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Chapter 1
General Introduction

This chapter is partly based on: 
Tiekstra, M., Hessels, M. G. P., & Minnaert, A. E. M. G. (2009). 

Learning capacity in adolescents with mild intellectual disabilities. 
Psychological Reports, 105, 804-814. doi:10.2466/PR0.105.3.804-814



CHAPTER 1

10



GENERAL INTRODUCTION

11

1

Yamina, a ten year-old girl of  Moroccan origin, is in third grade with 27 classmates. Lately, Yamina 

struggles to keep up with her peers. In the classroom she appears easily distracted and during breaks she 

is alone more often. Her school results are poor since the start of  the academic year already, especially 

in reading. Since five months Yamina is supported by the remedial teacher. Twice a week she receives 

additional reading time outside the classroom. Due to suspicion of  dyslexia she has been recently assessed 

by a school psychologist. Results of  this assessment revealed an IQ of  96, and low scores on both 

reading and arithmetic achievement tests. Yamina was not identified as dyslectic. The remedial teacher 

noticed that Yamina grasps some parts of  his instruction very well, especially in arithmetic, but much 

less in other domains. Meanwhile, the regular classroom teacher does not know how to support Yamina 

with her reading. He and the remedial teacher decide to continue the general didactical instruction as 

modelled in the class’s reading program, since it worked for other students previously. Besides, they decide 

that Yamina should receive more time to finish her tasks. As a result, she often stays inside the classroom 

during breaks to finish her tasks.  

This is an example of  daily educational practice. The questions that arise are: Is this 

the right way to remediate Yamina’s problems? How to develop the student’s learning 

potential? What does the general classroom teacher think about the learning potential 

of  this student? How does this relate to the general classroom instruction? How should 

‘care’ around this student be effectuated? The present thesis is grounded in these 

questions.

The rationale of  this thesis is that every student can learn. Some students learn 

easier than others, but every student has potential to learn. To optimise capacities 

in learning every student, either a high or low achiever, needs assistance in learning 

from a more experienced significant other. This is underlined in literature, as well as 

in the case of  Yamina: it is recognised that she needs assistance from the remedial 

teacher. Vygotksy (1978) emphasised the importance of  this significant other, or so-

called mediator in the terminology of  Feuerstein, Rand, and Hoffman (1979), in the 

learning processes of  students. This significant other (mediator), for example a teacher 

or a parent, both organises information by filtering or structuring, and gives meaning to 
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the new information so that it can be integrated in the learning processes of  students. 

Many other researchers underlined the importance of  significant others to the learning 

outcomes of  students. The quality of  teacher-student interpersonal relationships has 

been shown to substantially contribute to motivational, and consequently, learning 

outcomes, especially in at-risk populations (see e.g., Den Brok, Van Tartwijk, Wubbels, 

& Veldman, 2010).

Learning occurs when the mediator operates in the Zone of  Proximal Development 

(ZPD) of  a particular student. This ZPD, the difference between the current independent 

achievement of  the student and the performances a student may show when tailored 

help is provided (see also Lidz, 1995), is an important aspect in the optimisation of  

learning potential. Consequently, Vygotsky’s conceptualisation of  the ZPD has several 

implications for psycho-educational practice, such as assessment, and the diagnosis of  

learning disabilities, next to intervention, and general classroom instruction.

Assessment and diagnosis
In the case of  ongoing difficulties in learning, as in the case of  Yamina, students are often 

subjected to an assessment procedure to investigate the causes of  their difficulties. Such 

an assessment can be effectuated in different ways and for different purposes, e.g., it can 

be formative or summative, focused on general abilities or specific domains, and it can 

be either for classification purposes or rather focused on the special educational needs 

of  the student. Moreover, for the diagnosis of  a specific learning disorder an estimation 

of  the student’s intelligence is often requested (see e.g., the DSM-5). Assessment is, 

however, subject to an ongoing debate about the test administration itself: it can be 

administered either statically, or dynamically. 

Static assessment. ‘Static’ refers to the fact that only scant interaction between the 

examiner and the examinee during testing is allowed: the examiner asks the questions 

following the standardised protocol and the child has to respond. No additional 

information, explanation, or training is provided, although sometimes a question may 
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be repeated or the child may be asked to “say a bit more”. The underlying assumption 

with static tests is that in order to obtain reliable test scores, the psychological trait 

that is to be measured must be stable over time and, therefore, no training or teaching 

can be established during testing (Hessels-Schlatter & Hessels, 2009). The results of  

the assessment will be the product of  previous learning, but will not reveal the child’s 

capacity to learn new things. Also, no information about learning processes is provided 

by such tests, although some static intelligence tests do try to focus on underlying 

neuropsychological processes (Daniel, 1997). The examiner, however, still has a relatively 

passive role, since there is no explicit teaching incorporated in these tests.

Dynamic assessment. As defined by Thorndike (1924) intelligence is the ability to 

learn. Therefore, in dynamic assessment, examinees are offered an opportunity to learn 

during testing. This opportunity to learn, referred to as learning phase, is a moment 

during test administration in which the examiner provides hints and feedback that 

address processes needed to solve the task in the test. After the learning phase, items 

are administered to measure the extent to which the examinee has profited from the 

learning phase. Outcomes, then, will give an indication of  the examinee’s learning 

potential. Since a learning phase is part of  the administration of  the test, this is the 

main difference to static testing, in which only products of  former learning experiences 

can be measured.  

In a previous study (Tiekstra, Hessels, & Minnaert, 2009), we investigated the differences 

between static and dynamic assessment of  intelligence in a specific population. In static 

tests it is implicitly assumed that all children have had the same opportunities to learn 

and have had the same learning experiences, and that differences in test scores reflect 

differences in children’s capacity to profit from their learning experiences. However, 

since learning experiences vary from one child to the other, many other authors argue 

that intelligence tests only deliver information about products of  former learning 

opportunities, but do not provide any information about current learning opportunities. 

With regard to specific populations, such as people with intellectual deficiencies, the 
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use of  these tests might lead to a serious underestimation of  their learning capacities 

(Hessels & Tiekstra, 2010). Moreover, these tests do not specify which cognitive processes 

have been employed and do not give useful information for the development of  tailored 

cognitive interventions (Bosma & Resing, 2006).

The results of  our study in adolescents with mild intellectual disabilities showed that an 

IQ test predicted 8,8% of  the variance in a novel school related learning task, whereas 

the dynamic test of  learning potential improved this prediction to 48%. This added 

value was highly significant (ΔR2=.40; ΔF1,20 =15.28, p=.001), with effect sizes for IQ 

η2 = .24 and for the learning potential test η2 = .43. The learning potential test, thus, 

provided a more accurate prediction of  future learning outcomes compared to an IQ 

measure. More specifically, whereas static tests evaluated these students’ capacities in the 

same range (i.e., low IQ), the learning potential test showed the ability to differentiate 

substantially between students’ capacities to learn (Tiekstra, et al., 2009).  

Intervention
Dynamic assessment is scarcely implemented in educational practice (Deutsch & Reynolds, 

2000; Elliott, 2003). While being studied extensively for more than fifty years, dynamic tests, 

still, come off worst compared to traditional intelligence tests with regard to their application 

in practice (Grigorenko & Sternberg, 1998). IQ tests receive great attention and appreciation 

due to their designated necessity for diagnosing learning disabilities, and subsequently, for 

financial resources for children with special educational needs. Consequently, the outcomes 

of  these tests are used for setting up Individualised Educational Plans (IEP). However, IQ 

test outcomes lack specific information that could be used to adapt instruction (Freeman & 

Miller, 2001; Ysseldyke, 2001). In the present case, Yamina gets support from the remedial 

teacher, but it might not be the support she actually needs to improve her reading skills. 

The more tailored an intervention is, the more effect it will have. The outcomes of  the 

assessment procedure revealed that Yamina had an IQ of  96 and low scores on school 

achievement tests. This information did not provide useful clues for the construction of  

an intervention or for an adaptation of  the present classroom instruction. Therefore, the 
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teacher and remedial teacher had difficulty in providing the appropriate help to Yamina. 

This is common for educational practice: actions in the classroom are often not based on the 

IEP of  students. A gap remains between diagnosis and actions in- or outside the classroom 

(Shapiro & Kratochwill, 2000). 

In the new edition of  the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of  Mental Disorders (5th ed.; 

DSM-5; American Psychiatric Association, 2013), used by practitioners as a guideline for 

diagnosis of  disabilities, it is highlighted that ‘targeted intervention’ is the ultimate aim of  an 

accurate diagnosis. Since dynamic assessment has proved to be a better estimator of  future 

learning outcomes (e.g., Elleman, Compton, Fuchs, Fuchs, & Bouton, 2011; Swanson, 

2011; Swanson & Howard, 2005), especially in populations in which learning problems are 

eminent (e.g., Beckmann, 2006; Tiekstra et al., 2009), and could provide useful information 

for classroom practice (e.g., Bosma & Resing, 2006; Daniel, 1997), one should wonder why 

these tests are not used in educational practice. A decade ago, Elliott (2003) provided several 

reasons for this, such as lengthy test administrations and the focus on rather small ranges 

of  age groups. Meanwhile, attempts have been made to overcome these issues, but these 

have not yet led to more use of  dynamic assessment in educational practice to date. Elliott 

(2003) underlined the need for studies that investigate the potential of  dynamic assessment 

to bridge the gap between diagnosis and interventions. This can be considered a prerequisite 

for applicability in educational practice. 

Although information from dynamic test reports is appreciated by teachers (Bosma, 

Hessels, & Resing, 2012; Freeman & Miller, 2001), the question remains to what extent 

principles from these reports are translated into the classroom practice. Here, too, the 

gap between assessment information and classroom practices remains present (Haywood, 

2012). Therefore, from our point of  view, more aspects play a role when providing students 

with targeted intervention: next to adequate (dynamic) test results, skills of  educational 

professionals need to be developed or improved in order to fully optimise students’ learning 

potential in educational practice.
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General classroom instruction
Already underlined in 1987 by Delclos, Burns, and Kulewicz, dynamic assessment 

positively influences the view of  teachers about a child’s ability due to the teaching 

component (i.e., the learning phase) during testing. This is especially important 

in the case of  at-risk students. At-risk students are students that are susceptible for 

developing learning delays and/or problems due to their risk for non-optimal learning 

opportunities and experiences. Generally, this population is composed of  immigrant 

children, children that have been brought up in low-income families or families with 

low socioeconomic status, children with severe learning difficulties, communication 

disorders, and/or behavioural or emotional problems, or children with intellectual 

disabilities. These children neither had equal learning opportunities, nor the same 

learning experiences as average indigenous, middle class children without any learning 

difficulties. At-risk students are often confronted with lower educational expectations, 

and consequently, lower educational efforts of  educators. Eventually this will lead to 

a self-fulfilling prophecy: the student is not inclined to learn (Haywood, Tzuriel, & 

Vaught, 1992; Sternberg, 2004). 

General classroom instruction is oriented towards average students, as illustrated by 

the case of  Yamina: she received no specific adapted instructions, since the method 

used worked well in other students. However, it is questionable whether this is the best 

solution for the specific problems of  Yamina. Actually, it relates to a bigger problem: 

how to differentiate general classroom instruction in such way that each individual 

student benefits from it? 

To resolve this issue, the Response-to-Instruction/Intervention, or so-called RTI-model, 

has been developed in the United States. This organisational model requires regular 

progress monitoring of  each student in the classroom, which in turn allows for regular 

adaptation of  teacher’s instruction. The core assumption of  the RTI model is that every 

child reacts differently to whole-class teaching. The extent to which each student is 

sensitive to instruction can be estimated by regular progress monitoring of  each student. 
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Progress monitoring is carried out regularly (daily, weekly, or fortnightly) with short 

curriculum-related tests, which can be developed by the teacher. The model consists of  

three levels of  instruction-intensity (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006). After approximately six weeks 

of  general classroom instruction (tier one), progress monitoring shows which students 

did not progress (compared to the mean progress of  the group). These students, then, 

will be offered intensified instruction in small groups several times a week (tier two). If  

extra instruction does not provoke enough progress, as demonstrated by the regular 

progress monitoring, an individualised route is set up for these students (tier three).     

 

This model is not (yet) implemented in European countries, whereas in the United 

States it is even used for the diagnosis of  learning disabilities. Several authors (e.g., 

Kavale, 2005; Reynolds & Shaywitz, 2009), however, criticised the model since its 

effectiveness has not yet been demonstrated empirically. Interestingly, in theory, the 

model acknowledges the role of  the teacher in providing quality teaching. Therefore, it 

could be used in the operationalisation of  the concept of  ‘didactic resistance’, a criterion 

used for the diagnosis of  learning disabilities. The concept refers to the responsiveness 

of  the student to teaching. Thus, the quality and amount of  teaching should be carefully 

documented. Due to the progress monitoring the teacher becomes aware of  the effects of  

his/her own teaching. Moreover, the model accounts for an opportunity to differentiate 

between different needs of  students. In the general classroom, students with IEPs could 

receive as much quality teaching as regular students, if  the model is well-implemented.   

Significant others
The theory of  learning by Vygotsky, and his conceptualisation of  the ZPD in particular, 

underlined the importance of  significant others. As mentioned before, significant others 

play an important role in students’ learning processes: exploration of  the student’s ZPD, 

quality instruction in the ZPD, and motivational techniques combined can be expected 

to lead to the student’s responsiveness to instruction. In the case of  at-risk children this 

implies the following: 
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1. The assessment of  capacities should be done dynamically to explore the   

 child’s ZPD; 

2. The activities of  the assessor should be highlighted during test interpretation; 

3. The role of  the educator should be highlighted in diagnosing disabilities (i.e.  

 didactic resistance);

4. The roles of  both the educator and assessor are critical when aiming at   

 tailored instruction and targeted interventions. 

Significant others, thus, play an important role in the ‘care’ processes concerning at-risk 

children when optimising their learning potential. Therefore, the focus of  this thesis will 

be on these significant others in the educational context, involving teachers and support 

professionals, such as remedial teachers and school psychologists.  

As demonstrated by many (e.g., Azjen, 2005; Pajares, 1992), each of  these significant 

others have their own beliefs about learning, teaching, their self, and these beliefs affect 

people’s actions. This means that the actions of  significant others in the issues mentioned 

above are influenced by specific beliefs. Especially in the case of  at-risk children this is 

very relevant. With respect to Yamina, the teacher might have lowered his educational 

expectations about her due to the outcomes of  the assessment, leading to less effort in 

teaching Yamina, since the results of  the IQ test confirmed his expectations about her 

intelligence. Why, then, put the effort in providing her with different instruction from 

the rest of  her classmates? This might be in contrast with the beliefs of  the remedial 

teacher who might think that Yamina is able to learn new things, since he noticed 

progress in Yamina’s response to his individualised instruction.

This example illustrates the importance of  one’s implicit theory of  intelligence. Every 

one of  us has an idea about the malleability of  intelligence, nonetheless, we are often 

unaware of  this idea. As demonstrated by Dweck and colleagues (see e.g., Dweck, Chiu, 

& Hong, 1995) one’s implicit theory of  intelligence greatly influences one’s actions and 

own learning. Especially in the case of  at-risk students, implicit theories of  intelligence 
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could play a substantial role. Moreover, the self-efficacy of  educators, i.e., their beliefs 

about the influence they have on their students’ learning (Bandura, 1997; Gibbs & 

Powell, 2012; Imants & De Brabander, 1996) has an impact on teacher’s behaviour 

in the classroom (Tschannen-Moran & Woolfolk Hoy, 2001). It is for these reasons, 

and in line with the concluding remarks of  Ghesquière (2002) in the book on learning 

potential assessment by Van der Aalsvoort, Resing, and Ruijssenaars (2002), that in the 

present thesis we consider the influence of  beliefs of  educational professionals, being 

the significant others in the learning processes of  at-risk students, of  importance. 

Consequential validity
In the case of  Yamina, the static assessment did not provide any useful clues for specific 

intervention. As a result, the teacher as well as the remedial teacher, did not know which 

instruction or intervention to provide, and therefore, continued to follow the proposed 

instruction as provided by the conventional reading method. Moreover, we could state 

that the school psychologist might have provided more support to the teacher and 

remedial teacher. The gap between diagnosis and intervention is very visible. The focus 

of  this thesis is to provide information about bridging this gap. 

Actions should be based upon outcomes of  assessment. Consequences of, or actions 

that follow the assessment procedure fall within the concept of  consequential validity 

of  assessment. Messick (1995) defined this type of  validity as “evidence and rationales 

for evaluating the intended and unintended consequences of  score interpretation 

and use in both the short- and long-term” (p. 7). The enhancement of  consequential 

validity of  assessment will lead to bridging the gap between diagnosis and intervention. 

Subsequently, the central research question of  this thesis is: How to increase 

consequential validity of  (dynamic) assessment? 

Research regarding consequential validity demands for a two-sided approach. Not only 

the assessment procedure itself  should be investigated, but also the skills of  professionals 

involved who interpret and translate the outcomes into educational practice, i.e., 
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the significant others. Questions that will be addressed are: What is the role of  test 

outcomes in psycho-educational practice, and how do current dynamic assessment 

procedures contribute to this issue? How should educational professionals’ beliefs and 

skills be enhanced in the case of  at-risk students? The present thesis brings the results 

of  several explorative studies that address these questions in an attempt to enhance the 

consequential validity of  (dynamic) assessment procedures. 

Overview of  the thesis
Due to the focus on significant others in the optimisation of  learning potential of  at-risk 

students, and herewith the consequential validity of  dynamic assessment, a strong focus on 

contextual aspects is inevitable. Therefore, to warrant ecological validity, a mixed method 

approach is required for the thesis. The combination of  qualitative and quantitative studies 

allows examining the current educational practices in depth.     

In the next chapter, chapter 2, first the results of  a literature review on dynamic assessment 

procedures will be presented. The introduction of  this article deals with the different formats 

of  dynamic assessment and provides evidence for the use of  dynamic assessment in practice. 

However, the consequential validity of  existing dynamic procedures needs to be investigated. 

Do outcomes indeed provide more accurate clues to bridge the gap between assessment and 

intervention than static procedures? This chapter will provide an overview of  the current 

dynamic assessment procedures, the differences in their administrations and outcomes, 

and its consequences for psycho-educational practice. A qualitative analysis of  the learning 

phase of  each instrument revealed an overview of  actions undertaken by examiners. This 

will provide useful information to the above-mentioned bridging gap issue.    

The issue of  diagnosis of  learning difficulties, and differentiated instruction in the 

general classroom is addressed in the third chapter. More specifically, the issue of  ‘didactic 

resistance’ is central to this chapter. From a Vygotskian perspective didactic resistance also 

implies an assessment of  teachers’ activities instead of  a focus upon students’ outcomes 

solely. As described above, the Response to Instruction (RTI) model is an instrument 
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to assess both student’s progress and teachers’ instruction, in theory. To examine its 

usefulness in practice, a study was carried out in which the model was implemented at 

11 schools in The Netherlands. A qualitative multi-method study provided a thorough 

analysis of  the implementation process. The chapter gives information about the RTI 

model and its application in the Dutch context with respect to its value for assessment 

of  didactic resistance.

 

The outcomes of  the third chapter revealed a difference between beliefs and behaviour 

of  teachers. The fourth chapter elaborates on this issue, since the behaviour of  teachers 

has shown to have great influences on students’ learning outcomes. A quantitative 

study amongst 44 teachers and 57 support professionals has been carried out to study 

the influence of  beliefs, in particular implicit theories of  intelligence, to the actions 

of  educational professionals. Hierarchical regression analyses and Structural Equation 

Modelling revealed the underlying links and moderations. This chapter shows results 

on the interplay between implicit theories of  intelligence and behaviours of  educational 

professionals in the case of  at-risk students.

 

The above-mentioned chapters provide detailed information, but all these studies have 

been carried out in a specific context. To warrant ecological validity, and to examine 

the possibility for implementation of  dynamic assessment in the Dutch educational 

practice, a careful examination of  the Dutch educational context should be carried 

out. Therefore, chapter 5 describes the results of  two qualitative studies. The first study 

is a qualitative analysis of  in-vivo questionnaires among 36 Dutch educational advisors, 

21 remedial teachers and 44 teachers. Moreover, a case study has been conducted to 

investigate outcomes of  the first study more in depth. The ‘care’ processes around 

an at-risk student in first grade has been followed during a four-month period. The 

combination of  both studies revealed a detailed overview of  the current practices in 

case of  at-risk students. The chapter has a strong focus on the outcomes of  assessment 

procedures in Dutch educational practice.  
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Since an underlying aim of  the thesis was to optimise learning potential in the general 

classroom, an intervention was developed to enhance teachers’ skillfulness in handling 

at-risk students in the general classroom. Chapter 6 describes a pilot study in which a short 

intervention of  four sessions was implemented at a Dutch regular primary school (N=21 

teachers). By making use of  multilevel growth curve analyses, the effects of  the training 

have been analysed quantitatively. The results are presented in the sixth chapter.  

 

In sum, with respect to the two-sided approach of  the issue around consequential validity 

these chapters can be grouped. Chapters 2 and 5 explore consequential validity from 

an assessment-perspective, whereas chapter 3, 4, and 6 focus on the significant others-

perspective. The results of  the above-mentioned studies gave thought for reflection 

on theoretical assumptions. Consequential and ecological validity will be mirrored, 

next to the methods used in the thesis. The value of  dynamic assessment for (psycho-)

educational practice will be stressed from a classroom perspective. Hence, theoretical 

and practical implications of  the studies will be listed in the final chapter.  
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