept a secret.

* Focuses on developmentally appropriate, enduring and essential content and skills

*  Is authentic to the learning experience, the assessment are similar to what students experience during the lessons, and when appropriate it is authentic to life outside of school

* Is a highly valid indicator of what students know and are able to do, not something diluted by inappropriate testing formats, inclusion of effort/behavior/attendance grades, or refusal by a teacher to differentiate when it is warranted

* Is reliable

* Does not happen on the same day every week because that’s test day

* Often engages more than one discipline

* Often calls for the use of different tools and products

* Often uses tasks that reveal common misunderstandings so teacher can see whether students have truly learned the material

* Often includes those being assessed in determining its form and criteria, and in analyzing their personal progress

* Is often conducted with multiple experiences over time

Three Important Types of Assessment:

1.Why Portfolios?


-Teachers can collect and examine work over time, providing multiple snapshots of 
progress and personal learning


-Provide opportunities for students to engage their work met cognitively through 
justifying growth along learning targets using best works


-Aids teachers in the promotion of self-regulation, self-sufficiency, and goal setting


-Students may demonstrate growth along specific EALRS or national standards

2. How to design a Rubric:


A. Identify the essential and enduring content and skills you will expect students to 
demonstrate. Be specific.


B. Identify what qualifies as acceptable evidence that students have mastered 
content and skills.


C. Write a descriptor of the highest performance possible.


D. Holistic or Analytic?


E. Determine your label for each level of the rubric:



-Proficient, capable, adequate, limited, poor



-Sophisticated, mature, good, adequate, naïve



-Exceptional, strong, capable, developing, beginning, emergent



-Exceeds standards, meets standards, making progress, getting started, no 


attempt


F. Write your descriptors for each level, keeping in mind what you’ll accepts as 
evidence of mastery.


G. Test Drive the rubric with real student products

3. Student Self-Assessment:

What systems might students use to self-assess?



-Likert Scale



-Self-checking rubrics



-Self-checking checklists



-Analyzing works against standards



-Videotaping performances and analyzing them



-Fill-in-the-blanks or responding to self-reflection prompts



-Asking students to review and critique previous work


Sample prompts for journals and learning logs:



-I learned that…



-I wonder why…



-An insight I’ve gained is…



-I’ve done the following to make sure I understand what is being taught…



-I began to think of…



-The part the frustrated me most was…because…



-The most important aspect in this subject is…because…



-I noticed a pattern in…



-I know I learned something when I…



-I can’t understand…



-before I had this experience, I thought that…



-What if…



-I was confused by…



-This is similar to…



-I predict…



-I changed my thinking about this topic when…



-I’d like to learn more about…

Tiering Assessments:

Some experts define tiering as how teachers adjust assignments and assessment according to students’ readiness levels, interests, and learner profiles. Some methods for tiering include:

1. Increasing complexity and challenge


-extend concept to other areas


-integrate more than one subject or skills


-demonstrated higher-level thinking


-increase the number of variables to be considered


-work with advanced resources


-identify misconceptions within something


-identify the bias or prejudice in something


-negotiated the evaluative criteria


-use more authentic applications to the real world


-work in more abstract concepts and models


-respond to more open-ended questions


-identify big-picture patterns or connections


-defend completed work

2. Learning Contracts


-Identifies: student, teacher, subject, learning goals, enrichment options, 
checkpoints, student responsibilities, teacher responsibilities, contractual 
consequences, and signatures

3. Learning Menus


-Students are given choices of tasks in a unit or for an assessment from a pre-
determined list of options

4. Tic-Tac-Toe Boards


-Students are given a tic-tac-toe board of tasks to complete, and are asked to 
choose one from each category, or perhaps any three in a row horizontally or 
diagonally that make a successful tic-tac-toe threesome

5. Cubing


-Ask students to create a three dimensional cube out of foam board or poster 
board, then respond to the topic of learning through each level of Bloom’s 
taxonomy: knowledge, comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis, evaluation

6. Role, Audience, Format, Topic (RAFTs)


-The teacher provides a short menu of choices for each one of these attributes of a 
students’ tasks, and the student chooses one from each column to create a unique 
task

7. Change the Verb


-Teacher utilizes appropriate verbs to shift the cognitive demand of tasks within 
the classroom

Creating Good Test Questions:
1. Use a variety of questions/prompts


-Utilize traditional (matching, true/false, fill in the blank, multiple choice, 
definition, essay, and short answer) and non-tradition (analogies, drawings, 
diagrams, analyzing real-life applications, critiquing others’ performances or 
responses, demonstration/performance, integrating more than one topic) questions

2. Make it efficient for students


-Provide a T or F for students to circle


-For matching: right definitions on the left and list the words to choose on the right


-Keep matching items on the same page


-Keep fill in the blank items close to the end of the sentence/stem

3. Double Recording of Test Responses


-Have students produce two copies of test responses, so you may collect test 
responses immediately after the test  and leave students with a personal copy to 
self-assess for immediate feedback

4. Avoid confusing negatives


-All of the above except C and E


-Which of these is NOT associate with…


-None of these…

5. Make prompts explicit (clear)

6. Keep it short

7. Be careful of timed tests

8. Include common errors as candidates for responses

9. Put some fun in tests questions


-Incorporate students’ names and their cultures into the test items

10. Make sure questions assess what you want to asses

11. Make questions authentic to instruction

12. Format tests for efficient grading


-Have students create a uniform answer sheet on a separate piece of paper

13. Use smaller tests over time


-Gather multiple snapshots over time, formatively, to develop an accurate picture 
of students’ mastery on multiple, smaller, focused tests over the course of the g
grading period instead of one large test at the end

14. Include Two Special Questions


-What did you think would be asked on this test but was not?


-How would you answer that question?

Ten Approaches to Avoid When Differentiating Assessment and Grading:

1. Avoid incorporating nonacademic factors, such as behavior, attendance, and effort, into the final grade.

2. Avoid penalizing students’ multiple attempts at mastery.

3. Avoid grading practice (homework)

4. Avoid withholding assistance (not scaffolding or differentiating) with the learning when it’s needed.

5. Avoid assessing students in ways that do not accurately indicate their mastery.

6. Avoid allowing extra credit and bonus points

7. Avoid group grades

8. Avoiding grading on a curve

9. Avoid recording zeros for work not done

10. Avoid using norm-referenced terms to describe criterion-referenced attributes

Conditions for Redoing Work for Full Credit:

1. All redone work is don’t at the teacher discretion.

2. Ask parents to sign the original task or assessment and request the redo opportunity for their child.

3. Reserve the right to change the format for all redone work and assessments.

4. Ask students to create a calendar of completion that will yield better results.

5. Record the higher grade in the grade book.

6. Do not allow any work to be redone during the last week of the grading period.

7. Ask students to staple or attach the original task or assessment to the redone version.

Gradebook Formats for the Differentiate Classroom:

1. Grouping Assignments by Standard, Objective, or Benchmark

2. Grouping Assignments by Weight or Category

3. Listing Assignments by Date

4. Topics-Based Gradbooks


