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Differentiating instruction:
Using ability test scores for 
more than identification



What is the number one way 
research shows we can 
increase representation in 
our gifted services?



Basic Terminology

Identification, 
determination of services

Nomination-First     Universal Screening



Universal screening: 
Why doesn’t everyone adopt it?
• Administrators: Why should we pay for more testing?
• Regular classroom: Why should we take the time to test all students when 

we know who will be identified?
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Aptitude: Reframing the use of ability tests

“The degree of readiness to learn and perform well in a particular situation.”

• Include abilities and achievements
• Not just cognitive
• Not just positive
• Not independent of context
• Not fixed
• Inclusive

– Academic aptitude
– Artistic aptitude
– Athletic aptitude

Aptitude is a more inclusive concept than “talent,” “gifted,” or “ability”
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Ongoing Talent Identification and Development

• All children have special talents that can be developed
• Identification measures should indicate readiness for greater challenge
• Link identification to development activities

– This should include in-class differentiation as well as other services, 
when appropriate (a school-based perspective)

• Expect that children will excel in some areas and not in 
all areas

• Universal ability testing is win-win with differentiation
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What ability tests tell us 
about aptitude

Combined with other information, ability 
tests tell us  what each student needs and 
how to adapt instruction to those needs.
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CogAT as an example



Picture Analogies

Number Analogies

Picture Classification

Figure  Matrices

Figure Classification

Number Series

Sentence Completion

Number Puzzles

Paper Folding

Verbal

Quant

Non-
verbal

CogAT 7 subtests
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Relative strengths and weaknesses
CogAT Profiles as an example

8 B (Q-) 5A 4E (V+ N-)

A= Battery scores about the sAme
B= One score aBove or Below
C= Contrast
E= Extreme difference

Median stanine score

Spread of scores

Relative strength/weakness
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Profile features

• Level – the typical magnitude of scores on the three batteries 
• Pattern – whether some scores are significantly higher or lower than 

other scores (relative strength or weakness)
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Higher level

Lower level

V    Q    N

V    Q    N

V    Q    N



Looking at the “score sheet” on 
the next slide--
Who has a higher level?
Who has relative strengths or 
weaknesses?



From Handout Which student is ready for the most overall challenge?
Which student is most ready to be challenged in math?



Tomlinson’s Differentiating Framework
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General ability differentiation

Total Score, Median Score
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Overall Ability: Characteristics

Median Stanine Example characteristics
Below‐average 
reasoning abilities
(Stanines 1–3)

• difficulty learning abstract concepts
• minimal or ineffective strategies for 
learning and remembering (Tend to rely on 
trial‐and‐error)

Average reasoning 
abilities
(Stanines 4–6)

• likely to use only previously learned 
methods when faced with new tasks
• difficulty transferring knowledge/skills

Above‐average 
reasoning abilities
(Stanines 7–8)

• ability to learn relatively quickly
• good memory, effective learning strategies

Very high reasoning 
abilities
(Stanine 9)

• preference for discovery learning rather 
than highly structured learning environments 
(not necessarily solitary environments!

Drawn from CogAT Score Interpretation Guide

16



Overall ability: Building on strengths
Drawn from CogAT Score Interpretation Guide

Median Stanine Example adaptations
Stanines 1–3 Look for strengths in terms of specific interests and 

achievements. Even more than other students, those 
who are behind their peers in reasoning abilities often 
learn more and sustain their efforts longer if the 
teacher discovers and builds on their interests.

Stanines 4–6 Help them develop the habit of analyzing new tasks to 
detect relationships with previously learned tasks. 
Do this by modeling the process for them.

Stanines 7–8 Recognize that these students generally profit most 
when allowed to discover relationships themselves. 
Guided discovery methods work better than more 
structured teaching methods.

Stanine 9 Carefully select challenging instructional materials, 
special projects, or other enrichment activities.
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Relative strengths: Characteristics

Relative strength in verbal reasoning:
• The students generally do best when they are encouraged to 

talk and write about what they are attempting to learn.
• These students often have remarkably good memories for 

arbitrary sequences of sounds, letters, words, and events. 
Thus, they typically are above average in spelling; in their 
knowledge of syntax and grammar; in their ability to learn 
other languages; and in their ability to remember dialogue, 
prose, and poetry.
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Build from relative strengths
Drawn from CogAT Score Interpretation Guide

Strength Example adaptations
V + Avoid pitfalls in math: Students with relatively strong 

verbal abilities often find it easier to memorize formulas 
than to build more abstract conceptual systems. These 
abstract systems lead to the ability to transfer 
mathematical knowledge to unfamiliar domains.

Q + Provide opportunities for these students to contribute at 
high levels to group projects that require math skills. 
Group projects provide an avenue for building better 
verbal and spatial reasoning abilities.

N + Encourage students to create drawings when solving 
problems in mathematics, concept maps when taking 
notes, or mental models of a scene when reading a text.
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Develop relative weaknesses
Drawn from CogAT Score Interpretation Guide

Weakness Example adaptations
V ‐ Acquaint students with unfamiliar ways of conversing and 

writing by providing opportunities to imitate the speaking 
and writing styles of individuals they admire. Drama, poetry, 
and storytelling are particularly useful in this regard.

Q ‐ If the difficulty is a lack of experience or the presence of 
anxiety, provide greater structure, reduce or eliminate 
competition, reduce time pressures, and allow students 
greater choice in the problems they solve. Experiencing 
success will gradually reduce anxiety; experiencing failure 
will cause it to spike.

N ‐ Provide simple drawings that encapsulate the essential 
features of the visual mental model required by the problem. 
Then give students time to examine the drawing and to label 
it or coordinate it with the text.
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CogAT.com specific recommendations by profile
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Using Results to Differentiate Instruction:
A Resource Guide for the Classroom Teacher
(formerly the Short Guide for Teachers)
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PART 1… Basic Information about the Cognitive Abilities Test ™

Purpose of the Test, Structure of the Test
Using the Test Results, Understanding Ability Profiles

PART 2…  General Principles for Differentiating Based on Individual 
Differences

PART 3… Instructional Suggestions for Students of Different Ability 
Levels

PART 4… Adapting Instruction to Build on Relative Strengths
Relative Strength in Verbal Reasoning (V+)
Relative Strength in Quantitative Reasoning (Q+)
Relative Strength in Nonverbal Reasoning (N+)

PART 5… Adapting Instruction to Shore Up Weaknesses
PART 6… Adapting Instruction for Mixed Ability Profiles
PART 7… Case Studies and Instructional Examples



Updated Teacher Guide (sample)
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Updated Teacher Guide (sample)
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Please get in touch
Joni.Lakin@Auburn.Edu

Fantastic resource:




