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Inclusive Pedagogy 
 

 
SESSION OBJECTIVES: 
 

1. Be able to explain the meanings of the terms “backwards planning”, “assessment for learning”, 
“differentiation”, and “active learning”. 

2. Understand the rationale behind each of these central aspects of inclusive pedagogy.  
3. Apply this understanding to your own teaching practice. 

  

 
BACKWARDS PLANNING 
 
Quotes from novice teachers (from Ambrose et al 2010): 
 

I teach a public policy course to juniors, and I believe strong communication skills are essential 
to moving up the ranks in the public sector. As a result, I require my students to write 
frequently. The three papers I assign focus on the different types of writing my students will 
potentially do: a policy briefing, a persuasive memo for their boss, and an editorial for a 
newspaper. I had expected the students’ writing on these assignments to be at least decent 
because all of our students are required to take two writing courses in their first year. Then, 
when I saw the serious problems in their first papers, I thought at least I could help them 
improve. So I have been spending an enormous amount of time grading and writing margin 
comments throughout their papers, but it does not seem to be doing any good: the second 
and third assignments are just as bad as the first. As much as I think these assignments are 
useful because they prepare students for their future professional lives, I am ready to nix them 
because the students’ writing is so poor that my efforts are bringing about little or no 
improvement. 
 
Last semester, when I taught Medical Anthropology, the students’ research presentations 
were all glitz and very little substance. So this time, because this project is worth 50 percent 
of their final grade, I tried to warn my students: “Do not be seduced by technology; focus on 
substantive anthropological arguments and create engaging presentations.” And yet, it 
happened again. Last Tuesday, student after student got up in front of the class with what 
they believed to be engaging presentations — fancy fonts in their PowerPoint slides, lots of 
pictures swishing on and off the screen, embedded video clips, and so on. It was clear that 
they had spent hours perfecting the visuals. Unfortunately, though their presentations were 
visually stunning, the content was very weak. Some of the students had not done thorough 
research, and those who did tended merely to describe their findings rather than craft an 
argument. In other cases, students’ arguments were not supported by sufficient evidence, 
and most of the images they included were not even connected to the research findings. I 
thought I was clear in telling them what I wanted and did not want. What is it going to take to 
make them listen? 
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Backwards planning is an approach to syllabus design that focuses on facilitating progression in learning: 
the planned development of knowledge, understanding, skills, and attitudes, over time. In backwards 
planning, instructors begin by describing their vision for the end of the semester, in terms of the knowledge, 
understanding, skills, and attitudes they want students to have developed. These are the course objectives. 
Backwards planners then select assessment activities that will allow them to determine the extent to which 
students have attained the course objectives, planning to provide frequent assessment opportunities. Only 
then do backwards planners begin to select readings and in-class activities suitable to enable their students 
to make steady progress toward the course objectives over the course of the semester. 

 
In classes run by effective teachers, pupils are clear about what they are doing and why they 
are doing it. They can see links with their earlier learning and have some ideas about how it 
could be developed further. The pupils want to know more. 

Hay McBer (2000) 
 
 

 

 

You try! 

Objective: …………………………………………………………………………………………………………..….. 

Assessment activities: ……………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………...
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………... 

Preparatory activities: ……………………………………………………………………………………………...… 

...…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..  

Planning readings and in-class activities
What do you need to provide for students, do with 

them, and ask them to do, to move them toward the 
objectives?

What barriers to learning might your students face? 
How can you stretch and challenge students who are 

doing well?

Planning assessment activities
What can your students do that will show you the 

extent to which they have attained each of the 
objectives?

How much time do you have? What resources are 
available? Can you offer repeated opportunities for 

assessment?

Setting course objectives

What do you want students to know, understand, 
and be able to do by the end of the course?

How does this course fit into a broader scheme of 
learning? Who are your students?
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ASSESSMENT FOR LEARNING 
 

Assessment for learning is the process of seeking and interpreting evidence for use by learners 
and their teachers to decide where the learners are in their learning, where they need to go 
and how best to get there. 

Assessment Reform Group (2002) 
 
Assessment for learning is a process of ongoing assessment of students’ progress toward the goals of a 
course – specified in terms of knowledge, understanding and/or skills that students will ideally have at the 
end of the course – which is used by teachers and learners to plan what to do in order to “close the gap” 
between students’ current situation and the teacher’s vision for them as specified in the course goals. 
 
Excerpt from Black and Wiliam, “Inside the Black Box” (1998): 
 
In terms of systems engineering, present policy seems to treat the classroom as a black box. Certain inputs from 
the outside are fed in or make demands—pupils, teachers, other resources, management rules and requirements, 
parental anxieties, tests with pressures to score highly, and so on. Some outputs follow, hopefully pupils who are 
more knowledgeable and competent, better test results, teachers who are more or less satisfied, and more or less 
exhausted. But what is happening inside? How can anyone be sure that a particular set of new inputs will produce 
better outputs if we don’t at least study what happens inside? […] 
 

Our own review has selected at least 20 [studies that produce quantitative evidence of learning gains]—the 
number depends on how rigorous a set of selection criteria are applied. All of these studies show that innovations 
which include strengthening the practice of formative assessment produce significant, and often substantial, 
learning gains. These studies range over ages (from 5-year olds to university undergraduates), across several 
school subjects, and over several countries… Many of them show that improved formative assessment helps the 
(so-called) low attainers more than the rest, and so reduces the spread of attainment whilst also raising it overall. 
[…] 
 
The self-esteem of pupils  
 

“… a number of pupils … are content to ‘get by’… Every teacher who wants to practice formative 
assessment must reconstruct the teaching contracts so as to counteract the habits acquired by 
his pupils”  

(Perrenoud, 1991 — talking of pupils in Switzerland) 
 
The ultimate user of assessment information which is elicited in order to improve learning is the pupil. Here there 
are two aspects—one negative, one positive. The negative is illustrated by the above quotation. Where the 
classroom culture focuses on [marks], then pupils look for the ways to obtain the best marks rather than at the 
needs of their learning which these marks ought to reflect. One reported consequence is that where they have any 
choice, pupils avoid difficult tasks. They also spend time and energy looking for clues to the ‘right answer’. Many 
are reluctant to ask questions out of fear of failure. Pupils who encounter difficulties and poor results are led to 
believe that they lack ability, and this belief leads them to attribute their difficulties to a defect in themselves 
about which they cannot do a great deal. So they ‘retire hurt’, avoid investing effort in learning which could only 
lead to disappointment, and try to build up their self-esteem in other ways. Whilst the high-achievers can do well 
in such a culture, the overall result is to enhance the frequency and the extent of under-achievement.  
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The positive aspect is that such outcomes are not inevitable. What is needed is a culture of success, backed by a 
belief that all can achieve. Formative assessment can be a powerful weapon here if it is communicated in the right 
way. Whilst it can help all pupils, it gives particularly good results with low achievers where it concentrates on 
specific problems with their work, and gives them both a clear understanding of what is wrong and achievable 
targets for putting it right. Pupils can accept and work with such messages, provided that they are not clouded by 
overtones about ability, competition and comparison with others… [T]he message can be stated as follows:  
 

• Feedback to any pupil should be about the particular qualities of his or her work, with advice on what he 
or she can do to improve, and should avoid comparisons with other pupils.  
 

Self-assessment by pupils  
 
[…] Many of the successful innovations have developed self- and peer-assessment by pupils as ways of enhancing 
formative assessment, and such work has achieved some success with pupils from age five upwards. This link of 
formative assessment to self-assessment is not an accident—it is indeed inevitable. 
 
To explain this, it should first be noted that the main problem that those developing self-assessment encounter is 
not the problem of reliability and trustworthiness: it is found that pupils are generally honest and reliable in 
assessing both themselves and one another, and can be too hard on themselves as often as they are too kind. The 
main problem is different—it is that pupils can only assess themselves when they have a sufficiently clear picture 
of the targets that their learning is meant to attain. Surprisingly, and sadly, many pupils do not have such a picture, 
and appear to have become accustomed to receiving classroom teaching as an arbitrary sequence of exercises with 
no overarching rationale. It requires hard and sustained work to overcome this pattern of passive reception. When 
pupils do acquire such overview, they then become more committed and more effective as learners: their own 
assessments become an object of discussion with their teachers and with one another, and this promotes even 
further that reflection on one’s own ideas that is essential to good learning.  
 
What this amounts to is that self-assessment by pupils, far from being a luxury, is in fact an essential component of 
formative assessment. Where anyone is trying to learn, feedback about their efforts has three elements—the 
desired goal, the evidence about their present position, and some understanding of a way to close the gap 
between the two (Sadler, 1989). All three must to a degree be understood by anyone before they can take action 
to improve their learning. […] 
 

• For formative assessment to be productive, pupils should be trained in self-assessment so that they can 
understand the main purposes of their learning and thereby grasp what they need to do to achieve.  

 
The Evolution of Effective Teaching  
 
The research studies referred to in the first part of this paper show very clearly that effective programmes of 
formative assessment involve far more than the addition of a few observations and tests to an existing 
programme. They require careful scrutiny of all of the main components of a teaching plan… Tasks have to be 
justified in terms of the learning aims that they serve, and they can only work well if opportunities for pupils to 
communicate their evolving understanding are built into the planning. Discussion, observation of activities, 
marking of written work, can all be used to provide the opportunities, but it is then important to look at, or listen 
carefully to, the talk, the writing, the actions through which pupils develop and display the state of their 
understanding.  
 

• Opportunities for pupils to express their understanding should be designed into any piece of teaching, for 
this will initiate the interaction whereby formative assessment aids learning.  
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[…] Dialogue with the teacher provides the opportunity for the teacher to respond to and re-orient the pupil’s 
thinking. However, there are clearly-recorded examples of such discussions where teachers have, quite 
unconsciously, responded in ways that would inhibit the future learning of a pupil. What the examples have in 
common is that the teacher is looking for a particular response and lacks the flexibility or the confidence to deal 
with the unexpected. So the teacher tries to direct the pupil towards giving the expected answer. In manoeuvering 
the conversation in this way, the teacher seals off any unusual, often thoughtful but unorthodox, attempts by the 
pupils to work out their own answers. Over time the pupils get the message—they are not required to think out 
their own answers. The object of the exercise is to work out, or guess, what answer the teacher expects to see. […]  
 
A particular feature of the talk between teacher and pupils is the asking of questions by the teacher. This natural 
and direct way of checking on learning is often un-productive. One common problem is that teachers do not allow 
enough quiet time so that pupils can think out and offer an answer. Where, as often happens, a teacher answers 
her or his own question after only two or three seconds, and where a minute (say) of silent thought is not 
tolerable, there is no possibility that a pupil can think out what to say. […] It is also common that only a few pupils 
in a class answer teachers’ questions. The rest then leave it to these few, knowing that they cannot respond as 
quickly and being unwilling to risk making mistakes in public. So the teacher… can keep the lesson going but is 
actually out of touch with the understanding of most of the class—the question-answer dialogue becomes a ritual, 
one in which all connive and thoughtful involvement suffers.  
 
There are several ways to break this particular cycle. They involve giving pupils time to respond, asking them to 
discuss their thinking in pairs or in small groups so that a respondent is speaking on behalf of others, giving pupils a 
choice between different possible answers and asking them to vote on the options, asking all to write down an 
answer and then reading out a selected few, and so on. What is essential is that any dialogue should evoke 
thoughtful reflection in which all pupils can be encouraged to take part.  
 

• The dialogue between pupils and a teacher should be thoughtful, reflective, focused to evoke and explore 
understanding, and conducted so that all pupils have an opportunity to think and to express their ideas.  

 
Class tests, and tests or other exercises set for homework, are also important means to promote feedback. A good 
test can be a learning as well as a testing occasion. It is better to have frequent short tests than infrequent and 
longer ones. Any new learning should first be tested within about a week of first encounter, but tests more 
frequent than this are counter-productive. The quality of the test items, i.e. their relevance to the main learning 
aims and their clear communication to the pupil, needs scrutiny. […] 
 
Given questions of good quality, it is then essential to ensure the quality of the feedback. Research studies have 
shown that if pupils are given only marks or grades, they do not benefit from the feedback on their work… 
Feedback has been shown to improve learning where it gives each pupils specific guidance on strengths and 
weaknesses, preferably without any overall marks. Thus, the way in which test results are reported back to pupils 
so that they can identify their own strengths and weaknesses is a critical feature. Pupils must be given the means 
and opportunities to work with evidence of their difficulties. […] 
 

• Tests and homework exercises can be an invaluable guide to learning, but the exercises must be clear and 
relevant to learning aims. The feedback on them should give each pupil guidance on how to improve, and 
each must be given opportunity and help to work at the improvement.  

 
All these points make clear that there is no one simple way to improve formative assessment. What is common to 
them is that a teacher’s approach should start by being realistic— confronting the question “Do I really know 
enough about the understanding of my pupils to be able to help each of them?”. 
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AFL SELF-ASSESSMENT 
 
This is a space to process the information in the Black & Wiliam excerpt by applying it to your own practice. 
Using the Self-Assessment Toolkit on the next page for help if you need it, write a short reflective piece that 
addresses the following questions: 
 

1. How would you evaluate your use of success criteria (including rubrics) to help students? 
2. How would you evaluate your use of targeted questioning and other in-class AfL activities? 
3. How would you evaluate your use of formative feedback on assignments? 
4. How would you evaluate your use of self- and peer-assessment? 
5. (Optional: advanced) What are some challenges you can see in implementing good AfL practices 

within the Philosophy classroom? How can you face these challenges? 
 
 
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….
…………….………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………….…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………….……………………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………….………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………….…………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………….……………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………….………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………………….…………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….……………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….…
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….
………….…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………….……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………….………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………….…………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………….……………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………….………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………….…………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………………….……………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….…………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….……
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….
……….……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………….………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….  
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AFL SELF-ASSESSMENT TOOLKIT1 
 
If you are new to AfL, it will help to ask yourself the following questions: 
 

� How effective is my use of success criteria? 
- Providing “learning objectives” tells students what you want them to know, understand, and 

be able to do. This enables both them and you to assess their progress toward these goals. 
- For lengthier tasks, it is a good idea to provide students with criteria for their work to meet in 

order to be successful in the task, including descriptions of different levels of performance. 
 

� How effective is my use of questioning? 
- It is a good idea to structure in-class questions so that students give detailed answers, 

revealing exactly what they understand about a subject. 
- Questions should be “open” rather than “closed”: “What might the answer to Q be?” rather 

than “The answer to Q is P – True or False?” 
- Try waiting for at least five seconds after asking a question to give students time to think. 

 
� How effective is my use of feedback? 

- Giving students task-focused feedback instead of ego-focused feedback helps them to stay 
motivated and to believe that they can improve. 

- Effective feedback is linked to previously-articulated success criteria for the task; it identifies 
one or two criteria that the student met well, and two or three ways they can improve. 

- If possible, set your learners tasks to do to improve their work, and/or agree on targets for the 
next piece of work with them, before or instead of giving them grades. 

 
� Am I helping my students learn effectively from summative assessments? 

- If possible, always return marked exams to your students so they can learn from their 
mistakes. It is also helpful to go through the most troubling questions in class, or, if you are 
short on time, to distribute a document debunking common misconceptions. 

- It is also a good idea to distribute (anonymized) examples of good answers to serve as models. 
 

� How effective is my use of peer feedback? 
- Peer feedback works best in an atmosphere of mutual supportiveness. It is helpful to explain 

to your students why you are using peer feedback and how they will benefit from it. 
- It is a good idea to start with an in-depth discussion of success criteria, and/or to show your 

students examples of successful work from other classes. 
 

� How effective is my use of self-assessment? 
- Students initially learn self-assessment from their teacher; they follow your lead when you 

give them feedback about their work. You can model good assessment practices! 
- Like peer assessment, self-assessment works best with clearly-defined success criteria. 
- Self-assessment will be most successful if you encourage your students to practice regularly. 

 
You could give yourself “marks out of 10” in each of these categories! J 
 

                                                             
1 Adapted, with some additions, from http://www.cambridge-community.org.uk/professional-development/gswafl/index.html 



Inclusive Pedagogy Workshop, Rutgers, March 2019 – Zoë A. Johnson King (zoe.johnsonking@nyu.edu) 

8 
 

DIFFERENTIATION 
 
The term “differentiation” refers to any process by means of which instructors accommodate the fact that 
students have widely varying levels of prior knowledge and ability. The gold standard of differentiation is 
for all students, at all times, to be working in the “zone of proximal development” — i.e., doing things that 
they are able to do with the instructor’s support, but could not have done without it (Vygotsky REF). 
 
Good differentiation is essential for: 

• Setting suitable learning challenges 
• Responding to pupils’ individual needs 
• Overcoming barriers to learning 

 
Bloom’s taxonomy, originally published in 1956 and revised in 2001, is the result of collaborative work by 
a group of psychologists led by Benjamin Bloom. Bloom et al sought to “taxonomize” a set of hierarchical 
educational objectives pertaining to students’ cognitive development. Bloom’s can help with choosing 
objectives for a course, or part of a course (e.g. a class), in a way that then helps to select resources and 
design lesson activities to provide an appropriate level of challenge for each student. Bloom’s helps to 
distinguish our basic objectives for all students from those that will pose more of a challenge. 
 

 
 
 

You try! 
 
Basic objective: ………………………………………………………………………………………………………... 
 
Moderate challenge: ………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 
High challenge: ……………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
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Ready, set, differentiate! 
 

Task Extension Support 
Students try to recreate an 
argument in the reading 
from memory 

  

In pairs, students tell each 
other what they think of an 
argument from the reading 

  

Students come up with 
arguments for and against a 
philosophical view 

  

The whole class divides into 
a “for” team and an 
“against” team for a debate 
over a view from the 
reading 

  

Students post a question 
about the reading on an 
online forum 

  

Students complete an in-
class multiple choice quiz 
on the most recent readings 

  

Students tell each other 
what they’re thinking of 
writing about in their 
midterm papers 
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MORE EXAMPLES OF GOOD “ACTIVE LEARNING” ACTIVITIES: 
 

• Tell your neighbor: tell students what the topic of a new unit is going to be, and then ask them to 
pair up and tell each other everything that they already know about this topic. Circulate around 
the room and listen in, and/or then ask groups to take turns to report facts about the new topic. 
This helps to ensure that you pitch your explanations at the right level for your students. 

• Learned/Questions: give each student two post-it notes right before the end of class, and have 
them write down one thing they learned that day and one question that they still have. Collect 
learnings and questions on big sheets of A3 paper as students leave the room. Plan the next few 
classes to address some of the questions that students have raised. 

• Rate yo’self: ask students to rate their own progress toward the learning objectives. This could be 
done using thumbs up/middle/down, or it could be a quiz question if you are doing in-class 
quizzes. Spend more or less time on topics according to students’ self-assessment. 

• Taboo!: write key phrases from the past few classes on post-it notes and put them in a bag. Have 
students take turns to pull post-its out of the bag and describe the key phrase without using any 
of the words on the post-it. This is a great way to find out how much students can remember. 
(Can be made competitive with candy or other prizes!) 

• Pictionary: same as Taboo!, except that students have to draw the key phrases. 

• Just a minute!: this is an old game form a British radio show. Students are given a key concept 
from the class and have to talk about it for one minute, without pausing, without going off-topic, 
and without repeating any words. If another student catches a mistake, they get to take over. 

• “If this is the answer, what is the question?”: another one stolen from a quiz show. Give students 
a key phrase and ask them to suggest questions to which this is the correct answer.  

• Silent debate: write contentious claims from the reading on big sheets of paper and stick them up 
around the room. Ask students to circulate the room writing responses to the claims, and then 
responses to one another’s responses. Then give the sheets to small groups and ask them to 
identify the three best points on the sheet and report back to the whole class. 

• Students write questions: in a class quiz (which could also include “rounds” based on any of the 
previous 4 activities), ask teams of students to each compose two or three challenging questions 
based on the class material. This allows them to review and then show off what they know. 

• Mr Wrong: in small groups, give students images of fictional characters with a speech bubble 
attributing a false view about the course material to the character. Have students discuss what is 
mistaken about the view and then report to the class. 

• Model answers: when learning a skill (e.g. how to write a good counterargument), give students 
examples of work that exhibits the skill, and ask them to explain what is good about the 
examples. Then distribute examples of work that could be improved and ask students to edit it. 

• Redrafting: use lesson time to allow students to redraft work. You could also build in time to 
“workshop” paper ideas in small groups. This is especially helpful if you are asking students to 
submit multiple drafts of an assignment, or an initial plan followed by a finished version.  
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• Wiggins, G. & McTighe, J. (1998). “What is backward design?” In Understanding by Design. (1st 

ed., pp. 7–19). Upper Saddle River, NJ: Merrill Prentice Hall.  
• Dick, W., & Carey, L. (1996). The systematic design of instruction (4th ed). New York, NY: Harper 

Collins. 
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I hope you enjoy putting this stuff into practice, and thank you for coming! J 


