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Accelerated Learning 

 
In Nassau County, the term “accelerated” usually brings to mind Algebra I 

for all grade eight students. It is curious that no one advocates for all grade 

eight students to “accelerate” in reading by requiring all students to read 

literary and informational text in grade eight at the Common Core recom-

mended Lexile level for grade nine. However, rather than focusing on 

teaching students above grade level standards, this article focuses on accel-

erating the learning of students who are achieving below grade level  to 

bring them to grade level. 

 

Very often as low achieving students progress through the grades, the gap 

becomes greater. The goal of services such as RTI and AIS is to provide 

more time on task to accelerate the learning of struggling students to bring 

their learning to grade level.  

 

Three data projects this year to evaluate effectiveness of interventions indi-

cated that the interventions were not providing the acceleration that was 

expected. One project used NYSED percentile ranking for scores on the 

NYSED 2012 and 2013 assessments. The research question was, “Will stu-

dents who receive the intervention improve their scores compared to the 

prior year?”  The 2012 scores were converted to the 2013 equivalent for 

that grade.  If these charts are studied, it will be seen that the same percen-

tile has a similar score from grade to grade for the 2013 scale. For the 

grades three through eight assessment, only one grade scored higher in 

2013 than 2012. For the other grades, the students made one year’s growth 

in a year. The question that was not answered was,” Would students have 

lost ground without the intervention?” The other two projects took a differ-

ent perspective. These two projects paired students in the intervention to 

similar students not in the intervention based on baseline NYSED score 

and demographics. These projects examined the results at the end of the 

first year and at the end of the second year. Again, receiving the interven-

tion did not improve student achievement. Neither of these projects an-

swered the question, “ Were the interventions implemented with fidelity by 

the teachers?” 

 

The results of the last two evaluations seemed to indicate that good class-

room instruction has more of a positive effect on student learning than the 

interventions. Though the differences were not statistically significant, the 

students who did not receive the intervention had a higher mean score than 
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 the students who did receive the intervention. Suzy Rollins (2014) provides suggestions that may 

strengthen classroom instruction for all students.  

 

Jump start students 

One view of how to help the student who is not performing up to grade level is to provide remedi-

ation. Remediation tries to fill in the gaps in learning. In mathematics this may mean that students 

who have not sufficiently mastered multiplication facts will be grouped together to learn those 

facts. However, the student who is taken out of mathematics class for remediation may actually 

fall further behind her classmates. They are moving forward and she is not.  

 

Acceleration prepares the student to move ahead with the current content (Rollins, 2014). Past 

concepts and skills are taught in the context of current content. An AIS acceleration model would 

provide the student with the basic skills needed for next week’s lesson. For every module in the 

NYSED mathematics materials, the background standards are listed. Students would be better 

prepared to learn the new content with their classmates. Teachers need to choose the specific pri-

or knowledge that will most benefit the student.  

 

Lesson Starters 

What happens in the first ten minutes in class may either engage the student or turn off the stu-

dent’s brain. Checking homework may not be the most productive use of that time.(p.36). Having 

students copy the lesson aim and recite it back to the teacher also may not be productive use that 

time.  

 

The opening minutes of the lesson need to connect the student to the lesson content. If the novel 

is To Kill a Mockingbird, should the class begin with a discussion of injustice? If the novel is The 

Scarlet Letter, should the class begin with a discussion of the plight of unwed mothers today? The 

NYSED elementary mathematics modules do this with high energy activities at the beginning of 

the lesson and an application problem. Students may relate better to a discussion of the Great De-

pression if the teacher shows pictures of that time that depict the major points of the lesson, and 

students discuss what the pictures show about this era. 

 

Vocabulary 

Vocabulary seems to be one of the keys to student success beginning when students are in pre-

school. Students whose parents are on welfare only possess 45 percent of the vocabulary of chil-

dren with middle-class professional parents (Rollins, p. 78). The teaching of vocabulary needs to 

be intentional, if students are to build vocabulary to close the gap. Assigning more reading may 

only close 7% of the gap (p. 81).  Teachers need to “support students’ learning by developing the 

vocabulary they need to understand the content being taught right now” (p. 83). Teachers need to 

identify the words in a unit that are most crucial for student understanding of the content. These 

words should be taught as they appear in the text.  

 

Cooperative Learning 

Cooperative learning in groups that have adequate structure improves student achievement and 

learning behaviors such as listening to one another, taking turns, higher order thinking, and sup-

port of each others efforts. Teachers need to monitor the quality of the work of each group and 

provide feedback that moves each group closer to their goal (p. 99).  
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Differentiated student work 

Students come to school with a wide range of reading skills and a wide range of mathematics 

skills. All students are expected to demonstrate understanding of grade level Common Core 

ELA and mathematics standards. This is challenging for teachers. Teachers need to increase 

their “students’ reading proficiency while building their understanding of the stand-

ard” (p.103). Also, teachers need to increase their students’ basic mathematics skills while 

building their understanding of grade level standards.  

 

The teacher is not the only person in the room who can provide assistance to student’s who 

need more support. Cooperative learning with differentiated learning tasks may be used to 

support students who need more help. To differentiate learning tasks teachers could use strate-

gies such as providing shorter and longer passages on the same topic, including supporting 

pictures and graphics with the text, paired reading or paired math problem solving, jigsaws, 

learning stations, menus that provide task options for students to learn the lesson objective

(p.103-104). 

 

For paired reading one student may be the reader while the other student is the note taker or 

one student may be responsible for notes about one character in a story that the students are 

taking turns reading while the other student is responsible for the notes about a different char-

acter. Thus, both students have a responsibility. Different pairs may also have responsibility 

for different parts of the story and pairs will report either to another pair with a different as-

signment or to the whole class at the end of class.  
 

A menu for a mathematics lesson may have  questions focused on the lesson outcome that are 

worth 2 points, 5 points or 8 points (p. 114). Students must choose problems that add up to 10 

points. There would be 6 two point questions for students to choose from, three five point 

questions, and two eight point questions. A two point question may have fewer steps and sim-

pler language,  A two point area problem may only have whole numbers while a five point 

question may have fractions. The eight point question involves more complex mathematical 

thinking.  

 

Effective use of time 

Time is a valuable commodity in a classroom. Brain research provides some guidance on how 

to spend time. Researchers have shown that direct instruction  should only be five to eight 

minutes in grades kindergarten through two and may gradually increase to twelve to fifteen 

minutes for high school students (p. 99).  Also,  with sixty to ninety minute  periods, the activ-

ities should be varied every twelve to fifteen minutes for elementary schools and every fifteen 

to twenty minutes for high schools (P. 116). 

 

Homework 

The role of homework for student learning is often debated. Research does support the notion 

that  high school and middle school students who do homework have higher achievement (p. 

149).  
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Homework moves learning out of the environment of the school to the home environment. The 

struggling student may go home to an environment that is not conducive for learning. The stu-

dent may be cared for by an older sibling or the student may be that care-giving sibling. Parents 

may not be able to provide homework assistance because of their educational level, their work-

ing hours, or a lack of understanding of Common Core strategies. If all students receive the 

same homework assignment, there will be students who found it easy while  others experienced 

frustration.  This can be alleviated by using a 2—5—8 menu system for homework assign-

ments.  

 

Districts need to be proactive with a homework plan that is grounded in research. Districts may 

want to consider guidelines such as (p. 150 - 152) 

 Homework assignments will be structured to help students master the Common Core 

standards or other appropriate standards. 

 Homework will never be used as punishment. 

 The student’s grade level multiplied by 10 will be the maximum number of minutes 

for homework each night. 

 Students are able to complete homework with minimal help from parents. 

 Parents are notified immediately if homework is not  completed.  

 Homework completion will not be included in a students course grade. 

 

Academic Success 

Doing the opposite of what has been the traditional approach to working with at-risk students 

may actually encourage academic success. Recommended techniques are 

 Structure the class for struggling students to collaborate with successful students. 

 Accelerate the learning of at-risk students rather than remediate. 

 Provide success for at-risk students. 

 

Most teachers would say that seeing the struggling student succeed is one of the rewards of be-

ing a teacher. Thoughtful instruction will encourage these students to become engaged in learn-

ing rather than shutting down. 

  
 

Rollins, S. (2014). Learning in the fast lane: 8 ways to put all students on the road to academic success. Alexandria VA:ASCD.  

 

 

 


