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1.   Over and over again, I keep reading about the importance of teachers knowing 
their students.  In short, students need to know that their teachers care about 
them as people.  Too often teachers focus on the curricula they must teach and 
forget about the human factor.  As I work with teachers and administrators, they 
have shared stories with me that illustrate that relationship building is essential 
if we want students to work hard in school.  Successful teachers spend time 
talking with individuals and small groups and learning about student life outside 
the classroom, and then inquiring about student interests in follow-up 
conversations.  Once students feel cared about, they are more willing to “buy into” 
the content that a teacher is responsible for teaching.  Once students focus on their 
responsibility as learners, their achievement is likely to improve.

2.   A teaching practice that comes up again and again in these educational periodicals 
is the importance of stressing reading across the curriculum.  Students need 
the opportunity, if only for short periods, to read something each day.  One strategy 
is to give students a short reading segment as a warm-up activity at the beginning 
of a teaching period followed by a one-sentence summary of what was read.  In the 
October 2005 edition of Educational Leadership, Gay Ivey and Doug Fisher 
conclude that “providing students with time for independent reading during 
content-area classes increases their motivation, background knowledge, and 
vocabulary.  In fact, students report that having time to read affords them the 
opportunity to think and comprehend.”  Teachers feel the pressure to fit in the 
content they must teach and thus, they ask students to complete reading outside 
the classroom.  Students often neglect this responsibility and come to class 
without having read the material they were asked to read.  Research studies show 
that time spent reading correlates with improved vocabulary development, a 
more positive attitude toward reading, greater overall academic success, and 
improved standardized test performance.

3.   Often individual teachers determine that a specific teaching strategy or strategies 
will help students learn better.  The individual teacher begins implementing the 
idea(s) and finds success.  And yet when the student completes a standardized 
test, the student does not have the skill to apply the strategy appropriately in the 
standardized testing setting or forgets to use the strategy in a different setting or 
with a different content.  Because the strategy was taught in isolation, the student 
does not make the connection that the strategy can be applied for different 
subjects.  What researchers have found is that it is important for students to 
learn to apply a strategy repeatedly across different subjects.  Successful 
schools have collectively determined that when students are taught a limited 
number of strategies that they can apply in any subject, the use of the 
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strategies has the potential to make the greatest difference in terms of 
student learning.  In order for a school to implement such an approach, all 
teachers in the school need to be trained in the use of the strategies with the 
requirement that everyone will use the teaching approaches in their lessons.  
The result has ensured appropriate use of the strategy which in turn has led 
to increased learning and improved performance on standardized tests.  
There is research to support the use of many different strategies such as QAR 
(Question, Answer, Relationship), interactive notebooks,  graphic organizers, 
the consistent use of summarizing techniques by students, helping students to 
learn how to compare and contrast using similarities and differences, and the 
SQ3R (Survey, Question, Read, Recite, Response) reading method.  It is up to 
individual schools to determine which limited number of strategies will work 
best in their setting.

4.   It is no secret that in order for students to be successful on standardized 
tests, they must be able to read.  Teachers often assign students reading 
from a textbook or a novel without proper preparation.  When students cannot 
make any personal connections to the content, they will find themselves 
simply staring at the words on the page.  Students must be taught strategies 
that will help them interact with the written word.  Dan Mulligan suggests that 
to be successful students must talk, think, discuss, listen, justify, and confirm 
when they read.  If teachers want students to learn from the reading that 
they do, they must build in background knowledge to help students make 
connections to the content.  Studies show that when students are able to 
draw from what they already know (student interests, popular culture, etc.) 
they are much more motivated and they will more easily learn new 
information.  To further improve reading skills, students need strategies to 
deal with new vocabulary.  Robert Marzano has found that students should 
not simply write a definition of the new word but should also draw a picture 
that represents the word.  When they have to recall the word in the future, the 
brain will enable them to picture the word.  

5.   In a March 2005 article in Educational Leadership, the authors wrote that 
teachers who did not accept failure used many of the “best practices” 
including cooperative groups, checking for understanding, hands-on activities, 
and connecting new content to prior knowledge.  They also found that some 
teachers used these same strategies without reaping positive results from 
students.  The differences appeared to stem more from the teachers' attitudes 
than from the use of any particular learning method.  The most successful 
teachers held students accountable for their learning, they refused to let 
students fail, and they put the responsibility for passing back on the 
student.  Their results revealed that successful teachers had students 
consistently work in groups and required students to rely on one another and 
to share their ideas and answers with one another.  Successful teachers also 
moved throughout the classroom questioning individual students and making 
sure to interact with each student each day.  As one teacher put it, she 
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“cajoled, teased, and praised” her students on the way to success.  Teachers who are 
able to get the best results from their students are tenacious in their quest for 
success.  There is restlessness and a sense of dissatisfaction when students are not 
learning.  

6.   We cannot underestimate the importance of setting students up for success in the 
classroom.  Rick Stiggins writes that continuous success yields confidence, 
optimism, a strong desire to succeed, self-analysis in failure, a high level of effort, and 
risk taking on the part of the learner.  Repeated failure, on the other hand, leads to 
pessimism, expectations of negative results, and a sense of hopelessness, decreasing 
effort, self criticism in failure, and eventually, denial and cover up.  He concludes that 
accurate assessments used appropriately will lead to student success.  Paula 
Rutherford writes that assessments should be used as “teaching and learning tools” 
to tell teachers what steps to take next in the learning continuum.  Students need 
multiple opportunities on assessments to show what they have learned and 
ultimately experience success.  Over 30 years ago, Benjamin Bloom emphasized the 
importance mastery learning, but somehow in this age of assessments as a tool for 
accountability, we have lost the focus on how to use assessments to improve student 
learning.   Thomas Guskey writes, “assessments can be a vital component in our 
efforts to improve education.  But as long as we use them only as a means to rank 
schools and students, we will miss their most powerful benefits.” Guskey advocates 
giving students more than one chance on an assessment and concludes that this 
second chance will not only give students an opportunity for success but will help 
teachers determine the effectiveness of their corrective feedback to students.  If 
teachers simply administer assessments, record grades, and move on, then student 
learning is not the goal.  If, however, students work toward mastery learning, and 
have the opportunity improve their performance on assessments through multiple 
efforts, there is a greater likelihood that they will truly master content and do well 
when they face a standardized test. 

7.   The proper use of assessment data can lead to improved student learning.  Too 
often we think of student data as the result on the standardized tests students take 
near the end of the school year.  Educators spend considerable time going over the 
standardized testing data in order to determine what changes need to be made in the 
instructional program to improve student performance the following school year.   A 
more practical approach in the use of student data is to analyze data regularly 
throughout the school year and make the necessary instructional adjustments on 
a routine basis.  Successful teachers continually analyze data in order to see 
patterns of student deficiencies that need immediate attention.  For example, a 
teacher might issue an assessment to determine students' achievement in language 
arts.  An analysis of the data could show that a certain percentage of the students 
were not successful in “planning, composing, and revising paragraphs,” or selected 
students need support “editing for grammar, capitalization, punctuation, and 
spelling.”  Through an analysis of missed questions, the teacher determines exactly 
which students need more help, identifies teaching strategies to address student 
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problem areas, implements the teaching techniques in small groups or individually, 
and then allows the identified students to re-test on the topic.  By responding to 
data regularly and using the results for the purpose of corrective action on the part 
of the teacher and students, student learning increases, and subsequently, so does 
the performance when a student is faced with a standardized test.

8.   Grant Wiggins has found that when feedback is given to students in the correct 
manner, student achievement increases considerably.  In some cases, feedback 
to students is vague or includes simply a letter grade or a number.  The primary 
purpose of feedback should be to improve student learning.  In order for this to 
occur, a teacher should consistently provide feedback that emphasizes progress 
rather than deficiencies.  The teacher should let a student know the specific 
skill level or knowledge that he or she has displayed, and what needs to 
happen to keep the student moving along a continuum to mastery.  In simplest 
terms, a student should know with specificity what he or she needs to do to attain 
mastery.  When a student has the opportunity to learn from teacher feedback, real 
learning will occur. 

9.   Outside of the field of education, professionals are expected to work in 
collaborative teams, to solve problems collectively, to brainstorm solutions to issue 
that arise, to suggest and try new approaches, to analyze the results of these 
approaches, and to make adjustments that will result in more success in the 
future.  In schools, teachers frequently work in isolation, solve problems 
individually, and feel inadequate if they approach a peer to ask for support or for 
fresh ideas.  What misguided thinking this is!   In order for student achievement 
to improve, teachers must have the opportunity to share their thinking, to 
experiment with best practices and talk about results, to collectively create 
the best assessments, and to analyze assessment results.  Schools with the 
greatest student success rates build collaboration into the school day.  It is not 
an afterthought nor is it a practice that teachers must do on their own time either 
before or after school.  Educators know from experience that students can be a 
powerful resource for one another and that many students often learn best from 
interactions with their fellow students.  The same is true for adults.  When teachers 
collaborate with their peers and use their time together to truly focus on best 
practices, the results can be powerful.  School leaders can support collaborative 
efforts by using available time to promote teacher conversation and action.  Faculty 
meetings can be used to focus on important questions such as

· What do teachers do when students do not learn what they are expected to learn 
the first time?

· What are some successful strategies you use with special education and ESL 
students?

· How do you find the time to re-teach and re-test in your classroom?

· What do you do to engage and motivate students in order to keep them focused 
on learning?

 See the October 2005 Just for the ASKing! newsletter for more 
information on this tip. 
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· How do you pace your lessons so that you are able to teach all of the content and 
skills you need to address?

· How do you budget your time so that you get everything done?

When teachers have the time to collaborate, to share best practices in planning, 
instruction and assessment with one another, and to make adjustments in their 
instructional approaches to improve student learning on a day-to-day basis, the 
overall achievement results on end-of-year tests improve.

10. Although student learning is our ultimate goal as educators, we must also face the 
fact that we are judged on our test scores.  Thus, in addition to making sure that 
students learn the necessary content and skills, we must also focus on the best way 
for students to be successful when they are taking their standardized tests.  One 
facet of testing that I had not thought much about until recently was the importance 
of student endurance.  An eight-year-old facing a reading test with 42 questions will 
grow weary and fade unless he or she is given some practice during the school year 
to “endure” such a challenge.  The same can be said of older students.  If we expect 
students to perform well, we need to build in “endurance” training throughout 
the school year.  Another strategy that could lead to better test performance is to 
have students go through their test when they first receive it and highlight key words 
throughout the entire test.  Test questions frequently contain words such as not, 
only, except, all of the following, etc. that can be overlooked by students as they 
grow tired during testing conditions.  These words often appear in bold or are 
capitalized.  When students highlight such words when they are fresh, they may not 
overlook them when they are weary.  Some schools have reported solid results when 
students follow this practice.  Principals can also play an important role in 
motivating students and reducing stress when students take tests.  An 
elementary principal in Maryland used stuffed animals who frequently made school-
wide announcements to reduce testing anxiety.  The principal appeared throughout 
the building with the animals with the continual friendly message that students 
should always try their best.  As the principal noted, “If you get them all stressed 
out, they're not going to do well on tests.  They're children.” The principal also took 
the time to personally meet with all upper elementary students to talk about 
previous test results and to give one-on-one encouragement.  As a result of these 
practices, the school showed continual improvement with each successive 
administration on the statewide tests.

These Top Ten Tips for Closing the Achievement Gap were written by Bruce 
Oliver, ASK Group Senior Consultant.  Contact Bruce at bruce@askeducation.com. 
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