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Strategies to Maximize Proficiency 
 
 

Improving student learning is not an easy formula. Teachers and administrators 
are constantly looking for what works to create positive change in student learn-
ing. Sometimes suggestions are based on one person’s experience; sometimes on 
someone’s interpretation of the research; or sometimes on multiple research stud-
ies.  
 
Process 
 
Sometimes we attempt to change learning by changing the programs used in 
schools, the structure of the school building, or the resources available at the 
school. The debate about improving learning may involve class size, grouping 
within the class, teacher salaries, curriculum, or assessments (Hattie, p. 1). All of 
these may contribute to student learning or hinder student learning.  
 
It may be said that 95% of what educators do has a positive influence on student 
learning when the effect size is set at >0. John Hattie set the bar for determining 
successful intervention at an effect size of 0.40. He wanted to identify the influ-
ences on learning that are above average.  Effect size and statistical significance 
are two measures in educational research that complement each other. In research 
two sets of data may be statistically significantly different but not different in a 
practical sense. It is also possible that two sets of data that appear to be practical-
ly different are different as a result of sampling error.  Effect size provides a 
measure of the relationship between two variables (independent and dependent). 
 
Though the focus for this article is on academic achievement, schools provide 
more than academic achievement. Schools influence not only academic learning 
but also character development (Hattie, p. 4). 
 
Often the discussion for improving achievement is about students. The discussion 
may be about strategies for English language learners, students with learning dis-
abilities, or students in poverty. These are student characteristics that the teacher 
cannot change. However, the teacher can be a positive change agent for the stu-
dents who come to the classroom. Research has shown that when students in high
-effect teacher classrooms are compared to students in low-effect teacher class-
rooms, the student in the high-impact classroom “has almost a year’s advantage 
over his or her peers in a lower-effect  teacher’s classroom”  (Hattie, p. 26).  The 
difference between high-effect and low-effect teachers are related to the expecta-
tions teachers have when they decide what to teach at what level of difficulty. 
 
Teaching is about change. Teaching requires deliberate interventions for the pur-
pose of cognitive change in the student. Teachers need to know a range of strate-
gies to help different students learn challenging content. Effective teachers decide 
on appropriately challenging goals and structure teaching so that students can 
reach those goals. Expert teachers (high-effect teachers) have a greater store of 
strategies, are able to predict students errors,  and are able to adapt their teaching 
to the classroom situation. They have a passionate belief that students can learn. 
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The atmosphere in their classroom builds trust. Students know that it is okay with teachers and peers to make 
mistakes. 
 
The NYSED assessments focus on proficiency. That is, they focus on the level of attainment of achievement. 
The challenge for the teacher is not only to focus on attainment of standards of achievement but also to de-
fensible rates of progress for each student. The skill is tailoring the resources to the next level of challenge 
for each student (p. 65-66). Progress for each student is to move beyond what they bring at the start.  
 
When the focus is on “learning” rather than on “knowing,” there needs to be a recognition of what the student 
already knows and the tension of the unknown. To move from the unknown to the known, the learner needs 
to learn from someone or something (resource). New material is learned when it becomes part of the learner’s 
understanding (p.103).  
 
The spread of capability from the least knowledgeable student to the most knowledgeable student increases 
with each year of schooling. Differentiation is used to accommodate this spread of prior knowledge (p.109). 
All students need maximal opportunities to attain success. In the elementary school differentiation may occur 
within the classroom. In the high school differentiation is accomplished through the structure of classes. The 
student who did not pass the  NYSED Algebra I assessment may be in a different Geometry class from the 
student who did pass the Algebra I assessment.  The challenge for the teacher of the Geometry class with stu-
dents who did not pass the Algebra I assessment is to have the students pass the Geometry assessment.  Ac-
cording to Hattie, “Providing instruction at the wrong level for each student is missing the mark; it is ineffi-
cient and ineffective. The key is to provide instruction sufficiently above the current student level and aiming 
to move the student … in their learning progression.” (p. 111).  
 
Teaching Strategies 
 
Teachers can increase student success by teaching students how to learn. This may be complicated by the fact 
that students have learned ineffective methods for study. Among the most effective learning strategies are (p. 
117) 

 Rearrangement of instructional materials—make an outline before writing a paper 

 Prioritize tasks—put off pleasurable events until work is completed 

 Self-verbalize the steps to complete a task—verbalize steps in solving a mathematics problem 

 Seek help—use a study partner 
 
If a student is the pitcher on a softball team, the student will continue to go to practice to improve their pitch-
ing skill. With expert coaching the student will change specific aspects of the motion of pitching. The student 
believes that practice will lead to better pitching. The practice may not be fun but deliberate coached practice 
leads to improved skill.  
 
School may not always be fun. It may be the hard work of deliberate practice (p. 120). Through the use of 
formative feedback, the teacher needs to ensure that the practice accurately leads to higher achievement and 
not repetition of the same mistake. To engage in deliberate practice requires persistence. Persistence is the 
“sustained attention at a task, even in the presence of internal and external distractions” (p.123). “It is not the 
amount of practice, but the amount of deliberate effort to improve performance that matters” (p. 123). Perfor-
mance improves through repetition after feedback.  
 
The five strategies that Hattie proposes for more effective and efficient learning may sound very familiar 
(p.132 & p. 143). 

 Share learning intentions for each lesson (objective, target) 
 Use effective classroom questions and learning tasks 
 Provide feedback that moves the student to the next level 
 Encourage students to see themselves as responsible for their own learning 
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 Encourage students to be instructional resources for one another 
 

Open ended activities such as discovery learning, searching the internet, and preparing PowerPoint 
presentations have their place in instruction. Too many of these activities may impede learning because 
it can be difficult to direct student’s attention to what matters (p. 99). Students often explore details and 
follow irrelevant and unimportant information,  
 
District strategies 
 
Hattie, like other authors, states that data teams are the best method for monitoring student progress 
(p.67). These teams may function at the grade level, department level, curriculum level, building level, 
and district level. These data teams may not only be responsible for disaggregating data and analyzing 
student performance but also for  creating common assessments with a common scoring rubric.  
 
Data teams may use the strategy of grouping students within a grade by quartiles based on a common 
score such as the NYS scale score  or the NWEA RIT score. The team may then look at the district 
benchmark assessment papers for all students within each quartile. They may explore questions such as 

 What is the range of scores within this quartile?  
 Is there a common strength or a common weakness within this quartile? 
 If the papers are sorted by teacher within the quartile, do some teachers have a higher per-

centage of students scoring in the high end of the benchmark assessment for that quartile?  
 Are students who are using a software product such as Read 180 or ALEKS scoring higher 

than the students who are not using this product? 
 How do we develop a common conception of student progress? (p. 185) 

 
Research seems to indicate that professional learning communities improve student achievement. Re-
sources need to be invested in teachers critiquing each other, planning together, evaluating together, and 
finding other ways to work together (Hattie, p. 39). This is more effective at improving student learning 
than summer school, reducing class size, and ability grouping. Retention seems to have a negative effect 
on student learning.  
 
The quality of teaching is paramount for improving student learning (Hattie, p. 169). Leaders influence 
how teachers teach.  The influence that leaders have on teachers depends upon their style of leadership. 
“Transformational leaders are attuned to inspiring teachers to new levels of energy and commit-
ment ...Instructional leaders attend to the quality and impact of all in the school on student learning, en-
sure that disruption to learning is minimized, have high expectations of teachers for their students, visit 
classrooms, and are concerned with interpreting evidence about the quality and nature of learning in the 
school” (p. 174). Principals who used a transformational style had an effect size of 0.11. The impact of 
instructional leadership was 0.42. The emphasis needs to be not on “Was it taught?” but on “What is the 
evidence of student learning?” 
 
Resources 
 
There are a variety of resources that will support change in student learning. These may be program 
changes or process changes.  
 
One resource for programs that work is the What Works Clearinghouse (WWC). WWC reviews 
“existing research on different programs, products, practices, and policies in education.” The purpose of 
this website is to provide  information for making evidence-based decisions. This site is managed within 
the U.S. Department of Education (https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/). 
 
Two literacy programs, recently reviewed in WWC and supported by the Curriculum, Instruction and 
Technology department at Nassau BOCES, received positive scores from WWC for improving reading 
achievement. One program, Leveled Literacy Intervention (LLI), is a small group literacy intervention 



Department of Curriculum, Instruction and Technology 
Contact Us:  Data Warehousing, Meador Pratt, Ed.D., Supervisor II 
Phone: 516-608-6612 • Email: mpratt@mail.nasboces.org 

 

for struggling early readers. (https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Docs/InterventionReports/
wwc_leveledliteracy_091917.pdf). The other, Reading Recovery, is a short-term one-on-one tutoring 
intervention for first grade students who are struggling readers (https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Docs/
InterventionReports/wwc_readrecovery_071613.pdf).  
 
One mathematics program supported by the Curriculum, Instruction and Technology department at Nas-
sau BOCES received positive scores from WWC. Odyssey Math is an online program for grades K—8 
that creates an individualized learning path for students (https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Docs/
InterventionReports/wwc_odysseymath_013117.pdf).  
 
There will be little improvement without evaluation. “Evaluation of processes products, people, and pro-
grams needs to be an inherent part of all schools” (p. 141). Internal resources may be used for evaluation 
or one external resource for evaluation would be the Nassau BOCES staff. A district may want to know 
if software that is being used to assist the learning of students is effective. The Nassau BOCES staff 
would be able to research this using pretest data, posttest data, and the identification of students who 
used the software product. The scale score on the NYSED grade three ELA assessment might be the pre-
test. The scale score on the NYSED grade four assessment might be the posttest score. The district may 
be using literacy software to improve the NYSED assessment scores for students who scored Level 1 or 
Level 2 on the NYSED grade three assessment. Not all teachers in the district may be using literacy soft-
ware with their classes. It would be possible to compare the grade four results for grade three Levels 1 
and 2 students who used the software to those who did not use the software. Contact Meador Pratt for 
more information on program evaluation available through Nassau BOCES. 
 
The Instructional Data Warehouse provides data for the evidence of student learning. Teachers and lead-
ers may use the data that is available to improve instruction and to plan how to change student learning. 
Change will occur when teachers and leaders publicly and privately value this evidence of the impact of 
instruction on student learning.  

 
Hattie, J. (2012).Visible Learning for teachers: Maximizing impact on learning. London: Routledge 
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