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Instructional Planning & Delivery 
Introduction 
 
As we have seen in other parts of the institute, moving students toward dramatic gains in student 
achievement involves many things—from building a powerful classroom culture to communicating 
effectively with students and parents.  Yet without effective instruction, these other aspects of teachers’ 
work won’t get you very far.  This course therefore aims to help you design and deliver instruction 
effectively.   
 
Your perceptions and assumptions about good instruction most likely stem from your own experience as 
a student.  You probably showed up in class and saw your teachers deliver lessons, some more creatively 
and engagingly than others.  So it may seem that instruction is about showing up and delivering lessons.  
Good instruction, it may seem, is about being creative and engaging. 
 
Yet this is not really the essence of instruction, or good instruction.  Good instruction, most 
fundamentally, entails moving a class or classes of students from one place to another in their 
understanding or ability to do certain things.  When all other factors are held constant, the most 
successful instructors move their students the greatest distance.  These instructors may in fact be the 
most creative teachers as well, but they won’t always be.  They will move their students forward most 
efficiently and urgently, through developing good plans, constantly assessing student progress, engaging 
in critical thought and reflection, and adjusting their plans to be most effective.   
 
This course aims to give you the skills and knowledge necessary to engage in this process of instructional 
planning and delivery.  Chapter One explains standards, answering the question of what you are expected 
to teach your students.  Chapter Two focuses on assessment and the methods for determining when your 
students have mastered the goals you set.  Chapter Three explains how to develop a year-long plan, 
which is the first critical step in actually reaching those goals.  Chapter Four shows how to develop “unit 
plans,” which go deeper in planning instruction for a segment of the year.  Chapter Five details how to 
develop a lesson plan that maximizes student understanding.  Chapter Six provides further discussion 
about some of the helpful instructional strategies that might fit into your lesson plan, and Chapter Seven 
shows you how to choose between those various strategies to make purposeful choices to reach your 
students.  Finally, Chapter Eight shows how to differentiate instruction to meet the needs of individual 
children at different achievement levels, as well as of those who have special needs and those who are 
English Language Learners.   
 
At the end of this course, we hope that you will have internalized the instructional process necessary to 
move your students forward as far as possible.  Your ultimate success as an instructor will rest on your 
ability to apply that process while infusing it with a high level of critical thought about how best to further 
your students’ understanding in each phase. 
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Start with Standards 
Chapter One 
I. The Rationale for Standards-Based Education 
II. How to Read the Standards 
 
Introduction 
 
The guide who leads climbers to the apex of their journey has an advantage over the classroom teacher.  
It is abundantly clear what the guide wants his climbers to conquer: the mountain.  
 
In the classroom, students work toward a goal – but what is that goal?  If you teach world geography, is 
the goal for your students to become geography experts?  If so, what does it mean to be a geography 
expert?  If not, is it enough for students to leave the year with a certain body of facts and skills?  Which 
facts and skills?  If students can recite the geography textbook back to you, have they proven their 
understanding of geography? If not, how do you know when someone is proficient in geography?  How do 
you get someone to reach that proficiency level?  What if the student has a learning disability?  What if the 
student doesn’t speak English? 
 
When starting out, beginning teachers often first want to know how to engage their students, how to 
make lessons fun and interesting, and how to ensure that their students learn.  We will get to that.  But 
as you can see, the big questions of Instructional Planning & Delivery reach far beyond the “how.”  They 
begin with the “what.” 
 
As improbable as it may sound, some teachers find themselves “instructing” for months before realizing 
that they have no idea what they want their students to learn.  While some corps members walk into 
schools and receive a scripted curriculum that details exactly what they will teach every day, others are 
given little more than a piece of chalk and a smile.  Some of these teachers may say, “I want my students 
to become better writers,” but may have no idea what their students should be doing differently in June 
from what they’re doing in September.  Instead of a clear path to a chosen destination, with every day 
serving as another leg on the climb up the mountain, the school year becomes an aimless journey that 
entertains the whims of these teachers, who often worry how they’re going to fill time during the day.  
While students might receive A’s for completing what their teachers assigned, they are not necessarily 
better off than they were at the beginning of the year. 
 
Obviously, with many of our students far behind where they are supposed to be academically, this 
approach is not going to narrow the achievement gap.  In fact, for the teachers who take the time to figure 
out exactly what their students need, “filling time” is no longer an issue.  There is so much that needs to 
be done.  There is great urgency driving their planning and instruction every day.   
 
This course will prepare you to understand your job as the instructional leader of your classroom.  As you 
read the following chapters, keep these three questions in mind:  
 

1. What should your students know, understand, or be able to do? 
2. How will your students demonstrate their mastery? 
3. How will you instruct your students so they can reach that level of mastery? 

 
To be an effective teacher for your students, you must know the answers to these questions. This chapter 
addresses question number one. 
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I. The Rationale for Standards-Based Education 
 
It wasn’t that long ago when teachers made most of the decisions for what their students would learn in 
their classes.  They wrote all of the lessons.  They wrote the tests.  In order to graduate, students needed 
to meet the minimum requirements established by the individual teachers at their school.  Yet when 
examining the results from national standardized exams, researchers and policymakers discovered that 
separate expectations yielded unequal results.  The National Assessment of Educational Progress found 
that students in high poverty schools who had mostly A’s in 
English and math scored the same on the national 
assessment tests as students who made mostly C’s in 
higher-income schools.  One school’s diploma represented 
something completely different than a diploma from another 
school.  Students in low-income communities were receiving 
a watered-down curriculum and being inadequately prepared 
for the professional world, thus helping to perpetuate the 
cycle of poverty. 
 
In the early 1990s, President George H. W. Bush convened a 
group of governors to set broad educational goals for all of 
our nation’s students to meet by the year 2000.  Under the 
Clinton administration, Congress passed the Goals 2000: Educate America Act, which codified these goals 
into laws and launched the creation of standards, the general guidelines for what students are expected 
to know, understand and be able to do by the end of a given course.1  From an instructional standpoint, 
standards make it much clearer to teachers that all students – regardless of school, neighborhood or 
background – should receive a rigorous education based on a common series of learning goals. 
 
Despite its promise, the standards movement has proven controversial because of its accountability 
system.  As a result of the recent No Child Left Behind Act, a school’s students must demonstrate 
increasing levels of success on annual assessments or face district or state sanctions.  While some 
states use these exams to decide whether children will advance to the next grade level, some educators 
decry linking a student’s fate to a single test.2  Others contend the push for results ignores unequal 
resources among schools and districts, and the tests frame knowledge in a particular, provincial way.  
Some teachers resent their perceived lack of instructional freedom through the implementation of 
standards.  They feel compelled to “teach to the test,” devoting school funds and class time to provide 
strategies and tricks for discerning correct multiple-choice answers, at the cost of promoting deep 
understanding of the material or encouraging independent thinking. 
 
Yet the standards – and the high-stakes testing – are now legally mandated.  And the fact that many of 
our students are not performing well on these tests is a disturbing manifestation of the “achievement 
gap” that we are working to close.  Holding schools accountable for equal results allows communities to 
measure the quality of their local education system, creating expectations where they may have been 
lacking.  Parents of students in higher-income communities would certainly express alarm if their 
children did not perform well on these tests, and parents of students in low-income communities are no 
different.  In addition, “quality instruction” and “test preparedness” are not mutually exclusive concepts.  
Effective teachers in the era of accountability do not set their sights on passing a test, but rather on 

                                                 
1 Department of Education website, Archived Information section.  H.R. 1804, GOALS 2000: Educate America Act.  
http://www.ed.gov/legislation/GOALS2000/TheAct/index.html, accessed 7/1/2010.  
2 Department of Education website, No Child Left Behind page.  http://www.ed.gov/nclb/landing.jhtml?src=pb, 
accessed 7/1/2010.   

Standards are the most important tool in 
planning. Without standards, I would just be 
planning based on what I think the students 
should know about a subject. Standards give 
me a clear picture of what students will be 
expected to do in order to graduate and let 
me build my curriculum to bring them to that 
goal. 
 
Luis Alonso , Greater New Orleans ‘02 
Software Engineer, Google, Inc. 
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nurturing a clear grasp of concepts, ideas and skills.  They use the standards to ensure that their 
students remain on track with their national peers.  If students learn the content of the standards, then 
passing standardized tests is simply a formality that provides evidence that they’ve done so.  The institute 
curriculum is designed to help you work within the mandates of state education agencies to develop 
effective standards-based lessons.   
 
 
II. How to Read the Standards 
 
Every state in the country has developed 
standards that categorize expectations for 
student learning by grade and subject.  To find 
the standards developed by the states where 
we place corps members, search the web sites 
listed in the Instructional Planning & Delivery 
Toolkit (pp. 1-2: “Internet Links to Regional and 
National Standards”) found online at the 
Resource Exchange on TFANet.    
 
What These Standards Look Like 
Don’t be confused by the terminology in 
various state and district standards.  As 
mentioned above, all states give some 
guidance about the skills and concepts 
students should master.  Some states and 
districts call those guidelines standards, while 
others refer to them as benchmarks, essential 
knowledge, essential skills, performance 
standards, and so on.  Most states break those 
broad guidelines down further, but again the 
terminology differs from region to region.   
 
The bottom line is that the terminology does 
not matter.  And, it would be almost 
impossible to identify all the variations in 
district terminology for different levels of 
specificity of standards.  The chart above 
uses three of the most common terms.  
From the most general guidelines to the 
most specific, those terms are “standards,” 
“learning goals,” and “objectives.” An 
objective is the building block of an 
individual lesson. Generally speaking, in one 
lesson, your students should be able to 
demonstrate the learning target embedded 
in at least one objective.   
 
 
 
 

What Students Need to Know 
Instructional Guidance Examples 

A.  Students learn and effectively 
apply a variety of reading 
strategies for comprehending, 
interpreting and evaluating a 
wide range of texts including 
fiction, nonfiction, classic and 
contemporary works. 
B. Students will investigate 
structure and function in living 
systems. 

“Standards” 
(a.k.a. essential 
knowledge and skills, 
competency goals, 
learning standards, 
competencies) 

C. Students demonstrate an 
understanding of the notion of 
differentiability. 
A.  Students will be able to use 
reading strategies such as 
making inferences and 
predictions, summarizing, 
paraphrasing, differentiating fact 
from opinion, drawing 
conclusions, and determining the 
author’s purpose and 
perspective to comprehend 
written selections. 
B.  Students will identify, 
compare, and contrast levels of 
organization including cells, 
tissues, organs, organ systems, 
and organisms. 

“Learning Goals” 
(a.k.a., benchmarks, 
essential elements, 
essential skills, 
performance 
standards) 

C. Students demonstrate an 
understanding of the derivative 
of a function as the slope of the 
tangent line to the graph of the 
function. 
A.  Students will be able to 
distinguish fact from opinion. 
B.  Students will be able to 
compare and contrast the 
structure and function of the 
human circulatory and 
respiratory systems.   

“Objectives” 
 
 

M
ost general   

     
     

     
     

  M
ost specific 

C. Students will be able to 
calculate the derivative of a 
second order function. 
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Understanding the Standards 
The guidelines presented by many states and districts are more general and broad than you would want 
to use to design a lesson plan.  A common refrain from new teachers is, “My standards are so vague!  
They don’t help me figure out what my lessons should be at all!  How do I figure out what to teach?”  This 
statement highlights a common misconception about the structure 
and purpose of standards. The purpose of standards is not to 
articulate specific skills that can be taught in one lesson but to outline 
an overarching concept that encompasses multiple skills.  As we will 
discuss in later chapters, some states may provide more detail around 
their standards, dividing them into learning goals.  However, if your 
state does not provide this extra guidance, it will be your job to break 
down the standards into these more specific bundles of knowledge 
and skills.  Further, no matter the level of detail in your standards, it 
will always be your responsibility to organize your learning goals into 
units and create lesson objectives that incrementally lead to the 
achievement of the larger goal.   
 
To help illustrate how different states’ standards vary, here’s a peek at 
one subsection of an eighth grade Social Studies standard from 
Texas3: 

 
These guidelines spell out your end goals pretty explicitly.  Of course, next you will need to figure out 
what were the major issues and events of the Mexican War, and what was their impact on the United 
States.  That information will not appear in the standards.  The standards only serve to orient you and 
help you understand the state education agency’s general expectations for your students.  
 
Sometimes the standards appear to be considerably vaguer because they describe skills or themes that 
you will reinforce throughout the year.  Consider, for example, the following subsection of the fourth-fifth 
grade Language Arts Reading Standard from Arizona4: 
 

                                                 
3 TEKS for Social Studies, Middle School.  http://www.tea.state.tx.us/rules/tac/chapter113/ch113b.html, accessed 
7/1/2010.  Links to all Texas state standards available at http://www.tea.state.tx.us/index2.aspx?id=6148.  
4 “Language Arts Standards Rationale.” http://www.ade.state.az.us/standards/Essentials/LANGARTSESS.pdf, 
accessed 7/1/2010.   

Standard 1: History – Students are able to describe the political, economic, and social events and issues related 
to the colonial and revolutionary eras, the creation and ratification of the U.S. Constitution, challenges of the 
early Republic, westward expansion, sectionalism, Civil War, and Reconstruction. 

Section six: The student understands westward expansion and its effects on the political, economic, and 
social development of the nation. The student is expected to: 

 Explain how the Northwest Ordinance established principles and procedures for orderly expansion of 
the United States. 

 Explain the political, economic, and social roots of Manifest Destiny. 
 Analyze the relationship between the concept of Manifest Destiny and the westward growth of the 

nation. 
 Explain the major issues and events of the Mexican War and their impact on the United States. 
 Identify areas that were acquired to form the United States. 

Standard 1 
Learning Goal A 
 Objective 1 
 Objective 2 
 Objective 3 
 

Learning Goal B 

Learning Goal C 

Learning Goal D 
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Standard 1: Reading – Students learn and effectively apply a variety of reading strategies for comprehending, 
interpreting and evaluating a wide range of texts including fiction, nonfiction, classic and contemporary works. 
 
Learning goal: Use reading strategies such as making inferences and predictions, summarizing, paraphrasing, 
differentiating fact from opinion, drawing conclusions, and determining the author’s purpose and perspective to 
comprehend written selections. The student will be able to: 

 
 Identify the main ideas, critical and supporting details, and the author’s purpose, feelings, and point 

of view from the text. 
 Distinguish fact from opinion. 
 Summarize the text in own words. 
 Compare and contrast the text (e.g., characters, genre, cultural differences, fact, fiction). 
 Determine cause and effect relationships. 
 Identify the text in chronological, sequential, or logical order. 

 
 
While the standard and sub-standards are admittedly general, they still give considerable guidance to a 
teacher wondering what to teach.  They also serve to give direction to the fourth and fifth grade teacher 
who asks, “Where should I be headed with my students?”  Instead of teaching “reading,” the standards 
make it clear what concepts and skills are associated with that subject; instead of simply reading a fable 
with students, a teacher would instruct them to discern the cause and effect relationship of a particular 
character’s actions.   
 
Still, you will need more information about the level of detail or sophistication to which your students 
need to know, understand, and be able to demonstrate these standards, especially since standards may 
seem identical across grade levels. Eighth graders, for instance, are also supposed to “determine cause 
and effect”.  It can be difficult to discern what fourth grade and eighth grade students need to do 
differently when the language of the standard remains the same.   
 
Here’s where to clear up the confusion: 
 

 Your district curriculum guide.  School districts often re-publish the state standards with 
greater specificity (aligning them with the district’s resources, for instance), so be sure to ask 
your colleagues, grade-level chairperson, department head, principal, or district director of 
instruction if such a curriculum guide exists.  If you ask how the standards in your district are 
“vertically aligned,” you may secure a document that details how different grade levels should 
address similar learning goals. 

 
 Outside organizations.  Professional organizations (e.g., National Council of Teachers of 

Mathematics (NCTM) or the National Science Foundation (NSF)), and for-profit organizations 
(e.g., CORE Knowledge Foundation) have also developed comprehensive standards and guides for 
teachers, and they can serve as additional sources of insight as you try to determine what it 
means for students to meet certain academic goals.  For instance, the NCTM’s guide provides 
advice for the types of math problems that students should be able to solve at different grade 
levels. No list of state standards is that nuanced and helpful.   
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 Mid-continent Research for Education & Learning (McREL) maintains a website (www.mcrel.org) 
that helps explain some of the grade-level distinctions of broad standards. Here’s how McREL 
segments a vague standard into four tiers of complexity5: 

 

 
 
 Other districts or states.  Because of the increased focus on standards, many districts have 

devoted significant resources to developing extensive, standards-based curricula, and post their 
guides online.  If your state’s standards baffle you, try comparison-shopping with another state. 
For example, California’s science guidelines are particularly strong and specific, outlining that 
eighth graders should know, among other facts and concepts, that “the greater the mass of an 
object, the more force is needed to achieve the same rate of change in motion.” This clearly 
provides more guidance than “students will be able to understand force.”  

 
 Standardized tests.  An additional way of figuring out what your students should be able to 

accomplish is by working backward.  By looking at the standards-based district, state or national 
exams in your grade level or subject area, you can get a sense of the types of questions that 
students are expected to answer – and in what formats.  For a list of standardized tests in your 
region, please refer to page 3 of the Instructional Planning & Delivery Toolkit, which can be 
found online at the Resource Exchange on TFANet.  

 

                                                 
5 Mid-continent Research for Education and Learning website, “Mathematics Standards and Benchmarks” page.  
http://www.mcrel.org  accessed 7/1/2010.  

I. Students will understand and apply basic and advanced concepts of probability. 
 
Level I (Grade K-2):  

 Understands that some events are more likely to happen than others 
 Understands that some events can be predicted fairly well, but others cannot because we do not 

always know everything that may affect an event 
Level II (Grade 3-5): 

 Understands that the word “chance” refers to the likelihood of an event 
 Recognizes events that are “certain,” “uncertain,” “likely,” “unlikely” 
 Understands that statistical predictions are better for describing what proportion of a group will 

experience something rather than which individuals will experience something 
 Uses basic sample space (i.e., the set of all possible outcomes) to describe and predict events 

Level III (Grade 6-8): 
 Determines probability using mathematical/theoretical models (e.g., table or tree diagram, area 

model, list, counting procedures, sample space) 
 Determines probability using simulations or experiments 
 Understands how predictions are based on data and probability 
 Understands the relationship between the numerical expression of a probability (e.g., fraction, 

percentage, odds) and the events that produce these numbers 
Level IV (Grades 9-12): 

 Understands the concept of a random variable 
 Understands the concepts of independent and dependent events and how they are related to 

compound events and conditional probability 
 Uses a variety of experimental, simulation and theoretical models (e.g., counting procedures, trees, 

formulas for permutations and combinations, Monte Carlo simulations) 
 Understands the properties of the normal curve (i.e., used to approximate data distribution for 

many real-world phenomena) and how the normal curve can be used  
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 Conversations with colleagues, excellent school visits and exemplary student work.  Since we 
seek to provide the highest possible educational opportunity for our students, it is worth taking 
the time to visit a school widely regarded as excellent and to examine the work that children 
there complete.  Seeing what high-achieving students accomplish may present the clearest, most 
vivid sense of what you should aim for in your own classroom, and your colleagues at these 
schools may be willing to share advice or special tools that helped them reach these heights. 

 
 Textbooks.  You may think, “What’s the big deal 

about knowing what to teach?  Isn’t that what 
the textbook is for?”  Yes and no.  It is true that 
an excellent textbook aligns with state 
standards and not only contains the facts and 
concepts that your students will need to know 
but also features activities and problems that 
push students beyond the basics and into 
higher-order learning.  Yet excellent textbooks 
are expensive, thus rare in low-income 
communities, and are often aligned to the state 
standards of big purchasers like California and 
Texas, not necessarily yours.  Plus, textbooks 
rarely distinguish between important and less 
pressing material, nor do they address the 
multiple levels of student needs in your 
classroom.  They also do not focus on certain 
experiential standards; language arts textbooks 
are too busy outlining the parts of speech to 
explain how pitch, volume and tone affect a 
speaker’s delivery.   If you receive a class set of 
textbooks, use it as a touchstone to know what 
to teach – but consider it merely one of the many 
resources you should access. 

 
Through research and inquiry, you will be able to understand exactly what your students will be expected 
to learn by year’s end.  By taking the time to pore through your standards, consult additional resources, 
and digest what it is you should teach you will begin to see connections and intersections between 
different learning goals, helping you to develop a rich and cohesive curriculum for your students.  If you 
dive into your year without that foundation, you will likely find yourself resorting to filling time with your 
students, while failing to address the knowledge and skills so critical to their future success.  
 
As you will see, it is essential that you understand your standards in order to effectively plan many parts 
of your instruction, including your big goal, long-term plan, and unit plans.  In the next three chapters we 
will continue to explain how to interpret your standards in varying levels of detail for the purposes of 
different planning actions. 
  

Special Education and the Standards 
Movement 
There would appear to be a contradiction 
between the standards movement, which sets 
academic expectations for all students at a given 
grade level and holds schools accountable for 
performance outcomes, and special education 
laws, which stress individualized goals and hold 
schools accountable for following procedures 
properly. In 1997, the Office of Special Education 
and Rehabilitation Services of the U.S. 
Department of Education sponsored a project to 
explore the implications of the drive toward 
standards for special education students.  After 
studying the issue, the Office came to the 
conclusion that “all students should have access 
to challenging standards and that policy makers 
and educators should be held publicly 
accountable for every student’s performance.  
However, we also conclude that adaptations will 
be required for some students with disabilities, 
particularly those with significant cognitive 
disabilities.” 
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Conclusion and Key Concepts 
 
This chapter has familiarized you with standards, which serve as the foundation for the rest of this 
course. Concepts and skills derived from standards are the centerpiece of student learning.  You should 
also finish this chapter understanding that:  
 

 Before planning activities one must first consider what students need to learn. 
 
 Standards articulate what a student should know, understand and be able to do by the end of the 

year, and they set equitable benchmarks across classrooms, schools, districts, and states. They 
are also the basis for standardized testing across the country.  

 
 Since standards are broad guidelines for student achievement, it will be your job to interpret 

them, using curriculum guides, other district or state websites, professional organizations, 
standardized tests, the advice of colleagues, excellent school visits, exemplary student work and 
textbooks. 

 
 Distilling standards is a significant, upfront investment of time that has huge payoffs in clarity 

around what your students need to learn. 
 

Chapters Three, Four, and Five will detail the process of breaking down standards into learning goals, 
grouping those learning goals into units to develop a long-term plan, devising objectives to meet unit 
goals, and planning individual lessons. First, however, you must develop a way to know if you have 
reached your goals, so that you can ensure that your lessons enable students to meet the performance 
expectations you set.  You must also determine where your students currently stand, so you will have a 
good sense of how far your students need to travel in order to reach these goals.  These are the topics of 
Chapter Two, Student Assessment. 
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Student Assessment: 
Measuring Progress Toward Your Goals 
Chapter Two 
I. Summative Assessment 
II. Diagnostic Assessment 
 
Introduction 
 
Just as a guide leading a group of hikers has a mountain to climb, the teacher leading a class of students 
has standards.  It is evident when the climbers have met their goal: they are standing on the summit.  
How does a teacher know when students have met their goal – what is the summit of student 
achievement?  And how will you know your students have gotten there? 
 
Remember the three questions we posed at the start of this course: 
 

1. What should your students know, understand or be able to do? 
2. How will your students demonstrate their mastery? 
3. How will you instruct your students so they can reach that level of mastery? 

 
As we saw in the last chapter, you must first determine what your students are expected to know, 
understand, or be able to do.  This means more than “learn geography” or “think critically.”  We saw 
standards stating that eighth graders in Texas are expected to explain Manifest Destiny.  Fourth graders 
in Arizona are required to distinguish fact from opinion.  Those are fairly clear guidelines.  But what will 
be acceptable evidence of a child’s ability to do these things?  How will you know what to prepare your 
students to do if you do not first determine what success looks like in these tasks?  
 
Planning lessons (question three above) before planning measures of success (question two) can quickly 
become a case of the tail wagging the dog.  When teachers have not taken the time to think through the 
ways in which their students will need to demonstrate mastery of standards, their lessons often 
undershoot the mark, featuring simplistic or unrelated explanations and activities.  These teachers then 
write tests based on the altered content they’ve presented.  They never realize that they’ve strayed from 
the standards.  
 
As Wiggins and McTighe note in Understanding by Design, 
 

What would we accept as evidence that students have attained the desired 
understandings and proficiencies—before proceeding to plan teaching and learning 
experiences? Many teachers who have adopted this design approach report that the 
process of “thinking like an assessor” about evidence of learning not only helps them to 
clarify their goals but also results in a more sharply defined teaching and learning target 
so that students perform better knowing their goal.6  

 
If, as those Texas social studies standards from Chapter One state, students are expected to “identify the 
areas that were acquired to form the United States,” you may decide that the most reliable assessment 
would be to give students a blank map of the continent and create a series of overlays representing 
American expansion.  Your instruction would then have to give students all of the knowledge and practice 

                                                 
6 Wiggins, Grant and Jay McTighe. Understanding by Design. Alexandria: ASCD, 1998, 8-9. 
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on how to accomplish this independently.  Simply put, once you’ve determined what you are supposed to 
teach, you should determine what students will do to prove that they understand the material in the 
required ways.  This approach to instruction is called “backwards planning” because it requires you to 
start by identifying what you want students to know at the end of instruction. By doing so, you can gear 
your instruction to ensure that students perform the way you originally envisioned. 
 
In addition to being helpful as a planning tool, assessment is the means by which we gauge progress. We 
need to have a clear sense of what our students have achieved so that we can make decisions about how 
we approach future instruction, where individuals need particular support and, more generally, how we 
are succeeding.  One standout trait of teachers who make major progress with their students is frequent 
assessment.  The focus becomes not “what I taught” but rather “what my students learned.”  In this 
sense, assessment is vital to our mission as an organization.  In order to close the achievement gap, we 
need to make dramatic, measurable gains with our students.  We will not know if we have accomplished 
our goals if we do not record where our students started – and where and by how much they have grown.  
Assessment holds us accountable to our goals.   
 
Thus, this chapter is about compiling acceptable evidence for student achievement.  What does it mean to 
demonstrate mastery of academic goals, and how do teachers go about collecting such evidence?  This 
chapter is also about using evidence.  How can teachers take stock of their students and use that 
information to shape further instruction and address individual needs?  
 
 
I. Summative Assessment 
 
While this section focuses on summative assessment, there are 
two other equally important forms of assessment that we will 
discuss in this course.  Diagnostics gauge student mastery of 
prerequisite knowledge and skills and prior knowledge of 
content at the beginning of learning.  We will discuss this form 
in section II of this chapter.  Formative evaluations check 
student progress during the course of a lesson and unit of study 
and inform the adjustment of instructional decisions.  We will 
discuss these in Chapter Five. 
 
Summative assessments, the focus of this section, are the 
most familiar type of assessment.  These are the tests, the 
examinations, the final projects – the ways in which a teacher 
formally measures students’ understanding of learning goals 
at the end of each unit or at the end of the year.  These are the 
tools that provide teachers with data on the sum of student 
knowledge and serve as an important source for official progress reports and grades for children, 
parents and school officials.   
 
This section will introduce you to the following topics: 

 The different incarnations of summative assessments 
 The guiding questions for creating assessments 
 How to use summative assessments as planning tools to set clear, high expectations 
 How to design summative assessments as an accurate and fair evaluative tool to communicate 

student progress 

Types of Assessments 
 
Diagnostic – Before instruction begins, 
used to determine mastery of 
prerequisite knowledge and skills and 
prior knowledge of future content   (e.g., 
reading readiness test). 
 
Formative – Throughout a unit and 
lesson cycle, used to gauge progress 
(e.g., student practice problems during 
independent practice, weekly quizzes). 
 
Summative – At the end of a unit or end 
of the year, used to measure growth and 
achievement formally (e.g., end-of-unit 
test). 
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Types of Summative Assessment 
The primary goal of the summative assessment is to determine 
student understanding and growth, and teachers use a variety of 
tools to do this.  Paper-and-pencil tests cannot measure every 
skill, nor would an extended interview be helpful (or practical) to 
gauge all learning. 
 

 Tests and quizzes are, of course, a tried and true 
method of assessing student progress. They are 
relatively quick (but surprisingly challenging) to design 
and evaluate, and they provide huge flexibility in terms 
of structure.  Tests and quizzes are an excellent means 
of generating quantifiable data that can be compared 
across your classroom or, in the case of standardized 
achievement tests, across your school, district, or state.   

 
 Performance assessments require students to 

demonstrate a task rather than simply answer 
questions.  For example, a student may be asked to 
generate scientific hypotheses, converse in a foreign 
language, or conduct research on an assigned topic.  
Performance tasks are designed to be similar to the 
challenges that adults face every day, requiring students 
to use higher-order thinking skills, such as judging, 
innovating, and creating rather than reciting, responding, or listing.  Performance assessments 
are often termed “authentic” assessments because they ask students to perform tasks in a 
real-world-like context – for a specific purpose and audience under realistic constraints. Since 
they require students to actively apply knowledge and skills in an unprompted, novel situation, 
authentic assessments can reveal the highest possible level of student mastery.  Note that 
performance assessments can also be challenging to administer and grade efficiently.  You can 
look at some examples of performance assessments in the Instructional Planning & Delivery 
Toolkit (pp. 7-11: “Performance Assessments”), which can be found online at the Resource 
Exchange on TFANet.    

  
 Portfolios, which contain a variety of student work (from writing samples to standardized tests 

scores), can be used both to help students identify areas for improvement and to present a 
summative picture of students’ progress.  Working with the teacher, perhaps during regular 
conferences, students identify appropriate work samples to include in portfolios—either to 
reflect the children’s best work, or to show steady progress over time.  This process 
encourages students to reflect upon and assess their own accomplishments.  In addition to 
student work, portfolios frequently include written teacher evaluations and student self-
assessments of the portfolio contents.   

 
 Like many of these tools, journals can be used at all phases of assessment and provide a useful 

record of student work over time when communicating with students and parents about student 
achievement and needed areas of growth.  As a summative assessment, journals can be used for 
students to write about what they have learned, apply what they have learned to a new situation, 
or jot down lingering questions about the topic. 

 

Assessment at the Pre-K Level 
Even though the methods we use to 
assess pre-K students at KIPP SHINE 
Prep are different from the methods we 
use to assess our older students, the 
results are equally essential for guiding 
and individualizing our instruction.  I use 
work samples, child observations (it’s 
incredible how much you can learn about 
a child’s development from watching him 
or her!), one-on-one assessments, and 
standardized tests to obtain a holistic 
picture of each of my pre-K student’s 
progress towards meeting the state 
standards. I also maintain a portfolio 
about each of my students so I can track 
their progress throughout the year. All of 
these methods are developmentally 
appropriate and allow me to obtain valid 
and reliable evidence about my students’ 
growth and development. 
 
Zarabeth Parker Davis, Delta ‘02 
Teacher, Memphis City Schools 
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 Most school districts administer standardized tests to benchmark student progress across the 
district, state, or country, and you are not likely to have a choice as to whether or not to 
administer them.  While the interruptions caused by these tests can be frustrating for both 
students and teachers, they can also provide useful information as to what students have 
learned.  They are often the most accessible way of measuring progress over longer periods of 
time.  Be aware, though, that standardized tests often set a low bar for student achievement, so 
using them as your sole method of goal-setting is not always a recipe for high expectations. 

 
Guiding Questions for Creating Assessments 
 
When creating any assessment, you should use the same backwards planning mindset that frames all of your 
instructional planning.  To help you backwards plan your assessments, consider the following questions:  
 

1. What are your learning goals or standards? 
2. What evidence would you need from students to demonstrate mastery of the standards/goals? 
3. What method will you use to assess?  
4. What questions or prompts will you include on the assessment? 
5. What are the criteria for success? What are the characteristics of a high quality response? 

 
These questions will help organize the complicated process of creating an assessment and will 
ultimately increase the overall effectiveness of your end product.  Note that while this section will 
primarily focus on summative assessments, these guiding questions can be used in designing any 
assessment, including diagnostic and formative tests used prior to and during instruction.  To aide your 
assessment design, refer to the Instructional Planning & Delivery Toolkit (pp. 12-13: “Assessment 
Plan – Guiding Questions”); this Toolkit can be found online at the Resource Exchange on TFANet.     
 
1. What are your learning goals or standards? 
As we discussed in Chapter One, excellent teaching begins with identifying and understanding your 
course standards.  Creating your assessment is no different.  You must first identify what learning goals 
or standards your assessment will cover in order to begin developing a quality tool to measure student 
understanding. Creating your summative assessments immediately after considering what your 
students are supposed to know or be able to do – both on the long-term level and as you plan a series of 
lessons – is an essential practice of effective teaching.  That way, your eventual instruction is much 
more likely to be aligned with state expectations. If a summative assessment is used to measure 
student mastery at the end of a unit (a group of learning goals), you will need to center your tool on 
those learning goals identified for instruction.  For example, if your students are expected to be able to 
compare democracy and communism, you will need to design an assessment that asks them to 
demonstrate their mastery of this goal.  (Asking students to name a list of countries that fall into those 
categories would be insufficient.)  Knowing what you’re going to expect your students to do, you will 
then gear your instruction to helping them achieve your goals.  This does not mean that you will spend 
your instructional time giving your students the answers to your test, but you will ensure that your 
teaching is focused on helping students meet those objectives, as set by the state.  As we will discuss in 
Chapter Three (Long-Term Planning) and Chapter Four (Unit Planning), you will identify your standards 
and more specific learning goals at the beginning of the unit planning process.  When you create the 
vision of your unit plan use these goals as the starting framework for creating your end-of-unit 
summative assessment.   
 
2. What evidence would you need from students to demonstrate mastery of the standards/goals? 
Now that you have identified the learning goals driving your assessment, you can continue to backwards 
plan by determining the evidence that would indicate that students have successfully achieved these 
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goals.  What would it look like for someone to know the content and perform the skills masterfully?  What 
would students need to do to prove that they had mastered the unit’s learning goals?  It is important to 
carefully consider and answer these questions to develop a clear vision for what you want your 
assessment to accomplish. 
 
Building on the work you did to understand your standards and learning goals in Chapter One, you will 
now interpret them further to get a clear vision of student mastery.  At this stage, your vision does not 
need to be completely detailed, but you should have an overarching sense of what you will need to see 
from students.  Later in the process (during question five) you will refine this vision even further by 
identifying how responses look differently at varying proficiency levels.   
 
To help interpret your standards and learning goals first ask: 
 

 What are the verbs of my standards?  
 What is the content on which the verbs take action? 

For example, look at the following example of a social studies standard: 

5.3 Students describe the cooperation and conflict that existed among the Native Americans and 
between the Native American nations and the new settlers, in terms of: 

1. The competition among the English, French, Spanish, Dutch, and Native American nations for 
control of North America. 

2. The cooperation that existed between the colonists and Indians during the 1600s and 1700s 
(e.g., in agriculture, the fur trade, military alliances, treaties, cultural interchanges). 

3. The conflicts before the Revolutionary War (e.g., the Pequot and King Philip's Wars in New 
England, the Powhatan Wars in Virginia, the French and Indian War).  

If these were your standards, you would identify the verb as “describe” and the content as including the 
“cooperation and conflict” between Indians and new settlers, the “competition” among different nations, 
the “cooperation” between colonists and Indians, etc. 
 
After deciphering the verbs and content of each individual goal, holistically analyze the learning goals as a 
collective group. Think about which of the following is necessary in order to master this group of unit 
goals: 
 

 Knowledge or understanding 
 Reasoning 
 Skill performance 
 Products  

 
Using the standards above you may realize that students will need knowledge of the pre-Revolutionary 
War conflicts, and the ways Native Americans, settlers, and colonists competed and cooperated.  
Additionally, the understanding of why these relationships existed and how they developed will be 
necessary for demonstrating mastery of the standards. 
 
Further, it will be necessary for students to comprehend how these people and events are interrelated 
(one part of the reasoning required by the standard) and demonstrate abilities to describe Native 
American tribes and nations, the conflicts among colonists, settlers, and Native Americans, and why 
these relationships existed (a few of the skills necessary for standard mastery).  Ultimately, for students 
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to show mastery of the overall standards, they will need to prove their factual knowledge of the relevant 
events, people, and actions by producing a description (in some form, whether written, visual, etc.).  This 
product would serve as appropriate evidence for evaluating student understanding of the social studies 
standard.   
 
Once you have unpacked your goals applying these suggestions, stop and reconsider the original guiding 
question – what will it look like for students to demonstrate mastery of the learning goals?  Make sure 
you can confidently answer this question before you continue to create your assessment.  Without a solid 
conception of what students will need to do, it will be difficult to make an assessment that provides you 
with the information you need.     
 
Before proceeding, take time to consider the prioritization of topics to be included in your assessment.  
Out of all the learning goals to be assessed, which are the most important for students to master? What 
learning goals are “enduring” - or serve as prerequisite foundations for subsequent units or course 
standards?  Answering these questions will help you to prioritize your learning goals while designing your 
assessment, enhance your decision-making abilities, and maximize the value and purpose of your 
measurement tool. 
 
Understanding what evidence you will expect from students is an essential step in creating any 
assessment.  Next, you will determine how you will design your assessment questions and prompts to 
gather this necessary evidence. 
 
3. What methods will you use to assess? 
 
Methods of Assessment 
How do you design assessments that align with expectations and generate the evidence you need to 
determine student mastery?   The key is to be purposeful in the types of assessment questions you ask.   
 
When designing an assessment it is important to understand the two main categories or types of 
assessment questions: objective and non-objective.  At the most basic 
level “objective” assessment questions are items that are generally not 
open to interpretation (e.g. multiple choice) while “non-objective” 
assessment questions are more open-ended and allow greater room for 
interpretation (e.g. essays).   
 
By carefully considering what each type of assessment question or task 
actually demands of students, you will be much more likely to match your 
assessment with your goals for your students. There are specific reasons 
to use the various types of assessment questions based on what you wish 
students to demonstrate.  For instance, when assessing a student’s 
knowledge of an unknown vocabulary word, providing four multiple 
choices of potential definitions, each much different from the next, might 
allow the child to be able to select the correct answer by mere process of 
elimination.  It would be a much more accurate and authentic measurement of a child’s understanding 
to include the unknown word in a sentence and ask the student to provide a synonym, or at least make 
the multiple choices reflective of some common misconception of the word.  It is always important to 
think about what a student has demonstrated – and not demonstrated – by providing a correct 
response to your question.  Note the distinctive purposes of the following four test questions, keeping 
in mind that there is a time and place for each task: 
 

 
Examples of Assessment 
Question Types 
 
Objective questions - 
multiple choice, matching, 
true/false, fill in the blank, 
computation. 
 
Non-objective questions - 
essays, presentations, short-
answer responses, 
constructed-responses, 
projects. 
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1. True or false: Renoir’s work was painted in the Impressionist style of art.  
Used because you want to confirm a student’s knowledge of a basic fact, this true-false 
question tests if a student is able to make a positive association between Renoir and the term 
Impressionism. (Just be aware that this does not necessarily mean that the student knows what 
the term implies.) 
 

2. Fill-in: The style of art known as _______________ features nature or everyday situations, unmixed, 
shimmering colors and small brushstrokes blended by the viewer’s eye.  
A correct answer signals that a student is able to match the details of Impressionism with the term. 

 
3. Multiple choice: Renoir’s style most closely resembles (a) Degas, (b) Van Gogh, (c) Seurat, (d) 

Dali. 
This question wants the student to compare each artist in relation to Renoir. Note that a correct 
response suggests that the student sees some similarity between Renoir and Degas – but does 
not necessarily signal an understanding of Impressionism. 

 
4. Essay: Explain how Renoir’s work is emblematic of the Impressionist style of art. 

This question asks students to recall details about both Renoir’s work and the elements of 
Impressionism, and then synthesize the two. 

 
The purpose of these examples is not to say that one type of question is always better than another in 
every situation. Every single question format could be appropriate at some point, depending on your 
intention, and most teachers often incorporate a number of different question types – both objective and 
non-objective – into one single assessment.  You must be aware, though, of the limitations and potential 
functions of each type as you select or design an assessment to measure student learning.   
 
The chart below lists some common ways to use the various types of assessment questions. 

Assessment Question Types and Their Uses 
Question Purposes Examples 
Multiple choice 
(objective) 

Discriminate between options, 
comprehend concepts, make 
simple judgments 

 Where are you most likely to find freshwater trout? 
(a) the Dead Sea, (b) Lake Tahoe, (c) the Atlantic 
Ocean, (d) the neighborhood pond. 

Matching, 
sequencing 
(objective) 

Identifying relationships, 
classifying items, charting cause 
and effect 

 Label the following items with an (E) for executive 
branch, (L) for legislative or (J) for judicial. 

 Put the following events in chronological order. 
True-false, 
yes-no 
(objective) 

Knowledge of generalizations, 
relationships and examples; 
predicting, evaluating 

 Under the first amendment, you have the right to: 
Assemble peaceably   T   F 
Say anything you want   T   F 

Factual short 
answer, fill-ins 
(objective) 

Recalling or classifying facts, 
terms or concepts, solving simple 
science and mathematical 
problems 

 Define tundra. 
 Draw a diagram explaining the water cycle.  
 Name the political philosophy promoted in the 

following speech. 
Higher-order 
short answer 
(non-objective) 

Summarizing, applying, 
concluding, evaluating, 
predicting, analyzing 

 After reading the news story below, write a 
summarizing headline. 

 Given her previous actions, what is Lady Macbeth 
likely to do next?  

Short or long 
essay 
(non-objective) 

Organizing ideas, developing a 
logical argument, comparing 
concepts, evaluating a position or 
data, communicating thoughts or 
feelings, demonstrating original 
thinking 

 Read the above poem (John Dunne’s “Death Be 
Not Proud”) and describe the purpose and power 
of its major metaphor. 

 What would Darwin say about human cloning were 
he alive today? 
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While all question types may be appropriate at different times, non-objective tasks that require in-depth 
student responses generally produce more valid information about student understanding.  Thus, you 
should attempt to use these types of items when possible.  To be sure that students know how to give a 
speech, for instance, it is best to have them deliver one. Realize, though, that non-objective tasks can be 
time consuming to administer and evaluate.  Because of this, it will not always be appropriate to use 
these types of prompts.  Always balance the benefit of using more valid measurement tools with the 
values of efficiency and feasibility.      
 
Choosing the best assessment question type for a particular unit or group of students may feel 
complicated and overwhelming.  To aide your selection of the appropriate assessment method, consider 
the following factors: 
 

 Content of the unit – what exactly are you trying to assess and what questions would be best 
suited to measure understanding of this content?  

 Efficiency – what types of assessment will simplify the creation, administration, and grading of 
the assessment? 

 Breadth of material – how suited is the assessment to cover different quantities of material? 
 Depth of knowledge – how much will your assessment reveal about student 

understanding/misunderstandings?  
 Distorting factors – what factors might distort scores and prevent the assessment from 

accurately revealing student mastery (see question four below)? 
 
Considerations for Assessment Question Types (p. 14)  will provide you valuable guidance in 
considering how these factors affect both objective and non-objective assessment questions.  Use this 
chart to help you design the best assessment given your needs. 
 
4.  What questions or prompts will you include on the assessment? 
Now that you know what learning goals you will assess and what type of assessment you will use, it is 
important to consider how you are going to ask students to demonstrate their mastery.  What questions 
or prompts will you use? How will you word these items to elicit accurate evidence of student mastery? 
Answering these questions is imperative for developing an effective assessment.  To reiterate, summative 
assessments are hugely important, not only for planning but to measure the achievement and growth of 
your students.  Employing rigorous, effective assessment questions is integral to painting an accurate 
picture of student learning and leading your class to achieve significant academic growth. Summative 
assessments serve as the official documentation of student knowledge and skills, occurring at the end of 
every bundle of related lessons (called a “unit”) to gauge progress relative to the baseline of student 
skills established at the beginning of the course.  The results of these tests lead to formal decision-
making, both in your own classroom as you plan instruction and in your school as it determines a child’s 
academic future.  Thus, it is vital that your assessments are valid and reliable.   
 
Here are a number of concrete strategies for designing assessments to ensure they are effective 
measurements of progress: 
 
(1)  In order for your assessment to be valid, it must test what it is designed to test and allow students 
to demonstrate true mastery. 
  
 To create an assessment that will give you valid information, you must create assessment items 

(questions, tasks, prompts, etc.) that (a) align with your learning goals and (b) allow students to 
demonstrate their true mastery of the learning goals. 
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a. Alignment (of test items to learning goals) 
If you’ve focused your instruction on learning goals involving similes and metaphors, it would be 
unreasonable to have sections about personification and hyperbole on your test.  This may seem 
like an obvious point, but it can be tricky to ensure that your test is exactly aligned to all parts of 
your learning goals, and nothing else.  To make sure your questions are valid and aligned, make 
sure that there are no items on your test that are not required by your learning goal.  Including 
“extraneous” questions that don’t match your learning goals will only confuse or frustrate your 
students and prevent you from getting a clear picture of their relevant mastery levels.   
 
Further, you also need to craft test items that match the exact action or performance that is 
required by the learning goal.  Return to question two above and review the verbs of your 
standards.  These give you clear guidance for what you should expect students to do on your 
assessment.  For example, if your learning goal asks students to compare the phases of matter, 
then your assessment items should call for students to perform this exact action.  Requiring 
students to merely identify phases of matter would not sufficiently assess this learning goal.   

 
Similarly, when there are multiple parts to a learning goal you must ensure that your assessment 
has questions aligned to every related section of that goal.  If a learning goal requires students to 
identify, describe, and compare the three phases of matter, you should make sure that your 
assessment tests students’ ability to perform all three actions.  Simply asking students to list 
examples of solids, liquids, and gases will not be fully aligned to your standard.  This will prevent 
you from completely understanding whether your students have reached the level of mastery 
demanded by the grade-level goal.  To ensure that your assessment is a valid test of student 
mastery, always create items that accurately (and exclusively) match the actions or performances 
required by your learning goals.    
 
Also note that, as discussed in question three, some types of assessment questions are better 
suited for or more aligned to different demands of your content area. Return to the table above 
detailing assessment question types and their uses.  This will assist you in determining what 
kinds of questions are better suited for the demands of your learning goals. 

 
b. True Mastery  

In addition to being aligned to your learning goals, a valid assessment must allow students to 
show their genuine understanding of the content you are testing.   If “true mastery” is indeed 
being measured (and revealed), then students who have mastered a goal or objective will almost 
always correctly answer a question aligned to that goal, while students who have not mastered a 
goal or objective will incorrectly answer the aligned question.  There are a variety of factors that 
may prevent assessment items from providing a valid measure of student mastery.  To avoid 
these potential problems, consider the following guidance:    
 

• Be aware that your students may get tripped up on aspects of a question you had not 
intended, impairing your ability to assess their mastery of the skill you meant to test.  A 
word problem, for example, requires students to read and understand the terms of the 
scenario, determine what kind of computation is required, develop an equation for the 
problem, and solve it correctly.  In this instance, requiring students to show their work can 
help you pinpoint where your students may have lost their way.  
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Here are some strategies for crafting test items that reveal true mastery, many of which were 
adapted from Anthony Nitko’s Educational Assessment of Students7: 

 
- Ensure that items don’t give away answers.  Make sure your questions do not “give away” their 

own answers with irrelevant clues, or help students answer other questions on the test.  
Remember that the goal of your assessment is to learn if students have truly mastered 
objectives.  

 
Not so good:  Someone who studies architecture is called an __________. 
 
Better:  Someone who studies building design is called a(n) __________. 

  
 Not so good:  1. Someone who studies building design is called a(n) __________. 
   5. If you wanted to design a building, what type of professional would 

you need? _______________________ 
  
 Better: Only use one of the above questions on the same assessment. 
 

- Focus the item. Watch your wording and be explicit if you’re looking for a specific answer. 
Otherwise, your question could yield unintended answers or allow for a range of unwanted 
responses. 

 
Not so good:  The author of Huckleberry Finn was _____________. (The student 

could conceivably put “a man,” “criticizing slavery,” etc.)  
 
Better:  What is the pen name of the author of Huckleberry Finn? 

_________________ 
 
Not so good:  Where is New Orleans located? ________________________ 
 
Better:  New Orleans is located at the mouth of the ________________ River. 

 
- Test one idea at a time. Some teachers try to trick their students by placing more than one true 

and false fact in the same question. Yet this strategy does not allow teachers to know what 
piece of the question students are deeming true or false. 

 
Not so good:  Tobacco was the chief crop of Virginia, the first British colony in 

America.    T    F 
 
Better:  Tobacco was the chief crop of colonial Virginia.  T   F 
                   Virginia was Britain’s first colony in America.  T   F 

 
- In a multiple-choice question, ensure that the incorrect answer choices are at least plausible 

to someone who lacks knowledge.  Make sure that some of your incorrect answer choices are 
rigorous “distracters,” plausible answers based on common student errors or misconceptions.  
(You know you’re in trouble when your tests resemble the $100 questions on “Who Wants to Be 
a Millionaire?”)  Remember the goal is for students to demonstrate their understanding of the 
material. 

                                                 
7 Nitko, Anthony.  Educational Assessment of Students.  New York: Prentice Hall, 2003.   
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Not so good:  The country directly west of Spain is (a) Rome, (b) Antarctica, (c) Brazil, 
(d) Portugal. 

 
Better:  The country directly west of Spain is (a) Italy, (b) France, (c) 

Switzerland, (d) Portugal. 
 
Crafting these quality distracters will greatly enhance the validity of your multiple choice 
questions.  They increase the likelihood that you will accurately learn whether students truly 
understand the objective - and did not simply guess or eliminate obviously incorrect choices.  
Additionally, the process of creating plausible answer alternatives will stimulate your thinking 
about the misunderstandings students may experience during instruction and the background 
knowledge and skills they will need for standards mastery.  You can then proactively plan to 
address prerequisite skills and prevent misunderstandings as you create your units and 
lessons.   

 
- Avoid posing questions in the negative.  Negative questions greatly enhance the chances that a 

student will misunderstand the question.  Use short, exact and positive statements.  If you must 
write a question in the negative, that fact should be highlighted.  

 
Not so good:  What mistakes should you not make if you don’t want your reader to 

become confused by your writing? ___________________ 
 
Better:  What should you avoid doing to make your writing clear for your 

reader?  ____________________ 
 

- Be conscious of potential bias.  Are you unintentionally promoting gender or racial stereotypes 
by making generalizations in your test questions?  Since context familiarity is a key ingredient 
for comprehension, your reading passages should reflect the cultural experiences of your 
students.  What values or perspectives do your questions assume?  Consider this question, 
where the examples may seem foreign: 

 
Mr. Jones ate a ______ breakfast of oatmeal, sausage links and a croissant with marmalade. (a) 
bizarre (b.) nourishing (c) feeble (d) skimpy  

 
Think critically about the cultural perspective from which you operate.  Students are likely to 
feel detached or alienated from school when their experiences are ignored.  Recognizing 
personal bias is discussed in greater detail in the Diversity, Community, & Achievement 
textbook.   
 

- Ensure answers are definitely true or definitely false.  A statement should not be so general 
that a knowledgeable student can think of exceptions that reverse the answer’s intended truth 
or falsity.  Beware of generalizations, for example.  

 
Not so good: In Galileo’s time, everyone believed that Earth was the center of the 

universe except him.    T     F 
 
Better:  Galileo disputed the common belief that the Earth was the center of the 

universe.    T     F 
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Note that well-constructed test items require students to truly know the material in order to supply the 
correct answer, whereas poorly constructed tasks will give clues that allow less knowledgeable 
students to appear proficient, compromising the validity of the results.  Questions that don’t reveal true 
mastery may confuse students and lead to potentially misleading data.  It is crucial to avoid these 
problems because when you incorporate assessment results into your ongoing planning, inadequate or 
inaccurate data will lead to flawed conclusions about student mastery. This will prevent you from 
making appropriate instructional decisions that lead your students to their ultimate goal – dramatic 
academic achievement.   For further examples and information about crafting valid questions see the 
Instructional Planning & Delivery Toolkit (p. 15: “Guidance for Creating Valid Assessment Items”); this 
Toolkit can be found online at the Resource Exchange on TFANet.  
 
A Note on Scaffolding 
We will discuss the creation of diagnostic and formative assessments later in this chapter.  In general, 
the same guidelines provided in this section apply to the creation of all assessment types.  Additionally, 
to increase the validity of these assessments – or any summative assessment used to inform your 
instruction - you will also need to “scaffold” questions.  That is, you should include multiple items that 
progress from simpler to increasingly more complex cognitive levels (we discuss scaffolding in greater 
detail in Chapter Four).  This allows you to pinpoint the specific skills and knowledge your students 
know and exactly where they struggle with a particular concept.  This provides you with more detailed 
information about student mastery, which in turn allows you to make more informed and effective 
instructional decisions.   
 
Remember that certain summative assessments (such as end of the year course assessments and 
some unit assessments) are designed to tell you the sum of student knowledge at the completion of a 
series of learning goals.  The results of these tests are not used to influence your subsequent 
instruction.  For those purposes, it would not be appropriate to include scaffolded questions on each 
objective or learning goal.  Doing so could lead your test to be extremely long, making it burdensome to 
administer and grade, and generally inefficient.  Further, scaffolding questions on certain topics might 
unintentionally assist or prompt students in demonstrating mastery of a given learning goal.  This may 
ultimately prevent the assessment from revealing what students are genuinely able to do without 
additional support or “cognitive clues”. 
 
(2) In order for your assessment to be reliable, you must ensure that it will yield consistently 
accurate results and provide every student with the opportunity to accurately demonstrate his or her 
knowledge. 
 

a. Include multiple items and varied ways to assess each learning goal. If a test has one question 
for a particular learning target, it becomes unclear whether students really know the material 
or just happened to guess the correct answer in that instance.  Provide each student with 
multiple opportunities to demonstrate competence on each learning goal. You should also 
create a variety of ways for students to show what they know through a combination of test 
questions, papers, models, dramatizations and journal entries.  If a student is consistently 
having trouble with pen-and-paper tests, and you are not assessing a child’s ability to write, try 
testing his or her understanding orally.  You may discover that you need to teach the child test-
taking skills.  Remember that the goal of any assessment is to gather evidence of a student’s 
mastery; the format should not be an impediment to that process.  Including multiple 
opportunities and a variety of ways to elicit understanding increases the validity of assessments 
by enabling students to demonstrate their true mastery of your learning goals.     
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b. Be clear about the directions on the day of the assessment. portfolio, or performance 
assessment, and give an example of how to follow those instructions correctly.  On a quiz you 
might have a sample multiple-choice question with the answer filled in.  For a performance 
assessment you might give a sample final product against which other students can compare 
their work. 

 
c. Develop a standard grading system. To ensure that a student’s score does not rest on your own 

particular feelings about that child, or on your mood or inclination that day, use a systematic 
procedure to assign quality ratings or marks for every student. Many assessments, including 
short-answer questions and essays, will evoke a number of different responses, and you will 
need to develop criteria to judge the merits of each answer. Make sure your grading system 
reveals how students progress on individual objectives or learning goals.  This will enhance the 
detail and reliability of your grading system and provide you with more valuable information to 
inform instruction.  Further, be sure to assign a proportionate number of points to items of a 
different nature.  A prompt that has two distinct parts, for instance, should not be assigned the 
same number of points as a simple multiple choice question. (We will discuss creating a 
grading system in greater detail under question five that follows.) 

 
d. Be fair in the administration of your assessment. Most students should be given the same 

amount of time and take the assessment under similar conditions. At the same time, however, 
be mindful of your students’ special needs. As you will read later in this course, students with 
special needs may require extra time, fewer answer choices, larger print, or an oral 
assessment, to name just a few potential modifications and accommodations.  The fact that a 
student has special needs does not mean that you do not assess them.  Rather, you refer to the 
student’s Individualized Education Program (IEP) to determine the appropriate adjustments in 
the assessment process. 
  

(3) In order for your assessment to be efficient, you must design your questions to maximize space 
and time, while remaining purposeful. 
 

a. Take time to prioritize those test items that 
truly represent content of great value to a 
student’s learning; otherwise, you could write 
questions for every single fact and concept.  

 
b. Order items from easier to harder so students 

do not spend all of their time on questions with 
which they may struggle. (You should, of course, 
also teach your students test-taking strategies, 
such as skipping and later returning to 
challenging problems.) 

 
c. Consider how long the test will take to 

administer.  Of course, certain test items take 
longer to complete than others (see chart). Take 
the test beforehand, and assume that you can 
complete it three to four times faster than the average student.  Taking the test ahead of time 
also helps you catch mistakes and confusing questions. 

 

Estimates for Student Completion of Tasks
 
True-false items  20-30 seconds 
Multiple-choice (factual)  40-60 seconds 
One-word fill-in   40-60 seconds 
Multiple-choice (complex) 70-90 seconds 
Matching (6 choices) 2-4 minutes 
Short-answer  2-4 minutes 
Word problems  5-10 minutes 
Short essays  15-20 minutes 
Data analysis/graphing 15-25 minutes 
Drawing models / labeling 20-30 minutes 
Extended essays  35-50 minutes 
 
Source: Nitko, Anthony.  Educational 
Assessment of Students.  New York: Prentice 
Hall, 2003, p. 117.  
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d. Consider how often your students are being tested. There are simply too many skills to teach 
to spend all of your time testing. Plus, students lose concentration, focus, and motivation when 
they are tested too long or too often. If you teach middle or high school, work with your 
students’ other teachers to see if you can establish a set day of the week for testing in your 
subject area.    

 
e. Consider how long the test will take to grade. Checking 150 short answers takes much longer 

than it takes the eye to scan a row of multiple-choice answers along a margin.  It is, of course, 
your professional responsibility to create tests that can accurately reflect student 
understanding, which could rarely occur through multiple-choice questions alone.  Yet when 
two different types of test questions could serve the same purpose, it is acceptable to use 
efficiency as a deciding factor. 

 
In drafting assessment items, it is important to remember that there are no “perfect” assessments. Often 
you must make tradeoffs between one characteristic of an effective assessment and another.  For 
instance, an extremely valid assessment may be inefficient to administer and less reliable to grade.  It is 
your job to select or design an assessment that strikes the best balance between these values given your 
instructional goals and student needs.  Remember to return to the resource “Considerations for 
Assessment Question Types” in the Instructional Planning & Delivery Toolkit (p. 14)  to help determine 
what types of questions are best suited for different purposes.  By ensuring that your assessments are as 
valid, reliable, and efficient as possible, you will help identify the gaps in student learning that you need 
to go back and address.  Well-designed summative assessments also will help generate accurate and 
useful data for students, parents, and school officials about a student’s achievement and progress.   
 
5. What are the criteria for success? What are the characteristics of a high quality response? 
To create assessment prompts that provide accurate information about student performance, you need 
to determine what it means to be successful on these questions.  How do you know if you are 
maintaining the high expectations that are so important to achieving dramatic academic gains?  What 
will an excellent response look like, and how will it differ from an average or incorrect response?  While 
these points are addressed under the heading of the ‘final’ guiding question, they are actually vital 
throughout the assessment creation process.  This is the stage where you will be able to double check 
your assessment prompts to ensure that they elicit the quality of evidence necessary for student 
mastery (as determined earlier this chapter).  Further, by undergoing this process you will be able to 
clearly articulate the elements and features of successful responses to your test items.    
 
As noted earlier, you can use standards, district curriculum guides, resources on the Internet, 
professional organizations, textbooks and standardized tests to determine what it means for a child in 
your grade level to achieve at high levels.  Here are some more in-depth suggestions about using some 
of these resources to establish the proper standard for student performance. 
 
(1)  Depend on the other teachers that you work with.  While you will likely spend many hours looking at 
student work and assessment results on your own, looking at student work with colleagues is a growing 
practice among effective teachers.  Group consideration of student work enables you to check your 
expectations for students and tap into the professional experience and unique perspective of other 
teachers about what might hold students back from fulfilling their true potential.  See “Protocols for 
Evaluating Student Work” in the Instructional Planning & Delivery Toolkit (p. 18), which can be found 
online at the Resource Exchange on TFANet.   
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(2) Compare and contrast your students’ work with 
exemplary work of students of a similar age.  New teachers 
and veterans alike find it very useful to look at their students’ 
work alongside examples of student work that have met high 
standards.  The simplest and most cost-effective means of 
obtaining exemplary work is from veteran teachers in your 
school, district, or region.  Veteran teachers will have 
developed a keen eye for strong work and will probably have 
samples available to show you.   
 
Your regional office also has sets of computer CDs produced 
by Exemplars © that contain examples of student work at four 
different levels (novice, apprentice, practitioner, and expert) 
for a variety of performance tasks in math, science, writing, 
and reading.  You can assign these performance tasks to your 
own students (“students will publish a propaganda newspaper, taking a pro-patriot or pro-loyalist point of 
view on the Boston Massacre”) and then compare their work to the examples.  The annotated examples of 
student work can be used to help you answer two questions: “Is what I consider quality student work also 
considered quality by others?” and “What does ‘excellent’ achievement look like?”   

 
Once you have an idea of the quality of work you should expect from your students, you will need to 
develop a standard grading system to evaluate their work.  Grading systems allow you to define and 
articulate what specific degrees of mastery on different prompts or tasks will look like.  They set the bar 
for success on your assessment and guide you in classifying and interpreting student responses.  In doing 
so, they help paint a reliable picture of student performance on the learning goals covered in your 
assessment.  There are many different grading tools that teachers commonly use when evaluating 
student performance.  In this section we will discuss two of the most effective tools – anchor papers and 
rubrics.    
 
Anchor Papers 
For many assessment types it will be essential to undergo the process of creating “anchor papers” – the 
writing and classifying of different student responses to open-ended prompts.  After designing these 
prompts, teachers often create an anchor paper for each level of student mastery on their grading scale 
to help differentiate qualities of various responses.  These papers will greatly help clarify your vision of 
student mastery across the spectrum of proficiency levels. Anchor papers enable you to visualize 
potential gaps between how your students might respond versus how you would like them to respond, so 
that you can prepare them to accomplish the latter.  Thus, these tools will aide your instruction in 
addition to providing you with a clear, rigorous, and standardized grading system for accurately 
evaluating your students’ completed work.     
 
Rubrics  
Another effective way to develop a standard method for assigning grades is developing sliding scales, or 
rubrics.  There are two types of rubrics that you can develop – one for your own use, when planning and 
evaluating substantive responses to questions, and one for your students, when outlining the 
expectations of a performance task.  Both types go beyond typical checklists by stating explicit outcomes 
for a specific performance and delineating different levels of quality for that performance.  Both are 
created before a lesson begins to help students meet grade-level expectations. 
 

To ensure that we are providing our 
students with an education equal to the 
education received by students in wealthier 
communities, we need to measure our 
students’ achievement and compare it with 
that of their counterparts in those wealthier 
communities.  Without this measurement 
and comparison, we run the risk of 
perpetuating the educational inequity that 
has plagued so many children in our nation 
for so long. 
 
Jason Botel, Baltimore ‘97 
Executive Director, KIPP Schools 
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Rubrics to anticipate student responses 
The first kind of rubric is an internal document that helps a teacher anticipate how students might 
interpret and relate to a particular test question.  The rubric below, adopted from the state of Maine’s 
Department of Education8, shows a grading system that provides a fair, balanced framework for 
consistently evaluating responses to open-ended math prompts. Notice how this rubric breaks down the 
elements of a student’s response and categorizes them under different proficiencies. 
 

Maine Holistic Rubric for Mathematics Open-Ended Items 
Source: Maine Department of Education 
Subjects: Mathematics  
Grade(s) Not specified  

 
4 
 

A correct solution and an appropriate strategy are shown or explained and the solution is shown with correct 
label or description if necessary. 

 
3 

• A complete, appropriate strategy is shown or explained but: 
- an incorrect solution is given due to a simple computational or other error  

or 
- no solution is given. 

• A correct solution is given with no solution strategy or explanation shown. 
• A correct solution and appropriate strategy is shown or explained, but not labeled correctly when 

necessary 

 
2 
 

• Some parts of an appropriate strategy are shown or explained, but some key elements are missing. 
• Some parts of an appropriate strategy are shown or explained, along with some inappropriate parts. 
• Appropriate strategy shown or explained, but implemented incorrectly. 

 
1 
 

• Some work or explanation shown beyond re-copying data, but work would not lead to a correct solution. 
• One or more incorrect approaches attempted or explained. 

 
0 

• No work or solution shown or explained. 
• Incorrect solution and no work shown or explained. 
• Some data from the problem copied over, but no evidence of any strategy is shown or explained. 

 
While it serves as a reliable and relatively efficient grading tool, the rubric above does not feature anchor 
examples of student work to illustrate what the different proficiencies look like.  Many valuable rubrics 
also include these samples of student work to help delineate between different levels of potential 
responses. See how the rubric that follows accomplishes this:  
 

                                                 
8 Math Rubrics, http://intranet.cps.k12.il.us/Assessments/Ideas_and_Rubrics/Rubric_Bank/MathRubrics.pdf, 
accessed 12/20/07 
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Question: Why did the colonists in Massachusetts rise up against the British in the 1770s? 

“To be free.” 
“To protect their families.” 
“To prove their strength.” 
 
“They were angry about the tea tax.” 
“They felt mistreated by King George.” 
“Because they were taunted by the British army.” 
 
“They were being taxed on tea without getting 
representation in Parliament.” 
“They felt threatened when the British shut down 
the Boston harbor and installed a royal governor.” 
 
“The British made a number of political gestures 
that compromised the growing autonomy of the 
American colonies, including the imposition of 
taxes, the regulation of trade, the installation of 
troops, and the appointment of a royal governor.”  
 
“This question presumes that all colonists rose up 
against the British, which is not the case. Colonists 
in America were divided into loyalists and rebels, 
the former group finding security and/or economic 
benefit in their association with King George. The 
rebels, on the other hand, found the crown’s 
tightening financial and military grip on the 
independent colonies a great burden, resenting the 
taxes on stamps and tea…”  

1—These responses are not relevant because they do not 
address the particular historical issues at play, focusing 
instead on generalities. 
 
2—These responses are of higher quality than the first set 
because they apply a relevant fact to their answer. 
 
 
3—These responses are even better because they consider 
two facts and make a logical connection between them. 
 
 
 
4—This response is of a higher quality than the previous 
ones because the student refers to a number of relevant 
facts and synthesizes them into a complete explanation. 
 
 
 
5—This response is more abstract and complex than all of 
the others. It challenges the generalization implied by the 
question by referring to a case in which the generalization 
may not be true. The student goes on to answer the question 
as intended with a lengthy, extended response.  

 
By anticipating these various tiers of responses and distinguishing between them, effective teachers are 
able to envision an ideal answer, the ways in which their students may typically respond, and what it 
would take to move students from one level to another.  Of course, since this kind of rubric supplies 
desired responses, you would not distribute it before the test.  You would, however, ensure that 
classroom instruction prepared your class to accomplish the highest level of the rubric.  You could also 
show your students examples of the kind of sophistication expected in their work, perhaps by reviewing a 
different question and a sample set of answers.  
 
Rubrics to make expectations transparent 
The second type of rubric is a public document; teachers utilizing authentic assessments – projects, 
demonstrations, speeches, etc. – should give students rubrics along with the actual assignment.  These 
rubrics often take the form of a table, with criteria on one axis and degrees of accomplishment on the 
other axis.  
 
Consider, for example, the rubric for a performance task in which sixth-grade students create a 10-page 
punctuation handbook, with each page focusing on one punctuation mark.  Each page must have a title, 
illustration, explanation of the punctuation mark’s function, and a grade-level appropriate example 
sentence using the punctuation mark.   
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Rubric for Grading “Punctuation Handbook” 

 1 (Beginning) 2 (Developing) 3 (Accomplished) 4 (Exemplary) 
Complete Pages Three or more pages 

are missing one of 
the following (title, 
explanation, 
illustration, or 
example sentence). 

1-2 pages are 
missing one of the 
following (title, 
explanation, 
illustration, or 
example sentence). 

There are 10 
complete pages 
(each page has a 
title, explanation, 
illustration, and 
example sentence). 

There are more 
than 10 complete 
pages (each with a 
title, explanation, 
illustration and 
example sentence). 

Correct 
Explanation of 
Punctuation Mark 
Function 

Three or more 
explanations of the 
functions are 
explained 
incorrectly. 

1-2 explanations of 
the functions are 
explained 
incorrectly. 

All 10 explanations 
of the functions are 
explained correctly. 

If more than 10 
punctuation marks 
were included, all 
of their functions 
were explained 
correctly. 

Sentence Quality of 
Example 
Sentences 

The example 
sentences are 
simple sentences. 
(The cat’s tail is 
long.) 

The example 
sentences are 
simple sixth-grade 
sentences. (The cat’s 
long tail moved back 
and forth.) 

The examples are 
solid sixth-grade 
sentences. (The cat’s 
long tail quickly 
swished back and 
forth.) 

The examples are 
interesting and 
creative six-grade 
sentences. (The 
cat’s long tail 
quickly swished 
back and forth, a 
sure sign she was 
preparing to 
pounce on her 
dinner.) 

Overall Quality of 
Book 

The book is messy 
and/or difficult to 
read. 

The book is 
somewhat neat and 
easy to read. 

The book is neat and 
easy to read. 

The book is 
creative, colorful, 
neat, and easy to 
read. 

 
Teachers find rubrics appealing both as scoring tools and student motivators.  As scoring tools, rubrics 
save the teacher’s time by making it easier to process an otherwise unwieldy student project, paper or 
presentation.  A rubric provides illustrations of various degrees of proficiency and gives the teacher clear, 
fair criteria for evaluating student work.  Additionally, a well-developed rubric lays out clearly for the 
students what the expectations for a particular performance task will be.  Students are more motivated to 
achieve if they fully understand the requirements for success and are able to evaluate their progress 
towards that success before the final product is due.   
 
For more information on rubrics, refer to the Instructional Planning & Delivery Toolkit (pp. 19-21: 
“Rubrics”), which can be found online at the Resource Exchange on TFANet.  You can also consult with 
veteran teachers and use the resources in your region (e.g., the Student Achievement Toolkit, PDs) to 
view quality rubrics that you can use in your classroom.    
 
 
II. Diagnostic Assessment 
 
Once you develop summative assessments to help you plan where you’re going, diagnostic assessments 
can tell you where to begin so you know how far you’ll need to travel.  Diagnostic assessments, which in 
general should be administered prior to the introduction of any new material, are most often conducted 
once at the beginning of the year and then again at the beginning of each unit.  There are two general 
reasons to use diagnostic assessments.  
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(1) We need a baseline against which to compare future academic gains.  If you set a goal for your 
students to improve at least 1.5 grade-levels in their reading abilities over the course of the year, you 
need to determine their starting grade-level.  If you set a goal for your students to be able to measure 
distance, mass, and temperature in standard and metric units by the end of a six-week unit, you need to 
determine their measuring ability before the unit begins.  Identifying where students currently perform 
allows you to compare that baseline data with the results from the end-of-unit or end-of-year 
assessment.   Tools used for this purpose often need to be quantitative in nature so that comparisons 
can be made across spans of time. 

 
(2) We must evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of our students so that we can shape our 
teaching accordingly.  If your students lack the prerequisite knowledge necessary for achieving the 
units’ or year’s learning goals, your teaching will not be effective without filling in those gaps.  
Alternatively, your students may have already mastered sections of the curriculum that you expect to 
cover, and you should not spend time teaching what they already know.  You need to reach all students 
by beginning instruction at their current academic level.  Otherwise, you risk frustrating, discouraging, 
or boring them.  
 
With these two aims in mind, administer diagnostic assessments to your students at the beginning of 

the year.  You should also diagnose your students’ 
knowledge and skills at the beginning of each unit 
so that you can more efficiently target their 
strengths and weaknesses and thus push their 
learning and thinking as far as possible.   
 
The next section, “Designing Diagnostics,” addresses 
the use of diagnostics to determine these strengths 
and weaknesses, as well as individual students’ 
learning characteristics, styles, and preferences.   
 
Designing Diagnostics 
Diagnostic assessments come in many shapes and 
sizes.  They can be as simple as a journal entry that 
asks students to answer a particular question that 

would reveal their general knowledge of a given topic.  By providing the prompt, “Why do the seasons 
change?” before a series of lessons on planetary rotation, you could uncover information about student 
readiness and misconceptions; for example, you’ll see if students attribute seasons to some cyclical 
pattern of the weather, if they believe the earth’s distance to the sun is a factor, or if they recognize that 
planetary axis affects where the sun’s rays hit.  Many diagnostics, however, will be necessarily more 
complicated than a single question.  In this section we discuss the different types of questions used on 
diagnostic assessments, as well as how to design these questions so they reveal the necessary 
information.  
 
Types of Diagnostic Questions 
In general, there are two types of diagnostic questions. One set assess “readiness” – students’ 
proficiency on the knowledge and skills prerequisite to learning grade-level material.  A second set – 
“pre-test” questions - assesses student mastery of the grade-level learning goals you plan to teach, as 
well as student beliefs, interests, and prior exposure to this content.    
 
 
 

 
Be Aware of Adopting Others’ Assumptions About 
Your Students  
In every case, your determination of a particular child’s 
or group of children’s needs should come from a 
legitimate diagnostic assessment, whether that takes 
the form of informal questioning or a commercially 
scored standardized test.  Unfortunately, it is all too 
easy to accept impressions of a child’s ability –whether 
positive or negative – that come to you from other 
sources.  As a newcomer to your school community, 
you can communicate to students that they have a fresh 
opportunity to put their best feet forward, despite their 
past performance or supposed reputation. 
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Student readiness  
How do you design a diagnostic to determine if your students are ready to take on grade-level content?  
Begin by studying the learning goals from your long-term plan. Think about the foundational knowledge and 
skills your students need in order to engage with the goals in your plans.  What knowledge or 
understandings must come before your grade-level content?  What should students have learned during the 
last two years in order to be prepared for your class? If you 
were teaching genetics, for instance, you could assess 
student understanding of fractions and proportions to 
determine their readiness for understanding Punnett 
squares.  Similarly, before beginning a unit on analyzing 
poetry you would probably need to assess students’ 
knowledge of metaphors, allusions, and other literary  
devices. 
 
These underlying prerequisites are not explicitly included in 
your standards, so you should look at the standards, 
assessments, or textbooks from one or more grade-levels 
below your class.  You may also look at some pre-existing 
diagnostics from your subject area as they can tell you what 
other assessment writers think students should know before 
entering your class. Once you identify these foundational 
skills, use them as the centerpiece of your diagnostic. This 
will allow you to target your instruction on the prerequisites 
your students need, a crucial component of effective teaching.  Not only do foundational knowledge and skills 
prepare students for achievement in your class, they also set up students for future success, both in school 
and life.    
 
Pre-test questions 
Educational measurement expert Anthony Nitko recommends that teachers assess their students’ 
attitudes towards, knowledge of, beliefs about, and experience with a topic in order to make good 
instructional choices. Teachers can add or subtract objectives from their curriculum based on these 
diagnostics, as well as incorporate student interests and attitudes into specific lessons. 
 
Below are some different categories of “pre-test” questions you can use to gauge students’ conceptual 
knowledge of your subject, as well as their more visceral responses to the material.  Incorporating 
assessments that assess both categories can help the teacher shape instruction to serve students’ needs. 
 

 Gauge students’ academic experience with the topic: “Have you ever studied genetics? When? 
What stands out?”  You may learn that some students reconstructed the double helix for last 
year’s science fair, and you can use their model for your lesson on Watson, Crick and Franklin. 

 
 Test students’ knowledge of the technical terms associated with the topic: “Describe each of 

these in your own words—DNA, chromosomes, Punnett Square.”  This type of question allows 
you to gauge how much vocabulary work your students will need before beginning the more 
substantive, conceptual learning. 

 

 
At the beginning of the year, I was required to 
administer a series of diagnostic tests to my 
kindergarten students. At first I did not 
understand why I was testing such young 
students, nor did I understand what the results 
of the tests meant.  Well, I did some detective 
work and soon came to find out that a large 
majority of my 18 kindergarten students were 
testing on a pre-K level or lower.  They were 
already so far behind.  That was my wake up 
call and what charged me to work with more 
urgency than ever to ensure that they would 
leave performing at or above grade level. 
 
Mark Williams, New Jersey ’00  
Vice President, Country Relations - USA 
Teach For All 
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 Determine students’ knowledge of an explanatory model: “Explain how genes determine what 
we look like. Make a series of pictures if you wish.” By examining the way a student conceives of a 
problem conceptually, you can begin to see which pieces of the puzzle you will need to fill in, if 
any. The earlier example about seasons may reveal misconceptions that you will then know to 
address. 

 
 Distill students’ awareness of common knowledge associated with the topic: “Imagine you are a 

doctor, and a couple asks you what you think their child would look like if they had a baby. What 
sorts of questions would you ask them?”  Students may not know the technical or conceptual 
terms associated with a particular subject, but they may be familiar with the practical 
applications of your lesson.  Tapping into that awareness will allow you to later frame your 
instruction with students’ prior knowledge in mind. 

 
 Assess students’ attitude about a topic: “What do you like about studying science?  What don’t 

you like?”  Every teacher wants to be prepared for their students’ initial reactions so they will 
know how hard they will have to work to invest students in the subject. 

 
Comprehensive diagnostics that assess students’ prior mastery of a whole grade level’s worth of 
knowledge and skills may be the most difficult to design.  For an example of a fourth grade math 
diagnostic that one corps member created, see the Instructional Planning & Delivery Toolkit (p. 22: 
“Math Diagnostic”), which can be found online at the Resource Exchange on TFANet.  When creating 
your diagnostic, think carefully about the information you need to gather from students.  At minimum, you 
should always administer a diagnostic that assesses student readiness at the beginning of the year.  
During the year you may also find it useful to create diagnostics with some “pre-test” questions, while 
continuing to diagnose students on prerequisite skills.  Constantly reflect on what else you need to know 
about students in order to better reach their current levels and meet their needs.  
 
Crafting Valid Questions 
In the previous section, “Summative Assessment,” we discussed in detail how to write effective 
assessment items that are both valid and reliable. You should use the same guidelines in creating your 
diagnostic.  However, for your diagnostic to provide even greater detail about a student’s academic 
readiness for specific skills, you should design your assessment to determine the particular aspects of 
the task your students have already mastered as well as the elements of the task with which they still 
struggle.  To do this, you need to scaffold your questions to progress from more basic concepts to more 
complex.  Scaffolding your questions (as discussed earlier in this chapter) increases the validity of your 
assessment and provides you with more nuanced information about your students’ readiness to learn 
grade-level goals.   Examine the sample kindergarten math assignment and math diagnostic that follows. 
Notice how they scaffold questions from various tiers on the hierarchy of skills.  
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By scaffolding questions these examples are able to pinpoint which objectives students have already 
mastered and precisely where their understanding of the learning goal breaks down.  In doing so, the 
results can tell a teacher where exactly to begin instruction for a particular class.  You should include 
scaffolding in any assessment where the results will be used to adjust subsequent instruction.  As 
mentioned in the “Summative Assessment” section, this means that scaffolding should be used in 
diagnostic and formative assessments, but not typically in summative assessments (where results may 
not be used to re-teach content).   

Scaffolded Math Assessment- Kindergarten
Standard: Sort objects into groups by an attribute and begin to explain how the grouping was done.   

Teacher Directions 
Materials: 20-25 sort-able manipulatives, Three 
bowls/cups 

Student Results Student is able to… 

Show the student two identical manipulatives. Ask 
the student, “Are these the same, or are they 
different?”  

Student says 
manipulatives are the 
SAME 
 

match objects that are alike 

Give the student six manipulatives, three each of two 
different shapes/colors. Provide two bowls/cups. Ask 
the student to put the things that are the same 
together.  
 

Student groups two 
types of manipulatives 
 

sort two colors/shapes of 
objects into two groups 

Give the student nine manipulatives, three each of 
three different shapes/colors. Provide three 
bowls/cups. Ask the student to put the things that are 
the same color, shape, or size together. 
 

Student groups three 
types of manipulatives 

sort three colors/shapes of 
objects into three groups 

Give the student a pile of manipulatives, in various 
shapes/colors. Provide three bowls/cups. Ask the 
student to make three groups of things that are the 
same, however they want. 
 

Student groups three 
types of manipulatives 
independently 
 

sort a mixed up quantity of 
objects into at least three 
groups of their own choice  

Using the groups the student just created, ask, “What 
makes these the same- why are these together?”  
 

Student tells how 
groups of manipulatives 
are alike with 
description (blues, reds, 
greens) 

sort objects into groups by an 
attribute (shape, color, size) of 
their own choice, and tell the 
teacher some reason why the 
objects in each group are alike 
 

Using the groups the student just created, ask, “How 
did you sort these?” 
 

Student tells how 
groups of manipulatives 
are alike with category 
(color, size) 
 

use the words “shape,” 
“color,” or “size” to identify 
how they sorted objects 

Dump out the manipulatives that the student just 
sorted onto the table. Say, “Now mix up your objects 
and sort them in a different way.” 
 

Student re-groups 
three types of 
manipulatives, sorting 
by a different attribute. 
 

sort a group of objects in at 
least two different ways upon 
prompting  
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In preparing to enter the classroom, many beginning teachers search for tools that they can use quickly 
and immediately. However, by adopting a pre-made diagnostic without thinking about whether it “fits” 
their students, new teachers fail to gather the information they need to effectively begin instruction.  
The process of selecting appropriate diagnostic questions varies dramatically depending on your grade 
level, content area, or school district.  Different classes will require different types and levels of 
evidence to serve your different students.   
 
Selecting Diagnostics 
To help you find the right tool, use the Student Achievement Toolkit, textbooks, school and district 
requirements, and experienced teachers.  You may find and use professionally prepared diagnostics, 
but don’t fall into the trap of automatically using any tool without understanding its strengths and 
weaknesses.  As you choose or design a diagnostic, it is essential that you critically evaluate the 
appropriateness of the tool for your class.  To do so, consider the following: What information is my tool 
providing (or not providing) and why is it important?  How will I use the results to drive my instruction? 
What supplements will I need to gather more detailed information about all of my students?  The best 
diagnostic assessments will provide increasingly detailed information about the prior knowledge and 
skills of most, if not all, students. Reflect on your diagnostic tool to determine if it provides all the 
essential information.  You may find you need to alter, add, or remove questions to match your unit or 
course goals.  Or you may consider administering different diagnostics to students who are significantly 
beyond (or behind) the academic level of the majority of the class.  Strategically choose those questions 
that provide the best information possible about your students’ prior knowledge and skills.  Only by 
tailoring the assessment to your particular circumstances will you be able to start instruction at the 
right point for all your students. 

Sample Diagnostic 
(a) 17 (b) 15 (c) 433 (d) 337 (e) 654 (f) 43 (g) 63 (h) 562 (i) 667 
    -12    - 13     -132    - 226    - 423   - 25    - 57    - 453   - 374 
       5        2       301       111       231     12       14       111      313 
 

a. Analysis: Hierarchy of skills 
Objectives Score 
(1) Subtract two two-digit numbers. [Items (a) and (b).] 2 out of 2 
(2) Subtract two three-digit numbers when borrowing is not needed. [Items (c), (d), and 
(e).] 

3 out of 3 

(3) Subtract 2-digit numbers with borrowing from tens’ place. [Items (f) and (g).] 0 out of 2 
(4) Subtract 3-digit numbers requiring borrowing from either tens’ or hundreds’ place. 
[Items (h) and (i).] 

0 out of 2 

 
Evaluation and conclusion 
By examining the results of the assessment, it is clear that the student has not mastered objectives 3 and 4. 
This information would lead the teacher to review the concept of borrowing. It will not be necessary to go over 
objectives 1 and 2.  
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Since a diagnostic generally tests skills that students 
may not have yet mastered, your students may feel 
understandably frustrated if they struggle with its 
questions.  Emphasize the purpose of the diagnostic to 
your students in order to avoid making your students feel 
inadequate while taking the test.  
 
While not necessarily comprehensive, a diagnostic can 
provide a snapshot of what students do and do not know, 
allowing teachers to schedule instruction accordingly.  In 
Chapter Six, you will learn about the ways in which you 
can effectively group students by ability level or interest, 

a technique enabled by diagnosis.  Further, in Chapter Four and in the “Recording Results Effectively” 
section at the end of this course, you will see how some classrooms make charts or graphs of individual 
students’ current performance levels on particular skills, regularly updating these records based on 
incremental progress.  This data-driven focus helps teachers stay accountable to the needs in their 
classroom, and it helps students recognize their own growth. 
 
Throughout this course, you will hear much more about assessment as it is such an integral part of the 
learning process.  But now that you know how to set the destination of student achievement (summative 
assessment) and determine starting points (diagnosis), you are ready to chart the path in between those 
two poles.  As we discuss lesson planning in Chapter Five, keep an eye out for the third type of 
assessment: formative assessments used during lessons and units, which allow us to ensure that our 
entire team of climbers keeps up at all points along the journey.    
 
Conclusion and Key Concepts 
 
We began this chapter by noting that before we begin lesson planning, we must know where we are 
headed by creating assessments. 
 
 In order to close the achievement gap for our students, we must assess our students’ academic 

progress.  We need a baseline against which to compare future academic gains.  We also must 
evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of our students so that we can shape our teaching 
accordingly.  Most importantly, we must hold ourselves accountable to real, measurable 
academic gains by our students. 

 
 Diagnostic assessment tools reveal what your students know coming into a lesson, unit, or 

course.  Formative assessment tools monitor students’ understanding of the material during 
your lessons and throughout the course of a unit.  Summative assessment tools measure 
students’ understanding of concepts that you have already taught, and occur at the end of a unit 
or the end of the year.  Summative assessments can be tests and quizzes, performance tasks, 
portfolios or journals. 

 
 When writing summative assessments as planning tools, be sure to determine the evidence you 

need to see from students to judge their mastery and which methods or assessment types are 
best for your content area and learning goals.    

 

Assessing your students is the most important 
thing that you will do in the beginning of the 
year.  You need a baseline of what skills they 
have and what skills you need to teach.  Use 
your diagnostic to start your tracking RIGHT 
AWAY.  This way you can see concretely what 
each student needs to succeed.  
 
Abigail Rossetti, Las Vegas ‘04 
Senior Managing Director, Chicago Institute 
Teach For America 
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 Your summative assessments must be valid, reliable, and efficient in order to serve as valuable 
tools for determining whether you have met your instructional goals.  This means testing exactly 
(and only) what you say you will to test; crafting questions that test multiple ideas at once, while 
not unintentionally revealing answers or allowing for unintended responses; grading and 
administering tests fairly and consistently; being conscious of potential biases; and considering 
the length of your test. 

 
 When writing diagnostics, you should scaffold questions, starting from the most basic parts of a 

learning goal to the most complex, to gather detailed information about the extent of your 
students’ understanding. Include questions that assess student readiness for grade-level content 
and pre-test items that reveal your students’ prior mastery of, experience with, and interest 
towards a particular set of learning goals – information that is vital for creating your unit, long-
term, and lesson plans.  Think critically about what information you need and what your 
diagnostic will actually reveal, and adjust it accordingly.  

 
You should now grasp that the true function of assessment is not only to provide an objective measure of 
student achievement but also to set high, targeted expectations for students based on standards, to 
identify concepts and skills in need of reinforcement, and to motivate students to perform at higher and 
higher levels.  The periodic and quantitative measurement of student progress allows you to measure, 
pace, and motivate yourself and your students in the steady march from “point A” to “point B.”   
 
Once you determine what your students already know through diagnostics, as well as how students are 
going to demonstrate their new knowledge and skills, you need to develop a pathway for moving them 
forward.  That’s what long-term, unit, and lesson planning are for. 
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Long-Term Planning 
Chapter Three 
I. The Purposes of a Long-Term Plan 
II. The Four-Step Long-Term Planning Process 

A. Use the Standards to Determine Learning Goals 
B. Group Learning Goals Into Units 
C. Logically Order the Units and Plot Them on the School Calendar 
D. Continually Adjust Your Plan 

III. FAQs on Long-Term Planning 
 
Introduction 
 
Imagine trying to hike the Appalachian Trail from Springer Mountain, Georgia to Katahdin, Maine without 
a map, without a compass, without a watch, and without knowing the distance between locations.  Now, 
imagine achieving significant academic gains for your students without having a clear sense of how you 
are going to get there and how long each step will take.   
 
We outlined three questions at the beginning of this course, and we have already discussed (a) what 
students should know, understand and be able to do by the end of the year (Chapter One), and (b) how 
they will demonstrate their mastery (Chapter Two). 
  
The third question asks how you should plan instruction to get students to reach your goals.  The 
remaining chapters in this course discuss how to plan and deliver instruction so that your students can 
meet the expectations you set.  Creating a long-term plan is the first step in this process. 
 
A long-term plan is a document that charts how you have logically grouped and sequenced the 
standards-aligned learning goals for your course into units that build upon one another conceptually, 
leading towards year-end goals. 
 
Many well-intentioned teachers have entered the classroom with the noble pledge to teach students as 
much as possible each day.  In reality, such teachers are likely to under-serve their students because the 
class’s path will not be the most efficient one to the end goals.  By creating a long-term plan—which 
groups learning goals for efficient instruction and provides a timeline for pacing throughout the year—
these teachers gain the focus and organization necessary to ensure that by the end of the year, their 
students will have mastered their grade-level standards (and perhaps even more). 
  
It may seem challenging at first, but the long-term planning process creates an essential tool for leading 
your students to significant academic gains.  For a sneak preview, check out the “Sample Long-Term 
Plan” in the Instructional Planning & Delivery Toolkit (pp. 23-33), which can be found online at the 
Resource Exchange on TFANet.  This chapter will discuss the high returns afforded by investing in a 
long-term plan, and will explore the four-step process for developing one: 
 

(1) Use the standards to determine learning goals  
(2) Group learning goals into units 
(3) Logically order the units and plot them on the school calendar 
(4) Continually adjust your plan 
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After outlining the long-term planning process, we will explore some of the questions that arise when 
creating a long-term plan, such as how to account for and set goals for a wide range of students’ abilities 
and how and when to modify the long-term plan throughout the course of the year.  
 
 
I. The Purposes of a Long-Term Plan 
 
Why should you create a long-term plan?  Why is long-term planning a prerequisite to success?  Simply 
stated, having a clear sense of where you and your students are headed and how you will get there 
provides the focus, direction, and urgency that will allow you to ensure significant academic gains in your 
classroom.  Specifically, long-term plans have the following benefits: 
 

A long-term plan drives students and teachers to 
purposefully prioritize actions that lead to the achievement 
of the ultimate goal. Knowing where you want your students 
to be by the end of the year helps you, as the instructional 
leader, to make difficult decisions about where to focus your 
resources and energy.  While teaching, you will sometimes 
face an overwhelming stream of demands for your time, 
energy, and focus.  Especially in your first months in the 
classroom, you may have the paralyzing feeling that every 
issue that confronts you is high priority.  By establishing clear 
end goals for your students, you will have a ready litmus test 
for choosing from among those demands, and you will be 
much less likely to become side-tracked by objectives, 
lessons, activities, or time expenditures that do not advance 
your ultimate quest for academic achievement.  Plus, even if 

you do find yourself momentarily lost, having a long-term plan will enable you to get back on track easily. 
 
A long-term plan allows you to gauge your progress towards your end-goals.  The long-term plan allows 
you to set your pace for the year.  You will want to refer to your long-term plan frequently and ask yourself, 
“Am I where I need to be?  Am I spending too much time on certain skills and concepts given the other skills 
and concepts I have left to teach?”  This reflection process enables you to continuously make purposeful 
instructional decisions that will lead to daily, weekly, and monthly academic progress toward your big goal.       
 
Developing a long-term plan encourages you to purposefully contemplate what you really want students 
to be able to know and do by the end of the school year.  Developing this clear vision of what you want 
students to accomplish will keep you on track to make a meaningful impact in your students’ lives.  Further, 
once you have established this thorough understanding of your content area, you can begin to identify and 
plan for potential student misunderstandings, remediation and enrichment instruction, and connections 
between concepts and skills throughout the year.  These steps will increase your ability to maintain rigorous 
instruction that strategically leads your students to reach their academic goals.          
 
Lastly, having a plan provides you with the comfort and security of knowing what you will teach 
throughout the year.  A long-term plan liberates you from the troubling cycle of “day-to-day” living and 
planning. With an effective vision for the year, you can anticipate and respond to changing classroom 
realities, instead of struggling daily to decide what you will teach next.  Thus, a long-term plan is a key 
tool for making purposeful, proactive decisions that will lead your students to achieve significant 
academic growth.  
 

 
Significant gains are hard, and the only way 
to keep your eye on the prize is to set 
intermediate goals that are achievable each 
month or each unit.  The long-term plan 
makes you constantly reassess where you 
are and where you’re headed so you can 
correct errors sooner rather than later.  
Teaching without a long-term plan is like 
going on a road trip without an atlas: it’s 
bound to get you lost.   
 
Sonja Elder, Bay Area ‘03 
Law Clerk, U.S. Court of Appeals 
DC Circuit 
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II. The Four-Step Long-Term Planning Process 
 
The most effective long-term plans take a big-picture, high-flying look at the year.  The creation of a 
long-term plan is the outermost layer of your planning, and one that provides you with a rather blunt 
instrument for setting and measuring student achievement.  There are four basic steps to developing this 
plan. 
 
A .  Use the Standards to Determine Learning Goals 
At this point, even if you have a tentative indication that you will teach fifth grade, you probably have little 
understanding of what a fifth grade should learn.  You may know that you will teach seventh grade 
science this fall in Phoenix yet have no idea what seventh 
grade science students in Arizona study.  That’s okay.  Even 
veteran teachers who switch grade levels and content areas 
face these same questions: “What exactly do I teach?  What 
are students in my class supposed to learn?”   
 
But from reading Chapter One of this course, you already know 
how to address these concerns: start with the standards. Your 
state’s standards – rather than your personal memories of 
what you learned in Mrs. Henk’s seventh grade class – should 
drive your expectations and goals for your students.  Once you 
know generally what grade level you’ve been tentatively 
assigned, you’ll want to seek out those standards. Refer to the 
Instructional Planning & Delivery Toolkit (pp. 1-2: “Internet 
Links to Regional and National Standards”), which can be 
found online at the Resource Exchange on TFANet.   When 
you get a copy of your state and district standards, you should:  
 
Digest the standards to determine the learning goals for the 
grade level you will teach.  Know them inside and out.  Why?  
You and your students will be held accountable to standards, 
and they serve as the basis for setting equal expectations for 
all schools in the state.   Fully understanding or “unpacking” 
your standards and learning goals is a challenging, layered 
process that you will undertake at multiple stages in your 
planning.  To review, in Chapter One we first introduced how to 
read your standards and the sources you can use to clarify their meaning and intent.   In Chapter Two we 
described how to unpack learning goals in greater detail to determine the specific evidence students will 
need to produce in order to demonstrate mastery on an assessment.   
 
At this point, however, we will step back from this level of detail.  For the purposes of a long-term plan, it 
is necessary to use standards to identify or create aligned learning goals.  Remember that different 
states vary in the level of guidance they provide around standards.  Many states break down their broad 
standards into more specific learning goals (bundles of skills and knowledge) while other states have 
standards that already exist at a learning goal-level of detail.  However, if your state does not provide a 
sufficient level of specificity in its standards, it will be your responsibility to create standards-aligned 
learning goals to use in your long-term plan.  Identifying (and understanding) the learning goals for your 
grade level or content area is essential for the creation of your long-term plan. 
 

Each standard is the broadest cut of 
what students are expected to know or 
be able to do; learning goals are a level 
more specific. 

Standard #1 
Learning Goal A 

Learning Goal B 

Learning Goal C 

Standard #2 
Learning Goal D 

Learning Goal E 

Learning Goal F 

Learning Goal G 
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To help re-illustrate the difference between learning goals and standards, examine the following 
mathematics state standards from Georgia: 
 

 
Georgia Performance Standards: Mathematics 1 (Algebra)9 
 
MM1A1. Students will explore and interpret the characteristics of functions, using graphs, tables, and simple 
algebraic techniques.  

a. Represent functions using function notation.  
b. Graph the basic functions f (x) = xn, where n = 1 to 3, f (x) = x, f (x) = |x|, and f (x) = 1/x.  
c. Graph transformations of basic functions including vertical shifts, stretches, and shrinks, as well as 

reflections across the x- and y-axes.  
d. Investigate and explain the characteristics of a function: domain, range, zeros, intercepts, intervals of 

increase and decrease, maximum and minimum values, and end behavior.  
e. Relate to a given context the characteristics of a function, and use graphs and tables to investigate its 

behavior.  
f. Recognize sequences as functions with domains that are whole numbers.  
g. Explore rates of change, comparing constant rates of change (i.e., slope) versus variable rates of change. 

Compare rates of change of linear, quadratic, square root, and other function families.  
h. Determine graphically and algebraically whether a function has symmetry and whether it is even, odd, or 

neither.  
i. Understand that any equation in x can be interpreted as the equation f(x) = g(x), and interpret the 

solutions of the equation as the x-value(s) of the intersection point(s) of the graphs of y = f(x) and y = g(x).  
 

  
The example above shows how a broad standard (in bold) can be broken into a bundled list of aligned 
learning goals.  If your state does not provide this level of guidance, there are a series of tools that can help 
you digest your standards to derive aligned learning goals.  As Chapter One outlined, seek out the advice of 
your district’s curriculum guide, the innumerable resources on the Internet, and colleagues who know their 
way around these initially intimidating documents.  Examining samples of assessments and exemplary 
student work can also help you determine how to break your standards into more manageable units.    

 
Remember to refer to Chapters One and Two for guidance 
on how to interpret and unpack your standards.  For more 
information, you can also look at the standards for the grade 
levels above and below the level you teach.  Although it is 
not as important to know these standards thoroughly, 
familiarity with them will provide the foundation for your 
grade level standards and illustrate the knowledge 
continuum of which your standards are a part.  Further, it 
can be helpful to examine standards written by other outside 
organizations, although such standards should only be 
supplemental to what is outlined in your state and district. 
Following this guidance will allow you to establish a solid 
vision of what students need to accomplish over the course 
of the year.   

 

                                                 
9 Standards HS Math 1 July 2006. 
http://www.georgiastandards.org/DMGetDocument.aspx/Standards%20HS%20Math%201%20July%202006.pdf?p=6C
C6799F8C1371F6A53EDDBCD81AFF25221C13C3F28F0C3131F77C63ACAF4698&Type=D,  accessed 12/20/07. 
 

 
Connection to the Big Goal 
Remember that unpacking your standards 
and determining your vision for student 
achievement are key steps in the creation of 
your big goal.  Developing your big goal before 
your long-term plan allows you to be more 
effective and efficient as you craft your 
roadmap for the year.  Later (in Step Four) we 
will take extra measures to ensure that your 
long-term plan is aligned with your big goal.  
However, don’t hesitate to look at your big 
goal now as you formulate your year-long 
plans. 
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So, the first step of long-term planning is to familiarize yourself with the standards and determine your 
classroom learning goals.  You will see how these broad standards (e.g. “students will investigate 
structure and function in living systems”) and the more specific learning goals (e.g. “students will 
identify, compare and contrast levels of organization including cells, tissues, organs, organ systems and 
organisms”) provide direction and focus to your instruction.  They may not be grouped into units (this is 
discussed in the next section), ordered in a logical sequence, or broken down into discrete lesson 
objectives (these skills are covered in Chapter Four), but by internalizing these standards and learning 
goals and using them to guide your instruction, you will find that your teaching, your students, and the 
academic achievement that occurs in your classroom will be more focused and consequently more 
successful.  
 
B. Group Learning Goals Into Units  
Your list of learning goals provides a framework for what students should know and be able to do by the 
end of the year.  However, as you will notice when you examine them, learning goals are not always 
presented in a particular order.   
 
The next step in the long-term planning process is to group these learning goals into smaller “units” that 
will guide your instruction more specifically during the year or semester and support the efficiency and 

coherence of the learning process.  This step of the 
long-term planning process allows you to see the “big 
picture,” — the overarching conceptual organization of 
your instruction to meet the big goal. It also helps pace 
your instruction over the course of the year and 
determine when (between your initial diagnostics and 
your final assessments) to benchmark student 
progress.   
 
We will take an in-depth look at unit planning in the 
next chapter.  For the purposes of the long-term plan, 
however, we are only concerned with sequencing and 
grouping our learning goals into units that will lead to 
the achievement of the big goal.  To help do this you can 
utilize multiple sources, including textbooks, 
curriculum guides, veteran teachers, and the Student 
Achievement Toolkit that you will receive in your region.  
In addition, referring back to your big goal and the 

unpacked standards and learning goals from Step One will lay the foundation for effectively completing 
this second step of long-term planning.  Regardless of what resources you use, you should always do the 
following when grouping your standards-aligned learning goals into units:  
 
(1) Ensure that the learning goals you choose to group together share a logical connection that will 
readily make sense to you and to students.  Units created by randomly selecting learning goals from 
among all the necessary skills lack cohesion and will thereby cause loss of momentum, as students will 
struggle to understand the relevance and context of different learning experiences.  Conversely, linking 
conceptually related learning goals and planning in way that makes those relationships clear to students 
will enhance instruction by promoting deeper student understanding of key ideas.    
 

 
Benchmarks 
A “benchmark,” as the term is most commonly 
used, refers to periodic progress checks that you 
implement along the path from an initial diagnosis 
to the final assessment.  As we have already 
discussed in Chapter Two – and will continue to 
explore in the next few chapters – teachers need to 
frequently measure students’ incremental 
progress and understanding. By determining 
where students stand relative to their starting 
point and ultimate goal, you can adapt your 
instruction to help them move forward most 
effectively.  In the case of the long-term plan, 
measuring student mastery of a group of learning 
goals is an appropriate benchmark between the 
beginning-of-year diagnosis and the end-of-year 
assessment.  
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As an example in the box on the next page, consider the Washington, DC standards (in bold) and learning 
goals (below each standard) for second grade math.10  A teacher could justifiably regroup some of these 
learning goals, as several overlap and utilize the same skills. For example, the learning goal “masters 
addition and corresponding subtraction facts from 0 – 18” from the Number and Operations standard 
could be presented and reinforced through teaching the learning goal “adds and subtracts money” from 
the Measurement standard.  Likewise, the learning goal of “determines whether numbers are odd or 
even” could correspond with the first learning goal under the Patterns standard, and “collects, records, 
and displays data using tables, pictographs, and bar graphs” aligns nicely with “uses ordered pairs to 
locate positions on a simple coordinate grid.” 

                                                 
10 DCPS Standards, Mathematics, Grade 2.  All Washington, DC standards are available at 
http://www.k12.dc.us/dcps/curriculum/curriculum1.html.   
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Example Step One: Using the Standards
Second Grade Math Standards—Washington, DC 
 
1) Numbers and Operations: The student interprets multiple uses and forms of 
numbers and how they relate to each other  
Masters addition and corresponding subtraction facts from 0 – 18 
Determines whether numbers are odd or even 
Reads, compares, and orders whole numbers to 1,000 
Uses concrete objects to model and identify place value in three-digit numbers 
Adds and subtracts two and three digit numbers with and without regrouping 
Skip counts forward and backwards by 2’s, 5’s and 10’s from a given number 
Joins and separates equivalent sets of objects to describe multiplication and division 
Identifies fractional parts of objects, shapes, and sets of objects 
Rounds and estimates sums and differences of two-digit numbers 
Solves problems using a variety of strategies 
  
(2) Patterns, Functions, and Algebra: The student generalizes patterns and functional 
relationships; uses symbols to represent mathematical situations; analyzes change in 
real and abstract situations 
Identifies types of patterns in the real world (repeating, tessellating, etc) 
Recognizes and extends geometric and number patterns and explains the rule 
Uses patterns to predict and solve problems 
Models the commutative and associative properties of addition using concrete objects 
Completes number sentences with missing values and operation symbols 
Solves number sentences with equalities and inequalities 
Describes the functional relationship between pairs of numbers from real-life situations 
 
(3) Data Analysis, Statistics and Probability: The student collects, organizes, 
represents evaluates and interprets data; makes predictions based on data; applies 
basic understandings of chance and probability 
Collects, records, and displays data using tables, pictographs, and bar graphs 
Verifies predictions based on simple probability experiments 
Uses data to describe events as more likely or less likely or equally likely 
Analyzes and explains results from a survey 
 
(4) Geometry and Spatial Sense: The student analyzes characteristics of two and three-
dimensional geometric objects; uses visual and spatial reasoning to analyze 
mathematical situations 
Uses attributes to describe and compare properties of shapes and solids 
Identifies & classifies plane & 3-D shapes and their geometrical relationships 
Compares and contrasts two and three-dimensional shapes and objects 
Identifies & demonstrates slides, flips, and rotations of figures using concrete materials 
Matches and creates congruent and symmetrical shapes 
Uses ordered pairs to locate positions on a simple coordinate grid 
 
(5) Measurement: The student selects and uses the appropriate tools and units for 
systems of measurement; applies a variety of techniques to determine measurements 
Estimates and measures length, height and perimeter using cm, m, in, and feet 
Weighs objects to the nearest pound and kilogram 
Counts and compares the value of collections of coins up to $1.00 
Adds and subtracts money 
Measures and records temperature to nearest 10 degrees using F and C thermometers 
Tells time to the quarter-hour and 5-minute intervals 
Estimates time and elapsed time using minutes, half-hours and hours 
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Notice that some of the skills could be reinforced (or even 
completely taught) during a morning meeting, a time in most 
elementary school classes that should be used for skill 
development and review.  [This is an important point to note, 
as elementary teachers should look for opportunities to 
reinforce skills and concepts at times other than just “math 
hour” or “language arts time,” and secondary teachers 
should seek to integrate math, reading, and writing skills 
into their content area.]    
 
Examine the way that one elementary teacher grouped the DC 
learning goals.  Note that these units are not yet in a particular 
order, nor are the learning goals in each unit.  Consider how 
the learning goals are grouped differently from the previous 
example (the numbers in parentheses indicate the standards 
from which each learning goal originated). 
 

Example Step Two: Grouping Your Learning Goals 
A. *Skills to be integrated into 

morning meetings 
B. Geometric Patterns 

(6 weeks) 
C. Number Patterns 

(6 weeks) 
D. Data Analysis 

(6 weeks) 
(1) Determines whether 
numbers are odd or even 
(1) Skip counts forward and 
backwards by 2’s, 5’s and 10’s 
from a given number 
(1) Uses concrete objects to 
model and identify place value 
in three-digit numbers 
(3) Collects, records, and 
displays data using tables, 
pictographs, and bar graphs 
(5) Uses a calendar to identify 
dates; communicates time 
relationships (days in a week, 
weeks in a year etc.) 
(5) Measures and records 
temperature to the nearest 10 
degrees using F and C 
thermometers 
(5) Tells time to the quarter-
hour and 5-minute intervals 
(5) Estimates time and elapsed 
time using minutes, half-hours 
and hours 
(1) Identifies fractional parts of 
objects, shapes, and sets of 
objects 
(1) Joins and separates 
equivalent sets of objects to 
describe multiplication and 
division 

(2) Identifies types of 
patterns in the real world 
(repeating, tessellating, 
etc.) 
(2) Recognizes and 
extends geometric and 
number patterns and 
explains the rule 
(2) Uses patterns to 
predict and solve 
problems 
(4) Uses attributes to 
describe and compare 
properties of shapes and 
solids 
(4) Identifies and classifies 
plane and three-
dimensional shapes and 
their geometric 
relationships 
(4) Compares and 
contrasts two and three-
dimensional shapes and 
objects 
(4) Identifies and 
demonstrates slides, flips, 
and rotations of figures 
using concrete materials 
(4) Matches and creates 
congruent and 
symmetrical shapes 
 

(2) Identifies types of 
patterns in the real 
world (repeating, 
tessellating, etc.) 
(2) Recognizes and 
extends geometric and 
number patterns and 
explains the rule 
*(1) Determines 
whether numbers are 
odd or even 
(2) Uses patterns to 
predict and solve 
problems 
(2) Describes the 
functional relationship 
between given pairs of 
numbers from real-life 
situations (i.e. numbers 
of people and numbers 
of eyes) 

*(3) Collects, records, 
and displays data using 
tables, pictographs, and 
bar graphs 
(3) Analyzes and 
explains results from a 
survey 
(3) Verifies predictions 
based on simple 
probability experiments 
(3) Uses data to 
describe events as 
more likely or less 
likely or equally likely 
(4) Uses ordered pairs 
to locate positions on a 
simple coordinate grid 
 
 

. 

Unit #1

Learning Goal A 

Learning Goal D 

Learning Goal F 

Learning goals, originally housed in 
different standards, come together in 
“units” based on their commonalities  

Learning Goal Z 
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E. Addition and Subtraction 
(6 weeks) 

F. Big Numbers and Basic 
Algebra 

(6 weeks) 

G. Introduction to 
Fractions and Division 

(2 weeks) 

H. Measurement 
(6 weeks) 

(1) Masters addition and 
corresponding subtraction 
facts from 0 – 18 
(5) Counts and compares the 
value of collections of coins up 
to $1.00 
(5) Adds and subtracts money 
*(1) Skip counts forward and 
backwards by 2’s, 5’s and 10’s 
from a given number 
 
 

(1) Adds and subtracts two 
and three-digit numbers 
with and without 
regrouping 
(1) Rounds and estimates 
sums and differences of 
two-digit numbers 
(1) Reads, compares, and 
orders whole numbers to 
1,000 
*(1) Uses concrete objects 
to model and identify 
place value in three-digit 
numbers 
(2) Models the 
commutative and 
associative properties of 
addition using concrete 
objects 
(2) Completes number 
sentences with missing 
values and operation 
symbols 
(2) Solves number 
sentences with equalities 
and inequalities 

*(1) Identifies fractional 
parts of objects, shapes, 
and sets of objects 
*(1) Joins and separates 
equivalent sets of 
objects to describe 
multiplication and 
division 
  

(5) Estimates and 
measures length, 
height and perimeter 
using cm, m, in, and 
feet 
(5) Weighs objects to 
the nearest pound and 
kilogram 
*(5) Measures and 
records temperature to 
the nearest 10 degrees 
using F and C 
thermometers 
*(5) Tells time to the 
quarter-hour and 5-
minute intervals 
*(5) Estimates time and 
elapsed time using 
minutes, half-hours and 
hours 
*(5) Uses a calendar to 
identify dates; 
communicates time 
relationships (days in a 
week, weeks in a year 
etc.) 

 
Similarly, you’d miss out on key linkages if you marched through the eighth grade social studies 
standards instead of seeking out commonalities. These related standards are sprinkled throughout the 
Texas guidelines11: 
 

 4D: Analyze the issues of the Philadelphia Convention of 1787, including major compromises and 
arguments for and against ratification 

 17A: Summarize the purposes for and processes for changing the U.S. Constitution  
 20B:  Summarize rights guaranteed in the Bill of Rights 

 
Examine the ways in which different states group their standards to get ideas for how to link yours. North 
Carolina’s World Geography Standards, for example, are grouped into pre-made thematic units based on 
overarching ideas. For more information, search the web sites listed in the Instructional Planning & 
Delivery Toolkit (pp. 1-2: “Internet Links to Regional and National Standards”), which can be found online 
at the Resource Exchange on TFANet. . 
 
(2) Where applicable, distinguish between (a) facts and concepts, (b) broad principles and themes that 
crosscut many facts and concepts, and (c) skills to be reinforced regularly.  You will quickly see that not 
all learning goals are created equal.  Let’s look at five more essential elements from Texas’s eighth 
grade social studies standards:12 

                                                 
11 TEKS for Social Studies, Middle School.  http://www.tea.state.tx.us/rules/tac/chapter113/ch113b.html, accessed 
7/1/2010.  Links to all Texas state standards available at http://www.tea.state.tx.us/index2.aspx?id=6148. 
12 Ibid.  
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A. Students will be able to summarize the strengths and weaknesses of the Articles of 
Confederation. 

B. Students will be able to describe how scientific ideas influenced technological developments 
during different periods in U.S. history. 

C. Students will be able to trace the development of religious freedom in the United States. 
D. Students will be able to explain and analyze Abraham Lincoln’s ideas about liberty, equality, 

union and government as contained in his first and second inaugural addresses and the 
Gettysburg Address. 

E. Students will be able to create written, oral, and visual presentations of social studies 
information. 

 
Notice how learning goals A and D deal with fairly specific facts or concepts that students are expected to 
know, just as students in reading classes might learn the characteristics of a mystery and then move on 
to a different unit on biographies.  Since the Articles of Confederation and the Gettysburg address are 
separated by nearly a century, it is fairly safe to say that these two goals would not appear in the same 
unit.  
 
In contrast, learning goals B and C refer to large swaths of history; they include themes that a class can 
consider along the historical continuum (imagine a student-created “timeline of technology” in the 
classroom, built upon during every unit).  You might introduce these themes at different times during one 
of the first few units of the year, but you will revisit them both throughout the semester.  
 
Similarly, learning goal E is a skill you will need to introduce and teach; you simply cannot assume that 
students will be able to give an impromptu speech, for example.  But this is a skill you will revisit over 
time.  As they learn new facts and develop larger thematic understandings, students will regularly 
produce written, oral and visual presentations, just like students in reading classes will revisit the skill of 
writing summaries and making predictions about the various genres they learn throughout the year.  
 
Separating larger ideas may allow you to see the forest from the trees, enabling you to create pegs on 
which to hang the more specific, atomized facts and details of the curriculum.  Chapter Four (Unit 
Planning) will give you ideas for integrating the learning goals of each “bucket” into a cohesive series of 
lessons through projects, themes, and goals. 
 
C. Logically Order the Units and Plot Them on the School Calendar   
 
Sequencing units 
In addition to ensuring that the learning goals 
allocated to various units cohesively relate, 
you must also ensure that the sequence and 
timing of units over the course of the year is 
logical.  By completing this third step of long-
term planning you will continue to enhance 
your content understanding by thinking deeply 
about how your units build upon each other to 
maximize student understanding and reach 
your big goal.   
 
To effectively order units, you will use the 
same resources, rationale and strategic decision-making process introduced in the prior step of grouping 
learning goals. Some units include learning goals that are a prerequisite to learning goals in other units.   

To create my long-term plan I sat down with a fellow corps 
member, a calendar, the state standards, and a large cup of 
coffee.  We grouped similar standards into units and then 
determined how many weeks should be given to each unit.  
Fitting each unit into the school year was surprisingly 
difficult, but the plus side was that the process created a 
sense of urgency in my teaching from the very beginning and 
it made weekly planning much easier.     
 
Sam Clark, Greater New Orleans ‘03 
Special Assistant to the Chief of Staff 
State of Maryland 
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Not all standards make those relationships clear, so it will be important for you to critically evaluate the 
relationships and connections of one standard and unit to another.  Doing this will allow you to logically 
structure your plan to foster student Comprehension of Course Material. 
 
Consider, for example, the second grade math learning goals from DC13.  The units right now are not 
sequenced in the most logical and progressive way – geometric patterns should probably come later in 
the year than number patterns, as understanding of geometric patterns requires knowledge of three-
dimensional shapes and an ability to manipulate shapes mentally.  The unit on measurement should 
probably occur before data analysis, because in order to collect data one must often be able to measure 
dimensions, temperature, and mass.  Given these considerations, the grouped units could be reorganized 
in this near-complete long-term plan, as follows: 
 

Example Step Three: Ordering  Your Groupings 

*Skills to be integrated into 
morning meetings  

First Unit: 
Addition and Subtraction 
(6 weeks) 

Second Unit: 
Number Patterns  
(6 weeks) 

Third Unit: 
Measurement 
(6 weeks) 

Fourth Unit: 
Data Analysis  
(6 weeks) 

Fifth Unit: 
Big Numbers and Basic 
Algebra (6 weeks) 

Sixth Unit: 
Geometric Patterns 
(6 weeks) 

Seventh Unit: 
Introduction to Fractions 
and Division (2 weeks) 

 
This sequence of units builds from the more concrete (adding and subtracting) to the more abstract 
(geometric patterns).  Skills learned in one unit (measurement) are reinforced and applied in a later unit 
(data analysis).  A language arts teacher might decide to focus first on words (correct usage of plurals 
and possessives, choosing precise nouns, verbs, adjectives and adverbs), then move on to sentences 
(avoiding run-ons, adding prepositional phrases and dependent clauses), and paragraphs (topic 
sentences, transitions, conclusions), all the while practicing full compositions in different styles.  By 
placing the most complicated or highest-level standards-aligned learning goals of your subject area at 
the end of your year, you have set a goal for your students, and the other units should be organized as 
stepping-stones to that destination.  Similarly, an effective sequence of learning goals and units should 
progressively lead students to achieve their overarching big goal for the year.      
 
Transferring the plan to the calendar 
Once you have determined your unit sequence you can begin to plot your units on a school calendar.  In 
doing so, you gain a holistic perspective of the year that will provide you with a sense of urgency, 
dedication, and purpose to achieve the end goals. 
 
You should not arbitrarily allocate time to each unit.  Rather, like grouping and sequencing your learning 
goals, you should think critically about how to time your units to most effectively reach your big goal.  
Consider the following guiding questions as you calendar:  
 

 How long will it take to teach certain topics and what resources can I access to help me estimate 
appropriate unit lengths? 

 Given your desired overarching result, what concepts or learning goals should hold a higher 
priority, and thus warrant more time?  

 Is the plan efficient? Is anything ignored or overemphasized? 
 
When you plot units onto a school calendar, it is important to take into account school breaks such as 
winter and spring vacation, days devoted to standardized testing, district professional development days, 

                                                 
13 DCPS Standards, Mathematics, Grade 2.  Washington, DC standards are available at 
http://www.k12.dc.us/dcps/curriculum/curriculum1.html.   
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and deadlines for submitting final grades for the quarter, semester, or year (often, grades must be turned 
in one to two weeks before the end of the grading period to allow for school-wide processing – you don’t 
want to be caught in the middle of your last unit when final grades need to be turned in).  Tentatively plot 
your units on a school calendar, recognizing various days or weeks that interfere with regular instruction.  
To see an example of how this can be done, refer to the Instructional Planning & Delivery Toolkit (p. 34: 
“Sample Long-Term Plan, Mapped on a Calendar”), which can be found online at the Resource Exchange 
on TFANet. .   
 
If you finish with more weeks than units, you may be 
underestimating how long certain topics will take to teach, 
and you may want to share your plans with a veteran teacher.  
On the other hand, if you end up with more units than weeks 
on your calendar you will need to review the learning goals 
and either regroup them or eliminate non-essential ones 
once you conduct your diagnostics and determine where your 
students are already strong.  Your unit calendar should also 
actively plan for remediation, enrichment, and differentiation 
throughout the year.  Schedule opportunities to review and 
re-teach difficult concepts as well as to extend learning for 
students who quickly master grade-level standards.  
Likewise, schedule extra time into your calendar to account 
for contingencies, if possible.  Building extra time into the 
year’s schedule allows you to respond to a variety of factors that may delay or side-track your plans during the 
year.   
 
Making these adjustments – the final step in the long-term planning process – is vital in creating a long-
term plan that is an effective tool toward reaching your goals.  The next section details when and how to 
alter your long-term plan. 
 
D. Continually Adjust Your Plan 
It is critical to realize that your long-term plan and its pacing are not set in stone.  Rather, the plan is an 
organic document that will be revised and adjusted.  You will need to alter your plan frequently 
throughout the year to respond to ongoing assessment data and to align it with your big goal and 
summative assessment.      
 
Responding to ongoing assessment data 
Your diagnostic assessment will give you valuable information about your students’ current academic 
strengths and weaknesses.  As you analyze the data from the diagnostic, you will learn what knowledge 
and skills your students currently have and what prerequisites they will need in order to master grade-
level content.  This incoming information will enable you to modify and enhance preexisting plans for 
remedial and enriched content that you developed in your long-term plan calendar.  Adjusting your plan 
in response to this data is essential for leading students forward effectively.   
 
For instance, if students are behind grade level, you will need to find ways to catch them up while 
maintaining progress toward the big goal.  To do this, examine your long-term plan and carefully 
eliminate learning goals that students have firmly mastered and do not serve as important foundations to 
subsequent units.  Next, identify places where you can integrate remedial learning goals and review for 
objectives that students need in order to learn grade-level content.  It is difficult to balance the need for 
teaching prerequisite knowledge and skills while simultaneously leading students to master their grade-
level standards.  To help manage this balance of integrating remedial goals into grade-level instruction, 

 
Although I used a long-term plan, which 
outlined both major and minor goals, I learned 
that one could never anticipate everything that 
will happen with student learning or within the 
school environment.  A few minutes of revisiting 
my plans and reflecting on my students’ 
progress each evening helped me to fine-tune 
them to meet the needs of my students. 
 
Kate Farrar, Los Angeles ‘94 
Managing Director of Alumni Support – Los 
Angeles Region 
Teach For America 

 



49 

check out the Instructional Planning & Delivery Toolkit (p. 35: “Remediation Strategies”), which can be 
found online at the Resource Exchange on TFANet.  
 
Ultimately, you may discover that there are too many standards to realistically cover in one year while 
providing students with the foundational knowledge and skills they need to tackle grade level material.  In 
this case, it may be necessary to prioritize some learning goals over “non-essential” goals that might be 
left for enrichment or eliminated altogether.  Understand that prioritizing standards should be done with 
great caution and careful consideration.  Any time you decide that one standard is more important than 
another, you risk depriving students of instruction on important grade-level material that other students 
will receive.  For assistance, always seek the guidance of a veteran teacher with strong content 
knowledge.  In addition, you can prioritize standards by determining if your state already highlights some 
goals as “essential” or “key,” and by closely examining which standards serve as important foundations 
for understanding content in future grade levels. 
 
After creating an initial long-term plan, many teachers often fail to revisit their plans and make 
appropriate adjustments.  In doing so, they often begin teaching grade-level material only to realize later 
that their students lack key prerequisite knowledge.  This forces them to restart instruction at a different 
point, wasting valuable instructional time.  To avoid this mistake, continually adjust your plans to respond 
to incoming data about your students’ readiness and mastery-level.  Only by strategically recalibrating 
your long-term plan will you be able to both catch students up to speed and move them forward in 
mastering grade level material. 
 
Too many new teachers believe that getting behind in their long-term plan means they should scrap the 
whole thing.  On the contrary, if you get behind in the pacing that you set for yourself, you need to return 
to that document and reconfigure your plans so that you can still reach your ambitious goals for your 
students.  Perhaps you can modify the remaining units, combining learning goals in order to shorten the 
unit length.  Perhaps there are learning goals that you should prioritize over others.  But do not throw 
your hands up and the plan out; instead revisit it and revise it appropriately.  Remember, an effective 
long-term plan calendar should already have time built in to respond to inevitable, unexpected detours 
and the need for review or remediation. 
 
Likewise, getting ahead in your pacing does not devalue your long-term plan.  In this situation, you have a 
tremendous opportunity to further enrich students’ learning by digging more deeply into your grade-level 
standards or even pressing on to standards above your grade-level.  Once again, return to your long-term 
plan.  Modify units that can be expanded and add in others that can be included in the year. 
 
Alignment with the big goal and summative assessment 
In addition to responding to assessment data, you should also examine your long-term plan to ensure 
that it closely aligns with your big goal and end-of-the year assessment.  Your plan, assessment, and big 
goal are only meaningful if they all work in concert toward a shared end.  When they align, these tools are 
more likely to ensure high levels of instructional rigor and student mastery.  Remember, when grouping 
learning goals into units (Step Two) and sequencing units over time (Step Three), you ensure that these 
actions lead students to achieve the big goal.  These are the first steps toward ensuring that your long-
term plan is aligned.  However, it is still important to step back and double check – both at this point and 
throughout the year – whether the details of your long-term plan synch with your ultimate goal and 
measurement tools.  To help do this, reflect on the following questions:  
 

 Will this plan get your students to your big goal?   
 How did you use your big goals and summative assessments to inform your long-term plan? 
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 Given your big goal, which concepts hold a high priority, and does your long-term plan reflect this 
prioritization? 

 How will your long-term plan help you think about remediation and extension to ensure mastery 
of the big goal? 

 
Think critically as you answer these questions and tailor your long-term plan accordingly to maximize the 
cohesion among your instructional tools. 
 
 
III. FAQs on Long-Term Planning 
 
Now that you have a sense of the structure and purpose of the long-term plan, you may have several 
questions. While the long-term plan is an immensely helpful tool, it is also an inherently blunt 
instrument. Remember that the long-term plan takes a big-picture look at the year. The more subtle 
adjustments are made during unit and lesson-planning.  Let’s address some of those more subtle 
aspects here. 
 
Q:    What is more important – ensuring that my students achieve the standards and learning goals 

on my long-term plan or ensuring that they do well on standardized tests? 
A:    While many districts and states have aligned their tests and standards, some have not.  The most 

important thing is that your students meet their grade-level or content-area standards.  If they 
do, regardless of whether there is direct correlation between the standards and what is tested, it 
is very likely that your students will make significant progress on standardized tests.  Still, 
there’s more you can do to prepare your students for success on these tests.  As you know, how 
your students do on these tests can determine whether they’re promoted, whether they qualify 
for advanced tracks, and whether they qualify for special schools.  Like it or not, standardized 
test scores make a real difference in students’ lives.  We suggest that you become as familiar as 
you can with the tests so that you’ll know which of your standards are tested, how they are tested, 
and what your students need to know that is not included in the standards. Some districts and 
states do this for you, but in other areas you’ll need to take the initiative to do it yourself.  You 
might consider taking past samples of the test yourself, checking out the objectives for the test, 
and consulting with other teachers about what is on the test and how students are tested. 

 
Q:   Couldn’t we have students in our class who are below and others who are above grade level, 

and how will our long-term plan, which is based on grade-level standards, help us in that 
situation? 

A:    You may discover that students in your classroom are at all different academic levels.  Several of 
your students may be below grade level.  A few may be far below grade level.  This discovery may 
be overwhelming, but we hope it is also motivating.  Catching your students up is exactly why you 
are here.  You may also determine that some of your students are at grade level or even above 
grade level in various skills.  That’s great, and it means that you can push them to even higher 
levels of achievement.  However, neither of these scenarios means that you have to throw out 
your long-term plan.  Use the guidance in this chapter to tailor your long-term plan to meet the 
different levels and needs of students.    

 
Q:   What should I do if my school’s curriculum already has a plan that outlines what I will be 

teaching every day? This means I don’t have to worry about long-term planning, right? 
A:   ALL teachers, regardless of whether they receive a curriculum from their school, need to think 

critically about what their students need to learn, how best to create, group and sequence 
learning goals, and how to adjust their plans to meet the needs of their individual students (the 
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steps in the long-term planning process).  If you blindly follow a scripted curriculum (or any pre-
made instructional tool) without tailoring it to fit your class, you will likely lose focus on your 
purpose in reaching the big goal.  If your school uses a scripted curriculum, closely analyze its 
structure to determine why it chose a particular learning goal sequence.  Is there a logical 
progression among standards and units? Are some goals prerequisites for others, and if so, are 
they sequenced appropriately? Further, think about how the curriculum fits the needs of your 
class.  Is there a place for teaching background knowledge and skills, sufficient review for 
challenging goals, and enrichment? It is your responsibility to ensure that the curriculum 
accounts for your students’ different academic levels.  Make the tool work for your class by 
adjusting and modifying it appropriately.  Again, this reflection process is not limited to analyzing 
scripted curricula. You should take these steps to critically evaluate any tool you use during the 
year, whether it is pre-made or of your own design.    

 
Q:   What if my school’s curriculum includes learning goals that are repeated in several different 

units throughout the year? How does this affect my long-term planning? 
A:  Some curricula repeat or “spiral” learning goals throughout the year to help reinforce important 

knowledge and skills. A secondary science curriculum, for instance, may repeat the goal for 
students to apply the scientific method during several units.  Everyday Math and Open Court 
Reading, on the other hand, are examples of spiraling curricula comprised entirely of ongoing 
learning goals.  If your curriculum repeats learning goals in different units, you still need to 
check that these goals are grouped and sequenced logically throughout the year.  Use the 
guidance in this chapter to evaluate the order of your curriculum’s learning goals, ensuring that 
the sequence always leads students to master the big goal.  You will also need to do this when 
ordering your objectives, a topic covered in the next chapter (on unit planning). 

 
Q:    Does the long-term planning process apply if I have students receiving special education 

services? 
A:    Of course.  Some would say even more so.  We’ll dive into greater detail about planning 

instruction for special education students in Chapter Eight.  However, you should note that long-
term plans for students with special needs may be more intricate than those described in this 
chapter but serve exactly the same purpose – to function as a plan and as documentation of the 
year’s learning goals. (In fact, one might consider the Individual Education Programs (IEPs) 
required for students with special needs to be formalized long-term plans.)  In some instances, 
you may need to utilize different standards for different students, or you may utilize standards for 
a variety of grade levels.  As we’ll discuss, there are structures and people to help you with these 
challenges.   

 
Q:    This all sounds really challenging.   
A:    This is really challenging.  And exciting.  
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Conclusion and Key Concepts 
 
A long-term plan is an absolutely essential tool for achieving significant academic gains for your 
students.  Like a map, or a blueprint, it establishes where you are headed and how you are going to get 
there.  The steps are relatively simple: 
 
 Step One: Use the standards to determine learning goals 
  

 Standards are presented in a range of detail and specificity.  Generally speaking, “standards” are 
relatively general statements of what students should learn, while “learning goals” are one level 
more specific.  Digest your state standards and create learning goals if they are not already 
provided.  This will help to develop your vision of what students need to master by the end of the 
year, a process you began in earlier chapters. 

 
Step Two: Group learning goals into units 

 
 Once you have the learning goals in front of you, you need to group them into smaller “units” 

based on some type of commonality.  You should begin to think critically about how long it will 
take to teach the knowledge and skills from each unit.   

 
 Step Three: Logically order the units and plot them on the school calendar 
 

 After grouping your units, use a similar thought-process to sequence these units and assign 
them to a period of time on the school calendar.  Make sure to build in time for remedial and 
enrichment learning goals, as well as room for contingencies. 

 
Step Four: Continually adjust your plan 
 
 The final step of the long-term planning process is to consistently update your plan.  Adjust the 

document to respond to ongoing assessment data about your students and to closely align it to 
meet the purpose of your big goal.    

 
This process will do wonders for immediately improving your teaching and impacting your students’ 
achievement.  Having a long-term plan will give you the perspective you need to make critical decisions 
about how you use your valuable time with your students. 
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Unit Planning 
Chapter Four 

I. Develop Your Unit Vision 
II. Create Your Summative Unit Assessment 
III. Translate Your Learning Goals Into Lesson Objectives 
IV. Sequence Your Content and Scaffold Your Lesson Objectives 
V. Schedule Your Objectives on the School Calendar 
VI. Create Your Beginning-of-Unit Diagnostic Tool 
VII. Create a Tracking System for Your Objectives 
VIII. Continually Adjust Your Plan 

 
Introduction 
 
A unit plan continues the mapping process that you began with your long-term plan.  Just as your long-
term plan sets out the goals and pacing for the whole year, your unit plan sets out your goals and pacing 
for the discrete slices of the year to which you have assigned your learning goals.  In fact, one might think 
of a unit plan as almost the same thing as a long-term plan, but applied to a month or six weeks rather 
than the whole year.  If the long-term plan is analogous to an entire hiking trail, the unit plan might be 
analogous to a particular leg of the journey.  Check out the “Sample Unit Plan and Assessment” in the 
Instructional Planning & Delivery Toolkit (pp. 36-48); this Toolkit can be found online at the Resource 
Exchange on TFANet.  
 
While it is imperative that you think through and create your long-term plan before or at the beginning of 
the school year, many teachers complete their unit plans as the previous unit comes to completion.  Thus, 
you might have six to ten major “step-back” sessions during the year to reflect on the last four-to-six-
week unit and plan out the next one.  This would allow you to make adjustments for skills and concepts 
from the previous unit that need to be reinforced, as evidenced by the end-of-unit assessment.  Other 
teachers find it helpful to flesh out their six to ten unit plans before the year begins, and then make 
adjustments and modifications as the year progresses.   
 
Why Do We Need a Unit Plan? 
In simple terms, a unit plan is simply a shorter-term, more detailed view of your teaching map than your 
long-term plan.  Yet in many ways, it has a very similar purpose.  Unit planning provides you with a sense 
of direction and organization that again helps you and the class to achieve significant academic gains 
within a particular time period.   More specifically, creating a plan to reach short-term goals has the 
following benefits: 
 

 A unit plan forces you to make difficult decisions about what to teach and how to teach it.  After 
taking the time to develop a unit plan, you are less likely to be side-tracked by objectives, 
lessons, or activities that do not advance your ultimate quest for academic achievement.  
Tempting diversions will look much less appealing if you have your sights set on your students 
achieving a particular set of goals in a particular four-to-six-week period.   

 
 A unit plan keeps you on pace to reach your unit (and ultimately long-term) goals.  Your unit 

plan, which should be referred to with almost daily frequency, is your point of reference when you 
ask yourself, “Given where I want to be in two [or four or six] weeks, am I where I need to be now?  
Am I spending too much time on certain skills and concepts given the other skills and concepts 
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that must be included in these X weeks, or X days?”  Given the limited number of weeks, days, 
and lessons in a unit, each moment becomes more precious, forcing you to pace yourself 
appropriately in order to meet your end goals.   

 
 A unit plan provides an opportunity to stimulate student interest through overarching content 

that is relevant to students.  When you design your unit plan, consider what content will engage 
your students given their interests and backgrounds.  As Jere Brophy indicates in Tomorrow’s 
Teachers, “whether in textbooks or in teacher-led instruction, information is easier to learn to 
the extent that it is coherent (i.e., a sequence of ideas or events makes sense and the 
relationships among ideas are made apparent). Content is most likely to be organized coherently 
when it is selected in a principled way, guided by ideas about what students should learn from 
studying the topic.”14  Your unit plan does precisely that—it creates discrete segments of learning 
that have a cohesive unity.  And, you will help engage your students in learning because each unit 
will have an overarching idea that is relevant and interesting to students. 

  
Creating Unit Plans 
To create a unit plan that meets the above purposes and provides you with daily instructional guidance, 
many effective teachers use the following series of eight interdependent steps:      
 

I. Develop your unit vision 
II. Create your summative unit assessment 

III. Translate your learning goals into lesson objectives 
IV. Sequence your content and scaffold your lesson objectives  
V. Schedule your objectives on the school calendar 

VI. Create your beginning-of-unit diagnostic tool  
VII. Create a tracking system for your objectives 

VIII. Continually adjust your plan  
 
Note that these steps represent the same backwards-planning framework that we used at the 
assessment and long-term plan levels. They have been tried, tested, and used by many effective teachers 
and, thus, constitute a set of guidelines for reaching the purposes of unit planning.  This process should 
not be thought of, however, as a “checklist” or as a series of discrete, linear steps to unit planning.  As 
you will see throughout this chapter, many of the actions are interrelated and will need to be reused or 
revisited at multiple stages in the planning process.  Avoid rigid adherence to each step.  Such an 
approach may lead you to lose sight of your underlying purpose – clearly understanding your destination 
and developing a plan to reach this goal.  Always reflect on the rationale for completing each stage in the 
process and think of the ways in which one action connects to and influences the other steps in the 
process.  We will consider each step in turn, although you may recognize some steps (namely the 
creation of a beginning-of-unit diagnostic and an end-of-unit assessment) from Chapter Two. 
 
 
I. Develop Your Unit Vision 
 
You have probably heard teachers talk about teaching “units.”  This generic term refers to what results 
when you transform various “buckets” of learning goals (created in your long-term plan) into a coherent 
set of lessons.  For example, a high school English as a Second Language teacher might allocate six 
weeks to a “poetry unit,” in which a whole range of learning goals – from vocabulary to research skills – 

                                                 
14 Brophy, Jere. “Generic Aspects of Effective Teaching.”  Tomorrow’s Teachers, ed. Margaret C. Wang and Herbert J. 
Walburg.  Richmond, CA: McCutchen Publishing Corporation, 2001, p. 24. 
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would be covered in the context of studying poetry.   A middle school teacher might study a particular 
grouping of learning goals and realize that designing a museum in the classroom might be a great way to 
engage students in all of those learning goals.  An elementary school teacher might notice that her class 
is just fascinated by firefighters and police, and she might decide to teach each of the learning goals she 
has grouped for the next six weeks through a unit on careers in the community. 
 
Before you determine what type of unit to present, however, it is necessary to develop a strong unit vision 
- a clear understanding of your ultimate goal for student learning.  At this stage in your planning process 
you need to answer the question, “What would it look like for my students to master the unit learning 
goals?”  Without this clear vision of where you are going, you will be unable to effectively organize your 
instruction.   
 
Up to this point you have developed a course-level understanding of your learning goals in creating your 
big goal and long-term plan.  To develop your unit vision, continue this process of unpacking your 
learning goals using the resources described in Chapter One, including veteran teachers, exemplary 
student work, and grade-level assessments.  Determine what exactly your students should know or be 
able to do by the end of the unit if they have achieved the learning goals.  This will allow you to clearly 
envision the unit’s purpose and destination and prepare you to determine what evidence students must 
produce in order to demonstrate mastery.   
 
You may already have a clear understanding of what student mastery will look like for your unit from your 
prior work in digesting your learning goals and standards.  If so, you may not need to ‘unpack’ your 
learning goals any further to produce a sufficiently clear unit vision.  Before you proceed, however, make 
sure that you can concretely describe in detail the most important things for your students to learn, and 
what it will look like for students to demonstrate that they have achieved the unit goals. 
 
After developing your vision of the unit goal, you can begin to decide what type of unit you will use to 
present the learning goals to students.  As the beginning of this section illustrates, there is a range of 
ways to think about creating “units” of learning.  Units are often categorized as goals-based, thematic, or 
project-based.   
 
A “goals-based” unit, in a way, is a misnomer because all units are rooted in goals.  When we refer to 
goals-based units, we refer to a group of standards focused in the same content or skill area.  For 
example, a middle school math teacher might plan a measurement unit to teach students the skills of 
measuring temperature, speed, volume, mass, and the dimensions of an object.  An elementary teacher 
might create a unit on writing letters, focusing on the skills necessary to write friendly, informative, or 
persuasive letters.  A secondary chemistry teacher might design a unit on the periodic table, teaching 
students the underlying concepts that govern the arrangement of the periodic table.  With “goals-based” 
units, the teacher creates a unit directly from the content of the learning goals at issue.  Consider the 
reflections of Margaret Cate, DC ’98: 
 

I remember thinking that all my units had to be fancy – with bells and whistles and 
multiple connections to the content my students were studying in other classes.  But my 
inquisitive 7th graders were often fascinated in the science learning goals themselves, 
and I could develop a unit – say, on human body systems – from those alone.  Sure, I 
could still “spice it up” with a doctor from DC General as a guest speaker, MRI’s, X-Rays, 
and songs about the digestive system, but the focus each day was on objectives related to 
identifying, analyzing, and comparing the structure and function of human body systems. 
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Some people create their goals-based units by raising a central question that the learning goals imply – 
things like “what makes a story a real page-turner?” on narrative writing, or “who is a friend?” about 
foreign policy.  Students then tie all of the content they learn during that unit to this enduring idea.  With a 
lot of careful thought, you may even be able to develop questions or generalizations that recur throughout 
the year (“the parts of a system are interdependent” in science, for example), which can serve as 
touchstones for the various concepts, principles, and facts that your students learn.  For a more detailed 
description about developing the “essential questions” of your curriculum, we highly recommend 
checking out Understanding By Design, accessible online to members at www.ascd.org (we also highly 
recommend becoming a member of the Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development (ASCD), 
otherwise your Program Director most likely will have a membership and can access this article for you).    
 
Thematic units (probably most familiar to you from elementary school) also seek to reach goals, but 
integrate standards from multiple subject areas to do so, focusing on a common theme or topic.  For 
example, elementary teachers might develop a thematic unit about dinosaurs to teach science, math, and 
writing skills.  A teacher could have students measure model dinosaurs using centimeters and inches.  
They could address sentence structure learning goals by having students write sentences about 
dinosaurs, or science learning goals by having students identify which dinosaurs were carnivores, 
herbivores, or omnivores.  Thematic units are particularly popular during events such as the Olympics 
and national elections. 
 
Thematic units are also useful at the secondary level, and sometimes teachers of different content areas 
or disciplines choose to collaborate.  For example, a high school history teacher might focus on the 
development and history of the city in which students live, while the biology teacher could lead students in 
an environmental study of a nearby river.  Secondary teachers might also simply choose a particular field 
of student interest to use as a lens for studying different learning goals within their discipline, like 
examining the variety of physics principles through roller coaster rides or reaching various literature 
goals on character, plot, and setting while reading a series of books on tolerance.  Notice how Miwa 
Powell, DC ’96, centered a thematic unit on living things in her kindergarten classroom:  

  
To meet our language arts objectives, we focused on stories from several different 
genres, from Jack and the Beanstalk to Marti and the Mango to Eric Carle’s The Tiny 
Seed.  We based a variety of language arts activities on these stories, including 
identifying compound words, ordering events in a story, and using descriptive language.  
Many of our math objectives for this unit focused on measurement, estimation, and 
graphing.  We created a variety of lessons around sorting, graphing, and estimating 
quantities of seeds.  Our students helped each other measure themselves and created 
beautiful flowers that were exactly their height, which we used to decorate our 
classrooms.  We also measured the stems and leaves of a variety of plants that we used 
for our science experiments.  We built critical thinking skills through these experiments, 
which ranged from predicting the growth of lima bean seeds in different environments to 
observing a carnation draw colored water through its stem.   
 

Project-based units focus on producing an end product, such as a book, a play, a trip, or a presentation 
that serves as a rallying point for the students and motivates them to learn.  Students must learn skills in 
order to complete the project, and therefore they see the utility of skills as they apply their knowledge.  
An elementary ESL teacher might design a project-based unit in which each student writes a page for a 
class book that they will have in the school library.  A middle school English teacher might have students 
write and present a play of their own after reading various works by famous playwrights.  A secondary 
Spanish teacher might plan a trip to a restaurant where students would be required to order and speak in 
Spanish for the whole meal.  Perhaps in your unit on poetry, you are all working toward a “Poetry Slam” 
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where students read and perform their work for an audience.  Perhaps in your unit on the Constitutional 
Convention, you are working toward your own “Classroom Constitutional Convention” during which 
students will present their persuasive papers on various civic issues.  Consider the reflections of Mina 
Kim, New Jersey ’98:  
 

I could tell that the concept of plotting points on a grid was lost on my Newark first 
graders, so I asked graduate students from Rutgers’ School of Planning and Public 
Policy to demonstrate how this skill could be translated into making maps.  The graduate 
students brought various types of maps including an aerial photo of my students’ 
community, and my first graders enjoyed the activity so much that we launched a full-
scale mapping project.  Each child decorated a milk carton to look like their home, made 
cereal boxes into schools and stores, and formed construction paper into cars.  They 
glued them to a floor-sized map they had painted complete with, yup, grid lines and 
coordinates.  We used the grid to pinpoint the locations of everyone’s home, the school, 
parks and churches.  Not only did they learn a great deal about maps, but they also 
exhibited tremendous pride in their community. 

 
Deciding the type of unit you will use to deliver your 
learning goals is the most central – and often 
wonderfully creative – step of unit planning.  
Sometimes, you will be able to choose a unit whose 
theme or end-project will excite and motivate you and 
your students (as in the examples of the dinosaur unit 
or the trip to a restaurant above).  Other times, the 
learning goals will lend themselves to a particular 
type of unit.  In this situation, you must determine how 
to best use and emphasize the particular content area 
to motivate students and bring them to mastery of the 
learning goals.   
 
Consider the following groups of learning goals pulled 
from these teachers’ long-term plans and the type of 
unit they decided to use to deliver those learning 
goals. 

 
Example One: Goals-Based Unit 

A nine-week unit for social studies (in which the standards 
indicate students should master key concepts surrounding 
the histories and cultures of Africa) for seventh grade 
students in Mississippi  

Description of Unit (Goals-Based) 

The student will be able to: 
 Analyze various African cultures (religion, language, 

customs, contributions, etc.) 
 Name and describe major events in the history of 

Africa 
 Describe the essential characteristics of democracy, 

theocracy, and socialism  
 Measure distances on a variety of maps 
 Analyze the physical characteristics of the continent 
 Assess the interactions of nations over time (e.g., 

political conflicts, commerce, transportation, 
immigration, etc.) 

Here, the learning goals themselves suggest the 
content.  The students will research and create a 
timeline about the major events in African 
history.  They will also chart comparisons among 
the nations and regions of Africa, comparing 
their populations, land areas, climate, 
topography, and languages.  The culminating 
assessment will require students to choose one 
of the nations of Africa and analyze its history, 
culture, literature, and geography in a written 
report.  

 
I was able to develop my Shakespeare units with a 
particular end goal – a very specific final paper 
assignment.  For example, when I taught Othello, I 
knew ahead of time that I would offer three choices, 
all related to theme.  This allowed me to basically 
plan my instruction to really focus on those themes, 
leaving students with a plethora of information and 
ideas by the time they got to the paper.  When you’re 
dealing with a topic as huge as Shakespeare that 
has a million different possible angles, it is essential 
to boil it down to a few major things you wish to 
impart.  A focused final project can help you wade 
through the static. 
 
Sarada Peri, Greater New Orleans ‘01 
Senior Associate, West Wing Writers 
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Example Two: Thematic Unit 
A six-week unit for high school physics in North Carolina Description of Unit (Thematic) 
The student will be able to: 
 Analyze energy of position, including gravitational 

potential energy and elastic potential energy 
 Analyze energy of motion (kinetic energy) 
 Analyze, evaluate, and apply the principle of 

conservation of mechanical energy 
 Analyze and measure the transfer of mechanical 

energy 

The teacher is planning a six-week unit on cars.  By 
studying the evolution and mechanics of cars, 
students will conduct a series of experiments to 
analyze various principles of potential and kinetic 
energy.  They will calculate the potential and kinetic 
energy of model cars rolling down ramps, and the 
elastic potential energy of various springs in cars.  
As part of this unit, students will visit a tow truck 
company and calculate mechanical energy and 
transfer of energy through the tow truck’s pulley 
system.  Students will also visit a NASCAR track to 
discuss the implementation of all these principles 
on the race track.   

 
Example Three: Project-Based Unit 

A three-week unit on writing skills for third grade 
students in Maryland 

Description of Unit (Project-Based) 

The student will be able to: 
 Group related ideas and maintain a consistent focus 
 Develop a topic sentence and supporting sentences 
 Use relevant descriptions, including sensory details, 

personal experiences, observations, and research-
based information to make a topic or message clear to 
the reader 

 Write a friendly letter that addresses interests of 
reader 

Through a pen-pal project with a corps member’s 
class in Los Angeles, students will learn the skills 
of developing topic and supporting sentences, 
including sensory details and personal experiences 
in their writing, and revising their work on their own 
and with peers. 

 
Of course, these teachers could have picked any type of unit to 
present their learning goals.  The unit on writing friendly 
letters could have been part of a thematic unit about a 
particular region of the country that incorporated science, 
math, and geography learning goals.   The thematic physics 
unit could have been a project-based unit in which the 
students built a small course of ramps and inclines over which 
a ball could travel if energy is conserved appropriately.  As 
noted in Chapter One, you should take advantage of the work 
that organizations have already done in grouping learning 
goals into compelling units. For specific ideas, browse the web 
sites listed in the Instructional Planning & Delivery Toolkit 
(pp. 1-2: “Internet Links to Regional and National Standards”), 
which can be found online at the Resource Exchange on 
TFANet.    
  
Your choice among these various unit structures is an 
opportunity to think critically about how to best engage your students.  Select the approach that will most 
effectively invest them in their own learning. 

Unit 1
Learning Goal A 

Learning Goal D 

Learning Goal F 

Learning Goal Z 

Units are groups of Learning Goals 
(originally housed in different 
standards) that are unified by a common 
theme, project, or goal. 
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II. Create Your Summative Unit Assessment 
 
Once you have determined your unit vision, providing you with a clear sense of what students must know 
and be able to do over the course of the unit, you need to consider how students will demonstrate 
mastery of these component skills and knowledge.   What will count as acceptable evidence that your 
students have understood the unit’s learning goals?  How will you measure student mastery?  Will there 
be a culminating project, writing assignment, or test?   
 

As explained in detail in Chapter Two, successful teachers 
create their summative assessments before they begin 
teaching their lessons.  Doing so will greatly enhance your 
teaching and raise your students’ achievement levels.  
Teachers who clearly articulate how students will 
demonstrate mastery upfront have a clearer sense of where 
their students need to end up.  This enables them to both 
maintain focus on the unit goal and strategically prioritize 
their instructional plans to reach this goal.  When teachers 
plan without an assessment in mind, they end up testing 
whatever they covered during the unit, whether or not this was 
sufficiently rigorous to meet their learning goals.  This 
approach is more likely to result in insufficiently rigorous 
instruction that lowers the bar for student achievement.  
Planning for assessment first enables you to prioritize and 
demand high levels of rigor and mastery and reduces the 
likelihood of ultimately settling for less and/or eliminating 
important elements from your plan.        
 

It is a good idea to develop summative assessments that formally measure mastery after a set of learning 
goals rather than after each objective. While you will be checking at every step to make sure students 
master individual objectives through formative assessments, it is inefficient to give a formal test for each 
of the hundreds of objectives you will teach during the year.  Your assessment after each set of learning 
goals should end with a gauge of how well the student can perform each overall learning goal (for 
example, being able to write a paragraph with a topic sentence and supporting sentences), but should 
begin with individual questions for each objective (being able to identify the topic sentence in a paragraph, 
for one) to identify which of the learning goals’ components students can and cannot accomplish along 
the way. Note that you haven’t yet broken down your learning goals into objectives (this will occur in the 
next step of the unit planning process), so you aren’t yet ready to create a complete assessment with 
detailed objective-level questions.  At this stage you should identify and draft the types of general 
questions or prompts that are aligned to the overall learning goals of the unit.  Once you create your 
objectives, you will be able to add the finer details to your unit assessment to align different components 
of the unit learning goals. 
 
As outlined in Chapter Two, there are a number of different types of assessment questions and factors to 
consider when choosing an assessment. When creating your assessment, it is essential to select or 
design a tool that is best suited to solicit the evidence you need from students.  For instance, both pencil-
and-paper tests and authentic assessments can serve as reliable means of measuring achievement, 
depending on the learning goal.  When appropriate, you may have students perform demonstrations, 
prepare dramatizations, create audio or video recordings, respond to journal prompts, build models, or 
solve novel problems, while maintaining a rubric outlining your expectations.  The most important 
consideration is to choose an assessment type that will accurately and efficiently measure the learning 

Summative Assessment 

Questions for Objective 1 

Questions for Objective 2 

Questions for Objective 3 

Questions for Objective 4 

Demonstration of Learning Goal A  

A generic summative assessment, 
measuring achievement on a Learning 
Goal and its component parts 
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goals they are intended to assess.  For guidance on choosing assessment questions, reference the 
Instructional Planning & Delivery Toolkit (p. 14: “Considerations for Assessment Question Types”), 
which can be found online at the Resource Exchange on TFANet.   
  
It bears repeating that many decisions rest on the results of summative assessments, so it is vital that 
they are designed well.  Be sure to refer back to Chapter Two and follow the guiding questions for 
creating a summative assessment to ensure that your assessments are valid, reliable, and efficient.  
Also, draw on “Guidance for Creating Valid Assessment Items” in the Instructional Planning & Delivery 
Toolkit (pp. 15-17) , and use the Grading Supplement to help you determine the appropriate weight for 
each individual task.  
  
As you plan your assessment (and throughout the steps of the unit planning process), continually think 
about where students will struggle to reach the level of mastery required by your assessment questions.  
To help uncover these possible areas of confusion, think about what you take for granted that may be 
confusing to students learning the content for the first time.  Consider how and why students might have 
difficulty with a particular concept and consult with veteran teachers to determine common student 
misunderstandings.  By proactively identifying these areas for potential confusion upfront, you will be 
able to address them in your instructional planning. 
 
 
III. Translate Your Learning Goals Into Lesson Objectives 
 
Let’s take a moment to review.  In the last chapter, we examined broad standards established by every 
state.  There are typically five to twelve standards in a given subject area. Within each of these standards, 
we saw a similar number of learning goals, equaling dozens and dozens all together.  We found 
commonalities between these various learning goals and grouped them into “units,” which we sequenced 
on the calendar in a logical order. We then determined our vision for what students will be able to do at 
the end of the unit and began to create our end-of-unit summative assessment.  
 
Once you have established your unit vision and assessment, 
you must look at your group of learning goals and translate 
each one into student-achievement based, measurable, 
rigorous lesson objectives.  The need for this step may not be 
obvious to a new teacher, but it is critically important.  The 
broad standards (and even the slightly more detailed “learning 
goals” that some districts may provide) simply do not provide 
you or your students enough concrete guidance and focus from 
which to design specific lessons.  Thus, each learning goal 
must be translated into discrete, specific lesson objectives 
that can be taught in one lesson.   
 
Often, an ineffective lesson results from not taking this 
relatively simple step of carefully defining your lesson 
objective.  If you are careful to ensure that each lesson has a 
good objective, you dramatically increase your ability to ensure 
significant academic gains for your students. 
 

Learning Objective A
Objective 1

Objective 2

Objective 3

Objective 4

Each learning goal is too broad to reach 
in one lesson; objectives are the basic 
unit of teaching. 
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Knowing this, how do you translate a general learning goal into a set of concrete lesson objectives that 
will actually help you design a day’s lesson?  We are going to spend the next couple of pages describing 
this process.  You can start by asking these general guiding questions:  

 What are the key nouns, adjectives, and verbs that describe your learning goals?  
 What tasks and understandings are associated with the learning goals?  
 What knowledge and skills will students need in order to master these goals? 

 
The following are examples of learning goals translated into lesson objectives (each learning goal is just 
one of several from the example units above: 
 
Goals-Based Africa History Unit 
Learning Goal #4:  The student will measure distances on a variety of maps. 
 
(translates into) 
Lesson Objectives:   The student will be able to use the map’s index and grid to locate two 

geographical points.  
 The student will be able to accurately measure the distance between two 

points in inches and centimeters. 
  The student will be able to convert the distance on a map to the actual 

distance between two places using the map scale. 
 The student will be able to calculate distances between two points on 1) a 

map of Africa and 2) a map of one African nation. 
 
Thematic Car Unit 
Learning Goal #1:  The student will analyze energy of position, including gravitational potential 

energy and elastic potential energy. 
(translates into) 
Lesson Objectives:  The student will be able to explain the difference between gravitational 

potential energy and elastic potential energy. 
  The student will be able to solve word problems involving gravitational and 

elastic potential energy. 
  The student will be able to analyze the gravitational potential energy of real 

objects at different heights. 
  The student will be able to analyze the elastic potential energy of real 

springs with different spring constants. 
 
Project-Based Pen-Pal Unit 
Learning Goal #2:  The student will develop a topic sentence and supporting sentences. 
 
(translates into) 
Lesson Objectives:  The student will be able to identify the topic sentence and supporting 

sentences in a paragraph. 
 The student will be able to describe the purpose of a topic sentence and 

supporting sentence. 
 The student will be able to evaluate a topic sentence to ensure that it 

represents its paragraph’s main idea.  
 The student will be able to evaluate supporting sentences to ensure that 

they reinforce the paragraph’s main idea. 
  The student will be able to write a paragraph with a topic sentence and 

supporting sentences. 
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To successfully translate general learning goals into more specific and useful lesson objectives you must 
ensure your lesson objectives meet three all-important criteria: 
 

(1) Lesson objectives must be STUDENT-ACHIEVEMENT BASED. 
(2) Lesson objectives must be MEASURABLE. 
(3) Lesson objectives must be RIGOROUS. 

 
Creating Student-Achievement Based Lesson Objectives 
When you write a lesson objective, ask yourself, “What are my students going to learn and achieve by the 
end of the lesson?”  Some teachers fall into the trap of designing activities, creating worksheets, and 
giving lectures that merely “cover” material and do not focus on what students learn, achieve, and 
accomplish.  When you translate a learning goal into a lesson objective, it should be student-
achievement based.     
 
The best way to draft objectives is to start with the phrase “The student will be able to…”  (represented by 
the acronym “SWBAT”), and ensure that the objectives are derived from your course learning goals.  If 
you look at your standards and learning goals (and most of the examples included in this text), you will 
most likely see that they are already student-achievement based.  States and districts usually include the 
phrase “the student will…” or “the student will be able to….”   
 
This approach to drafting objectives helps avoid some of the most common mistakes teachers make as 
they approach unit and lesson planning.  Unfortunately, there are many classroom examples of non-
student-achievement focused objectives.  “Continuing to cover poetry,” or “Completing the worksheet,” or 
“Group work on African history,” are not useful objectives because they offer no indication of what 
learning you want the students to achieve.  They offer no guidance or focus in the lesson planning process 
and do not help you to determine when you have succeeded with your lesson.  In contrast, the objective 
“The student will be able to identify, describe the rhythm and rhyme structure for, and write a limerick” 
provides you with a specific, student-oriented focus for your lesson.  By beginning every lesson objective 
with the phrase “The student will be able to…” you discipline yourself to ensure that you’re driving toward 
student achievement.    
 
Keep in mind as we discuss lesson objectives that a teacher does not always teach one unique lesson 
objective per class per day.  While it is a helpful habit to attempt to think of objectives in such discrete 
pieces, the reality is that sometimes it takes more or less than one class session to master an objective.  
You may have a set of objectives being addressed in one class period, or you may find yourself investing a 
few days of class time on one objective.  Either way, be sure you identify exactly what your students need 
to accomplish by the end of each class period and how you will know whether they have, in fact, achieved 
this goal.     
 
Creating Measurable Lesson Objectives 
Objectives serve as the key tool for evaluating your own and your students’ success on a daily basis.  If 
students achieve the lesson objective, the lesson is successful; if students do not achieve the objective, 
you must acknowledge that there is still material to be learned and most likely you must re-teach the 
objective in a different way.  In order to determine confidently whether students have achieved the lesson 
objective, the objective must be measurable.   
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What makes an objective measurable?  In a word, the 
verb.  By carefully choosing a verb for your objective 
that lends itself to assessment, you will greatly 
enhance your lesson’s efficacy.  
 
For example, if an objective reads, “The student will 
be able to understand that bones help the body,” how 
would the teacher measure that understanding?  If an 
objective reads, “The student will learn about the 
phases of the moon,” or “The student will enjoy food 
from different cultures,” how would the teacher 
measure achievement of those objectives?  The verbs 
understand, learn, and enjoy are relatively vague. 
 
On the other hand, changing “the student will be able 
to understand that bones help the body,” to “the student will be able to list three ways bones help the 
body,” you have built into the objective a means of knowing when you have reached it.  Instead of planning 
to help students learn about the phases of the moon, your objective could be for students to be able to 
explain the cause of the moon’s phases and correctly identify the different phases by name.   
 
Let’s consider several lesson objectives and analyze them in light of the criteria we have outlined.   
 

Before Revision Analysis of Objective After Revision 
The student will understand 
the major parts of speech in a 
sentence. 

This objective is not measurable.  
How will you know for certain 
whether students understand?  

The student will be able to identify and 
define the major parts of speech in a 
sentence. 

The teacher will present a 
lesson on ordering fractions 
with different denominators. 

This objective is not student-
achievement based.   

The student will be able to order 
fractions with different denominators. 

The student will enjoy the 
rhyming schemes in different 
types of poetry. 

This objective is not measurable.  
How do you measure student 
enjoyment? 

The student will be able to compare and 
contrast the rhyming schemes in 
different types of poetry. 

The teacher will discuss the 
implications of cloning human 
beings. 

This objective is not student-
achievement based. 

The student will be able to evaluate the 
implications of cloning human beings. 

The student will learn the 
conditions in Europe that led to 
World War II. 

This objective is not measurable. The student will be able to explain the 
conditions in Europe that led to World 
War II. 

The student will be able to list 
the phases of the water cycle. 

This objective is student-achievement 
based and measurable. 

No revisions necessary. 

The student will be able to 
write a short biography of a 
famous individual based on 
research from multiple 
sources. 

This objective is student-achievement 
based and measurable.  

No revisions necessary.  (This objective 
encompasses several lesson objectives, 
and might come at the end of a unit, 
perhaps as the end-of-unit 
assessment.) 

 
Creating Rigorous Lesson Objectives  
For objectives to be rigorous they must connect to the big goal and be written at the appropriate cognitive 
level.   
 
 
 

When I was a corps member, my program director 
asked me one simple question after observing my 
lesson.  “How will you know you achieved your 
objective?”  This question revolutionized how I 
thought of each lesson.  I realized concretely how 
important it is to have a tangible way of knowing I 
accomplished my goal for the day.  Additionally, I 
was able to think about how every single thing I did 
and said in my lesson was for the purpose of driving 
my students to achieve the objective for the day. 
 
Heather Tow-Yick, New York ‘98 
Executive Director, Rhode Island 
Teach For America 
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Connected to the Big Goal   
As you plan your objectives, you should always be thinking, “Why is this knowledge or skill important to 
the larger goal?”  This step requires you to clearly articulate a lesson objective’s purpose in terms of how 
it connects to the overall big goal.  Rigorous objectives should clearly relate to your unit and course goals 
and serve as necessary steps towards achieving those ends.  Objectives that don’t have necessary, logical 
connections to your big goals are ineffective because they will not ultimately move your students forward 
in their path toward academic achievement.  Tying objectives to the big goal not only provides clarity of 
purpose, but can also help focus and motivate students.  If you ensure that students understand this 
connection, it will remind them of the bigger instructional picture and provide them with a concrete 
rationale for why they are learning this particular objective.  This will help in continually reinforcing the 
meaning and significance behind classroom activities. 
 
At the appropriate cognitive level 
As seen above, measurable, student-achievement based objectives contain a carefully chosen verb (such 
as write, list, measure, evaluate, calculate, and categorize) that helps drive the objective’s focus.  A 
teacher should be aware that the choice of verb also affects the cognitive level of the objective. That is, 
particular verbs address a lower level of thinking, and others address a higher level of thinking.  For help 
in this area, see the worksheet based on “Designing Lesson Objectives That Address the Appropriate 
Cognitive Level” in the Instructional Planning & Delivery Toolkit (pp. 49-50); this Toolkit can be found 
online at the Resource Exchange on TFANet.  
 
Your course on Learning Theory outlines how student learning can occur at a whole range of complexity, 
from rote memorization to sophisticated evaluation of difficult concepts.  Bloom’s Taxonomy, developed 
by Dr. Benjamin Bloom of the University of Chicago, is the most commonly used hierarchy of cognitive 
levels.  Where your lesson objectives fall on that range of complexity should be a conscious choice on 
your part, depending on the rigor of the learning goals you are trying to reach. 
 
Bloom’s Taxonomy 

 Cognitive Level Action Verbs Concrete Tasks 
Knowledge List, match, tell, label, name, 

locate, memorize, repeat 
Recall or recognize information, usually 
in the same way it was learned  

Lo
w

er
 

Le
ve

l 

Comprehension Describe, explain, summarize, 
restate, identify, translate 

Translate or interpret prior learning 

Application Solve, classify, demonstrate, 
dramatize, manipulate 

Independently apply the knowledge or 
skills learned  

Analysis Debate, compare, differentiate, 
separate, group, research 

Separate, examine, and draw 
conclusions from information 

Synthesis Create, produce, reconstruct, 
arrange, pretend, assemble, 
organize, blend, generate 

Combine information and apply it to a 
new situation in order to solve a 
problem 

 
H

ig
he

r 
Le

ve
l 

Evaluation Assess, justify, rate, revise, defend, 
support, prioritize 

Make qualitative and quantitative 
assessments using specific criteria 

 
When choosing a verb at the appropriate cognitive level to include in your objective, remember to 
consider the following three factors: 
 
• The age/developmental level of your students. As the Learning Theory course explains in much 

more detail, younger students often are still building their lower-level thinking skills and are more 
successful when considering concrete concepts.  Of course, teachers should push young students to 
higher cognitive levels when they have the appropriate foundation and should always depend on a 
varied blend of different cognitive levels.  Older students usually are able to operate at a higher level 
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of thinking and can reason abstractly, so you can push them to application, analysis, synthesis, and 
evaluation.  Remember, to help determine the level you should expect your students to reach, you can 
also revisit your big goal and consult the expectations at high performing schools for students in your 
subject and grade level.  

 
• The cognitive level of the learning goals. As you break down your learning goals into lesson 

objectives, be sure that the highest cognitive level of those objectives is at least as high on Bloom’s as 
the original learning goal.  If the learning goal expects students to reach the level of synthesis, for 
instance, and you only ask students to describe or explain the topic (the “comprehension” level on 
Bloom’s), then your objectives would be insufficiently rigorous to lead students to master that 
learning goal.  At least one objective should reach the cognitive level of your learning goal in order for 
your objectives to be at the appropriate level of rigor. 

 
• The academic starting point of your students: Where are your students in relation to the cognitive 

level of the objective?  Before you can reach high levels of Bloom’s Taxonomy, you must help your 
students with the lower rungs.  If you want your class to be able to compare and contrast different 
types of rocks (analysis), be sure they can first name the three types (knowledge), describe the 
characteristics of each in their own words (comprehension) and classify unlabeled rocks as members 
of one of the three groups (application).  Along the same lines, students obviously can’t analyze the 
use of adjectives in a passage if they do not know what an adjective is.  And conversely, you shouldn’t 
teach students how to find the Fahrenheit and Celsius sides of the thermometer if they already know 
how to read and write both types of temperatures.  It is therefore important to consider your 
students’ current achievement levels and all of the pre-requisite skills and knowledge that your 
goals assume when fashioning your list of lesson objectives.  Your objectives will be inappropriately 
rigorous if they are too ambitious (i.e. students are not prepared to perform up to the objective’s 
level) or are not ambitious enough (i.e. students have already mastered the objective).  Finding the 
right balance is the key for providing students the appropriate level of challenge, rather than 
frustrating or boring them with objectives that are not of the appropriate rigor. 

 
As this suggests, if your students already demonstrate a certain level of proficiency, keep moving them 
up the taxonomy.  Can students already solve problems with fractions (application)?  If so, you should 
guide them to compare fractions with different denominators to determine which is greater (analysis).  
Can students already reconstruct the plot of a fairy tale so that it is set in the present day (synthesis)?  If 
so, you should ask them to judge whether the main character was justified in her actions, and defend 
their opinions (evaluation).   
 
For nearly fifty years, Bloom’s Taxonomy has remained the foremost classification system of cognitive 
levels, despite the development of alternative models since its creation.  Moreover, most new research in 
this field has actually served to authenticate Bloom’s approach.  While there is some disagreement 
among learning theorists as to whether the order of “synthesis” and “evaluation” should be switched 
(based on the premise that evaluation may be easier to accomplish than synthesis), this debate reinforces 
the belief that the taxonomy is not to be used as an exact hierarchy.  Meaning, you do not necessarily 
need to ask your students to perform synthesis assignments before attempting evaluation.  Perhaps one 
contributing factor to the taxonomy’s continued popularity over the years is its undeniable value to 
teachers.  Bloom’s reminds us that students need to master basic, factual knowledge before moving to 
more advanced cognitive demands, all while encouraging teachers to maintain high expectations and 
push students to these higher levels of achievement.  Bloom’s is applicable to all grade-levels and 
content areas and provides invaluable assistance in writing objectives at the appropriate cognitive ‘rung’ 
to lead students to their academic goals.    
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(As mentioned in the previous chapter, we also must remember that the development of lesson objectives 
may be somewhat different if you are teaching a class of fourth AND fifth graders, or a class of students 
with special needs and students for whom you are working toward several different sets of standards.  
You would still be responsible for drafting rigorous, measurable, student-achievement focused 
objectives, but you might find that you have different objectives for different students in the class.  See 
Chapter Eight for more on “differentiated” classrooms.)  
 
Before you move to the next step in the unit planning process, take this time to revisit the unit 
assessment you began to create in step two.  Remember that so far you have only drafted the overarching 
framework of your assessment (general, standards-aligned prompts, tasks, and/or questions) and have 
yet to fill in all of the details. Now that you have a clear idea of what objectives you will teach students, 
you can add more assessment questions that address and align to the objective-level components of your 
unit goal.  Adding these details will be important for completing your assessment and clarifying your 
understanding of what evidence you will need to see from students in order to determine their level of 
mastery.     
 
 
IV. Sequence Your Content and Scaffold Your Lesson Objectives 
 
The fourth step of unit planning, after you have (1) developed your unit vision, (2) created your summative 
unit assessment, and (3) developed rigorous, measurable, student-achievement based lesson objectives 
for that unit, is to (4) think critically about the order in which to teach those objectives within the unit.  An 
effective sequence is comprised of a series of scaffolded objectives that leads to the achievement of the 
big goal and builds on and extends student understanding, beginning with simpler, more concrete, lower-
level concepts and progressing to more complex, abstract, higher-level ideas.   
 
Keys to Effective Sequencing and Scaffolding 
In sequencing the content of your unit, use the same rationale and considerations as when ordering your 
units during the long-term planning process (see Chapter Three).  Again, you should determine how to 
present your unit so that topics build on one another logically and conceptually, all the while leading 
students to achieve their academic goals.  Place prerequisite learning goals and objectives earlier in the 
unit to set students up for success and to prevent student misunderstandings.  Also, always remember to 
constantly reflect on the significance and purpose of your objectives.  Eliminate any particular objective, 
or series of objectives, that is not a necessary step toward reaching the big goal. 
 
In order to ensure that your objectives are scaffolded – starting with lower-level and moving to higher-
level thinking skills and concepts – it is helpful to review each objective through the hierarchy of Bloom’s 
Taxonomy.  Consider the following sequence for a unit on cells in a seventh grade life science class. 

Unit Goal:  
Understand the functions of different parts of a cell and how they contribute to cell operation 
Objective: Cognitive Level: 
The student will be able to label 10 major organelles in plant and animal cells. Knowledge (lowest level) 
The student will be able to explain the function of ten major organelles in plant and 
animal cells. 

Comprehension 

The student will be able to create a model of the cell. Application 
The student will be able to compare the cell to a factory, and specify which organelle 
parallels each component of the factory.  

Analysis 

The student will be able to demonstrate how multiple cells combine in form and 
function to create tissues.  

Synthesis 

The student will be able to predict how a cell’s operation would change if certain 
parts were removed. 

Evaluation (highest level) 
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Notice how the objectives build on each other logically 
and will lead students to achieve the overarching 
goal.  If students can’t explain the function of various 
organelles, they are certainly not going to be able to 
compare those organelles to the parts of a factory.  
The above sequence also builds on concrete, lower-
level thinking skills (such as labeling the organelles in 
a cell) and then moves to more abstract ideas (such 
as predicting how a cell’s operation would change if 
certain parts of it were removed).  Ordering the 
objectives in this way also gives the students a sense 
of momentum and builds students’ confidence, as 
previous learning experiences serve as a foundation 
for the extension of student knowledge and the 
achievement of the big goal. 
 

At times, sequencing objectives will be a fairly straightforward process, as in the example above.  There, 
the cognitive level of the lesson objectives themselves facilitated the sequencing process.  At other times, 
however, you may have several lesson objectives at the same cognitive level, and you need to consider 
other factors to determine the appropriate sequence.  Let’s consider the discrete lesson objectives drawn 
from the learning goal, “The student will be able to estimate and measure length, height and perimeter 
using cm, m, in, and feet.”   
 

 The student will be able to measure the length and height of an object using inches. 
 The student will be able to measure the length and height of an object using feet. 
 The student will be able to measure the length and height of an object using centimeters. 
 The student will be able to measure the length and height of an object using meters. 
 The student will be able to measure the perimeter of an object using centimeters, meters, 

inches, and feet. 
 The student will be able to estimate the length, height, and perimeter of an object using 

centimeters, meters, inches, and feet. 
 
Why is this an effective sequence?  The objectives involving measurement (application) should be taught 
before objectives that require estimation (analysis) in order to build from concrete concepts to more 
abstract ideas.  But now we have several objectives at the cognitive level of application.  How do we create 
a sequence among those objectives that drives towards a clear goal, gives students a sense of where the 
unit is going, and reinforces previous objectives to build on and extend student understanding? 
 
In this situation, effective sequencing requires a deeper understanding of how learners process new 
information, and there may be disagreement among experienced teachers about the most effective order.  
The objective that involves measuring the perimeter of an object should go towards the end, as that involves 
both teaching the concept of perimeter and the application of all of the previously learned forms of 
measurement.  We are left with determining the order of measurement objectives that involve use of 
centimeters, inches, feet, and meters.  Some could argue for keeping the systems of measurement 
separate (i.e., teaching use of inches and feet and then teaching use of the metric system).  Other teachers 
might feel that students should work on the same scale and then increase the size of the objects they 
measure (i.e., teaching inches and centimeters and then teaching feet and meters).  There are reasons to 
use either sequence.  What is most important is that you constantly reflect on the effectiveness of the 
sequence you have chosen, and seek guidance from other sources such as veteran teachers. 
 

 
When I teach my second graders double digit addition 
and subtraction with regrouping, I make sure I begin 
the unit at a point in the year where they have a strong 
foundation in identifying place value.  Then we spend 
several days just working on the concept of trading 
ones and tens (using base-ten manipulatives and dimes 
and pennies). After that, we work on building the 
connection between the concept and the written 
algorithm by drawing pictures and writing number 
sentences to match place value illustrations.  Finally, 
they are ready for the algorithm alone. 
 
Regan Kelly, Los Angeles ‘99 
Vice President, Eastern Region 
Lighthouse Academies 
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V. Schedule Your Objectives on the School Calendar 
 
Once you have sequenced and scaffolded your 
content, you are ready to schedule instruction for the 
unit.  Use a school calendar to plot the lesson 
objectives just as you plotted your units during the 
third step of the long-term planning process (see 
Chapter Three).   
 
As with your long-term plan calendar, plot your 
lesson objectives recognizing the events that won’t 
allow for regular instruction, such as school breaks, 
field trips, days devoted to standardized testing, and 
district professional development.    If possible, 
collaborate with other teachers at your school when 
creating your calendar.  Knowing when other teachers 
plan on administering major assessments may 
impact the schedule of your unit assessments 
(students won’t be too happy, or effective, if they are 
taking several major test in the same week).  Further, 
collaborating will allow you to understand the 
trajectory and demands of other teachers’ classes.  
This may illuminate potential areas for cross-
curricular connections, overlapping instruction, and other intriguing possibilities for leveraging instruction 
to the benefit of students in all disciplines.  Consider these possibilities as you calendar your units as well.  
After all is said and done, you need to ensure that your lesson objective schedule fits into the time you 
originally allocated to the unit in the long-term planning process.   
 
You can make a rough estimate of this schedule before you administer the diagnostic, but you will have a 
better sense of exactly how many days the unit will require once you determine what your students know 
and don’t yet know.  (As mentioned before, objectives should be relatively discrete building blocks of 
learning, lasting roughly one class period long.  If you find yourself thinking you are going to need two 
weeks to meet one objective, it may be that you should think about breaking that objective into its 
component parts.  At the same time, remember that you can address more than one objective in a single 
period if your students demonstrate mastery of particular goals quickly.)   
 
Again, make sure that your unit plan has built in time for contingencies, enrichment, and remediation.  
When calendaring consider how you are going to teach skills that are prerequisite to that day’s objective, 
and determine how you will circle back and reinforce or review objectives that you have already taught.  
On the flip side, determine how and when you should extend and enrich student understanding beyond 
your objectives, in addition to budgeting time for unexpected delays in your instruction. 
 
Similar to the long-term plan, the unit plan will be revisited and adjusted over the course of the unit.  
Getting ahead or behind in your unit plan does not undermine the value of the plan.  Return to the plan 
and look for ways to adjust it slightly, either by combining or eliminating non-essential objectives or by 
extending the skills and concepts of the objective to enrich student understanding. Making these 
adjustments will be detailed further in Step Eight on tailoring your plan based on diagnostic data, the final 
step in creating your unit plan. 
 

A Note on Scripted Curricula 
Even if your school requires you to use a “scripted 
curriculum” that lays out what to teach and when to 
teach it, it is still important to understand the purpose 
and process of unit planning.   Don’t believe that you 
can simply use your curriculum to lead students to 
achievement without understanding and adjusting it 
first.  As mentioned in the FAQ on long-term planning, 
you always need to critically evaluate pre-made tools 
and determine how to tailor them to fit your students’ 
needs.    
 
If you use a scripted curriculum in the fall, invest time 
in digesting the vision of your units. Evaluate the 
quality of the objectives and their sequencing.  Think 
about the time allotted for different learning goals and 
determine where you can integrate remediation and 
enrichment.  Making appropriate adjustments to your 
curriculum will ensure that it is more effectively 
serving your students. 
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Checking for Alignment 
At this point, you should reflect on your newly created unit plan to examine its alignment to the rest of 
your instructional tools.  As you recall, you have already checked several issues of alignment at different 
points in the unit planning process.  It will be important, though, to take extra time at this stage to review 
the different components of your unit plan and assessment and ensure that they are working in harmony 
– both with each other and with your big goal and long-term plan.  To help check for alignment within and 
between your instructional tools, begin asking the following questions:   
 

 Do the assessment items test the right knowledge and skills, ask for the appropriate products, 
and represent the appropriate level of Bloom’s given your unit plan’s objectives? 

 Is the unit plan structured in a way that would logically lead students to perform well on the 
assessment and master the learning goals? 

 Does the learning from this unit flow logically from that of the previous unit? 
 Will achievement on the assessment translate to achievement of the unit goal, and will this set 

your students up for success in the next unit?  
 Is the achievement of the unit goal directly connected to and a necessary step toward achieving 

the big goal for the year? 
 
If any of your answers reveal an area of misalignment, congratulations! You will now be able to 
proactively correct this important issue before it affects your students’ learning later on.  While we are 
highlighting the need to check for alignment at this point, remember that you should consistently 
prioritize this step throughout your planning.  
 
 
VI. Create Your Beginning-of-Unit Diagnostic Tool 
 
Just as important as knowing when your students will have reached your unit goals is identifying where your 
students are starting.  You need to know whether your students have the prerequisite knowledge they need 
to be ready to learn grade-level content and what knowledge of unit objectives students already have.  
Reliable data here will greatly influence where you begin your instruction toward your unit goals.  Without 
this starting point, even the strongest unit plans will not effectively lead students to reach their destination.   
 
You will need to design a beginning-of-unit diagnostic after creating the main unit plan with objectives 
sequenced onto a calendar.  This will provide you with a sense of where your class in general – and your 
students individually – are currently performing.   
 
Remember, developing such diagnostics: 

 
  Allows you to know where to begin your instruction.  

As described in Chapter Two, different types of 
diagnostic questions provide you information on where 
the class is in relation to your unit’s learning goals.   
Including diagnostic questions that assess “readiness,” 
for instance, will reveal which students lack the 
prerequisite skills to begin the unit, and including “pre-
test” questions will reveal which students have already 
mastered some of the skills you plan to teach.  
Discovering that your students are in different places – a 
common classroom reality – will prompt you to make 
modifications to your unit and long-term plans (see Step 

 

 
When I gave a unit pre-test and analyzed 
the results, I saw that everyone already 
had capitalization down pat. I’m so glad I 
learned I could concentrate my efforts on 
planning lessons for other skills. 
 
Andrew Mandel, RGV ‘00 
Vice President, Interactive Learning & 
Engagement 
Teach For America 
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Eight that follows). Additionally, we will discuss differentiating instruction in greater detail in 
Chapter Eight.  Generally speaking, it is important to tailor instruction to reach students where they 
are currently performing; if you do not, students will become disengaged, discouraged, or 
frustrated.  Further, you will have to spend more time re-teaching content than if you had identified 
which objectives needed reviewing at this stage in the planning process.   

 
 Provides a starting point – or benchmark – against which you can measure growth.  Marking 

the starting point of each student is an essential step of measuring student achievement.  
Without knowing where each student began, you will not be able to measure his or her academic 
growth.  While the end-of-unit assessment will reveal whether or not students have met the end 
goals, you will also want to determine the growth that your students are making from their 
various starting places so that you’re sure you’re pushing everyone – both higher and lower 
performers – forward dramatically.  Once you administer the diagnostic, don’t forget to grade and 
record these initial results on the progress-tracking charts you will make in the next step of the 
unit planning process.  

 
Chapter Two details the ways to create valid, reliable, and efficient assessments.  Take this time to review 
the guidance provided there, remembering that it will be important to ensure that your assessment is 
scaffolded with questions progressing from lower to higher levels of cognitive demands on Bloom’s 
taxonomy.  This will allow you to pinpoint what exactly students know and at what point their 
understanding breaks down.   
 
Chapter Two also includes an outline of different questions to consider when selecting the appropriate 
diagnostic assessment.  Remember to think strategically about what information you want your diagnostic 
to provide and why, and how this information will be important to your instructional decision making.  
Specifically, determine what you need to know about students’ readiness, prior knowledge, and interests 
regarding the content of your unit.  You will then be ready to design (or select) a tool that fits your needs.  
Note that your diagnostic can be relatively quick and informal, if necessary.  Simply recording what students 
already believe they know and want to learn about a topic, for instance, can provide you with valuable 
insights about your class prior knowledge and current level of understanding.  At times, however, it may be 
more appropriate to administer a formal assessment that measures prerequisite skills and/or student 
proficiency on upcoming unit learning goals.  Regardless of what type of diagnostic you use, it is vital to 
ensure that it is best suited to elicit the information you need to begin instruction. 
  
As noted previously, there will be give and take between your unit plan and your diagnostic. In order to plan 
a unit, you need to know where your students currently perform.  But to determine where your students 
currently perform, you need to know what skills you plan to teach them so that you can determine their 
mastery of those skills.  Many successful teachers deal with this conundrum by basing diagnostics on initial 
estimates of where their students might be, and adjusting plans after the results come in.   
 
 
VII. Create a Tracking System for Your Objectives 
 
At this point, you have created your unit plan and your diagnostic and summative assessments.  You are 
now ready to take a giant step forward in your long-term ability to make academic gains with your 
students; you can now create the beginnings of your progress tracking system. 
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What is a tracking system?  At its core, a tracking system is a chart that records students’ and class’ 
progress on the objectives you are teaching.  If the teacher is like a guide leading a group of hikers to the 
summit of the mountain, tracking student academic progress is akin to having a Global Positioning 
System for each student in the class.  As a student improves his or her skills in a particular area, the 
classroom tracking system records that growth.  If Javier can now read second-grade books at 100 words 
per minute whereas his fluency was 90 wpm a month ago, the tracking system would chart that progress.  
If Sarah has demonstrated mastery of the key concepts of the Revolutionary War but has not yet shown 
sufficient knowledge of the French and Indian War, the tracking system would show that, too.  Similarly, a 
quality tracking system will show the overall picture of your class’ average mastery and progress toward 
the big goal.  This allows you to clearly know where your class and students currently perform, as well as 

how far you need to travel in order to reach your 
goals.  With this knowledge you will be able to 
make informed, data-driven adjustments to your 
instruction.  While all of the planning actions 
described thus far are important for leading 
students to significant academic progress, none 
of them will be effective unless you consistently 
track student performance in a clear, organized 
tracking system.  
 
A simplistic view of tracking would be to describe 
it as one form of grading – and yet they are 
actually distinct processes.  Most often, grading 
is the numerical average of a series of 
summative assessment scores.  Tracking begins 
with a list of objectives that a student needs to 
master, and the tracking system indicates the     

  extent to which the student and the whole class  
  have mastered those objectives over time.   
 

What does this system look like?  It depends.  Some 
teachers create a separate tracking document for each 
student.  For example, you might maintain a detailed 
checklist just for Tatiana, showing whether she is 
emergent, developing, or secure in her mastery of each of 
the specific writing skills expected of a first grader.  Other 
systems break down a particular standard into its 
component objectives, with a place to record each 
student’s progress (see the Progress Chart, on the 
previous page).  In this case, you might keep a chart with 
columns for each discrete skill (e.g., reading two-digit 
numbers, representing a two-digit number with 
manipulatives) and a row for each student.  You can make 
these charts in a spreadsheet, in your gradebook, in your 
students’ folders – whatever makes most sense for you. Just make sure that your system allows you to 
easily and efficiently record and analyze your data.   
 
Once you have created your tracking system, you can easily and efficiently record student performance 
for each objective you assess.  This is exactly what Rebecca Cohen, Baltimore ’00, does in her seventh 
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Sylvia           
Pasquale         
Leticia         

My students and I “climb the hill” to make their 
individual objectives the focal point of 
assessment and instruction.  Each student has a 
paper hill in the classroom with pictures of 
themselves attached to the slope and the 
objective tacked at the top.  As they meet the 
small objectives I have created on the way to the 
big goal, they literally move themselves up the 
hill of understanding.  This keeps them focused 
and inspires them to be motivated as learners.     
 
Anne LaTarte, New York City ‘03 
Director of Special Projects 
New York City Department of Education 
 

Your tracking system can be a simple chart with 
students’ names on one axis and the objectives you’re 
teaching on the other (see above).  In some classrooms, 
students also have their own progress-tracking forms. 
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grade English classroom.  After determining the objectives she will teach, she ensures that her 
benchmark tests contain questions measuring each of these objectives.  Then, “when I get benchmark 
tests back and return them to my students, I say, “Put a smiley face next to numbers 1, 5, 9, and 15.  If you 
got all those correct, you mastered objective 16c.  Highlight that on your own objectives sheet!”   
 
Rob LoPiccolo, South Louisiana ’99, says a progress tracking system has changed the instruction in his 
ninth grade physical science classroom: 
 

Looking at the range of scores from the final test on Newton’s Laws didn’t tell me what 
specific objectives I had taught well and which ones I needed to re-teach.  Fast forward to 
today: if you point to one of my objectives for the year, such as “you will be able to 
interpret acceleration from distance vs. time graphs,” I can tell you exactly how many 
students have demonstrated mastery of that objective.  When students receive their 
assessment results back, they see that their overall grade, but more importantly they see 
what specific objectives they have demonstrated mastery of.  They then can check off the 
objective on their own tracking sheet.   
 

At this point, you also should place the learning goals and objectives being tested by your summative and 
diagnostic assessments into your tracking sheet.  Once you have administered and graded your 
assessments, you will be prepared to immediately record this data and analyze it for important 
instructional implications.  By doing so, you will know which students need assistance with which skills – 
and potentially which groups you can create for remediation or enrichment in a particular area of 
objectives.  Your students will know what they’ve mastered – and see where they’re making progress.  
You can also give parents specific instructions about which skills they can reinforce at home.  Both 
Chapter Eight on Differentiation and the Grading Supplement found at the end of this course contain more 
about the benefits of tracking progress and how to integrate such a system in your classroom. 
Determining and responding to the implications of your assessment results is an extremely important 
part of effectively adjusting your plans to meet the needs of your students.  This is the next and final step 
of the unit planning process. 
 
 
VIII. Continually Adjust Your Plan 
 
After you finish administering and tracking the data, it will be important to reflect on your overall plan and 
make appropriate adjustments in light of this new information.  This step should be familiar because it 
parallels the same process outlined in Chapter Three on long-term planning.   To effectively adjust your 
unit plan, first interpret your diagnostic (or other assessment) data and then decide how to appropriately 
respond to this data. 
 
Interpreting Data 
Once you have collected your diagnostic data in your tracking sheet, determine what this data reveals about 
the relative strengths and weaknesses of your class, as well as students’ readiness to learn the grade-level 
objectives of the course.  If your students demonstrate mastery of a series of prerequisite skills, for 
instance, this probably means that you will not need to spend much time covering these topics later on.  On 
the other hand, the more your students struggle with certain learning goals, the more time you will need to 
spend reviewing or re-teaching this material during the year.  Knowing this data will allow you to make 
informed instructional decisions about how to adjust your plans to move students forward. 
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Responding to Data 
Once you have interpreted your data, you are ready to take action and adjust your plans accordingly.  If 
you used a diagnostic that assessed student readiness, you will have to decide how to address the 
prerequisite skills students need while keeping pace to reach your larger goals.  Find logical places to 
incorporate remediation or review into your unit plan, and adjust your instructional sequence to include 
these prerequisite objectives.  If your students have a lot of remedial needs, you may feel tempted to only 
focus on prerequisite content without moving students forward on grade-level material.  Doing so, 
however, will not effectively lead your students to make the academic progress they need to catch up to 
their peers.  You can avoid this trap through a number of strategies.  Finding additional instructional time 
during the day or before and after school, for instance, is a great way to fit in review while maintaining 
your unit plan pacing.  For more guidance, see the resource in the Instructional Planning & Delivery 
Toolkit (p. 13: “Remediation Strategies”), first referenced in Chapter Three, which can be found online at 
the Resource Exchange on TFANet.  
 
If you receive data on student mastery of unit objectives, decide which objectives you will need to review, 
re-teach, or possibly eliminate from your unit sequence.  As discussed in Chapter Three on long-term 
planning, tread carefully when deciding to skip objectives, and take care not to eliminate objectives that 
serve as important prerequisites to content later in your unit sequence.  Lastly, think of how you will 
differentiate instruction for students who have yet to master content that most of the class already 
understands, and for students who have mastered objectives that most of the class has not.  Tailoring 
your unit plan to meet the needs of individual students based on assessment data will enhance your 
instructional ability to lead students to the achievement of the unit goal. 
 
Remember that you should perform this cycle of adjusting your plan based on interpreting and 
responding to data consistently throughout the year, not just at the beginning of the unit.  Your diagnostic 
data will be supplemented by further assessments, student work, and your own observations about 
students’ strengths and weaknesses.  You need to be prepared to rethink initial conclusions, and 
corresponding adjustments, based on incoming data during the year.  This will ensure that your 
instructional tools remain fine-tuned and calibrated to effectively serve the needs of your students. 
 
At this point, you should also re-check the alignment of your tools, just as you did after scheduling your 
objectives (at the end of step five).  Each adjustment you make to your unit plan has consequences for 
other instructional tools.  For instance, if you eliminate an objective after analyzing your diagnostic data, 
it will be important to remove this from your summative unit assessment and to adjust your unit calendar 
accordingly.  Take time to carefully determine if your adjustments affect the overall alignment of your 
unit plan with the unit assessment, big goal, etc. 
 
Conclusion and Key Concepts 
 
In Chapter Three, we took the highest-flying look at your year as we examined the long-term plan.  In this 
chapter, we have taken a somewhat more detailed perspective, focusing on unit planning. 
 
 Like a long-term plan, but on a smaller scale, a unit plan provides you with a sense of direction and 

organization.  A unit plan keeps you on pace to reach your unit (and ultimately your long-term) goals.  
A unit plan also provides an opportunity to stimulate student interest through overarching content 
that is relevant to students. 
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 The unit planning process involves eight steps: 
 

I. Develop your unit vision 
Unpack your standards to clearly understand what evidence you will need to see from students in 
order to know whether they have achieved the unit goal.  Then decide among the types of units 
you might design: goals-based units (which revolve around the learning goals themselves for one 
content area), thematic units (which use a common theme to draw in various learning goals from 
different areas), and project-based units (which focus on an end-product, some creation or event 
that will serve as the vehicle for students’ mastery of the learning goals). 

 
II. Create your summative unit assessment 

Successful teachers create their end-of-unit assessment tool before they begin teaching the unit.  
Begin to purposefully choose tasks that will allow students to demonstrate their mastery of the 
unit goal.  This will serve as an initial framework for your assessment that will later feature 
questions that test each individual objective.  After creating your assessment begin to anticipate 
potential student misunderstandings of your unit content. 

 
III. Translate your learning goals into lesson objectives 

You must translate your general learning goals into more specific lesson objectives.  These 
objectives should be student-achievement based, measurable, and rigorous.  Consider all of the 
prerequisite knowledge and skills that a child may need to perform the goals you outline. 

 
IV. Sequence your content and scaffold your lesson objectives  

The fourth step is to think critically about how you will order your content and scaffold those 
objectives over the course of your unit.  You need to consider what order will result in the most 
effective sequencing of the objectives, based on Bloom’s Taxonomy and level of rigor. 

 
V. Schedule your objectives on the school calendar 

Use a school calendar to plot the lesson objectives, ensuring that you have allotted enough time 
for the knowledge and skills you wish to teach and recognizing various days or weeks that won’t 
allow for regular instruction. Make sure to plan for remediation, enrichment, and contingencies, 
and check your unit plan for alignment with other instructional tools. 

 
VI. Create your beginning-of-unit diagnostic tool 

Successful teachers also know where their students are when they begin each unit.  To avoid 
covering material that they already know, develop a diagnostic that assesses prerequisite skills 
and knowledge of unit objectives at the beginning of each unit.  This will also provide you with a 
benchmark by which to measure future growth. 

 
VII. Create a tracking system for your objectives 

Once you’ve determined what you’re teaching, you can now begin to create your classroom tracking 
system, a chart listing your objectives and your students’ names that will allow you to record and 
measure the progress of your class and students on the knowledge and skills you are teaching.   

 
VIII. Continually adjust your plan 

Adjust your plans based on assessment data, including your diagnostic.  Interpret your data to 
determine class strengths and weaknesses and tailor your instructional plans in response to this 
information.  Determine ways to include remediation and review of prerequisite skills into your unit 
calendar.  Also, make sure to recheck your tools for alignment after making appropriate adjustments.  
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 Unit planning is something that you may do several times during the year.  And, it can involve a 
considerable time investment.  However, the sense of direction and organization such a plan provides 
you and your students can be phenomenal. 

 
In the next few chapters, we will continue to zoom in on your classroom, addressing the planning that 
occurs for each particular day of instruction. 
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Lesson Planning, Part I: Standard Lesson Structure 
Chapter Five 
I. The Opening – What Students Will Learn and Why It Is Important 
II. Introduction to New Material – The Explicit Explanation 
III. Guided Practice 
IV. Independent Practice 
V. The Closing – Stressing Connections and Checking for Understanding 
 
Lesson Planning Overview – Chapters Five, Six, Seven, and Eight 
 
The last two chapters of this course introduced you to the bigger-picture maps that teachers make of 
their year (the long-term plan) and of discrete pieces of their year (the unit plan).  This chapter will take 
your planning skills to a more detailed level, focusing on the day-to-day planning that teachers use to 
move as efficiently and effectively as possible, on a daily basis, toward the goals laid out in their long-
term and unit plans.  
 
The next four chapters all concern day-to-day planning and implementation of instruction.  Chapter Five 
gives an overview of the Five-Step Lesson Plan, one of the most effective lesson structures. Chapter Six 
explores the instructional tools at your disposal for delivering and meeting your objectives with your 
students.  Chapter Seven equips you with information about key factors that will help you make strategic 
choices about instructional methods. Chapter Eight considers the difficult – but fundamentally important 
– questions surrounding differentiation of your instruction to meet students’ varied ability levels; in later 
chapters, we will also focus in particular on supporting English language learners and students with 
special needs.  
 
Introduction – The Components of the Five-Step Lesson Plan 
 
While schools often require teachers to turn in their lesson plans and to complete them in a certain 
format, it is important not to fall into the trap of completing lesson plans simply to meet the principal’s 
requirement.  Rather, you need to plan your lessons in order to ensure that you are taking the most 
thoughtful approach possible to get your students where you want them to be.  Regardless of the 
particular format your district might require, you will need to be sure that you are making the format 
work for you, and that you are writing the plan not in order to meet a particular requirement but rather to 
ensure that your students actually accomplish the objective. 
 
Do not be confused by the numerous lesson plan formats that are accepted and used; variations among 
them can often be reduced to different terminology and presentation styles.  Regardless of format, every 
effective lesson plan should build toward the achievement of the objective and connect to long-term 
instructional goals.  It is imperative that all parts of your lesson plan align to the objective, the lesson 
assessment used to measure student mastery of this objective, and, ultimately, your big goal.  This 
alignment focuses your instruction, ensuring that your planning is strategically leading students toward 
success.  The importance of alignment was first introduced in the chapter on long-term and unit plans, 
and it holds the same value for your lesson plans as well. 
 
Students often acquire knowledge and skills most effectively through the “I do, we do, you do” approach.  
This means that teachers first show or model for students what they need to know or be able to do (“I 
do”).  Then students are given adequate time to practice together with assistance of their teacher and 
peers (“We do”), followed by a period where they attempt to demonstrate mastery of the knowledge and 
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skills on their own (“You do”).  This “I do, we do, you do” framework serves as the basis for one of the 
most common lesson structures - the Five-Step Lesson Plan.  Let’s look at some of its features.  
 
In implementing the Five-Step Lesson Plan you first should ensure your students know what they are 
about to learn and how that relates to what they know and where they are heading.  (We’ll call this the 
“Lesson Opening.”)  Then you’ll want to coach students through the material by drawing on what they 
already know, presenting them with concise key points and engaging them in activities with varying levels 
of support to provide greater clarity around the main concept or skill.  After providing students with 
multiple opportunities to practice, you will also measure student understanding of the objective through a 
formative lesson assessment.   (This is the real “heart” of the lesson.  We’ll call this “Introduction to New 
Material,” “Guided Practice,” and “Independent Practice.”) At the end of the lesson, you should pull 
everything together and summarize what was learned, so that students leave with a clear understanding 
of the main concept of the lesson and how they can apply the concept to future situations.  (This we’ll call 
the “Lesson Closing.”) Checks for student understanding, a very important piece of each lesson 
component, should be woven into each stage.  To get started using this format, refer to the Instructional 
Planning & Delivery Toolkit (p. 51: “Five-Step Lesson Plan Framework Worksheet”), which can be found 
online at the Resource Exchange on TFANet.  
 

This summer we will look at lesson planning 
through a generic lens of a clear beginning, 
middle and end.  The titles in this chart will 
serve as our common language for the 
duration of the institute.   
 
The Five-Step Lesson Plan is effective 
because it has many of the features common 
to all effective lesson formats. It is important 
to note that this is only one model that aligns 
with the qualities of effective lesson planning 
and serves the principles of effective 
learning.  Other lesson models, such as the 
balanced literacy block (often used in 
elementary language arts lessons) and the 

5-E Lesson Cycle, may also effectively lead students to mastery of your objectives. In the fall, you may 
need to adapt your lesson-planning format to reflect the language of your district or principal.  For 
examples of Read Aloud (part of the balanced literacy block) and 5-E lesson templates, see the 
Instructional Planning & Delivery Toolkit (pp. 52-58: “Alternative Lesson Plan Formats”); this Toolkit can 
be found online at the Resource Exchange on TFANet. You should familiarize yourself with the 
language they use, so that you will be better able to adapt to any specific expectations for lesson planning 
this fall.  No matter what format you end up using, you should always ensure that it serves the purpose of 
a quality lesson by effectively leading students to reach your instructional goals.  
 
Backwards-Plan Your Lesson  
To create your lesson plan, you should backwards plan in the same way you design your assessments, 
long-term plan, and unit plans.  Under this approach, you start planning your lesson with the end in mind 
first – that is, you should begin by understanding your lesson objective and establishing a clear vision of 
what it will look like for students to attain this goal. 
 

 
Beginning 

 
(i)   Lesson Opening 
 
 
(ii)   Introduction to New Material 
 
 
(iii)   Guided Practice 
 

 
 
 

Middle 
 

(The heart of the 
lesson)  

(iv)   Independent Practice 
 

 
End 

 
(v)   Lesson Closing 
 



79 

Before you create a lesson opening or begin thinking about how to deliver your content, you must 
determine what outcomes you expect your students to produce.  What exactly should students know or be 
able to do differently by the end of your lesson?  What evidence do you need in order to determine 
whether students have achieved your goal?  Once you have established your vision of student mastery, 
use this understanding to design your formative assessment so that it elicits the necessary evidence.  
Follow the same guiding questions for creating assessments described in Chapter Two to facilitate your 
planning of this assessment.  Make sure you clearly define what outcomes you expect of your students.  
Without this clarity on what you want to achieve in your lesson, it will be difficult to lead students to 
mastery of the lesson goal.  As you have seen throughout this text, the backwards design process is a 
crucial skill to be utilized in all of your planning, including the creation of lessons.  Consistently using this 
approach to planning calibrates your instructional actions to strategically align with and build toward your 
ultimate end—student achievement.   
 
Next we will outline the purposes and key principles of each step in the lesson plan.  It is imperative that 
you carefully consider what you and your students will be doing during each of these steps as you develop 
your lesson plan.  Teachers that “wing it” by presenting lessons without a comprehensive plan are not as 
effective in leading students to significant academic gains. Thus, carefully plan all parts of your lesson so 
that they lead to achieving the objective. Doing this is critical for successful instruction.  While we discuss 
the parts of the Five-Step Lesson cycle in the order that you will present them to students, this is not the 
chronology you should use in actually planning your lessons.  Don’t forget to start with establishing your 
lesson vision and designing the assessment.  Then focus the rest of your plans on accomplishing the 
objective. 
 
 
I. The Opening – What Students Will Learn and Why It Is Important 
 
A common rookie mistake is to fail to appreciate the importance of a lesson’s beginning and end.  On the 
front end, some teachers jump into lessons without capturing student attention or providing any context 
for what is about to be learned.  Consider the following “lesson opening”:  

 
“Okay class, open your books to page 321 and begin reading.  When you get to 
page 332 answer questions 3 through 11.  Any questions?”  

 
Lesson introductions like this one leave students with no 
understanding of the lesson purpose, no reason to be engaged, and 
no incentive to achieve.  More than likely, beginning a lesson like this 
will contribute to off-task behavior, student apathy, and minimal 
progress towards any end goal.  Without any sense of what is about 
to happen, why it is important to be able to answer questions 3-11, 
or how pages 321-332 connect to what has been done before, 
students may simply be following directions (if they even do that!) 
without connecting their work to any prior knowledge or future 
experience.  According to the Association for Supervision and 

Curriculum Development (ASCD), students who know what they are learning perform 27 percentile points 
higher than students who cannot articulate what they are learning. 
 
Jere Brophy’s summary of academic research verifies the importance of a strong opening for every 
lesson: 
 

 
The kids need a reason to listen to 
you – a reason to buy what you’re 
selling.  You have to lead with a 
hook, and keep it coming.  
 
Ryan Hill, New York City ‘99 
Executive Director 
TEAM Schools - A KIPP Region 
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Research indicates the value of establishing a learning orientation by beginning lessons and 
activities with advance organizers or previews.  These introductions facilitate students’ 
learning by communicating the nature and purpose of the activity, connecting it to prior 
knowledge, and cueing the kinds of student responses that the activity requires.15 

 
The lesson opening should clearly communicate what students 
are going to learn, why it is important, how it relates to what 
they already know, and how it is going to happen.  You’ll also 
want to ensure that your opening engages your students, and 
that it makes clear any behavioral expectations unique to the 
particular plan.  Finally, you’ll want to assess your students’ 
understanding of the lesson purpose and procedure by allowing 
them time to ask clarifying questions about the purpose of the 
lesson or the final product, and/or by asking them to summarize 
what it is that you want them to take away from the lesson 
opening.   
 
The following text summarizes key points to cover in a lesson opening. 
 
Effective Lesson Openings—Key Points and Examples 

 
Communicate to students WHAT they are going to learn. 
   “Today we are going to solve word problems that require you to add and subtract fractions.” 
  “Our objective today is to learn how to translate word problems into a mathematical equation for 

you to solve.”  
 

Communicate to students WHY IT IS IMPORTANT to learn this material. 
   “These word problems will let you solve problems that you might face in everyday situations that 

require fractions, like when you are cooking, or divvying things up between friends…” 
 
Communicate to students HOW IT RELATES to what has been done previously. 
   “For the last week we have been adding and subtracting fractions with like and unlike 

denominators.  You all have become pros with that!  Today you are going to solve word problems 
that will allow you to practice that skill in real world situations.” 

 
Communicate to students HOW the learning will occur. 

 “I’m going to show you some tricks to translating word problems into equations. Then, as you 
probably noticed when you entered, we are going to use the stations set up around the room.  At 
each station you will have two word problems to read and solve. Our fraction pieces are there to 
help you if you need them.  When you get to station seven, you will write your own word problem 
that one of your classmates will solve tonight for homework.” 

                                                 
15 Brophy, Jere. “Generic Aspects of Effective Teaching.”  Tomorrow’s Teachers, ed. Margaret C. Wang and Herbert J. 
Walburg.  Richmond, CA: McCutchen Publishing Corporation, 2001, p. 23. 

When students understand WHY you’re 
teaching a lesson and WHAT they can 
expect to get out of it, they will learn 
leaps and bounds more than if you skim 
over the objective. 
 
Amanda Timberg, Los Angeles ‘96 
Director, Leadership Development 
Teach First  
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Engage students and CAPTURE THEIR INTEREST. 
  By having the room set up in a different way 

when students enter, you will pique their 
interest immediately. (Sometimes what you 
say about the lesson will be engaging, other 
times what you do or materials you have in the 
room will draw them in.) 

 You might start the lesson with a “discrepant 
event” or mentioning a curiosity that the 
lesson will attempt to address. “We know how 
to subtract when the number on top is bigger, 
but what if it’s smaller?”  Or “is it possible that 
a man could go from weighing 180 pounds to 
zero pounds and back to 180 pounds, all in the 
same day? By the end of the lesson on mass, 
you will be able to explain why that is 
absolutely possible.” 

 At the beginning of a new unit, Nikeya Bridges, 
Greater New Orleans ’00, and her class would 
receive an oversized letter from their 
imaginary friend, Wonda Why, full of hints about the new unit.  Nikeya’s third graders loved 
predicting what they would be studying based on the clues hidden in the letter. 

 Some teachers give their students a journal prompt that aims to access prior knowledge or 
understanding about the subject matter or its themes.  Before a lesson on the War of 1812, you 
might ask students to “describe a time when someone took something of yours, and you wanted 
to get back at them.”  If you were introducing a lesson on genetics, you might have students first 
describe the physical similarities between members of their families.   

 Others start with problems or exercises they call a “Do Now” or “Warm Up,” and students are 
expected to begin this activity when they come in the door.  Brent Maddin, South Louisiana ’99, 
teaches high school science and has his students begin the daily “Catalyst” after copying down 
the day’s agenda.  Later on in the semester, students use their agendas to create study guides for 
exams. 

 
Provide and model CLEAR, HIGH EXPECTATIONS OF BEHAVIOR (as to materials and activities). 
  “For this lesson you will need your math journal and a pen or pencil.  Get them out now before we 

begin.” 
  “After my explanation of some key strategies, you will work individually at your station for five 

minutes. If you have any questions, raise your hand and I will assist you.  When you hear the timer 
go off, you will move to the next station and begin to solve the two word problems there.” 

  “Chantelle, will you please show the class how you will move from one station to the next?” 
 
Check for understanding by asking students to SUMMARIZE EXPECTATIONS and ASK CLARIFYING 
QUESTIONS. 
  “Can someone clarify what you will do at each station?” 
  “Are there any remaining questions about what we are doing before we begin?” 
 

I experimented a lot with active, super-creative 
openings and closings to my lessons.  Soon, however, I 
realized that a consistent structure was more effective 
for getting kids on track immediately AND for 
ensuring maximum retention! So, the first 5 minutes 
of class was the “Start-Up,” usually a creative 
quickwrite or a few interesting questions to focus 
them on the topic for today.  The last five-minutes 
were reserved for “Wrap-Up,” which reviewed 
everything we learned today and usually put a few 
students on the spot to give summaries or news 
reports.  The best part was that the Start-Ups and 
Wrap-Ups were all written in their class folders, and 
could be flipped to for a quick refresher. (Did wonders 
for classroom management at the beginning and end 
of class, too.) 
 
Kelly Harris-Perin, Delta ‘98 
Director of Learning and Development 
Teach For America 
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Three Example Lesson Openings 
While it may not always be applicable to articulate “how the learning will occur” or “behavior 
expectations” at the start of your lesson, you should integrate as many of the above criteria as possible 
into every opening.  Notice how the following relate what students will learn, raise curiosity and convey 
the importance or interest of the lesson. 
 

Objective #1 (Elementary ESL): Students will be able to use regular comparatives correctly in an oral presentation. 
Lesson Opening: 
Ms. Cate passes several pairs of objects around the room: a full and an 
empty jar of the same size, a sharply focused and a fuzzy photograph, and a 
ripe banana and an unripe one and asks students to jot down in their 
notebooks some quick differences between the two objects in each pair. 
During the discussion that follows, the teacher guides students towards 
making comparisons between the two objects in each pair and records on 
the board the different ways in which students use the comparative (one 
banana is “softer,” “riper,” “smellier,” “more flexible,” than the other one). 
She points out that students are sometimes using the suffix “er” and 
sometimes using the word “more” – and states that, by the end of the 
lesson, they will know definitively when to use the different forms. 

Teacher’s Intentions: 
By beginning the lesson with a bit of 
intrigue (“Why is Ms. Cate passing out 
these objects?”) and getting everyone 
involved by examining objects and 
recording observations, students are 
immediately invited into the lesson. The 
activity connects prior understanding (the 
student’s working knowledge of the 
comparative) with the objective of the day, 
clearly stated as consistently being able 
to use the comparative correctly. 

 
Objective #2 (6th grade): SWBAT write a bibliographic entry for a book. 
Lesson Opening: 
Ms. Cartwright starts class with a group brainstorm, “Is it ever OK to copy 
someone else’s work?” After soliciting a few student responses, she 
explains that there are occasions when you can include other people’s 
thoughts and ideas in your own work; you just have to give them proper 
credit. She then directs the class to the back of their textbooks, containing 
a bibliography. She explains that the textbook authors wanted to give credit 
to the books that had helped them come up with their own ideas for the 
textbook. The authors also wanted the readers to be able to find these 
books if anyone ever wanted further information. She indicates that 
students will be learning how to give proper credit to the sources that they 
use. 

Teacher’s Intentions: 
This lesson begins with a question that 
immediately draws students in: the hot 
topic of cheating and the discrepant idea 
that it might be acceptable to copy.  Ms. 
Cartwright furthers the relevance of her 
lesson by examining the textbook 
bibliography and explaining its real-world 
purpose. She makes the learning 
objective clear. 

 
Objective #3 (10th grade biology): SWBAT describe the biological risks of drug use. 
Lesson Opening: 
When class begins, students will follow the instructions on the board: “For 
your Start Up, draw a T-chart in your notebook. On the left hand side, you 
have three minutes to list all of the things a smoker, drinker or other drug-
user might say are the advantages of smoking, drinking or taking drugs.” 
After two minutes, ask students to share their lists. Ms. Donnelly explains 
that the list for disadvantages – or dangers – is much longer than the lists 
they just generated, and they will be spending the class figuring out some 
specific ways in which smoking, drinking and drugs destroy the body. 
Referencing their previous units on the different organs and organ 
systems, Ms. Donnelly notes that this lesson will extend their current 
understanding because they had only studied the structure and function of 
healthy organs. By the end of the period, students will not only be able to 
articulate how different drugs deteriorate different organs of the body (not 
just the lungs, as many students assume), but they will also have a list of 
specific medical reasons for just saying no to drugs.  

Teacher’s Intentions: 
Ms. Donnelly’s students have a routine 
every day when they come in: look at the 
“Start Up” on the board and follow the 
instructions, so there is little room for 
confusion about expectations. The activity 
(listing the supposed advantages of drug 
use) is also a bit unexpected and likely to 
capture student attention. With the right 
hand column empty, the day’s focus is 
clear: being able to describe the 
disadvantages of drug use. The teacher 
connects the objective with previous 
learning and explains its importance by 
noting that students will be equipped with 
the medical reasons for saying no to 
drugs.  
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Of course, effective lesson openings may take many forms.  Sometimes it may be most effective to use a 
device to build students’ curiosity, other times a simple dialogue will be the most effective strategy.  
However you decide to open your lesson, ensure you clearly address the points we’ve explained in this 
section. 
 
When crafting your lesson opening, you may want to refer to some sample methods for opening a lesson 
in the Instructional Planning & Delivery Toolkit (pp. 59-60); this Toolkit can be found online at the 
Resource Exchange on TFANet.  The methods included there involve a large number of students, which 
in turn has a positive effect upon classroom culture and student motivation. 
 
 
II. Introduction to New Material – The Explicit Explanation 
 
Now we have reached the moment of truth, the moment when you convey something new – a skill, a bit of 
knowledge – to your students.  Your students are primed to receive this new information because you 
have gotten their attention, told them what to expect, and prepared their memory to make connections to 
new information by referring to prior knowledge.  The Introduction to New Material phase of the lesson 
plan is the time when the teacher takes center stage and actually explains, models, demonstrates and 
illustrates the concepts, ideas, skills or processes that students will eventually internalize.  You may 
recognize this phase most vividly from your four years of college: the lecture.  In K-12 education, because 
children have not yet acquired the skills to process and organize data for long stretches of time, the 
Introduction to New Material will be much more varied and nuanced than a teacher pontificating at a 
podium. 
 
 The planning and execution of this phase is 
key.  You are the expert in the room, so your 
explanations and examples need to be both 
clear and correct in order to serve as the 
mold in which student understanding takes 
shape.  It is not uncommon for teachers to 
find themselves explaining one concept – 
and then realizing in the middle of the 
presentation that they need to explain a 
second or third idea as background for 
understanding the first.  The main point is 
lost, and the students cannot discern what it 
was they were supposed to have learned.  
One cannot underestimate the importance 
of this fact: when it’s time to tell your class 
what they need to know, the information 
students glean completely depends on what 
you present and how you present it. 
 
In addition to deciding what to present, you 
must also choose how to deliver this 
information.  If we chose one lesson 
objective, distributed it to ten different 
teachers, and then observed these teachers 
in the classroom, we would probably find 
that they chose ten different ways to 

Outlining Main Ideas and Details
Your students can only remember so much in one  sitting, so 
it’s a good idea to identify the key points (versus the specific 
details) of your New Material. If your objective was for 
students to explain how global warming works, you’d first 
outline the pieces of that process yourself.  
 
I. The atmosphere traps heat like a greenhouse. 

a. A greenhouse serves to trap heat. 
b. The sun’s rays hit the Earth and are often “trapped” 

by the atmosphere’s gases. 
c. Trapping is important to maintain a temperate 

climate. 
i. If there were no atmosphere, like on Mars, we’d 

freeze. 
II. Human processes are creating an overabundance of 

gases in the atmosphere. 
a. Manmade reasons for the production of gases: 

carbon dioxide emissions, burning of fossil fuels, 
deforestation, deep plowing of fields, CFC-filled 
refrigerators and air conditioners. 

b. We use the word “overabundance” because fewer of 
the sun’s rays can escape, making the Earth 
dangerously warm. 

 
You may be tempted to have students know all of the different 
gases that make up the Earth’s atmosphere, but then realize 
it is more important for students to understand the big 
picture before learning more minute facts.  
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introduce the new material embedded in the lesson objective.  Teachers may choose to lecture, present a 
demonstration, use a text, do a simulation, explore the Internet, or visit a museum.   
 
Of course, what you present and how you choose to present your material are only two key parts of your 
instruction.  While you may feel that you have a lot of content to deliver, this step should not be the bulk of 
your lesson.  Always remember to leave plenty of time for students to practice with the new material. 
 
Here are five guiding questions and principles to effective explanations. 
 
1. What information will you convey? Emphasize and reiterate key points without glossing over ideas or 
drowning students in detail. Effective teachers determine what they want their students to be able to 
leave the classroom being able to say, think or do. Identifying what key points to emphasize, however, can 
be challenging, especially for new teachers.  It is easy to forget how complex certain information can 
seem to students who are experiencing it for the first time.  Therefore, keep in mind the developmental 
levels of your students as you determine your key points.  You should not overwhelm or confuse you class 
with excessive information, nor should you skim over important ideas necessary for students to 
understand the content.  To help do this, effective teachers create an outline or scaffold of main ideas and 
supporting points (see the adjacent table) and develop a list of take-home messages that they want their 
students to leave with.  If they’re teaching a new skill, such as how to solve a one variable equation, they 
pinpoint key steps (“First combine like terms…then isolate the variable”) before they teach the lesson that 
students can remember and use. 
 
During the lesson, effective teachers model skills by going through the key steps they outlined for their 
students, such as solving a sample problem and narrating their approach. They use visual cues (such as 
underlining or using different colors on the board), vocal cues (changing the volume of your voice – either 
suddenly softer or louder), signal phrases (“The fourth and final point is…”), and body language (through 
the use of gestures or position in the classroom) to highlight key concepts.   

 
 “So main idea number one is that the Civil War was largely an argument over states’ rights. 

Underline the phrase states’ rights in your notebooks, and write down one example of a states’ 
rights conflict that we have discussed.” 

 
2. How will you convey the information? Use multiple approaches when presenting new information. 
Two basic methods teachers use to help present material are modeling and lecture.  These two methods 
are not mutually exclusive, of course.  Many teachers often mix both techniques in a single lesson 
depending on the context of their instruction.  In the next chapter we will discuss tips for creating 
effective lectures and demonstrations in more detail.  For now, note that effective presentations do not 
simply involve the teacher talking, but may include written text, visual aids (posters, graphics, 
illustrations), movement, additional sounds, manipulatives, or even smells and tastes, if they help 
students remember key ideas.  You can also connect to students’ prior knowledge by using examples 
(and non-examples) and anecdotes, all in the name of making it easier for students to access the new 
information later.  

 
 “Here’s another way of thinking about it.  An independent clause (“I went to the store”) is like 

Destiny’s Child’s ‘Independent Women.’  It’s a sentence that can stand by itself. Dependent 
clauses (“because we were out of milk”) are like the backup singers; they don’t perform by 
themselves, but they help out the main act.” 
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3. What will students be doing? Children do not learn as passive agents, so build in activities that allow 
students to “take in” the information. What your students remember from a lesson depends on what 
they are thinking about during your presentation of material.  Consequently, you should always 
proactively anticipate where your students’ attention will be and create ways to aid their processing and 
retention of key information.  To do this, many teachers have students create memory or processing aids 
to help students to organize information in their heads. graphic organizers, described in more detail in 
the next chapter, give students a structure in which to take notes.  Another strategy is to stop the 
presentation and ask clarifying questions or have students paraphrase the key ideas thus far.  Creating 
an outline of your presentation will allow you to notice natural breaks in the lesson during which to allow 
students to process the information more deeply.  To keep students’ attention and allow them to connect 
new knowledge to what they already know, teachers may ask fact-based, objective questions (“What are 
the facts?”), but then reflective (“What do you think, and how do you feel?”), interpretive  (“What does all 
this mean, and what are the implications?”), and conclusion-driven (“What should happen next?”) 
questions.  You can also have students generate examples and analogies themselves. 
 

 “I need six volunteers to help me demonstrate the different stages of metamorphosis in front of 
the class while everyone else fills in the flowcharts of their graphic organizers.” 

 
4. How will you know that your students understand? Target potential misunderstandings.  You need to 
anticipate potential areas of confusion for your students and adjust your pacing to allow time for noting 
and clarifying potential contradictions.  When you are teaching complex ideas or rules (all of the 
exceptions to English spelling and grammar rules, for example), choose familiar terms and explain any 
new vocabulary words. Allow students to make mental bridges from prior knowledge (noting that 
misanthrope comes from the same root as miserable, for example) to minimize all of the completely new 
information that students must internalize.  Another effective technique is to make common mistakes 
during your presentation and have students correct your errors - a method that can also serve as an 
effective way to check for understanding.  Finally, you may determine that there is so much prerequisite 
knowledge involved that it is necessary to break the lesson into two different lesson objectives.  It 
probably would have been too much to cover the process and the effects of global warming in one 45-
minute lesson, for example. 
 

 “A very common mistake when multiplying decimals is forgetting to move the decimal point, so I 
want you to pay extra careful attention to how I do this…” 

 
5. How will you know that your students understand? Check for understanding. Before moving to 
student practice, it is important to assess student understanding of the new material, just as you checked 
for student understanding of the lesson purpose and procedure during your lesson opening.  Think about 
what is absolutely essential for students to understand before they begin to practice and what can be 
reinforced later.  Checking for understanding—by asking students to paraphrase the information orally, 
write a one-sentence summary, or answer questions—is integral to introducing new material so that you 
can adjust your instruction accordingly.  Only by knowing what students do and do not understand can you 
tailor your lesson to meet their needs.  Here are some examples of teachers checking for understanding 
during their Introduction to New Material: 
 

 “Hold up two fingers if you can tell me why independent clauses are like Destiny’s Child.”  
 “What do I mean when I say the Civil War was largely about states’ rights? Take 30 seconds to 

write a one-sentence answer in your notebook. Then you’ll compare your response with a 
partner’s.” 
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Three Example Introductions of New Material 
Keeping in mind that the next chapter will provide further explanation of the methods for presenting new 
material, notice for now how the following Introductions to New Material highlight key points, use multiple 
approaches, plan for student participation, consider common confusions and check for understanding.  
 

Objective #1 (Elementary ESL): Students will be able to use regular comparatives correctly in an oral presentation. 
Introduction to New Material: 
Ms. Cate points out the key to knowing how to form a comparative is 
counting the word’s number of syllables. She unveils a three-column chart 
indicating that adjectives with one syllable usually take -er and -est. 
Adjectives that have two syllables and end in y (early), ow (narrow), and le 
(gentle), can also take -er and -est. Almost all other adjectives with two or 
more syllables require the use of more and most. She knows that some 
students may never have counted a word’s syllables before, so she 
demonstrates by clapping out the stresses of a series of words. Using the 
chart, she shows how the student-generated examples from the Lesson 
Opening demonstrate how the rule works.  Students copy the chart in their 
notebooks and fill in the student-generated examples during Ms. Cate’s 
demonstration.  She walks through the classroom, monitoring. 

Teacher’s Intentions: 
By focusing her lesson on the syllable 
and suffix rules for forming 
comparative adjectives, Ms. Cate boils 
down her lesson into some 
memorable main points. She uses a 
visual aid to highlight these points, 
employs examples and plans for the 
potential confusion over syllable 
counting. Students are recording the 
information through a graphic 
organizer. 

 
Objective #2 (6th grade): SWBAT write a bibliographic entry for a book. 
Introduction to New Material: 
Ms. Cartwright notes that the way to give proper credit to books you’ve used 
is to create a bibliography. Students already learned the word bibliophile, 
and Ms. Cartwright guides them to see the relationship between the two 
words. She then points to the board, where she has written the structure 
for a bibliographic entry for books (with different colors of chalk for the five 
different parts). She asks students what they notice about the entry: that the 
author’s last name comes first, followed by the first name; the title has 
been underlined; there is a city, a company name and a year. Ms. Cartwright 
asks her students, “What is a publisher? Why might it be important to have 
the publisher’s name? Why might it be important to have the date of 
publication?” She then affirms that a publisher helps authors get their 
books printed and sold. Including this information in the bibliography is 
useful in case people want to find the book themselves. She further 
mentions that this information can usually be found on one of the first 
inside pages of the book, and she demonstrates with the class textbook, 
showing everyone the publisher’s name, which is the most difficult to 
locate. She then summarizes the five parts of a bibliographic entry in order. 
She asks students to write down the bibliographic entry in their notes and 
circulates to make sure students are doing it correctly. She reminds 
everyone to feel free to use colored pencils if necessary to separate the 
different parts of the entry.   

Teacher’s Intentions: 
Ms. Cartwright explicitly highlights the 
different pieces and the sequence of a 
bibliographic entry, the new 
information that she wants her class 
to learn. By asking questions about the 
relevance of the book’s publisher and 
date of publication, she is moving her 
lesson beyond sheer memorization 
and into the world of practicality. She 
realized that the book’s publisher is 
often difficult to find, so she decided to 
spend extra time explaining how to 
locate that information. She enables 
student input of the information by 
providing targeted directions for 
taking notes. She also takes advantage 
of student prior knowledge (and 
reinforces the idea of relationships 
between words) by noting connections 
to the root “biblio.” 
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Objective #3 (10th grade biology): SWBAT describe the biological risks of drug use. 
Introduction to New Material: 
Ms. Donnelly first displays pictures of a healthy liver and the 
liver of an alcoholic, a healthy lung and the lung of a smoker, a 
healthy brain and the brain of a cocaine user. The teacher then 
asks students to read silently a handout from the Just Say No 
Foundation, which describes the ways in which smoking, 
drinking and drug-use eat away at the various organs. The 
teacher also shows a short film, featuring people who describe 
the effects of their drug use on their bodies. Students are 
instructed to fill the right-hand side of their T-chart (dangers of 
drug use) during their reading and the film. After the film, Ms. 
Donnelly asks students as a group what surprised them most 
about the stories they heard. 

Teacher’s Intentions: 
Ms. Donnelly uses pictures of charred lungs and 
corroded livers to introduce her points about the 
consequences of drug and alcohol use, knowing 
that students are likely to remember the visually 
arresting images. Students continually process 
new material from a variety of sources by 
recording information in their graphic organizers. 
Ms. Donnelly shows the film to let students see 
and hear how drug use affected real lives. In 
addition, she allowed them to connect to the 
material in more personal ways by asking for their 
responses to the material. 

 
The Bottom Line—Reaching Your Objective  
There is a lot to consider when planning your Introduction to New Material. We have not even discussed 
the choices that you will be making when you plan your lesson (what precise method you will use to 
deliver the new material, how you will have students grouped during this phase of the lesson process) 
and how you will make those choices (by considering students’ needs and interests, the objective’s 
cognitive level, the nature of the content, and the time and resources available). You will read more about 
making these decisions in the next two chapters. 
 
But whether you are teaching your students how to end sentences with a period, how to explain the 
effects of industrialization on agriculture, or how to use Avogadro’s number to make chemical 
calculations, your instructional choices must always align with your objective. This begins with the key 
points or steps you want your students to take away from your lesson. By emphasizing main ideas over 
supporting details, presenting information through multiple approaches, giving students a role in their 
learning beyond “listening,” and being mindful of potential misunderstandings, you can help students 
begin to store the knowledge and skills necessary for objective mastery into their long-term memory.  
While introducing new material is important, this stage in the lesson cycle should not dominate your 
lesson plan and execution.  You always need to give students plenty of time and opportunities to engage 
with and practice the key ideas.  Practice constitutes the next two parts in the Five-Step Lesson Cycle.    
 

 

 
The Connection Between Management and Instruction 

As you have probably realized, effective classroom management is closely tied to effective instruction.  In fact, 
while you will be exploring these skills in separate courses this summer, Instructional Planning & Delivery and 
Classroom Management & Culture are inextricably combined.  Indeed, as much as your classroom environment 
influences your ability to teach, your instructional planning and delivery influences your classroom environment.  If 
a lesson is well planned and your instructional strategies are effective, students will be more focused on learning 
and less inclined to engage in inappropriate or distracting behavior.  While they are essential to student success, 
excellent classroom management systems alone will not make for an efficiently run classroom if you are 
implementing an ineffective lesson plan.  

All of this is to say that successful teachers think about lesson planning and classroom management 
simultaneously.  As you are planning a lesson, you will need to think through what each student is supposed to be 
doing at every part of the lesson to minimize opportunities for off-task behavior. When one student is doing a 
problem on the board, for example, what do you expect other students to be doing while they wait?  By anticipating 
these situations (a skill at which you will quickly become more adept) and thinking through these scenarios in 
advance, you will avoid situations in which students begin to misbehave simply because there’s nothing else to do. 
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III. Guided Practice 
 
After new material has been introduced, 
students will need time to practice their new 
skills and knowledge. “Practice is one of the 
most important yet least appreciated aspects of 
classroom learning.”16  Teachers can become so 
intent on introducing new material, explaining 
the concept, demonstrating the skill, or 
modeling the process that they do not allow time 
for students to explore new material and begin 
to internalize it.  Likewise, teachers often leave 
students to work independently right after 
introducing new material, without first taking 
time to support students while they practice.  If 
teachers do not allow time for student practice—
both with guidance and independently—they will 
not have an opportunity to assess the degree to which students understand the new skill or concept.   
 
The purpose of practice, of course, is to engage students with the material to a degree that causes them 
to internalize it for the long-term.  “Research indicates that skills practiced to a peak of smoothness and 
automaticity tend to be retained indefinitely, whereas skills that are mastered only partially tend to 
deteriorate.  Most skills included in school curricula are learned best when practice is distributed across 
time and embedded in a variety of tasks.”17  Daniel Willingham also notes in that students need to 
practice ‘beyond perfection’ to maintain perfection in acquiring knowledge and skills18.  That is, for 
students to truly internalize and master material, they need to successfully practice multiple times at the 
level required by the objective.  This repeated practice helps move knowledge and skills from working 
memory to long-term memory, allowing students to retain the content of the lesson over time.   
 
Of course, “student practice” does not mean that the teacher is not actively involved in the classroom’s 
activities.  In fact, “The effectiveness of assignments is enhanced when teachers explain the work and go 
over practice examples with students before releasing them to work independently, then circulate to 
monitor progress and provide help when needed.”19 
 
Thus, there are two stages to the practice process.  If the Introduction to New Material was the section in 
which the teacher modeled, demonstrated, illustrated and explained, the Guided Practice stage is where 
teachers share the reins – gauging student practice of the new material and clarifying steps and points.  
When you get directions to someone’s house, you may repeat them back to your friend, making sure you 
heard correctly and understand all of the nuances.  In Independent Practice, you are completely in the 
driver’s seat, demonstrating your performance of the objective. 
 
When you think about the Guided Practice section of the lesson sequence, it may help to imagine an 
apprentice testing out the steps that an expert has modeled, or an actor rehearsing a scene that the 
                                                 
16 Brophy, Jere. “Generic Aspects of Effective Teaching.”  Tomorrow’s Teachers, ed. Margaret C. Wang and Herbert J. 
Walburg.  Richmond, CA: McCutchen Publishing Corporation, 2001, p. 27. 
17 Ibid.  
18 Willingham, Daniel. “Practice Makes Perfect—But Only If You Practice Beyond the Point of Perfection.” 
http://www.aft.org/newspubs/periodicals/ae/issues.cfm, accessed 7/1/2010. 
19 Brophy, Jere. “Generic Aspects of Effective Teaching.”  Tomorrow’s Teachers, ed. Margaret C. Wang and Herbert J. 
Walburg.  Richmond, CA: McCutchen Publishing Corporation, 2001, p. 28.  

Creativity is a Means, Not an End 
A common pitfall for new teachers is to focus so much on 
how they are presenting material that they forget to 
consider their objective.  While sometimes a creative 
lesson plan will be more effective than a less innovative 
one, you should not strive for creativity at the cost of your 
lesson’s effectiveness.  For example, you may become 
immersed in developing a hands-on math game that will 
engage your students, but forget to consider exactly what 
mathematical concepts students will learn through 
participating in the activity.   A teacher who takes such an 
activity-driven approach may discover that students (and 
the teacher) are well entertained but have not developed 
the skills and knowledge expected for their grade. 
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director has staged.  During this phase, the expert 
is still watching, gauging proficiency, clarifying 
points of confusion; the director is still making 
adjustments and critiques.  Yet the apprentice and 
the actor – the ones who will be eventually 
expected to master the skills and the scenes – are 
actively involved in practicing.  
 
Guided practice comes in many forms: teacher 
questioning, sample problems, graphic 
organizers, concept webs, recitations, summaries, 
and the review of mnemonic devices.  It may occur 
in groups or as a whole class.  When dealing with 
knowledge objectives, the Guided Practice may be 
the time for students to put away their notes, 
attempt to recall the facts or concepts taught, or 
work with the ideas they’ve been taught in a 
slightly new way.  When practicing skill-based 
objectives, such as math facts or grammatical 
corrections, teachers may provide a series of 
practice problems. 
 
Because of the overriding importance of practice 
for student learning, it is imperative to carefully 
plan all parts of your guided practice to ensure 
successful instruction. As with the Introduction to 
New Material, there are a number of ways to plan 
the phase of Guided Practice.  Yet several 
principles overlap these methods.  
 
Be clear about and model behavioral 
expectations.  Once students start participating in 
Guided Practice, they are often involved in 

individual, partner or small group work.  You will want to be very explicit about the behaviors you wish to 
see in these small group settings.  As you will learn about in greater detail in your Classroom 
Management and Culture course, you end up maximizing instructional time by taking the opportunity to 
practice procedures and set clear guidelines upfront. 
 

Not So Effective:  “Get into groups and make a model airplane.” 
 
Effective:  “I am going to give each member of the group a job.  The materials manager is 

in charge of…” 
 

Ensure that all students have an opportunity to practice.  A common and dangerous mistake during the 
Guided Practice phase of the lesson cycle is to allow one student to serve as a representative for the 
entire class, leaving the rest of the students without adequate engagement with the material.  This can be 
an invitation for misbehavior.  Asking for volunteers to participate is an excellent technique, but you 
should simply be mindful of what all of the students are doing in the meantime.  Having the rest of the 
class discuss and evaluate the answers of volunteers, for instance, can be one way to help ensure the 
rest of the class is involved in the practice.   A main way teachers engage students at this stage in the 

 
Practice Makes Better 
In some highly efficient classrooms, teachers have 
developed systems that students use on a regular basis 
for introducing new objectives, or reinforcing or 
extending old ones. Here are three: 
 Morning message. Usually used in elementary 

classrooms, the teacher writes on chart paper or on 
the board a relevant and topical message for the day 
(the schedule, a birthday, current events). After 
reading it as a class, the teacher takes a few 
minutes to ask questions relating to specific literacy 
skills that the students have learned (“Can anyone 
find an apostrophe? Why is it there? Why is this word 
capitalized?”) or to discuss reactions to the message 
(“What were the main points of last night’s State of 
the Union address? Was it a good speech?”) 

 Do Now. Used in many different contexts, the 
teacher can have an assignment on the board for 
students to complete as soon as they sit down. 
Sometimes, this can serve as anticipation for the 
upcoming lesson (making it part of the lesson 
opening), but often teachers will use this activity to 
have students answer quick review questions.  

 Journal. Classrooms across the grade levels have 
regular journal assignments where students engage 
in further thinking about content by referring to 
previous lessons or connecting current knowledge 
to earlier learning. In kindergarten, students may 
use their journals to draw pictures predicting what 
will happen next in a story shared during reading 
time. In a European history class studying Britain’s 
civil war, students may be asked to imagine what 
Machiavelli would have advised Oliver Cromwell had 
they lived during the same era. 

 



Standard Lesson Structure 

90 

lesson cycle is by completing a sample problem together as a class.  During this activity, you may have 
students walk you through or explain each part of the process that you just presented.   In addition to 
constant circulation within the classroom and frequent questioning discussed earlier, teachers will often 
use a choral response, some variety of hand-signal, or another form of checking for understanding (you’ll 
find a host of ideas later in this section) to gauge student understanding. 

 
Not So Effective: “Carmen, come up to the board and complete these division problems. 

Everybody watch!” 
 
Effective:  “Everyone, use your mini dry-erase boards to answer number seven.  

Raise your hands when you’re done.  If you finish early, check your work 
by multiplying…” 

 
Use multiple opportunities for practice.  In order to solidify skills and concepts in students’ minds, 
teachers will plan a host of practice tasks – a series of problems, rather than just one or two. Remember 
that students need to engage in multiple examples of practice in order to gain proficiency with a skill or 
piece of knowledge.  Often, the tasks teachers create will come from several different contexts to expose 
students to the various arenas in which they may encounter the new knowledge or skills.  Since students 
work at different paces, and because students need to be exposed to material several times, effective 
teachers have a variety of practice activities available. 
 

Not So Effective: “We just learned about similes.  Use one in a sentence before we move 
on.” 

 
Effective: “When you are done locating the similes in the poem, please make a list 

of five similes you know from your favorite songs.” 
 
Scaffold practice exercises from easy to hard.  “Scaffolding” means maintaining high expectations for 
achievement but giving students the support they need as they grow to their potential.  Some teachers are 
eager to jump to the more challenging aspects of a problem or concept, mistakenly assuming that all of 
their students understand all of the fundamentals.  First, guarantee that your students can do simple 
iterations of a problem.  Then move on to more nuanced or complex tasks.  
 

Not So Effective:  “In this first question, I slipped in an exception to the rule I just taught 
you…” 

 
Effective: “In the first four examples we went through, the questions followed the 

rule we learned.  But look at this last question.  I slipped in an exception.  
Let’s take a closer look…” 

 
Be clear how an activity aligns to the objective.  Often, teachers intending to be creative will launch 
students off into some scissors-and-glue activity without communicating (or sometimes even 
considering) how the task relates to the lesson goal.  It is excellent to have students involved in active 
learning, but be sure that they know the purpose of the exercise they’re completing.   
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Not So Effective: “Sammy’s going to stand in the middle of the room, and everyone else is 
going to rotate and revolve around him.  Go!” 

 
Effective:  “Sammy is going to be our sun.  Erica will be Earth and will rotate for us.  

Erica, when you face Sammy, you will hold up the ‘day’ sign.  When you 
turn away, you will hold up the ‘night’ sign.  Everyone else, write down 
why…” 

 
While student practice should align to all parts of your objective, it can also include prerequisite 
knowledge and skills.  For example, it is acceptable for students to first practice identifying different 
types of adaptations in order to then practice the skill of analyzing how these traits help living things 
survive.  Just make sure that your practice activities are aligned to your lesson’s objectives—you don’t 
want to spend so much time teaching prerequisite skills that you fail to actually reach the objective.          
   
Monitor and correct student performance.  The whole point of Guided Practice is to provide a sheltered 
environment for students to shape their knowledge or skills.  If students are showing signs of confusion, 
this is the time to go back and review missed concepts or ideas.  
 

Not So Effective: “Does anyone have any questions? No? Great!”  
 
Effective:  “Everyone, raise up your mini dry-erase boards so I can see how we did.  

Aha! I see I confused some of you. Take a look up at the board for a 
moment…” 

 
Three Examples of Guided Practice 
Notice how these examples of Guided Practice give every student several different opportunities to engage 
with the material and allow the teacher to gauge student progress before moving on to independent practice. 
 

Objective #1 (Elementary ESL): Students will be able to use regular comparatives correctly in an oral 
presentation. 
Guided Practice: 
Ms. Cate tells her students that she is thinking of an animal. 
The class needs to formulate comparative questions to get 
more information about the mystery animal in order to make a 
good guess at its identity. Examples: Is it noisier than a dog? Is 
it faster than a chicken? Is it more dangerous than a tiger? As 
each student makes his or her guess, Ms. Cate has the class 
use a graphic organizer to record the adjective used, count its 
number of syllables, refer to the corresponding rule for 
comparatives and verify that the child has used the 
comparative correctly.  If a student does not use the 
comparative properly in his or her question, Ms. Cate does not 
answer.  After every child has participated, students record 
their guesses for the teacher’s mystery animal – and the 
teacher announces the correct answer.   

Teacher’s Intentions: 
The teacher has designed an activity that 
reinforces the objectives continually while 
enabling everyone to stay engaged and 
participate. This activity could have neglected the 
objective of using syllable rules to determine 
proper comparative forms by having each 
student simply make their guess – without the 
graphic organizer. This would have limited each 
student’s practice to one opportunity, rather than 
involving students after every guess. The game-
like aspects of the activity should also keep 
students engaged and motivated, and because 
students get to choose their own adjectives, the 
game is scaffolded to different levels of ability. 
 

 



Standard Lesson Structure 

92 

Objective #2 (6th grade): SWBAT write a bibliographic entry for a book. 
Guided Practice: 
Ms. Cartwright distributes a sheet of 10 bibliographic entries 
that do not follow the proper format in one way or another. For 
each example, she asks students to circle the mistake. Ms. 
Cartwright circulates and checks for understanding.  The first 
three entries are missing components of the proper format 
(no author’s name). The next three have components out of 
order. The last four are subtler (author’s first name first; 
commas or colons incorrectly written). After correcting the 
entries, students are to take out their copies of Lois Lowry’s 
The Giver.  She then asks a volunteer to state the first step for 
forming a bibliographic entry. After each step, students write 
that piece of the entry in their notebooks. They continue until 
they have written the entire entry. Ms. Cartwright unveils a 
poster featuring an entry for The Giver, explaining that she 
thinks she made a few mistakes.  She asks students to 
compare the entries they wrote with her entry and circle 
where they followed directions and Ms. Cartwright did not.  
Once Ms. Cartwright’s “mistakes” have been uncovered, 
students take out their individual library books and write an 
entry in their notebooks. The teacher monitors and assists. 
 

Teacher’s Intentions: 
The worksheet activity is scaffolded to ensure 
that the teacher can eventually recognize all of 
the intricacies of the bibliographic entries – 
beginning with obvious errors (a missing piece), 
then focusing on sequence, and then getting 
even more nuanced. Then students practice the 
process while being prompted on the individual 
steps.  Ms. Cartwright further reinforces the 
steps by presenting an example with many 
mistakes at once.  By going through the process 
of locating and writing the information for a 
bibliographic entry, as well as noticing errors in 
the sequence of the entry, students are taking 
the next step toward being able to accomplish 
the task independently, which they do with 
teacher support by the end of this Guided 
Practice. 

 
Objective #3 (10th grade biology): SWBAT describe the biological risks of drug use. 
Guided Practice: 
Ms. Donnelly tells her students that they are now doctors. She 
presents a series of symptoms that patients are complaining 
of, and she asks students to work in pairs and write down what 
they believe was the cause of those symptoms, justifying their 
answers. They may use their charts. Ms. Donnelly bases these 
case studies on the handouts the students read and the film 
they watched. When students are done, she asks pairs to 
present and defend their choices in front of the class.   While 
each pair is presenting, the rest of the class takes notes and 
then votes thumbs up or down if they agree with their 
classmates’ diagnoses.  One student facilitates the ensuing 
discussion.  
 

Teacher’s Intentions: 
This activity promotes active student 
engagement and participation by creating a 
scenario where students must use inductive 
reasoning to solve real-world problems. By 
working in pairs, students get support as they 
practice the objective.  During the whole class 
activity, students are still engaged in the lesson 
by being required to think critically about their 
peers’ analyses. 

 
The “Guided Practice” of Concepts 
You’ll notice in the third example above that students were not practicing a skill like conjugating verbs, 
performing a computation or writing a five-paragraph essay, but rather further developing their 
understanding of a concept.  This issue of “practicing an idea” is an important one because, very often, 
teachers of content develop lessons in which students may be able to recall facts in the short run—but 
will not develop a rich understanding later on.  David Perkins, an expert in cognition and instruction, cites 
the classic classroom question, “What are the causes of the U.S. Civil War?” as an example of how some 
teachers unwittingly equate textbook regurgitation with learning.  When you think about it, this Civil War 
question may test whether or not students comprehended what they read, but not whether they 
understand the relationships between certain events and the war. 
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Here’s where using Bloom’s Taxonomy, students’ own opinions, and some creativity can help.  Perkins 
recommends asking students to name the one cause of the Civil War listed in the text that they think was 
most significant and why, which would spur students to reason through the ideas of the day.  You could 
also share regional differences of opinion in the causes of the war, asking students to analyze the 
perspectives and strengths in argumentation of a newspaper editorial on the subject published in New 
Orleans versus another from New York.  You might even organize a debate, with different groups of 
students defending the different interpretations.  This is all to say that guided practice can mean pushing 
students to high levels of understanding in order to crystallize certain concepts and ideas in their minds.20 
 
Checking for Understanding Through Students’ Practice of New Material 
By now, you are undoubtedly noticing a pattern—“Checking for Understanding” is a critical component of 
every step of your lesson plan.  While that is true, this theorem may be most true in the context of student 
practice of new material.  Student practice gives you an opportunity to determine whether students have 
grasped the new material so that you know if you can move on to new skills or if you need to re-introduce 
the material or provide more opportunities for practice.  Because of this, you should explicitly write or 
script checks for understanding into your lesson plan.  Here are some of the key techniques you can use 
in gauging student comprehension. 
 
1. Questioning may be the most common form of 

informal assessment.  Most teachers find 
themselves constantly facilitating discourse with 
and among their students, asking both questions 
with one answer (“What comes after ‘kingdom’ in 
the classification system?”) and many (“Why do we 
classify living things?”).  In many cases, good 
questioning serves the dual purpose of delivering 
instruction and checking for understanding on that 
instruction.  Keep in mind, however, that 
questioning as an assessment tool has risks.  You 
must have systems in place to ensure that you are 
not checking for understanding with only a few, 
vocal students.  The next chapter, on Instructional Methods, features more information about how to 
craft and use questions that can give you the information you need to assess students’ mastery of the 
objectives.   

 
2. Slates.  You can quickly check your whole class’ comprehension simply by giving your students tools 

to write down their answers and quickly hold them up to you.  Some teachers use scrap paper, and 
others get shower board donated from their local home and garden store to create mini dry-erase 
boards for their students.   

 
3. Thumbs Up/Thumbs Down.  A teacher calls on a student to solve a mathematics problem.  After the 

student finishes, the teacher asks the class if the student found the correct solution.  The teacher 
asks students to respond using “Thumbs Up/Thumbs Down” (thumb up = yes, thumb flat = not sure, 
thumb down = no).  The teacher can then quickly scan the room, getting a sense for where everyone 
stands relative to the skill.  This method is less reliable than having every student answer the 
question, but it can serve as a quick thermometer reading of the class.  This method is frequently 
misused as a form of summative assessment, so proceed with caution. 

 

                                                 
20 Perkins, David. Smart Schools: Better Thinking and Learning for Every Child. New York: The Free Press, 1992. 

I constantly check for students’ understanding of 
material – through journals about things we’re 
doing in class, large and small group Q&A sessions, 
and individual mini-chats that last anywhere from 
10 seconds to 2 minutes at students’ desks.  I find it 
imperative to check in with students individually 
before I can assume that everyone has mastered a 
concept or objective.    

Carissa Dull, Houston ‘03 
Graduate Student, English 
University of Wyoming 
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4. “Fist to Five.”  Many teachers find it helpful to have a nonverbal signal system with more gradations 
than a system like “thumbs up/thumbs down.”  They practice with their students the “fist to five” 
process, by which students are told to hold up five fingers if they strongly agree, no fingers if they 
strongly disagree, and any number in between to show intermediate levels of agreement.  This is also 
a useful process when you are providing students with multiple-choice answers. 

 
5. Sign language.  Some teachers will ask students to 

sign the first letter of the answer to a oral multiple-
choice question.  Not only do students on almost 
any level love to learn the alphabet in sign 
language, but once your students know the 
alphabet you have opened up a whole world of 
possibilities for nonverbal, immediate checking for 
understanding. This is a means of getting every 
single student in the room involved in answering 
each question. (Just beware that your students 
really know their Sign Language before using this 
regularly; otherwise, you will not know if your 
students are unsure about your objective, or if they are simply making a Sign Language mistake.) 
Many elementary teachers find this to be an excellent way to teach spelling, as well.  There is a 
“Guide to the American Sign Language Alphabet” in the Instructional Planning & Delivery Toolkit (p. 
61), which can be found online at the Resource Exchange on TFANet.  

 
6. Signal cards.  Some teachers use analogous systems that utilize different colored or labeled (e.g., 

“yes” and “no”) note cards.  It becomes second nature for students to hold up a note card to answer 
each question.  After introducing new material, a quick “true/false” showdown can help you gauge if 
students are grasping your objective. 

 
7. Observations and anecdotal records.  A subtler form of formative assessment, teachers who 

determine one or two variables to observe (a specific skill, work habits at a learning center) and track 
student strengths and weaknesses with a clipboard or notebook. 

 
Student practice can be an excellent time to collect information on where both individual students and the 
class as a whole stand against an objective.  Developing methods to ensure constant student participation 
also keeps everyone engaged and thinking about the lesson, rather than being idle. 
 
 
IV. Independent Practice 
 
The Independent Practice phase occurs when students refine their skills, without teacher assistance, and 
can be the time when students demonstrate their understanding of the objective through completing a 
formative assessment.  If a friend had showed you how to ride a bike (Introduction to New Material) and 
then held it steady as you pedaled (Guided Practice), now is the time for you to ride on your own. 
Independent Practice may involve solving problems, answering questions, demonstrating a skill, 
completing a “performance task” (an experiment, role-play, debate, report, song, poem, skit, project) or 
applying the knowledge in some new way (such as developing a new analogy or metaphor) to demonstrate 
mastery.  By the end of Independent Practice, students should be able to achieve the objective that you 
set at the beginning of the period.  For students who easily achieve the objective or for those who 
continue to struggle, extension activities and homework assignments are two ways to get students to 
further engage with the material they learned.  If you use Independent Practice as your way of assessing 

I relied on "thumbs up" checks for understanding 
too much.  I soon realized that students would give 
me a "thumbs up" even if they didn’t get it.  That 
was not good.  I began to use dry erase boards and 
checks for understanding where students had to 
actually SHOW me their work. 
 
LesLee Bickford, Philadelphia '03 
Managing Director, Recruitment 
Teach For America  
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mastery of the objective, then you should begin planning at this step (after first developing your vision for 
student learning). As mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, lesson planning, like all planning, 
should start at the end – with the outcome or goal you want students to achieve.  Keeping this in mind, 
here are the key guidelines for an effective independent practice: 
 
 Be clear about and model behavioral expectations. Just like the other phases of the lesson plan 

cycle, it is crucial to specify exactly how you want students to behave. 
 
 The activity should focus on the achievement of the objective. By the time you have reached the 

Independent Practice of your lesson, your students should be performing on the rung of Bloom’s 
Taxonomy stated in your objective.  If your objective states that, by the end of the lesson, students 
should be able to label the 50 states on a map, the Independent Practice should ask students to do 
just that.  Having students sing a song about the 50 states may be fun, but a student has not mastered 
the intended objective by virtue of performing it (unless, of course, the corresponding choreography 
has students pointing to each state on an unlabeled map as they sing).  

 
A related pitfall occurs when activities give students an unintended focus.  If an objective requires 
students to describe the California Gold Rush’s effect on migration, having students make a sugar-
cube model of Sutter’s Mill forces students to concentrate on gluing a structure together, rather than 
developing an understanding of America’s expansion.  Sometimes, teachers will plan out Independent 
Practice activities that focus on the objective but require several days to complete.  You will want to 
weigh the importance of completing certain projects with the urgency of meeting your objectives.   

 
Lastly, just like in guided practice, make sure that 
your activity aligns with all parts of the objective.  
If your objective includes more than one part, then 
your practice should cover the entire objective, not 
just one section. For example, if the objective is to 
outline the main events of the California Gold 
Rush and describe its effect on migration, the 
assessment should require students to do both 
actions (outline events and describe the effect).  
Only having students produce a timeline of the 
Gold Rush would not tell you whether students 
have mastered the second part of the objective.       

 
 All students should have to master the skill or knowledge independently.  Not only should the 

activity reflect achievement of the entire objective, but every student should be responsible for 
demonstrating mastery.  Often teachers will plan group activities that assign roles to different 
students for different tasks.  There are legitimate reasons for doing so, but by the end of the lesson, 
every student should have completed a task or series of questions that measures his or her level of 
achievement on the lesson objective.  Only by doing this will you be able to know whether all students 
truly understand or are able to do what the objective requires. The teacher may collect the 
Independent Practice and provide feedback on it.   

 
Like guided practice, your independent practice should give students multiple opportunities to 
demonstrate their understanding.  Include more than one example or problem in your practice, 
especially if it serves as your formative assessment. This will provide you with a more complete view 
of whether your students truly have mastered the material.     

 

 
In order to check for ALL students’ understanding, I 
spent a lot of time during independent practice 
walking around the room with a clipboard to find out 
which students were demonstrating mastery and 
which were not.  I would take notes on students’ 
work, ask them to explain how they were 
approaching the work and why, and reteach 
individuals or small groups as needed.  
 
Jane Henzerling, Phoenix ‘98 
Fellow, Building Excellent Schools 
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 Provide opportunity for extension. Students work at different paces. Preparing extra opportunities 
for students to go beyond the intended objective – finding analytic, creative or practical applications 
for the material – will be excellent practice and serve to allow students to discover deeper meaning 
to their learning.  Planning homework in addition to, not instead of, Independent Practice will also 
allow students to retain and extend their newly gained knowledge.  You will find suggestions to 
frequently asked questions about homework later in this section.  

 
Three Examples of Independent Practice 
Notice how these examples of Independent Practice focus on allowing each student to demonstrate their 
mastery of the objective, clearly state expectations, and provide an opportunity for extension. 
 

Objective #1 (Elementary ESL): Students will be able to use regular comparatives correctly in an oral 
presentation. 
Independent Practice: 
On their own, students are to think of two famous people and 
develop five different comparisons between them.  These 
comparisons must include adjectives that have a variety of 
syllables.  For homework, students are to prepare a brief 
presentation on their celebrities (they can bring in pictures, to 
provide a visual reference for the comparison), explaining how 
they used the comparatives correctly by referring to the syllable 
rules.  As an extension, students can complete a journal activity 
that asks them if they enjoy being compared to others. 
 

Teacher’s Intentions: 
This assignment incorporates student interests 
with the achievement of the objective, asking 
every student to use regular comparatives 
correctly.  The teacher thought through the 
assignment and realized that students could 
choose very simple adjectives and therefore 
added the stipulation about a variety of syllables.  
Ms. Cate also taps into the evaluative cognitive 
domain by asking students to weigh the pros and 
cons of comparison. 

 
Objective #2 (6th grade): SWBAT write a bibliographic entry for a book. 
Independent Practice: 
Students are to trade reading books with a neighbor, find the 
appropriate information and write the bibliographic entry for that 
book on the bottom of their page.  They are then to check their 
answers with their neighbor.  For homework, students are to 
make a bibliography of half of the books they are using for their 
upcoming research project, making sure to put the books in 
alphabetical order by author’s last name.  Ms. Cartwright also 
provides a guide for making bibliography entries with magazine 
articles for those who completed research using periodicals. 
 

Teacher’s Intentions: 
By this point in the lesson, students are locating 
and recording bibliographic entries on their own, 
therefore achieving the objective.  Students can 
verify their accuracy with their neighbor, who 
had already written down the bibliographic entry 
for the book during the Guided Practice.  This 
activity has extension possibilities through a 
varied and more complex task that is relevant to 
a larger assignment that students are working 
on: their research project.  

 
Objective #3 (10th grade biology): SWBAT describe the biological risks of drug use. 
Independent Practice: 
Students are to create “Say No to Drugs” posters, with a series 
of pictures depicting the gradual debilitation of three different 
bodily organs through smoking, alcohol or drugs.  Ms. Donnelly 
distributes a rubric, noting that students will be evaluated by the 
extent to which they detail the biological processes at work.  
Students may begin their posters during class, but they are to 
finish them for homework.  As an extension, students can 
strategize where the class could hang these posters for 
maximum effect. 

Teacher’s Intentions: 
The creation of a poster that describes the 
biological risks of drug use is an achievement of 
the objective.  The teacher ensures that students 
focus on the substance, rather than the style, of 
the poster by providing a rubric for the 
assignment.  Ms. Donnelly plans a practical 
extension to the assignment by asking students 
to consider the most effective forum for 
persuading peers to “just say no.” 
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The Bottom Line – Reaching the Objective 
While there are many ways to structure and approach the Independent Practice, the main focus should be 
on having students demonstrate their mastery of the objective.  By being clear about behavioral 
expectations, focusing activities on the objective, ensuring that all students are participating, and 
providing opportunity for extension and extra practice, your students will be much more likely to achieve 
your goals for them. 
 
Effective Lesson Timing 
As you plan your lesson, it is extremely important to reflect on the time you allot for each step of lesson 
cycle.  Without carefully planning your lesson pacing your class will be less likely to meet the lesson’s 
objective.  At a basic level, your pacing should allow your class to complete all parts of the lesson in the 
time available.  To be truly effective, however, your lesson pacing should support student learning.  
Again, this means that you should allot the majority of instructional time to the activities that best 
promote student mastery of the objective.  As previously discussed, practice is the most important part of 
a lesson for allowing students to internalize and master the key points.  Therefore, effective lessons 
almost always allocate the most time to guided and independent practice—the place where students 
demonstrate and further develop their understanding of what you are teaching. 
 
While this previous point may seem obvious, many new teachers actually struggle to include the 
appropriate amount of practice in their lessons.  Instead, they often schedule, and then spend, too much 
time engaging students and presenting new material and fail to get to all parts of their guided and 
independent practice.  This common error does not support student learning because students are not 
given enough opportunity to develop their understanding with teacher support and demonstrate what they 
know and what they need help with.  While the Opening and Introduction to New Material sections are 
clearly important, they should not come at the expense of practice and assessment.  Make sure that 
your lesson plan prioritizes what is most important by scheduling ample time for guided and independent 
practice. 
 
You will notice that the “Five-Step Lesson Plan Framework” in the Instructional Planning & Delivery 
Toolkit (p. 51; this Toolkit can be found online at the Resource Exchange on TFANet)  has space for you 
to write how many minutes each section of your lesson should take.  Don’t forget to write in your time 
estimates as you plan and think about what lesson pacing will best support student learning. 
 
In addition to having pacing that supports student learning, the best lessons also allow for flexible 
adjustments to be made during the execution of the lesson.  This means that, when possible, your plans 
should allow space for re-teaching material if you see that some students are struggling, and conversely, 
extending the lesson content for students who quickly master the objective and need something more 
challenging.  Creating a lesson with pacing that allows for real-time adjustments is an advanced skill and 
can be difficult, especially for new teachers.  Just remember that you should think about what to do if 
your instruction is not meeting the needs for all of your students. 
 
Knowing When You Can and Cannot Move On 
When you are finishing up an independent activity or assessing student understanding, you will likely find 
one of several things: 
 

 You’ve run out of time.  That bell can sneak up on you.  Avoid this at all costs by choosing 
manageable objectives, giving students ample time for practice, using a stopwatch to keep 
your class on task, and even scheduling in a moment for questions and announcements after 
your lesson closing.  Yet if you find time running short – don’t press on.  It is better to know 
that your class has made measurable progress toward a less rigorous objective than rushing 
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to finish, simply to say you’ve “covered” material.  Naturally, you will need to adjust your 
planned objective for the next day’s lesson, given that you did not meet your original goal.  Of 
course, if your students are really struggling, you may need to expand the amount of time you 
spend with them by meeting after school.  

 
 You still have a great deal of time.  If you find you have more time than you need in a given 

period, don’t forget Bloom’s taxonomy.  Keep challenging your students and ask more 
complex questions.  If you find yourself regularly allowing students to have “study hall” 
instead of using class time to move students as far as you can, step back and reflect on your 
lessons.  You may be underestimating what your students can accomplish in a given period, 
or you may not be doing an adequate job of checking for understanding, when more could be 
necessary.  Some teachers also maintain a series of “sponge activities,” mind benders, 
riddles, and intellectual puzzles used to sop up three or four minutes left over in a period, 
after ensuring that their students have mastered the objective.  Other teachers review the 
material of previous lessons to keep old objectives fresh in the minds of their students. 

 
 The majority of students do not yet grasp the material.  Sometimes formative assessment 

results tell us information we do not want to hear.  Not only will we share our students’ 
disappointment if they have not mastered certain objectives, but poor assessment results 
also reflect directly on our success as teachers.  When a significant number of your students 
perform poorly on an assessment, you should evaluate to what degree this reflects your 
effectiveness in teaching that specific lesson.  You should consider variables such as whether 
the assessment tool accurately measured student performance, whether you utilized 
effective instructional strategies, and whether students were focused on and invested in 
achieving the lesson objective or completing the assessment.  When a few students perform 
poorly on an assessment or independent learning activity, and you have determined that a 
poorly designed assessment is not the cause, you may need to develop specific instructional 
strategies to re-teach those students separately.  

 
In either scenario, you may need to step back and reflect on why the instructional strategies 
you implemented were not effective in ensuring that your students learned the material.  
Perhaps your Introduction to New Material was rushed, for instance, or you did not schedule 
enough time for students to engage in guided practice. In preparing to re-teach, you may first 
want to conduct smaller, more specific assessments to determine exactly where in the 
lesson the students first fell behind in order to determine how to best focus your re-teaching.  
In some cases, your students may generally understand the new material, but may simply 
need more practice.  In such situations, you may want to provide students with more 
opportunities for guided and then independent practice. 

 
 The majority of your students do grasp the material.  If students have achieved the objective, 

you should proceed to the next objective in your sequence.  Avoid the trap of reviewing 
material simply because the students are “enjoying” the topic or because you think one more 
“fun activity” should be included before you move on.  Constantly push students towards your 
end goal.  

 
What do you do if most of your students have not mastered the objective while some of your students 
have?  This is one of the many difficult dilemmas of teaching: you need to meet the needs of both sets of 
students.  While you are reinforcing the skills with the majority of the class, you might assign an 
extension project to the students who have already achieved the objective.  If the majority of your students 
do understand the objective, but a few students do not, you also need to meet the needs of both groups.  
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You might arrange a time before or after school to work individually with the small group of students so 
that they don’t get farther behind when you continue on in class with a new objective.   
 
Teaching to a variety of student levels (known as “differentiated instruction”) is an extremely challenging 
task.  You will learn more strategies for differentiating your instruction in Chapter Eight. The mastery of 
this teaching technique is one that takes time, practice, reflection, and observation of experienced 
teachers. 
 
Frequently Asked Questions About Homework 
Beginning teachers often wonder how to deal with the question of homework.  Some of the suggestions 
below are based on research in Classroom Instruction that Works. 21 
 
Q: Should I give any? 
A: While there is no quantitative link between homework and improved test scores in elementary school, 
researchers recommend assigning a moderate amount of homework every night (no more than a half 
hour) to help young children develop study habits and foster the idea that learning needs to take place at 
home as well as school.  Researchers did find that, by high school, the more homework students do, the 
better their achievement.  Students of all ages should be reading at home regularly. 
 
Q: What’s an appropriate homework assignment?  
A: There are two common purposes: (a) practice, (b) preparation or elaboration.  When homework is 
assigned for practice, such as solving one-variable equations, students should already be very 
comfortable with the task; otherwise, students may make and reinforce errors.  When homework is used 
to preview or extend a lesson – such as a journal entry about a reading assignment – it is often more 
effective to create an assignment that will allow students to explore their own interests and ideas.  
 
Q: How do I get students to do it? 
A:  Explain how homework will help your students, be clear about your expectations, and get parents on 
board to make homework-completion a routine.  Establish and communicate a homework policy that 
articulates the role of homework, the amount expected, the consequences for not completing homework, 
and the types of parental involvement you desire.  Give advice to parents, such as providing a consistent, 
organized place to complete it, as well as a consistent schedule.  When using homework for practice, 
have students keep track of their own speed and accuracy to see the tangible results of their efforts.  
 
Q: Do I have to grade every homework assignment? 
A: It is not necessary to grade every single homework assignment.  That said, it is important to develop a 
system that allows students to get feedback on their work and enables you to gauge student 
understanding of objectives.  Some teachers use the review of some homework problems as an element 
of their lesson opening, with students grading their own work.  Other teachers write comments on 
homework and use a check-plus, check, check-minus system, which they use for parent conferences and 
report card effort grades.  These teachers may have their students put their homework in a portfolio and 
check it regularly, rather than daily.  A variation on this strategy would be to collect homework daily and 
examine a fraction of the problems from each child to get a snapshot of the classroom’s understanding 
and provide a bit of feedback to everyone. 
 
 

                                                 
21 Marzano, Robert. Classroom Instruction That Works. Alexandria, Va.: ASCD, 2001. 
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V. The Closing – Stressing Connections and Checking for Understanding 
 
The last component of an effective lesson plan is the lesson closing.  This final stage of your lesson        
(1) reinforces the lesson objective, and (2) provides an opportunity to check for student understanding.  
New teachers often underestimate the value of the lesson closing.  Lesson closings will make your 
teaching more effective by crystallizing students’ understanding of each lesson’s objective and by keeping 
you informed of students’ progress toward your academic goals. 
 
Unfortunately, most of us have probably not witnessed many 
effective lesson closings.  All too often, teachers fail to reserve 
enough time to effectively close a lesson.  Since it is easy to 
feel rushed or run out of time at the end of the lesson, it is 
crucial that you explicitly set time aside for the closure.  
Teachers might set a timer or ask students to remind them 
when to transition into the lesson closing.   
 
An effective lesson closing does not take much time.  In fact, 
your closing should usually take between five and ten minutes.  
An effective closing, at a minimum, does the following: 
 

(1) Reemphasizes and clarifies the objective that the students have learned. 
(2) Reemphasizes the significance of that objective. 
(3) Assesses students’ mastery of—or progress toward—that objective (if not done earlier). 

 
Consider the following example of how a teacher met these objectives through questioning. 

 
What did students learn 
today?  

 
Teacher: What is one specific thing that we did today? 
Student A: We wrote letters. 
Teacher: Yes.  What type of letters specifically? 
Student B: Ones where we try to convince people to do something. 
Teacher: Yes, that’s a good way to put it in your own words – does anyone recall the 
common name for that type of letter? 
Student C: Persuasive? 
Teacher: Exactly! 
 

 
 
What is the significance 
of what the students 
learned today?  

 
Teacher: Today we expanded our understanding of different types of letters.  What type 
of letters had we developed in the past? 
Student D: Narrative. 
Teacher: And why do you think it was important to expand our understanding and learn 
how to write persuasive letters? 
Student E: Well, sometimes you write to different people, like sometimes you write to 
your grandparents to say hello and sometimes you write to an important person in the 
government.   
Teacher: True, but couldn’t you write to them in the same way? 
Student F: No, you need to know how to write different letters for different audiences, 
and sometimes you are writing to them for different reasons. 

 

 
It’s important to mix up how you close a 
lesson, but to date I have found nothing that 
fulfills the purpose of a closing better than 
walking over to the objective on the board 
at the end of class and asking for 
volunteers to do exactly what it says. 
 
Rob LoPiccolo, South Louisiana ’99 
Executive Director, The Collaborative 
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What progress did 
students make toward 
the objective? 
 

Teacher: Take a moment to write down the characteristics of good persuasive writing 
that are different from the characteristics we have discussed about narrative writing.  I 
will call on individual students to share their characteristics – listen carefully to what 
your classmates say.  If you also wrote down that characteristic, I want you to stand up.    

 
Closing Up the Sample Lessons 
For more guidance regarding particular strategies to stress connections and check for understanding at 
the end of a lesson, see the Instructional Planning & Delivery Toolkit (pp. 62-62: “Methods for Closing a 
Lesson”); this Toolkit can be found online at the Resource Exchange on TFANet.    
 
For now, let’s refer back to our sample lessons for the final time and consider their closings in light of 
the points that should be covered in an effective lesson closing. 
 

Objective #1 (Elementary ESL): Students will be able to use regular comparatives correctly in an oral 
presentation. 
Closing: 
Before students leave for lunch, Ms. Cate assesses each 
student’s knowledge of the syllable and suffix rules by using five 
adjective flashcards and asking students to write down the 
proper comparative forms on an exit slip. She explains that 
tomorrow’s lesson will feature a set of comparative adjectives 
that are exceptions to the rules: the words good and bad. Ms. 
Cate collects the exit slips as student file out.   
 

Teacher’s Intentions: 
By using exit slips, the teacher is taking one final 
opportunity to assess and strengthen each 
student’s mastery of the lesson objective.  Ms. 
Cate also connects this lesson to future learning, 
previewing the next day’s objective. 

 
Objective #2 (6th grade): SWBAT write a bibliographic entry for a book. 
Closing: 
Ms. Cartwright asks her students to complete their daily Lesson 
Checkup, which includes an in-their-own-words summary of 
what they have learned and an explanation of why the lesson is 
important. The teacher reviews these Checkups regularly. 
 

Teacher’s Intentions: 
The daily Lesson Checkup activity reinforces the 
key ideas of the lesson and further communicates 
its relevance. It provides a snapshot of student 
understanding for the teacher. 

 
Objective #3 (10th grade biology): SWBAT describe the biological risks of drug use. 
Closing: 
Before students leave, Ms. Donnelly will ask students to write a 
paragraph reflection about the danger that scares them most 
about taking drugs. 

Teacher’s Intentions: 
This final activity requires students to demonstrate 
their understanding of the objective once more. It 
also zeroes in on the real-world importance of the 
day’s lesson and serves as a link between the 
curriculum and students’ thoughts and feelings. 
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The Importance of Assessing Student Mastery 
If you haven’t already administered a formative assessment of student understanding, the lesson closing 
needs to serve this purpose.  By carefully crafting your lesson assessment, you should be able to gauge 
the effectiveness of a lesson and the degree to which students have achieved all parts of the objective.  
Remember to give your students multiple opportunities to demonstrate their understanding, if possible.  
Without a formative assessment of student understanding, it is entirely possible that you could transition 
into new material before students have a strong mastery of the current subject matter.  Always 
administer a lesson assessment by the end of the lesson to determine what your class knows and what it 
needs additional help in understanding. 
 
Conclusion and Key Concepts 
 
Every day you will have the responsibility and opportunity to determine how best to ensure that your 
students are meeting the high expectations you have for them.  Not every lesson will be uniquely creative, 
not every lesson will involve small group work, and not every lesson will involve a diverse array of 
activities, but every lesson should be carefully designed and implemented to ensure that your students 
learn, understand, and retain the skills and knowledge defined in the goals you have set.  When you are 
planning your lessons, you must ask the following fundamental question: What must occur in this lesson 
to ensure students successfully meet the objectives in the most effective and efficient way possible? 
 
Consider that question as you outline the opening, as you plan the Introduction to New Material, as you 
think through the student practice, as you develop the lesson closing, as you integrate strategies to 
constantly assess students through the course of the lesson, and as you consider transitions and overall 
pacing of your lesson. Remember that each stage of a lesson has a specific purpose, and that a coherent 
and effective lesson is the result of carefully planning all parts.   
 
To summarize, all lesson plans should be built around a student-learning-centered, measurable, and 
rigorous objective that you derive from standards-aligned learning goals.  One of the most common, 
effective lesson plans has five stages:  
 

(1) The Lesson Opening.  The lesson opening should communicate: 
 What is about to happen 
 Why it is important for it to happen 
 How it relates to what has been done previously 
 How it is going to happen 

 
It should also: 
 Engage students and capture their interest 
 Provide and model clear expectations for student behavior (if necessary). 
Remember that a component of opening the lesson is assessing student understanding by asking 
students to summarize expectations and allowing students to ask clarifying questions. 

 
(2) The Introduction to New Material.  During this phase, you should: 

 Emphasize and reiterate key points instead of drowning students in details 
 Build in activities that allow students to “take in” the information  
 Use multiple approaches, such as using different senses and different angles to get at 

information and make it accessible 
 Be mindful of potential misunderstandings   
 Make purposeful choices when making instructional delivery decisions 
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(3) The Guided Practice of New Material.  During this phase, you should: 
    Be clear about and model behavioral expectations 
 Use multiple opportunities for practice 
 Scaffold practice exercises from easy to hard  
 Ensure that all students have an opportunity to practice (consider both choral responses and 

individual responses) 
 Monitor and correct student performance  

 
(4) The Independent Practice.  During this phase, you should: 

 Be clear about and model behavioral expectations 
 Ensure that the activity reflects the achievement of the objective 
 Ensure that all students can demonstrate the skill or knowledge independently 
 Provide opportunity for extension 
You can choose to administer a formative assessment to determine student mastery of the 
objective during the Independent Practice. 

 
(5) The Lesson Closing.  Your 5-10 min. closing should address the following questions: 

 What did we learn today? 
 What was the significance of what we learned? 
 Can students demonstrate achievement of or progress towards the objective (if you haven’t 

assessed them already)? 
Remember to plan your lesson pacing so that it supports student learning – allocate sufficient 
time to guided and independent practice. 

 
You are now familiar with the pieces of the Five-Step Lesson Plan—a process for helping students 
acquire knowledge and skills they did not have before entering the classroom. In the next two chapters, 
you will learn the different strategies that can serve to introduce new material and help students 
practice, as well as the factors involved in choosing between these strategies. 
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Lesson Planning, Part II: Instructional Methods 
Chapter Six 
I. Grouping Strategies 
II. Whole Group Methods 
III. Small Group Permutations 
IV. Self-Directed Independent Work 
V. Colleagues in Class – Effectively Managing Assistants and Aides 
 
Introduction 
 
In the last chapter, we focused on the overall structure of a lesson plan.  In this chapter, we are going to 
zoom into the “heart of the lesson”—the Introduction of New Material, Guided Practice, and Independent 
Practice—to discuss some of the particular strategies you might choose to employ. 
 
Needless to say, this chapter can’t cover the hundreds and hundreds of instructional methods that a 
teacher might use.  We have chosen to focus on a handful of the strategies that teachers most often use 
and find particularly effective:  grouping strategies, demonstrations, lectures, questioning and discussion 
techniques, discovery learning, cooperative learning, independent work, inquiry and problem solving, and 
graphic organizers.  We have also used this chapter to address a potential factor when considering how to 
deliver instruction: classroom assistants. 
 
We will save the question of how you decide which instructional method to use (by weighing factors such 
as student needs and interests, the objective’s cognitive level, the nature of the content, and time and 
resources available) for the next chapter.  This chapter familiarizes you with how each method works. 
 
With some over-simplification, we can separate the instructional choices you make when planning each 
lesson into two general categories based on:  
 

(1) How the students are organized to engage the material 
(2) How the teacher delivers the material 

 
These two sets of variables work together to provide multiple instructional options.  Consider the 
following table: 

Student Grouping 
(to name a few) 

Instructional Delivery Methods 
(to name a few) 

Teacher Modeling/Demonstration  
Lecture 
Graphic Organizers 
Questioning and Discussion 

 
 
Whole Class 

Discovery Learning 
 
Cooperative Learning 

Small Group 
    Heterogeneous by skill level 
    Homogeneous by skill level 
    Interest groups 
    Pairs or informal groups 

Inquiry / Problem Solving 

Centers  
Individual 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

X 

Independent Projects 
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It is possible to mix and match these grouping strategies and instructional delivery methods.  You might 
decide to put your students in a small group for a discussion, or conduct a whole class problem solving 
activity.  It is for that reason that we will begin by giving a quick overview of each grouping strategy’s main 
features, so you can see both the versatility and the unique usefulness of each organizational technique.  
Then, to give you the best sense of how the instructional delivery methods work, we will describe each 
one in the context of its most popular grouping configuration (whole class lecture, for example).   
 
 
I. Grouping Strategies 
 
As part of determining the best way to deliver instruction that meets the needs of all students, you will 
need to decide how you will group your students throughout your lesson.  Effective student learning can 
take place in a whole group setting, in small groups, or individually—each with or without direct teacher 
interaction.  As you are planning, you should consider what types of grouping to use at each stage of a 
lesson.  Most lessons will include a mix of group formats. 
 
The following tables describe the three most common grouping strategies (whole class, small groups, 
and individual) and give examples, tips, and pitfalls for each. 
 
Whole Class Grouping 

Description The teacher works with the entire class. 

When or 
why would I 
use this 
strategy? 

 To present new information or review 
information with the entire class 
efficiently. 

 To gain an overall sense of what skills 
and knowledge students are bringing to 
a particular lesson objective. 

 To summarize or introduce a learning 
experience. 

 To incorporate the diverse perspectives of the 
entire class. 

 To facilitate a teacher-led demonstration. 
 To be able to quickly check for understanding 

across the whole class. 
Examples  Lecture presenting new material. 

 Lesson Opening or Closing. 
 Questioning and whole group discussion. 
 Demonstration or modeling. 

Useful Tips 
and 
Common 
Pitfalls 

 Whole group instruction may be the 
easiest grouping strategy to manage, 
because the teacher is often in control 
and students are accustomed to the 
expectations of a teacher-led 
experience.  At the same time, it is 
much more difficult to individualize 
instruction and address varied student 
needs in this format. 

 Students may initially be wary of sharing 
answers in front of the whole group, 
especially in discussions where there is 
no right or wrong answer.  A classroom 
culture that establishes a safe 
environment helps alleviate this fear.  

 Also be aware not to let one or two vocal 
students dominate your attention.   

 Students can get bored or off-task because 
they can more easily disengage in a large 
group setting.  You need to ensure in your 
planning that it is clear at each moment what 
students are supposed to be doing.  Are they 
supposed to be taking notes with the help of a 
graphic organizer?  How much time have you 
reserved for questioning? 

 
 English language learners or students with 

learning disabilities may need additional 
explanation or time with you to grasp material 
presented to the whole group in lecture form.  
You might want to set up conferences with 
such students, or assign them a buddy who 
can share their notes to fill in gaps. 
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Small Groups 
Description The teacher works with one small group of students.  The rest of the class may be working 

either individually or in other small groups. 
When or 
why would I 
use this 
strategy? 

 To work closely with a small group of 
students on particular skills.  

 To address different academic levels 
within the class. 

 To address varied student interests. 

 To enable student collaboration to achieve a 
common learning objective.  

 To expose students to a variety of 
perspectives. 

Examples  Cooperative groups, partner work 
Useful Tips 
and 
Common 
Pitfalls 

 Effective cooperative learning requires 
much more than placing students in 
groups and encouraging collaboration. 
Students must be taught how to work 
effectively with peers - listening to each 
other, monitoring each other’s behavior 
to ensure they remain on task, and 
maximizing each other’s talents and 
contributions.  Teaching, modeling, and 
planning for effective cooperative 
learning is the teacher’s responsibility.   

 When one small group is with the teacher, 
other students – whether they are working 
individually or in small groups – must have 
clear expectations for productive activities 
they can complete without teacher guidance. 

 Cooperative learning tends to take more time, 
and the potential for students to veer away 
from the specific learning objective is 
increased.    

 Small groups can make it more difficult for 
the teacher to ensure that each individual 
student has mastered the objective. That is, 
group output may actually reflect only one 
student’s learning. 

 
A “Group” of One: Independent Work 

Description All students work independently on an assignment, or the teacher works with one child while 
other students are working independently. 

When or 
why would I 
use this 
strategy? 

 To work with a particular student on a 
learning objective specific to him or her 
– from an IEP or otherwise. 

 To allow students to progress at their own 
pace on a class-wide learning objective.  

 To allow the teacher the opportunity to 
observe individual student progress.  

Examples  Independent journal writing.  
 
 Silent sustained reading (SSR) during 

which everyone, including the teacher, 
reads a book of his or her choice. 

 
 Individual student practice of various 

skills (math, science, etc.). 
 

 The “workshop method” is an approach in 
which students complete assignments at their 
own pace and turn to the teacher for 
instruction, help, and feedback. Student and 
teacher agree on the pace ahead of time. The 
teacher then customizes instruction for each 
student. This method is used frequently in 
writing classes, where constant revision of 
long-term projects is often central to the 
curriculum. 

Useful Tips 
and 
Common 
Pitfalls  

 If all students are working 
independently, the work must not only 
contribute to a student’s progress 
towards goals but also require minimal 
supervision. 

 In order for students to be successful in 
this model, they need to learn skills for 
how to behave and work effectively on 
their own.  Very young children have 
short attention spans and are unlikely 
to be able to work individually for long 
periods of time without teacher 
guidance.  

 Strategies for helping students work 
independently include: establishing a regular 
(and therefore predictable) routine; posting 
written directions for easy referral during an 
independent activity; appointing students to 
field questions while the teacher is holding 
meetings, or instructing students to write 
down questions to ask the teacher later; and 
maintaining a weekly list of enrichment or 
review activities for when a student is finished 
with independent work and the teacher is 
working with someone else.  
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We will discuss the question of selecting the best grouping strategy in the next chapter, when we 
consider the needs and interests of students, the cognitive level of the objective, the nature of the 
content, and the time and resources available.  As the instructional leader, you must ask yourself which 
grouping strategy will enable each student to move forward most quickly toward your objective. 
 
Now that you know the various grouping combinations, we will move on to detail the most common 
instructional delivery options under each configuration. 
 
 
II. Whole Group Methods 
 
Modeling / Demonstration 
Demonstration is one of the most common instructional methods across the grade levels.  Kindergarten 
teachers model how to form letters of the alphabet.  Chemistry teachers show students how to balance 
equations.  If the objective is: “Students will be able to dissect a frog,” the teacher should bust out the 
scalpel and a specimen and perform a sample incision. Similarly, if students are expected to know how to 
pick out library books independently, the teacher will want to outline the key steps for doing so, take the 
class to the library, and model those key steps.  It goes without saying that demonstrations must be 
planned and executed well if students are to learn the skill they are expected to master.   
 
For demonstrations, teachers should:  
 

 Direct student attention to fundamental elements of proper procedure through (a) holding up 
an object or pointing to where you want students to focus, (b) breaking processes into clear and 
numbered steps, (c) performing each action with narration (“now I am checking to make sure I 
am using the metric side of my ruler”), and exaggerated motions, if applicable 

 
 Prepare visual or tactile aids for students to see or experience your demonstration clearly 
 
 Explain new concepts or terms ahead of time, or else students will not be able to follow your 

demonstration 
 
 Highlight common errors for students to avoid 

 
 Narrate your behaviors by explaining to students what you are doing and thinking at every step of 

your demonstration  
 
For example, one fourth-grade class goes to the library every week to select new silent reading books. In 
a lesson on making good literary choices, the teacher points out that some students make the mistake of 
literally judging new books by their covers and fail to skim the text before checking them out from the 
library, realizing too late that the books are inappropriate or uninteresting.  She explains four steps to 
avoid this problem: looking at the Student Book Reviews binder for recommendations; considering other 
books by a favorite author; doing a search of favorite topics in the card catalog; and reading one page of a 
potential choice and making sure there aren’t more than five unfamiliar words.  As the students write 
down the steps, she goes through this process herself. After this Introduction to New Material, Guided 
Practice and Independent Practice can follow, with students gradually taking over the demonstration of 
the skill. 
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Lecture 
If a demonstration covers skills, teachers will often use a lecture to reach knowledge-based objectives.  
Perhaps the most traditional form of instruction, lectures conjure up the image of a stodgy professor 
droning on and on while his students doodle or even sleep to escape the monotony.   
 
However, lecture is often the most efficient way to present or review material with the entire class.  
Teachers choose to lecture when they have a limited amount of time, when the background information is 
not available or easily accessible to students (e.g., the material is not in print), or when the concepts 
could be best clarified through verbal explanation.  Of course, lecture works best for older students, as 
younger students may not be able to absorb information for long periods of time.   
 
There are some drawbacks to using lectures as an instructional tool; namely most “lectures” – as they 
are most commonly delivered – do not allow frequent interaction between students and the teacher.  This 
disadvantage can be overcome, however, by leaving time at the end for whole-class discussion. 
 
If you determine that a lecture is the most efficient and effective instructional tool, here are some 
guidelines to delivering the information:22 
  
 Determine the style of your lecture, whether it’s a… 

 
o Classical lecture, which works well when 

you simply want to transmit information; 
 
o Problem-centered lecture, where you 

offer solutions to a problem with 
advantages and disadvantages; 

 
o Sequential lecture, where you promote 

understanding of a subject by giving an 
extended argument or chain of reasoning 
that leads to a conclusion; 

 
o Comparative lecture, where you draw 

comparisons between new and familiar 
information; or 

 
o Thesis lecture, where you make and justify 

an argument or assertion. 
 

 Focus on reaching clear outcomes.  What are your objectives?  Write down and tell the students what 
you what them to walk away with.   

 
 Organize the lecture for your students.  Make it easier to take notes by providing students with 

graphic organizers (more on this later in the chapter) or outlines at the beginning of your lecture.  You 
can also put a brief outline of the lecture on the blackboard or overhead transparency. 

 

                                                 
22 Some of this information has been modified from Lecturing with Style, Walker Teaching Resource Center, The 
University of Tennessee at Chattanooga.   http://www.utc.edu  accessed 7/1/2010.  

 
I always thought that lecturing was most useful when I 
was constantly assessing along the way and involving 
students as much as possible instead of just blabbing.  
You have to find ways to make sure they’re with you 
during a lecture—something more than just “Great!  
They are all looking at me!  They get it!”  You’ve got to 
incorporate questions, encourage students to think 
about what you’re saying and to predict where you 
might be headed.  Stop to have students share a 
thought with their neighbor about what they just heard, 
or ask students to summarize the lecture or bring up 
points that are confusing.  There are many ways you 
can engage students in your lecture, but it takes some 
planning up front.  
 
Jessica Kaufman, Houston ‘99 
Associate, Morrison and Foerster 
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 Establish ground rules.  Are questions in the middle okay, or should students wait until the end?  If 
you don’t want students to interrupt you, you need to teach them to write down their questions so you 
can address them at the end of the lecture. 

 
 Make modifications for visual learners.  Synchronize slides (or overheads) to go with your verbal 

presentation.  Select graphics that represent the ideas, concepts or words.   
 
 Follow the basic strategies for effective oral presentations: 
 

o Use visual cues, such as props, slides, handouts, keywords on the board, diagrams, or pictures. 
 
o Use vocal cues, such as adjusting the volume of your voice and taking advantage of pauses.  

 
o Use signal phrases, like noting that you will be talking about six techniques for writing a great 

essay opening, which will help them anticipate what you will be saying. 
 

o Tap into the drama, intrigue and relevance of your subject by telling a human-impact story, 
sharing a personal anecdote, or citing local examples. 

 
o Use body language, such as gesticulating wildly when talking about a tornado, or crouching 

down when talking about predators and prey. 
 

o Avoid vagueness or indecisive, halting speech, such as “This chemistry lesson might help you 
understand a little bit more about what is often called a physical change, no, a physical 
reaction…well, both terms could actually work in this instance. Maybe before we get to what 
is perhaps the main point of the lesson…”   

 
o Be aware of your non-verbal behavior, such as fidgeting and pacing, which can be distracting. 

 
o Make eye contact and be enthusiastic, sharing why this subject interests you. 

 
 End your lecture clearly.  Summarize and highlight the main points.  Conclude with the key ideas 

and how they relate to the future.  What should students do with the information from today?  
Then invite questions and ask questions of students. 

 
Graphic Organizers 
A flow chart, a time line, a family tree – these are all 
graphic organizers, which combine words and 
phrases with symbols to visually represent 
connections between various pieces of information 
or ideas, thereby helping students to process 
information.  These tools can come in handy during 
the Introduction of New Material, when you can 
refer to a completed graphic organizer to help 
students visualize the connections among the 
concepts they are learning.  During Guided or 
Independent Practice, students can complete or 
create their own graphic organizers to apply the 

Graphic organizers are so effective in my classroom.  
Not only do they keep my students organized, but they 
also keep my lessons organized and well-paced.  They 
teach discipline in note-taking and keep students on 
task during a lesson.  I use graphic organizers for 
taking notes in my English class – it’s wonderful 
because it keeps my students’ attention and they 
produce something they can refer to later.     
 
Abigail Rossetti, Las Vegas ‘04 
Senior Managing Director - Chicago Institute 
Teach For America 
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information they have learned.  Graphic organizers are also an excellent way to reflect on and organize 
learning at the end of a lesson or unit; they are among the most versatile learning devices because they 
can be used in whole group, small group and individual configurations. 
 
These tools can be especially helpful as a way for students to learn how to take notes, a skill you cannot 
assume students possess at the beginning of your year.  You may have to show students how to separate 
main ideas from details, or how to abbreviate effectively.  Lay out exactly how you expect students to take 
notes (even modeling the process with a clip of the evening news, for example), provide tips on outlining, 
and have students practice.  Doing so will lead to more retention of the information you relay in lecture. 
 
Below is an example of a Venn diagram, a commonly used graphic organizer.  This particular tool allows 
students to compare and contrast two objects or ideas.  A filled-in version of this diagram could be given 
to students at the beginning of a lesson, students could fill it in as the lesson progresses, or students 
could fill it in as a form of student practice.  Asking students to identify similarities and differences 
between concepts is the instructional strategy with the high probability of improving student 
achievement, according to a recent analysis by the McREL educational laboratory. 23   
 
A web – where key concepts literally sprout from a central topic, and details branch off from each 
concept – serves yet a different purpose: brainstorming new ideas.  Be sure to look at the other graphic 
organizers in the Instructional Planning & Delivery Toolkit (pp. 64-67), which can be found online at the 
Resource Exchange on TFANet.  Show these different kinds of graphic organizers to your class and 
explain their purposes. Then have students practice selecting the appropriate choice for a particular task. 
 

 
 
 
For other ways to encourage the retention of material in your class, see the sections on “Analogies”, 
“Brainstorming”, and “KWL Charts” in the online Instructional Planning & Delivery Toolkit (pp. 68-70). 
 

                                                 
23 Marzano, Robert. Classroom Instruction that Works. Alexandria, VA: ASCD, 2001, 22-25. 
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Questions and Discussion— A Fundamental Instructional Tool 
Reflect for a moment on the questions you ask and are asked on a daily basis.  “What time do we have to 
be at the bus tomorrow morning?”  “Where can I get some information and tips about grant writing?” 
“Why is it important to create a long term plan?”  “Which student has posed the greatest challenge for 
you, and how are you going to move that student to achieve academic gains?”  These questions can be 
categorized according to two purposes for asking a question: 
 

a) Questions are asked to gain information.   
 “What time do we have to be at the bus tomorrow morning?”  
 “Where can I get some information and tips about grant writing?” 

 
b) Questions are asked to stimulate thought. 

 “Why is it important to create a long term plan?”   
 “Which student has posed the greatest challenge for you, and how are you going to move that 

student to achieve academic gains?” 
 

As a teacher, you will often ask questions to gain information – information about what students do and 
do not yet understand.  Questioning is a specific method of assessment that can be used every day to 
measure student understanding and gauge the effectiveness of your lesson. 
 
Questions should also be asked to stimulate student thought.  This type of questioning is a fundamental 
and powerful instructional tool.  Don’t think that using questions to lead students to deep understanding 
is reserved for stodgy law professors and long-dead philosophers; questions and discussions are 
instructional methods that can be used at all ages and in all content areas. 
 
In his extensive survey of pedagogical research, Jere Brophy found that questions-based discourse was 
one of the most common and most powerful tools for introducing new material and checking for 
students’ understanding: 
 

Besides presenting information and modeling skills application, effective teachers 
structure a great deal of content-based discourse.  They use questions to stimulate 
students to process and reflect on content, recognize relationships among (and 
implications of) its key ideas, think critically about content, and use it in problem solving, 
decision-making, or other higher-order applications.  Such discourse should not be 
limited to factual review or recitation (featuring rapid pacing and short answers to 
miscellaneous questions), but instead should feature sustained and thoughtful 
development of key ideas.24   

 
Brophy goes on to describe how this technique often plays out in successful classrooms: 
  

Thoughtful discourse features sustained examination of a small number of related 
topics, in which students are invited to develop explanations, make predictions, debate 
alternative approaches to problems, or otherwise consider the content’s implications or 
applications.  The teacher presses students to clarify or justify their assertions, rather 
than accepting them indiscriminately.  In addition to providing feedback, the teacher 
encourages students to explain or elaborate on their answers or to comment on 
classmates’ answers.  Frequently, discourse that begins in a question-and-answer 

                                                 
24 Brophy, Jere. “Generic Aspects of Effective Teaching.”  Tomorrow’s Teachers, ed. Margaret C. Wang and Herbert J. 
Walburg.  Richmond, CA: McCutchen Publishing Corporation, 2001, p. 25. 
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format evolves into an exchange of view in which students respond to one another as well 
as to the teacher and react to statements as well as questions.25 

 
You will undoubtedly find yourself using question-based discourse extensively in the classroom.  In many 
ways, it is the most natural method of engaging students in new material.  However, while all of us have 
been asking and exchanging questions all of our lives, effective questioning in class is not easy.  Asking 
truly effective questions is a complex skill.  By developing effective questioning techniques, you will 
develop your ability to engage students in meaningful discussion and to gather accurate information 
about student understanding and achievement of learning objectives.  
 
Choosing the Type of Question(s) to Ask 
There are numerous approaches to classifying questions; for our purposes we are going to use four 
categories: managerial, rhetorical, closed, and open.  The following table defines each question type and 
provides examples. 
 

Type Examples Question Function 
 
Managerial 

 “Who needs more time?” 
 “What is the first step of the lab?” 
 “What do we do when we get to the next center?” 

To keep classroom operations moving 
toward a desired goal; to ensure students 
have understood procedures and behavior 
expectations. 

 
Rhetorical 

 “The letter ‘A’ is a vowel, right?” 
 “Yesterday we talked about the difference 
between a virus and bacteria; does everyone 
remember?” 

To emphasize a point; to reinforce an idea or 
statement. 

 
Closed 
 

 “Who were the first three presidents?” 
 “What is the least common denominator of these 
fractions?” 
 “What is one way heat moves between objects?” 

To check the retention of previously learned 
information; to focus thinking on a 
particular point.  

 
 
Open 
 

 “What would life be like if we were all the same 
color?” 
 “Given what we know about gravity on the moon, 
how do you think basketball would be different if 
played there?” 
 “Why do quadratic equations result in curves?” 

To promote discussion or student 
interaction; to stimulate student thinking; to 
allow freedom to hypothesize, speculate, 
and share ideas.  

 
The Danger of Excessive Rhetorical Questions 
As each question type has a different function and elicits different responses, you should think about the 
questions you are going to ask before you teach the lesson.  Managerial and rhetorical questions are 
always going to be present in lessons; managerial questions are necessary to keep the classroom 
running efficiently, and rhetorical questions allow you to emphasize a point without stopping to elicit 
student responses. 
 
We strongly encourage you to watch out for your overuse of rhetorical questions.  We have seen many 
beginner teachers substitute true checks for understanding with questions like, “Does everyone get it?”   
These do not yield accurate responses and are flimsy formative assessments.  Students might nod and 
look as though they’ve “gotten it,” but how can you be sure?  Never assume that your students will stop a 
lesson and say, “I don’t understand.” You must actively use questioning techniques to make sure your 
students are actually progressing. 
  

                                                 
25 Ibid, p. 26.  
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The Time for Closed Questions  
Open and closed questions are also best used in certain circumstances.  If the objective for your lesson 
involves lower order thinking skills, then closed questions, which touch upon the thinking skills of 
knowledge and comprehension in Bloom’s Taxonomy, are appropriate.  Consider the question,  “Who 
were the first three presidents?”  This question has a finite number of “right” answers and is convergent, 
meaning that it limits the amount of student thinking.  Students retrieve these answers from their 
memory and the teacher quickly assesses accuracy.  Once the “right” answer has been expressed, there 
is no other need for student input.  Closed questions, therefore, are effective when assessing specific 
student knowledge or comprehension.  Due to their specificity, closed questions are easier to integrate 
into lessons than open questions.  Closed questions should be used to build students up to open 
questions later in the lesson or unit. 
 
The Argument for Open Questions 
Open questions demand more complex thinking and should be used in lessons that require students to 
use higher level thinking skills.  As Brophy explains, 
 

The forms and cognitive levels of questions should be suited to instructional goals.  Some 
primarily closed-ended and factual questions might be appropriate when teachers are 
assessing prior knowledge or reviewing new learning, but accomplishing the most 
significant instructional goals requires open-ended questions that call for students to 
apply, analyze, synthesize, or evaluate what they are learning.  Some questions will have 
a range of possible correct answers, and some will invite discussion or debate (e.g., 
concerning the relative merits of alternative suggestions for solving problems).26 

 
Consider the following question, “Who was the most 
effective of the first three presidents and why?”  To 
answer this question, students need to have been 
given more information than just the names of the 
presidents, as they are being asked to evaluate each 
of the first three presidents on some criteria that 
determines “effectiveness.”   This question is 
“divergent.”  The classroom dialogue could include 
any number of criteria and still address the original 
question.  Since there is not a set “right” answer, 
students can challenge the validity of their 
classmates’ responses.   
 
In sharp contrast to closed questions, open 
questions are most effective at stimulating student 

thought and encouraging classroom participation (which is not to say that closed questions do not have 
their place).  You should make a concerted effort to include open questions during instruction, as they 
promote the type of thinking that encourages high academic achievement.  You should note, however, 
that open questions should be carefully crafted so that they do not lead to confusion or tangential 
discussions.  You should also anticipate the fact that open questions take longer to discuss, and keep that 
in consideration when developing your lesson plan. 
 
Given the close alignment between effective questioning techniques and the cognitive level of your 
objective for your students, be sure to take some time to review “Bloom’s Taxonomy” and “How to Write 

                                                 
26 Ibid.  

 
When I first ask a question, I try to leave it as open-
ended as possible.  For example, instead of “What do 
we divide by to solve for x in this equation?”, I would 
say, “How do you isolate the unknown in this 
equation?”  If a student remains stuck (after adequate 
wait time – I’m still working on counting to 15 in my 
head before saying anything!), I would then add more 
detail to help.  I never give up on a student and let 
someone else answer the question.  I just keep moving 
back until I find common knowledge that I can use to 
help the student develop his/her own answer.    
 
Kermit Cook, St. Louis ‘03 
Principal, KKR Capstone 
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Higher and Lower Order Questions” in the Instructional Planning & Delivery Toolkit (pp. 71-72), which 
can be found online at the Resource Exchange on TFANet.   
 
Asking Questions Effectively 
Knowing what questions to ask is only half the battle.  You will also need to carefully consider how you 
ask the questions.  You’ll want to be sure you are giving your students enough time to process the 
question and that you’re challenging all of your students to think. 
  
A key piece of this process is the questioning cycle, which encourages student participation and thinking.  
This cycle depends upon what we call “wait time,” which is the time between asking a question and 
selecting a student to answer.  This practice reserves time for student thinking, enhancing the quality of 
student response and increasing the number of students who are likely to engage in considering a 
response.  In order to ensure adequate wait-time, many teachers actually count to five silently before 
they ask for a response. 

 
Academic research supports the notion of “wait time,” and warns that many teachers neglect to provide 
students an opportunity to think about their answers, thereby missing a key learning opportunity: 
 

After posing a question, teachers 
need to pause to allow students time 
to process the question and at least 
begin to formulate their responses, 
especially if the question is 
complicated or demands a high 
cognitive level of response.  Research 
by many different investigators has 
shown that teachers often undercut 
the potential pedagogical value of 
their questions by calling on students 
to respond too quickly (often pausing 
less than a second after completing 
the question).27 

 
The next step is to ask questions that encourage all students, rather than one or two individuals, to think 
and engage in the material.  One simple but highly effective strategy for accomplishing this is to place the 
student’s name at the end of the question, rather than the beginning, ensuring that the rest of the 
students don’t tune out as soon as they realize they are not going to be called on. 

                                                 
27 Ibid, p. 8. 

 
For many of my questions, I would have students write their 
answer in their journals.  I gave them all a minute to think 
about it and write before calling on anyone.  This made it so 
everyone was prepared with an answer if I called on them and 
it avoided the annoying “I don’t know” response.  I also made 
sure to call on a few students before discussing the merits of 
each answer.  This way, students did not shut down if they 
wrote down something different from the right answer and it 
got a range of thinking on the table. 
 
Greg Wong, Delta ‘99 
Attorney, K&L Gates 
 

a) The Questioning Cycle

Teacher 
Question 

Teacher 
Reaction 

Student 
Response Pause 

(wait time) 
Pause 

(wait time)



Instructional Methods 

116 

Your Aim Example Explanation 
Encouraging ALL 
students to think 

“What is the difference between 
nouns and verbs …(wait time) … 
Samuel?” 

When you ask the question in this way, most students will 
think of the answer in anticipation of your calling on them.  
When they hear Samuel’s response, they may want to 
expand upon or challenge his answer as they have already 
formulated their own. 

Encouraging 
ONE student to 
think 

“Samuel, what is the difference 
between nouns and verbs…(wait 
time)?” 

When you ask the question in this way, Samuel is the only 
person who is prompted to truly prepare to give the 
answer.  Most other students will tune out and wait to 
hear Samuel’s response rather than think of their own 
answer. 

 
There may be occasions when students are shy to answer your questions, fearful of their abilities to give 
correct answers.  Give these children ample time to respond, and consider helping them answer a more 
complex question (why Chicago became a major transportation hub) by starting on lower levels of 
Bloom’s Taxonomy (where Chicago is located, how goods travel) and then working up. 
 
On the other hand, you may find that some students respond more to questions than others.  A common 
factor that leads to this uneven response is the amount of eye contact that a teacher makes with different 
parts of the room.  Students who are on the outskirts of a teacher’s zone of vision tend to receive fewer 
verbal and non-verbal cues, making them less likely to volunteer for questions and less likely to be 
noticed when they do raise their hands.  To ensure that the same students are not always responding 
orally, you may want to implement a system of random selection of students, rather than relying on 
volunteers.  Here is a quick list of closely related methods to ensure equitable student selection: 
  

1.  Note cards.  Write each student’s name on an individual 3x5 index card.  Compile all the 
cards in one stack.  When selecting students read the name on top of the stack then turn 
to the next card.   

 
2. Seating Chart.  Have a clipboard with the classroom seating chart.  Each time you ask a 

question, make a mark next to the name of the student whom you asked.  Check to see if 
each student has been asked a question before you ask a second. 

 
3. Popsicle sticks.  Write each student’s name on a tongue depressor or Popsicle stick.  

Place all of the depressors in a jar.  When you are ready to select a student, randomly 
pull one depressor. 

 
You should also consider whether there are demographic trends 
among who is called upon to answer questions.  It is helpful to 
have an observer track your questioning habits.  With collected 
data you can determine if you are questioning students 
differently based upon gender, race, behavior, classroom 
location, or any other factor.  Again, the random methods above 
can help ensure fairness.  
 
Additionally, you will want to establish procedures for 
answering questions ahead of time.  Without consistently 
enforcing rules like “only raised hands get called on” or 
establishing a policy where teachers call on students at random, students will simply shout out, 
eliminating your control of whose understanding you wish to assess at a given moment. 

 
To ensure that all students participated in 
my lessons, I would have everyone write 
down the answers to my questions before 
I called on someone, and I could scan 
these answers as I was moving about the 
room. 
 
Allison Rogovin, Houston ‘95 
Managing Director, Recruitment 
Teach For America 
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The final step in asking questions effectively is determining how best to respond to students’ answers.  
Sometimes it is appropriate to respond to the student directly, either affirming their answer or gently 
pointing out the problem with their response.  Researcher and author Kenneth Chuska offers a series of 
ways to ask effective, higher-order follow-up questions, depending on a student’s response28: 
 
 Clarify student responses.  Often, students will offer answers without fully explaining how they 

arrived at their response.  Enable students to be conscious of the importance of precision and the 
nuance of language and meaning with questions like, “What do you mean by that?  How are you 
defining that term?   What might be another way we could use to describe that?” 

 
 Ask for validation and evidence.  When students supply a faulty conclusion, instead of correcting 

them, try asking questions like, "Where did you get that information?" or "What support do you have 
for that?” to guide students to their own understanding.  This line of questioning is also appropriate 
for students who have provided correct answers but have not detailed how they got there. 

 
 Seek to broaden opinions.  If students offer their own views on an issue, guide them to see their own 

particular vantage point by asking,  "What or who led you to feel or believe that?"  You can then ask 
them to consider points of view by asking a question such as, “Who might disagree with you about 
this, and why?” or “Here are some objections I have heard to that opinion.  How would you respond to 
these?” 

 
 Encourage thinking about the implications of a student’s views and conclusions.  After proving their 

points with data, students can still think about the meaning of their conclusion.  Ask “What do you 
predict will happen as a result of your conclusion?  What are the consequences if your conclusion is 
valid?” 

 
 Dig underneath a student’s judgment.  When students make evaluative remarks about a subject 

(e.g., a piece of literature, a historical figure), complicate their thinking by to them.  “What criteria did 
you use in making your judgment?”  “Here are some other criteria.  Would they affect your 
evaluation?  How?"  

 
Be aware, though, if questions in the classroom constantly resemble verbal “ping pong” between a 
student and the teacher—which happens when teachers respond directly to one student and then ask an 
entirely new question of another student.   Students will not look to each other as sources of information 
nor will they be inclined to engage in dialogue with one another.  According to research by Wilen and 
White, this “ping pong” method is more likely to be found in low-socioeconomic-status classrooms and in 
classrooms where teachers perceive their students as low achievers.  Additionally, ethnographers found 
that students from certain cultures have difficulty responding within this pattern.29 Highly effective 
teachers eventually “phase out” their own involvement in a discussion completely, teaching students how 
to take turns and respond thoughtfully to one another.    In these classrooms, over time, it is the students 
who are asking for clarification, validation, and elaboration of their peers’ ideas. 
 
It is also important for the teacher to avoid being the sole “judge” of correct and incorrect answers.  
It can be effective to diplomatically involve the class in careful consideration of the students’ answer by 
asking a follow up question of other students, so they build on their classmate’s response, as in “Natalia, 
how would you respond to April’s question?”   

                                                 
28 Chuska, Kenneth. Improving Classroom Questions.  Bloomington, IN: Phi Delta Kappan Ed. Foundation, 1995, pp. 
60-65. 
29 Wilen, William.  Questioning Skills for Teachers. Washington: National Education Association, 1991, p. 25. 
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Planning Discussions 
When asking questions, sometimes you are looking for a specific answer, and other times you will want to 
create arenas for students to benefit from each other’s point of view. Creating classroom discussions can 
be tricky because students may be reluctant to contribute—or eager to pursue irrelevant tangents. Here 
are a few suggestions for making discussions productive: 
 
 Discuss familiar topics or matters of perspective or observation.  Students may be shy to participate 

in discussions at first because they believe they do not know the magic answer sought by the teacher.  
Encourage students to draw from their personal experiences and opinions when delving into a topic. 
For example, “What are some of the ways that commercials attempt to get you to buy products? What 
different techniques do they use to get your grandparents to buy things?” 
 

 Establish ground rules. Once they get started, discussions can get heated or raucous.  Be sure to 
explain your expectations for behavior—allowing one person to speak at a time, asking clarifying 
questions instead of pouncing on someone else’s comment—before setting off a free-for-all.  You 
may want to develop a system that requires everyone to get equal “air time.” 

 
 Have an objective in mind – and stick to it.  Discussions have a tendency to drift, so be sure to take 

the reins and gently steer conversation back to the objective by highlighting the relevant points 
already made. For example, “Let’s review…we were discussing the techniques that commercials use 
to persuade us…Margaret mentioned catchy jingles…what else?” 

 
 Foster well-informed dialogue. Provide necessary background information so that your students are 

well-informed ahead of time. You may want to have students read a book or passage, or examine data 
before spouting off about a topic.  In addition, have students jot down a few thoughts before beginning 
the conversation to allow ideas to surface and percolate, and ask clarifying questions if you do not 
understand what students are trying to say – or if they need to support their claims with evidence. 

 
 Meld personal, analytical and global perspectives in the discussion.  Because new knowledge builds 

on prior knowledge, students may be drawn into a dialogue by sharing their own views, or sharing 
information they know about a related subject.  Rather than simply limiting a discussion about The 
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn to the text, ask students if they ever had to support a friend when 
everyone else thought he or she was wrong.  Ask them, too, about the responsibilities of people who 
ran across runaway slaves in the nineteenth century. 

 
 Ask higher-order questions. In general, it is unwise to “go fishing” during a discussion and hope that 

students will give the exact answer you are looking for.  Use discussion to encourage divergent 
thinking by focusing on analysis, synthesis and evaluation. “Last month, we read a book written by O. 
Henry, and we have just finished one by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle.  What can we learn from both 
authors about the art of writing suspense?” 

 
You may find that certain students are less skilled at participating in discussions, and it is your job to 
create opportunities for everyone to get involved.  Chuska’s book, Improving Classroom Questions, 
recommends some strategies for working with reluctant students30: 
 

                                                 
30 Chuska, Kenneth. Improving Classroom Questions.  Bloomington, IN: Phi Delta Kappan Ed. Foundation, 1995, p. 22. 
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Increasing Participation in Discussions  

Reason for Reluctance Potential Strategy 

Fear of failure Break down the question into smaller parts and have different students answer 
different pieces.  Emphasize that students are in school to learn new things.  “If 
you knew everything already,” you might say, “I’d be out of a job!”   

Fear of ridicule Before you begin regular discussions in your classroom, conduct a series of 
lessons on how it feels to be put down.  Develop a code of conduct to prevent 
insults, and enforce the code strictly.  To foster a team spirit, communicate 
when students are doing an effective job of building on one another’s ideas. 

Looks of confusion Be ready to phrase your question in several ways, or provide the questions ahead 
of time.   

Speed of questioning When in doubt, slow down.  Allow more students to think about the idea before 
calling on any one person.  

Disinterest or apathy Ask students to share their own beliefs, feelings or experiences with the topic.  
Build in “gray area” questions that are bound to spark some disagreements to 
get the discussion moving. 

 
Discovery Learning 
Having a discussion is one way for students to reach their own conclusions about a subject.  Another 
strategy that allows for students to develop understanding is called discovery learning. Typically, this 
method is geared towards higher-level objectives and is used in helping students induce or “discover” 
general ideas, concepts, or definitions from specific examples.  During discovery learning lessons, 
teachers often provide students with a common experience by presenting them with materials and 
encouraging them to make observations, form hypotheses, test solutions, and induce concepts.  This 
technique is often used, for example, in science classes where students learn concepts through the 
experience of conducting a lab or experiment.        
 
One type of discovery learning, called “concept attainment,” is when a teacher uses a series of examples 
and non-examples to help students understand defining characteristics of a concept.  Author Anita 
Woolfolk provides an excellent re-creation of this specific strategy at work in a fifth-grade classroom.  
Let’s put on your thinking caps and discover the mystery idea: 
 

The teacher began a lesson by saying that he had an idea in mind and wanted students to 
“figure out what it is.”  He placed two signs on a table—one said “Examples” and the 
other said “Non-examples.”  Then from a bag he removed an apple and placed it in front 
of the “Examples” sign. Next, he put a rock in front of the “Non-examples” sign.  
 
He asked his students, “What do you think the idea might be?” “Things we eat” was the 
first suggestion. The teacher wrote “HYPOTHESES” on the board and, after a brief 
discussion of the meaning of “hypotheses,” listed things we eat under this heading. Next 
he asked for other hypotheses—“living things” and “things that grow on plants” came 
next.  
 
After some discussion of the differences between living things and things that grow on 
plants, the teacher brought out two more objects, a tomato for the “Examples” side and a 
carrot for the “Non-examples.” Animated reconsideration of the hypotheses followed 
these additions and a new hypothesis—“red things”—was suggested. Throughout the 
discussion, the teacher asked students to explain their conclusions: “We eat carrots, but 
a carrot is not an example, so the idea can’t be things we eat.” The teacher added an 
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avocado as an example and celery as a non-example. Further examples (peach, squash, 
orange) and non-examples (lettuce, artichoke, potato) followed. The students eventually 
narrowed their hypothesis to “things with seeds in the parts you eat.”  
 
The students had “constructed” the concept of “fruit”—foods we eat with seeds in the 
edible parts (or, a more advanced definition, any engorged ovary, such as a pea pod, 
tomato, pineapple, or the edible part of the plant developed from a flower).31   

 
Concept attainment allows students to “make meaning” themselves, rather than having them simply copy 
down a teacher’s explanation. Of course, this strategy is less efficient than simply giving students a 
definition. Plus, you run the risk of confusing your students by failing to give them a proper sequence or 
spectrum of examples and non-examples. If your only exemplars of fruits were sweet, then a student 
might incorrectly leave the lesson thinking that a sweet potato is a fruit. To avoid these pitfalls and create 
effective discovery learning experiences, you need to proactively consider these unintended, negative 
consequences, along with your students’ prerequisite knowledge and skills, when planning.  Throughout 
the lesson, you must also provide feedback to students that will focus their attention and lead them 
toward achieving the objective.  At the end of the lesson, confirm the concept or principle that was 
intended to be discovered while providing further examples or explanation.  While it can be more 
challenging to create, when discovery learning is designed carefully, it provides a much more organic 
learning process and, according to some teachers, increases the likelihood that students will retain the 
content. 
 
 
III. Small Group Permutations 
 
Whole group strategies are great to use when presenting information to the entire class, but to ensure 
more student interaction and address more student needs, you may need to split up your students into 
smaller groups.  There are countless ways to do this.  You can create the groups based on a variety of 
factors, such as skill level or student interest.  You can also vary the group’s purpose – to create a final 
product together, to edit each other’s work, to brainstorm and share ideas, or to solve a complex 
problem.  As with any choice of grouping strategy, before you implement a particular small group 
approach, you should be sure that it is the most effective way to get each of your students to master the 
learning objective. 
 
Perhaps the most fundamental decision in 
creating small groups will be whether the group is 
heterogeneous or homogeneous with regard to 
performance level.  The question of heterogeneous 
versus homogeneous grouping is sharply 
contested in the education community.  
 
Proponents of Heterogeneous Grouping argue that 
such grouping can benefit both the more and less 
advanced students.  More advanced students who 
have grasped the material must rise to the 
challenge of articulating the rationale behind their 
results (as we all know, it is one thing to know 
something and quite another to teach it to 

                                                 
31 Woolfolk, Anita. Educational Psychology. Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 1998. 

Challenges of Small Group Instruction 
Small groups can be an excellent way to reach learning 
objectives; however, they can also be very challenging to 
implement because there are so many important social 
skills necessary to work effectively in a group.  First, 
students often need to be taught how to work with peers 
– how to listen and speak to each other (and even the 
volume with which to do so), how to monitor each other’s 
behavior to ensure they remain on task, and how to 
maximize each other’s skills and ideas.  Second, it is 
difficult to ensure individual student mastery when 
students are working together.  Make sure you have an 
assessment for every individual at the end of a group 
activity to ensure that meeting objectives is a primary 
result of group work. 
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someone else).  For less advanced students, working with peers who have already developed a stronger 
understanding of the concept at hand can provide opportunities to see how this new skill can be applied.  
Proponents of heterogeneous groups often argue that homogeneous groups further hold back students 
who are having trouble, and widen the disparity between students.  It is true that students who are 
experiencing difficulty with particular subject areas or with school in general tend to be tracked into 
groups for which teachers have lower expectations, thus compromising the students’ learning 
opportunities.  Moreover, once tracked into a particular level, students are often not given the opportunity 
to move to a more advanced group. 
 
Proponents of Homogeneous Grouping counter that heterogeneous grouping creates an education 
program that unfairly holds back students who could be performing at a more advanced level and 
discourages lower-performing students from participating.  In addition, they point out that it is often 
easier and more efficient to teach a group of students who are generally at the same level—whatever that 
level may be—than it is to meet the needs of a group where students’ skills vary widely. 

 
Given these issues, educators have aimed to develop methods 
of teaching in homogeneous ability groups that do not have the 
impact of permanent tracking.  Recent research suggests, for 
example, that homogeneous grouping is effective for 
beginning readers if the teacher continuously re-assesses all 
individual student progress and adjusts the groups 
accordingly.  In this way, all students can progress at the 
fastest rate possible, and no students are permanently 
tracked.  
 
The following charts describe a few common small group 
structures, provide guidelines for when and why to use a 

particular structure, give specific examples, and offer useful tips and common pitfalls to keep in mind 
when implementing small groups in your classroom.  These tables cover (1) heterogeneous grouping by 
skills level, (2) homogeneous grouping by skill level, (3) interest groups, and (4) pairs/informal groups. 
 
Regardless of the small group strategy you choose to implement, it is important that you clearly 
articulate the expectations of any small group interaction; students should understand why they are 
working together, how they will work together, and what they need to produce in the end.  Before 
beginning group work, some teachers have students complete a form together, explaining how they will 
divide responsibilities and how they will ensure teamwork.  Teachers also practice how to get the 
attention of the class for further instructions (either through some visual or auditory cue), as well as the 
ways in which group members are expected to speak to one another.  At the end of the activity, students 
may fill out an evaluation form, rating the group’s productivity and brainstorming ways to be more 
efficient next time.  For an example form on rules and evaluating teamwork, see the Instructional 
Planning & Delivery Toolkit (p. 73: “Guidelines for Group Work”); this Toolkit can be found online at the 
Resource Exchange on TFANet.  
 

 
Students have to be taught to work 
cooperatively.  Even with my high school 
students, we have to practice the 
procedures and systems we use to work in 
groups.  It takes a lot of work to develop 
smooth-running small groups in which ALL 
students are mastering the objectives.  
 
Stephen Ready, RGV ‘92 
Bilingual Resource Teacher, 
Sequoia Union HS District  
 



Instructional Methods 

122 

Heterogeneous by Skill Level  

Description 3-6 students who represent a range of skill levels (determined by diagnostic/pre-assessment) 
are temporarily grouped together.  

When or 
why would 
I use this 
strategy? 

 This group structure is helpful when you 
have one skill/concept that all students 
need to master in the same way.  

 Sometimes you simply will not have enough 
materials for all students to work individually. 

Examples  During a unit on cells, one of your objectives is that students will be able to identify various 
human cells by their shape and analyze how the shape of the cell relates to its function.  You 
have 30 students and your school has only 10 microscopes.  You group each student into a low, 
middle, and high tier based on skill, and form groups of three by taking one student from each 
tier.  You set up 10 stations (with a different cell slide at each) and have each group circulate 
around the room.  The groups have one answer sheet on which they must draw a picture of the 
cells they observe, identify the type of cell, and relate the shape of the cell to its function.  
Students must rotate their roles at each station (i.e. one student will be in charge of drawing 
the cell, another must facilitate the discussion of what type of cell it is, and the other must lead 
the discussion and write down how the shape of the cell relates to its function). You circulate 
through the room as well, ensuring each student fulfills her role, and that the entire group is 
collaborating to complete the group answer sheet. 

Useful Tips 
and 
Common 
Pitfalls  

 You should establish roles for all group 
members and perhaps even assign roles 
to students based on their strengths or 
the skills they need to improve.  This will 
also prevent lower-performing students 
from being discouraged from 
participating and higher-performing 
students from doing all the work.  

 While you may want to have a group grade that 
reflects the quality of work produced by the 
entire group, it is also important to assess 
individual student growth. 

 
Homogeneous by Skill Level 

Description 3-6 students of similar skill levels (determined by diagnostic/pre-assessment) are temporarily 
grouped together. 

When or 
why would 
I use this 
strategy? 

 This group structure allows students to 
be challenged at their current levels of 
understanding with regard to a particular 
learning objective. 

 When groups are homogeneous by skill level, 
the teacher can easily focus instruction for 
each group. 

Examples  After diagnosing the math skills of your second graders, you group them by skill for a one-week 
unit on patterns.  All groups will be exploring numerical patterns among whole numbers.  You 
have extension activities in place involving patterns among fractions for students who you 
anticipate will grasp that material quickly.   

Useful Tips 
and 
Common 
Pitfalls  

 Groups that are homogeneous by skill 
level are commonly used in reading 
groups, as students can work to read 
books at the same grade level or develop 
language and literacy skills.  

 This model can also work well with math 
skills. 

 It is very important to frequently re-assess 
students and then re-adjust groups 
accordingly between sets of objectives or 
skills.  Otherwise, students become “tracked,” 
thereby losing motivation or suffering from 
low expectations. 
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Interest Groups 

Description 3-6 students are grouped for a short time (one class period to several days) based on interest or 
learning style (determined by survey or student/teacher discussion).  Interest groups will 
generally be heterogeneous. 

When or 
why would 
I use this 
strategy? 

 To motivate students by recognizing and 
involving their interests and learning 
styles in classroom activities. 

 To use the talents and skills of each student to 
enhance the learning experience of other 
students.  

Examples  You provide students with a list of books and short descriptions of the books’ plots at the 
beginning of a unit on science fiction.  Students are allowed to choose the book that they would 
like to read, and you arrange them in groups of 3-6, depending on their choice.  Students work 
in these “book groups” during class to discuss what they read the night before and to complete 
a group project on the book. 

Useful Tips 
and 
Common 
Pitfalls  

 In order to ensure that you are aligning 
their interests with the activity, you 
should survey students and allow them to 
express their interests.   

 You should establish roles for all group 
members and perhaps even assign roles 
to students based on their strengths or 
on the skills that you would like them to 
improve.   

 Without clear expectations and definitions of 
student roles, students with stronger skills 
may end up doing the bulk of the work. 

 While you may want to have a group grade that 
reflects the quality of work produced by the 
entire group, it will also be necessary to 
assess individual student growth. 

 
Pairs or Informal Groups 

Description Two students are grouped for a short time (a few minutes to one class period) in order to discuss 
and share their answers to specific questions, or 3-4 students are grouped for a short time to 
brainstorm, answer open-ended questions, or solve complex problems. 

When or 
why would 
I use this 
strategy? 

 Students have the opportunity to learn 
from their classmates’ perspectives. 

 With practice, such groups can be formed 
and disbanded quickly without much 
disruption. 

 

 These quick, informal groupings—once you 
have practiced the procedures with your 
students—are useful tools for varying the pace 
of your lesson, adding variety to your 
introduction of new material and student 
practice. 

 Pair activities may make students more 
comfortable than larger groups. 

Examples    During your introduction to a lesson on the phases of the moon, you might ask students to think 
on their own about why the moon looks different at different times of the day.  Instruct students 
to quickly form random groups of three or four to share and discuss their theory.   

Useful Tips 
and 
Common 
Pitfalls  

 You should establish a routine for quickly 
forming pairs that will last the entire 
class period.  See the “Around the Clock 
Partners” instructional tool (pp. 75-76) in 
the online Toolkit.   

 You should also have a routine for 
forming pairs that last only 1-5 minutes.  
See the “Think-Pair-Share” instructional 
tool for one approach (p. 77) in the online 
Toolkit.  

 A routine for quickly forming random groups 
of 3-4 is also necessary.  Perhaps they should 
form groups with those seated near them, or 
count off to mix up the class “geographically.”  

 In groups of 3-4 there may be increased off-
task behavior due to the larger number of 
participants and the lack of established group 
relationships. 

 Groups of 3-4 allow for more complex 
problem solving and discussion. 
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Cooperative Learning Groups 
Cooperative learning is more than just placing students in small groups and having them complete an 
activity together.  There are various cooperative learning theories and structures that call for particular 
methods of dividing up students’ responsibilities in the group, handling collective production of 
assignments, and reporting back to the whole group. 
 

Cooperative learning requires students to be responsible not 
only for their own learning but also for the learning of all others 
in the group.  Research has shown that students who participate 
in cooperative learning tend to have more mature social skills, 
higher test scores, greater self-esteem, fewer stereotypes of 
individuals of other races or ethnic groups, and a deeper 
understanding of the concepts and skills they are studying.  
“Cooperative learning also creates the potential for cognitive 
and metacognitive [thinking about how they are working and 
thinking] benefits by engaging students in discourse that 
requires them to make their task-related information-
processing and problem-solving strategies explicit (and thus 
available for discussion and reflection).”32  
 

Generally speaking, cooperative groups should be as heterogeneous as possible, first by ability, and then 
by other factors such as gender, culture, and learning styles.   
 
Successful cooperative learning groups meet the following criteria:33 

1. Facilitate interdependence.  Students must be dependent on each other to such an extent that 
one student cannot succeed unless everyone succeeds.  Group goals and tasks should be 
designed and communicated to students so that they believe they “sink or swim” together, with 
each group member responsible for a unique contribution that is required for group success.  To 
create this dynamic you might establish mutual goals and mutual rewards (e.g., if all group 
members achieve an 80% or higher on the test, each will receive bonus points).  Because the 
teacher is not directly leading the group, students develop a sense of ownership and 
responsibility.      

 
2. Instill individual and group accountability.  The 

group must be accountable for achieving its goals 
and each member must be accountable for 
contributing his or her share of the work.  This 
means that the teacher needs to formally and 
informally assess the performance of each group 
member as well as the entire group by having 
students complete a form outlining exactly how they 
contributed and giving individual tests on the 
objectives.  Groups can also be responsible for their 
members by taking notes and reviewing missed 
assignments when students are absent.    

                                                 
32 Brophy, Jere. “Generic Aspects of Effective Teaching.”  Tomorrow’s Teachers, ed. Margaret C. Wang and Herbert J. 
Walburg.  Richmond, CA: McCutchen Publishing Corporation, 2001, p. 32. 
33 This material was adapted from (1) Johnson, D.W., R.T. Johnson, and E.J. Johnson-Holubec. Cooperation in the 
Classroom. 6th ed. Edina, MN: Interaction Book Co., 1993; and (2) Stahl, Robert J.  The Essential Elements of 
Cooperative Learning in the Classroom. ERIC Digest, 1994, ERIC ED370881.  

 
When a task is completed, I ask my third 
graders to reflect on their group and its 
work.  It is not uncommon to see a 
student raise his hand after group work 
and say, “One thing that worked well for 
our group was that we talked about what 
we were going to write and draw before 
we began working.” 
 
Regan Kelly, Los Angeles ‘99 
Vice President – Eastern Region 
Lighthouse Academies  

 
In retrospect, I think I over-relied on 
cooperative learning.  There are some things 
that it’s good for, but at the end of the day, 
each students needs to truly master the 
material – and too often working in groups 
means individual students don’t get as much 
practice as they need if they’re ultimately 
going to be able to do the work on their own. 
 
Jerry Hauser, Los Angeles ‘90 
CEO, The Management Center  
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3. Teach students the required interpersonal and small group skills.  In cooperative learning, 
students must be taught social skills such as compromise, encouragement, constructive 
criticism, leadership, decision-making, and conflict-management.  Teachers often need to teach 
and model these skills and assign students specific roles (Praiser, Encourager of Participation, 
Facilitator, Checker for Understanding, etc.) to help students consciously develop these skills.  

 
4. Allow time for group cohesion and group reflection.  While students can stay in cooperative 

groups for any length of time, a period of four or more weeks allows groups to reap the social 
and academic benefits of cooperative learning.  Cooperative groups also need to have structured 
time to reflect on how well they are achieving their goals and interacting together.  Again, this 
reflection skill is something that needs to be taught and modeled.  

 
Problem Solving / Inquiry 
One way in which students of varying levels can work cooperatively and contribute to a common cause is 
through a problem solving activity. Inquiry problems involve the use of real-world cases to tease out 
essential learning for students.  Typically, the teacher presents a vignette, story, or scenario related to 
the concept or skill under study.  Through discussion, students then analyze, synthesize, and evaluate the 
facts or circumstances associated with the case.  Inquiry problems are most effective when students can 
relate (cognitively or affectively) to one or more aspects of the case intimately. 
 
The general process for problem-based learning is: 

(1)   Choose a compelling case 
(2)   Define the nature of the problem (may involve illustrating the problem) 
(3) Compile relevant information (ask questions, do research) 
(4) Formulate and carry out a solution 
(5) Have students assess their solutions and debrief their understanding in terms of the lesson 

objectives 
(6) Conclude with further examination of issues, another case, or final resolution of the problem 

 
In one Web-based science lesson for sixth-graders, students are told that, due to several environmental 
disasters, the Earth is no longer habitable for humans.34  Students must research the other eight planets 
and determine which one will best meet humanity’s needs.  The assignment suggests several websites to 
use for research purposes and requires students to write a report to the United Nations explaining their 
conclusion and justifying it with examples.  By the end of the lesson cycle, students learn that this 
mission was technically impossible, given that none of the planets feature all of the features that are 
needed to sustain human life.  In addition to learning the various facts and concepts that make Earth 
unique, students develop a greater sense of responsibility about the environment, given that this is the 
only one we’ve got! 
 
Some classes even go beyond historical or hypothetical situations, and look in their own backyard for 
problems to solve.  Imagine your science students demonstrating an interest in the neighborhood pond 
and pointing out a dramatic decrease in wildlife.  You could design a problem-solving unit around the 
ecological issues of the pond.  The point of learning particular knowledge and skills objectives would 
grow naturally out of student curiosity, not teacher mandate.  
 
Inquiry methods tend to engage students because they see the real-world applications of the concepts or 
skills that they have learned.  At the same time, inquiry learning allows students to practice the process 

                                                 
34 “Moving Day: An Alternative Earth.”  
http://www.geocities.com/nck12eubanksre/ritaeubanks/telefolio/solarwebquest.htm, accessed 1/31/07. 
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of problem solving.  However, this method also may require teachers to prepare a great deal of materials, 
as well as ensure that all students are engaged in the process to master the intended objectives. 
 
If these examples seem too grandiose to implement on a regular basis, note that inquiry and discovery 
learning can be as simple as asking students to confront an unusual quirk of your subject matter. 
 
 One potential lesson involves presenting your class with two glasses of water.  In one glass, the egg 

has sunk to the bottom.  In the other glass, the egg is floating at the water’s surface.  When asked to 
explain what happened, the students may offer a simple explanation for the difference: one egg has 
more air inside, so it is lighter and thus floats.  But switching the eggs from their respective glasses 
yields a surprising twist: the egg that had floated now sinks, and vice versa.  Students would now 
need to change their hypotheses, eventually coming to the correct conclusion—that one glass 
contains salt water, which allows the egg to float.35 

 
 In order to help students discover the social elements that create prejudice, a social studies teacher 

might recreate the famous Jane Elliott “Blue Eyes, Brown Eyes” experiment by treating students 
differently based on some arbitrary physical characteristic – and debriefing the experience 
afterward.36 

 
 Some language arts teachers present two sentences to their students; in pairs, students must use 

their available resources (their textbooks, their keen wit) to determine which is the grammatically 
correct sentence and justify their answer.  Is it “the crowd was scattered in all directions” or “the 
crowd were scattered in all directions”?  Presto!  Instant debate.  

 
 
IV. Self-Directed Independent Work  
 
As mentioned during the section on student grouping, independent work (i.e. “groups” of one) involves all 
students working independently on an assignment, or the teacher working with one child while others 
work independently.  Independent work allows students to progress at their own pace on a class-wide 
learning objective and gives the teacher the opportunity to observe individual student progress.  
 
In order to effectively implement independent work, students—especially young students—need to learn 
skills to behave and work effectively on their own.  Look back at the “useful tips and common pitfalls” to 
independent work in Section I of this chapter for some strategies to help students work independently.     
  
There are two main strategies for enabling students to conduct self-directed independent work: centers 
and projects.  We will consider each in turn. 
 
Centers 
Centers are specified areas in the classroom that allow students to work at their own pace on  
specified activities.  In order to support the individual needs of each student, centers can have permanent 
activities (such as the classroom library, with multi-level materials) or changing ones that support your 
current unit of study.   
 

                                                 
35 Ormrod, Jeanne.  Educational Psychology.  Upper Saddle River, N.J.: Merrill, 2000, p. 544. 
36 Kral, Brigitta.  “The Eyes of Jane Elliott.”  Horizon.  http://www.horizonmag.com/4/jane-elliott.asp, accessed 
1/31/07. 
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Centers can be used at every grade level, although they are more prevalent in the elementary classroom 
and are always present in the early childhood/pre-K classroom.  You can develop centers for writing, 
reading, science, math, art, etc., but they should all perform one of three basic functions: enrichment (to 
deepen students’ current understanding of content or skills), skill development (to introduce or practice 
new skills), or exploration (to incorporate student interest or provide opportunities for student discovery).  
One organizational benefit to centers is that, rather than finding the various materials and manipulatives 
for a given task in all corners of the room, students working on the same activity congregate at one 
station.  
 
When you are creating a center, you should: 
 

1. Decide on the type of center.  Should it be 
for enrichment, skill development, or 
exploration? 

 
2. Specify the outcomes.  What is your objective 

for students at each center?    
 

3. Create center activities and instructions.  
Be sure to include varied levels of work to 
allow students to focus on their current skill 
level.  For example, have reading material at 
a range of grade-levels or math problems at 
various levels of complexity.  You should also 
ensure that students are able to accomplish 
the work independently or with the help of 
peers.  Make instructions extremely clear so 
they can focus and learn without your direct 
guidance. 
 

4. Model how to use centers.  As with any new 
instructional method, you will have to teach 
students how to use centers effectively.  
Discuss, model, and practice appropriate 
behavior while at the center and while 
moving between centers (if students will 
rotate through each center). 

 
5. Provide constant feedback to students.  You should review what students learned and did at 

each center in order to reinforce the key skills and concepts.  That might involve spending a brief 
amount of time with each student while they are at the center or taking time at some later point 
to explicitly review what was learned at each center with the whole class.   

 
Perhaps the best way to understand how centers work is through an example.  Consider the following: 
 
Imagine your sixth-graders are reading “Where the Red Fern Grows” and you want them to get more out 
of it than, well, tears.  You begin the day’s lesson with a whole group reading of the first half of the 
chapter.  You and individual students take turns reading a few paragraphs out loud to the entire group.  
Having studied the sixth grade standards (and designed a long-term plan and unit-plan accordingly), you 
have identified your objectives for this lesson as the following: the student will be able to… 

 
The possibilities for using centers in a pre-K 
classroom are unlimited!  Centers allow us to create 
purposeful learning opportunities for our students.  
In my preschool, we incorporate the whole range of 
developmental objectives into centers -- from fine 
motor development to language, literacy and 
science. Choosing interesting themes not only helps 
in our planning, but keeps our students engaged. For 
example, one of our thematic units is "Animal 
Action." In the dramatic play center, we create a pet 
store where children can count money at a play 
register and use notepads to write receipts. In the 
science center, we bring in goldfish and teach our 
students how to take care of them. We stock the 
library with books about the animals. And in the 
blocks center, our students build doghouses for their 
“pets” to sleep at night. I never underestimate the 
value of social development during centers too. Our 
students learn how to cooperate by negotiating who 
will be the customer and who will run the store in 
the dramatic play center. 
 
Amy Fatall, NYC ’99 
Education Director 
Urban Child Academy 
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a) Utilize context clues to determine the meaning of new words 
b) Identify and use descriptive, sensory language in narrative writing 
c) Identify shifts in perspective in narrative writing and incorporate differences of perspective into 

their own writing 
 
During the 15 minutes of whole group reading, you periodically stop and model those skills at spots you 
have identified as rich teachable moments for those skills in the book.  After fifteen minutes, you reach 
the suspenseful climax of the chapter.  You stop the whole group reading and have the students finish 
reading the chapter silently at their desks.  Once students reach the end of the chapter, they quietly go to 
their assigned “learning center.” (There are no transitional management problems because during P.E. 
last week, you all practiced learning center transitions.)  You have set up six learning centers around the 
room, with each able to accommodate five students.  You have addressed each of the three objectives at 
two of the learning centers.   
 

 At “Context Clues Center 1” you have pulled five sentences from the part of the chapter that 
students read themselves that contain new vocabulary words.  You have a poster explaining the 
process for using context clues to determine the meaning of new words and you have a 
worksheet that leads the students through this process with those several sentences.   

 
 At “Context Clues Center 2” you ask students to write down five of their own sentences that 

include vocabulary words previously unfamiliar to them.  They follow the same procedure as 
above to use context clues to determine the meaning of their chosen words. 

 
 At “Sensory Language Center 1” you have a “Sensory Language Scavenger Hunt.”  You post 

examples of sensory language for each of the five senses from earlier chapters in the book.  At 
this center, students must find two examples of sensory language in the chapter you just read for 
each of the five senses.   

 
 At “Sensory Language Center 2” you ask students to rewrite five sentences from the chapter they 

just read and include sensory details in their revised sentences. 
 

 At “Perspectives Center 1” students are asked to identify one scene that contains a shift in 
perspective.  They must identify the characters involved and identity the particular point at which 
the perspective shift occurs.    

 
 At “Perspectives Center 2” you have pulled one paragraph from the chapter.  Students must 

rewrite the paragraph from another character’s perspective.   
 
Each student spends 20 minutes at each learning center.  You use a kitchen timer to signal times to shift 
stations.  While students are working at the stations, you are circulating, giving guidance, and checking 
for understanding.  You expect each student to complete three centers today and the other three during 
Language Arts Block tomorrow.  With the extra time in your Language Arts Block tomorrow, you will 
review the objectives during a whole class discussion, giving students opportunities to share the 
vocabulary words they are learning and the sentences and paragraphs they wrote independently at 
“Sensory Language Center 2” and “Perspectives Center 2.” 
 
This, of course, is just one of the many, many ways you could approach the use of learning centers in your 
classroom.  Teachers often incorporate technology, such as computer work or audiotapes, into learning 
centers.  Learning center content can be readily calibrated to match the achievement level of different 
students.  From a classroom management perspective, learning centers are an excellent way to 
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maximize students’ learning time.  Keep in mind, however, that learning centers require a front-end 
investment of time to create and to familiarize students with the learning center processes.  Students 
should learn to record their own progress and may need to practice transitions among centers.   
 
Independent Projects  
Independent projects also support the needs of all students, as they can be modified on an individual 
basis with regard to content/skill, length, type of presentation, etc.  Perhaps you have a student who often 
finishes his student practice in half the time it takes other students.  You might want to work with that 
student to create an individual research project he can work on while others are finishing the regular 
assignment.  Perhaps you have a student who has a specific deficit in his prerequisite knowledge.  In this 
case, you might develop an independent project for this student that will address his skill development 
and also allow you to continue to instruct the rest of the class.  Perhaps you want all students to work on 
a project, yet you recognize the need to vary the length and type of presentation depending on each 
student’s current ability level.  For example, some students might present their project orally, while 
others present a written document.  Whether you assign an independent project to one or all of your 
students, it is important to clearly outline the criteria for a successful project, draft a clear timeline of 
expectations and provide constant feedback to students along the way.   
 
 
V. Colleagues in Class – Effectively Managing Assistants and Aides 
 
Some of you, given your grade level, subject matter, or school structure, will have a full or part-time 
assistant or aide in the classroom.  Having help in the classroom can be a fantastic opportunity to 
maximize the impact of all of the instructional tools and groupings we have discussed in this chapter.  Of 
course, the presence of this colleague has the potential to improve your ability to achieve academic gains 
of your students or to only complicate your day.  The difference lies predominantly with how you take 
advantage of the situation.   
 
Here are some tips to utilizing your classroom colleagues to further raise the academic gains of your 
students.37   
 
1. See yourself as manager.  What do good managers do?  They look for the strengths of their staff and 

utilize those strengths to their fullest potential, while simultaneously supporting them in the 
development of new skills.  Ask your assistant about his strengths and the role he would like to have 
in your classroom.  Ask him what skills he would like to work on.  Review what is going well and what 
could be improved on a regular basis.   

 
2. Invest your assistant in your goals for the class.  Not only should she know your vision for student 

achievement, your assistant should have a well-articulated role in making that vision a reality.  Ask 
for her input on the skills and behavior of various students.  Ask her for feedback on your instruction 
and interaction with students.   

 
3. Provide your assistant with clearly defined tasks.  

a. Put him in charge of a particular center where he can review, drill, or extend student skills. 
b. Ask her to work with students who were absent, helping them to complete missed 

assignments. 

                                                 
37 For additional suggestions, see Morgan, Jill and Betty Y. Ashbaker.  A Teacher’s Guide to Working with 
Paraeducators and other Classroom Aides. Alexandria, VA: ASCD, 2001.  
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c. Provide him with a list of students they should target throughout the day, checking that they 
are following directions and grasping the material (this is especially helpful to you during 
times of whole group instruction).     

d. Have her facilitate the “time out” 
space in your room.  Placing an adult 
in charge of the space allows for it to 
be a reflection center.  If a child goes 
to time out, you can keep working with 
the rest of the class while the 
assistant supervises the student as 
they fill out a reflection sheet (which 
asks the student to detail what was 
done, what could have been done 
differently, and ideas for how to avoid 
future such disruptions or problems). 

e. Ask the assistant to be in charge of 
bulletin boards or other room 
decorations.  This is especially helpful 
if you have a bulletin board that 
changes on a daily basis, such as a 
weather calendar. 

f. Ask him to work with students who finish their work early.  Manipulative activities that help 
apply and extend the learned skill can be enjoyable for the assistant and productive for the 
student.   

g. Put her in charge of various paper work and tracking systems (checking homework, grading 
quizzes, completing behavior or student progress charts, etc.). 

h. If you have students with significant behavior disorders or other exceptionalities, the 
assistant can take them for quick walks or monitor the student’s out-of-seat activities. 

i. During small group activities, ask him to focus on one or two groups (vary the level of 
students he works with – he shouldn’t just interact with “low” or “high” group). 

 
Make sure your assistant feels appreciated for all he or she does.  Assistants need praise just like 
students (and teachers!).  Thank them frequently.  If they have been doing an exemplary job, write a note 
to your principal saying so.  Have your students learn to appreciate your assistant as well; perhaps have 
the students write thank-you notes to him or her.         
 
Conclusion and Key Concepts 
 
In this chapter, we focused on instructional tools used during the “heart of the lesson”—the Introduction 
of New Material, Guided Practice, and Independent Practice of New Material. 
 
 Teachers use a whole range of grouping strategies as they make choices about how to deliver 

instruction and have students practice new material.  Whole class grouping has the benefit of 
efficiency, but can risk losing students’ engagement.  Small groups work well to teach particular 
skills or to supervise student practice, but often takes more time than whole class grouping. 

 
 Heterogeneous grouping can benefit both the more and less advanced students, but raises 

concerns about holding back high achievers and intimidating lower achievers.  While it may be 
more efficient in terms of your instruction time, homogeneous grouping may risk stigmatizing 
students put in lower groups. 

 
I realized early on that my teaching assistant, though 
well intentioned, lacked some skills that prevented him 
from being an outstanding child-care worker.  I felt that 
it was my responsibility to train him.  During our bi-
weekly meetings, I gave a "mini-training" for him in 
areas such as talking to difficult students, tutoring one-
on-one, leading the classroom when I was called out, 
meeting with parents, etc.  I worried initially that my 
assistant would be insulted by these mini-trainings, so I 
tried to make them very professional, with hand outs and 
role plays.  My assistant told me he really appreciated 
this guidance, and he grew immeasurably throughout the 
year. 
 
Barbara Stratman, Rio Grande Valley ‘97 
Lead Teacher 
Omaha Public Schools 
 



131 

 Perhaps the most traditional instructional delivery methods are demonstration and lecture.  
While a lecture is highly efficient, special care must be taken to ensure students remain engaged.  
The teacher must consider ways to draw the students into the learning process, paying careful 
attention to his or her own style of lecture, focusing on clear outcomes, and making modifications 
for visual learners. 

 
 Teachers often overlook basic questioning techniques as a means of delivering instruction and 

leading student practice.  This tool, however, is one of the most commonly used means of 
instructing and practicing, and should be strategically designed and implemented.  Teachers may 
ask questions to gain information, but they may also ask them to stimulate thought.  Various 
types of questions (managerial, rhetorical, closed, open) may be more and less effective for this 
second purpose in different contexts. 

 
 When tackling issues that do not have clear-cut answers, you may choose to foster a discussion 

to generate student ideas and pool different perspectives. Students can also “discover” the 
definition of an idea with techniques like discovery learning. 

 
 Graphic organizers are a highly effective means for both delivery and practice of new material.  If 

well-designed, they can help structure new ideas for students and immediately engage them in 
new and difficult concepts. 

 
 As long as you set clear guidelines, cooperative groups and inquiry-based learning are two ways 

that students can work together to practice skills or work on a common problem.  
 
 Self-directed independent work can take various forms in the classroom, including learning 

centers and independent projects.   
 
 By investing your assistant in your classroom goals and providing clearly defined tasks for him or 

her, you will find yourself able to get your own job done more quickly and easily – and reach more 
students in the process. 

 
In the next chapter, you will explore how to choose between the various instructional methods you have 
learned here.  Rather than relying on your favorite strategy, you will know how to plan lessons that help 
you reach your objective most efficiently and effectively. 
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Lesson Planning, Part III:  
Making Effective Instructional Choices 
Chapter Seven 
 
Introduction 
 
In the last chapter, you became acquainted with a host of grouping strategies and instructional methods. 
But given a particular objective, how will you decide what method of instructional delivery you will use 
and how to group your students?  
 
Some degree of oversimplification is necessary to answer this question, given the infinite number of 
factors that might play into a teacher’s decision to choose one combination of grouping and instructional 
strategy over another.  (For example, decisions about grouping and instructional strategies could be 
informed by everything from the shape of the classroom to a teacher’s headache.)  However, we can 
highlight here the most common considerations for teachers as they decide how to introduce new 
material in order to most effectively meet their objective.  Among the key factors to consider are: 
 

(1) Student Needs and Interests 
a.   Developmental Levels 
b.   Learning Modalities 
c.   Student Interests 

 
(2) The Objective’s Cognitive Level  
 
(3) The Nature of the Content 

 
(4) The Time and Resources Available 

 
Weighing these considerations is an individual process.  This chapter will introduce you to all of these 
factors and show you how two teachers, using the same objective, made different decisions using these 
factors to ensure student mastery of the objective. 
 
Two Example Lesson Plans 
To provide a concrete context for the idea of making effective instructional choices, we will use the 
following two examples of approaches to teaching students how to write descriptive paragraphs.  We will 
use these examples throughout this chapter to discuss how to make effective instructional choices.  
Please note that we are not suggesting that one of these lesson plans is necessarily better than the other, 
as both lessons have strengths and weaknesses.  
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Objective:  Students will be able to identify the characteristics of a descriptive paragraph and apply these 

characteristics in their own paragraph. 
 

Lesson A 
“Learning from Model” Lesson 

Lesson B 
“Cut-Up Poster” Lesson 

 
B
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Lesson Opening:  
The teacher tells students that she finished a great 
book last night that everyone should read.  She asks 
if anyone would like to read it.  When someone asks 
what the book is about, the teacher segues into the 
day’s lesson: how to write a descriptive paragraph, 
explaining that in order to get someone to 
understand the way you have seen or felt something, 
you need to know how to describe it effectively.  The 
teacher tells the class that they will first discuss the 
characteristics of a descriptive paragraph, and then 
they will work with a partner to write a descriptive 
paragraph on a topic of their choice.  The teacher 
asks a student to repeat back the agenda. 

 Lesson Opening:  
The teacher cuts up a huge poster of a garden into 
small squares and begins the class by distributing 
one square to each student.  The teacher tells his 
students that later in the period, students will write 
a paragraph about their square. He explains that 
the next day he is going to tape up all the squares 
on the walls around the classroom.  After carefully 
reading someone else’s paragraph to him or 
herself, each student will try to determine which 
square their classmate wrote about.  The teacher 
then asks the class to infer what will be the 
purpose of this activity, guiding them to the 
objective. 

Introduction to New Material:  
The teacher writes the characteristics of a descriptive 
paragraph on the board, and then the teacher and 
students discuss each of the characteristics that she 
has enumerated.   

Introduction to New Material:  
Before they write their paragraphs about their 
poster square, the teacher asks students what they 
think will ensure that their paragraph can be 
effectively matched with their picture.  Through 
brainstorming responses to this question, the class 
generates criteria for what makes a good 
descriptive paragraph.   

Guided Practice: 
The teacher provides two paragraphs as examples 
(one a descriptive paragraph and one not).  As a 
whole group, the class compares and contrasts the 
paragraphs, discussing which one meets the criteria 
for a descriptive paragraph and which does not. 

Guided Practice: 
The teacher displays three different squares from 
the poster. After reading a very explicit and 
detailed prepared paragraph, he asks students to 
guess which square was being described. He then 
asks volunteers to point out how the sample 
followed the criteria for an excellent descriptive 
paragraph. 
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Independent Practice: 
The students work with a partner to write a 
paragraph on a topic of their choice.  The teacher 
asks two students to read their paragraphs and asks 
other students to explain which criteria they heard.  

Independent Practice: 
Students then use these criteria to write their own 
paragraphs about their square of poster.  The next 
day they will continue this student practice by 
reading a peer’s paragraph and matching the 
paragraph to a picture.  They will then articulate to 
the rest of the class which of the criteria their 
classmate employed. 

 
En
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Lesson Closing:  
As a class, they review the criteria for descriptive 
paragraphs.  The teacher then collects each 
paragraph and returns them the next day with written 
feedback on whether their writing demonstrates the 
characteristics of a good descriptive paragraph. 

Lesson Closing:   
At the end of the period, the teacher quickly 
reminds them what will happen the next day and 
tells them to finish their paragraph for homework 
if they haven’t already. 
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(1) Student Needs and Interests 
As you are planning a lesson, you will no doubt be wondering, “How will the students respond to this?”  
“How will my lesson be received?”  “Will my students engage with the material?”   Clearly, students’ 
engagement with and interest in the material you are introducing is paramount to their academic 
success.   And, it is common sense that a successful teacher must “meet the students where they are,” 
bringing the material to them in a way that is conducive to their learning. 
 
But what does that actually mean?  How does one know how students will best receive new skills and 
ideas? 
 
A full answer to that question, of course, is more than any book or resource can cover.  Students receive 
information and learn in an infinite number of ways.  Pedagogical research has, however, developed 
several paradigms through which to view student learning that will greatly enhance your ability to make 
purposeful instructional choices as you contemplate the most efficacious means of “Introducing New 
Material.”  In this section, we will delve into three of those paradigms for considering “Student Needs and 
Interests”—students’ developmental levels, students’ learning modalities, and (simply enough) students’ 
interests.   
 
 a. Developmental levels 

A student’s developmental level plays a significant role in how the student perceives information, 
relates to others, and manages the working of his or her body.  Depending on their developmental 
stage, students may respond better to certain ways of approaching material. They may or may not 
have the physical, cognitive, or emotional capacity to complete certain tasks effectively at any 
particular time, thus requiring you to adjust your approach. For example, children ages 6-8 lack 
strong near-vision, making it important to provide them with large print, and making copying from 
the board difficult.  Nine to 11-year-olds tend to be pre-occupied with the fear of being seen as 
different from their peers, making it important for the teacher to be sensitive to singling students out.  
By understanding your students’ physical, cognitive, social, and emotional stages of development, you 
will be able to more accurately gauge the appropriate level and type of instructional activities. A 
chapter in the Learning Theory course is devoted to describing the details and implications of 
developmental levels, so we will not repeat ourselves here.   

 
 b. Learning modalities 

Consider what you know about how you best learn information.  For example, are you someone who 
needs to see something written down in order to remember it?  Do you absorb things best when you 
hear them?  Or do you learn best by doing?  If you tend to rely more on one of these modalities to 
learn effectively, it can be frustrating to be in a class where the teacher only uses the other.   

 
As your Learning Theory text explains, the form, or modality, in which information is packaged and 
presented impacts learning, as different students learn and retain information differently. The most 
commonly referenced modalities or learning styles are sensory learning styles, i.e., visual, auditory, 
tactile, and kinesthetic.  Tactile learners learn most effectively if they are using their hands to touch 
materials that are helping them learn.  Kinesthetic learners learn new information most effectively 
when the new material is associated with active participation or movement.  Sometimes, tactile and 
kinesthetic learning are treated as variations of the same sensory modality.   

 
In case you need a quick refresher of how these modalities play out in the classroom, consider the 
following examples of ways teachers might address the needs of these various learners. 
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Visual Learners 
Visual learners learn best from what they see.  Therefore, as you are lesson planning, you should 
keep in mind that some of your students will learn most easily from visual tools such as: 

  diagrams, photographs, charts, graphs, and/or maps 
  visually organized notes on overheads 
  guided imagery or visualization  
  opportunities to take notes or highlight key ideas 
  flash cards 
  color coded notes to help reveal the categorization of information 
  slide shows or movies 
  mind maps, acronyms 
 for visual learners, still time can be important, as these students may be more 
distracted than other students by movement or action 

 
Auditory Learners 
Auditory learners learn best from hearing spoken words, participating in discussions and 
explaining things to others.  The following are tools you might use in your lesson planning to 
ensure that you are reaching those students who learn best this way: 
    lectures, oral instruction    auditory tapes 
    reading aloud     repeating ideas orally, reciting 
    rhythmic sounds and songs   poems, rhymes, word association 
    group discussions     music, lyrics 

  for auditory learners, quiet time can be important, as these learners may be easily    
    distracted by noise 

 
Tactile Learners 
Tactile learners need to experience the world through touch.  Many teachers often overlook this 
learning modality.  The following are a few means of addressing these students’ unique learning 
style:  
    experiments/labs     field trips, exhibits, tours 
    props, physical examples    manipulatives, like unit blocks  

  making models, dioramas    index cards with facts to sequence 
   textured manipulatives, such as sandpaper letters or foam shapes  

 
Kinesthetic Learners 
Kinesthetic learners learn through experience and movement, and make the greatest academic 
gains when they are involved and active in a lesson.  Consider the following strategies to meet 
these students’ needs: 
    opportunities for movement   experiments/labs 
    plays, acting out, role playing   games 
    problem solving     field trips 
    writing notes     making lists 
    props, physical examples    associating emotions with concepts 
    associating gestures with ideas  
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We must emphasize, of course, that most 
students can learn in any of these 
modalities.  While most students learn 
most easily in one predominant modality, 
many students have a balance of learning 
modes, and students rarely learn best in 
one exclusive modality.  The key is to avoid 
relying too heavily on any one modality 
(perhaps the one with which you are most 
comfortable), as your students will 
invariably represent a range of learning 
styles. You could, for instance, use a variety 
of modalities to teach fractions.  You might:  

 Talk through a real-world example 
of dividing up a pizza among friends 
(auditory) 

 Demonstrate the division of the pizza via a chalkboard diagram (visual) 
 Provide students with cardboard wedges that form a circle and ask them to manipulate the 

pieces to divide them among different numbers of people (tactile) 
 Ask student volunteers to be slices of a pizza pie; then separate some volunteers from the 

group and ask the rest of the class to determine what fraction of the whole is being 
represented (kinesthetic) 

 
In this way, students have several opportunities to grasp the meaning of fractions, and will most likely 
find it easier to apply the new knowledge since they have already interacted with it in several different 
forms.  
 
While it is important to always consider students’ learning modalities as you plan, that consideration 
occurs in the context of the other factors you must consider in making the instructional choices that 
are going to most effectively reach your objective.  You want to ensure you are incorporating a variety 
of modalities in your lessons, but you shouldn’t necessarily try to incorporate every modality into 
every single lesson.  Students need to practice engaging with material in ways that are not 
necessarily their strengths. 

 
c. Student Interests 
A third approach to considering how your lesson plan will be received is through the lens of student 
interests.  We are using the word “interest” here in the broadest of ways.  Your students have 
interests related to content, the social dynamics of grouping strategies, and the liveliness and pace of 
the instruction.  All of those factors should be percolating in your mind as you choose among 
instructional strategies.   
  
Successful teachers see students’ interests as opportunities, not burdens.  In fact, you should invest 
time in knowing what your students’ interests are so that you can leverage those interests into 
academic gains for your students.   For example, you may find that the Olympics fascinate the 
majority of your students.  In that case, you might teach an Olympics unit (just think of all the great 
ways to meet your objectives) in small groups representing countries that the students have 
researched and written about. 
 
Students have process-related interests as well that can be used by a teacher to enhance student 
learning.  For example, in your first quarterly feedback form from students, you might receive thirty 

 
Although it is impossible to include every learning modality 
in every lesson plan, I tried to use a variety of modalities as 
much as possible.  For example, when teaching students 
greetings in Spanish, we learned and sang a song about 
greetings, walked around the class and greeted each other 
while wearing neckties (for formal greetings), listened and 
responded to a tape of other teachers in the school saying 
greetings in Spanish, and read cartoons that depict people 
greeting each other.  Over a few lessons, I knew I met the 
learning modalities of all of my students, and their mastery 
of the material was usually evident. 
    
Laura Nalley, DC ‘98 
Manager of Alumni Outreach - Chicago 
Teach For America 
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variations on a theme: “Ms. Smith, you talk too much.”  While you certainly have to filter that kind of 
feedback through your best judgment as a teacher, you may also need to consider using fewer whole-
group lectures and injecting more hands-on learning opportunities into your classroom.  Similarly, 
you might realize that, for whatever reason, students perform particularly well in response to a 
particular instructional strategy.  For example, you might find that your students are highly motivated 
by the opportunity to get in front of the class and present their knowledge, and they work together in 
small groups very well.  You might consider using that strategy more often. 
 
The first set of considerations as you think about which grouping strategy and instructional tool you 
use to introduce new material are derived from your students themselves.  Students’ developmental 
levels, learning styles, and interests (which we lump together here under the heading “Student 
Needs and Interests”) are of paramount importance as you plan your lesson and play a major part in 
whether an instructional strategy will effectively move your class toward your academic goals.  

 
(2) The Objective’s Cognitive Level 
The second general class of considerations to weigh as you try to decide among the many grouping and 
instructional strategies comes from the objective that you are teaching.  The cognitive level of the 
objective being taught (which might be closely tied to the “nature of the content” below) should influence 
your choices regarding how you organize your students and what methods are used to present 
information.  For example:   
  For objectives that involve lower level thinking skills such as knowledge and comprehension (see 

discussion of Bloom’s Taxonomy, Chapter Two), the teacher should direct, tell, and show the new 
material.  In this situation, whole group instruction might be most appropriate.   

  For somewhat higher cognitive levels such as application or analysis (for example, students will 
be able to illustrate the path a water molecule takes through the water cycle), you might have 
students explore the concept individually or in a collaborative group before moving to a more 
teacher-led explanation.   

   If the objective points to higher-level thinking (such as synthesis or evaluation of a complex 
concept), it may be important to exercise more control from the beginning, opting for a less 
collaborative and a more directive activity, such as a lecture or a teacher-guided discussion.  In 
this case, student practice (which is the next step in the lesson plan process) should include 
activities that require complex thinking, such as designing a science experiment that tests the 
physics theory about which they have been learning.   

 
(3) The Nature of the Lesson Content 
Some concepts and skills—because of their content—are best presented and practiced using a particular 
instructional strategy, such as lecture, student exploration, or questioning.  At the same time, some 
material is most effectively received in a large group and some in a small group.   
  When teaching about the effect of temperature on the solubility of salt in water, student 

exploration in small groups is probably most appropriate, given the process-based nature of the 
skills that you are teaching and the fact that salty water is difficult to see clearly in a whole class 
setting. 

  When teaching about the implications of cloning, questioning and discussion may be the best way 
to lead the whole class to analyze the material because fostering an exchange of ideas may 
manifest the poles of the larger debate on the issue. 
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(4) The Time and Resources Available 
As we discussed in Chapter Five, successful teachers think critically about how much time to devote to 
introducing material, and about what resources they have available or can access in order to introduce 
that material.   
 
For some material, it might make sense to spend a good deal of time up front ensuring that the 
Introduction to New Material sets students up for success in practicing or using it.  On the other hand, 
some topics are best internalized through practice and might not require lengthy introductions. Given 
how much you want to accomplish in the year, it often makes sense to choose the instructional strategy 
that will lead to mastery in the least amount of time.  For example, if you have a limited amount of time to 
teach the properties of water, and the lesson objective could be achieved through either a teacher-led 
demonstration to the whole group or individual student research (which typically takes longer), you 
might opt to lead a demonstration in order to move on to other objectives sooner.  Regardless, always 
make sure that your timing decisions support the learning of your students.       
 
Similarly, you will almost intuitively be considering the implications of what resources you have available 
for your instructional choices.  Sometimes, for example, you will need to choose a whole group strategy 
because you only have one set of materials to run an experiment: 
  If you want students to conduct in-class research and write about a particular aspect of Jamaican 

culture, yet you have only a set number of books on the topic, students probably will not be able 
to work individually.  Instead, you might put students into homogeneous “interest” groups and 
distribute the books accordingly.   

  If you are conducting an experiment on the surface tension of various liquids, and you have 
enough droppers and bottles for each student to work individually, you would logically have each 
student perform the experiment individually, and then perhaps facilitate a whole-group 
discussion of the results. 

 
Two Example Lesson Plans—Examining the “Introduction to New Material” 
A teacher decides how to introduce new material by choosing a combination of grouping and instructional 
strategies.  Among the factors that inform that decision are (1) the students’ needs and interests, (2) the 
objective’s cognitive level, (3) the nature of the content, and (4) the time and resources available. 
 
With this decision process in mind, let’s critically evaluate the two descriptive paragraph lesson plans 
that we introduced earlier.  Both lessons were created to reach the same objective—the students will be 
able to identify the characteristics of a descriptive paragraph and incorporate these characteristics in 
their own writing.  As you will recall, the two lessons took different paths to those objectives.  The table 
below reconstructs some of the reasoning—for better and for worse—that may have gone into deciding 
how the new material would be presented: 
 

 Lesson Plan A 
“Learning from Model” Lesson 

Lesson Plan B 
“Cut Up Poster” Lesson 
 

Introduction 
to New 
Material  

The teacher explains and writes the 
characteristics of a descriptive paragraph on 
the board, and then the teacher and 
students discuss each of the characteristics 
that she has enumerated.   

After opening the lesson by explaining the purpose 
of the cut-up squares of poster, the teacher asks 
students what they think will ensure that their 
paragraph can be effectively matched with their 
picture.  Through brainstorming responses to this 
question, the class generates criteria for what 
makes a good descriptive paragraph.   
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Choices of 
Grouping 
and 
Instructional 
Strategies 

The teacher chooses to introduce the 
characteristics of a descriptive paragraph to 
all students at the same time.  This will 
ensure that the information presented is 
accurate and available to all students.   
 
The teacher uses a small lecture and a 
discussion to simultaneously deliver the 
information and assess the students’ 
understanding of the material.   

Like Teacher A, this teacher chooses whole group 
instruction as a means of efficiently introducing 
new material to all students before engaging them 
in individual practice, where the teacher will have a 
chance to assess each student’s individual mastery 
of the objective. 
 
Using a student-driven brainstorming and discovery 
activity, the teacher ensures the students’ 
engagement with the concepts. 

Factors that 
Inform those 
Choices: 
 
 Student 
Needs and 
Interests 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Objective’s 
Cognitive 
Level 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Nature of 
the Content  
 
 Time and 
Resources 
Available 
 
 

This lesson may not have as varied a set of 
learning moitiesdal represented as Lesson 
B.  For most students, this lesson would 
probably be a less engaging experience, at 
least initially, given its lecture-style 
presentation and whole-group discussion.  
That is not to say that this factor would 
necessarily counsel a teacher not to use this 
lesson plan. In fact, given the right 
circumstances (e.g. this strategy is a 
welcome relief to a week of small-group 
work, or the students are at an age where 
lecture is what they best respond to, etc.), 
this lesson plan might be a good choice. It 
would be important, however, that the 
teacher made that decision knowingly. 
 
In terms of the cognitive level of the 
instruction, this teacher focuses upon 
student knowledge and comprehension.  If 
executed effectively, students will be able to 
name the characteristics of a descriptive 
paragraph (and, later on in Guided Practice, 
identify those characteristics in the writing 
of others), but it is less clear whether they 
will be able to or be motivated to incorporate 
those characteristics into their own writing.  
This “introduction to new material” 
therefore does not truly prepare students to 
achieve the entire objective and should 
probably be reconsidered. 
 
 
 
 
 
The teacher chooses to save time by 
outlining the criteria of effective descriptive 
paragraphs himself.  

Both of these lessons were designed for students 
of similar developmental levels.  However, this 
lesson seems more conducive to tactile and visual 
learners.  In terms of student interest and 
engagement, this lesson would probably 
immediately engage more students.  The cut-up 
posters create a mystery inherent in the lesson 
that will help maintain students’ interest and 
learning.  And, the more complex involvement for 
the students (thinking about the purposes of 
descriptive writing) might also help them maintain 
their focus on the day’s lesson.  A drawback of this 
approach, however, is that students may not 
generate all of the qualities of a descriptive 
paragraph out of thin air; they are given no models 
from which to divine their criteria. 
 
Although both of these lessons have the same 
objective (with the verb “identify”), Teacher B takes 
the lesson beyond the relatively basic cognitive 
level related to “identification” by having the 
students derive the characteristics of the 
descriptive paragraph from the picture itself.  This 
method of introduction is geared toward a higher 
cognitive level (application and analysis), as 
students generate their own criteria for effective 
descriptive paragraphs by thinking through the 
analytical question of what will make their 
paragraphs identifiable.  As a result, these 
students are likely to be better equipped and more 
motivated to incorporate the characteristics in 
their own writing, as called for in the objective.   
 
Given the nature of the content of the lesson, a 
strong sensory lesson plan seems appropriate. 
 
As students are generating the criteria themselves 
(rather than the teacher listing them upfront) this part 
of the introduction could take more time.  Yet the 
teacher chose to skip the group assessment of 
paragraphs, assuming that students would internalize 
the criteria through their own practice.  This method 
of introducing the new material requires more (but 
not much more) preparation of resources than 
Lesson A.    
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The thought process for a teacher deciding how to structure Guided and Independent Practice of new 
material is analogous to the thought process described above for introducing new material. The teacher 
faces the same two general questions as before:  
 

(1) How should the students be organized during the practice time?  
(2) What practice method should students use? 
 

And, once again, students’ needs and interests, the cognitive level of the objective, the nature of the 
content, and the time and resources available are some of the key factors that will inform a teacher’s 
decision. 
 
Yet there are key differences in the decision-making process this time around, largely because instead of 
processing the information that the teacher presented, the students are now making the knowledge and 
skills their own.  As we already know from previous chapters, there are particular methods to consider 
for students to practice new material—including engaging in a series of practice problems with a partner, 
using graphic organizers, or working on a skill at a center. 
 
Students best internalize new material when they have the opportunity to significantly interact with it, 
making grouping decisions particularly important in the practice phase of the lesson plan.  Whole group 
activities often do not allow each student to become fully involved, so extended student practice is 
generally more effective in small groups or individually.  On the other hand, some material is most 
effectively practiced in a large group, such as repetition or recitation of vocabulary words or writing short 
responses. 
 
If the teacher is concerned about getting accurate individual assessments of each student’s 
understanding, having students work on their own may be preferable.  Individual practice also affords 
fewer opportunities for off-task behavior than does small group practice.  Small groups engage students 
in dialogue about the subject matter, and if the practice focuses on complex subject matter, students will 
benefit from this exposure to divergent thinking.  Small group practice also develops students’ skills in 
communicating complex concepts. 
 
Most of these grouping considerations are common sense, and you will quickly find yourself making 
these judgments almost subconsciously.  You will also find that the same four factors that were so 
important to the process of introducing new material apply to your determination of how to practice new 
material. 
 
(1)  Student Needs and Interests 
The same factors play into how you decide to have your students practice new material, though in slightly 
different ways. 

 You would probably find that your attempt to implement co-ed cooperative learning groups would 
encounter a different set of developmental challenges if you were teaching eighth grade than if 
you were teaching fourth grade.   

 Student interests may really come into play when students practice skills on their own.  The 
simple act of allowing students to pick a research topic within some predefined parameters is 
based upon a recognition that you need to leverage students’ interest into learning the key skills 
in your unit plan. 
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(2)  The Objective’s Cognitive Level 
You should ensure that the mental rigor of student practice is aligned with the cognitive level of the 
objective. 
   If the cognitive level of the objective involves knowledge and comprehension, simple short 

answer questions and more rote activities can provide effective student practice.  These activities 
give the teacher an easy opportunity to check for student understanding of new terms or skills.   

   If the cognitive level of the objective points to application, students need to apply their knowledge 
to specific scenarios, such as word problems in math or a document to edit in language arts.  

   If the objective requires synthesis and evaluation, student practice should include activities that 
require complex thinking, such as designing a science experiment that tests the physics theory 
about which they have been learning.   

 
(3)  The Nature of the Content  
As mentioned in connection with introducing new material, some concepts and skills, by their very 
nature, are best presented and practiced in particular ways.   
   If your objective involves the mastery of some process (determining the area of a circle, or tying 

shoes, for example), your system of practice should probably involve repeated completion of that 
process. 

   If your objective involves straight memorization of facts (the bones in the human skeleton, or 
multiplication tables, for example), your practice system should probably engage students in a 
process of repetition that will facilitate memorization. 

 
(4)  Time and Resources Available 
The amount of time dedicated to student practice should be a function of the time students need to 
master the objective.  Remember that practice is the most important part of the lesson cycle, so make 
sure you give students enough time to practice and internalize the content of your objectives.  As you 
might expect, the cognitive level of the objective might also affect the amount of time that should be 
dedicated to student practice.   
   Knowledge and comprehension activities generally only need to be of short duration.  Such 

activities are suitable to discrete periods of class time or as homework.   
   Application activities generally take longer, depending on their complexity.   
  Complex thinking—such as that demanded by evaluation or synthesis activities—often requires 

think-time and usually calls for extended practice. 
 
Again, just as with introducing new material, the types and amounts of resources you have available may 
also influence your choice of practice strategy.   
 
In addition to these several factors that influence your decision about how to have your students practice 
new material, you should remember the value of variation.  You might think of the need for variety as a 
fifth factor that will affect your instructional strategy decisions.  You will have more engaged (and 
therefore more successful) students if you vary your instructional strategies.  
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Two Example Lesson Plans—Evaluating Methods of Guided and Independent Practice 
In the same way we returned to the descriptive paragraph lessons regarding the Introduction to New 
Material, we can critically assess the practice methods (both Guided and Independent Practice, since the 
factors are identical) used in our two descriptive paragraph lesson plans: 
 

 Lesson Plan A 
“Learning from Model” Lesson 

Lesson Plan B 
“Cut Up Poster” Lesson 

How the 
students 
practice new 
material (first 
guided, on their 
own) 

The teacher provides two paragraphs as 
examples (one a descriptive paragraph and 
one not).  As a whole group, the class 
compares and contrasts the paragraphs, 
discussing which one meets the criteria for a 
descriptive paragraph and which does not. 
 
 
The students work with a partner to write a 
paragraph on a topic of their choice.  The 
teacher asks a few students to read their 
paragraphs and asks a few other students to 
explain which criteria they heard. 

The teacher displays three different squares 
from the poster. After reading a very explicit 
and detailed prepared paragraph, she asks 
students to guess which square was being 
described. She then asks volunteers to point 
out how the sample followed the criteria for 
an excellent descriptive paragraph. 
 
Students then use the student-generated 
criteria to write their own paragraphs 
about their square of poster.  (The next 
day they will continue this student 
practice by each reading a peer’s 
paragraph and matching the paragraph to 
the picture, and then articulating to the 
rest of the class which of the criteria their 
classmate employed.) 

Choices of 
Grouping and 
Instructional 
Strategies 

The guided practice puts students in a whole 
group, allowing students to continue to benefit 
from the perspectives of their peers. Through an 
inquiry of examining example and non-example 
paragraphs, the teachers can provide concrete 
parallels between theory and practice. 
 
Working in pairs to write the paragraph might 
allow for more divergent thinking but limits 
the opportunity individual students have to 
practice.  Pairs may also prevent the teacher 
from accurately assessing each student’s 
ability to incorporate the characteristics of 
descriptive paragraphs into their own writing.  
Also, by only asking a few students to share, 
the teacher still isn’t able to assess everyone’s 
achievement. 

The guided practice is very similar to 
Teacher A’s approach in form. Teacher B 
does not include a non-example, which 
serves to alert students to potential 
pitfalls of careless writing in Teacher A’s 
lesson. 
 
By choosing to have students write 
descriptive paragraphs individually, the 
teacher provides the opportunity for each 
student to explore the concept and for the 
teacher to assess students’ writing 
individually.  The teacher also requires 
each student to analyze a paragraph 
individually, again allowing assessment of 
each student’s achievement when they 
share their analysis with the class.    
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 Lesson Plan A 
“Learning from Model” Lesson 

Lesson Plan B 
“Cut Up Poster” Lesson 

 
Factors that 
Inform those 
Choices: 
 
 
 
 
 Student Needs 
and Interests 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Objective’s 
Cognitive Level 
 
 
 
 
 Nature of the 
Content  
 
 
 
 
 
 Time and 
Resources 
Available 
 

As mentioned before, this lesson plan does not 
do a particularly good job of reaching out to 
various students with various learning styles.  
However, if the students are at an advanced 
enough developmental level, they should be 
able to handle the structure of this lesson 
without a problem. 
 
The fact that students are choosing their own 
topics is an opportunity to lever their individual 
interests into energy on this assignment.  
Moreover, the decision to use the pairing strategy 
would be made in the context of the teacher’s 
previous experiences using that technique. 
 
The practice techniques of this lesson are much 
more aligned with the cognitive level indicated 
by the objective “to identify” than are the 
practice techniques of Lesson B. 
 
Writing the paragraph is an application level 
activity, and the following group discussion 
involves analysis.  However, by asking students 
to identify their own topic, the teacher forces 
students to expend energy on developing a topic 
in addition to creating a paragraph that’s 
descriptive.  
 
 
Working in pairs generally takes longer than 
working individually, especially for students 
not accustomed to group work.  Depending on 
the advantages of this grouping strategy, the 
extra time may or may not be worth the 
investment.   

This lesson seems to have slightly more 
activity, but it does not include any 
components that are dramatically helpful 
to any particular learning modality.  
 
The students may be more engaged, 
however, because there is an element of 
guessing in the Guided Practice and 
students know that they are writing their 
paragraphs for a real world reason – to 
enable other students to identify their 
portion of the poster – rather than for the 
sake of demonstrating their ability to 
write descriptive paragraphs. 
 
Here students not only create their own 
paragraphs with a clear purpose in mind, 
but are also each required to analyze 
writing samples of their peers’ to identify 
the characteristics of descriptive writing.  
This increased mental rigor is likely to 
facilitate student internalization of the skill.  
The acceleration of the cognitive level being 
taught, however, means either that the 
objective was not designed ambitiously 
enough or that the students may not (for 
developmental or prerequisite-knowledge 
reasons) be able to meet that objective. 
 
This practice will probably extend into two 
class periods, and the teacher will need to 
allow more flexibility to move at the pace 
dictated by students, given that so much of 
the work is student-centered.  This time 
allocation might be worth it given the 
possibility of increased student internalization 
of the material.   

 
Conclusion 
 
Consider this chapter another layer of elaboration on the skeleton of the lesson plan structure. In 
Chapter Five, you learned the five parts of the lesson cycle.  In Chapter Six, you learned ways to fill the 
different parts with strategies. This chapter has served to synthesize those elements and add a bit of 
strategy to the choices you make when creating your plan.  To review, those strategic factors are: 
 

(1) Student Needs and Interests 
a.   Developmental Levels 
b.   Learning Modalities 
c.   Student Interests 

(2) The Objective’s Cognitive Level  
(3) The Nature of the Content 
(4) The Time and Resources Available 
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You now see that choosing a particular instructional method and grouping strategy is a function of 
considering these factors. By considering the readiness of your students (kindergartners are not 
developmentally equipped to handle an independent study), their optimal learning conditions (students of 
all ages may need visual, as well as auditory, explanations of new material), the goals you hope to reach 
(giving a lecture analyzing the arguments for and against the death penalty misses a great opportunity to 
engage student opinions on a controversial issue) and the time and resources you have (there might not 
be enough copies of The Outsiders to do independent reading), you will go a long way in reaching 
objectives with your class. 
 
The last chapter of this course sharpens these factors even further—by asking you to consider the 
multitude of individual student needs in your classroom and plan specific instructional methods to reach 
them.  This is a challenging but necessary final step to make your teaching truly student-centered: 
differentiation. 
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Differentiation 
Chapter Eight 
I. Differentiating Instruction 
II. Supporting Students with Special Needs 
III. Supporting English Language Learners 
 
Introduction 
 
The biggest mistake of the past centuries in teaching has been to treat all children as if they were 
variants of the same individual, and thus to feel justified in teaching them the same subjects in the same 
ways. 38 
-Howard Gardner, multiple intelligences theorist 
 
As you know from the last chapter, teachers should consider “student needs and interests” as a 
significant factor in choosing how to group and instruct their students.  Included under that umbrella are 
students’ developmental levels, learning styles and interests.  In that last chapter, we discussed how 
those variables affect instructional choices as a teacher plans for introducing new material and for 
practicing new material.  In this chapter, however, we encounter the same concept in a slightly different 
context.  While we were discussing how we plan to teach an entire class in the last chapter (and the 
ramifications of varied learning styles or developmental levels for the day’s general lesson plan), you 
might encounter students whose developmental or learning style differences are so profound that you 
need to differentiate your instruction for them more drastically.   
 
When you begin teaching, you may be surprised to discover the diversity of academic proficiency and 
learning needs in one classroom of students.  Some of your students might be struggling with language 
development.  Some may have already mastered the math skills you planned to teach.  Some might seem 
proficient in spoken English, yet are three grade levels below where they should be in reading 
comprehension.  And some may not seem to understand your verbal explanation of material.  As teacher-
educator Lilian Katz once said, “when a teacher tries to teach something to the entire class at the same 
time, chances are, one-third of the kids already know it; one-third will get it; and the remaining third 
won’t.  So two-thirds of the children are wasting their time.”39 
 
Many corps members will tell you that the range of achievement levels and learning needs in their rooms 
was one of the most surprising—and perhaps most intimidating—aspects of their first days and weeks of 
teaching.  All corps members will tell you that such a range is a fact of teaching, and it only increases in 
the upper grades.  At the beginning of the year, Maya Buseman-Williams’ students ranged from just 
below grade level in reading to dramatically below grade level, and she had one student who didn’t speak 
English.  Karen Fierst taught Special Education in New York City.  Four of the students in her class were 
reading on a beginning first-grade level, seven had splinter skills from kindergarten, and five were non-
readers.  Students presented a variety of other issues beside their academic performance, including four 
students with speech and language disabilities.  One child exhibited many characteristics typically 
associated with autism, and another exhibited characteristics of an undiagnosed behavioral disability.  
 
                                                 
38 Siegel, J., and M. Shaughnessy. (March 1994). "An Interview with Howard Gardner: Educating for Understanding." 
Phi Delta Kappan 75, 7: 563–566. 
39 Willis, Scott. “Teaching Young Children:  Educators Seek ‘Developmental Appropriateness.’” Curriculum Update, 
November 1993, pp. 1-8. 
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The fact that you are not the first teacher to face a group of students with many achievement levels and 
learning needs is probably not reassuring.   You’ve got your long-term plan, your unit plan, and your 
lesson plan, but now you are facing thirty individual students (or perhaps five sets of 30), each with 
different academic strengths and weaknesses.  How do you simultaneously teach the class and address 
the needs of each of the individual students in your room? 
 
In a nutshell, the answer is…with hard work, careful 
organization, and smart planning.  This chapter is last 
for a reason.  While it is easy to say that 
differentiating your instruction to meet your students’ 
various needs is your responsibility (which it is), it is 
much harder to do.  We acknowledge this upfront 
because it would be difficult—and in some cases 
unwise—to implement all of these strategies we will 
outline in this chapter at once.  Creating a truly 
“differentiated” classroom is a process of adding 
layers of high-quality, customized instruction to your 
teaching repertoire.   
 
By implementing the techniques we identify here and further explain in your institute sessions, by 
constantly reflecting on your instruction, and by observing other teachers who have mastered the skill of 
differentiated instruction, you will be on your way to raising the achievement of each student in your 
classroom. 
 
In this chapter, you will consider specific strategies to modify your instruction to meet the diversity of 
achievement levels and learning needs in your classroom.  First, we will consider means of handling 
diverse skill levels and needs (Section One).  In Section Two and Section Three of this chapter, we will 
turn to specialized schools of individualized instruction, addressing students with special needs and 
students who are English Language Learners. 
 
It is important to recognize that “differentiated instruction” is not a euphemism for lowered expectations.  
On the contrary, differentiated instruction comes with the realization that to meet your high expectations 
for your students, you must recognize their individual instructional needs.  We aim for all students to 
reach the standards mandated for their grade level.  But we recognize that it may take some students 
more time, or different methods, to get there.  For some, it will take less time.  By beginning our 
instruction where students are, we are inviting them to reach high goals with us.  Otherwise, we will be 
striving alone. 
 
 
I. Differentiating Instruction 
 
Differentiated instruction is the approach that supports the success of all students given the different 
achievement levels, developmental levels, and learning needs within one classroom.  It would be 
pointless to ask a child measuring four feet tall to dunk a basketball in a hoop at regulation height (10 
feet), or at four feet for that matter.  The point is not to make tasks easy for the child.  It is to make tasks 
possible.  You would teach the skill of dunking at the intersection of challenge and ability for that 
individual child, what educational theorist Lev Vygotsky would call the “zone of proximal development.”  
Similarly, teachers make modifications and accommodations to a lesson in order to meet students where 
they are – and stimulate growth.  Carol Ann Tomlinson, an expert in the field of differentiation, shows how 

 
The results that came back from my first 
assessment of my 2nd graders were intimidating.  Six 
students didn’t know the alphabet, three were above 
grade level, and the others ranged widely in-
between.  It was then that I realized that I needed to 
do everything I could—to completely differentiate my 
program—so that I could meet all those needs every 
day with my instruction. 
 
Amanda Timberg, Los Angeles ‘96 
Director, Leadership Development 
Teach First 
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teachers can differentiate content, process and product according to students’ readiness, interest and 
learning profile. 
 
Basis for Adjustments 
Tomlinson highlights three reasons why a child needs a differentiated assignment:  
 

 The first is readiness, referring to a child’s current performance level (lack of basic arithmetic 
skills, for example). Motivation is the product of expectancy (“Can I do it?”) and value (“Is this 
worth doing?”). If something is way beyond your reach, you will not have much motivation to try. 

 
 Another is interest, or the level to which the student is motivated or engaged by a particular 

topic. If the objective is to write a persuasive essay but the standards do not specify a topic, then 
students would be more likely to work hard on an assignment if they had some choice in choosing 
their subject matter. Sometimes, student interest cannot be the first and foremost concern of 
teaching when state standards dictate certain content; however, Tomlinson notes that teachers 
can coordinate individual student “sidebar studies,” tapping into student interests (music, sports, 
or fashion, for example) and having students look out for their special topic within the context of 
the classroom’s subject matter.  

 
 Finally, teachers may need to make modifications based on a student’s learning profile – which 

includes their developmental level, learning modality, cultural difference and special needs 
status.  

 
Using Your Progress Tracking System to Help Identify Needs 
Back in Chapter Four of this course, you learned that part of the Unit Planning Process is creating a 
progress tracking system that allows you to know which objectives your students have mastered.  For 
teachers who differentiate their instruction to help students at different performance levels make 
significant progress, such a record-keeping system is as critical as rules and consequences are to 
classroom management.   
 
Remember that a tracking system is different than keeping a list of test grades.  If you just kept a list of 
grades, you might know that Jack got a 25 on your unit test and Jill got an 89.  But you would not know 
that Jack completely mastered one of the objectives assessed on the test, or that Jill completely missed 
one.  And unless your tests were extremely well labeled, they wouldn’t know that either. 
 
When you track your students’ progress, you’re making a chart or spreadsheet with the objectives you 
teach along one axis and your students’ names along the other.  When you create your assessments, you 
plan questions that test each objective. By analyzing your students’ assessment results for each question, 
you can chart which objectives your students have mastered and which ones they still need to develop.  So 
can they. 
 

As an example of one way this system could work in your classroom: 
let’s imagine that, on your first assessment, questions 1, 2, 7, 8 and 9 
measure mastery of Objective A.  Ernie gets all five questions 
correct.  Both you and he mark your respective progress tracking 
sheets with a check in the appropriate box, indicating that Ernie is a 
pro at objective A.  Meanwhile, on the same group of questions, Bert gets only one correct.  You and he 
mark his box for Objective A with a 1, indicating his score and signaling that he needs more assistance or 
a different method of instruction.  As a result, you might choose to group Bert with other students who 
missed objective A and work with them on strengthening their skills, or you might ask Ernie to explain 

Objective A 
Name 9/16 9/23 9/30 
Ernie    
Bert 1 3  
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objective A to Bert in a new way.  On each subsequent assessment, you might include new questions 
about Objective A (or you might offer Bert a chance to earn his checkmark after school).  After a few 
attempts, Bert gets four out of five questions right, enough to be considered proficient.  Bert has earned a 
check. 
 
Justin Meli, Houston ’03, has provided a description of the system he uses in his third grade classroom: 
 

Each student in my 3rd grade classroom has a binder.  This binder stays on a shelf at the 
front of the room when not in use and may not be removed from the classroom.  This 
binder serves as a working portfolio for each student as well as a mechanism for 
allowing them to track their own progress.  I exhaustively modeled the procedures for 
using a binder (i.e. we practiced opening and closing the rings, gently turning pages, and 
putting things away in the right place), and I dictate the exact organization of the binder, 
down to the order of each page.  Each student keeps his or her tracking sheet in a plastic 
sheet protector at the very front of the binder.   

 
Students have multiple chances to earn mastery stickers for each objective.  The first 
opportunity is on the unit test.  This helps students view testing as more than just an 
opportunity to pass and please the teacher: it is a vehicle for demonstrating his or her 
own abilities and success.  My criteria for awarding mastery is an 85 percent.  If a test 
covers several objectives, I will disaggregate the scores and award mastery stickers 
accordingly.   

 
If students do not earn a mastery sticker through performance on a test, they have an 
opportunity to do so through mastery quizzes taken at their own pace.  Every Friday, 
during “center time,” students are scheduled for two fifteen-minute “achievement 
blocks” during their six center rotations.  They may take a mastery quiz of their choice 
during each of these blocks.  The quizzes are labeled in hanging folders and easily 
accessible during this time.  If a student does not achieve mastery on a quiz, they must 
schedule an appointment with me during lunch, ancillary, or after-school tutorials (a.k.a. 
“Math Club”) to relearn a skill before they are permitted to retake the quiz.  As soon as 
students demonstrate mastery, they are ceremoniously awarded a mastery sticker.   
 
A large, public mastery grid on the wall of the room echoes their individual achievement, 
provides additional incentive to obtain mastery, and allows me to keep track, at a glance, 
of where each student falls on mastering individual objectives.   

 
Your system may change depending on your subject area; in a language arts classroom, you might be 
regularly assessing your students’ writing against a rubric and measuring growth in particular skill 
areas.  The gist of the system, however, remains the same: by maintaining regular records of your 
students’ progress based on the objectives you teach, you can be well informed about the adjustments 
you may need to make in order to help each of your students move forward. 
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Strategies for Adjustments 
Your tracking system allows you to pinpoint some of the areas of improvement in which your students 
need increased practice or a different instructional approach.  Tomlinson cites three ways for 
differentiating assignments for individual students: 
 

 Recognizing that there is more than one way to meet an objective, a teacher can adjust the 
product, or tool, that demonstrates a student’s attainment of a given object. For example, if an 
objective states that a student will be able to identify the climax of a story, a student could choose 
to write a description or draw a picture.  Teachers often provide “menus” of products so that 
students can select the way in which they can exhibit mastery of the objective.  

 
 A teacher can also modify the process of learning, allowing students struggling with basic 

arithmetic to use a calculator when attempting to demonstrate the relationship between distance, 
rate and time. If a student should be able to explain the causes of the French Revolution, that child 
could first learn those causes from a text, an audio or video recording or a detailed comic of the 
event, based on their literacy readiness, their interest, or their learning profile. 

 
 Finally, effective differentiation could include a change in the content itself.  In one elementary 

classroom, the teacher may set up three centers: in one, students are practicing repeated 
addition, using manipulatives; in another, students are performing one-by-one digit 
multiplication on their own and two-by-two digit multiplication with a calculator; a third group is 
performing two-by-two digit multiplication through strict computation. In a middle school English 
classroom, if a child has already read The Outsiders, you might challenge her with Lord of the 
Flies instead of asking her to repeat what she’s already accomplished. 

 
Ultimately, the spirit of these adjustments lies in the importance of all students meeting objectives – with 
the recognition that some children will simply need extra support or use different routes when getting 
there.  For those who say differentiation is not fair, it is true that not every student is treated the same in 
this approach.  But that’s because kids are at different levels and have different needs.   It would be unfair 
to withhold glasses from someone who cannot see.  It is unfair to expect students performing at very low 
or very high levels to do the same activities.  
 
In the following chart, you’ll notice the ways in which a differentiated classroom differs from a traditional 
classroom.  You may find that some aspects of a truly differentiated classroom may be unrealistic to 
implement in your classroom or your school.  For example, you may not be able to change a district 
grading scale to define success as student growth and improvement.  This chart simply aims to convey 
the intent of differentiation and encourage you, when possible, to create policies and assignments that 
recognize where individual students begin and how individual students learn. 
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What makes a traditional classroom different from a differentiated classroom? 
Traditional Classroom 
 Student differences ignored or acted upon when 

problematic 
 Assessment only at the end of learning to see 

“who got it” 
 One definition of excellence exists (100 percent 

achievement, on objectives tested once) 
 Student interest infrequently tapped 
 Whole-class instruction dominates 
 Coverage of texts and curriculum drives 

instruction 
 Single option assignments  
 A single text prevails 
 Time is relatively inflexible 
 Students assessed in one way  
 The teacher directs student behavior 

Differentiated Classroom 
  Student differences studied as a basis for 

planning 
 Assessment on-going and diagnostic to be 

responsive to learning needs 
 Excellence defined in large measure by individual 

growth for a starting point 
 Students frequently make interest-based 

learning choices 
 Many instructional arrangements (groupings, 

partner work, centers) 
 Multi-option assignments 
 Multiple materials provided (visuals, 

manipulatives) 
 Time is flexible, based on student need 
 Students assessed in multiple ways 
 Teachers facilitate student self-reliance 

 
Here are some of the methods that Tomlinson’s research has shown to advance the academic 
achievement of students who represent a range of skill levels and learning needs:40 
 
Tiered Assignments 
In some situations, you may find that you can actually use varied levels of student practice and activities 
to ensure that students explore ideas at a level that builds on their prior knowledge and prompts 
continued growth.  For example, a teacher might strategically choose each student’s book for a book 
report assignment to be sure that each student reads a book that reasonably challenges his or her ability.  
Clearly, this strategy requires some degree of caution by the teacher to ensure that a different 
assignment does not become a stigma among students.  However, with careful planning and 
implementation, tiered assignments can be an excellent means of simultaneously promoting students’ 
confidence and challenging students’ intellect and skills. 
 
Varying Questions 
A somewhat different version of the “tiered assignments” idea above is to vary the sorts of questions 
posed to different students based on their ability to handle them.  While all students need to be 
accountable for the objectives you have set for a particular lesson, students will master that objective at 
different speeds.  Varying questions is an excellent way to build the confidence (and motivation) of 
students who are reluctant to contribute to class discourse.  Note:  Most teachers would probably admit 
that without even thinking about it they tend to address particular types of questions to particular 
students.  In some cases, such tendencies may need to be corrected.  (For example, a teacher may be 
unknowingly addressing all of the more challenging questions to one student, thereby inhibiting other 
students’ learning and fostering class resentment of that student.)  Question variation based on 
achievement should be a well-considered decision designed to facilitate the academic advancement of 
each student by addressing individual needs. 
 
Learning Centers 
As discussed in Chapter Six, a “learning center” is a station or collection of materials that students might 
use independently to explore topics or practice skills.  Because students are essentially working 
independently, centers allow students to work at their own pace.  And, with careful planning, you can 

                                                 
40 The above chart and the following techniques have been adapted from Tomlinson, Carol Ann. How to Differentiate 
Instruction in Mixed-Ability Classrooms. Alexandria, VA: ASCD, 2001. 
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subtly modify the work for individual students.  Teachers will constantly reassess their students to 
determine which centers are appropriate for students at a particular time, and to plan activities at those 
centers to build the most pressing skills. 
 
Independent Projects 
Perhaps you have a student who is able to finish her 
student practice in half the time it takes other students.  
Or perhaps you have a student who has a specific deficit 
in his prerequisite knowledge.  In some cases, you may 
decide to give an individual student an independent 
project that will address that student’s needs so that you 
can preserve the bulk of your time with the rest of the 
class.  For example, perhaps you have a student for 
whom your measurement unit is simply a waste of time.  
You might consider designing an independent project that 
would culminate with that student presenting a more 
sophisticated measurement concept or process to the 
rest of the class. 
 
As you may already realize, the hardest part about 
differentiated instruction is preparation; developing 
assignments that are tailored to the different needs in 
your classroom is time and energy consuming.  Experts including Tomlinson encourage educators to 
start small – with low-investment techniques like allowing students to choose from a menu of products 
when demonstrating their knowledge of objectives.  If your objective was for students to describe the 
effects of the Civil War, you could allow students to write a ballad as a Confederate soldier or widow, 
write an essay or draft a skit, as long as the end product effectively described the effects of the Civil War 
according to your criteria.   
 
If you were trying to reach the learning objective with students of different literacy levels, you could 
create a jigsaw activity.  This involves grouping students based on their reading proficiency, dividing a 
given topic into pieces (the economic, political and social impact of the Civil War, for example), and finding 
an appropriate text for each group to learn about one of the areas of study.  Students later get into 
heterogeneous groups to share their findings with their peers, who have read about different areas of 
study from source texts on their own reading levels.  The jigsaw technique allows you to tackle the same 
subject with all of your students while discreetly providing them the different tools they need to get there.  
 
If some of your math students score a 100 percent on your fractions diagnostic test while others are 
clearly struggling, prepare an independent study project (one idea: compare the ratio of ads to news in 
different newspapers and figure out which paper is a better deal) for your advanced learners while 
providing direct instruction for those who need more guidance.  This approach does not suggest 
precluding the latter group of students from hands-on learning or discouraging them from pursuing 
engaging projects, but it does mean tailoring instruction to move them forward.  Similarly, an elementary 
teacher attempting to meet spelling standards might develop a tiered assignment of target words for 
different levels of proficiency, assigning weekly lists to everyone based on their starting level. 
 
Some classrooms are almost completely student-paced, with children working on assignments that 
target their individual needs and the teacher presenting mini-lessons on the standards that do not 
require prerequisite skills.  Obviously, this kind of classroom would require exemplary student discipline 
and elaborate planning.  You should integrate differentiation into your classroom at a pace you can 

 
My biggest success in differentiation is in the 
choice assignments I give my students.  Along 
with written tests, I give my students a choice of 
four options in order to show me what they have 
learned.  These choices may be writing an essay, 
creating a diagram, making a prediction, 
designing an experiment, authoring a story, 
making up a board game, or even writing a song.  
Each student understands things a little bit 
differently and expresses knowledge of a subject 
in a different way.  My students love choice 
assignments; they are always excited to know 
that is how I will be testing their knowledge.   
 
Tanya Cornely, Philadelphia ‘03 
Senior Program Director - Chicago 
Teach For America 
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handle, and your efforts will yield a gradual indication that you are meeting more and more of the 
individual needs of your students.  To find more ideas for adapting your lessons, as well as additional 
resources to access, peruse the “Differentiated Strategies Glossary” in the Instructional Planning & 
Delivery Toolkit (pp. 77-79); this Toolkit can be found online at the Resource Exchange on TFANet.  
 
Assessment and Differentiation 
An inherent tension that you will no doubt encounter as the instructional leader of your classroom is the 
difficult balance between criterion-referenced assessment (which measures student performance 
relative to an established set of standards) and improvement-referenced assessment (which would 
highlight a particular student’s improvement over time).  This tension is particularly stark for a teacher 
who is assigning grades to students.  Should grades be based solely on mastery of your objectives?  If all 
students achieve the objectives, will my principal question the high percentages of A’s?  How do I 
consider the amount of progress each student has made? 
 
There is no easy or correct answer to these questions.  As noted in the Grading Supplement, most 
teachers develop some means of considering both achievement and growth in their grading systems, by 
maintaining and sharing progress charts that demonstrate student improvement and by seizing 
opportunities to write qualitative comments that accompany a numerical grade.  While not every teacher 
gets to determine how progress reports are constructed in their district, Tomlinson suggests the 
following grading systems for teachers who wish to differentiate their instruction completely: 

 
If much of the time I give a student work appropriate for his or her current needs, I must 
then grade the student’s work on the basis of clearly delineated criteria for quality work 
on that task.  It makes little sense to assign an appropriately challenging task and then 
grade a student on something else…When I grade those assignments, I note in my grade 
book the differentiated assignment and the student grade on that assignment.  When I 
give all students the same task (for diagnostic purposes, for purposes of benchmarking 
student standing relative to common goals, or because I simply could not find the time 
and energy to differentiate the work), I’ll make a note in my grade book and enter the 
more normative grade…. 
 
On report cards, I need to find a way to show individual growth and relative standing to 
students and parents.  I can accomplish this by working with colleagues to develop report 
cards that…note, for example, that an A means excellent growth, a B means very good 
growth… and an F means no observable growth – coupled with a notation that a 1 means 
the student is working above grade level in the subject, a 2 means the student is working 
at grade level in the subject, and a 3 means the student is working below grade level in 
the subject.  A student might then, for example, earn an A1 or B2…I can accomplish the 
same end by attaching a note to the report card or conducting parent-student 
conferences.  Doing so allows me to explain that the student’s grade takes into account 
both differentiated and common tasks, to show how the grade reflects both, and to 
interpret what the grade means for the particular student’s learning. 41 

 
Tomlinson acknowledges that many differentiated strategies seem to chafe against the traditional 
structures and notions of school, but that common sense teaches us that to expect every child to act, 
perform and learn the same ways is folly.  She concludes many of her publications and lectures by 
explaining that creating a differentiated classroom is not a snap-your-fingers task – but is something you 
work at day-by-day, child-by-child.  

                                                 
41 Tomlinson, Carol Ann. “Grading for Success.” Educational Leadership, March 2001: 14. 
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II. Supporting Students with Special Needs 
 
On one hand, the special education system is a straightforward extension of the notion of differentiation 
that we have already explored.  Special education programs are designed to meet the individual needs of 
all students by requiring individualized instructional plans for them.  On the other hand, it is a wildly 
complex and dynamic bureaucratic system of forms, laws, and meetings.  New general education 
teachers and new special education teachers alike are often surprised to learn the weight of the 
administrative responsibilities that the special education system may put upon them.   
 
In this section, we will explore instructional modifications and support systems developed for students 
with formally identified special needs.  We have purposefully included this information in our general 
Instructional Planning & Delivery course, intending it to reach all new corps members, not just those who 
expect to have a “special education placement.”    

 
With very few exceptions, all teachers interact with 
the special education system.  Even if you have not 
been assigned to teach special education, you 
should expect to teach students enrolled in special 
education programs.  You will need to know who 
those students are and what instructional 
modifications they require.  In fact, it will be your 
legal responsibility to meet those students’ needs 
appropriately. 
 
 

Introduction: A Brief History and Introduction of Terms 
While the special education system is ultimately designed to benefit individual students with special 
needs, most new teachers would probably say that their initial exposure to the system had less to do with 
a particular student than it did with a swirling collection of acronyms, laws, and forms.  The special 
education system is actually a federally designed set of requirements imposed on state education 
systems.  These federal requirements create a paper-intensive accountability system intended to ensure 
that every student in the system receives the particular instruction that he or she needs.  That instruction 
is memorialized for each student in a document with which you will, in all likelihood, become quite 
familiar—the Individualized Education Program (IEP).   
 
Before we explore the ins and outs of the IEP, it may be helpful to have some of the historical context 
from which the IEP and other requirements have evolved.   
 
Federal Legislation:  “Section 504,” IDEA and NCLB 
Unlike many other areas of education policy, the notion of special education for students with disabilities 
has been largely driven by the federal government.  In response to intensive parent advocacy both in 
Congress and in courts across the country, the legislature passed laws that impose on states certain 
standards of treatment and support for students with disabilities.  Thus, the evolution of special education 
in this country is framed by several pivotal acts of Congress—most notably Section 504 of the 
Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) of 1990.42   
 
A cursory glance at these two laws will provide a valuable overview of the special education system in this 
country.  (Key phrases—that you will undoubtedly hear again—are bolded.) 

                                                 
42 Text of IDEA available at http://www.ed.gov/offices/OSERS/Policy/IDEA/index.html, accessed 1/31/07.  

 
Special Education Across the Curriculum 
You will notice that special education-related issues 
are discussed in each of the various course texts that 
you are reading in preparation for institute.  A chapter 
in the Learning Theory text, for example, will give you 
an overview of the legal categories of disabilities.  
Keep in mind that you will also be receiving a Special 
Education Supplement and Toolkit this summer to 
further support your instruction of students with 
special needs.  
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Section 504.  The first significant nationalization of special 
education occurred with Congress’ passage in 1975 of 
Public Law 94-142, the Education for All Handicapped 
Children Act.  This law was passed pursuant to an earlier, 
more general civil rights law protecting the rights of 
persons with disabilities known as “Section 504” of the 
Rehabilitation Act of 1973, and was the most sweeping 
statement the United States had ever made about rights of 
children with disabilities.  This law assured a “free and 
appropriate public education” (often referred to as 
“FAPE”) to all children with disabilities between the ages 
of 3 to 21.43 
 
This 1975 legislation contained four provisions that 
continue to provide important parameters for programs 
that serve students with disabilities:  
 

(1) Schools and districts must follow due process when referring a student for special education 
services to ensure that the student’s parents have an important role.  Essentially, this 
requirement means that the timing, confidentiality, and special services requirements under 
the law are taken very seriously, and often lead to legal or quasi-legal hearings. 
 

(2) The rights of the student and his or her family must be protected throughout the evaluation 
procedures.  Closely related to the due process principle, teachers and schools must involve 
students’ families in the decision process. 
 

(3) Students are to be educated in the “least restrictive environment (LRE).”  That is, a student 
has a right to be taught in whatever setting can provide for his or her needs that is the closest 
to a typical general education setting (see the graphic below).  
 

(4) Each student must have an Individual Education Program, also known as an IEP (much more 
on this below).  

 
IDEA.  After some additional tweaking of the Education for All Handicapped Children Act in the 1980s, in 
1990 Congress re-worked, re-authorized and re-named that law, thereby passing the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA).  (These changes were made in the course of passing the sweeping civil 
rights legislation, the American with Disabilities Act (ADA).)  Congress shifted the law’s emphasis from 
providing services for categories of handicapping conditions to providing services for individuals.  IDEA 
remains the governing law regarding students with special needs. 
 
In 1997, Congress amended the IDEA to require students with special needs to participate in the standard 
statewide assessments, with appropriate accommodations.  The intent of that newer version of the law is 
to ensure that educators of students with special needs are held accountable for their students’ learning 
through existing testing programs.  Many states and school districts are just beginning to develop and 
implement assessment models that accommodate all students.   
 
This 1997 version of the IDEA further establishes an emphasis on the participation of students with special 
needs in the general education curriculum.  The inclusion movement, which places students with special 

                                                 
43 Text of Section 504 available at http://www.dol.gov/oasam/regs/statutes/sec504.htm, accessed 1/31/07.  

Children, Laws, and Acronyms 
Sometimes new teachers are overwhelmed or 
intimidated by the law-intense structure and 
vocabulary of the special education system.  
Veteran teachers would tell you that while the 
system can be frustratingly bureaucratic, you do 
not have to be a lawyer to navigate it.  And, more 
importantly, knowing the names of various laws 
that require a “free and appropriate education” is 
not nearly as important as understanding that you 
have a student with special needs who requires 
certain modifications/accommodations, and that 
the Individualized Education Program (IEP) is 
where those modifications/accommodations are 
listed. 
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needs in general education classrooms with support and which has gained significant momentum in recent 
years, is a key approach to addressing the requirements of the 1997 version of IDEA.  Another key provision 
of this most recent legislation is that parents are now full members of the teams that make eligibility and 
placement decisions.  The 1997 revisions also addressed behavioral disabilities in a new way.  Behavior 
plans, documents that are developed in addition to an IEP, became mandatory for students with behavioral 
disabilities and manifestation determination meetings became required for students with disabilities who 
were in danger of expulsion from school.  Sample IEPs are provided in the Instructional Planning & 
Delivery Toolkit (pp. 80-86); sample Behavior Plans are provided in the Classroom Management & Culture 
Toolkit; both Toolkits can be found online at the Resource Exchange on TFANet.    
 
NCLB.  In January 2002, President George W. Bush signed the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act into law, 
requiring that states develop standards and test students annually to determine that school districts are 
making “adequate yearly progress.”  NCLB holds states accountable for the progress of all students, 
including those with special needs; identified students may be given “accommodations” mandated by 
their Individual Education Program (e.g. more time, larger print) to be successful on the test.  Students 
with the “most significant cognitive disabilities” may be held to different achievement standards, but their 
performance is also calculated into a school’s “adequate yearly progress” report.  This new system is 
significant for two reasons.  First, since the tests for students with special needs are aligned with grade-
level standards, schools will need to ensure that students with special needs are taught on grade-level.  
In addition, NCLB may help alleviate the problem of schools over-referring students to special education 
in order to exempt them from state requirements. 
 
While new legislation is constantly fine-tuning this system, this cursory history provides a good summary 
of the special education landscape as it exists today.  You will also find that these key terms and phrases 
are used through out the special education system.  (Keep in mind that in many states, additional state 
laws supplement these federal laws, so you may need to familiarize yourself with the phrases and 
acronyms used in your district.)  
 
The Basic Structures and Settings of the Special Education System 
While the grand history of special education is driven by federal legislation, from a student’s (and many 
teachers’) perspective the special education system is actually all about individualized instruction to meet 
a student’s individual needs.  In simplest terms, a student who qualifies for special education receives an 
individualized education program (an IEP) that is developed by a team of adults including the student’s 
parent or guardian.  (The student may be involved as well, when appropriate.)  This team is ultimately 
accountable for the student’s mastery of the goals set in the IEP, and the students’ teachers are 
responsible for modifying and/or accommodating instruction for the student pursuant to that IEP. 
 
A good deal of the complexity of the special education system relates to the vast range of special 
education “settings” that have been developed (to meet the needs of the vastly diverse group of students 
with special needs).  Some students in the special education system might attend all of their classes in 
the “general” education system, having little more involvement with the special education system than 
subtle accommodations by one or more of their teachers, or an occasional visit to a “resource room” 
where they receive special tutoring in some area.  At the other end of the continuum, other students are 
taught in “self-contained” special education classrooms where all of the students in the room have 
relatively demanding special needs. 
 
 



Differentiation 

158 

As you prepare to enter the classroom, you need to be aware of the 
many varieties of special education settings that schools use to 
ensure that each student is being taught in the “least restrictive 
environment” (LRE).   That provision requires that each student with 
special needs be educated in a setting as close as possible to a 
regular classroom environment in which his or her needs can be 
met.  Schools’ attempts to meet this requirement have generated 
various special education placements:  
 

Mainstreaming (represented by the lower two boxes on the 
graphic)—In the 1970s, schools began to “mainstream” 
students with disabilities by placing them in the same 
schools and classrooms as peers without disabilities (as 
opposed to students with disabilities being kept entirely 
separate from other students, which was the former 
practice).  Mainstreaming became more common with the 
realization that some students with disabilities learn better 
in regular rather than special education classes. 
(Mainstreaming can be controversial, however, in the cases 
of students who have severe emotional or behavioral 
disabilities that may prove disruptive to the entire class.)  
Typically, mainstreaming involves students with disabilities 
participating in some regular academic or non-academic 
activities with their typically developing peers (e.g., reading, 
math, lunch, recess, music) but not in the entire day’s instruction and activities.  The students 
may attend these classes on their own or with an instructional assistant.    

 
Inclusion—A relatively new model, “inclusion” continues to be the trend in special education 
placements today and is considered by many educators to be the ultimate manifestation of our 
commitment to educate each child, to the maximum extent appropriate, in the school and 
classroom that he or she would otherwise attend.  The philosophy underlying the inclusion 
movement is that schools should bring services to the students rather than bring the student to 
the services.  Typically, in an inclusion model, the special education teacher goes into the general 
education class to support their students in the general education setting. (By contrast, in the 
mainstreaming model, the general education teacher may be solely responsible for the students’ 
accommodations.) Less common is a consultative model 
where by the special education teacher advises the 
general education teacher on supporting the student 
instead of working directly with the student.  Under that 
typical collaborative model, however, the special 
education teacher may co-teach with the general 
education teacher, work with a small group of both special 
education and general education students, or focus on the 
students who are receiving special education services.  
Ideally, the special education and general education 
teacher collaborate closely to ensure that students 
receiving special education services are engaged in the 
same curriculum and activities as their classmates.  
Opponents of inclusion assert that teachers either end up 
devoting a disproportionate amount of energy to assisting 
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One of the most rewarding experiences 
I've had as a teacher is including 
children from special education 
classes in my general education class 
and later having them mainstreamed 
into my class for the whole day.  There 
are so many students in special 
education who have been misplaced.  
Once they find the right setting, they 
can flourish, and the progress they 
make is amazing. 
 
Serapha Cruz, New York ‘95 
Principal 
NYC Department of Education 
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students with special needs to the detriment of other children, or end up ignoring their special 
populations due to lack of insight on how to make the curriculum accessible to a wide range of 
needs.  But supporters argue that, when done well, inclusion benefits all parties involved—
children with special needs, students in general education, the teacher, and ultimately society, 
since students with exceptionalities are provided with a stimulating environment in which to learn 
along with peers of their own age.  Proponents believe that these students’ classmates and their 
teachers develop sensitivity and respect towards people of all abilities and limitations.  The 
general and special education teachers have the opportunity to collaborate to provide 
individualized instruction for all students. 
 
Resource (aka, “pull out”)—Resource programs are those in which students who qualify for 
special services are “pulled out” of their regular classrooms for a designated period of time that 
is less than 50% of the student’s academic school day.  These programs can look very different at 
the elementary and secondary level, given the difference in schedule structures.  A “Resource 
Teacher,” then, would have a class of students with special needs from across the campus in 
which they are given more individualized instruction around the same objectives that are being 
taught in the regular education classrooms. 

 
Self-contained—There are various permutations to the self-contained classroom: self-contained 
mild/moderate, self-contained severe and profound, or self-contained behavior modification, to 
name a few.  Typically, self-contained classrooms are composed of a small group of students 
whose needs could not be met appropriately in the regular education setting.  Students in self-
contained classrooms may have significant learning disabilities, their emotional needs may 
inhibit their ability to function within regular classes, their mental functioning may require close 
care and support, or they may have multiple disabilities that require coordinated intervention 
from a variety of sources.  The relatively low teacher-to-student ratio usually found in self-
contained classrooms (and additional support service providers) allows each student to get the 
support he or she requires.   

 
While these three special education models—mainstreaming, inclusion, and self-contained—do not represent 
the entire range of models used by schools today, they do represent three of the more common settings. 
 
The Individualized Education Program (IEP) 
An IEP is the all-important document that outlines a student’s learning goals and the accommodations 
and modifications that the student’s teachers will use to reach those goals.  As a new teacher, you will 
undoubtedly encounter your first IEP soon after stepping foot on campus.  You will be well-served to 
invest some time before that initial encounter learning to navigate this key component of special 
education instruction. 
 
What is an IEP? 
The IEP is usually a several-paged document that lists any special 
services a child is to receive, goals the child is expected to achieve 
in one year, and objectives or benchmarks to note progress.  Take 
a few moments to examine the sample IEPs provided in the 
Instructional Planning & Delivery Toolkit (pp. 80-86), which can 
be found online at the Resource Exchange on TFANet. Also 
included in this Toolkit are some sample IEP Goals to acquaint you 
with the phrasing (pp. 87-92).   You’ll notice that while the 
formats are somewhat different, the basic components of each are 
the same.  According to law, the IEP must include the following:  

 
Many new, as well as experienced, 
teachers are not even aware of their 
students' IEPs.  An IEP lets the teacher 
know what accommodations they 
should be making for a student each 
day.  The IEP should direct instruction. 
 
Serapha Cruz, New York ‘95 
Principal, NYC Department of 
Education 
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 A statement of the student’s present levels of performance, including the student’s strengths and 
needs 

 A brief description of the student’s disability and special needs and how that disability affects the 
child’s involvement and progress in the general curriculum 

 A statement of measurable annual goals and short-term instructional objectives for the student 
 A statement of the specific educational services needed by the student, including related services, 

and the extent of his or her regular (or mainstream) classroom participation 
 The projected start date and anticipated duration of educational services for the student 
 Criteria, evaluation procedures, and schedules for determining the student’s progress (which must 

be reported at least as often as the progress of student’s non-disabled peers) 
 
Once the IEP has been developed for a student, some 
individual is responsible for maintaining and implementing 
it.  In some elementary settings, the special educator who 
teaches the student for all or part of the day is generally 
responsible for ensuring that the student receives the 
program outlined in the IEP.  In a secondary setting, 
schools often have special education administrators (who 
may also be special education teachers) who maintain and 
manage the IEP process. 
 
It is important to note, however, that while an “official” 
special educator is responsible for ensuring that students 
receive services, the general educator—who must be 
familiar with the IEP and its goals—is also responsible for 
teaching IEP goals and objectives and for modifying and 
accommodating according to the IEP.  (This division of 
responsibilities may be outlined in the IEP.)  If the student requires particular support services (such as 
speech therapy, for example), but can be completely mainstreamed into a general education class, 
sometimes the support service provider manages the IEP. 
 
How is an IEP created and by whom? 
IEPs are developed and maintained by a multi-disciplinary “IEP Team” that meets at least once per year.  
That team includes: 
 

(1) Representatives of the local school district (other than the student’s teacher) who are qualified to 
provide or supervise special education and who are qualified to allocate the services of the school 
and/or district 

(2) Professionals in relevant support services (e.g., speech or occupational therapy) 
(3) The student’s teacher (including both the student’s general education teacher and any present or 

future special education teachers) 
(4) The student’s parents or legal guardians 
(5) Any individuals invited by the student’s parents (e.g., a lawyer or other advocate) 
(6) The student, when appropriate 

 
For students whose exceptionality has been identified for the first time, a member of the evaluation team 
or an individual knowledgeable about the evaluation procedures and who is qualified to interpret testing 
results must attend this meeting.   A school district administrator may be responsible for coordinating 
and managing the initial meetings to develop the IEP, or that responsibility may fall to the special 
education teacher him or herself.  In most cases, the student’s special education teacher assumes 

 
One of the best things a teacher can do for a 
student who is awaiting referral for an IEP is to 
monitor carefully, and document, document, 
document.  School support personnel need 
proof of all the strategies that are used prior to 
being able to make decisions about giving a 
student a modified school program.   It is 
critical to keep track of everything from 
individualized assignments to peer mentoring 
or even a seat change. 
 
Kate Farrar, Los Angeles ‘94 
Managing Director of Alumni Support – Los 
Angeles Region  
Teach For America 
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responsibility for actually writing the IEP.  The student’s parents and specialized professionals remain 
involved throughout the process of creating the IEP and may propose particular goals for the students or 
specific strategies for reaching these goals. 
 
A child will continue to receive special education services if the team agrees that the services are needed.  
A re-evaluation is completed at least once every three years to determine whether or not the child 
continues to be eligible for special education services, and what services he or she needs. 
 
For more details about the IEP and the various regulations governing IEPs, see the “Guide to Special 
Education Paperwork” in the Special Education Supplement and Toolkit.  
 

How does a student enter the special education 
system in the first place? 
Although different districts may use somewhat 
different procedures for bringing students into the 
special education system, the details in the federal 
mandates described above created some 
consistency across the nation.  Generally speaking, 
parents, school personnel, students or others may 
make a request for evaluation to a school 
counselor or special education coordinator.  (If a 
parent requests an evaluation to determine 
whether their child has a disability and needs 
special education, the school district must 
complete a full and individual evaluation to 
determine the students’ special needs, if any.)  The 
school district completes an evaluation.  Note: New 
laws also require that teachers provide evidence of 
what they have done to help a student to be 
successful prior to referral.  A team of qualified 

professionals and parents will review the results of the evaluation, including an examination of student 
work samples provided by the teacher, and determine if the child is eligible for special education services. 
 
According to IDEA, there are thirteen categories of disability that will qualify a student for special 
education services, if the disability affects the child’s performance in school.  Those are autism, deafness, 
deaf-blindness, hearing impairment, intellectual disability, multiple disabilities, orthopedic impairment, 
other health impairment, serious emotional disturbance, specific learning disability, speech or language 
impairment, traumatic brain injury, and visual impairment, including blindness.  Students with Attention 
Deficit Disorder and Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADD and AD/HD) may qualify for special 
education services under the “other health impairment” category.  (For a closer look at these categories 
and accommodations appropriate to each, see the Learning Theory course text.) 
 
How does a student leave the special education system? 
There are several ways that students might exit a school’s special education program.  First, based on a 
whole host of factors, if the IEP team determines that the student no longer needs the special education 
services, and the students’ parent or guardian agrees, then the student can exit the system.  Second, 
students might “test out” of a program.  That is, the student might perform at a high enough level that the 
discrepancy between his IQ (as a measure of potential) and his performance is no longer great enough to 
qualify for special education.  (This “discrepancy definition” is a common component of definitions of 
learning disabilities.)  For many students, such an exit from the special education system is in fact the 

 
To Refer or Not to Refer 
The decision of whether to refer a student for formal 
evaluation is not always an easy one.  A teacher may be 
torn between his feeling that a student needs special 
help to learn and his concern that the school’s special 
education system may not actually be the best answer to 
the problem.  Or, a teacher may have full confidence that 
the school’s special education program could 
dramatically improve a student’s achievement, but the 
student’s parents vehemently object to formally labeling 
their child “special ed.”  Unfortunately, special education 
placement may carry a severe stigma among students, 
and a student himself or herself might resist the 
referral.  These are difficult questions that we could not 
begin to answer here in the abstract.  Each teacher must 
do his or her best to consider all of these various factors 
in determining what is in the student’s best academic 
interests.  
 



Differentiation 

162 

ultimate goal.  Finally, some students exit the special education system because parent or guardian 
refuses services for the student. 
 
Accommodations and Modifications 
In the most literal sense, the changes you have to make to adjust to a student’s special needs are simply 
examples of the principles of “differentiation” discussed in the previous chapters.  Your job as a teacher 
of a student with special needs is to design your instruction to meet those needs.   
 
Not surprisingly, the task of developing modifications and accommodations for a student begins with the 
IEP.  In theory (see below), the IEP will contain helpful instructions for adjusting your instruction or 
curriculum to best accelerate the student’s learning.   In some cases, you will find it necessary to develop 
modifications beyond those listed in the IEP.  In that situation, you should first and foremost consult your 
school’s special education consultants.  Your school will likely have excellent resources to help you 
develop a strategy for instructing students with all ranges of disabilities. 
 
Before we explore a small number of the infinite number of accommodations and modifications that a 
teacher might consider making to more effectively teach a student who qualifies for special services, we 
should clarify our terms.  Like so many education terms, it is difficult to draw precise definitions of 
“modifications” and “accommodations,” given the varying ways these terms are used in different districts.  
However, these two terms do have different meanings. 
 

 Accommodations.  Generally speaking, “accommodations” do not alter the substance of the 
curriculum but instead include adjustments to structures and delivery methods (such as seating 
arrangements, using graphic organizers, etc.) that assist the student to engage in the curriculum.  
Simply put, accommodations provide an alternative way of accessing the same curriculum. 

 
 Modifications.  “Modifications” is a term usually reserved for changes made to the curriculum 

itself (such as when a student is assigned a different book or exercise, for example).  
Modifications should be used only sparingly, and only if accommodations do not meet the 
needs of the students. 

 
Thus, note that whether an adjustment to instruction would be an “accommodation” or a “modification” 
could actually depend on the language of the objective being taught.  For example, if the objective was 
“The SWBAT describe Newton’s three laws,” then an instructional adjustment that allows a student to 
listen to a tape on that information is an accommodation; it is an alternative means to get to the same 
information.  However, if the objective was instead, “The SWBAT discern Newton’s three laws from a 
reading of Newton’s notes,” then introducing the tape adjustment would be a “modification”—a change to 
the objective itself.  
 
General Types of Accommodations and Modifications 
The accommodations or modifications that you make for particular students will ultimately be purposeful 
responses to a particular learning difference experienced by the child.  As a result, it is difficult to create 
general protocols for adjusting your instruction that will apply to every situation.   
 
We can, however, think generally about the various characteristics of instruction that can be adjusted to 
accommodate a student’s needs or modify a curricular objective.  That is, your objectives, lesson plans, 
instructional methods, and assignments can be differentiated on each of the following axes: 
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 Size. A common method of differentiating 
instruction is to adapt the number of items that the 
learner is expected to learn or complete, or to 
adapt the amount of information that a student is 
provided at one time.  (Of course, in some 
instances, an appropriate adjustment might be to 
provide more opportunities to practice some skill.)  

 Time.  Another common approach is to extend the 
time that a student has to complete some task or 
learn some material.  You may find it helpful to 
individualize the timeline upon which a project is 
expected to be completed, for example. 

 Input.  A teacher can adapt the way instruction is 
delivered to students, by using a variety of visual 
aides, concrete examples, or hands-on activities, for example. 

 Output.  Similarly, you can also adjust the types of output that the students are producing.  
Perhaps projects, tasks, presentations might be an appropriate adjustment for a student whose 
disability makes written expression very difficult. 

 Level of support.   Consider increasing the amount of personal assistance the learner is 
receiving during a given task.  That assistance could come from the teacher or from a peer, for 
example. 

 Difficulty.  Sometimes, an IEP will indicate that the core difficulty of a skill or problem type 
should be adjusted for a particular student.  Note that this is not “watering down,” your 
expectations, but is instead a combination of adjustments to the “size” and “time” provided to 
learn the more complex task.  For example, you may have one student continue to practice 
multiplying two-digit numbers for some period of time while you are moving the bulk of the 
class on to three-digit numbers. 

 Participation.  Students’ disabilities can sometimes be inextricably intertwined with self-esteem 
issues.  In some cases, too public a form of participation can inhibit a student’s learning.  You 
may want to consider adapting the extent to which, or ways that, a certain learner is expected to 
participate in a particular lesson. 

 Alternate goal.  This form of instructional adjustment is most likely a “modification” rather than 
an accommodation.  In some cases, pursuant to the IEP it may be appropriate to modify the very 
objectives or goals that you have set for the class.  

 Substitute curriculum.  Perhaps the most drastic (and rare) of adaptations, there may be some 
situations where an entirely different curriculum is appropriate in order to meet a learner’s 
individual goals laid out in the IEP.  This is a decision that is made by the committee of persons 
responsible for the IEP.   

 
Specific Examples of Accommodations and Modifications 
Quite often, IEPs include long lists of potential accommodations and modifications.  For example, the IEP 
itself might require the IEP team to check whether each of some number of alterations or adaptations are 
being implemented for the student (e.g., reduced assignments, taped assignments, extra time, 
opportunity to leave class for resource assistance, short instructions, written instructions, visual aids, 
oral exams, etc.).   
 
We have collected a very small list of sample accommodations and modifications that follow, which could 
be used with students depending on the type of special needs they have.  While such accommodations 
and modifications are often presented in lists such as this, it is critically important to remember that one 
does not select a method of accommodation or modification in a vacuum—you should only use one or 

 
I provide different rubrics for different 
students depending on their abilities, shorten 
assignments, allow projects instead of 
written exams, distribute graphic organizers, 
reteach reteach reteach, and use flashcards 
created at the beginning of the unit all the 
way to the present so that my students are 
not allowed to forget what we have covered.   
 
Kaitlin Sebben Wiggins, Greater New 
Orleans ‘03 
Teacher, First Baptist Academy 
 



Differentiation 

164 

more of these modifications and accommodations as a well-considered and purposeful response to a 
student’s special needs. For a much longer list of modifications and accommodations, see the 
Instructional Planning & Delivery Toolkit (p. 92: “Accommodations and Modifications Form”); this Toolkit 
can be found online at the Resource Exchange on TFANet.  
 
Also remember that while these approaches are designed to be effective with students with identified 
special needs, all students may benefit from individualized or modified instructions, regardless of 
whether they have an Individualized Education Program (IEP).    
 
The physical arrangement of the room 

 Place an easily distracted student near the “front” of the room (or wherever you are most 
frequently) so that you can provide non-verbal cues before giving instructions. 

 Stand near the student when giving instructions to the entire class and quietly repeat them to the 
student afterwards. 

 Have the daily routine in writing where it is easy to see. 
 Allow time and space for movement between activities. 

 
Your instruction 

 Allow a child with delayed reading skills to listen to an audiotape of the book (one that you get 
from the library or make yourself). 

 Record your lectures on tape and allow students to review the tape at home. 
 Provide a written outline or graphic organizer of material covered in a lecture. 
 Combine visual and oral instruction (e.g., use an overhead while lecturing). 
 Individualize assignments for students by changing the length, due date, topic, etc. and break 

assignments into smaller, more manageable steps. 
 Teach specific study skills such as organization and note taking along with content-area 

instruction. 
 
Assessments 

 Allow students to give an oral rather than written report. 
 Choose only the most essential objectives on which to assess them (e.g., assess students on the 

10 most important spelling words, rather than all 20, or ask them to answer the most important 
essay question rather than all three).  Essentially, strive for quality rather than quantity. 

 Provide practice questions for study before a quiz or test, and examples of completed 
performance tasks. 

 Give open book tests or allow one page of notes to be used during testing. 
 Vary the format of the test (e.g., include more diagrams to label rather than long lists of matching 

or large paragraphs of fill in the blank). 
 Format tests so that they are clear, readable, and uncluttered.  Leave more spaces between lines 

of text and draw lines on which students can write their answers. 
 Read the questions aloud and/or allow the student to respond to the questions orally. 
 Provide extra time to complete the test, or give parts of the test in more than one sitting. 
 Allow students to retake the test. 
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Homework assignments 
 Modify the length (e.g, require students to 

only complete the first 15 math problems 
rather than all 20). 

 Allow students to begin homework in 
school under your supervision, or provide a 
written explanation of the homework 
assignment, with an example that they can 
take home with them, perhaps to work on 
with parents or guardians. 

 Select another student to be a “study 
buddy” who can clarify the homework 
assignment by phone. 

 
As mentioned earlier, this list of accommodations 
and modifications is by no means exhaustive.  And, it 
is important that these adaptations be implemented 
purposefully, not randomly.  In the third chapter of 
the Learning Theory course, we will consider one 
cohesive philosophy for when and how to choose 
accommodations and modifications when we 
discuss specific learning differences that you may 
encounter in the classroom. 
 
Theory Versus Reality in the Special Education 
System 
For the most part, we have painted a picture here of the special education system as it is designed to 
work.  And, some of you will no doubt work in schools with efficient and effective special education 
programs.  Many teachers, however, have found that the reality of their school’s special education 
programs do not always match the expectations created by the legal structures discussed in this chapter. 
 
While the special education system is designed to admit students with identified needs in an efficient 
manner, the reality is that it can take months (or more) for students to be integrated into the system.  The 
referral process can be delayed by an inefficient system of paperwork and red tape, a long list of other 
students waiting to be evaluated, or a legal oversight.  The IEP itself can, in some cases, be problematic 
as well.  While IEPs are supposed to provide specific guidance for modifying instruction, sometimes the 
guidance is frustratingly general and not very helpful, or based on low expectations.  In fact, it may fall to 
you to correct and improve students’ IEPs so that they can receive the modifications that they need in 
their classes.  (You will practice that process this summer.) 
 
Systemic Concerns about Special Education 
Few teachers interact with or work in the special education system without recognizing that in addition to 
the logistical implementation challenges the system faces, there are massive, sometimes disturbing, 
political forces at work shaping the special education system and affecting students’ lives.  Although this 
chapter is intended to be an introduction to instructional methods for serving special education students, 
we would be remiss not to flag several of the difficult and problematic issues that you will likely 
encounter as you lead all of your students to academic achievement. 
 

Special Needs and Student Behavior 
Student misbehavior can have its roots in a student’s 
exceptionality.  For example, some children who have 
trouble paying attention for long periods of time suffer 
from clinical disorders known as Attention Deficit 
Disorder (ADD) and/or Attention Deficit with 
Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD).  In some cases these 
conditions are treated with medication.  However, not all 
students with short attention spans have ADD or ADHD, 
and teachers need to develop strategies beyond 
medication for accommodating these students in the 
class. Sometimes a teacher and student can brainstorm 
things for the student to do when he or she needs to 
move (e.g., squeezing clay, standing up for a little while, 
walking around the classroom quietly).  You should also 
modify your instruction to help students with special 
needs meet your high expectations for behavior.  You 
might adapt lessons so that there are frequent changes 
of activities (for the student with ADD) or incorporate 
math manipulatives (for students with learning 
disabilities who have trouble understanding abstract 
concepts).  Sometimes your entire classroom 
environment may need to be modified to help students 
maintain on-task behavior.  See the Classroom 
Management & Culture course for more on this topic.  
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First, while you should be actively aware that 
many students are not identified for the services 
they need, there is a disturbing over-
representation of students of color in the special 
education system.  Although African-American 
students represent 16 percent of the total student 
population in this country, they represent 32% of 
students in programs for mild intellectual 
disability and 24% of students in programs for 
serious emotional disturbance.  A number of 
states have recently been investigating the 
disparate numbers of minorities in their special 
education systems.44  While there may be many 
factors contributing to these numbers, it seems 
irrefutable that race places a role in the 
placement of children in special education.   
 

A second disturbing pattern in the special education system that you may encounter relates to the 
influence of and incentives created by the large amounts of money that fund these services.  (On average, 
$6,800 is spent per year per special education student in addition to the $6,200 that is being spent on all 
students.  Source: U.S. Department of Education.) Unfortunately, such monetary incentives are 
compounded in the under-resourced schools where you will be teaching.  Consider, for example, the 
following observation regarding potential monetary incentives to place children in special education: 
 

The incentive to over-identify low-achieving children as disabled may be especially 
powerful in schools serving low-income populations.  In cases where a child is under-
achieving at school because of economic disadvantage, compensatory educational 
programs are supposed to be funded through Title I of the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act (ESEA), not through the IDEA. . . .However, because IDEA funds do not 
substitute for funding under Title I, students in low-income school districts who are also 
identified as disabled are effectively “double counted”—once for purposes of drawing 
down funds under Title I and a second time for purposes of reimbursement for special 
education services under the IDEA.45   

 
Finally, while less of a problem than it once was, the standards-based and accountability reform 
movement itself has created perverse incentives and pressures on schools that, in some cases, may lead 
to decisions to over-refer students for special education.  The same scholars made the following point: 
 

Until recently, students identified as receiving services under special education were not 
generally required to participate in statewide assessments.  Given that merit raises, 
promotions, and bonuses for both principals and teachers often ride on the results of 
statewide exams, the temptation exists for local school districts to raise their scores 
artificially by excluding the participation of low-achieving special education students in 
statewide assessments.  Although the 1997 amendments to the IDEA were intended to 
prohibit this practice, three states that recently enjoyed large gains on national reading 

                                                 
44 U.S. Department of Education; Ladner and Hammons. “Special but Unequal: Race and Special Education.” In Finn, 
C.E.  Rethinking Special Education for a New Century. Washington: Fordham Foundation, 2001.  
45 Horn, Wade F. and Douglas Tynan. “Time to Make Special Education ‘Special’ Again.” Rethinking Special Education 
for a New Century, Progressive Policy Institute and the Thomas B. Fordham Foundation, May 2001, p. 30. 

 
Many students were “labeled” Special Education at an 
early age.  This label has hindered their possibilities and 
allowed teachers to use it as an excuse for low 
expectations.  Get to know your students and raise the 
bar for achievement.  They will look very different in 
person from the documentation you receive in their 
folders.  Do not be afraid to ask them to do more then 
they have ever been asked to do.  My students were going 
to receive a Certificate of Attendance and a pat on the 
back when they graduated.  Do not be afraid to question 
the status quo, as you are in charge of the academic 
future of your students. 
 
Molly Stauffer, South Louisiana ‘96 
Chapter Relations Director 
Honor Society of Phi Kappa Phi 
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tests (Kentucky, Louisiana, and South Carolina) also evidence large increases in the 
percentage of special education students excluded from taking the tests.46 

 
Not all teachers encounter these insidious pressures, but many do.  We raise these issues not to imply 
that you should set out to solve these problems on a grand scale, but rather to alert you to some of the 
complex political concerns that you will probably find yourself navigating on a daily basis for sake of your 
students.   
 
The Promise of Special Education 
Perhaps most important, new teachers should recognize the intentions of the special education system 
and should work hard to make a less-than-perfect system work to the advantage of students who need 
special services.  While the gaps between how the system is supposed to work and the reality of its 
implementation can be extremely frustrating to teachers and administrators alike, many students depend 
on the special differentiation provided by the system.  And, if you are like most teachers, you will depend 
on the system for help in serving your special needs students. 
 
Without a doubt, teaching special education presents 
special challenges.  Those of you assigned to teach 
special education this fall obviously have a lot to 
learn.  However, as the many corps members who 
have done so before you would attest, you can 
succeed.  You can bring your students academic 
success that they may not have known before.  For 
special education teachers—as for all new teachers—
it is especially important that you access and take 
advantage of all of the resources at your disposal, 
from books to people.  You should be able to find the 
resources you need to serve your students, even if 
you have to look beyond the walls of your school. 
 
As we mentioned at the beginning of this section on special education, those of you not assigned to 
special education must remember that all teachers interact in some way or another with the special 
education system.  Even if you have not been assigned to teach special education, you should expect to 
have students with special needs in your classroom, and it will be your legal responsibility to meet those 
students’ needs appropriately.  More importantly, your students—all of your students—deserve an 
excellent education.  For some of your students who have special needs (whether those needs are 
officially recognized or not), that will mean adjusting your planning and instruction to ensure that they are 
meeting their ambitious learning goals.  For additional resources for serving students with special needs, 
see the Instructional Planning & Delivery Toolkit (p. 93), which can be found online at the Resource 
Exchange on TFANet.  
 
 
III. Supporting English Language Learners 
 
In light of our responsibility to ensure that all students are successful in reaching learning objectives, we 
have considered the fact that students learn differently and that teachers need to modify instruction to 
account for those differences.  In the last section, we considered this question in relation to students who 
qualify for special education services.  In this section, we will introduce instructional modifications and 

                                                 
46 Ibid. 

 
I saw the dangers of low expectations so clearly in 
the special education system in my school—there 
literally were no expectations, just because the 
students weren’t expected to pass the test the way 
others were.  It was clear that the students saw it as 
well—and were frustrated to the point where they 
just didn’t care anymore. 
 
Crystal Brakke, North Carolina ‘99 
Vice President, Institutes 
Teach For America 
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support systems for students who are English Language Learners (ELL).   (Keep in mind that when you 
arrive at the institute this summer, you will receive a “ESL/Bilingual Supplement and Toolkit” packet that 
will elaborate on the material presented here.) 
 
Although not all corps members are assigned to teach in an English as a Second Language (ESL) or 
bilingual setting, all teachers must prepare for the fact that they will very likely have at least some 
English Language Learners in their classroom.  Moreover, the instructional strategies highlighted here 
are effective for a broad range of students, regardless of their language facility or needs.  
 
Education for English-Language Learners—A Primer 
Given the public and legal debate over how students of limited or no English-speaking skills should 
receive instruction, it is not surprising that there are a variety of bilingual and English language programs 
used throughout the country.  In some schools, a “bilingual education” approach is used, which means 
that students are instructed in both their first language and in English.  The theory behind those 
programs is that students will ultimately have enhanced literacy and learning skills if they first obtain 
some reasonable level of proficiency in their first language.  In a recent study, the National Research 
Council’s Committee on the Prevention of Reading Difficulties explained that novice English-speaking 
readers have some basis for recognizing the fruits of their labor.  That is, they associate the revealing of 
meaning with the reading process.  Non-English speakers have much less basis for knowing whether 
their reading is correct because the critical meaning-making process is short circuited by lack of 
language knowledge.  Giving a child reading instruction in a language that he or she does not speak can 
thereby undermine the child’s opportunity to appreciate reading as an exciting and powerful form of 
communication.  The National Research Council recommended, therefore, that wherever possible 
students be provided initial reading instruction in their first language. 
 
Of course, not all schools have the resources or the critical mass (or the political will) to have full-blown 
“bilingual education” programs.  And many older students arrive at school with some basic proficiency in 
their first language.  Thus, there is another approach for English language learners called English as a 
Second Language (ESL).  ESL programs, unlike bilingual programs, focus primarily on teaching students 
English.  In fact, under traditional ESL modes, the students’ native language is largely irrelevant to the 
teacher and the classroom.   An ESL teacher should be able to teach a room full of students who speak a 
number of different languages.  Many corps members encounter just such a situation.  Stephen Ready, 
RGV ’92, for example, teaches ESL in the Bay Area, and at various times he has had as many seven 
languages represented in his classroom. 
 
In the Instructional Planning & Delivery Toolkit (found online at the Resource Exchange on TFANet), we 
have compiled a table that describes the different types of bilingual and English as a Second Language 
programs, the linguistic goal for students in the program (i.e., in what languages they should gain 
proficiency), and the language of instruction used in the program.  See “Various Programs for English 
Language Learners” in the Toolkit (p. 94).   You might also want to check out the “Brief History of ESL 
and Bilingual Education” in the Toolkit (pp. 95-96).   
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Instructional Modifications for English Language Learners 
 As mentioned earlier, whether you are assigned to a bilingual or ESL 
classroom or not, you are likely to have students who are English 
language learners.  In the most literal sense, modifying instruction for 
ELL students is simply an extension of the principles of “differentiation” 
discussed in the previous section of this chapter.  Your responsibility is 
to modify your teaching strategies to accommodate your students’ 
language development.  That may include helping them build their 
speaking, writing, and reading skills in English while also increasing 
their learning in various content areas.   
While you will explore in more detail various techniques for instructing ELL students this summer, here 
we have compiled a quick survey of some of the basic approaches that teachers find effective.  These 
techniques fall generally under three over-arching principles of ELL instruction: 

(1) Maximize the accessibility of your lesson 
(2) Respectfully and strategically encourage, correct, and assess English language learners 
(3) Proactively value and embrace your students’ language and culture in your classroom 
 

(1) Maximizing the Accessibility of Your Lessons 
 
Constantly build context for new terms and ideas.  Good ESL teachers can hear their lesson the 
way their students hear it.  These teachers are constantly modifying their instruction so that 
someone learning English can understand the concepts being discussed.  Simplifying concepts, 
expanding on new ideas, and providing students with clear definitions and comparisons may 
make it easier for students with limited English proficiency to understand what you are teaching.  
As an example, consider the following implementations of these strategies for a history class, all 
of which highlight for the ELL student the definition or context of unknown terms. 

 Simplification - “The government’s funds were depleted. It was almost out of 
money.” 

 Expansion of ideas - “The government’s funds were depleted. It had spent a lot of 
money on many things: guns, equipment, help for the homeless. It did not have any 
more money to do anything else.” 

 Direct definition - “The government’s funds were depleted. This means that the 
government had spent most of its money.” 

 Comparison - “The government’s funds were depleted. If you had five dollars and you 
went to the store and spent your money on candy then your funds would be depleted, 
too.” 

 
 Use strategies to maximize students’ comprehension. Good ESL teachers will employ a range of 

techniques to increase their students’ comprehension.  Some of these include: 
 Clarification checks – Checking for understanding is important for all students 

including ELLs.  Some of your students may be shy or wary of letting you know when 
they are lost.  If you continuously check for comprehension you are less likely to 
leave students behind.  An example of a comprehension check might be a quick quiz 
at the end of class allowing you to calibrate where your students are.  Also try to look 
for nonverbal responses from your students to gain a sense of the level of 
comprehension or confusion. 

 Pacing – Vary both the speed and of your speech.  Recognize that for ELL students, 
comprehension can increase if you speak more slowly.  Be aware of the speed with 
which you and other students are speaking. 

 
The first thing to remember is to ask 
for help.  You cannot possibly know 
everything there is to know about 
your ELL students. 
 
Brandy Nelson, New York ‘97 
Managing Director of Program 
Teach For America 
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 Modify your speech – Speak slowly, enunciate clearly, and be sure to allow wait time 
before soliciting answers to questions.  Break complex sentences down into more 
simple sentences, and avoid the use of idioms. 

 Use visual aides to clarify key concepts – Graphic organizers, pictures, graphs, 
objects, and maps may be a better way to introduce new knowledge or skills to ELL 
students, as these tools are less language-dependent.  The use of media, 
manipulatives, and other modalities increases the ways your students can follow 
what you are saying. 

 Record your lessons on tape and make these tapes available to your ELL students.  
Students with limited English proficiency may have an easier time following what you 
say if they can stop a tape, rewind, and listen to your words at their own pace. 

 Use demonstrations or role-plays to show and act out new ideas. If your ELL 
students can see the new material in practice or participate in an activity that is less 
dependent on their English skills, they are more likely to understand the new 
material.  Perhaps your class would act out an historical scene.  Perhaps your 
students would group themselves in numbers to “act out” certain math equations.  
These sorts of kinesthetic methods are especially important for your ELL students. 

 
(2) Respectfully and Strategically Encouraging English Language Learners 

 
 Encourage students to speak, but do not force them. Students with limited English proficiency 

are often self-conscious about their English speaking skills. Moreover, some research indicates 
that language learners learn more quickly if they have a period of quiet listening to become 
familiar with the sounds of the language.  (Researchers call this phase the “silent period.”)   

  
 You should be sensitive to these students’ discomfort in speaking, even while encouraging them 

to participate in class and practice their English-speaking skills. More importantly, work to 
create an environment where ELL students feel comfortable speaking in class and making 
mistakes.  As errors are an essential part of language learning, it is important to create an 
environment in which students do not feel uncomfortable when they make a mistake in English. 

 
 Correct speaking errors indirectly or by modeling 

appropriate language.  Although you want students to 
feel comfortable making mistakes, it is also important 
that you correct students’ errors so that they can 
continue to improve.  How you correct those errors, 
however, is critical to students’ success.  Model the 
appropriate language in your response, rather than 
directly correcting them, and you will help the student 
identify mistakes without embarrassment.  If they 
mispronounce a word, use that word in your answer to 
them and emphasize (slightly!) the correct pronunciation.  If they make a grammatical mistake in 
their question or statement, work the correct grammar into your answer.   

 
 Use cooperative groups. Cooperative learning has special benefits for students with limited proficiency 

in the English language.  In these groups, ELL students may be able to call on their group members to 
ask for clarification.  In addition, these groups may provide the students with a comfortable setting in 
which to practice English and contribute their thoughts and ideas.  These opportunities may not present 
themselves in whole-class activities where English speakers may dominate. 

 

I would have individual conversations with 
my ELL students, and identify one place 
outside of our classroom where they 
would speak English – once – that day 
after school.  And we would rehearse 
what they would say.   
 
Allison Ohle, New York ‘98 
Chief of Staff, High Tech High 
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 Create an environment where help is readily accessible. If students are not always working in 
cooperative groups, you might want to assign “buddies” to ELL students who can repeat 
directions or answer basic questions.  If possible, these students should be proficient in both 
English and the ELL student’s native language, but that is not necessary.     

 
 Use appropriate assessments. It is important that you create assessments that reflect your 

students’ mastery of the material being covered and not only their English skills (unless, of 
course, the purpose of the assessment is to evaluate their English skills).  On traditional 
assessments such as tests and quizzes, it may be appropriate to read the questions to the 
student and allow them to respond verbally.  You also, for example, might want to have a higher 
percentage of diagrams to label rather than multiple choice, fill-in-the blank, or essay questions. 

 
(3) Proactively Value and Embrace Your Students’ Language and Culture in Your Classroom 

 
 Show ELL students that you value their native language(s). Your students’ native languages are 

important components of their identities and cultures, and it is important to show that you 
respect and value those languages, cultures, and identities. You can demonstrate your respect 
for your students’ language by using it yourself when appropriate, and/or making an effort to 
learn phrases of their languages if you do not already know them.  You might place multilingual 
signs around the room (e.g., “class library,” “homework,” “today is Monday,” “welcome to math 
class”). You might allow ELL students to teach words from their languages to the native English 
speakers in your class, or you could assign homework that encourages students to use their 
native language to interview community members. 

 
 Use rich and varied resources from your 

students’ cultures.  As the National Board of 
Professional Teacher Standards stated, 
“Accomplished teachers of linguistically and 
culturally diverse learners select, adapt, create, 
and use rich and varied resources.”  You may 
want to seek out culturally relevant books or 
literature, or bring in a series of speakers who 
share a cultural background with your students.  
Moreover, on a day-to-day basis, you should be 
aware of and sensitive to the cultural 
backgrounds of the students you are teaching. 

 
 Develop a diverse resource base.  Select resources that will expand your students’ awareness 

and knowledge of other cultures and backgrounds, and show the contributions of individuals of 
many cultures and languages.  One common challenge in this regard is finding diverse materials 
that are complex and engaging enough conceptually for your students but simple enough 
linguistically for your students to comprehend.  

 
 Avoid erroneous resources.  Curriculum materials unfortunately often misrepresent students’ 

backgrounds and history in their portrayals of the social, political, and historical contexts of both 
indigenous and newly arrived ethnic and cultural groups.  Teachers of linguistically and culturally 
diverse classrooms or groups should critically review the curriculum they receive and, if 
necessary, enrich and supplement the materials to include the perspectives of members of your 
students’ cultural groups.   

 

 
The most difficult thing about teaching older ELL 
students is balancing the fact that the students’ 
English is so low with the fact that they can’t be 
treated like four-year olds.   I am amazed by how 
much I judge somebody, as a reflex, by how they 
speak.  The students speak on a third grade level, 
which can suck you into teaching them like a third 
grader, but they are nearly adults. 
 
Thomas Richards, DC ‘01 
CEO, Organization for Educational Technology 
and Curriculum 
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For additional resources on modifying instruction for ELL students, you might want to visit the websites 
provided in the Instructional Planning & Delivery Toolkit’s list of “ESL and Bilingual Resources on the 
Web” (pp. 97-99); this Toolkit can be found online at the Resource Exchange on TFANet.   As a general 
matter, your English language learners will need the same intensive instruction that all of your students 
need.  Your success as their instructional leader will rest on your careful planning and purposeful 
instructional choices as you maintain your high expectations for their academic success.   
 
At the same time, like all students, students in ESL and bilingual programs come to you from unique 
backgrounds and with unique needs.  Aside from the more obvious points that a student learning English 
as a second language is probably not familiar with many of the idioms and formulaic expressions of the 
English language, teachers of ELL students need to emphasize the key strategies described in this 
section.  They should maximize the accessibility of lessons, respectfully engage students in their English 
learning, and draw from a diverse and cultural relevant pool of resources.   

 
Conclusion and Key Concepts 
 
In this chapter, we first examined the general notion and principles of “differentiation”—the 
individualization of instruction for various learner profiles.  Differentiation is inevitably a formidable 
challenge for new teachers and veteran teachers alike.  And yet, a teacher’s responsibility to lead all of 
his or her students to ambitious academic goals makes the hard work of differentiation absolutely 
necessary.   
 
As you have seen here, students in special education and students who are learning English represent 
particular populations that merit unique sets of differentiated strategies.  All teachers, no matter what 
their ultimate teaching assignment, will most certainly encounter students in need of these various 
instructional strategies.   
 
This summer, you will learn more about these populations and will receive the Special Education and the 
Bilingual/ESL “Supplement and Toolkit.”  From this initial look at these areas of differentiated 
instruction, however, you should be familiar with the following concepts: 
 
 Your classroom will undoubtedly include students on a wide range of academic levels.  

“Differentiation” refers to a teacher’s acknowledgement of those different levels, requiring 
thoughtful modification of instruction so that all students will master the objective.  Among the 
techniques teachers use to differentiate their instruction are tiered assignments, learning 
centers, independent projects and varied questions.   

 
 Differentiation is also the foundation for serving students with special needs.  All teachers should 

be familiar with the referral and evaluation process, the means of determining a student’s 
eligibility, and the IEP development process.   Most important, all teachers must work to 
differentiate their instruction to meet each student’s needs. 

 
 English Language Learners are one population of students who require special kinds of 

differentiated instruction.  Among the techniques that should be used to differentiate instruction 
for students learning English as a second language are maximizing the opportunities for context 
clues, allowing for a “silent period” when students do not have to speak English, modeling 
appropriate language, valuing students’ native language, and using appropriate assessments. 
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Every child is different, but all children can learn—if only we address their needs.  It may take research, 
patience and “out of the box” thinking, but success is definitely within reach.  Molly Eigen, Rio Grande 
Valley ’99 and now a Teach For America Program Director in Phoenix, demonstrates this sense of 
possibility:  
 

When I began teaching in a classroom that included students labeled with varied 
disabilities including learning disabilities, intellectual disability and emotional 
disabilities, I was told that none of them could retain information or understand higher 
order thinking.  Looking at their testing, I was amazed that I had 17 year old students who 
could not read, meaning that in 11 years of education they had not retained phonics or 
any level of reading instruction.  I quickly realized that when I approached the students 
using traditional ways of teaching (lecture, worksheets, independent work), they would 
not retain what I was teaching, but when I began doing kinesthetic activities, making 
clear connections for students, having them chant, having them problem solve, and 
basically approaching every objective from every angle several times, my students began 
to retain information and their skill levels quickly increased.  Once they began this 
process and realized that they were capable of much more than they and others had 
thought, their confidence picked up.  They became more invested in their learning and 
therefore their retention increased even more.  Ultimately, these students were no less 
able to learn, but needed to learn in different and more varied ways. 
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Recording Results Effectively 
Grading Supplement 
I. Planning Your Approach 
II. Tabulating Grades 
III. Reporting Results to Maximize Motivation 
 
Introduction 
 
Your grading system represents the final stage of feedback—the official reporting of student progress to 
students, families, and the school administration.  In addition to communicating a child’s level of 
proficiency, grades serve as the basis for a myriad of decisions affecting children’s lives, including grade-
level promotion, placement in remedial or advanced classes, college admissions, scholarships, and 
prizes. Therefore, it is your professional obligation to collect enough data on student performance to 
determine a fair and accurate summative evaluation of each student’s performance.   
 
One key purpose of an effective grading system is to measure how well your students have mastered 
learning goals.  This means developing scales that help you distinguish between varied levels of student 
performance—and between tasks of varied importance and weight to allow all of your grades to come 
together into a composite reflection of student achievement. You should map out in advance all the 
formal assessments you plan to utilize during a grading period to ensure that you will have enough data 
regarding all objectives when determining a grade.  Ensuring that academic grades reflect student 
learning also means deciding how to separate academic performance from non-academic performance, 
even though you may be tempted to use the threat of lowered grades to discourage certain student 
behavior.   
 
You should also be conscious that feedback and grades can have motivating or debilitating effects on 
students, and your policies should be designed to take the mystery out of assessment and help students 
see that hard work does lead to improvement.  That, along with ensuring that grades  accurately portray a 
child’s progress to you, students, parents and decision-makers, will lead to an effective system.   Here 
are some concrete suggestions to get you on your way: 
 
 
I. Planning Your Approach 
 
a. Identify pertinent grading policies and schedules.  Before creating your own evaluation system, be 
sure to examine any school or district-wide grading policies that you will need to abide by (e.g., the 
grading scale utilized by the school system or the report card format).  Schools and districts may have 
strict policies regarding report card or end-of-term grading, but you will probably have greater latitude in 
your use of grades at other times of the year.  You should also be familiar with the grading calendar.  Be 
aware of when grades or progress reports are due, so you can schedule all applicable summative 
assessments before that time. 

 
b. Avoid the “curve.”  When you do have the liberty to design your measurement systems, grading should 
always be done in reference to learning criteria, never on the curve.  Grading on the curve pits students 
against one another and converts learning into a game of winners and losers—with most students falling 
into the latter category.  On the other hand, grading in reference to learning criteria sends the message 
to students that the goal is to learn the material and to fulfill their own potential.  
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c. Ensure that your grading systems account for differences in performance.  In general, your grading 
scales should be refined enough to make detailed distinctions between the quality of work that students 
submit.  A system that measures Karina’s performance at 79 and Macedonio’s performance at 72, for 
instance, is more effective than one that gives both students a C.  Grading systems, however, should 
provide more than just a simple score representing the overall performance of students.   Effective 
grading should also produce an accurate report of how students are achieving on individual learning 
goals or objectives.  This detailed information provides a more nuanced picture of the differences 
between student performances and is vital for making informed instructional decisions that target 
student needs.  Having this level of detail in your grading systems also allows you to communicate to 
students exactly where they are strong and where they need to improve.  
 
In the chapter on Assessment, you saw how teachers develop 
rubrics, anchor papers, and other tools to help evaluate 
projects, term papers and other assignments that may rely on 
a more subjective means of judgment.  You also saw how 
teachers develop a sliding scale of evaluation for individual 
test questions since open-ended tasks are bound to yield 
responses of different quality.  Remember that the best 
teachers are able to clearly articulate what different levels of 
student work will look like as they create their grading tools.  
Thus, instead of grading as you go along, you should always 
design a standard method of evaluating work before you 
administer any assignment that you will grade.   

 
d. Ensure that your grading systems provide consistency. 
Receiving an 85 should represent the same quality of work on 
every assessment throughout the semester. This especially 
becomes a concern when teachers incorporate rubrics into 
their grading system, and a three on a four-point scale 
suddenly becomes a 75 percent. Remember that your grading 
system should tell you the extent to which students are 
mastering objectives, so if a three on a rubric represents correct punctuation 85 percent of the time, 
make sure you make the applicable conversions.  Otherwise, you will skew your averages.   
 
e. Ensure that your grading systems take into account the relative weight and importance of different 
assignments. Simply adding up the number of correct answers on a test and dividing by the number of 
total questions to calculate a percentage does not usually yield an accurate score. Nor does simply 
averaging a student’s scores from all of the assignments of the marking period yield a reliable composite 
grade. You will use a variety of assessment tools (journal entries, tests, projects, class participation) as 
evidence of your students’ mastery of your curriculum.  Each question or assessment should be given a 
weight corresponding to:  
 

 The portion of learning goals covered by the question or assessment   
 The material’s relative importance  
 The time you spent teaching that concept (ideally, similar to the importance) 
 The number of parts or sections in the task (a question that asks students to perform three 

actions should be worth more than a multiple choice question)  
 The relative difficulty of the task (higher difficulty merits higher points) 
 

Weighting Questions 
Consider a test for students expected to 
compare the American and French 
Revolutions. You may have three 
sections, each weighted to represent 
their relative importance and difficulty. 
 
 Fill-in-the blank questions that 

require students to recall terms, 
names and dates: 25 percent (10 
questions, 2.5 points each). 

 Short-answer questions that require 
students to explain various events: 
30 percent (6 questions, 5 points 
each). 

 An essay question that requires 
students to compare the relative 
success of the two revolutions: 45 
percent (1 question, graded on a 5-
tier rubric). 
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On a test, that means that certain questions and sections will be worth more than others (see table, 
right). Over the course of a marking period, certain assignments will carry more weight, based on the 
same criteria.  It is common practice to calculate grades on a “total points” model, where each 
assignment is worth a certain number of points out of the total number available during that marking 
period.  A test worth 40 percent of the marking period’s grade could be worth 80 points, an essay worth 
20 percent could be worth 40 points.  This only underscores the importance of planning assessments 
ahead of time; only then will you know how to assign relative weights to various tasks because you will be 
considering each assignment in relation to the others. 
 
While every teacher approaches his or her tabulations differently, effective teachers have a rationale 
behind their weighting systems.  Michele Cadwallader, Delta ’97, teaches French and weighs daily work 
25 percent; tests, quizzes, major projects and performances 50 percent; and participation 25 percent.  “I 
believe a teacher should thoughtfully consider these percentages,” she says.  “This system accurately 
reflects what I esteem as most important in a foreign language classroom. Tests and quizzes are high 
because unless I know that students know the vocabulary, I cannot move on.  Everything builds on what 
has previously been learned.  Participation is also quite high because approximately 40 percent of my 
state standards refer to oral and aural work.”  Given that there is no across-the-board consensus on 
what these percentages should be, and because these decisions are largely dependent on your subject 
matter, we’ve included a number of other sample grading systems in the Instructional Planning & 
Delivery Toolkit (pp. 100-107) so you can see how different corps members approach this task; this 
Toolkit can be found online at the Resource Exchange on TFANet.   
 
 
II. Tabulating Grades 
 
a. Grade accurately and consistently.  While it is vital to plan your approach to grading, this is only the 
first step. The best of plans will not lead to success if you do not appropriately implement or execute 
them.  Thus, it is imperative that you grade carefully and accurately.  Make sure that you are following 
your plans to evaluate student performance in a fair and thorough manner.  Otherwise, you will get 
unreliable data that won’t help you to move students forward.  Also, remember to grade consistently 
enough so that you can track and communicate student progress on a frequent basis.  If you don’t grade 
the assessments you administer, you won’t be able to understand your students’ successes and struggles 
to make informed adjustments to your instructional plans.  
 
b. You can select which assignments to grade.  A common question from beginning teachers is, “Do I 
have to grade everything?”  If you have asked your students to complete a task, you should examine their 
work as a gauge of their progress and provide feedback.  Yet determining an exact grade on every single 
assignment is probably not a good use of your time.  For certain tasks, some teachers will simply make 
notations in their records of who seems to need more practice on specific goals and who demonstrates 
particularly strong effort (giving a check-plus versus a check on homework, for example).  In some 
classrooms, the teacher reviews the homework aloud with the class, and students self-monitor their 
progress and ask questions on points they do not understand.  Here, completing the homework and 
understanding the correct answers become prerequisites for success on subsequent assignments that 
are graded formally. 
 
c. Separate non-academic performance from your tabulations.  As different educators share their 
grading systems with you, you will notice that some teachers deduct points from a child’s grade because 
of tardiness, late assignments, or misbehavior, despite the fact that the student demonstrates academic 
performance far above the resulting average.  These teachers wish to teach their students the 
responsibility of completing assigned tasks on time, being neat and organized, and following classroom 
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rules.  They reason that it would be unfair to give a student who completes work promptly the same grade 
as someone who does not.  This is an understandable rationale. 
 
Remember, though, that altering grades in this way makes them less useful tools for others to know how 
well a child has performed on the objectives you’ve taught.  It will be impossible for anyone outside your 
classroom to know the reasons and meanings behind a single number or letter – a major problem 
because grades are used to make important decisions about placement and promotion.   It is more 
appropriate and effective to address the issues of why students do not behave properly or turn in 
assignments in the first place, rather than assign grades that are inaccurate measurements of a 
student’s skills.  Some schools are now moving toward a dual reporting system in which one grade 
reflects a student’s mastery of academic material and another reflects personal responsibility and effort.  
Use this or some other notification system (written quarterly reports or parent conferences, for example) 
to indicate attitudinal problems or successes, meanwhile leaving the academic grade unadulterated and 
reflective of a child’s level of academic mastery and progress.   
 
d. Consider students with special needs.  For students with special needs, the decision of how to balance 
effort with achievement becomes particularly complicated.  A student’s special needs may require him or 
her to work a great deal harder to attain only modest gains in performance.  If this effort is not 
recognized, the student may become frustrated and lose sight of the importance of working hard.  One 
strategy is to use a scale of "not working, working, making progress, mastery,” which places the focus on 
effort, but also indicates whether the performance objective has been met. 
 
e. Consider margin of error when evaluating borderline cases for students about to fail your class.   
Because of the limited number of questions on any test, the subjectivity of certain grading practices and 
the “bad day” factor (a student might have had a fight with a peer right before taking a crucial test), you 
should acknowledge the margin of error in any assessment.  For a borderline case of a student on the 
cusp of failing and passing your class, you should seek out additional proof that the child has not 
mastered objectives before failing him or her. 

 
Instead of giving a student a “deadly zero” for a missed assignment (potentially knocking their average 
down nearly 20 points), some teachers will hound the child until he or she hands it in, enlisting parents if 
necessary; it may come to light that the child was capable of completing a project but did not understand 
the expectations.  Ultimately, it is acceptable to fail students if they have demonstrated that they have not 
adequately mastered the material.  (The lowest grade some teachers and schools will give is a 50, to 
avoid complete decimation of someone’s average.) It is not constructive to allow the mathematics of 
averages and zeros to fail a student who has demonstrated his or her proficiency in other ways. 

 
 
III. Reporting Results to Maximize Motivation 
 
a. Track information carefully and consistently—and use 
it to help students see their growth.  In order to know 
whether students are learning, you must do more than just 
grade assignments.  You also need to track and analyze the 
data you collect.  Without regularly entering student data 
into your tracking system you will be unable to know if your 
instruction has been effective or if you are on track to meet 
your goals.  Tracking allows you to analyze student results, 
notice trends in student mastery, and adjust your actions 
accordingly.  Because of this, it is essential for successful 

Each quarter, I hang up our class’s language 
arts and math objectives.  This provides a 
strong visual reminder that reinforces the 
importance of showing up prepared to learn, 
and also to track the class’s academic 
accomplishments.  As we check off objectives 
mastered by the class, we also highlight those 
objectives that we needed to revisit for extra 
reinforcement.   
 
Nikeya Bridges, Greater New Orleans ‘00 
Instructional Fellow, District 23 
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teaching.   Many new teachers do not track frequently enough because they forget its importance and fail 
to make it a priority amidst all of the other things they need to accomplish. To avoid this from happening, 
you should commit to making tracking a habit.  Schedule time each week to record your students’ 
performance on the assessments you administer.  Doing this will allow you to clearly view student 
progress toward your goals and to adjust your short and long-term planning.   
 
When filling out report cards, you may find it useful to draw evidence from each major component of your 
instructional program (e.g., homework, class work, participation in class discussions, and notes).  By 
tracking progress in all areas of your class, you send a message to your students that all that you ask 
them to do is valuable and important in their learning.  It is also important to keep this information neat 
and organized, as parents and principals may ask to see your grade book.  See a sample computerized 
gradebook in the Instructional Planning & Delivery Toolkit (p. 108); the Toolkit can be found online at the 
Resource Exchange on TFANet.   While you should track a variety of information, you should also make 
sure that you have a tracking tool that highlights only academic mastery and progress without other 
student information (like attendance, homework, etc.).  It is important to have a place where you can 
exclusively view student and class academic progress toward your big goal.  This tool serves as your 
guide to making important instructional decisions, so it needs to be clear and easy to interpret.  
Separating academic mastery data from additional student information will allow you to view this clear 
picture of student progress on your learning goals.  Again, this does not mean that you shouldn’t track 
student participation, homework completion, and other relevant student actions.  Just be sure to put this 
information in a separate document from your main academic tracking tool.        

 
b. Consider students’ objective and relative success.  Similarly, your reporting system should take into 
account both the students’ level of mastery (where they are) and their relative progress toward the goals 
(how far they’ve come) through effective effort.  Some report cards, especially at the elementary level, 
will have separate categories for effort and achievement. In class and with parents, these teachers 
emphasize the effort grade is just as important as the achievement grade. “I always tell my kids that 
children who work hard and show growth are the real heroes,” one teacher reports. “Going from knowing 
three of your times tables to eight of them is much more exciting than coming into class knowing nine 
and leaving knowing nine.”  We talk more about balancing these two considerations in Chapter Eight, 
Differentiation.  

 
While you may be required to record achievement on an 
absolute scale on a report card every term, you will not 
want to relent on important objectives just because that 
marking period is over; some students simply need more 
time to make gains. The most effective teachers 
administer multiple, varied assessments on an ongoing 
basis to provide students with repeated opportunities to 
demonstrate mastery.  By doing this, students can make 
progress and improve their performance over time.  To 
aide this process, teachers not only record summative 
scores, but also maintain “mastery sheets” to track 
student proficiency on individual objectives (see Annika’s 
Mastery Sheet).  These sheets show children the growth 
they’ve made and the areas they need to improve. They 
also can serve as the primary, on-going means of 
communicating progress to parents. 
 

 

 
Annika’s Mastery Sheet 
(U = unsatisfactory, G = 
gaining proficiency, P = 
proficient, E = excellent) Se

pt
. 2

 

Ap
r.

 1
8 

Ap
r.

 2
5 

M
ay

 1
 

M
ay

 8
 

Identify 
numerators/denominators 

E * * * *

Explain purpose of fractions U P E * *
Represent fractions w/ 
manipulatives 

U P P E *

Add/subtract fractions (one 
denom.)  

U G G P E

Find least common multiple U U U P E
Add/subtract fractions (2 
denoms.) 

U U U G P

Multiply fractions U P P E *
Explain reciprocals U P P E *
Divide fractions U P P P E
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As you learned in the Unit Planning and Differentiation chapters, effective teachers maintain tracking systems 
that identify which objectives individual students and the class as a whole have mastered or need help with 
(see Ms. Cotner’s Progress Chart). These lists can indicate when to vary questions during class, what 
objectives need to be re-taught or reviewed during the year, and when to schedule tutoring (either after school 
or through individualized practice during class), in order to help students solidify skills until they meet grade-
level standards.  Final exam grades, which usually carry a lot of weight in a final average, and standardized 

test scores, which some states 
link to grade level promotion, will 
reflect your continued efforts, 
even if individual marking period 
grades do not.  If one goal of 
assessment is for students 
themselves to know where they 
are in comparison with their goals 
and what they need to do to make 
further growth, “mastery sheets” 
help facilitate this process.  The 
Instructional Planning & Delivery 
Toolkit contains another example 
of a teacher’s “Teacher’s Mastery 
Checklist”, as well as a “Student’s 
Mastery Checklist” and “Charts 
that Track Progress Over Time” 
(pp. 109-112); this Toolkit can be 

found online at the Resource 
Exchange on TFANet.   
 

 
Just as teachers self-assess to determine what questioning 
techniques they are using or whether they have been sending 
consistent messages about expectations, students can assess 
their performance against a standard to guide their own 
learning.  By learning to ask themselves certain questions, 
students can develop the important skill of accurate self-
assessment.  A third grader can learn to ask herself whether a 
story she writes has a beginning, a middle, and an end.  By 
practicing this skill, she can be her own editor. Similarly, a 
tenth grade student can learn to ask himself whether he has 
provided adequate evidence to support his point—be it on a 
history report, a geometry proof, or a science lab.  
 
The best teachers clearly communicate to students their 
progress as well as why they have or have not demonstrated 
mastery on different objectives.  One of the best ways to help 
students compare their work to the ultimate goals is to use a 
rubric.  Chapter 2 explains in detail that rubrics clearly define 
expectations for student achievement by delineating different 
levels of quality for a project, paper, or presentation.  Rubrics 
give teachers clear criteria when assessing student 

Ms. Cotner’s  
Progress Chart 
Chapter 2 
Section A 
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Average: 83% 
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Class Mastery 
Average by skill (in 
%)  

 98 90 83 75 70 69 95 

Joseph 84 100 90 85 80 70 70 95 
Millie 91 100 95 95 85 85 80 100 
Raymond 80 100 85 80 75 65 65 90 
Destiny 75 90 90 75 60 60 60 95 

5 
 
4 
 
3 
 
2 
 
1 

9/1   11/1           2/15 5/15

To go from a 1.5 to my next goal, 
a 2.5, I will pay careful attention 
to punctuation and to my thesis 
statements. 

By using the same writing rubric all 
year, students can graph their progress 
and set short and long-term goals for 
themselves, pinpointing an area of 
concentrated effort for each goal-
setting session. 

Mastery tracking sheets and progress charts allow students and teachers 
to see both growth and areas of needed improvement. 



181 

performance, but just as importantly, rubrics give students clear expectations for that performance.  If 
students fully understand the requirements for success, they will be more motivated to achieve.  Armed 
with that information, students can also refer to the requirements throughout the process of creating the 
final product, constantly evaluating their progress towards the highest level of achievement.  Some 
writing teachers use the same rubric all year and have students chart their progress on a graph (see 
example), setting goals along the way.  Look in the Instructional Planning & Development Toolkit for 
more information on rubrics (pp. 19-21: “Rubrics”).    
 

c. Employ a transparent grading formula.  
Ensure that both students and families know 
what information will be considered in 
calculating grades, including: the objectives to 
be learned, the level of performance that you 
expect your students to demonstrate in order to 
earn particular grades, and the evidence that 
you will draw upon to evaluate achievement of 
these objectives.  This shared knowledge of 
expectations for successful performance will 
help foster a culture in which students do not 
depend solely on your evaluation of their work 
as an indicator of its relative merit, but can 
independently evaluate their work against the 
criteria. 

 
d. Report progress in multiple ways.  The report card need not be the only time that parents are aware of 
their child’s grades.  Require parents to sign tests.  Send home regular academic and behavioral updates.  
Be sure to use regular opportunities to let your students know that you notice their progress by developing 
growing lists in your classroom of students who have mastered specific learning goals.  Use parent phone 
calls to relay news of consistent effort, or dramatic improvement.  It’s quite possible that they will have 
never received such a call before. A sample Report Card is included in the Instructional Planning & 
Delivery Toolkit (pp. 113-114), which can be found online at the Resource Exchange on TFANet.    
 
e. Respond to student work with timely and meaningful feedback.   
Whatever form your assessment takes, once your students’ thinking 
is visible and you have a clear picture of what students understand, 
you can then go back and provide helpful guidance and feedback.  
Effective grading should communicate to students their strengths 
and weaknesses on different objectives so that they understand their 
progress toward the big goal and what they need to do in order to 
improve.  You should clearly illuminate to students why they have or 
have not met the bar of mastery on different goals by providing 
qualitative feedback and explaining your grading system’s rationale.  
Don’t simply give students a score without helping them to interpret 
the meaning and implications of their grade.  When you make your 
grading transparent to students, you allow them to clearly 
understand their progress and how to improve their performance.   
This in turn can invest them in taking action to further their own 
academic development.   
 

 
My students keep track of their own grades and write their 
own progress reports, which I sign off on.  Each student has 
a grading folder with a grade-tracker for labs (15% of their 
grade), miscellaneous work (15%), and unit texts (70%).  We 
enter grades as a class on Mondays.  Every few weeks they 
add up their earned points and divide by their possible 
points; they then weight each category and add up the 
totals for a final grade.  It helps the students to understand 
where their grades come from and to accept responsibility 
for poor grades.   
 
Heidi Hisrich, Delta ‘03 
Chemistry Teacher 
Richmond Community Schools 

Sample Peer Feedback Questions 
1. What were the take-home messages 

of the speech? What details 
supported those ideas? 

2. What did you notice about your 
classmates’ volume, eye contact and 
tone? How did that affect the 
speech? 

3. What visual aids did the speaker 
use? How were they helpful to you as 
an audience member? 

4. What would make this speech even 
better?  
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While providing students with positive feedback is important, constant and/or vague praise can cut off 
discussion and encourage complacency. When students demonstrate progress, praise should be sincere, 
specific, and focused on their effort. (e.g., “You did a terrific job checking your work and fixing mistakes;” 
“You provided excellent detail in this story;” “Your comments in class were very responsive to other 
students;” “It’s impressive to see how closely you are listening.”) 
At the same time, mistakes should be viewed as learning opportunities and necessary steps to success, 
not as indications that the student has failed to learn.  During class, you should rarely ignore incorrect 
answers (though you may want to hear other students’ answers before you address the mistake), and in 
fact, you may want to spend more time analyzing incorrect answers than you do going over correct ones.  
Mistakes offer a valuable opportunity to dispel underlying misunderstandings that might also be held by 
others in the class.  Moreover, the process of discussing errors helps every student, even those who got 
the problem right the first time; in fact, one of the best ways to deepen one’s understanding is through 
analyzing misunderstanding. 
 
In addition to providing their own feedback to students, teachers can play a significant role in creating an 
effective dynamic of peer feedback. Peer feedback should be provided in an environment where students 
value one another’s learning efforts. As much as possible, you should guide students to offer feedback in 
a constructive manner, and to depersonalize the give and take of feedback so that it is focused on the 
ideas and not the person.  By providing questionnaires that structure students’ comments (see example), 
peers can learn to be descriptive and objective, rather than biting, in their feedback; they may also be able 
to apply the lessons they learned from the feedback process to improving their own work. 
 
Conclusion 
 
This supplement aims to help you plan a fair and accurate grading system for your classroom.  We have 
seen that recording and reporting results takes careful planning and thoughtful strategy to ensure that 
data is reflective of actual student achievement and that students can see their performance as a work in 
progress that they will continue to hone.    
 
 Plan ahead to create a comprehensive grading system that makes distinctions in quality between 

different student performances and distinctions in importance between different assignments.  
 
 In order to ensure that your students’ grades are reflective of their best possible scholastic 

performance, you should separate non-academic performance from your calculation of grades.  Your 
system should also consider students with special needs, as well as the margin of error in borderline 
cases of promotion or retention. 

 
 When reporting results, motivate students by charting their growth and giving meaningful feedback 

that informs students of their progress, why they have succeeded or failed to meet mastery, and what 
they need to do in order to improve. 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Instructional Planning & Delivery 
 

Related Readings   
 



 

 















Note: Reprinted with permission from Dennis Palmer Wolf. 
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