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Abstract
Student ability and achievement vary greatly and, in any given classroom, teachers have
students with a wide range of needs. Multiply that by many classes across a large cohort
and one gets widely divergent learning profiles. Some students are ready for extension
challenges while others need more support to foster their development. Despite this, all
students in a course typically take the same assessment task. While in theory an assessment
task should be able to accommodate all students, in practice this can often prove difficult,
particularly in subjects where tasks require students to answer only a few long questions.
Differentiated assessment helps to address these concerns by providing students with the
opportunity to choose appropriately challenging questions in assessment tasks. Students
thus do not take the ‘same’ task but, instead, one that more comfortably challenges them.

Context
Popular education literature teems with slogans on differentiation – ‘one size does not fit all’,
‘Differentiated Instruction Helps Hit the Bullseye – Success for All!’, or ‘Differentiation – Different
Paths, Same Destination!’ Like most slogans, these tend to oversimplify the situation and promise
that a simple fix to a complex problem lies within easy reach. Instead, the reality of differentiation
presents a much more nuanced and layered challenge that defies easy solutions. Differentiation
at Barker takes many forms and this article examines the use of differentiated assessment tasks.
Differentiation aims to group students of similar ability together on the assumption that ‘a
homogeneous pupil population provides the most room for the learning potential of each pupil,
and that it promotes the efficiency and effectiveness of education’ (Denessen 2017). Barker
College has streamed many subjects, especially in Stages 4 and 5, for quite some time.
Mathematics goes so far as to offer different Stage 5 courses, much as it does along with English
in Stage 6 with Standard and Advanced. The School uses a number of different streaming models,
but all share some element of ability grouping.
However, differentiation is much more than just allocating classes at the start of the year. One of
the most prominent writers on the subject, Carol Ann Tomlinson (2003 p. 121) defines
differentiation as:
An approach to teaching in which teachers proactively modify curricula, teaching methods,
resources, learning activities and products to address the diverse needs of individual
students and small groups of students to maximize the learning opportunity of each student
in a classroom.
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Barker uses formative assessment in this way in the classroom to respond to student development
and needs. This, combined with some form of class streaming, provides a strong level of
customisation for our students.

The Challenge
Even though streaming typically narrows the range of achievement in a class, students across a
large cohort take the same common assessment tasks. Prima facie this makes sense – after all
how can one measure achievement across a cohort using different tests? Beyond this, there is
also the issue of opportunity. One does not want to fall into the trap of pigeon-holing students
into certain streams. Students frequently surprise their teachers and often even themselves with
what they can achieve on assessments. So, one would argue, shouldn’t students all take the same
task?
This makes sense in theory, but in practice it can be very different. In an assessment with many
questions, having a few very difficult ones at the end gives the best students an opportunity to
stand out. But in tasks with only a few questions, this becomes much more problematic. Take
Year 9 History, for example. Many students are ready for the challenge of writing full essays and
should be doing so. However, many students need a more scaffolded approach. In tasks that
only last for 50 minutes, students cannot write a full essay and answer a whole series of other
questions. The essay is the task, and if a student really struggles with them, then the task tells us
little beyond whether or not that student struggles with essays. And the student and his or her
teacher will already know that!
When faced with questions like that, it makes sense to go back to the original goals of assessment
for guidance. According to scholar Jim Tognolini, standards-referenced assessments aim to
provide evidence for a child’s ‘progress on a learning continuum defined by the outcomes and
levels of achievement expressed in the Curriculum Framework’ (2006, p 4). So, in essence,
assessments should address a range of outcomes. For students who are ready to write them,
essays can reveal a great deal about their knowledge of the subject and their ability to organise
ideas, make and support judgements, or to sustain a line of discussion. For students who really
struggle to write an essay, it reveals little about these outcomes and provides little guidance for
how to improve.
The New South Wales Education Standards Authority (NESA) argues along the same lines as
Tognolini (2020). It asserts that
Summative assessment (assessment of learning) should be designed to maximise student
opportunity to demonstrate what they have come to know, understand and be able to do
as a result of the lesson sequence/unit. It can also ‘feed forward’ to the next lesson
sequence/unit so that the teacher is continuously gathering data on student growth and
refining instructional plans based on the data. (NESA 2020)
By aligning marks to standards, schools can make the criteria they are using to determine marks
more explicit. This in turn means that students and parents get more specific feedback about
how students can improve.
This is where differentiated assessment offers potential both to support students better and to
provide more targeted feedback. It can provide questions more aligned with their current level
of achievement and thus provide more detailed information about how they are achieving. This
in turn makes more specific feedback possible.
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A Differentiated Approach
In his book, The End of Average, Todd Rose (2016) writes about how the US air force sought to
design the perfect cockpit seat by averaging ten body measurements from 4000 pilots. By
making the perfectly average cockpit seat, they hoped to cater to the widest possible range of
pilots. As it turned out, the seat did not suit a single pilot. Similarly, in the 1940s, artist Abram
Belskie and obstetrician-gynaecologist Robert Latou Dickinson created the statues of Norma and
Normann based on average measurements of over 15,000 people in their early 20s (Cambers
2020). When the Cleveland Museum of Health held a competition to find the woman who most
closely resembled Norma, they found it nearly impossible to find even a close match (Rose 2016).
Much like the statues, a typical whole-cohort assessment with few questions, like an essay task, is
generally aimed at the average student. While there are more students that meet this definition
than there were Normas or pilots, nonetheless an essay aimed at the average student does not
sufficiently challenge the more accomplished students, nor does it provide sufficient access to
less accomplished students to allow them to show what they can do.
By differentiating tasks – providing students with question options of varying difficulty – we
have aimed to address this problem. While methods varied considerably, in general, extension
questions challenged students to make and support complex judgements and standard questions
asked for an explanation or discussion without the same expectation of nuanced judgement.
More structured options scaffolded the task more fully by asking a series of more targeted
questions (see Appendices 1 and 2).
Writing questions of varying level of difficulty is the easy part. Using them as part of a
differentiated task proved more challenging, and we have experimented with a number of
different models to find the most effective way to do this.
M odel 1: No student choice on the day of the task
In this model, we produced two versions of the assessment task, one standard and one extension.
Both assessments shared some common questions but then had either standard or extension
sections in the second half. Teachers used students’ formative work completed in class to
recommend to students which option the teacher felt would be most appropriate. In discussion
students could ask for the other option, but they had to make their decision before sitting the
assessment. On the day of the assessment, students were given their nominated version of the
task and could not switch.
M odel 2: Student choice on the day of the task
We constructed the task similarly to Model 1 with about half the task common and half the task
differentiated, but in this permutation, students were able to choose which questions they wanted
to answer during the task. This meant that they could make decisions about which questions to
answer after seeing the specific questions. Teachers still provided students with advice ahead of
time about which option the teacher felt would be more appropriate.

M arking M odels
We trialled different approaches to marking. In one version we set separate marking guidelines
for the standard and extension questions but offered bonus marks to the students who attempted
the extension question. Marking guidelines were calibrated so that a ‘standard’ answer to an
‘extension’ question would even out with the bonus marks. The aim here was to avoid penalising
students for attempting the more challenging question.
In another version, we constructed a more generic set of guidelines that applied to both the
standard and extension questions. Strong answers to the extension questions had more scope to
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access the highest bands, though an excellent answer to the standard question could also earn
very high marks.

Discussion
Feedback from both students and teachers revealed that students found the differentiated tasks
more accessible and appropriately challenging. High achieving students had questions that really
pushed them and students who needed more scaffolding in longer written tasks had the option
of answering a series of questions. We found that we had many fewer very low marks or students
who simply could not attempt the task in a meaningful way.
At the top end, we still had some very high marks, and overall better students who did extension
questions ended up earning better marks on the extension questions than students who
attempted the standard questions. We have seen a consistent pattern of the extension question
average being higher than the standard question average. By making tasks more accessible at
the bottom end and more challenging at the top, we narrowed the overall distribution of marks.
There are lingering concerns with this discussed more fully in the recommendations section.
Students and staff preferred giving students choice on the day of the task where they could
compare questions, but student choice may not be at its best under assessment conditions. In
particular, students at times seemed to get cold feet about attempting the more challenging
option. In Year 7, there are four ‘high ability’ classes, streamed in parallel. These students are
natural candidates to attempt the extension options, but uptake varied considerably from 17% to
96%.
Table 1: Percentage of Students in High Ability Classes Attempting Extension Question. Classes have been
anonymised.

Class

Percentage attempting
extension option

A

17%

B

67%

C

78%

D

96%

Similarly, some students in the Year 9 Film as History assessment achieved high marks in both
the common section and differentiated extended response but opted to answer the easier
questions in the paragraph section rather than tackle the harder options (Figure 1). In this
section, students had to attempt three out of five paragraph questions. The first two questions
were standard and the last three extension level. So at minimum students had to attempt at
least one extension question and as many as three. The colours and associated trend line
(‘Extension Paragraph Count’) refers to how many extension paragraph questions a student on
that point attempted.
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Figure 1: Comparison of student choice and marks

Conclusions and Recom m endations
Differentiated assessment holds a great deal of promise to make assessment more meaningful
by giving students questions that challenge but don’t overwhelm them. This allows teachers to
gather more meaningful information about their students, and, in conjunction with standards
referencing, to provide more effective feedback.
Differentiated assessment also provides a way forward in a school with a wide range of student
achievement. It provides a mechanism for providing top students with extension level work on
par with what they would get in a selective school. It does this without requiring that top students
be separated from the rest of their class in a ‘school within a school’ approach. The latter approach
runs the risk of pigeon-holing students too early.
Many challenges remain. Students who should tackle extension questions need to be encouraged
to do so, and this will require more focus from teachers. In addition, students who attempt
extension questions should not end up with lower marks because they challenged themselves. A
possible solution to this that has worked elsewhere is to meet the statutory obligations by
reporting on an A to E scale but also including in reports that a student’s mark reflects attempted
extension questions. Many schools use an E1-E3 scale to do this.
It is also essential that the School maintains high standards, which are critical for student
achievement. While we want to assess students with questions that allow them to show what they
know and can do, the questions still need to challenge students beyond what they think they can
do. Without close attention to maintaining standards, differentiation runs the risk of becoming a
slippery slope to lowered standards. Measuring and tracking differentiation has already required
the development of a specialised database to store marks for analysis as well as development of
more efficient methods of data collection. More work is required in this area, including building
a larger bank of work samples to help set standards from year to year.
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Ultimately, if no one is Norma or Normann, assessment practices need to be rigorous enough to
maintain high standards but sufficiently flexible to function most effectively.
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Appendices
Appendix 1: Sample Year 9 Differentiated Question s
Sample differentiated questions from a Year 9 task. Note the added level of complexity in
Question 2.

1.
2.

Explain how people can use film to learn about the past. In your response, you must
refer to the film you studied in class
OR
Evaluate the view that film is a valuable way to learn about the past. In your response,
you must refer to the film you studied in class

Appendix 2: Sample Year 7 Differentiated Questions
Core Option: Answer two paragraph questions.

1.
2.

What was the role of the Catholic Church in Medieval Europe?
Explain how an individual you studied this term impacted the society in which they
lived.

Extension Option: Answer in a multi-paragraph extended response.
Students had a series of sources that they were given ahead of time from which they could draw
their evidence. This gave students the opportunity to work through the material, but they didn’t
know the exact question until they sat the task.
Assess the view that life was challenging in the Middle Ages.
•
•

In your answer you must reference specific individuals and situations as evidence.
You must also use information from the source page to support your answer.
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Notes
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