
 1 

Identifying teaching practices to support students of all abilities 

Amy Berry and Nives Nibali 

Abstract 

This paper outlines possible ways to improve learning among all students 

through the systematic and deliberate exploration of strategies used by teachers. The 

teachers were part of a group who were successful in facilitating growth for students 

of all abilities. The paper discusses findings consolidated from teacher focus group 

discussions, planning documents, lesson observations, and teacher interviews. It 

highlights key instructional practices to support students of varying abilities in 

reading comprehension as well as numeracy. This work explores the practices of 

effective teachers in order to develop a conceptual framework of factors that 

contribute to achievement in all students, with particular emphasis on factors that 

contribute to growth in top quartile students.  

Introduction 

Analysis of Australia's performance in PISA shows an overall decline due in part 

to a decrease in the number of students performing at the top levels of achievement 

(Thomson, 2011). Evidence suggests that while teachers are often skilled in 

identifying interventions for the lower levels of development, they are less equipped 

to do so for higher order skill development (P. Griffin, Care, Francis, Hutchinson, & 

Pavlovic, 2012). The study discussed in this paper is part of a project designed to 

provide support for teachers to develop the potential of all students by developing a 

conceptual framework that will guide exploration of the relationship between teacher 

practices and student achievement. Given that there are varying levels of and 

consistency in student achievement and teaching practices (between teachers and 

classrooms), the study investigates how we can capture what teachers do in the 

classroom and how this information can be linked to student achievement (Nye, 

Konstantopoulos, & Hedges, 2004; Phillips, Balan, & Manko; Skourdoumbis & Gale, 

2013; Stronge, Ward, Tucker, & Hindman, 2007). 

Regardless of how and why teachers make decisions about classroom practice, it 

is clear that different teachers do different things. Nye et al. (2004) identify a link 

between differences in the ways that teachers support growth in their students and 

different areas and rates of student achievement.  Skourdoumbis and Gale (2013) 

articulate this as a ‘straight line’ between teacher behaviour and student achievement. 



 2 

The influence of teacher practice on student outcomes has recently been “aimed at 

redressing student underachievement” (Skourdoumbis & Gale, 2013, p. 893).  

Specifically, this study addresses inconsistent growth in student achievement in the 

top quartile (P. Griffin et al., 2012), a trend which is placing high ability students at 

risk of underachieving. Identifying and describing behaviours and practices of 

teachers who achieve growth in this group commensurate with growth in other groups 

(that is, growth that is consistent across all quartiles), may give a better understanding 

of the link between teacher effect and student achievement and therefore a better 

understanding of which behaviours best support student growth across all quartiles.  

Although teacher effect is at least comparable with other factors that influence 

student outcomes, some categories of behaviour are linked to student achievement 

more significantly than others (Hattie, 2012; Morgan, Hodge, Trepinksi, & Anderson, 

2014; Nye et al., 2004). The Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership 

(AITSL) specifically identifies some such categories: the establishment of learning 

goals, the planning of learning programs, the use of teaching strategies, the selection 

of resources, communication in the classroom, the support of student participation, 

the management of classroom behaviour and activities, the maintenance of student 

safety, the use of assessment and evaluation practices and the use of knowledge of 

content and pedagogy (A.I.T.S.L., 2012). Danielson (2011), Creemers and Kyriakides 

(2006), and Coe, Aloisi, Higgins and Major (2014) have created categories for 

identifying and evaluating teacher performance by prioritising similar sets of 

behaviours over others. Increasingly, the value of such frameworks is in their 

potential to support positive development in teacher practice and student growth, 

rather than in the context of accountability or the “ranking of student and teacher 

performance" (Skourdoumbis & Gale, 2013, p. 893). Adopting aspects of these 

frameworks may prove useful in identifying and describing teacher classroom 

behaviours that influence student achievement. 

Danielson’s Enhancing professional practice: A framework for teaching (2011), 

includes a comprehensive framework for teaching that identifies four Domains, 22 

Components and 38 Elements that have been “documented through empirical studies 

and theoretical research” as supporting growth in student achievement (Danielson, 

2011, pp. 1-13). The four Domains clearly identify aspects of teacher behaviour: 

Planning and Preparation, The Classroom Environment, Instruction and Professional 

Responsibilities. Through a literature review, Minnick et al. (2012) conclude that 
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Danielson’s model has the crucial elements to support conversations around the 

nature and identification of effective teaching, but falls short of establishing 

connections between these behaviours and student outcomes. Nevertheless, 

Danielson’s framework remains the basis of subsequent models of teacher behaviour.  

Phillips et al. (2014) review a variety of teacher effectiveness frameworks, 

including the Teacher Advancement Project (TAP), Peer Assessment and Review 

(PAR), the Value-added Model (VAM), Plan Do Study Act (PDSA), the Common 

Core Standards and the Danielson framework, to identify which teacher behaviours 

and which tools for evaluating teacher behaviour are most effective. TAP focuses on 

three elements of the Danielson model: designing and planning instruction, the 

learning environment and instruction; while the VAM model focuses on “non-

teaching aspects of student achievement” (Phillips et al., p. 5). Other models exhibit 

various combinations of the Danielson elements, but Phillips et al. conclude that there 

are five elements crucial for good teaching: planning and preparation, the classroom 

environment, instructional delivery, professionalism and collaboration, and 

partnership (Phillips et al., p. 2) – the final element a notable addition to the 

Danielson model. Creemers and Kyriakides (2006) use a dynamic model of 

educational effectiveness to identify teacher behaviour. This model includes 

comprehensive and detailed analysis of a practical and hands approach to identifying 

factors of teacher behaviour. This dynamic model includes eight Teacher Factors – 

orientation, structuring, questioning, teacher modelling, application, classroom 

learning environment, management of time and assessment – each of which has five 

associated Dimensions – frequency, focus, stage, quality, differentiation – that can be 

used to identify and analyse teacher behaviour in considerable detail. 

Finally, Coe et al. (2014) suggest that the components of great teaching can be 

distilled down to six categories of varying impact. These categories address teacher 

knowledge of the content taught, how the classroom is set up, how the classroom is 

managed, how well instruction is delivered, what teachers believe, and what informs 

the decisions teachers make. The suggestion is that whatever framework is adopted or 

constructed, it is these elements and their corroboration against the alignment 

between teacher practice and student outcome, that may be the way forward (Coe et 

al., 2014, p. 47). 

The selection or design of a framework, then, should be informed by the data that 

may be collected; therefore, there is a need to collect some exploratory data and trial 
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a variety of frameworks, components, and/or categories, before exploring the 

frameworks described in this paper. 

This study within a project is designed to explore the practice of teachers in 

whose classes students in all quartiles have achieved growth. Of interest is the range 

of practices used by these teachers for the exploration of possible links with student 

learning outcomes.  

Method 

The range of teacher practices needs to be understood within a framework of 

educational delivery in the classroom. For this reason, a qualitative case study 

approach informed by grounded theory was adopted. The choice of grounded theory 

aligns well with theory building rather than testing (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).   

Participants 

Teachers selected were those whose students, in a previous study (Zhang, 

Griffin, & Care, 2015 July), had achieved growth in reading comprehension across all 

quartiles. The results were repeated for numeracy, as discussed by Care, Griffin, 

Zhang and Hutchinson (2014). An analysis of achievement scores from the study 

identified 10 teachers from nine schools based on their reading comprehension 

results, and 18 teachers from eight schools based on their results in numeracy. In 

order to facilitate ease of access for observations and the planned focus group, 14 

teachers from schools within the Melbourne metropolitan area were selected to 

participate: three for reading comprehension, nine for numeracy and two for both 

reading and numeracy. There were ten females and four males, ranging in experience 

from beginning teachers to those who had been teaching for more than 20 years. Nine 

teachers worked in composite classrooms and five in straight year level classrooms. 

Data Collection 

Data was collected from focus group discussions, planning documents, teacher 

questionnaires and classroom observations.  

Focus group 

A focus group was conducted in order to gain an understanding of the typical 

practices of these teachers in the context of reading comprehension and numeracy 

instruction, as well as their perception of factors that may have contributed to the 

achievement growth of their students. A combination of open-ended questionnaires 

followed by a small group, semi-structured interview was used, which resulted in 

written responses from participants and researcher notes based on the discussions.  
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Planning documents and questionnaires 

Following the focus group, questionnaires were sent to teachers to collect 

information about lessons to be observed. Eight teachers were observed for two 

lessons each resulting in 16 observations in total. In an attempt to increase the 

response rate, teachers were offered the choice of providing their own planning 

documents or responding to the questionnaire. Questions functioned as open-ended 

prompts and were informed by learnings from the focus group. They were designed 

to gather information about pre-planning considerations, learning intentions, lesson 

structure, activities and plans for grouping.  

Observations 

The construction of an observation schedule was informed primarily by the 

categories that had emerged from the focus group, with existing literature around 

effective teaching providing further support. Evidence that would deepen 

understanding of the practice of these teachers was collected using behaviour 

indicators and event coding. Observers produced narrative field notes to contextualise 

coding and to address issues of consistency and reliability, following (Brown, 1997).  

Analysis 

The data were analysed to identify emerging categories in relation to typical 

practice and teacher perception of factors contributing to growth. Subsequent stages 

of analysis allowed further specification and the identification of subcategories as 

represented in Figure 1 (although this paper does not explore the category of 

Classroom Environment). 

Figure 1. Coding categories 

 

 

Focus Group 
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The focus group revealed common patterns in the reported practice of these 

teachers. The use of assessment as described by these teachers was both varied and 

continuous and included: 

 The use of informal assessment practices to monitor student understanding 

during lessons 

 The use of formal assessment practices such as teacher developed pre-tests 

and externally developed standardised tests. 

The lessons were structured around whole class instruction, small group or 

individual tasks and whole class reflection or review. Many teachers described the 

selection of groups based on students with mixed ability, while other groups were 

constructed of students with similar ability. A third category described was that of 

grouping students together for targeted teaching.  There were also teachers who 

reported the importance of flexibility in grouping where students could be moved in 

and out of groups as required. 

In addition to grouping, most teachers spoke of the importance of targeting tasks 

to students' zone of proximal development (ZPD). ZPD is defined as “the distance 

between the actual developmental level as determined by independent problem 

solving and the level of potential development as determined through problem 

solving under adult guidance, or in collaboration with more capable peers” 

(Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86).  Despite a consensus on the importance of targeting the 

ZPD, the described practices varied widely in terms of the level of planning and 

teacher skill required. At a base level, the practice was confined to targeted teaching 

to small groups of students. More complex systems involved selecting different tasks 

for different groups, adjusting the complexity of a single task to meet the needs of 

different groups, adjusting the complexity of questions in whole class discussions and 

adjusting the level of support for different groups. Also noted was the impact of 

careful planning, resourcing and professional support on lesson preparation.  Within 

lessons, focussing on higher order thinking, setting clear goals, communicating 

expectations and providing feedback to students were identified as key elements for 

success. 

Participants were asked to reflect on the factors that they believed contributed 

most to the growth of both high ability and low ability students. The results, 

summarised in Table 1, reflect the perceived importance of continuous assessment for 
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all students. However, while there was consensus concerning what the teachers 

perceived as key to the growth of lower ability students, the development of higher 

ability students was more contentious. In particular, the use of peer teaching and peer 

mentoring was praised by some and condemned by others; there was also a clear split 

between those teachers who chose to accelerate their high ability students through the 

curriculum and those who focussed on deepening student understanding or making 

broader connections between concepts and subject areas. 

 

Table 1. Perceived Factors Contributing to Growth 

Lower Quartile Students Upper Quartile Students All Students 

 Opportunities for 

revision, repetition 

and consolidation 

 Building confidence 

 Encouraging 

ownership of learning 

 Safe and supportive 

environment 

 Opportunities for 

higher order thinking  

 Encouraging and 

supporting risk taking 

 High expectations 

 Clearly 

communicated 

expectations 

 Open-ended tasks 

 Providing challenge 

 Opportunities for 

student choice 

 ‘Optimal’ levels of 

competition 

 Opportunities to work 

with peers 

 Ongoing 

assessment to 

identify student 

need 
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Observed lessons 

Most lessons had a single focus for the whole class. Some teachers also identified 

different learning intentions or focuses for different groups of students. Only two 

teachers made explicit links to curriculum documents within their planning. In terms 

of assigning tasks within lessons, there were clear differences in the practices of these 

teachers (Table 2).  It is important to note that there were often multiple tasks within 

the same lesson and that the summary provided is of teacher practice rather than 

individual tasks. 

 

Table 2. Approach to Task Selection 

Tasks 
Number of teachers 

(n = 8) 

Same task for all students 6 

Different tasks for different groups 5 

Combination of same and different tasks 4 

One type of task only 4 

 

When implementing a common group task, teachers made adjustments to 

increase either the challenge or the level of support for some students. Although most 

tasks had a narrow skill focus designed to consolidate or develop a specific skill, 

some tasks, either by design or in implementation, invited a deeper conceptual 

understanding and the development of social skills, metacognitive skills and/or self-

regulated learning strategies.  

All of the teachers observed used a whole group approach to: 

 Review previous lessons 

 Introduce new content and strategies 

 Provide instructions  

 Reflect on learning or the task. 

Students applied strategies and procedures individually or within small groups. 

Written work was almost always completed individually, even when students worked 

in small groups or pairs. A range of groups was evident including both teacher-

selected and student-selected forms. At times student-selected groups were based 

entirely on student choice and at other times they were secondary to teacher-defined 
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groups – for example, student choice of partner within an existing teacher-defined 

ability group. The wide variety of groups across lessons and within single lessons 

indicated an approach to grouping that served a range of purposes from skill 

development and instruction to engagement and personal development. 

In addition to a common approach to lesson structure, there were several key 

features evident within most of the observed lessons, as illustrated in Figure 2. 

Figure 2. Common lesson features  

 

 

Some teachers referred to the use of assessment data (classroom level pre-tests 

and school-level standardised testing) to inform grouping decisions and task 

selection; however, this connection was not made explicit by many of the teachers 

observed. During the focus group discussions, teachers spoke about the practice of 

‘roving’ or ‘roaming’ during lessons as a means of monitoring student understanding 

and intervening as needed. In a study of Japanese classrooms (O’Keefe, Xu, & 

Clarke, 2006), the practice of ‘Kikan-Shido’ or ‘between desks instruction’ has been 

identified as a distinct and common lesson event that serves several functions 

including monitoring and guiding student activity, and this practice was clearly 

evident in all classrooms observed and served a variety of functions, as summarised 

in Table 3. 
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Table 3. Functions of Teacher Roving 

Monitoring Intervention 

 Task entry 

 Task progress 

 Behaviour 

 Understanding 

 Use of resources 

 Scaffolding or explicit teaching 

to individuals or small groups 

 Encouragement 

 Feedback on the task 

 Feedback on behaviour 

 

Discussion 

A deeper understanding of the practice of the teachers selected for this study, 

may offer some insight into the learning growth demonstrated by their classes.  

The use of ability grouping and differentiated tasks was common in many of 

these classrooms. When one task was chosen for the whole group, there was evidence 

that teachers made adjustments during the implementation to increase the challenge 

for some students and increase the support for others. These practices indicate an 

approach to teaching that sees diversity of needs and learning paths as a natural 

feature of the classroom. References to targeting teaching and tasks to students’ point 

of need were common and not limited to students of lower ability. There was an 

expectation that all students would be provided with opportunities to extend their 

current level of skill and understanding. This implies a developmental approach to 

teaching as opposed to a deficit approach (Patrick Griffin, 2014). 

The continuous monitoring of students and the ability to respond and adjust tasks 

and teaching in order to meet the needs within their classrooms, indicates a 

commitment to ensuring that there was both sufficient cognitive demand for students 

to grow and adequate support for them to engage successfully with the task. 

Feedback was focused on the use of strategies and student effort rather than on task 

completion or accuracy.  

The behaviours and categories observed give some indication of the frameworks 

that may be required in a tool that may serve to collect the required data. This will be 

explored in subsequent stages of the project. 
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Limitations 

An analysis of pedagogical practices was limited by the lack of video or audio 

transcription which prevented a micro-analysis of teacher discourse. In addition, the 

tool used in observations was exploratory rather than definitive, and did not provide 

sufficient detail of the context of pedagogical behaviours to support a detailed 

analysis of specific practices such as questioning or feedback. The accompanying 

field notes varied in the level of detail provided and issues of observer bias and inter-

coder reliability may have impacted on the analysis of data in this category (Brown, 

1997). As a result, the analysis focused on identifying general patterns across lessons. 

 

Conclusion 

Although there were differences across this group of teachers, there were 

noticeable similarities in the way they viewed student diversity within their 

classrooms and in their commitment to growth for all students. This group of teachers 

was not selected at random and there is no suggestion that they are representative of 

the wider population. What this study offers is a deeper understanding of classrooms 

and practices that appear to be supporting growth for all students. The task for future 

stages of this project is to build on this understanding and investigate the relationship 

between the emerging categories and student achievement by including a wider group 

of teachers. 
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