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Learning, or Not Learning, 
in School 

Learning—the goal of schooling—is a complex process. But what 

is learning? Consider the following definitions and the implica- 

tions each has for teaching: 

e Learning is the process of acquiring knowledge or ski 

through study, experience, or teaching. 

e Learning is experience that brings about a relatively per- 

manent change in behavior. 

e Learning is a change in neural function as a consequence 

of experience. E 

e Learning is the cognitive process of acquiring skill or 

knowledge. 

e Learning is an increase in the amount of response rules 

and concepts in the memory of an intelligent system. 

Which definition fits with your beliefs? Now ask yourself, how 

is it that you learn? Think of something that you do well. Take a 

minute to analyze this skill or behavior. How did you develop your 

prowess? How did you move from novice to expert? You probably 

1 



2 © Better Learning Through Structured Teaching 

did not develop a high level of skill from simply being told how to 

complete a task. Instead, you likely had models, feedback, peer sup- 

port, and lots of practice. Over time, you developed your exper- 

tise. You may have extended that expertise further by sharing it 

with others. The model that Sete this eles of pay ler 

The Gradual Release of Responsibility 
Instructional Framework 

The gradual release of responsibility instructional framework 

purposefully shifts the cognitive load from teacher-as-model, to 

joint responsibility of teacher and learner, to independent prac- 

tice and application by the learner (Pearson & Gallagher, 1983). It 

stipulates that the teacher moves from assuming “all the responsi- 

bility for performing a task...to asituation in which the students 

assume all of the responsibility” (Duke & Pearson, 2002, p. 211). 

This gradual release may occur over a day, a week, a month, ora 

year. Graves and Fitzgerald (2003) note that “effective instruction 

often follows a progression in which teachers gradually do less of 

the work and students gradually assume imereased-responsibility 

for-their-learning. It-is-through-this process of gradually assum- 

ing more and more responsibility for their learning that-students 

beeome-competent,-independentlearners” (p. 98). 

The gradual release of responsibility framework, originally 

developed for reading instruction, refleets.the intersection of-sev- 

eral-theories, including 

e Piaget’s (1952) work on cognitive structures and schemata 

¢ Vygotsky’s (1962, 1978) work on zones of proximal 

development 

e Bandura’s (1965) work on attention, retention, reproduc- 

tion, and motivation 

¢ Wood, Bruner, and Ross’s (1976) work on scaffolded 

instruction 
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Taken together, these theories suggest that learning occurs 

through interactions with others; when these interactions are 

intentional, specific learning occurs. 

Unfortunately, most current efforts to implement the grad- 

ual release of responsibility framework limit these interactions 

to adult and child exchanges: / do it; we do it together; you do it. 

But this three-phase model omits a truly vital component: stu- 

dents learning through collaboration with their peers4the you 

do it together phase} Although the effectiveness of peer learning 

has been demonstrated with English language learners (Zhang & 

Dougherty Stahl, 2011), students with disabilities (Grenier, Dyson, 

& Yeaton, 2005), and learners identified as gifted (Patrick, Bangel, 

& Jeon, 2005), it has typically been examined as a singular prac- 

tice, isolated from the overall instructional design of the lesson. A 

more complete implementation model for the gradual release of 

responsibility recognizes the recursive nature of learning and has 

teachers cycle purposefully through purpose setting and guided 

instruction, collaborative learning, and independent experiences. 

In Figure 1.1, we map out these phases of learning, indicating the 

share of responsibility that students and teachers have in each. 

Figure 1.1 A-Structure-for-instruction That Works” 

TEACHER RESPONSIBILITY 

Focused Instruction 

Collaborative 

Learning 

Independent 

Learning 
“You do it alone” 

STUDENT RESPONSIBILITY 
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We are not suggesting that every lesson must always start with 

focused instruction (goal setting and modeling) before progress- 

ing to guided instruction, then to collaborative learning, and finally 

to independent tasks (Grant, Lapp, Fisher, Johnson, & Frey, 2012). 

Teachers often reorder the phases—for example, begin a lesson 

with an independent task, such as bellwork or a quick-write, or 

engage students in collaborative peer inquiry prior to providing 

teacher modeling. As we stress throughout this book, -what-is 

ience-all four-phases-oftearning sacounteri 2w-content. 

We will explore these phases in greater detail in subsequent chap- 

ters, but let’s proceed now with an overview of each. 

Focused Instruction 

Focused instruction is an important part of the overall lesson 

design. This phase includes establishing a clear lesson purpose. 

We-use-the.word.purpose_rather.than_ goal, objective, or learning 

target because it’s essential to ensure that students grasp the rel- 

evance of the lesson. The statement of a lesson’s purpose can 

address goals related to content, language, and social aspects. 

Consider, for example, the teacher who clearly communicates the 

purpose of a lesson as follows: 

Our content goal today is to multiply and estimate products 

of fractions and mixed numerals because these are used in 

cooking, construction, and medicine. Our language goal for 

today is to use precise mathematical terminology while dis- 

cussing problems and answers with one another. Our social 

goal today is to improve our turn-taking skills by making sure 

that each member of the group has a chance to participate in 

the discussion. 

As Dick, Carey, and Carey (2001) remind us, an “instruc- 

tional goal is (1) a-elear, general statement of learner outcomes, 
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(2) related-to an identified problem and needs assessment, and 

(3) achievable through instruction” (p. 25). These are important 

considerations when establishing lesson purpose. As we will dis- 

cuss further in Chapter 2, it’s not enough to simply state the les- 

son purpose. We must ensure that students have opportunities 

to engage with the purpose in a meaningful way and obtain feed- 

back about their performance. 

In addition to establishing purpose, the focused instruction 

phase of learning provides students with information about the 

ways in which a skilled reader, writer, or thinker processes the 

information under discussion. Typically, this is done through 

direct explanations, modeling, or think-alouds in which the 

teacher demonstrates the kind of thinking required to solve a 

problem, understand a set of directions, or interact with a text. 

For example, after reading aloud a passage about spiders to 3rd 

graders, a teacher might say: 

Now I have even more questions. I just read that spiders 

don’t have mouth parts, so I’m wondering how they eat. I 

can’t really visualize that, and I will definitely have to look for 

more information to answer that question. I didn’t know that 

spiders are found all over the world—that was interesting to 

find out. To me, the most interesting spider mentioned in this 

text is the one that lives underwater in silken domes. Now, 

that is something I need to know more about. 

E i Tee eee tht] Aare a 

and-usually-lasts-15—minutes_or_less—long-enough-to-—clearly 

establish-purpose-and-ensure_that students_have-a-modet from 

whieh-to-work. Note that focused instruction does not have to 

come at the beginning of the lesson, nor is there any reason to 

limit focused instruction to once per lesson. The gradual release 

of responsibility instructional framework is recursive, and a 

teacher might reassume-responsibility several-times-during—a 



6 e Better Learning Through Structured Teaching 

Guided Instruction 

The guided instruction phase of a lesson is almost always con- 

dueted-with-small,-purposeful groups that have been composed 

based on formative assessment data. There are a number of instruc- 

tional routines that can be used during guided instruction, and we 

will explore these further in Chapter 3. The key to effective guided 

instruction is planning. These are not random groups of students 

meeting with the teacher; the groups consist of students-whe-share 

acommorrinstructional-need that the teacher can address. 

Guided instruction is an ideal time to differentiate. As Tom- 

~ linson and Imbeau (2010) have noted, teachers can differentiate 

content, process, and product. Small-group instruction allows 

teachers to vary the instructional materials they use, the level 

of prompting or questioning they employ, and the products 

they expect. For example, Marcus Moore,* a 7th grade science 

teacher, identified a group of five students who did not perform 

well on a subset of pre-assessment questions related to asteroid 

impacts. He met with this group of students and shared with them 

a short book from the school library called Comets, Asteroids, and 

Meteorites (Gallant, 2000). He asked each student to read specific 

pages related to asteroids and then to participate in a discussion 

with him and the others in the group about the potential effect 

that these bodies might have on Earth. During this 20-minute les- 

son, Mr. Moore validated and extended his students’ understand- 

ing that, throughout history, life on Earth has been disrupted by 

major catastrophic events, including asteroids. At one point in 

the group’s discussion, he provided this prompt: 

*All the teachers and students we discuss in this book are real people, with names changed to protect 

their privacy. 
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Consider what you know about the Earth’s surface. Talk 

about that—is it all flat? (Students all respond no.) What do 

you think are the things that made the surface of the Earth 

look like it does? Remember, the Earth has a histones, 

A single guided instructional event won’t translate into all stu- 

dents developing the content knowledge or skills they are lack- 

ing, but a series of guided instructional events will. Over time and 

with cues, prompts, and questions, teachers can guide students 

to increasingly complex thinking. Guided instruction is, in part, 

about establishing-high-expectations_and_providing-the-support 

so-that-students-canreach-those-expectations= 

Collaborative Learning 

As we have noted, the collaborative learning phase of instruction 

is too often neglected. If used at all, it tends to be a special event 

rather than an established instructional routine. When done right, 

collaborative learning is a way for students to consolidate their 

thinking and understanding. Negotiating with peers, discussing 

ideas and information, and engaging in inquiry with others gives 

students the opportunity to use what they have learned during 

focused and guided instruction. 

Collaborative learning is not the time to introduce new infor- 

mation to students. This phase of instruction is a time for stu- 

dents to apply what they already know in novel situations or 

engage in a spiral review of previous knowledge. 

It is important, too, that you allow collaborative learning to be 

a little experimental, a little messy. In order for students to consol- 

idate their thinking and interact meaningfully with the content and 

one another, they need to encounter tasks that will reveal their 

partial understandings and misconceptions as well as confirm 

what they already know. In other words, wrestling -with-aproblem 

.is_anecessary-eondition-of collaborative tearning: If you are pretty 



8 e Better Learning Through Structured Teaching 

certain your students will be able to complete a collaborative 

learning task accurately the first time through, that task would 

probably be better suited to the independent learning phase. 

Collaborative learning is also a perfect-opportunityfor—stu- 

dents-to-engage-in-accountable-talk-and-argumentation. Account- 

able talk is a framework for teaching students about discourse 

in order to enrich these interactions. First developed by Lauren 

Resnick (2000) and a team of researchers at the Institute for Learn- 

ing at the University of Pittsburgh, accountable talk describes the 

agreements students and their teacher commit to as they engage in 

partner conversations. These include staying on topic, using infor- 

mation that is accurate and appropriate for the topic, and thinking 

deeply about what the partner has to say. Students are taught to 

be accountable for the content and to one another, and they learn 

techniques for keeping the conversation moving forward, toward a 

richer understanding of the topic at hand. The Institute for Learn- 

ing (n.d.) describes five indicators of accountable talk: 

1. Press for clarification and explanation (e.g., “Could you 

describe what you mean?”). 

2. Require justification of proposals and challenges (e.g., 

“Where did you find that information?”). 

3. Recognize and challenge misconception (e.g., “I don’t 

agree, because aoe 

4. Demand evidence for claims and arguments (eo? = Gan 

you give me an example?”). 

9. Interpret and use one another’s statements (e.g., “I think 

David’s saying , in which case, maybe we should 

iS), 

These are important skills for students to master and, on 
a larger scale, valuable tools for all citizens in a participatory 
democracy (Michaels, O’Connor, & Resnick, 2008). They are also 
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key to meeting Common Core State Standards in speaking and 

listening, the first of which asks students to “prepare for and par- 

ticipate effectively in a range of conversations and collaborations 

with diverse partners, building on others’ ideas and expressing 

their own clearly and persuasively” (National Governors Associa- 

tion Center for Best Practices, Council of Chief State School Offi- 

cers [NGA/CCSSO], 2010a, p. 22). 

We have seen teachers integrate collaborative learning oppor- 

tunities into their instruction in a variety of ways. For example, 

a 10th grade social studies teacher selected a number of read- 

ings that would allow his students to compare and contrast the 

Glorious Revolution of England, the American Revolution, and 

the French Revolution. The students did so through reeiprocal” 

-teaching- (Palinscar & Brown, 1984), an arrangement in which 

groups of students read a piece of text in common; discuss the 

text using predicting, questioning, summarizing, and clarifying; 

and take notes on their discussion. At the end of the discussion, 

each student in the class summarizes the reading individually—a 

step that ensures the individual accountability that is key to suc- 

cessful collaborative learning. 

The way in which one of these groups of students talked about 

their reading demonstrates how peers can support one another 

in the consolidation of information: 

Jamal: | still don’t get it. Those folks in England had a revolu- 

tion because the king wanted the army to be Catholic, and 

he got his own friends in government. But I need help to clar- ’ 

ify what they mean by the “Dispensing Power.” It sounds all 

Harry Potter. 

Antone: | feel you. But dispensing power—that’s just the 

name for getting rid of rules you don’t want. 

LaSheika: That king, James number 2, used a power he had to 

suspend laws and other rules. Adding that to the things you 
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said already, it made people very angry, and they started the 

revolution to get rid of him. It’s just like the other revolutions 

we talked about. 

Collaborative learning situations help students think through 

key ideas, are a natural opportunity for inquiry, and promote 

engagement with the content. As such, they are critical to the 

successful implementation of the gradual release of responsibil- 

ity instructional framework. 

Independent Learning 

The ultimate goal of instruction is that students be able to inde- 

pendently apply information, ideas, content, skills, and strate- 

gies in unique situations. We want to create learners who are not 

dependent on others for information and ideas. As such, students 

need practice completing independent tasks and learning from 

those tasks. Overall and across time, the school and instructional 

events must be “organized to encourage and support a contin- 

ued, increasingly mature and comprehensive acceptance of 

responsibilities for one’s own learning” (Kesten, 1987, p. 15). The 

effectiveness of independent learning, however, depends on stu- 

dents’ readiness to engage in it; too many students are asked to 

complete independent tasks without having received the focused 

or guided instruction they need. 

When students are ready to apply skills and knowledge to 

produce new products, there is a range of independent tasks that 

might be used. Our experience suggests that the more authentic 

a task is, the more likely the student is to complete it. For exam- 

ple, a kindergarten teacher might ask a student to read a familiar 

book to three adults, a 6th grade science teacher might ask a stu- 

dent to predict the outcome of a lab based on the previous three 

experiments, and a high school art teacher might ask a student 

to incorporate light and perspective into a new painting. What’s 
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essential is that an independent learning task clearly relate to 

the instruction each student has received and yet also provide 
hex ae Per ae Iti 

anew-way> 

When Learning Isn't Occurring 

With this structure for instruction that works fresh in mind, let’s 

look at some structures that don’t work so well. Unfortunately, 

there are still plenty of classrooms in which responsibility for 

learning is not being transferred from knowledgeable others 

(teachers, peers, parents) to students. Although they may feature 

some of the phases of instruction we have described, the omis- 

sion of other phases derails learning in significant ways. 

For example, in some classrooms, teachers provide modeling 

and then skip straight to asking students to complete indepen- 

dent tasks—an approach graphically represented in Figure 1.2. 

Figure 1.2 InSome Classrooms... 

TEACHER RESPONSIBILITY 

Focused Instruction 

Independent “You do it alone” 

Learning 

STUDENT RESPONSIBILITY 
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This instructional model is very familiar. A teacher demon- 

strates how to solve algebra problems and then asks students 

to solve the odd-numbered problems in the back of the book. A 

teacher reads a text aloud and then asks students to complete a 

comprehension worksheet based on the reading. In both cases, 

the teacher fails to develop students’ understanding of the con- 

tent through the purposeful interaction of guided instruction. 

Sadly, there is a classroom model even worse than this, at 

least in terms of instructional development. It’s the one in which 

students are asked to learn everything on their own, depicted in 

Figure 1.3. 

| Figure 1.3 In Some Classrooms... 

TEACHER RESPONSIBILITY 

Independent “You do it alone” 

Learning 

STUDENT RESPONSIBILITY 

The structure of these classes is depressingly uniform. Stu- 

dents complete the prepared study packet of photocopied work- 

sheets, or they read the assigned pages and then answer the 

questions at the back of the textbook—and they follow this pat- 

tern over and over again, day after day. There really isn’t much 
teaching going on in these classrooms; it’s mostly assigning or 
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causing work. Frankly, we’d be embarrassed to cash our pay- 

checks if we “taught” like this. 

There are days at school when students do need to spend 

significant amounts of time working independently—completing 

projects, writing essays, and the like. However, this should not be 

happening every day, and on the days it does happen, students 

need to be reminded of the purpose of the lesson, experience a 

brief episode of expert thinking, and interact with their peers. 

Even in classrooms that most people would consider “good” 

or “good enough,” the gradual release of responsibility instruc- 

tional framework is seldom fully operationalized. As noted, the 

most frequent omission is the collaborative learning phase, lead- 

ing to the instructional approach represented in Figure 1.4. 

| Figure 1.4 InSome Classrooms... 

TEACHER RESPONSIBILITY 

eee 
Focused Instruction = 

Guided Instruction \e do it” 

Independent 

Learning 
“You do it alone” 

STUDENT RESPONSIBILITY 

: oh oe ie ee ee ete ee ee 

In these classrooms, the teacher provides modeling and then 

meets with small groups of students. But students don’t have 

the opportunity to collaborate, as they are all required to com- 

plete independent tasks while waiting their turn to meet with the 
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teacher. For example, the teacher might model comprehension 

strategies useful in understanding scientific texts (J do it) and 

then meet with two or three small groups of students to guide 

their understanding (We do it together). As this is going on, the 

rest of the students are more likely to be assigned independent 

reading from a textbook (You do if) than they are to work in col- 

laborative learning groups (You do it together). 

We believe that all four phases of the gradual release of respon- 

sibility framework—focused instruction, guided instruction, col- 

laborative learning, and independent learning—are necessary if 

we want students to learn deeply, think critically and creatively, 

and be able to mobilize learning strategies. But we didn’t always 

understand this. Our teaching histories are replete with all of the 

ineffective models of instruction that we’ve just described. 

When the Importance of Gradual 
Release Became Real for Us 

The gradual release of responsibility instructional framework 

has been around for decades, and we have long used it with both 

the education students in our preservice classes and our public 

school students. But we can remember very specifically when we 

fully grasped its importance. The two of us were in Las Vegas at 

a conference. We were staying at the Venetian Hotel, a very nice 

place to stay. Doug had a cell phone on his hip, the old kind of cell 

phone that did one thing only—it made phone calls. 

While we were walking through the lobby, Doug’s phone 

rang. As he tried to answer it, it fell from his hip into the Vene- 

tian’s lagoon, and down the drain it went. Given that Doug 

couldn’t imagine a weekend without a cell phone (even one 

that couldn’t do anything fancy), we took a taxi to the local 

Sprint store. Doug’s plan was to exercise his insurance policy 

and get a free replacement phone. 
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The salesperson at the Sprint store saw the situation differ- 

ently. Wanting to make a new sale, he directed Doug away from 

the “old school” phones and toward the new, high-tech models. 

“You need a phone that is more intuitive,” he told Doug. “One that 

has e-mail, an address book, a calendar program, and that can 

search the Web.” Doug assured him that no, he did not need any 

of these things. The sales guy—we’ll call him Steve—was very 

persistent and noted that the newer phones also sent text mes- 

sages. Doug had never sent a text message in his life, nor had the 

need ever arisen. But Steve was skilled. He said, “You know, the 

young people all send text messages. It’s the new way of com- 

municating.” Doug wants to be a young person, so out came his 

credit card. Within minutes, he was the proud owner of a Treo 

650. As Doug watched, Steve the salesperson demonstrated the 

phone’s various fancy features. Doug felt pretty proud of his high- 

tech purchase. 

About an hour later, back at the hotel, the new phone rang. 

There it sat, buzzing away, but Doug didn’t know how to answer 

it. It didn’t flip open like his old phone had, and there wasn’t any 

obvious button labeled “Answer.” Frustrated, we both got back in 

the taxi and returned to the Sprint store. 

Of course, Doug couldn’t bear to tell Steve the sales guy (who 

seemed to be about 12 years old) that he didn’t know how to 

work the phone. He just held it up and said, “I think it’s broken.” 

Steve immediately took it out of Doug’s hand and started working 

the phone. 

Doug was suddenly struck by a wave of guilt. Turning to Nancy, 

he said, “How many times have I modeled comprehension for my 

students only to take back the task when they had difficulty?” 

What Steve the sales guy did, and what Doug recognized as some- 

thing he was prone to doing himself, is a violation of the gradual 

release of responsibility instructional framework. When-learners- 

experience diffieulty-and-eonfusion, they need -guided-instruction,;- 
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not-more-modeling. Frustrated learners already know that their 

teachers can complete the tasks; they’ve seen their teachers do 

so several times over. What a frustrated learner needs is direction 

and practice, with scaffolding in place to ensure success. 

Back at the store, Doug turned to Steve and said, “I really don’t 

need another model. I need some guided instruction. Can I hold 

the phone while you talk me through the operation?” Steve was a 

little puzzled, but he obliged. He guided, prompted, questioned, 

and cued Doug on how to use the phone. (Nancy got so caught 

up in the experience that she decided, on the spot, to buy a new 

Treo 650 as well.) 

Of course the combination of focused instruction and one 

guided instructional event did not ensure that either of us could 

use our new technology independently. What we needed now 

was the opportunity to practice without the teacher (in this case, 

Steve) providing cues. As Doug said to Nancy, “I’m too embar- 

rassed to ask him how to do it again. We'll have to figure it out.” 

Well, figure it out we did, slowly and over time. That night at dinner 

at the Capitol Grill, we sat across the table from one another send- 

ing text messages. We collaborated, problem solving as we went. 

Over several weeks, with much practice and peer support, 

we both incorporated this new technology into our lives. And the 

_ process helped us grasp, definitively, that everything we know 

how to do well, we learned through this process of modeling, 

guided practice, collaborative learning, and independent appli- 

cation. The gradual release of responsibility instructional frame- 

work became real to us then, and we’ve both used and advocated 

for it ever since. 

Conclusion 

Structured teaching requires that teachers know their students 

and content well, that they regularly assess students’ understand- 

ing of the content, and that they purposefully plan interrelated 
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lessons that transfer responsibility from the teacher to the stu- 

dent. The theory that guides this type of teaching, the gradual 

release of responsibility, can also be conceptualized as shown in 

Figure 1.5, which highlights the framework’s recursive structure 

Figure 1.5 Gradually Releasing Responsibility for Learning from Teacher to Student 

PURPOSE 

Teacher Responsibility Teacher Responsibility 

“1 do it.” “We do it.” 

2 

Student Responsibility Student Responsibility 

“You do it alone.” “We do it together.” 

© 2012 Ankeny Community School District. Used with permission. 
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and the ways in which teachers might vary its four instructional 

phases to optimize learning. 

In the remainder of this book, we examine each aspect of this 

instructional framework and note the variations that teachers 

can use to meet students’ needs. 



Focused Instruction: 
Purpose, Modeling, 
Think-Alouds, and Noticing 

Imagine learning to drive a car without ever having seen a car in 

motion. The sensory input alone would be enough to overwhelm 

the student driver, and the chaos of unfamiliar buttons, sounds, 

and movement would quickly lead to failure. The driving instruc- 

tor would be equally dismayed. How can one teach a complex 

skill like driving if the learner has no concept of its purpose and 

how it should look? 

In too many classrooms this is exactly what occurs. Students 

are told a lot of facts, and then they are expected to apply these 

facts flawlessly. Those who regularly fail at this application risk 

having their character, work habits, or intelligence called into 

question. Teachers need to acknowledge that what we teach 

is complex for the learner even if it is comparatively easier for 
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Focused instruction is not the time when a teacher simply fells 

students things—in fact, there’s no time in teaching when “just 

telling” is enough. The key to quality teaching is explaining. Stu- 

dents need an explanation of their teachers’ cognitive processes 

and metacognitive thinking. Learning theorists variously call this 

direct explanation or cognitive strategies instruction. However it is 

labeled, the-intended-goal-is-for_the-learner-to-encounter-both 

the-content-and““the-collection-of-mental-tactics employed by-an— 
Speers eee facilitat es 

tion-of knowledge-or-skill (Derry & Murphy, 1986, p. 2). As we 

discussed in Chapter 1, people don’t really learn from being told. 

Learners need scaffolds and supports to process information, a 

fact that has implications for every classroom. 

As teachers, we should continually ask ourselves if we are 

explaining or simply telling. This question has profound implica- 

tions, especially for lectures in middle and high school. A good 

lecture lets the learners in on the teacher’s thinking and does not 

simply regurgitate information that they could have read. What 

students do not need is an “information dump” from teacher 

demonstrates—an—openness-to—alternative—viewpoints? Bee 

field, 1995, p. 19). Finally, the worthwhile lecture, while brief in 

nature, conveys new terms and concepts and draws connections 

between ideas. 

There is wide agreement that the Common Core State Stan- 

dards for Mathematics and for English Language Arts and Lit- 

eracy in History/Social Studies, Science, and Technical Subjects 

(NGA/CCSSO, 2010a, 2010b) call for higher learning expectations. 

Many educators are concerned about their ability to get students: 
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to the levels expected. After all, some teachers feel they are hav- 

ing a hard time getting students to achieve the current standards. 

But the shift from state standards to the Common Core is more 

than just an embrace of rigor; it’s a move from teaching facts to 

teaching thinking. Teachers today are defining themselves less as 

dispensers of knowledge and more as facilitators of critical think- 

ing, reasoning, and argumentation. We know that if we want our 

students to engage in critical thinking, we must be critical think- 

ers ourselves. 

The purpose of this chapter is to examine the instructional 

moves that focus a student on the content, strategies, or skills 

being taught. These instructional moves—establishing purpose, 

modeling or demonstrating, and thinking aloud—are vital in prepar- 

ing students for learning. Although we will discuss them as sepa- 

rate concepts in order to examine each in more detail, in practice, 

focused instruction combines several of these elements at any 

given moment. A fourth instructional move during focused instruc- 

tion occurs in the mind of the teacher: noticing. This is the prac- 

tice of expert teachers who watch carefully for student learning as 

the cognitive responsibility begins to shift from teacher to learner. 

Noticing is analogous to what a coach does as she scrutinizes an 

athlete’s attempt at a new technique. The coach isn’t just standing 

idly by; she is watching carefully. She will use what she notices to 

decide what next step will best develop the athlete’s skills. Notic- 

ing is the linchpin between focused and guided instruction. 

As we discussed in Chapter 1, the amount of responsibility 

the teacher and student bear varies during each of these instruc- 

tional moves. This.division-of-responsibility,though;-should-not 
ah ei if allot ca : 

ithi -E eer et | tablishi : 

ieli ; hinki Tee oe 

Although this segment is often brief in nature, it is powerful—the 
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time when the teacher uses the students’ attention to introduce 

the concept, skill, or strategy they are to learn and executes key 

instructional moves designed to make what is being taught trans- 

parent to the learner. This notion of transparency is critical in the 

focused instruction phase. In order for students to acquire new 

knowledge, they need to understand the purpose and the learning 

target. They need to witness a more knowledgeable other (typi- 

cally, the teacher) utilize the strategy being demonstrated, and 

they need to be invited into the mind of that more knowledgeable 

other. Teachers issue this invitation by sharing their thinking— 

clarifying for students not only the task process overall but also 

how to tackle the decisions necessary to the successful comple- 

tion of the task. Finally, students need a knowledgeable teacher 

who will closely observe their early attempts and continue to 

coach and scaffold. 

The Folly of Skipping the Focused Instruction Phase 

Because this phase is relatively short, it can be tempting to hurry 

through it, dispensing some facts and doling out some directions. 

As one teacher asked, “Do we always need to give students a rea- 

son for everything? Shouldn’t they just have to read because we 

told them to?” Although the “just because” reason can be enough 

if the desired outcome is compliance, the goal of school should 

always be learning. Telling students what they will be doing but 

not why and how and when and when not presumes a tremen- 

dous amount of motivation and skill. Some students may learn 

well enough without whys, hows, whens, and when nots, but many 

more will not. 

One element of focused instruction is establishing the pur- 

-pose, ensuring that students are informed about what-they—are 
: 4 r a ivi i loa 

today. Establishing a purpose is different from sharing an agenda 
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(which can also be done), as an agenda typically focuses on the 

order of the tasks students will be completing—the whats alone. 

Conveying the purpose of the lesson alerts students to expec- 

tations as it primes them for the content. There is a deep well 

of research backing up the fact that when the learning target is 

clear, the learner is more likely to successfully achieve it (see Hat- 

tie, 2009; Wiliam, 2007). 

The second dimension to establishing purpose, one that is 

often overlooked, has to do with motivation. The fact is that few 

things are as motivating as success. No one likes to be confronted 

by failure over and over. (It’s why Nancy gave up on learning how 

to ski.) But when we succeed in something, we are more likely to 

continue to engage in it for the good feelings that success gives 
Wee batt oe sib] 
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Another reason it’s risky to skip the focused instruction 

phase is because doing so presumes students have a handle on 

the internal decision making that occurs in the mind of an expert 

as he or she processes information. In our experience, this isn’t 

the case at all; if anything, students tend to believe, incorrectly, 

that an expert’s thinking is always assured, linear, and unswerv- 

ing. When they gaze on their algebra teacher as he completes a 

quadratic equation, they can’t see that, inside his head, he is rap- 

idly entertaining and discarding possible ways to factor, isolate 

the coefficients, and such. All they see is the teacher flawlessly 

executing yet another difficult problem. “How can I possibly do 

this?” they wonder, and for too many, the answer is either “I can’t” 

(because they don’t get it and figure they must be stupid) or “I 

won’t” (because they don’t get it, and algebra is stupid, and why 

should they bother?). Student motivation goes down, and often 
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students’ heads go down too, to rest on their open math books. 

(Maybe osmosis will work?) The thinking aloud that accompa- 

nies focused instruction’s modeling, demonstrating, and direct 

explanations allows students to witness the “decision-making 

tree” experts create and follow as they engage with complex 

ideas and processes. 

Key Features of Focused Instruction 

We have talked a little already about the four features of focused 

instruction: establishing purpose, modeling, think-alouds, and 

noticing. Now it’s time to look at each in more detail and consider 

how to put these instructional moves in play. 

Establishing Purpose 

The first key feature of focused instruction is establishing a pur- 

pose for the learning. As we've discussed, establishing purpose— 

setting objectives (Dean, Hubbell, Pitler, & Stone, 2012)—is an- 

instructional routine that matters. In the absence of explicit atten- 

tion to the lesson’s purpose, students will not see the connection 

between the activities they are completing (e.g., the tasks listed 

on the agenda) and the reasons why they are learning it (i.e., how, 

when, and where to apply it [Dean et al., 2012]): Similarly, Hill and 

Flynn (2006) suggest that establishing purpose is especially critical 

to the success of English language learners. When students are just 

learning the language their teacher is speaking, they don’t always 

know what to pay attention to in class or what really matters. 

Unfortunately, in many districts, the good idea of establish- 

ing purpose has been misapplied and reduced to the requirement 

that teachers post the standards associated with the lesson on 

the wall. Simply posting standards, be they Common Core or any 

other, will not make the purpose clear to students. Standards as 

written are simply too broad and, if posted day after day without 
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comment, might as well be wallpaper. Students need to be involved 

in the process of establishing purpose, they need to talk about the 

purpose, and they need to understand the goals of the instruction. 

Students need a clear explanation of the lesson’s purpose and a 

clear explanation of the activities that are linked to that purpose. 

As we noted in Chapter 1, teachers can establish purpose 

in three domains: content, language, and social. The example in 

Chapter 1 was from a mathematics classroom. Consider the fol- 

lowing example from a science classroom. The 4th grade teacher 

established purpose right after her students had responded to a 

writing prompt posted as their bellwork. The prompt read, “When 

a little kid asks me about a food chain, I will explain it like this... .” 

Then the teacher said, 

As you know or could predict from our writing prompt, we’re 

still studying the food chain. Today, we’re going to look at 

the primary source of matter and energy in the food chain— 

plants. We need to learn more about plants as a source of 

matter and energy so that we can understand the food chain 

better. In doing so, I want to be sure that we’re paying atten- 

tion to our key terms: producers and consumers such as herbi- 

vores, carnivores, omnivores, and decomposers. | also want to 

make sure that we remember to write in complete sentences, 

not fragments. And finally, our social goal for the week is 

to actively listen while others are speaking. To accomplish 

these things, I'll be reading and talking about plants with 

you and then you’ll be reading, talking, and writing about 

them as well. Some of you will be on computers doing Inter- 

net research; others will be reading more about decompos- 

ers such as fungi, insects, and microorganisms that recycle 

matter from dead plants and animals; and still others will be 

watching a short film about this topic. 

Notice where establishing purpose occurred in the lesson: 

after students had engaged in some independent learning. Keep 
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in mind that the instructional moves we make in a gradual release 

of responsibility instructional framework are not strictly linear. 

An established purpose also makes checking for understanding 

clear, as both-the-students~andthe-teacher-know-what-will_be. 

aecepted-as-evidence_of-learning-with-that-lesson.It.also serves 
indi pa 

as~they_transition_to-anether-phase-of-the-esson, so that they 

don’t lose the reason for learning because now they’re attending 

to the activity directions. Finally, a return to the established pur- 

pose serves as a strong method for closing the lesson. 

Modeling and Demonstrating 

The second key feature of focused instruction is modeling or dem- 

onstrating. We think of modeling as an instructional move used 

when the lesson addresses using a cognitive process, such as 

reading, writing, mathematics, and such. Demonstrating is what a 

teacher does when focusing on physical tasks, such as the proper 

stance for swinging a baseball bat or the procedure for turning on 

a Bunsen burner. 

Think of the times you have viewed an online video demon- 

stration of a complicated process you were interested in learn- 

ing. Whether it was a video on how to make a soufflé or the basic 

casts in fly-fishing, it was most likely accompanied by the nar- 

ration of an expert who explained what he or she was doing. 

The combination of verbal and visual elements reinforces the 

important aspects of the task. The features of modeling and dem- 

onstrating are similar. Here they are, accompanied by an exam- 

ple of how a language arts teacher might model the process of 

sentence-combining: 

1. Name the strategy, skill, or task. (‘Today Iam going to show 

you how to combine sentences to make more interesting and 

complex statements.”) 
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2. State the purpose of the strategy, skill, or task. (“It’s impor- 

tant for a writer to be able to construct sentences that aren’t 

repetitive or choppy. Sentence-combining is one way to make 

sure your sentences read more smoothly.”) 

3. Explain when the strategy or skill is used. (“After I have 

written a passage, I reread it to see if | have choppy sentences or 

if | am repeating information unnecessarily. When I notice that’s 

occurred, I look for ways to combine sentences.”) 

4. Use analogies to link prior knowledge to new learning. (“llike 

to think of this as making sure | make a straight path for my read- 

ers to follow. When I eliminate choppy or redundant sentences, 

it’s like making a straight path of ideas for them to follow.”) 

5. Demonstrate how the skill, strategy, or task is completed. 

(‘Pm going to show you three short, choppy sentences. I’ll look 

first for information I can cross out because it is repetitive. Then 

I’m going to combine those three sentences into one longer and 

more interesting sentence.”) 

6. Alert learners about errors to avoid. (“I have to be careful 

not to cut out so much information that I lose the meaning. I also 

need to watch out for sentences that become too long. A reader 

can lose the meaning of a sentence that’s too long.”) 

7. Assess the use of the skill. (‘Now I'm going to reread my 

new sentence to see if it makes sense.”) 

Modeling or demonstrating is not simply showing; it is accom- 

panied by spoken language designed to provide a narrative for 

the learner to follow. When learners have a skill or strategy mod- 

eled for them rather than told to them, they-gain-a-deeper-under- 

analyze-their-sueeess: This is consistent with four dimensions of 

learning: declarative (What is it?), procedural (How do I use it?), 

conditional (When and where do I use it?), and reflective (How do I 

know Il used it correctly?) (Angelo, 1991). You can also see elements 
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of metacognition emerging in the modeling example. Students are 

not just being taught how to do something; they are being primed 

to analyze the success of their use of what they are learning. 

Demonstrations are similarly appropriate for tasks that 

involve movement, coordination, or any complex physical com- 

ponent. As an example, consider Brenda Lattner, who has begun 

a watercolor painting unit with her middle school art class. She 

knows her students need to learn how to stretch their watercolor 

paper correctly in order to have a satisfactory result with their 

final product. She begins by naming all the materials she will 

need for the task, including the paper, art tape, clean water and 

two sponges, and a board for mounting the paper. Next, she talks 

through the process: 

The first thing I need to do is check to make sure I have the 

side of the paper I want to use facing up. I can paint on either 

side, but I like to use the rougher side of the paper because it 

seems to hold my paint better. | can run my hand over both 

sides of the paper to figure out which side is rougher. The 

paper needs to soak in the water for a few minutes, so I am 

going to place it in the pan and set the timer for three minutes. 

That way I won’t forget. In the pan, I put tepid water, which 

means water that is around room temperature. Hot water can 

ruin the paper. While it is soaking, I'll cut the strips of tape I'll 

need to mount the paper on the board. | have to make sure 

that the tape isn’t shorter than the length of each side. If it is, 

the paper will dry funny, and I'll have a big bubble in it. 

After the timer rings, Ms. Lattner continues: 

I'm going to be careful as I lift the paper, because I want as 

much water as possible to drain off of it. | can’t put a sopping 

wet paper on the board because it will take forever to dry. 

She holds the paper above the pan to allow the excess water 

to drain, explaining what she is thinking and doing: 
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OK, | think that’s as much water as I’m going to get off of 

the paper this way. I’ve been watching the amount of water 

dripping in the pan, and it has slowed down to almost noth- 

ing. | know I can get water off another way: I’m going to lay 

the paper down on the board and use this sponge to smooth 

it. ’'ve checked the sponge to make sure it’s clean, and now 

I'm going to run it across the paper, using long strokes. The 

sponge absorbs water as it smooths the paper. Now that the 

paper is smooth, I need to tape it down. This tape gets sticky 

on one side, but you need water to make it sticky. I use a 

brown sponge for wetting the tape, so that I never mix up 

my smoothing sponges with my taping ones. You know why? 

Because that sticky stuff from the tape gets on the sponge. If! 

accidentally use that sponge later for smoothing, I'll get it all 

over the paper, and the paper will be ruined. 

Ms. Lattner places the tape on all four edges of the paper, affixes 

it to the wooden board, and continues: 

Now it’s done! It needs to dry overnight, and when | check 

it tomorrow, it will be very tight and smooth. As the paper 

dries, it contracts, which means it gets a bit smaller. The tape 

holds it in place, so the contraction of the paper stretches it 

tight. When I| paint on it, the surface will be smooth, and it 

won't crinkle up as I apply the watercolors to it. 

This demonstration includes not only the sequence of steps 

but also insights into how to decide when it’s time to go on to 

the next step. You may have noticed Ms. Lattner carefully not- 

ing the errors to avoid when completing this task. These verbal 

protocols, more commonly called think-alouds, are the third key 

feature of focused instruction. 

Think-Alouds 

The_key_to—an—effective.think-aloud is to use the first person 

to describe how to make decisions, implement skills, activate 
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problem-solving approaches, and evaluate whether success has 

been achieved. Duffy (2009) refers to think-alouds as “letting 

[students] in on the secret” to successfully completing a task 

(p. 50). They give students the opportunity to witness how an 

expert merges declarative, procedural, conditional, and reflective 

knowledge in a fluent fashion. 

In a previous book of ours (Fisher & Frey, 2012c), we describe 

five key considerations in crafting an effective think-aloud: 

e Keep the focus of the think-aloud brief. It is easy to get car- 

ried away with a think-aloud and turn it into a rambling mono- 

logue of every thought that wanders through your head. Choose 

a short piece of written text, a single math word problem, or one 

example of a procedure. It is better to deliver a short but effective 

think-aloud than one that serves only to confuse the learner with 

too many details. 

e Pay attention to your own thinking processes as you design 

your think-aloud. This is really very difficult when you are an expert 

at something. Nathan and Petrosino (2003) state that “well-devel- 

oped subject matter knowledge can lead people to assume that 

learning should follow the structure of the subject-matter domain 

rather than the learning needs and developmental profiles of 

novices”—a phenomenon they call the “expert blind spot” (p. 

909). In other words, when you've been very adept at something 

for a long time, it can be difficult to retrace your own learning 

footsteps to recall a time when this information was new to you. A 

successful think-aloud requires you to unpack your own thinking 

processes to understand how you arrive at understanding. 

e Find your authentic voice when you think aloud. This 

approach requires lots of “I” statements, which can feel contrived 

when you first begin. As teachers, it seems more comfortable to 

tell students information, using lots of “you” statements. The 

problem with “you” statements is that our instruction reverts to 
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direct explanation, rather than making expert thinking transpar- 

ent. Resist adopting an overly academic voice. Your students will 

find it more helpful to hear you say, “Wow—when I first looked 

at this diagram of the solar system, I thought right away about 

what it didn’t have in the illustration, like the asteroid belt and 

the dwarf planets,” rather than “I analyzed the diagram for the 

visual information it contained and immediately noted the small 

solar system bodies it did not contain.” 

e Think like the expert you are. Keeping a think-aloud authen- 

tic doesn’t mean you have to check your expertise at the door. 

As a content area expert, you have the ability to share unique 

insights with your students. Effective think-alouds give you the 

opportunity to think like the mathematician, scientist, artist, his- 

torian, athlete, or literary critic you are, in front of your students. 

e Name your cognitive and metacognitive processes. Labeling 

is essential if students are to build their own metacognitive aware- 

ness. Tell students when you are using the associative property 

of multiplication or sourcing a primary source document in a his- 

tory class; these are cognitive approaches you are teaching them 

to use. In addition, signal your own metacognition as you problem- 

solve (“OK, that didn’t work, so I have to try a different formula”), 

acquire new knowledge (“Wow, that’s something I didn’t know until 

just now, reading this article”), and regulate your learning (“I know 

that I usually understand an editorial better when I know who’s 

written it, so I always look at the writer’s affiliation first”). 

Think-alouds have become a staple of secondary school class- 

rooms, as teachers use the dense informational readings of the 

course as an opportunity to show students how to understand 

the content. Given the increased expectations of the Common 

Core State Standards, especially those related to argumentation 

and mathematical practices, it is more important than ever for 

teachers to think aloud on a regular basis. 
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An essential consideration with this approach is the students’ 

access to the text. Many teachers project the reading so that stu- 

dents can follow along as the text is read, or they provide stu- 

dents with their own paper copy of the reading. However, in both 

of these situations, notice who is bearing the cognitive load: it 

is the teacher who is doing the reading, while students follow 

along silently. The teacher pauses throughout the reading to 

think aloud about the information, and to explain his or her own 

mental processes in understanding the text. 

Now, an example. Craig Brownlee, a 10th grade biology teacher, 

has been teaching a unit about human immune response, and his 

students have been struggling with understanding the role of 

phagocytes in fighting disease. He reads aloud a passage: “Phago- 

cytes destroy any foreign body, including the debris and dead 

cells produced by injury. They overwhelm the injured areas and 

engulf the foreign bodies through a process called phagocytosis.” 

Mr. Brownlee knows this statement contains a number of concepts 

that are easily misunderstood, so he pauses to think aloud: 

When I first learned about phagocytes, I couldn’t really get 

my head around what they did. Then my biology professor 

told me that phagocyte means “a cell that eats.” That helped 

me understand a bit more. A phagocyte doesn’t eat like we 

do, but it swallows up the garbage that shouldn’t be there. 

There’s a word in that sentence that confirms my recollection 

of that idea. The word engulf means “to swallow something 

up,” “to surround it.” Now I can connect that to one more idea 

in that sentence—phagocytosis. Anytime I see a word that 

ends in -osis, it’s a signal to me that it is a process. So phago- 

cytosis is the process used by a phagocyte, a cell that eats, 

to swallow up anything it thinks shouldn’t belong there. I had 

to take that sentence apart to understand it, and | did it by 

analyzing the derivations of a science term, then confirming 

my understanding using other terms in the sentence. 
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Here, Mr. Brownlee is modeling how he understands this 

informational text as a biologist. He also is explicit in naming the 

strategies he activated, so as not to leave it to chance whether his 

students would notice (or not). Keep in mind a goal of the think- 

aloud is to let novices in on how an expert synthesizes skills and 

habits of mind. Another is to prime students to become more 

aware of their own thinking processes. This metacognitive aware- 

ness is essential in order for students to gain insight into their 

own learning, and it is invaluable during guided instruction and 

collaborative learning, when students are required to express 

their thinking in words. 

Noticing 

Noticing, the fourth key feature of focused instruction, is funda- 

mental to teaching, so much so that the relative ability of a teacher 

to engage in this practice is an important determinant in identi- 

fying novice and expert teachers (Donovan & Bransford, 2005). 

In fact, we would argue that noticing is a definitive behavior in 

teaching. After all, any number of curriculum materials, such as 

the textbook or a video, can present information. They can easily 

be structured to include a clear purpose, excellent modeling, and 

effective think-alouds. But no curricula can notice what students 

do with the new learning and make rapid decisions about what 

should occur next; only an expert teacher can do that. Expert 

teachers recognize that noticing and interpreting their students’ 

thinking reveals the relative effectiveness of prior instruction and 

informs their subsequent instructional decisions. 

Noticing is not evaluating. Novice teachers tend to use a too 

simplistic measure: /s the student right or wrong? Evaluation, espe- 

cially on these broad terms, is problematic because it can lead 

the teacher to reduce task complexity (so that it’s not too hard 

to “get”) rather than provide scaffolding to help students rise to 

the challenge. Choppin (2011) studied the practices of novice and 
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expert middle and high school mathematics teachers to deter- 

mine how their noticing practices affected subsequent teaching. 

In every case, the novice teachers reduced the complexity of the 

task by “narrowing the choices available for students and by mini- 

mizing opportunities for students to make connections by explain- 

ing their strategies and reflecting on other students’ strategies” 

(p. 189). They justified their decisions by asserting that students 

just didn’t get it. The expert teachers, on the other hand, “engaged 

students in mathematical communication, in terms of explaining 

their thinking’ and in terms of attending to other students’ think- 

ing” (p. 195). In one case, a teacher pressed for explanation and jus- 

tification 18 times in a 30-minute period of whole-class instruction. 

It is this teacher behavior that serves as the transition to 

guided instruction. You are observing, listening, and using your 

knowledge of the content, of novice learners, and of their likely 

misconceptions or partial understandings to help you formulate 

the questions, prompts, and cues you'll need to scaffold student 

learning when you transition into guided instruction. 

Here’s another example. In her geometry class, Tina Nguyen 

establishes the purpose of the lesson, which centers on measur- 

ing exterior angles of triangles. She also explains her language 

goal (to incorporate vocabulary into discussions and proofs) 

and social goal (to collaborate with peers in a group project). 

Before asking students to work in groups and solve problems and 

proofs, Ms. Nguyen models the process and accompanies it with 

her mathematical thinking. She reads the definition of the theo- 

rem: “The measure of an exterior angle of a triangle is equal to the 

sum of the measures of the two non-adjacent interior angles.” She 

then explains her understanding of the theorem: 

I know that sum is “to add up.” It’s the answer when we add 

something up. I also know that non-adjacent means “not next 

to”; non means “not” and adjacent means “next to” or “near.” 
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So, this theorem is saying to me that the measure of the exte- 

rior angle—this one [she points to an exterior angle]—is 

equal to the sum of the two that are not directly next to the 

exterior angle I’m trying to figure out. I also know that some 

people call the non-adjacent angles remote interior angles, 

but that doesn’t really help me here. 

Next, Ms. Nguyen looks at a problem: “In POR, m<Q = 45°, and 

m<R = 72°. Find the measure of an exterior angle at P.” Again, she 

shares her thinking through direct explanation: 

OK, so I know that one angle is 45° and the other one is 72°. 

Wait, I don’t have to do this in my head. It is always helpful to 

draw a diagram and label it with the given information. Let’s 

see, I'll label the triangle with the degree angles, like this, and 

see if it helps. Yes, it does. Now I can see which are nonad- 

jacent angles and which | need to solve. Easy! Now it’s just a 

calculation problem. I’m ready for another. 

Ms. Nguyen continues this way through two more examples 

and then invites students to try another problem using the small 

whiteboards on their desks. As they work, she watches for pat- 

terns to see where students are experiencing difficulty or suc- 

cess. She asks them to explain their solutions to a partner and 

listens to their discussions. In particular, Ms. Nguyen is listening 

for evidence that students are making connections to previously 

taught content. She is watching to see which students are using 

mathematical models to justify their answers. Most important, 

she is interpreting what she is seeing and hearing so she can 

decide whether to remain in the focused instruction phase or to 

move fully into guided instruction. She isn’t evaluating or simply 

assembling a catalog of how many correct and incorrect solutions 

she sees. Rather, she is interpreting students’ responses so that 

she will be able to further scaffold their understanding through 

appropriate questions, cues, and prompts (guided instruction). 
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As it happens, the students generate quite a few incorrect 

answers. A novice teacher might be tempted to scale back the 

complexity of the next problem, but Ms. Nguyen, an expert 

teacher, knows that student thinking is essential to learning com- 

plex material, and she knows that her role is to move them from 

informal to formal reasoning. 

“We hung with this problem for at least 10 minutes,” she 

noted afterward. “What’s interesting is that over that period of 

time, I began to hear my own modeling and thinking aloud being 

enacted by them. Giving them that language, and that insight into 

how I think, really pays off when I see them beginning to apply 

similar rationales to explain their own thinking.” 

Formative Assessment During Focused Instruction 

Every phase of instruction must be accompanied by a means of 

checking for understanding. In the focused instruction phase, 

this is often accomplished through oral and written summaries. 

With younger children, we usually have them “turn to a partner” 

to restate or summarize what they have just learned. We listen 

in on conversations and make notes of what we have overheard. 

Projecting these notes on a document camera, computer screen, 

or interactive whiteboard enables us to discuss the accuracy and 

completeness of the conversations (“Anthony and Tre said our 

classroom is a direct democracy because everyone has a vote, 

but our student council is a representative democracy because 

we elect leaders to vote for us”). Fhis-kind-of-group_reflection_on 
i : talk j ent baleuten 

Wary lee larstood)auihicl See a 

In addition to its value in formative assessment, partner talk 

allows us to promote social relationships among students, and it 

is particularly useful for English language learners who may be 
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reluctant to participate in whole-class discussions. At the same 

time, it provides novices with an opportunity to use the academic 

language of the content in their retelling. For example, when Ms. 

Nguyen checked for understanding, she told students the termi- 

nology they needed to use in their explanation. 

Finally, this procedure, reflecting on the group discussions, 

gives teachers a chance to build community in the classroom. 

We will often share the thinking of some of the quieter members 

of the class to build their social capital. Older students don’t 

always appreciate the attention, so we usually place their com- 

ments anonymously. This lets them enjoy the recognition pri- 

vately, while we still get to put good ideas out there in the class 

for everyone to consider. 

A “ticket out the door” (Fisher & Frey, 2012c), written during 

the last few minutes of the class period and handed to the teacher 

on the way out of the classroom, is another means of checking 

student understanding during focused instruction. The teacher 

can quickly skim through the student-generated summaries to 

determine what, if anything, needs to be retaught the following 

day. The same strategy can be used with nonlinguistic represen- 

tations of understanding, including drawings and diagrams. For 

example, Ms. Lattner, the art teacher, asked her students to illus- 

trate the steps of stretching watercolor paper. After reviewing 

these illustrations to check for understanding, she returned them 

the following day so the students could use them as a reference 

when performing the task. 

Conclusion 

There are many ways to establish purpose, model thinking, dem- 

onstrate skills, and notice student thinking; we have listed only a 

few. During the focused instructional phase of the gradual release 

of responsibility model, concepts and skills are introduced to 
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students through a series of instructional moves that begins with 

establishing the purpose. The teacher models or demonstrates 

the content, strategy, or skill. To promote metacognition, the 

teacher thinks aloud so that students can witness the thinking 

processes used to understand the concept or master the skill. 

Most important, the teacher engages in noticing in order to inter- 

pret student reasoning. The formative assessment conducted 

through this noticing is the transition to guided instruction. Col- 

lectively, these instructional moves define the learning target for 

the student and increase the likelihood of success. 



Guided Instruction: 
Questions, Prompts, and Cues 

The guided instruction phase of the gradual release of respon- 

sibility instructional framework is the point where the cognitive 

load begins to shift from teacher to student. In guided instruc- 

tion, the teacher begins to follow the lead of the learner, who is 

challenged to apply the skill or strategy presented in a new situa- 

tion. It’s not unlike teaching a child to ride a bicycle—specifically 

the stage when you are running alongside the novice rider, reach- 

ing out to steady her when she begins to wobble, and then letting 

go again after she has regained control. Knowing when to offer a 

steadying hand and when to withdraw it is truly the art and sci- 

ence of teaching. 

During the guided _instruction—phase;-the-teacher—focuses 
ffoldi ASE ECAP OST ea eee 

questioning,_prompting,-and—cuing | ing. Meanwhile, the other stu- 

dents in the class engage in collaborative learning (more on that 

in Chapter 4) or independent learning (the focus of Chapter 5). 

It’s important to stress, however, that guided instruction is not 

39 
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the same thing as ability grouping. Ability grouping, a permanent 

structure in which specific students are grouped with peers based 

on perceived ability, is an ineffective approach to increasing stu- 

dent performance and can be damaging to students’ self-esteem. 
Guidertinst a ey. iiblosand aun 

mee ion : ieee edancrictenll . 

-because_the teacher’s actions-are_predicated_on—what-the_stu- 

dents.say.and-do, and what that might reveal about the students’ 

needs. For the teacher, this means maintaining a heightened 

sense of awareness and keeping up a stream of internal ques- 

tions: Does this student need a bit of reteaching before he is able to 

explain the differences between meiosis and mitosis? Is this group 

now ready to analyze a political cartoon critical of FDR’s first 100 

days in office because they understand the controversies of the time 

regarding government interference? Do I expect some students to 

have difficulty recognizing a scalene triangle when it is shown in a 

different orientation? 

In other words, guided instruction is not the same for every 

group, nor does it necessarily happen every day for every student. 

It’s not likely that you will meet with every group on a daily basis, 

especially if you’re teaching at the secondary level. Instead, you 

might meet with each group one to three times a week, depend- 

ing on the length of the lessons. Some students-need-more-guided 

-instruction than others, so you will want to stack the deck a bit 

to meet_.with some-groups-more frequently: You also can alter-the 

size-of-the-groups, so that students who need more help are in 

groups with fewer members; this allows you more “face time” 

with them. Remember, though, that guided instruction should not 

be reserved for students who are struggling; those who perform 

at grade level but could be performing higher, as well as students 

who are advanced and need to be challenged, also deserve this 

type of targeted instruction and benefit from it. 
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Key Features of Guided Instruction 

A hallmark of guided instruction is that the dialogue between 

teacher and learners is carefully crafted following the principles 

of scaffolding. This term was coined as a metaphor for describ- 

ing the temporary supports, in the form of questions, prompts, 

and cues, a teacher offers learners as a bridge toward a skill or 

concept they cannot otherwise perform or grasp independently 

(Wood et al., 1976). 

Try thinking of the guided instruction process in terms of 

a flowchart (see Figure 3.1). When one scaffold does not work, 

move on to the next. When the scaffold works, return to ques- 

tioning to check for understanding or to probe deeper about stu- 

dents’ knowledge. 

Let’s take a closer look now at the three major types of scaffolds. 

Asking Questions 
Kn oes : aCPnEe vers era 

Tae eigen] ; ‘Lured 

-and-dor-t-knowat that particularmoment: Therefore, the internal 

question a teacher should ask during this phase of instruction is 

this: What-does-this-child’s-answer-tell-me-about-what-he-knows-and 

: 2 Questions that check for understanding are very 

important during guided instruction, but questions that uncover 

errors and misconceptions are essential. 

Asking-students-to-elaborate-or-to-clarify their-answers allows 

you to determine how to respond and how best to scaffold under- 

standing. For instance, if a student reads horse instead of house, 

this may be because 

e The student may not be attending closely to the word; 

e The student may not yet be attending to the medial posi- 

tion in the word; or 
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Figure 3.1 —_ Instructional Decision-Making Tree 

Teacher poses a question. 

Student 

responds. 

No 

Prompt to activate background; | 

Probe to elicit focus on cognitive and 

more information. metacognitive processes. 

Is the answer 
appropriate? 

We & No Yes 

] 
| 

Pose new 
question. ~ 

Cue to shift attention 
to information source. 

Pose new 
question. 

Pose new 

Question. 

Offer direct explanation 

and modeling. 

Pose original 

queston again: 

Source: Frey, N., & Fisher, D. (2010). Identifying Instructional Moves During Guided Learning. The Reading 
Teacher, 64(2). Copyright 2010 by the International Reading Association. Used with permission. 

¢ The student may not be familiar with the vowel combina- 
tion in the word. 

That rapid hypothesis formulation must now be followed by a 
teacher response. For example: 
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¢ /fyou think the student is not attending to print: “Look again. 

Does that sound right?” 

¢ /f you think the student is having difficulty with medial posti- 
tions: “You missed the middle sound. Look again at the middle 

letters, and try reading it again.” 

¢ /f you think the student is unfamiliar with the vowel combi- 

nation: “The letters o and u make the /ow/ sound. Try the word 

again using that sound.” 

The alternative to scaffolding, of course, is simple correction: 

“That word is house. Read it again, please.” The problem with cor- 

rection is that you don’t get to test your hypothesis as to why 

the error was made. Scaffolding-with-prompts-and-cues gives-you 

the-chance-to-gain-a_better-understanding-of-what_the student 

Prompts 

There are a number of different things a teacher can say to engage 

learners in cognitive or metacognitive work. That’s the key toa 

prompt: getting students to do some thinking. Figure 3.2 summa- 

rizes the different types of prompts. 

Essentially, prompts are hints or reminders that encourage 

students to do the work when they have temporarily forgotten to 

use a known skill or strategy in an unfamiliar situation. Prompts 

can be phrased as statements or questions, but the teacher 

should not assume so much responsibility as to tell the student 

what information is missing. Instead, the prompt is.designed-to 

guide-students—thinking. Over time, and with practice, students 

will begin to incorporate this type of thinking into their habits. 

Here is a look at how prompting works. Ahmad Tarmizi is meet- 

ing with a group of students who generally perform at grade level 

but are not making much progress toward the mastery of Anchor 
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| Figure 3.2 Prompttypes.and Examples = 
Type of Prompt Definition 

Reference to content 

that the student already 

knows, has been taught, 

or has experienced but 

has temporarily forgotten 

or IS not using correctly 

Background 

knowledge 

Examples 

When a student is trying to solve a right- 

triangle problem: “\'m thinking about the 

total degrees inside a triangle.” 

During a science unit about the water cycle: 

“What do you remember about states of 

matter?” 

A reminder of established 

or generally agreed upon 

rules or guidelines that 

have been forgotten or 

are not being followed 

Process or 

procedure 

A reminder to students 

to be metacognitive and 

think about their thinking 

for the purpose of deter- 

mining the next steps or 

the solution to a problem 

Reflective 

When a student is pronouncing a word incor- 

rectly: “When two vowels go walking . . .” 

When a student gets the wrong answer from 

not following the order of operations: “|'m 

thinking about a mnemonic that we use to 

remember the order for solving problems.” 

When a student using a band saw acciden- 

tally breaks a board in two: “Think about the 

role of the wood’s grain. Remember the rule 

for that?” 

When a student has just read something 

incorrectly: “Does that make sense? Really 

think about it.” 

When a student's writing does not include 

evidence, as the assignment required: 

“What are we learning today? What was our 

purpose?” 

Heuristic Any informal problem- 

solving procedure 

suggested to help learn- 

ers develop their own 

effective way to solve a 

problem 

When a student does not get the correct 

answer to a math problem: “Maybe drawing 

a visual representation would help you see 

the problem.” 

When a student gets stuck and cannot think 

of what to write next: “Writers have a lot of 

different ways for getting unstuck. Some just 

write whatever comes to mind, others create 

a visual, others talk it out with a reader, and 

others take a break and walk around for a 

few minutes. Will any of those help you?” 



Guided Instruction: Questions, Prompts, and Cues © 45 

Standard 8 of the Common Core’s English language arts (ELA) and 
literacy standards: “Gather relevant information from multiple 
print and digital sources, assess the credibility and accuracy of 
each source, and integrate the information while avoiding plagia- 

rism” (NGA/CCSSO, 2010a, p. 41). As part of their conversation, Mr. 
Tarmizi uses prompts to guide his students’ understanding: 

Mr. Tarmizi: Which of these sources did your group rate as 

“credible and accurate”? 

Dewa: All of them. They’re all accurate. They all have statis- 

tics and information in them. 

Ramzy: Yeah, they’re credible, too. 

Mr. Tarmizi: Why? I'm not saying that you’re wrong; I just 

want to know how you reached that agreement. (questioning 

prompt) 

Miguel: Well, because . . . | don’t really know . . . they’re all 

about the same topic. 

Mr. Tarmizi: I'm thinking about the credibility tool we used a 

few weeks ago. There were items on that checklist. . . . (pro- 

cedural prompt) 

Dewa: Oh, yeah, look. They all have a copyright year! 

Miguel: And there is a way to contact the author or publisher. 

So we could check that. 

Mr. Tarmizi: Nice. Well done. Those are two important consid- 

erations. But also think about the author and what you know 

about the author. (background knowledge prompt) 

Ramzy: We did that. We looked up the authors, and they have 

written other stuff about these topics. So I do think that they 

are credible. They seem like subject matter experts—Is that 

what it was called? 
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Cues 

Sometimes prompts are not sufficient or there isn’t a clear way 

to prompt the student. In these cases, a cue is called for. Gues 
Hig be TI if d 

nitive 

_responsibility. We liken cueing to the sports commentator who 

uses instant replay and slow motion to get us to notice a par- 

ticular technique: “Hey, look here! And look carefully.” Figure 3.3 

provides an overview of the different types of cues. 

Definition Type of Cue 

Figure 3.3 -Cue-Types.and Examples 

Examples 

A range of graphic 

hints to guide 

students’ thinking or 

understanding 

Variations in speech 

to draw attention to 

something specific 

or verbal “attention 

getters” that focus 

students’ thinking 

Body movements 

or motions to draw 

attention to some- 

thing that has been 

missed 

Use of the classroom 

surroundings or 

physical objects in 

the environment to 

influence students’ 

understanding 

Environmental 

Highlighting areas within text where students have 

made errors 

Creating a graphic organizer to arrange content 

visually 

Asking students to take a second look at a graphic 

or visual from a textbook 

“This is important .. .” 

“This is the tricky part. Be careful and be sure to. . .” 

Repeating a student's statement using a question- 

ing intonation 

Changing voice volume or speed for emphasis 

Pointing to the word wall when a student is search- 

ing for the right word or the spelling of a word 

Making a predetermined hand motion 

Placing thumbs around a key idea in a text that the 

student is missing 

Keeping environmental print (the written text on 

classroom walls) current so that students can use it 

as a reference 

Using algebra tiles or other manipulatives 

Moving an object or person so that the orientation 

changes or the perspective is altered 
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Cues are a common feature of teaching, especially during 

whole-class instruction and the initial introduction of content. 

Within the gradual release of responsibility instructional frame- 

work, they play-an-essential-role-when_students-are-struggling. 
Rather than simply tell students the answer or how to apply the 

learning, the teacher uses cues to make sure students are taking 

For example, when the students in Kelly McKee’s class study 

World War I, she creates a number of language charts, a visual 

timeline, and a word wall so that students will have a number of 

cues readily available. As part of the lesson activities, students 

create graphic organizers of the content, including locations of 

the war, the people and countries involved, and the key terminol- 

ogy. When a group gets stuck with a review question, Ms. McKee 

can point them to the visual timeline, which helps them figure 

out their response. When another group has difficulty compar- 

ing the two world wars, she can direct them back to their graphic 

organizers and all the thinking about the content they have cap- 

tured there. 

Direct Explanations 

Sometimes prompts and cues are not enough to resolve the errors 

and misconceptions that students have. When-confusion-tingers, 

the teacher needs to provide a direct explanation. As we noted 

in Chapter 2, this doesn’t mean just correcting students and tell- 

ing them the information that they missed. It’s_a.matter-of-shift- 

e “Can you now explain the idea to your partner?” 

e “Can you tell me what I just said in your own words?” 
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e “I’m going to ask you the original question again, now that 

you know x 

e “How about writing a short summary of this in your note- 

book so you'll remember?” 

Of course, students may not fully grasp the content at this 

point and may need additional guided instruction to really mas- 

ter the information, but right now, with prompts and cues having 

failed to clear up student confusion, the teacher is working toward 

a more modest goal: allowing students to experience some suc- 

cess. Think of it this way: If you do not understand something, 

despite significant efforts on the part of another person, at some 

point you will begin to doubt yourself, not the person providing 

the instruction. You might even think of yourself as stupid, at 

least in this one particular area. Many of the students we meet 

who believe they are “not good” at math, reading, writing, and so 

on are victims of this kind of debilitating negative thinking. Just a 

little bit of the productive success they can achieve with appro- 

priate scaffolding is often enough to reestablish a more positive 

learning outlook. 

Guided Instruction in the Classroom 

The major moves of guided instruction—questions, prompts, and 

cues—are useful in transferring responsibility to students while 

still providing appropriate scaffolds for learning. Now, we'll exam- 

ine some of the different ways that teachers can integrate guided 

instruction into the classroom. 

Guided Reading Instruction 

While most of her kindergarten class works in collaborative 

groups or independently, teacher Darla Cotton calls five of her 
students to the reading table to read from the emerging-reader 
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book Dad (Rigby, 2004). Each sentence begins “Dad is... .” Ms. 

Cotton has previously focused her instruction on left-to-right 

directionality, C-V-C words, and basic sight words. Now it’s time 
for this group of students to apply these skills and strategies with 

unfamiliar text. 

She directs individual children to begin “whisper reading,” 
Heya falhi 

ing_ofthe-text. Ms. Cotton moves around the table, listening to 

each student read, pausing to ask questions or offer prompts 

when they encounter difficulty, and making anecdotal notes. She 

notices that the children have done well with moving across each 

page and have correctly used the pattern of the text. 

After they finish, she asks them to retell what occurred in the 

story so that she can determine their comprehension. One stu- 

dent, David, stumbles in his retelling, so Ms. Cotton invites him to 

use the book to recall. She then asks about the last page—why was 

Dad sleeping? A minute or two of discussion among the children, 

with prompts from Ms. Cotton, and the group has arrived at a deci- 

sion: Dad was sleeping because he was tired from doing so many 

activities all day. Satisfied that this group is progressing in using 

their emergent knowledge of phonics, sight words, concepts about 

print, and comprehension, she sends them back to their collabora- 

tive learning groups and reviews her notes about their progress. 

She will use what she has learned to develop the next lesson. 

High school English teacher Matt Tangaroa has introduced 

the paradox as a literary device used by writers and storytellers 

throughout the world. He presented several statements for his 

focused instruction to model his thinking when encountering a 

statement that seems to contradict itself yet somehow reveals a 

deeper truth (such as “being cruel to be kind” or George Bernard 

Shaw’s comment that “youth is wasted on the young”). He also 

demonstrated how he uses inferencing in order to unearth the 

unstated truth. 
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Now Mr. Tangaroa wants students to examine paradox in the 

context of poetry. He sits down with a group of six high school 

students and shows them a copy of a very short poem by John 

Donne (1572-1631): 

Iam unable, yonder beggar cries, 

To stand, or move; if he say true, he lies. 

Mr. Tangaroa formed this group of students based on assess- 

ment evidence showing they had difficulty making the kinds of 

inferences necessary to understand a paradox. To start, he asks 

them each to read the poem aloud and then has them discuss 

in pairs the poem’s meaning and why the author would say that 

the beggar was a liar. Through prompts and cues, Mr. Tangaroa 

leads the six students to understand the unstated paradox. Dur- 

ing their conversation, one of the students notes, “By speaking, 

the beggar was moving, and so he was lying.” 

Mr. Tangaroa later meets with another group of students— 

those his assessment data suggest are still confused by the con- 

cept of paradox and need additional instruction. This time, he 

decides to use the Robert Frost poem “Nothing Gold Can Stay.” 

The first line’s statement that “nature’s first green is gold” is a 

more accessible paradox for students, as it does not use a Middle 

English style and refers to a more familiar phenomenon. Thanks 

to a clear learning target and formative assessment information, 

Mr. Tangaroa uses guided instruction to effectively teach the 

same reading skills to a range of learners. 

Guided Writing Instruction 

During guided instruction, students apply what they have learned 

from focused instruction and collaborative learning, with varying 

degrees of support from the teacher. Teachers often use sentence 

or paragraph frames to scaffold students’ academic writing. 
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These frames, models, or templates help students internalize 

conventional structures (Fisher & Frey, 2007b). 

Aida Allen uses paragraph frames to help her students inter- 

nalize academic writing. As part of a unit of study on characters, 

Ms. Allen meets with a group of students who have been having 

difficulty with character summaries and analysis. She presents a 

paragraph frame (see Figure 3.4) to her students and asks them 

to read it aloud, adding information orally based on the different 

books they have been reading. 

As she listens to her students, she stops individual students 

and provides additional cues and prompts. For example, as Arturo 

suggests details about a character named Marty from Shiloh 

Figure 3.4 Character Analysis Paragraph Frame 

is one of the characters in the story. is 

and lives (With whom? Where?). 

At the beginning of the story, i , but 

who 

faces a problem when 

attempts to solve the problem by 

but 

Finally, is able to solve the problem by 

At the end of the story, has learned that 

if , then 
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(Naylor, 1991), Ms. Allen asks him to list words to describe Marty 

as he was at the beginning of the story. Arturo says that Marty 

was shy and that he played by himself all the time. In response 

to her question about what else he remembers about Marty, 

Arturo shrugs his shoulders. She prompts him by saying, “Well, 

Marty was always looking around for things. What does that tell 

us about his personality?” Arturo and Ms. Allen agree that Marty 

was curious. Ms. Allen then turns her attention to Isabel, who 

isn’t sure what her character, Esperanza from Esperanza Rising 

(Ryan, 2000), had learned. After the group completes the task of 

reading the paragraph frame aloud and adding details from their 

books, Ms. Allen asks them to use the frame to construct a para- 

graph in their journals. Here’s what Arturo writes: 

Marty is one of the characters in the story. He is 8 years old 

and lives with his family in a house in the country. At the 

beginning of the story, Marty is a curious but shy boy who 

likes to play by himself. Marty is faced with a problem when 

he finds a stray dog. He knows who the dog belongs to and 

does not want to return him. He attempts to solve the prob- 

lem by lying to his family and friends, but then he is caught. 

Finally, he is able to solve the problem by working hard and 

treating the dog’s owner with respect. At the end of the story, 

he has learned that if you are honest and treat others with 

respect, then people will respect you. 

Guided writing and the use of frames, models, and templates 

are not limited to the elementary school classroom. College 

composition experts Gerald Graff and Cathy Birkenstein (2009) 

recommend the use of frames (they call them templates) as an 

effective way for developing students’ academic writing skills: 

After all, even the most creative forms of expression depend 

on established patterns and structures. Most songwriters, for 

instance, rely on a time-honored verse-chorus-verse pattern, 
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and few people would call Shakespeare uncreative because 

he didn’t invent the sonnet or dramatic forms that he used 

to such dazzling effect. . . . Ultimately, then, creativity and 

originality lie not in the avoidance of established forms, but 

in the imaginative use of them. (pp. 10-11) 

Guided Instruction with Student Think-Alouds 

Think-alouds are commonly thought of as a teacher-directed 

instructional practice, as we discussed in Chapter 2. Indeed, it 

is a powerful tool for making thinking transparent to a group of 

learners. However,the-real goal of thinking-aloud is to prepare 
a ee hinki wile 

and-understand-anew-concept. 

Student think-alouds are conducted in much the same way as 

teacher think-alouds. As students read a piece of text or perform 

a task, they pause to explain their thinking, including decisions 

they are making about what to do next. Student think-alouds are 

ideally suited for guided instruction, as they provide an opportu- 

nity to listen to the thinking processes of your students as they 

engage in new learning. 

Lauren McDonnell’s 6th grade history students had been 

introduced to the Code of Hammurabi during her focused instruc- 

tion. When Ms. McDonnell read their “ticket out the door” written 

summaries at the end of class, she noticed that several of her 

students had difficulty explaining the pros and cons of the laws 

of ancient Babylon. She decided to meet with this group to review 

excerpts from their textbook, asking them to think aloud as they 

read. She hoped that by doing this she would gain insight into 

their reasoning. 

Ms. McDonnell begins by distributing the text and quickly 

reviews the significance of this earliest preserved record of law, 

asking the students to think aloud about their impressions of 

fairness as they read. At Ms. McDonnell’s request, Alex reads the 
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portion of the code containing the lex talionis, better known as 

“an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth”: 

Ms. McDonnell: Stop there, Alex, and tell me how you under- 

stand that term. 

Alex: Well, I guess I’ve got this picture in my head of a judge 

taking someone’s eyeball out because the other guy lost his. 

Pretty gross. 

Ms. McDonnell encourages Alex to read on and continue 

thinking aloud. Alex reads that the law only applies to injuries 

suffered by a free man, not enslaved people or children: 

Alex: 'm thinking that that doesn’t seem very fair, like some 

people don’t count. Girls and stuff. Shouldn’t there be an “eye 

for an eye” rule for everyone? 

Ms. McDonnell: What did you do there just now? When you 

were thinking aloud? 

Alex: | asked myself a question about being fair. 

Ms. McDonnell: Exactly! That’s how you start to form opinions 

about pros and cons. Make a note about that on your T-chart. 

Ricardo, how about if you think aloud about the next section, 

about family laws? 

The students continue in this fashion for the next 10 min- 

utes, reading parts of the text and commenting aloud about their 

thought processes. At the end of the lesson, each student has 

some ideas noted for the pros and cons of the Code of Hammu- 

rabi, and they will be able to return to their collaborative learning 
groups to contribute to a project on the importance of these laws 

on civilization. 
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Guided Instruction Through Close Reading 

Close reading is another form of guided instruction. It is often done 
with the whole class but also can be implemented with smaller 
groups of students. Close reading provides students an oppor- 

tunity to try on some of the things that they have learned and 

practiced in other phases of the gradual release of responsibility 

instructional framework. The-key-features-of-closereading-includé 

¢ Focus on a complex, worthy text; 

¢ Repeated reading of the entire text and portions of the text; 

e Annotation of the text while reading, including underlin- 

ing key ideas, circling words or phrases that are confusing, writ- 

ing questions in the margins, and summarizing and synthesizing 

information in the margins; 

e Text-dependent questions that require students to pro- 

duce evidence from the text as part of their responses; and 

e Extensive discussions between students about the text 

under investigation (Fisher & Frey, 2012a). 

During close readings of complex text, the teacher uses scaf- 

folds but avoids front-loading or preteaching vocabulary. In other 

words, instead of relying on “front-end scaffolds,” students use 

scaffolds distributed throughout the instruction in the form of 

questions, prompts, and cues. Some “back-end scaffolds” might 

also be provided for students who still need instruction following 

the close reading. 

Let’s look at an example. Ninth grade English teacher Dustin 

Bradshaw used “Death of a Pig,” a short story by E. B. White 

(1948), to introduce his students to close reading. On their first 

reading of the text, which centered on the first five paragraphs, 

Mr. Bradshaw asked the students to feeus-on-the-following.ques- 

tions-and-to_use their annotation-skills-as-they_read:- 
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What is this passage mainly about? 

How is the passage organized? 

What words or phrases stand out to me as I read? 

e Have I used structural and contextual analysis to resolve 

unknown words and phrases? 

After reading the excerpt, the students, in their table groups, 

briefly discussed what they found. Mr. Bradshaw listened in on 

his students’ conversations and was pleased to note that they 

generally understood the text and its organization. 

Over the next several days, he asked students to reread the 

text and discuss their thinking about various text-dependent ques- 

tions with their peers. Mr. Bradshaw developed significantly more 

text-dependent questions than he actually used. As he noted, “I 

keep a lot of different questions in my back pocket for when their 

conversations falter. I really want them to talk about all of these 

things, but sometimes a just-right question is needed to restart 

their thinking and talking.” See Figure 3.5 for a list of his questions. 

At one point on the second day of the close reading, Mr. Brad- 

shaw noted that students were not picking up on the author’s use 

of personification. He reminded the class of this literary device, 

providing them with two examples, which he displayed on the 

document camera: 

“The house sighed with sadness.” This communicates the 

idea that the house is gloomy looking, or not completely 

stable. And here’s another: “As he devoured the carcass, the 

vulture laughed with delight.” I'd say the image of the vul- 

ture is enriched with the idea that it laughs in a sinister way. 

Including that phrase makes the vulture seem more evil than 

it might otherwise. 

Mr. Bradshaw then asked the students to reread the text, con- 

sidering the author’s use of personification. They quickly got to 

work in their groups to find examples of personification: 
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Figure 3.5 Sample Text-Dependent Questions for Close Reading 

Text: E. B. White’s “Death of a Pig” 

General Understandings 

¢ Who is the narrator? What is his job? 

What is the conflict presented in Section 1 of this essay? 

¢ Who are the characters? Describe them. 

Key Details 

e ls the narrator sick? 

¢ What is the end result of the “first degree”? 

¢ What is the pig’s reaction to the oil? 

¢ What is the dog compared to in Section 2? 

¢ What is the narrator’s community like? 

¢ In Section 2, how do we know the pig is sick? 

© How is the pig buried? Why is this significant? 

Structure 

¢ What is the extended metaphor being set up? What is the purpose? 

¢ Locate areas of personification. What is the effect? 

¢ What is the time sequence of the essay? 

¢ Locate areas where the tone of the essay shifts. What is the purpose for this shift? 

¢ Locate areas of foreshadowing. What event is being hinted at? 

Vocabulary 

e How is the term scheme defined? 

¢ What are the people on the farm referred to as? Why? 

¢ How is the treatment of the pig defined? 

e What is the pig referred to as? 

Author’s Purpose 

© How does the narrator link his own experiences with that of the pig? 

e Does the narrator care about his pig? For what reasons? 

e In Section 3, what does the pig's death represent? 

© How do the narrator's emotions change in Section 3? 

e What makes the pig’s burial more “decent” than a human one? 

Inferences Across the Text 

e How does the narrator's attitude toward the dog change throughout the text? 

e What ties the pig and the narrator together? 

e By the end of the text, how does the narrator feel about his original plan for the pig? 

Cite specific evidence to support your thinking. 
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Cindy: In “The Pig,” Section 2, he says, “In the upset position 

the corners of his mouth had been turned down, giving him a 

frowning expression.” See, that is making us think that the pig 

has human characteristics. 

Roel: In the dog section it says, “Ours was a businesslike pro- 

cession, with Fred, the dishonorable pallbearer, staggering 

along in the rear, his perverse bereavement showing in every 

seam in his face.” I think that’s what we’re looking for, because 

really the dog could not be sad because of the pig dying. 

Guided Instruction with Misconception Analysis 

The National Research Council’s meta-analysis of practices that 

make a difference in history, mathematics, and science instruction 

for secondary students yielded three main recommendations: 

e Teachers must know and anticipate misconceptions stu- 

dents possess about the concepts being taught. 

e Educators must teach for factual knowledge in a system- 

atic way. 

e Students must be taught to be metacognitively aware of 

their learning (Donovan & Bransford, 2005). 

A rich research record supports the importance of anticipat- _ 

ing misconceptions (e.g., Guzzetti, Snyder, Glass, & Gamas, 1993). 

For example, young children may believe that multiplication 

always yields a larger number and, thus, become confounded 

when faced with multiplying fractions. Science students may hold 

the misconception that the Earth is at the center of the universe, 

or they may confuse acceleration and speed. A teacher who has 

anticipated misconceptions can address them during focused 

instruction—by using math manipulatives to show what occurs 

with fractions, for example, or by demonstrating a series of exper- 

iments on a skateboard to highlight the difference between speed 
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and acceleration. Of course, not all misconceptions can be antici- 

pated; they may only surface during guided instruction, when the 

teacher has a chance to hear students’ reasoning. 

Consider this scenario: Robert Sanchez has been working 

with his science class on the concept of volume and has asked 

a small group of students to explain what occurs when he does 

a series of demonstrations for them. He asks them to create a 

definition of volume, and he records their explanation that vol- 

ume is the amount of space something takes up. He then places 

a heavy block into a pan of water filled to the top and asks the 

six students to discuss why some water spilled over the edge. 

Their discussion is on target, as all of them are able to describe 

the displacement effect. He then asks how they would measure 

the volume of the block, and Antonio immediately says, “You 

have to multiply! It’s length times width times height!” The oth- 

ers nod in agreement, and soon they have calculated the volume 

of the block. 

Next, Mr. Sanchez asks the group to predict what will occur 

when he repeats the experiment with objects of varying size, 

all irregularly shaped. Again, they are able to explain that each 

object displaced a different amount because the amount of space 

it took up varied. Then he asks them how to calculate the volume 

of an object, and the group falls quiet. | 

Mr. Sanchez: OK, let’s think about it for a moment. What do 

you know so far? 

Claudia: That the water has to go somewhere, and it gets 

pushed out of the pan. 

Maureen: We know how to do the math. We multiply the width 

and the length and the height. 

Antonio: | think we need to measure the object, just like we 

did with the block. 
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Mr. Sanchez hadn’t expected this; he had thought the students 

would surmise that measuring the amount of water displaced 

would give them the information they needed. But he allows them 

to wrestle with this problem for several minutes, knowing that they 

need to conclude on their own that their methodology is flawed. 

He asks them questions from time to time, scaffolding their under- 

standing of the problem they created for themselves. Claudia is the 

first to arrive at the notion that they could use the water to deter- 

mine the volume of an irregularly shaped object. Mr. Sanchez then 

resumes the lesson he had originally planned, coaching the group 

through the process of measuring the water. However, because 

this group had more difficulty than he had expected, he asks them 

to write a short explanation of why their first idea did not work 

rather than a description of the experiment, which was his original 

plan. He uses their writing to check for understanding and to plan 

for his next guided instruction group with these students. 

Guided Instruction, Differentiated 

As Tomlinson and Imbeau (2010) point out, a teacher can differ- 

entiate content, process, and product. The guided instruction 

phase of the gradual release of responsibility instructional frame- 

work allows for differentiation of all three components. Keep in 

mind when differentiating that it should be done in service of 

moving students upward on a staircase of complexity. 

€oentent. During small-group guided instruction, teachers 

can change-the-texts students are reading. They can ehange-the 

mathematics problems-students-are-expeeted-to-complete- They 

can vary the rate-of-learning expected or extend the content for 

some students beyond what others are learning, allowing for an 

enriched curriculum for those who have already mastered grade- 

level or course expectations. It is not assumed that the same 

students will always participate in accelerated learning or will 

need the text difficulty reduced; these instructional decisions are 
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predicated on formative assessment data. One way to ensure that 
the same students aren’t grouped the same way for every unit is 
to inelude.interest-groups as part of guided instruction. 

Process.. Differentiating process during guided instruction 
means adjusting-activities. For example, teachers can vary-the 

types of prompts.used, based on student needs or strengths. 

They can vary the kinds-ef-questions they ask or the level of sup- 

port they provide. They can inerease-or-deerease-the-visual-sup- 

port that is provided or encourage peer “language brokers” to 

talk with one another in their home language. Some students may 

benefit from encountering content via audio books, and others, 

from having-eontent-introduced-to'them before it is introduced 

-+o-thetarge group so that they will have prior knowledge to draw 

upon. We have personally had great success offering “previews 

of coming attractions” in the form of graphic organizers or other 

visual displays so that learners possess a general schema in 

advance of the unit. 

Products. The products that students generate as part of 

guided instruction are the record of their developing skills and 

understanding and extremely valuable for formative assessment. 

Teachers differentiate products in order to provide students-with 

-the-best—vehicle_for-showing-what-they-know~and-can-do-= For 

some students, a conversation with the teacher does the trick. 

Others need to read and write. For still others, a performance or 

project might be the best approach. 

The key to differentiating products is to ereate-a—menu-of 

options. Teachers can chose which product they believe will 

best allow students to demonstrate mastery, or they can allow 

students to make that choice for themselves, with consultation 

and encouragement to stretch beyond their comfort zone. In the 

latter arrangement, a teacher might categorize product options 

according to type and then require each student to complete at 

least one from each category over the course of the semester: 
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e Orallanguage (e.g., meet with the teacher, tutora classmate); 

¢ Written language (e.g., essay, write a lesson plan, create a poem); 

¢ Performance (e.g., deliver a public speech, write and per- 

form a skit); and 

e Project (e.g., research a topic, create a visual representa- 

tion or model). 

When students chose the product they will generate during 

guided instruction, they are grouping themselves according to 

that category, an interest group of sorts. It’s just one of many 

ways that integrating the components of differentiated instruc- 

tion and guided instruction allows us to be more responsive to 

each student’s needs, strengths, and interests. 

Formative Assessment During Guided Instruction 

As part of guided instruction, students are grouped.and- regrouped 

based-on-theirperformanee, not on the teacher’s perception of 

their ability. The most effective guided instruction is based on 

formative assessment that is directly linked with content stan- 

dards. For example, if the class is studying literary devices, the 

formative assessment data gathered might include a student’s. 

ability to recognize these devices and to use these devices when 

writing. Assessment results could be used to form groups based 

on identified needs (for example, one group that needs further 

instruction in the difference between foreshadowing and flash- 

back, and another group that needs additional instruction in 

using personification to humanize something not human). 

As we have stated, it’s critical to check for understanding and 

provide course correction (the steadying hand on the bicycle) 

as students begin to take on new concepts, skills, and strategies. 

Some of the ways teachers might gather formative assessment 
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data were covered in the examples earlier in the chapter, but let’s 

augment those techniques with a few more. 

Reading instruction. In her guided instruction, kindergarten 

teacher Darla Cotton used anecdotal notes and observations 

as she listened to her students read. Another technique that’s 

useful with emergent and early readers is the running-record;-a 

system_for_recording the-reading-behaviors. used during an oral 

reading (see Clay, 2000). Analyzing this written record later helps 

highlight the systems a child is using well, partially, or not at all, 

especially as they relate to knowledge of letters and sounds, the 

syntactic structure of the language, and meaning cues. 

For older readers, teachers can administer commercially pre- 

pared grade-level informal reading inventories several times per 

year. However, although this kind of periodic data can be useful, 

it does not provide the immediate feedback needed to check for 

understanding. Retellings are an excellent tool for measuring the 

extent to which a student has comprehended the reading. Retell- 

ing rubrics are included in many reading programs and are often 

a part of a district’s bank of informal assessments. 

Writing instruction. Guided instruction in writing yields a 

permanent product, which serves as a great information source 

on students’ status. Again,-hoelistic_or_trait-specific-rubrics_are 

useful for_analyzing writing. Because it can be unwieldy to ana- 

lyze every piece of writing, we teach our students at the begin- 

ning of the year how to use student-friendly rubrics to score their 

own writing. Student-rubrics-help.to_build-alearner’s-understand- 

.ing of the.expectations-.and-measures-of-success_that need to be 

internalized. Student self-scoring also increases metacognition, 

as learners are able to witness their gains over time (Fisher & 

Frey, 2007b). 

Think-alouds. Student think-alouds are a bit trickier to assess 

because the product—talking—is so transient. The best way to 



64 « Better Learning Through Structured Teaching 

get a snapshot of student understanding from a think-aloud is to 

prepare a checklist (see Figure 3.6) covering what you are listen- 

ing for (the purpose, such as reading comprehension strategies 

or critical-thinking skills). As students think aloud, you can note 

Figure 3.6 Checklist for Assessing a Student Think-Aloud 

Student Name: Date: 

Comprehension Did the student... Notes/examples: 

_] Make connections to other texts? 

(J Visualize? 

(J Question the text? 

(_] Make inferences beyond the 

text? 

(J Determine importance of 

information? 

_} Summarize? 

Content knowledge | Did the student... Notes/examples: 

(J Activate background knowledge? 

(J Use word derivations? 

(J Use context clues? 

(J Use resources? 

(J Apply new knowledge? 

Did the student .. . Notes/examples: 

_} Offer opinions? 

(LD Speculate? 

LI Seek other sources? 

(J Notice omissions? 

(J Analyze arguments? 
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the qualities that they exhibited and note, too, what they did not 
do. Over time, patterns may emerge, which you might use as a 
learning objective for future guided instruction. 

Misconception analysis. Because misconception analysis is 

about noticing the thinking students are doing and matching that 

to correct and incorrect assumptions, aneedotal-notes-are-best 

for-eapturing-this-information. We keep a notebook divided by 

student name so that we can record our observations as they 

arise; because it is not always possible to predict when a miscon- 

ception might occur, we have made a habit of jotting a few notes 

on these pages at the end of each guided lesson. It’s too easy to 

lose the details in the rush of the day, so our notebooks remind 

us to take this time. 

Conclusion 

Guided instruction serves as a linchpin between the focused 

instruction students have received and the independent learning 

they will need to complete. The demand on the teacher is high 

during this phase, particularly because these lessons are subject 

to quick changes in direction, depending on where the learners 

lead you. Students are typically grouped with other learners who 

are similarly performing, based on assessment information, but 

the groupings change frequently due to ongoing formative assess- 

ment. The-guided-instruetion-phase-can-be-used to differentiate 

Cy tadteiceed LTRS cea ene lei 

+the-rate-oflearning_ because_students do-not-have-totearn-again 

_what-they-already-know or try to fill'in knowledge -gaps-on-their 

~own. The art and science of teaching come together in this phase, 

as the teacher responds to the nuances of understanding each 

student exhibits. 



Collaborative Learning: 
Consolidating Thinking with Peers 

In the collaborative learning phase of the gradual release of 

responsibility instructional framework, students are expected to 

apply the skills and knowledge they have been taught and to turn 

to one another for support and enrichment. As they interact with 

one another, learning moves forward, and students use a number 

of soft skills—communication, leadership, negotiation—that take 

on increased importance. 

There are a number of different instructional routines used 

to ensure that students collaborate, but the key is that students 

assume increased responsibility for their learning and the learn- 

ing of their peers. The teacher’s role shifts to target specific needs 

through guided instruction. 

The Case for Collaborative Learning 

Perhaps no element of the gradual release of responsibility 

instructional framework better captures the essence of college 

and career readiness than collaborative learning. In fact, the skills 

66 
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students need to work productively in groups are prominently 
featured in the Common Core State Standards (NGA/CCSSO, 

2010a, 2010b): 

e The writing standards call for students to actively par- 
ticipate in editing and revision processes with peers. They must 

collaborate with others to explore print and digital resources to 

inform their writing. 

e The speaking and listening standards ask students to 

engage with classmates on grade-level topics using recognized 

methods of discussion, including asking and responding to ques- 

tions, providing evidence to support claims, reaching consensus, 

and setting goals and deadlines. 

¢ The mathematics standards require students to justify 

their conclusions, listen to the reasoning of others, offer counter- 

examples when needed, and attend to precision in their discus- 

sions and explanations in order to make their reasoning clear and 

understandable to others. 

Even in schools unaffected by the Common Core standards, 

students’ ability to communicate and collaborate is rightfully seen 

as crucial for success. The Partnership for 21st Century Skills calls 

for students to ‘ Se ee 

(2009, p. 4). ASCD’s Whole Child Initiative’s indicators of success 

for student engagement include opportunities for students to par- 

ticipate in inquiry, decision making, goal setting, self-monitoring, 

and time management (n.d.). The International Society for Tech- 

nology in Education states that “digital age skills are vital for pre- 

paring students to work, live, and contribute to the social and 

civic fabric of their communities” and defines communication and 

collaboration (both face-to-face and at a distance) as one of six 

major standards for student learning (2012, (2). 
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Teamwork, attitude, and the ability to network and solve 

problems are collectively referred to as soft skills and identified as 

key to employment opportunities. The U.S. Department of Labor 

Office of Disability Employment Policy states that “soft skills pay 

the bills” when it comes to workplace readiness and notes that 

they “cannot be taught in a vacuum... rather, they must be intro- 

duced, developed, refined, practiced, and reinforced” (2012, p. 8). 

Finally, the National Association of Colleges and Employers, an 

organization: dedicated to connecting college students to intern- 

ships and careers, notes that the soft skills employers most value 

include leadership, teamwork, verbal communication, and prob- 

lem solving (2012). 

Clearly, problem-solving group—skills—are—essential—to_col- 

lege_and_career_ readiness; and this is a compelling argument for 

using collaborative learning. But as educators we also need to 

pay attention to the “here and now,” and that means ensuring 

our students acquire the academic knowledge of the disciplines 

we teach. A significant body of evidence suggests that regardless 

of the subject matter or content area, students learn more and 

retain information longer when they work in small groups (Dean 

et al., 2012). Students who work in collaborative groups also 

appear more satisfied with their classes, complete more assign- 

ments, and generally like school better (Summers, 2006). 

Collaborative learning is critical in the development of habits 

of mind necessary within a discipline. Take science, for instance. 

It is popular for educators to promote “thinking like a scientist” as 

an overarching goal, but when instruction doesn’t match this goal, 

thinking is undermined. Science students often wrongly believe 

that the content of their textbooks is set in stone. They don’t real- 

ize that scientific knowledge evolves precisely because scientists 

debate findings and engage in discourse meant to expose mul- 

tiple interpretations (Osborne & Dillon, 2010). Although most of 

us do not grow up to be scientists in the formal sense, we interact 
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daily with science as members of the public, and “much of what 

non-scientists need to know in order to make informed judgments 

about science is knowledge of how science works” (Osborne & 

Dillon, 2010, p. 22). 

Collaborative learning tasks that are structured to provoke 

debate allow students to engage in true scientific thinking—and we 

aren't referring strictly to controversial topics in science. In many 

content areas it’s possible to challenge students to examine con- 

flicting quantitative and qualitative data and ask them to draw con- 

clusions and support their claims. That’s true scientific thinking. 

The Key Features of Collaborative Learni y ning emg! pe 

To understand collaborative learning, it’s important to examine 

its roots in cooperative learning. The body of research on coop- 

erative learning, which has informed theory and practice in edu- 

cation for decades, emphasizes the processes that occur within a 

group, primarily when students are completing a structured task 

given by the teacher. Here-are-the-five-features-that-define-coop- 

erative learning (Johnson, Johnson, & Smith, 1991): 

e Positive_interdependence. The learning situation is inter- 

connected. Each member of the group is important for the overall 

success of the endeavor. 

e Face-to-face-interaction. Students teach one another, check 

one another’s understanding, discuss concepts and ideas, and 

make connections between the content and their own lives. 

e Jndividual-and-group-accountability. Students understand 

the products that are expected from the learning task, and they 

are held accountable for the overall result as well as for their indi- 

vidual contributions. 

e Jnterpersonal.and-small-group-skills. All members of working 

groups possess and use the requisite social skills. Often, specific 
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skills such as leadership, decision making, trust building, turn tak- 

ing, active listening, and conflict management must be taught. 

° Group-processing: The group members discuss their prog- 

ress and what they might do to improve their productivity or 

working relationships. 

Implementation of cooperative learning has proven to be 

problematic for both teachers and students. Teachers cite vari- 

ance in student goal orientation and skills as a significant bar- 

rier, often mentioning the student who consistently requests to 

work alone as an example. Students complain about the lack of 

accountability in practice, usually recounting a time when they 

did the lion’s share of the work while others did little or nothing. 

(We rarely hear students tell us they got away with doing nothing, 

yet they must be out there somewhere. ) 
Collal saa seromie—thitt f Shaner aE 

in_two_important-ways. The-first-is that the task design itself is 

more broadly defined, and it may be tightly or loosely structured, 

as in problem-based learning. The-second is that the teacher 

plays an instrumental role in the task. Rather than simply moni- 

toring group progress and managing the classroom organization, 

the teacher steps in and out of the group to engage in guided 

instruction. In other words, whereas the emphasis in cooperative 

learning is on the social processes used by the group, coliabora- 
eA ee iti ; i 

Cte} Teernney ithin 1! 

Collaborative learning is also less restricted in terms of learn- 

ing platforms. Most obviously, it does not insist on face-to-face 

interaction, as cooperative learning does (Johnson et al., 1991). 

Because the digital technologies common in classrooms today 

did not exist when formal descriptions of collaborative learning 

were taking shape, of course there was no consideration given 

to social networking and blended learning, both of which allow 



Collaborative Learning: Consolidating Thinking with Peers * 71 

students to teach one another, check one another’s understand- 

ing, discuss concepts and ideas, and make connections between 

the content and their own lives without being in the same place 

at the same time. Another difference is that collaborative learning 

does not always feature cooperative learning’s group processing, 

especially when tasks are short and straightforward. 

The final aspect of collaborative learning that distinguishes it 

from cooperative learning is its attention to academic language 

development: students are encouraged to use the language of the 

lesson during their interactions with peers. This addition reflects 

the understanding that humans learn, and think, through lan- 

guage. Students do not become proficient with academic English 

(or any other language) unless they produce the language. Like- 

wise, simply listening to a proficient user of academic language, 

such as the teacher, will not ensure that students will develop 

proficiency in either the language of the discipline or the knowl- 

edge of the discipline. Both the vocabulary of the discipline and 

the units of speech that tie the vocabulary together are impor- 

tant for knowledge acquisition. The academic vocabulary and 

language of mathematics, for example, has everything to do with 

understanding mathematics: 

One hallmark of mathematical understanding is the ability to 

justify, in a way appropriate to the student’s mathematical 

maturity, why a particular mathematical statement is true or 

where a mathematical rule comes from. There is a world of 

difference between a student who can summon a mnemonic 

device to expand a product such as (a + b)(x + y) and a stu- 

dent who can explain where the mnemonic comes from. The 

student who can explain the rule understands the mathemat- 

ics, and may have a better chance to succeed at a less famil- 

iar task such as expanding (a + b + c)(x + y). Mathematical 

understanding and procedural skill are equally important, 
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and both are assessable using mathematical tasks of suffi- 

cient richness. (NGA/CCSSO, 2010b, p. 4) 

In other words, students’ use of domain-specific and general 

academic vocabulary and language is the main way we assess 

how well they understand concepts and ideas. Without extended 

opportunities to engage in discourse about their own thinking, 

students are stunted in their ability to think. This is the shift 

reflected in the Common Core standards for ELA/literacy and 

mathematics: teachers are moving from teaching students facts 

to teaching them to think. Because time does not allow for teach- 

ers to engage in extended discourse with each child individually 

throughout the lesson, there need to be other ways for students 

to discuss their thinking. 

When you boil it down, all collaborative learning has three 

with_at_least-one-peer,-students-use-accountable-talk-in_these 

interactions-(Resnick, 1995), and the discourse-of-the interaction 

.is_rooted-in-the-lesson’s~aeademic-language: However, there is 

a real difference in the types of tasks students might engage in 

during collaborative learning. Some tasks are best described as 

basic group work, while other, results-oriented tasks fall into the 

category of productive group work. Both are useful in learning. 

For teachers, it’s simply a matter of considering the purpose the 

group work is intended to serve. The diagram in Figure 4.1 com- 

pares and contrasts these two forms of collaborative learning, 

which we'll take a closer look at now. 

Basic Group Work: For Sharing 
Information and Exchanging Ideas 

In_basic_group_work,the-students-share their-own-ideas;-values 

or-beliefs_and-consider-those-of-others. These sharing activities 
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Figure 4.1 Comparison of Basic Group Work and Productive Group Work 
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Source: Adapted from Collaborative Learning: Ensuring Students Consolidate Understanding by D. Fisher & 

N. Frey. Copyright 2012 by the International Reading Association. 

are the most common kind of group work we see. A good example 

is the classic “think-pair-share” arrangement and its many varia- 

tions, such as think-write-pair-share and think-pair-square (where 

two pairs join together to extend their discussion), which we’ve 

seen used in nearly every classroom we’ve ever been in. These 

sharing tasks tend to be brief, and many are deployed on the fly for 

purposes of engagement and classroom management, especially 

when students indicate that attention is beginning to wander. 

Other basic group work is more extended and purposeful. 

For example, Art Hollingsworth, a Family and Human Services 

teacher in his district’s Career and Technical Education pathway, 

uses opinion stations to provoke discussion about beliefs and val- 

ues in one of his units. Here’s how he explains his approach: 
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I teach about mandatory reporting requirements for the pro- 

fession, but I’m also working with adolescents who have a 

very different set of beliefs about privacy. They value keeping 

secrets because they’ve learned that it’s important in friend- 

ships. I need them to see that mandatory reporting of sus- 

pected abuse and neglect among clients is not the same as 

keeping a harmless secret between two friends. 

Mr. Hollingsworth has large signs in each of the four-eerners 

Disagree. (“I don’t use Neutral, because it forces them to take a 

stand,” he told us.) After he reads aloud brief scenarios of Family 

and Human Services personnel being confronted with evidence 

of possible abuse or neglect, and their decision on whether to 

report it to a state agency, students then move to the corner that 

best fits their opinion regarding the decision, and they discuss it 

with their peers. “One scenario in particular gets them stirred up,” 

Mr. Hollingsworth said. “I give them a case of a child care worker 

who repeatedly sees bruises on a child, with the mom explaining 

it away as a clumsy child.” Many of his students want to debate 

the child care worker’s decision to file a report, claiming that she 

didn’t have evidence. “This really pushes their thinking, and we 

go back into the language of the mandatory reporting law, which 

states that they don’t need to investigate, only to suspect.” His 

goal—for students to clarify their values and beliefs—paves the 

way for more instruction. 

Another way to incorporate a planned exchange of ideas is to 

use a carousel arrangement, in which groups of students rotate 

through a series of stations, gathering information (often back- 

ground knowledge) for the purpose of discussion. Third grade 

teacher Emily Aldrich uses a carousel as part of a science unit on 

properties of light. Students visit a station that features a prism 
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(so they can learn about refraction), another on shadows (to see 

how sources of light alter the shapes of the shadows), and a third 

featuring compact discs. In this last station, students experiment 

with locating different light sources such as the natural light of 

the sun coming through the classroom windows, tilting the CDs 

just so to find the rainbow reflection. At each station, they dis- 

cuss and record their observations. 

Ms. Aldrich told us how using the carousel arrangement sup- 

ports her instructional goals: 

This is my introduction to a unit [on light], and I want them to 

grasp two concepts right away. The first is that I want them to 

notice that when you change the position of the light source 

relative to an object, the shadow it casts changes as well. The 

second is that visible light refracts into a rainbow of colors. 

Later, we’ll be looking at how the reflection and absorption of 

visible light dictates the perceived color of an object. I’ll use 

their observations as a springboard. 

Ms. Aldrich’s use of basic group work is an example of how 

collaborative learning can be used in an inquiry-based classroom. 

As we have noted, there is a misconception that the gradual 

release of responsibility instructional framework requires that 

every lesson proceed through a strict sequence, with collabora- 

tive learning always following focused or guided instruction. But 

many classrooms, especially science ones, regularly use inquiry 

to foster curiosity, activate background knowledge, and set the 

stage for new learning. By opening the unit with collaborative 

learning, Ms. Aldrich is tapping into the concepts, knowledge, 

and skills her students already possess as they write and discuss 

their observations. She is not introducing new knowledge; she is 

asking students to apply their existing knowledge to a novel situ- 

ation. Her goal is consistent with the goals of basic group work, 
% 
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in that she wants her students to share ideas but not yet resolve 

problems or identify solutions. For that, she will choose a pro- 

ductive group work arrangement. 

Guided Instruction During Basic Group Work 

One common instructional arrangement, especially in the ele- 

mentary grades, is to devote part of a lesson to centers or sta- 

tions. This has particular merit in that it teaches young students 

to work independently and encourages their communication and 

collaboration skills as they work with their classmates. While stu- 

dents are engaged in this work, the teacher is able to meet with 

other needs-based groups of students for guided instruction. For 

this reason, centers or stations are primarily designed to provide 

practice opportunities for students as they approach mastery 

of a skill or concept. Therefore, the tasks students are complet- 

ing are on the lower end of complexity so that the collaborative 

group can function with a minimum amount of teacher supervi- 

sion or input. 

However, students won’t simply begin working effectively 

at centers or stations just because a teacher told them to. Fhey 

must-be-taught-hew-to begin the-werk-and-function-as-a-group. 

The_logistics of the centérs=including signals, locating materi- 

als, and turning in assignments— should—be-clear-to-students. 

We strongly encourage elementary teachers to devote the first 

four weeks (20 days) of school to systematically introducing and 

practicing the stations they plan to use often. Begin by teaching 

the entire class the processes of one center and allowing time 

for practice. A few days later, introduce a second center in the 

same way. Once students are comfortable with the second center, 

divide the class in half and have each half complete first one cen- 

ter and then the other. Repeat this pattern as you introduce new 

centers, further subdividing the class until you have all of the 
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centers up and running. Once these processes are smooth, you 

will be able to devote time to meeting with needs-based groups 

for guided instruction. Figure 4.2 presents a 20-day calendar for 

systematically phasing in basic group work centers or stations. 

- ‘Figure 4.2 20-Day Plan for Implementing Basic Group Work Centers 
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in that she wants her students to share ideas but not yet resolve 

problems or identify solutions. For that, she will choose a pro- 

ductive group work arrangement. 

Guided Instruction During Basic Group Work 

One common instructional arrangement, especially in the ele- 

mentary grades, is to devote part of a lesson to centers or sta- 

tions. This has particular merit in that it teaches young students 

to work independently and encourages their communication and 

collaboration skills as they work with their classmates. While stu- 

dents are engaged in this work, the teacher is able to meet with 

other needs-based groups of students for guided instruction. For 

this reason, centers or stations are primarily designed to provide 

practice opportunities for students as they approach mastery 

of a skill or concept. Therefore, the tasks students are complet- 

ing are on the lower end of complexity so that the collaborative 

group can function with a minimum amount of teacher supervi- 

sion or input. 

However, students won’t simply begin working effectively 

at centers or stations just because a teacher told them to. Fhey 

must-be-taught-how-to-begin the-work-and-funetion-as-a-group. 

The_logistics of the centérs=including signals, locating materi- 

als, and turning in assignments— should_be-clear-to-students. 

We strongly encourage elementary teachers to devote the first 

four weeks (20 days) of school to systematically introducing and 
practicing the stations they plan to use often. Begin by teaching 

the entire class the processes of one center and allowing time 

for practice. A few days later, introduce a second center in the 

same way. Once students are comfortable with the second center, 

divide the class in half and have each half complete first one cen- 

ter and then the other. Repeat this pattern as you introduce new 
centers, further subdividing the class until you have all of the 
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centers up and running. Once these processes are smooth, you 
will be able to devote time to meeting with needs-based groups 
for guided instruction. Figure 4.2 presents a 20-day calendar for 
systematically phasing in basic group work centers or stations. 
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Figure 4.3 Discussion Roundtable Template 

Participant 2 

Participant 3 Participant 4 
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with her geometry students to teach them the process of proofs. 

Each group of four students is given a different task, or proof, to 

solve. Each member of the group has a different-colored marker 

and is required to sign his or her name on the back of the poster. 

This ensures that each student contributes to the poster and is 

accountable for the information on the poster. During their dis- 

cussions, students apply what they have learned about proofs 

during focus lessons and guided instruction, including the pro- 

cess Ms. Tran has modeled for them several times: 

1. Identify or generate the statement of the theorem. 

2. State the given. 

3. Create a drawing that represents the given. 

4. State what you’re going to prove. 

5. Provide the proof. 

The modeling of this process of solving proofs is critical, and 

the guided instruction students receive can be used to correct 

misconceptions and address knowledge gaps; the collaborative 

learning task requires students to use what they know. 

Collaborative posters can be used for different grades and sub- 

ject areas. For example, a group of Ist graders might create a Venn 

diagram to identify the similarities and differences between two 

characters, a group of 6th graders might use a timeline to aid their 

understanding of the various kingdoms and dynasties in Egyptian 

history, and a group of biology students could demonstrate their 

understanding of cell division by creating a process chart. 

Daal wees 

Reciprocal teaching is an instructional strategy in which groups 
cf on ft Lt] ’ 

sation-about-the-text: (Palinscar & Brown, 1984). The-conversa- 

tion_is_structured_around-four-strategies:summarizing,-question 

generating,-clarifying, and predicting.As-with-most-collaborative 
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structures, students need practice and modeling before they can 

use reciprocal teaching with their peers. The approach is most 

effective when students understand the four comprehension 

strategies that comprise the conversation (Oczkus, 2010). 

Summarizing is-a-brief-written-ororalreview of the main points 

_ofthetext. Text can be summarized across sentences, paragraphs, 

or the selection as a whole. When students first use reciprocal 

teaching, they typically focus on sentence- and paragraph-level 

summaries. As they become skilled with procedures, they begin 

to summarize at the paragraph and passage levels. 

Questioning—focuses students on inquiry and investigation. 

As students generate questions, they identify the type of informa- 

tion that is important enough to provide the basis for a question. 

During the questioning portion of a reciprocal teaching discus- 

sion, students_often_answer-one—another’s_questions—and—thus 

engage-in-conversations-that-extend-beyond-the-text. Over time, 

and with modeling and practice, students learn to generate ques- 

tions at many levels of complexity. For example, students might 

learn to ask the four types of questions common in question— 

answer relationships (i.e., right there, think and search, author 

and you, on your own; Raphael, Highfield, & Au, 2006), or they 

might focus on text-dependent questions such as key details, 

vocabulary and text structure, author’s purpose, inferences, or 

opinions and arguments (Fisher & Frey, 2013). 

Clarifying is a metacognitive activity in which students learn 

to notice things that they don’t understand. During the discus- 

sion about the text, students-ask for-elarifieation-om-components 

-ef-thetext that blocked-theircomprehension. Early in the use of 

reciprocal teaching, students often seek clarification on individ- 

ual words. Over time, students will also clarify ideas that confuse 

them, missing background information that others might have, 

and unfamiliar experiences discussed in the text. In addition, 

with modeling and practice, students can incorporate another 
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comprehension strategy, visualizing, into their clarifying. One of 

the ways to teach readers this strategy is to tell them to “make a 

movie in your mind” as they read. 

Predicting is the process of making-an-educated-guess,-based 

.on the best information.available, about what might happen next. 

In order to make predictions successfully, students must activate 

both background and prior knowledge, pay attention to what the 

author has said, and make inferences. Predicting also keeps read- 

ers engaged with the text, as they want to read further to deter- 

mine if their predictions are correct. 

For an example of how reciprocal teaching can help students 

advance toward independent learning, consider what went on in 

Tony Nelson’s 4th grade science class during a unit focused on 

nutrition, exercise, and fitness. Following a series of focus lessons 

and guided instructional events, students were ready to work in 

collaborative groups. Each productive work group had copies 

of the “Choose My Plate” informational poster produced by the 

U.S. Department of Agriculture (see www.choosemyplate.gov/). 

They used summarizing, clarifying, questioning, and predicting 

to read and discuss this text, and the members of each group 

developed their own notes regarding each of these elements of 

reciprocal teaching. This text generated more questions for the 

groups than anything else in the unit. As an extension, Mr. Nelson 

asked his students to select one of their group’s questions for 

further research. Angel’s group identified a number of them for 

further inquiry: 

e What is a healthy food item? An unhealthy food item? 

e Why is it important that we eat healthfully? 

e How many food items did we eat last night that were con- 

sidered healthy? Unhealthy? 

¢ Do you think you are eating healthy meals according to 

the diagram? 
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e What might you want to change to eat better? 

e Is it possible to eat better at home? At school? 

Angel selected the final question and began her quest for the 

answer through Internet searches and additional print and digital 

readings, looking for possible answers. Over the weeklong inves- 

tigation of their questions, students drafted responses, met with 

Mr. Nelson for editing sessions, met with peers for feedback, and 

read extensively. Angel’s answer was complex and read, in part, 

like this: 

It is possible to eat better, if you want to and if adults help. 

With some education, parents and cafeteria staff could pre- 

pare very healthy meals. This would mean that students 

would have to stop begging for unhealthy meals, like fried 

food. To eat healthier, students need choices and they need 

to make good choices. 

In the case of Mr. Nelson’s lesson, all the students were 

reading and commenting on the same piece of text. There are 

other times, however, when you want students to consolidate 

their understanding across multiple documents or artifacts. To 

accomplish this, use a jigsaw arrangement to promote synthesis 

of knowledge. 

Jigsaw 

In this collaborative learning routine, each-group-member-learns 

-bers. Elliot Aronson developed the jigsaw classroom in 1971 in 

Austin, Texas, in response to the kind of in-class conflict he was 

seeing (see www. jigsaw.org). In most classrooms at the time, stu- 
dents competed against each another for grades and had few 
opportunities and little motivation to collaborate. Aronson’s goal 
was to restructure the classroom for positive interdependence. 
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individual => Expert > Nome 

Although Aronson’s original work was conducted in a 5th 

grade classroom, this approach can be used across grade levels 
and content areas. History teacher Javier Vaca routinely uses 

the jigsaw method when students are learning about primary 

and secondary source materials. In their home-groups, students 

gain knowledge about individual documents and then share this 

knowledge with the other members of their group. But each stu- 

dent is also a member of an expert-group, where students jointly 

build their expertise about a particular document. The expert 

group is key to making jigsaw work, as individuals benefit from 

the collective wisdom of the group. This also ensures that a group 

is not inadvertently left behind due to the fact that an individual 

assigned to a document did not understand it. 

During a unit on the American home front war effort during 

World War II, Cassandra worked within an expert group of students 

assigned to analyze the text from Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s 20th 

fireside chat from February 23, 1942, “On the Progress of the War.” 

Cassandra’s group chunked the long text and used a reciprocal 

teaching approach to discuss it in depth. Lex, a member of the 

expert group, commented on FDR’s opening allusion to Washing- 

ton’s troops at Valley Forge; the group consulted a map in order to 

better understand troop movements and critical territories. Cas- 

sandra drew their attention back to the end of the radio broadcast 

text, noting that the president was beseeching his listeners to 

focus their efforts on increasing military supply production and 

set aside labor disputes in order to meet demand. 

Forty-five minutes later, Cassandra rejoined her home group, 

made up of students who had become experts on other docu- 

ments. During the remainder of this class period as well as the 

following day, she and her home group members taught one 

another about the war bond effort and viewed several film clips 

used in movie theater campaigns. They read a secondary source 

describing the rationing program for civilians and viewed images 
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of rationing coupons. One student in their home group, Mario, 

taught them about the victory garden program promoted as a 

means for Americans to supplement their rationed canned goods. 

He noted that he had learned that victory gardens were not con- 

fined to the American war effort and that many countries had 

promoted their use as far back as World War I. “I think it’s inter- 

esting that they coupled this with rationing and made sure that 

people knew their sacrifices were to support the war effort,” he 

said. After everyone’s presentations, the group moved to a syn- 

thesis of these documents. The conclusions they drew included 

the fact that these efforts were necessary from an economic 

standpoint but were strategically presented to the American 

people as a way to actively contribute to a cause. As Cassandra 

explained to Mr. Vaca, 

A lot of times people think that individually they don’t make 

much of a difference. It seems like the government placed a 

lot of effort in getting people involved and keeping them up 

to date on what was happening. When you’re involved, you 

feel like you can make a sacrifice for the greater good and 

that it will mean something. 

Specialized Routines for Productive Group Work 

In addition to these generic productive group work routines, 

there are a number of specialized routines that teachers can use 

to engage students in learning. We will consider two such rou- 

tines, both of which provide students an enhanced opportunity 

to interact with one another and the content. 

Literature Circles and Book Clubs 

Literature circles (Daniels, 2001) and book clubs (McMahon, 
Raphael, Goatley, & Pardo, 2007) have been popular approaches 
for differentiating texts among readers because they allow for 
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peer-led, small-group discussions of a common text. Students do 

not read in the presence of others (this is done during indepen- 
dent reading or at home); they gather together to discuss what 

they have read. The literature circles approach stresses choice 

and the temporary nature of the groups, as configurations change 

with the next round of books. Several principles are central to lit- 

erature circles: 

¢ Students have choice in the books they read. These choices 

are often limited to a list the teacher has compiled (usually cho- 

sen because they have a common theme and represent a range 

of text complexity), but students choose which they will read, 

sometimes with some “artful teacher guidance” (Daniels, 2006, p. 

11). Group formation is then predicated on book choice, which 

really creates an interest group. 

e¢ Students have a responsibility to themselves and to their 

peers. These responsibilities include record keeping, contribut- 

ing to group discussions, and, of course, keeping up with the 

assignment. It is hard to hide in a group of six or so when you © 

have not done the reading! Students create their own ground 

rules and schedule the times they will meet. Once comfortable 

with the process, groups jointly determine how much they will 

read before the next meeting. 

e There is increased engagement in these peer-led discus- 

sions. Daniels calls this “airtime,” and it stands to reason that in 

a small group the level of participation is going to increase (2006, 

p. 11). Drawing a quiet student into the discussion becomes the 

job of supportive peers, not the teacher. 

The social development of these groups can be challenging for 

some students, who may have come to rely on teacher-directed 

instruction to the exclusion of any responsibility for their own 

learning. Many teachers initially use role sheets to formalize the 

necessary social and academic behaviors necessary for effective 
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peer-led discussions. These roles typically align with the con- 

tent of the discussion, such as Discussion Director, Vocabulary 

Enricher, and so on. Once students become adept at literature 

circle discussion, these formal roles are abandoned in favor of a 

more natural ebb and flow to the conversation. 

Now, an illustration. Arneta Johnson’s 5th grade students 

have been participating in literature circles since the beginning of 

the school year, and they are now in their fourth cycle. Each cycle 

features a unifying essential question to be answered through 

whole-class shared reading as collaborative groups read one of 

five literature club titles. The essential question for this cycle is, 

“Why do some people act bravely in the face of danger, while oth- 

ers do not?” Ms. Johnson is reading Anne Frank’s diary (1953), a 

complex text, with the entire class. The students, as part of their 

literature circles, are also reading one of the following: 

e Sacajawea (Bruchac, 2001), 

e Stealing Home: The Story of Jackie Robinson (Denenberg, 

1990) 

¢ Chief: The Life of Peter J. Ganci, a New York City Firefighter 

(Ganci, 2003), 

¢ Harvesting Hope: The Story of Cesar Chavez (Krull, 2003), and 

e Voices from the Fields: Children of sera Farmworkers Tell 

Their Stories (Atkin, 2000). 

Ms. Johnson selected these books carefully to represent 

a range of possible answers to the question, including righting 

an injustice, saving the lives of others, and venturing into new 

realms. She considered gender, ethnicity, and age, as well as text 

difficulty (two of the selections are picture books). She previewed 

each title during a book talk, and students made their top three 

selections. This allowed her to shape the groups so that they 

were equally distributed and to match a few students with books 
that were not significantly above their reading level. 
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For two weeks, literature circles met to discuss the readings and 
then recorded their reactions in their reading journals. Jessica’s 
group read Harvesting Hope; they ended each discussion by revis- 
iting the essential question to see if they had developed an answer. 
At the end of the two weeks, each student wrote an essay about the 
question, using examples from their literature circle selection and 

Anne Frank. Jessica's essay contained the following paragraph: 

I think people are brave and not brave for lots of reasons. 

Anne was brave because she felt like she had to be to sur- 

vive. She wasn’t a sad girl and she stayed brave on the out- 

side even when she was scared on the inside. She knew it 

made it easier for her family, too. Cesar Chavez was brave for 

a different reason. He knew what was happening was wrong. 

He didn’t like seeing so many people he cared about being 

treated that way. So he stood up for everyone. Maybe Anne 

and Cesar had one thing in common about being brave. They 

both cared about other people. 

Labs and Simulations 

Labs and simulations are an ideal structure for collaborative learn- 

ing because they allow for student interaction and inquiry. Labs 

are most common in science education, but they can also be used 

in art and physical education. In science classrooms, students 

should “participate in a range of lab activities to verify known 

scientific concepts, pose research questions, conceive their own 

investigations, and create models of natural phenomena” (Singer, 

Hilton, & Schweingruber, 2006). Participating in these types of 

activities, especially within a gradual release of responsibility 

instructional framework, helps students understand the content. 

Consider the following example, from Justin Miller’s science 

class, of students applying what they have learned about elec- 

tricity in a science lab. In their lab groups, students were given 
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several fruits and vegetables (lemons, potatoes, grapefruit, toma- 

toes, and oranges), shiny copper pennies, zinc-plated screws, 

wires with alligator clips, a light-emitting diode (LED) with a low 

voltage rating, and a multimeter. Their collaborative task was to 

consolidate the knowledge gained thus far and to light the LED. 

Once groups had successfully delivered electricity to the LED, 

they used the multimeter to measure the amount of electricity 

produced. Thus, the task was twofold: first, use the supplies to 

make electricity and then, second, determine which arrange- 

ment produced the most electricity. Each student had to form a 

hypothesis and then work with the group to test it. 

Mr. Miller did not simply walk around the room to manage 

this lab. He knew that this was the ideal time for him to provide 

guided instruction and push students’ thinking to higher lev- 

els. He first met with a group of four students whose formative 

assessment results had indicated they were struggling to grasp 

the concepts of circuits and conductors. With them, he shared 

the Eyewitness book Electricity (Parker, 2005), particularly the 

illustration on page 22 providing a visual explanation of circuits 

and conductors. 

Nearby, one of the groups had inserted a penny in one side 

of the lemon and a zinc-plated screw into the other. They con- 

nected the wires to the penny and screw and then lit the LED. 

Mr. Miller looked up and asked the members of the group if they 

could make their signal strength any stronger. He also reminded 

them that they each had to explain, in their science journals, why 

this worked; Andrew noted in his journal that “when the screw 

contacted with the citric acid in the lemon, it started two chemi- 

cal reactions: oxidation and reduction.” 

Like labs, simulations are used to ensure that learning is 
applied (Aldrich, 2005). Simulations are common in social studies, 
language arts, and other content areas for learning such things as 
cause and effect. Simulations International (www.simulationsintl. 
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com), a global company that provides simulation consulting, 

identified five elements of simulations. If these elements are pres- 

ent, the activity qualifies as a simulation: 

e The simulation itself is not real but aims to mimic reality. 

e The simulation contains a mathematical or rules-based 

model. 

e Time is continuous. 

e Where you are is always a consequence of what you have 

done in the past. 

e Where you are going is completely your choice. 

In her government class, Janice Fink uses simulations of town 

hall meetings and congressional voting. During one session, she 

provided students with a scenario very real to their lives: drag 

racing on the freeway. She distributed copies of a newspaper arti- 

cle about drag racing, a political cartoon on the subject, a sec- 

tion of the vehicle code, and a proposed amendment to the code, 

which would criminalize observing drag racing. The room was 

charged, and students began sharing their opinions about this 

with one another. Ms. Fink interrupted their conversations and 

reminded them of the process of a town hall meeting. 

She assigned her students roles as mayor, council members, 

community members, parents of a young adult killed while drag 

racing, business owners, observers of drag races, three well- 

known drag racers, and police officers. Ms. Fink reminded her 

students that the conversation could go in any direction they 

chose, as long as they respected the town hall process and 

remained in their roles. In their collaborative groups, students 

shared their thinking about the proposed law and provided feed- 

back and commentary. 

During this time, Ms. Fink met with individual students who 

needed additional support to make their position known. She 

also met with the mayor and council members in a small guided 
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instruction group to remind them of their role in the discussion 

and how to manage the town hall meeting. Over several days, 

with focus lessons, guided instruction, and collaborative learning 

events, the students were prepared for the simulation. 

Janae started the conversation: 

Mr. Mayor and Members of the Council: I can’t believe that 

you’re thinking of making it a crime to watch drag racing. What 

could I, the observer, do? Where will it stop? Will it be a crime 

to observe a house robbery? Will it be a crime to watch some- 

one run a stop sign or light? And who will enforce this rule? 

Marvin asked to speak next. His role was “business owner”: 

I like drag racing, so it doesn’t matter what rules you make up. 

Ms. Fink interrupted the group and reminded students that they 

had to be true to their role. To Marvin, she said, “Which business 

owner’s perspective are you speaking from? Think about that. Some 

business owners might sympathize with what you just said, but oth- 

ers would disagree with you. Maybe you should start over and intro- 

duce yourself. That would give us the context for your speech.” 

Over the course of the town hall meeting, many different opin- 

ions were expressed, ideas were challenged, and positions were 

forwarded. Ms. Fink knew that her students were ready for this 

simulation because of the structure of her classroom and the 

work she had done to prepare them. 

Guided Instruction During Productive Group Work 

Gathering formative assessment data to inform instruction 

means that the teacher is actively involved in productive group 

work. The most common form of involvement is when teach- 

ers insert themselves into group discussions for the purpose of 
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checking for understanding. When a group appears stuck or has 
only a partial understanding of a concept, the teacher momen- 
tarily assumes cognitive responsibility and moves through the 
same instructional moves described in Chapter 3’s look at guided 
instruction. Teachers can follow questions with prompts that 
cause students to activate their background knowledge, recall a 
procedure or prompt, or utilize an informal problem-solving heu- 

ristic they have applied in the past. 

The task complexity is elevated in productive group work 

because you want to provoke errors. That’s right: you want stu- 

dents to make mistakes, because mistakes lead to learning. In 

cognitive science, this is called productive failure (Kapur, 2008). 

It requires a shift in the teacher’s role to provide shorter guided 

instruction as part of the process of gathering formative assess- 

ment information. The teacher travels from group to group to lis- 

ten in, check for understanding, and help groups get “unstuck” 

when their understanding breaks down and they have run out 

of solutions. 

To be sure, these visits should be delicately timed; you don’t 

want to swoop in too early and thwart the group’s problem- 

solving process as they figure out what to do next. However, most 

of us have witnessed the group-that-has-ground.-to-a-halt. When 

that occurs, you temporarily take-back-cognitive.responsibility; 

asking-questions.and_providing prompts_regarding-background 
oe Tena inf 7 : 

ties. Keep in mind that groups in this phase often temporarily 

forget previously learned skills and concepts because they are 

not yet expert at doing what experts can: recognizing patterns, 

envisioning next steps, and seeing concepts as schemata, rather 

than random points of information (Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 

2000). In this case, the guided instruction moves the group for- 

- ward again, now with a more complete understanding than they 

possessed at the beginning of the task. 
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Formative Assessment During Collaborative Learning 

Checking for understanding is essential at each phase of the 

gradual release of responsibility model (Fisher & Frey, 2007a). 

This can seem to be more of a challenge in collaborative learn- 

ing because so much of the activity is taking place outside the 

teacher’s presence. Yet the key to gathering formative assess- 

ment information is to design individual accountability within 

productive group work tasks. The students in Mr. Nelson’s class 

chose a question for further research and produced a report. Ms. 

Tran’s geometry students developed a collaborative poster using 

a format that allowed her to determine the level of participation 

for each member. 
TI , idi pecries : 

assessment tasks-for-collaborativelearning (Frey & Fisher, 2011): 

e¢ What evidence do | need in order to make future instruc- 

tional decisions? 

e¢ What evidence would be most useful for guided instruc- 

tion follow-up? 

¢ Does this assessment task provide meaningful feedback to 

the student? 

e Can every member of the group do this assessment task in 

a meaningful way? 

e If not, in what ways can this assessment task be modified 

to meet the needs of those students? 

Sometimes during productive group work, students will tempo- 

rarily forget what they already know because they are focused 
on the newer information they are attempting to apply. Novices 

are not the best at noticing patterns and marshaling resources 
to resolve problems. That’s precisely what you’re looking for 
during productive group work because the goal is for them to 



Collaborative Learning: Consolidating Thinking with Peers * 95 

consolidate their understanding. When you notice that students 

need to remember what they know, you shift back to guided 

instruction. 

Conclusion 

Collaborative learning provides a critical bridge in student learn- 

ing because it allows novice learners to refine their thinking 

about new concepts and skills. The oral language development in 

such settings is particularly valuable because it requires the use 

of social and academic language in order to accomplish the task. 

Individual accountability is a hallmark of productive group work 

as it minimizes the frustration felt by some students who believe 

they have shouldered an unfair burden. The configuration of the 

group is important to its success. Although there are times when 

student choice or interest groups are useful, in most cases the 

grouping should be heterogeneous so as not to impoverish some 

groups that have fewer collective resources among them. This is 

just as important for high-achieving students, who tend to collab- 

orate less in groups they perceive as needing less of their help. 



independent Learning: 
Applying What Has Been Taught 

All learning is “independent” in the sense that the learner’s 

motivation, interest, and ability to learn mark the difference 

between success and failure. Even during the focused instruction 

phase, when the cognitive responsibility lies primarily with the 

teacher, the learner is a partner in the process. As the cognitive 

load increases for the student, the need for self-direction grows. 

Therefore, the independent learning phase is merely the-full- 

est-expression of the skills-and habits-of-mind Used-througheut 

work. As we have noted previously, it is important for students 

to consolidate their understanding with peers during collabora- 

tive learning. In this chapter, we focus on the role of application. 

Application requires deliberate practice: time-spent-working-and 

thinking-alone. As Ericsson, Krampe, and Tesch-Rober (1993) 

note, serious study alone, what they call solitary practice, is one 

of the strongest predictors of expert performance. Like Ericsson 

and colleagues, Gladwell (2008) acknowledges that it takes about 

10,000 hours of deliberate practice to develop expertise. This 

96 
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has significant implications for teachers and school, in terms of 
developing students’ content knowledge. 

A common misconception about independent learning is that 

the ultimate goal is for the student to replicate what has been 

taught. But independent learning is far more complex than that. 

The process of figuring things out, which begins during focused 

instruction, continues. Struggle_is_essential fortearning; expect- 

ing that students should somehow be “perfect” by the time they 

reach the independent learning phase isn’t setting the bar high 

enough. In Chapter 4, we discussed productive failure (Kapur, 

2008), and this process of learning from mistakes continues dur- 

ing independent learning. Duke (2012) illustrates this point while 

recounting a music teacher’s experience: 

A student in her class was trying to figure out a piano finger- 

ing as she was standing beside him watching. After several 

unsuccessful repetitions, he looked to her and said, “If you 

were a good teacher, you'd tell me how to do this,” where- 

upon my very astute and skillful grad student replied, “Yes, 

but because I’m an excellent teacher, I’m going to wait a while 

longer while you figure it out.” Of course, she said that with 

the informed confidence that her student could in fact figure 

it out, which he did after the next few attempts. Think about 

what the student learned from that experience, other than 

the fact that his teacher’s a hard nose. He discovered that 

he could figure it out. His moments in the muddle led to his 

arriving at an advantageous solution, and all of the errors he 

made along the way actually strengthened the memory of the 

solution and the path he took in reaching it. (p. 40) 

Duke’s story captures an important element of independent 

learning, and that is that the music teacher was sure that the stu- 

dent’s previous learning had properly equipped him to succeed. 
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In this chapter, we will examine what independent learning is 

and describe the conditions and skills necessary to implement it 

effectively. First, we’ll look at the need to teach students how to 

learn through the development of metacognition and self-regula- 

tion. Then we will consider independent learning tasks, both in 

school and outside it, paying special attention to homework and 

blended learning practices. Finally, we will examine the crucial 

role of the teacher during independent learning. It’s more than 

just assigning work, and formative assessment is key. 

Key Features of Independent Learning 

We’ve heard it a thousand times: “All children can learn.” In truth, 

that maxim describes only part of the formula for what propels 

independent learning. Of course all students have the capacity 

to learn. But what about the ability to learn? Ability is built on 

skill, and 
. . 

. . 
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Metacognition 

The onset of an awareness of one’s own thinking coincides with 

the age of formal schooling (4 years old or so), but this awareness 

must be purposefully nurtured over a child’s academic career. 

Metacognition is the learner’s mindful acknowledgment of his 

or her own learning processes, the conditions under which one 

learns best, and a recognition that learning has occurred (Flavell, 

1979). This is truly a lifelong phenomenon and, therefore, not 

something that can be taught in a handful of lessons; teachers 

must return to the topic again and again. 

The gradual release of responsibility instructional framework 

supports the development of metacognition in that students 

are provided with time to recognize that learning has occurred 
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and under what conditions. Work.to_build this-awareness-begins 

during focused instruction, asthe teacher-thinks-aloud (calling 

attention to the decision-making process), and it-extendsthrough 

guided instruction as the-teacher-prompts—students—to—notice 

what.they_know-and-do-net-know, Students assume more respon- 

sibility for their metacognition as they explain their thinking, jus- 

tify solutions, and listen to the thinking of others in collaborative 

learning groups. 

The goal is for students to independently work to understand 

their thinking process. Anderson (2002) suggests a series of four 

questions that challenge learners to move from cognition to 

metacognition. Teachers can post these questions on the board 

at the beginning of the lesson and write the answers as the class 

moves through a lesson or activity. Metacognitive self-talk can 

be fostered by encouraging students to use these four questions 

during both collaborative and independent learning: 

1. “What am I trying to accomplish?” This first question aims 

to move learners from merely copying a task to identifying that 

task’s intended outcomes. (“This math word problem is asking 

me to figure out how many people can be served with the number 

of apple pies at the picnic.”) 

2. “What strategies am I using?” After identifying the problem 

and the goal, the next step is to figure out what strategies can be 

used to achieve a solution. (“I really need to use two strategies 

to find the answer. First | have to multiply the number of slices 

by the total number of pies. That will give me the total number of 

servings. But then | also have to divide those servings among the 

people at the picnic.”) 

3. “How well am I using the strategies?” Once again, monitor- 

ing plays an important role in the acquisition of new learning. This 

question reminds students that effective use of a skill or strategy 

comes from pausing from time to time during the process to see 
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how well it’s working. (“Before I divide, I need to check to see if 

what I’ve multiplied makes sense. Could it be that 8 apple pies 

could be cut into a total of 64 slices? I also want to check my 

math. Does 8 x 8 = 64?”) 

_ 4, “What else could I do?” The goal of this question is to teach 

students to think flexibly and avoid getting bogged down in rigid 

thinking. At this stage of learning, it is common for students to 

focus on new skills and strategies and temporarily forget previ- 

ously learned skills and strategies they have at their disposal. By 

asking “What else could I do?” they remind themselves that those 

familiar strategies could play a role. (“I'm still not sure Iam doing 

this correctly. One way I can be sure is if I draw a diagram of the 

pies and the people. We’ve done diagramming before when we've 

had tough word problems. I’m going to try that now.”) 

Whether in mathematics or any other content area, students 

need to see how to prepare and plan, select an approach, and 

monitor the execution of their plan (Anderson, 2002). This is 

especially valuable during independent learning, when students 

are driving their own progress. Persistence is vital as well, and 

students who have a metacognitive process can think their way 

through a difficult patch, get themselves unstuck, and figure it 

out for themselves. 

Self-Regulation 

All students need to self-regulate as they engage in independent 

learning. Self-regulation includes acting upon the metacognitive 

perceptions they experience during a task, such as rereading a 

passage when comprehension breaks down, consulting another 

resource to clarify the meaning of a vaguely understood vocab- 

ulary term, or checking one’s work for errors after completion. 

These metacognitive behaviors are linked to the learner’s inten- 

tions and goals, such as finishing the task, doing it well, and 
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receiving positive feedback. In other words, metacognitive aware- 
ness is the starting point. Fhe-behaviors that follow it constitute 
a learner’s regulation. 

Time management. Checklists and reminders to use problem- 
solving questions, like the four we have just looked at, are a signif- 
icant way to scaffold students’ developing ability to self-regulate. 
Many teachers build regulatory supports into longer independent 

learning projects. For example, a 3rd grade teacher may require 

a daily check-in to gauge progress on a science research report. 

Young children have difficulty managing time, and these interim 

checkpoints can be of great help to them. 

Task_prioritization. Another aspect of self-regulation is pri- 

oritizing tasks. Younger students are not especially good at deter- 

mining which tasks are more difficult and therefore require more 

attention. Dufresne and Kobisagawa (1989) presented a range of 

paired words for students in grades 1 through 7 to memorize and 

then gave them time to study. The students in the lower grades 

did not know how to allocate their time to focus on the more dif- 

ficult items to memorize, which is what the 5th through 7th grade 

students did. Teachers can support the development of this self- 

regulatory process by providing directions that identify the more 

difficult and time-consuming elements of an assignment. 

Galibration. A third component of self-regulation during inde- 

pendent learning is calibration, the ability to accurately self-assess 

in order to affect learning decisions. Calibration is a newer area 

of research in metacognition and self-regulation, and it focuses 

primarily on students’ knowledge of the gap between where their 

current performance is and what they hope to achieve (Hattie, 

2013). A meta-analysis conducted by Hattie (2009) found that 

self-reported expectations and self-grading are among the most 

effective instructional approaches a teacher can use. For exam- 

ple, students in general can accurately predict their score on a 

test, although this ability declines among students who perform 
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poorly. Why is this? Hattie notes that students who possess inac- 

curate information are more likely to be overconfident—in other 

words, they don’t know what they don’t know. Therefore, they are 

less able to effectively allocate attention to items in need of fur- 

ther consideration. This inability to calibrate extends to teachers 

as well. In one series of large-scale studies, elementary teachers 

underestimated task difficulty by one grade level, whereas high 

school teachers overestimated task difficulty by one grade level 

(Hattie, Brown, & Keegan, 2005). 

The vision of a roomful of students silently toiling away on 

an assignment while the teacher spends the entire time filing 

papers and putting materials away is wrongheaded. Independent 

learning, when it occurs in the classroom, should include meta- 

cognitive supports that encourage growth in self-regulation. The 

teacher provides this support through feedback on the tasks stu- 

dents complete inside and outside the classroom. 

Independent Learning Inside School 

There is a wide range of independent learning tasks that students 

can complete during school, including journal and essay writing; 

independent reading; designing and drafting projects and perfor- 

mances; preparing for discussions, debates, and seminars; quiz- 

zes and other assessments; and research. These tasks should 

allow for students to demonstrate their understanding of the con- 

tent, not replicate the work the teacher has done. It is also critical 

that independent tasks students complete during school are not 

simply low-level assignments that require them to do little but 

regurgitate what they already know. 

The Literacy Design Collaborative (www.literacydesign- 

collaborative.org) has developed useful sets of task templates 

that encourage students to continue to build knowledge during 
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independent learning. The templates are organized by the critical 

thinking skills the tasks require: analysis, comparison, evaluation, 

problem-solution, cause and effect, definition, description, proce- 

dural-sequential, and synthesis. For example, one task template for 

evaluation using research reads as follows: 

After researching (informational texts) 

on (content), write a/an 

(essay or substitute) that discusses (con- 

tent) and evaluates (content). Be sure to 

support your position with evidence from your research. 

Employed in a 5th grade social studies class, the task might be this: 

After researching primary and secondary sources on the 

American Revolution, write an essay that discusses the 

American and British perspectives at the time and evaluates 

the reasons for the starting the war. Be sure to support your 

position with evidence from your research. 

When planning independent learning tasks, teachers should 

consider the following questions (Frey, Fisher, & Gonzalez, 2010): 

1. What digital and print-based information do students need 

to find? Identify new content they will need to acquire (e.g., 

facts, statistics, ideas) and how they’ll track down that content 

(e.g., with a search engine, through a WebQuest, via a personal 

interview). 

2. What digital and print-based information do students need to 

use? Identify what students have already created or encountered 

in class that they will need for task completion (e.g., notes taken, 

annotations, course readings, video and audio recordings) and 

the procedures they will follow to use this material appropriately 

(e.g., to avoid plagiarism, to ensure proper referencing). 
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3. What digital and print-based information or products do stu- 

dents need to create? Identify the format or formats they will use 

to demonstrate their new learning (e.g., digital storytelling, web- 

site, presentation, written content). 

4. What digital and print-based information do students need to 

share? Identify the ways in which students will share their infor- 

mation, learning, or creation with a larger audience (e.g., a review 

on Amazon.com, YouTube video, blog posting, or presentation). 

“Independent” doesn’t mean a task that’s a free-for-all; the 

work in this phase, like all phases, must be purposeful. Asking 

and answering these four questions is a way that teachers can 

ensure students have what they need in terms of materials and 

directions so that they can work on their own to apply learning 

and don’t need to keep asking what to do next. When the task 

is clear and the materials are readily available, teachers can be 

more confident that student confusion or stalling suggests they’re 

not yet ready to work on their own and may benefit from cycling 

back through another phase of the framework. In addition to the 

planning function they serve, asking these questions supports 

formative assessment efforts as well as reteaching. 

Independent Learning Outside School 

So far we have discussed learning exclusively in terms of what 

happens inside the four walls of the classroom. But independent 

learning continues outside a teacher’s company, even when it’s 

work on a task that the teacher has designed personally. At this 

point, you cross your fingers and trust in the process. One kind 

of out-of-school independent learning is probably as old as for- 

mal schooling itself: homework. The other, blended learning, is 

wholly of this century. Yet both rely on cognitive, metacognitive, 

and self-regulatory skills we advocate teaching each day. 



Independent Learning: Applying What Has Been Taught # 105 

Homework 

Few topics in education are more contentious than homework. 

Our students’ parents tend to focus on what homework was like 

for them when they were students, or they discuss the effect that 

homework has on their home life now. Even among teachers, the 

subject of homework can divide faculties. Some will recount their 

attempts to reduce homework only to be pressured to restore it 

by families who equate homework with rigor. Others will justify 

the practice by citing the character-building attributes of com- 

pleting homework or by talking about homework’s academic 

benefits. Research suggests that homework does have a positive 

effect on achievement, albeit one correlated with the age of the 

student: the effect is smallest in the elementary school years, 

grows modestly in middle school, and is most closely linked to 

achievement in high school (Cooper, Robinson, & Patall, 2006). 

There is more to homework than its effect on achievement, of 

course. Self-regulation is essential for all learning, and homework 

is a time to self-regulate (Xu & Wu, 2013). Secondary students 

learn that homework can contribute to their learning because 

they see the progress they make on summative assessments, and 

homework can help even primary grade students develop skills 

related to task completion, persistence, and memory formation. 

However, children’s homework does have an impact on fam- 

ily life, and Vatterott (2009) is among those advising teachers to 

keep developmental, family, and learning concerns in mind. For 

example, teachers might make younger students’ homework 

assignments time based rather than task based (e.g., ask kinder- 

garteners to complete 10 minutes of nightly homework rather 

than a particular worksheet). This advice certainly resonates 

with us. We work in a neighborhood where many students have 

religious and community obligations on weeknights, and one way 

we try to help them manage homework is to assign homework 
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on a flexible schedule. Homework assignments are given with an 

expectation that they should be completed sometime during the 

week, but the specific night is left to the discretion of the student. 

Not only does this approach help students manage the expecta- 

tions of home and school, but we believe it more closely parallels 

the demands of college and career, where task completion plan- 

ning is an essential skill. 

Our primary concern with homework is that it is traditionally 

assigned too early in the instructional cycle—before students are 

really ready to assume cognitive responsibility. If you follow the 

logic of presenting information to students and fostering those 

skills using a gradient of scaffolds and supports, you'll come to 

the same conclusion we have: traditional homework occurs too 

early in the instructional cycle. (We said it twice to emphasize the 

point.) It makes no sense to introduce a topic at 8:20 a.m. and 

then expect students to be able to do it alone, away from any 

support, 10 or 12 hours later. Students who are just learning a 

new skill—say, learning to convert fractions to decimals—are not 

going to be able to perform that skill very well on their own. If you 

release responsibility for this learning too early by making it the 

basis for a homework assignment, it’s likely your students will 

reveal themselves to be one of four types: 

e The completers, who do the homework flawlessly because 

a parent or older sibling was there to provide the necessary 

scaffolding; 

e The neglecters, who don’t do the homework for whatever 

reason (and you have no idea what that reason is); 

e The pleasers, who want to make you happy so they do the 

homework alone, even though they don’t really know how and 

might make a lot of errors; and 

e The cheaters, who copy their homework from another 

student. 
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Doug freely admits to having been in the “cheater” category 
as a student and argues that behind every cheater is a pleaser 

who cares about how the teacher feels. He and a friend routinely 

traded homework on the long bus ride home, with Doug doing 

the English assignments and his friend taking charge of the math- 

ematics ones. 

Think about the consequences here. Think about the faulty 

data you’re getting and how this affects your ability to forma- 

tively assess. You can’t tell how much scaffolding the completers 

needed. You don’t know whether any of the neglecters mastered 

the skills or not, because you have nothing to look at. While you 

can analyze the errors of the pleasers, you can’t be certain the 

errors are really their own. What if they are actually cheaters and 

got help from someone who didn’t really understand the material? 

And finally, you don’t know who the cheaters are. So every morning 

you review last night’s homework, reteaching because some stu- 

dents didn’t get it and others didn’t do it. And every morning you 

fall a bit further behind because you're now regularly repurposing 

instructional minutes for homework checking and reteaching. 

To be clear, we’re not homework haters. In fact, we fall into 

the camp that thinks homework offers valuable opportunities for 

learning and self-regulation. But we have found that homework 

works best when it’s used to support specific aims within the 

instructional cycle. For example: 

e Fluency-building homework allows students to practice 

skills they know well. Reading for 15 or 20 minutes per night is 

a great example of fluency building. Timed mathematics facts is 

another. This is essentially asking students to chart how many 

multiplication facts they can complete in one minute so they can 

see their fluency increase over time. 

e Spiral review homework is designed to activate background 

knowledge necessary for the new skills or concepts being taught 
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during the school day. For example, during a chemistry unit on 

thermal conductivity, the homework might focus on previously 

taught information on covalent and ionic bonds and polarity. 

e Application homework provides learners with the chance to 

apply newly learned skills to a new situation. The English teachers 

at our school assign all students a quarterly homework assignment 

that requires them to attend a play, movie, or museum exhibition 

and write about its connection to their English content learning. 

e Extension homework requires students to consolidate 

what they have learned across two or more content areas in 

order to deepen their knowledge. A favorite example of extension 

homework is the assignment given to middle school students 

who had learned about persuasive writing in English class and 

natural resources in science class to write to their city council 

with comments on a proposed water desalination plant. 

Note that only application homework and extension homework 

are truly “independent learning” as defined in the gradual release 

of responsibility instructional framework. Fluency building and 

spiral review can be completed with peers, as in collaborative 

learning, or with adult scaffolding, as in guided instruction. 

By following a purposeful approach to homework assign- 

ments, we have significantly increased the homework accuracy 

and completion rates. Our students often mention that the assign- 

ments are doable because they know the content and don’t need 

to rely on others to help them. They also note that they see the 

connection between the homework and what they’re learning in 

class. “It helps me [in math] when the homework is something I 

have to use the next day,” Sha’veha told us. “There’s lots of stuff 

to forget because I haven’t used it in a while, and this is a good 

reminder. Keeps me fresh, you know?” 

Figure 5.1 offers some reflective questions that can help teach- 

ers develop effective homework assignments. 
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Figure 5.1 Developing Effective Homework Assignments 
ar 

Purpose of 

Homework Characteristics Reflective Questions 

— Fluency building ¢ Multiple opportunities . Do students fully understand how the 

for practice skill is performed? 

e Focuses on one or two 2. Is the difficulty level low enough so that 

skills they can focus on speed/rate/fluency, 

e Serves as an access instead of how it is performed? 

point for other skills or 

knowledge 

Allows a skill to be 

used to solve a prob- 

lem, or apply a rule or 

principle 

Uses previously learned 

skill for a new situation 

Application . What rule or principle will the students 

use to solve the problem? 

. Do the students possess the background 

knowledge and prior experiences neces- 

sary to understand the new or novel 

situation? 

ip) 

— 

iS 
Student utilizes previ- . What previously taught skills or knowl- 

ously learned skills or edge are important for future learning 

knowledge and assessment? 

Allows student to con- . In what ways will this strengthen stu- 

firm their understand- dents’ metacognitive awareness of how 

ing and assess their well they use skills and knowledge? 

own learning . What previously taught skills or 

Related conceptually to knowledge serve as a basis for current 

current learning classroom instruction? 

Spiral review 

ho 

w 

. Does the assignment lead to a new 

knowledge base or set of concepts? 

2. Will the students create a new product 

or innovation that they have not done 

before? 

3. What skills or knowledge will students 

require to complete the assignment? 

Potential for develop- 

ment of new under- 

standings 

Results in a new prod- 

uct or innovation 

e Requires the use of 

a variety of skills or 

knowledge 

Source: “Homework and the Gradual Release of Responsibility: Making ‘Responsibility’ Possible,” by D. Fisher & 

N. Frey (p. 43). Copyright 2008 by the National Council of Teachers of English. Used with permission. 
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Blended Learning 

The Common Core State Standards may articulate a progression 

of skills and concepts that traverse the divide between K-12 edu- 

cation and postsecondary applications, but students are often 

not prepared to tackle the independent learning required in the 

blended classroom and digital learning environments that they 

are likely to encounter in college. In fall 2010, more than 6 million 

college students were enrolled in at least one online course, an 

increase of 10 percent over the previous year and far outstripping 

the overall college enrollment increase rate of 2 percent (Allen & 

Seaman, 2011). How many college freshmen have prior experi- 

ence participating in asynchronous learning environments? Do 

they have the skills they need to do the work expected of them? 

The evolution of blended learning has its roots in the use 

of technology in traditional, face-to-face classroom instruction. 

However, true blended learning is not simply applying more tech- 

nological tools to supplement brick-and-mortar learning environ- 

ments; it’s a blend of classroom and digital environments, with 

the understanding that each offers its own advantages. 

Digital environments include both online learning and mobile 

technologies. In order for students to make the most of what 

blended classrooms have to offer, they need to (1) acquire the 

skills needed in blended learning in the face-to-face environment 

and then (2) parallel their learning through online coursework. 

Digital environments are often used in the independent learning 

phase of instruction, and there is an assumption that our stu- 

dents have a generational advantage in using the associated tech- 

nology. But as we have noted throughout this chapter, effective 

independent learning requires attention to metacognition and 

self-regulation, as well as feedback from the teacher. 

The skills necessary for “maximizing learning opportuni- 

ties in digital environments are first taught through face-to-face 
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instruction. Enhancing classroom experiences in a purpose- 
ful and systematic way using synchronous and asynchronous 
digital learning helps students deepen their knowledge. In the 
high school where we work, 9th grade students have a full-day 
“field study” experience every three weeks. These events are 
interdisciplinary, are conducted in the community, rely on col- 

laborative and independent learning in and out of school, and 

incorporate technology: 

e In mathematics class, students use Geometer’s Sketchpad 

to log coordinates (longitude and latitude) to plan field study 

excursions. 

e In Earth Science, students use GPS location services (e.g., 

Google Earth) to navigate during their field study experiences. 

¢ In Integrated Arts, students take photographs and geotag 

them using geospatial metadata during the field study. 

e In English, students organize these images for collabora- 

tive digital storytelling (e.g., VoiceThread) after the field study. 

From the time they start high school in 9th grade, all of our stu- 

dents’ courses include a substantive asynchronous online com- 

ponent (e.g., discussion boards on a Haiku learning management 

system, Edmodo networking tools, wikis, Google Docs collabora- 

tive tools). Students continue to build their online toolkit during 

10th grade, using podcasts, screencasting, video production, and 

screen recorders during face-to-face instruction. As they master 

these tools, they can use them to complete tasks outside school. 

Many of these tasks are collaborative and require a high degree 

of cooperation among students who are not in the same physical 

space. We use online self- and peer assessments, especially those 

that offer 360-degree evaluations, for these projects. 

As students enter 11th grade, they are further challenged 

through the use of real-time (synchronous) technologies, which 

gives them greater access than ever before to information but also 
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challenges them to make decisions more rapidly. To strengthen 

their decision-making skills, they’re given additional opportuni- 

ties to use real-time data in a variety of settings—using polling 

software to analyze statistics, for example, and participating in 

back-channel media technologies (interactive video commenting 

systems that allow for large-format public display). These back- 

channel media are also used in school assemblies to increase 

attendee participation. Our 11th grade students are tasked with 

managing and facilitating these parallel digital conversations. 

We teach in California. In the near future, our 11th and 12th 

graders will be required to take at least one fully online course 

for credit. In 11th grade, this course will be assigned to ensure 

that they are meeting graduation requirements. In 12th grade, 

provided they meet eligibility requirements, students will pro- 

pose a course enrollment based on personal interest. Eligible 

seniors will be encouraged to select from open courseware pro- 

viders such as the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and 

Harvard University. They will have the option of accessing sup- 

port by completing courses on campus in the computer lab or 

from home. 

Seniors also create digital media displays of information for 

résumés in their English class. The Common Core standards call 

for students at this age to be able to make sophisticated use 

of digital media for the purposes of representing information. 

Twelfth grade students design and maintain personal websites 

that focus on their academic and professional experiences (four 

years of health internships, community college coursework, 

high school academics, work experiences, community service) 

and represent the student as a young adult preparing for the 

world of college and career. These websites include a blog, digi- 

tal résumé, short videos of introduction, time lines, and other 

information appropriate for an audience of college recruiters 

and employers. 
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The Teacher's Role in Independent Learning 

As students engage in independent learning, the teacher’s role 

is to notice ongoing performance and provide feedback. Feed- 

back is what allows students to calibrate the gap between their 

current state and where they want to be. It’s what helps them 

make decisions about the allocation of attention and resources 

and helps them resolve problems when they are stuck. All too 

often, unfortunately, the feedback students receive does no such 

thing—primarily because it focuses on current performance 

to the exclusion of what could or should happen next. Keep in 

mind that independent learning is not synonymous with perfec- 

tion; it’s the journey to get to perfection. Similarly, grades are 

not feedback; they may be evaluative, but they do not promote 

further learning. Feedback occurs during independent learning, 

not at the end of it. 

When we consider how often feedback fails to promote learn- 

ing, it’s instructive to consider Lee’s (2009) study comparing 26 

middle and high school writing instructors’ expressed beliefs 

about feedback to the actual feedback they provided on student 

writing. Lee found that these teachers 

e Favored focusing feedback on student strengths but actu- 

ally focused their feedback primarily on weaknesses and errors; 

e Expressed a belief that there is more to good writing than 

accuracy but focused their feedback on language form; 

e Used error codes even though they confessed their stu- 

dents were not consistently able to decipher, understand, or 

apply these codes; 

e Assigned and graded writing as a single attempt, even 

though they believed that multiple revisions are necessary to 

develop writing ability; and 

' e Continued to provide feedback as they had always done, 

even though they believed it had little effect. 
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This last point is especially troubling because it illustrates a 

certain resignation: teachers have given up on using feedback as 

a tool for improvement; for many, giving feedback is something 

they do more out of habit and tradition than for any defined rea- 

son. “Students cannot learn from the mistakes,” said one teacher 

in Lee’s study (2009, p. 18), yet 91 percent of the written feedback 

these teachers generated focused on errors. 

Types of Feedback 

The fact is, like pretty much anything else, feedback to students 

can either be done very badly or be used quite effectively. In 

their seminal review of the research on feedback, Hattie and Tim- 

perley (2007) describe four levels of feedback, some more effec- 

tive than others: 

e Feedback about the task, sometimes called corrective feed- 

back, can be effective, but only when the student’s error is due to 

an incorrect interpretation. When the student lacks knowledge, 

feedback about the task is ineffective. 

e Feedback about the processes used in the task is more effec- 

tive, as it prompts students to analyze the strategies they are 

using. It also mirrors the metacognitive thinking in teacher think- 

alouds presented during modeling. For example, saying “This 

would be a good time to check the date of this historical docu- 

ment so you can get a better sense of what was occurring politi- 

cally at the time” provides the learner with a direction to follow. 

¢ Feedback about self-regulation generally draws on learn- 

ers’ self-efficacy—their belief in their own ability to act upon 

their learning. This type of feedback is also very effective, as it 

can build self-determination, persistence, and resilience in stu- 

dents. “I can see by this lab report you wrote that your hard 

work and studying are really paying off” is feedback that com- 

municates the learner’s control over the learning. Feedback on 
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self-regulation need not be confined to successes, however. Con- 

sider how “Yourre still having trouble with explaining the differ- 

ences between mitosis and meiosis, so be sure to target this area 

for study before the exam” directs the student to the error while 

building a sense of agency. 

e Feedback about the self as a person, or general praise 

(“Nice job!”), does not improve learning, build agency, or change 

behavior. Hattie and Timperley (2007) include this kind of feed- 

back in their article to highlight its ineffectiveness. Even when it 

is well meaning, feedback about the self as a person can have a 

negative effect. For example, “You’re so smart!” reinforces a fixed 

mindset of ability that incorrectly leads students to believe that 

intelligence is innate (Dweck, 2010). 

The sum takeaway is that feedback on the process a student 

used to complete a task promotes metacognition and feedback 

focused on the student’s actions fosters self-regulation and a 

sense of autonomy. Corrective feedback about the task is effective 

if it is presented within the context of the next steps the student 

can take, and then only when it addresses a misinterpretation of a 

concept or skill rather than a lack of knowledge. Feedback focused 

on the student as a person is not effective for promoting learning. 

Criteria for Feedback 

Knowing the types of feedback that are most useful is an impor- 

tant part of the equation, but even the most-effeetive type-of feed- 

eee a) euiel Vonhener HAN 

and_actionable (Wiggins, 1998). 

Timely. Feedback should always be paired as closely as pos- 

sible to the task itself. We all have memories of receiving feed- 

back from a teacher weeks after submitting an assignment. Any 

comments that might have supported the metacognitive or self- 

regulatory elements of learning were negated simply because too 
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much time had passed. Feedback has to reach students when 

they’re still in that learning space. 

Specific. Vague or ambiguous feedback leaves the learner 

bewildered and unsure of what to do next. Give specific feed- 

back about what is correct or what has been done well and about 

where improvement should occur. As an example, take a look at 

3rd grade teacher Elena Anders’s feedback on Corrine’s diagram 

of the solar system: 

I can see you've got all the planets in the correct order, and 

all eight are here. An error | see is that the sizes are not cor- 

rect. You have Venus and Mercury the same size, but Mer- 

cury is actually much smaller. I'd like for you to reread page 

83 in your science book, about the sizes of the planets, and 

then let’s look at your diagram again. 

Ms. Anders’s specific feedback alerts Corrine to the elements that 

are correct as well as those that Corrine needs to correct. 

Understandable. Whether the feedback is understandable or 

not can affect its impact on learning. The meaning of feedback 

can be particularly elusive when the student is young, is learning 

a new language, or does not share a similar definition of quality 

as the teacher. Rubrics can be incredibly helpful in these cases, 

but only when the rubric is shared and discussed in advance of 

the independent task and only when they are not so task-specific 

that they become prescriptive. 

A well-designed rubric defines quality across several dimen- 

sions (the columns) and describes a range of execution (the 

rows). It does not equate a lack of quality exclusively with the 

absence of an element. For example, it is common in some rubrics 

for the highest level of excellence to be described using a string of 

relative adverbs linked to frequency (always/sometimes/never). 

Although frequency can be a relevant element of quality, it is not 

the only one. For a student struggling to understand what quality 
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execution looks like, descriptions of “poor” quality that refer to 
the absence of something are unlikely to be very helpful. 

Actionable. Finally, feedback should result in action—and by 
now we hope you agree that this criterion is the most important. 
Feedback should be such that the student knows what to do next 
and has the opportunity to do it. Part of the vision statement of 
our high school in San Diego is that it is never too late to learn 
(Fisher, Frey, & Pumpian, 2012). Although we realize that time is 

finite and that the school year does eventually end, policy and 

practice dictate that assignments and competencies (assess- 

ments) be constructed to allow for revision and retakes. 

At our school, building in time for post-feedback action 

requires teachers to think about timelines and the scheduling of 

units of instruction. It also requires that there be structures in 

place to make this additional planning work possible. We have 

committed to sustaining instruction until all students have met 

the criteria for mastery, which means teachers must think very 

carefully about differentiation. What should occur for students 

who are learning more quickly and would benefit from further 

extension? How do we ensure there is time and space for students 

who need more attention? In classrooms at our school, differen- 

tiation commonly happens during collaborative learning. While 

some students are receiving more teacher-directed instruction, 

others are extending and deepening their knowledge as they pur- 

sue even higher learning targets. Just because students have met 

the 6th grade social studies standards regarding ancient Mesopo- 

tamia doesn’t mean the topic’s exhausted. How about challeng- 

ing those students to link what they have learned in class to the 

geopolitical climate of today? 

It’s not just students who benefit from good feedback. The 

practice of making feedback timely, specific, understandable, 

and actionable benefits teachers’ formative instructional prac- 

tices enormously. Think of the feedback you give as data for you 
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to utilize. The challenge is to make feedback work for you as an 

instructor in a way that’s similar to how it works for your learners. 

Formative Assessment During 
the Independent Learning Phase 

Each of the phases of instruction we have looked at so far incor- 

porates some means of checking for understanding. To recap: 

e During focused instruction, the teacher indicates where 

students are going in their learning by establishing the purpose, 

modeling and thinking aloud as an expert, and noticing students’ 

initial understandings. 

e During guided instruction, the teacher utilizes what she 

has noticed to scaffold student understanding through questions, 

prompts, and cues. 

e During collaborative learning, the teacher gauges how well 

students appear to be consolidating and extending their learning 

and provides course corrections as needed. 

Now, during independent learning, the-teaeher’s-rote-is-to-check 

in-with-students-asthey.move forward-on-their-own, noticing this 

progress and ensuring students receive that serves to refine and 

deepen understanding. 

That’s not to say that all independent learning tasks are for- 

mative; many are summative and are appropriately used for grad- 

ing and evaluation. Appropriate summative assessments occur 

after numerous rounds of formative assessment, error analysis, 

and reteaching based on the patterns identified. Although both 

formative and summative assessment have a place in schooling, 

teachers intent on moving students toward better learning use 

student performance data to guide their instruction. We can cre- 

ate a feed-forward system so that student performance data can 

be used informatively (Fisher & Frey, 2012d). 
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Know the Difference Between Mistakes and Errors 

When a student inaccurately interprets something due to inatten- 
tion to the task (e.g., forgets an important step), that student is 
making a mistake, not an error. You know you're dealing with a 
mistake when you give corrective feedback and immediately see 
the proverbial light bulb go on. As noted, corrective feedback is 
useful when students have knowledge. Once corrected, they real- 
ize what they need to do next, and the teacher gives them the time 
and space to do it. Independent learning continues as planned. 

An error, on the other hand, is a signal that an adjustment is 
needed. Errors are what you're dealing with when you give stu- 
dents corrective feedback about a task or about the processes 

they need to employ and you get a blank stare in return. They 

simply don’t know what you’re talking about. Their lack of knowl- 

edge or their misconceptions mean that your corrective feed- 

back isn’t enough to get learning on track. These students need 

a return to focused instruction or additional guided instruction, 

and you need to adjust your plans accordingly. 

Track Errors and Find Error Patterns 

Most of us have had the experience of stopping the class during 

a task because we have detected a pattern in the questions com- 

ing from students. When the fourth child in as many minutes asks 

the same question about the directions, it’s a neon sign that the 

whole class would benefit from clarification. 

Unfortunately, it’s rare for a teacher to get so clear a signal. 

Elementary teachers spend six or seven hours a day in the com- 

pany of their students, and it can be very difficult to recall who 

needed more help with multiplying fractions when they are also 

responsible for teaching language arts, science, and the visual 

and performing arts. Secondary teachers have the opposite 

problem. Although the scope of their content teaching is more 
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limited, they are seeing 150 or more students a day. Who can 

keep track? 

One solution is to use a simple error analysis sheet (see Fig- 

ure 5.2) to record all the information coming in. After identifying 

the maior skills or concepts that have been taught, teachers can 

jot down the initials of the students who are making errors and 

require further instruction in the identified areas. 

Error Analysis Sheet Figure 5.2 

Date: 10/12 Topic: “What Sustains Us?” draft essay; focus on mechanics 

a ce 
Mid-sentence Lae | | wart 

capitalization 

Period 2 Period 3 | Period 4 | Period 5 

Colons and Geil | EC,MV, | AA, SK, HH, DP, 

semicolons AG, DL, WK | MG, EM, MR, CH 

any | fy BARTS ue 

Ending JC, AG, | WK, MW | | AA, BA | MR 

punctuation 

Tense consistency 

sae fc ee Sunn SEE Sn 

JC, MM WK, RT, 

AG, SJ 

Spelling 
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Distinguish Between Targeted and Global Errors 
(and Teach Accordingly) 

Using an error analysis sheet helps us figure out what kinds of 
instructional adjustments need to be made. In the case of the 
draft essay in Figure 5.2, we are able to see precisely who needs 
to be in small-group focused or guided instruction. In other cases, 
we notice that one of the cells on the form is filling up with ini- 
tials, which signals that some whole-group instruction address- 
ing these specific skills or concepts would be beneficial. This kind 
of global error might show up within a single class period of stu- 
dents or at times involves students in several periods. Either way, 
it means that teachers need to examine the overall instructional 
design to figure out why the original plan didn’t work—or didn’t 

work in particular classes. 

Tracking errors is important because it prevents us from 

reteaching the entire class because we can’t recall who needed 

help. When a large number of students across periods don’t make 

progress, error analysis prevents us from sticking with a flawed 

instructional plan and may suggest a need to redesign the overall 

unit of study. 

Conclusion 

As we have noted, independent learning is not “do-it-yourself 

school.” Students should be engaged in tasks that require them 

to apply what they have learned and that allow them to ask new 

questions about the world around them. Independent learning 

should build students’ metacognitive skills while allowing the 

teacher to determine areas of additional instructional need. In 

other words, although independent learning is a critical aspect of 

the gradual release of responsibility instructional framework, it’s 

one that has been neglected. 
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As Cain (2012) notes, “If solitude is an important key to cre- 

ativity—then we might all want to develop a taste for it. We’d 

want to teach our kids to work independently” (p. 75). Given the 

demands on students, whether because of the Common Core 

State Standards or the requirements of blended learning, they 

must learn to rally their experience, prioritize their tasks, and 

get to work. When they do so, we will have successfully released 

responsibility (at least for some amount of content) to our stu- 

dents. Only then will they develop the expertise necessary to suc- 

ceed in college, their career, and life. 



Implementing the Gradual 
Release of Responsibility 
Instructional Framework 

Perhaps the gradual release of responsibility instructional frame- 

work we have described is similar to the instructional design 

process you already use in your classroom; perhaps it is quite dif- 

ferent. In this final chapter, we will focus on issues of implementa- 

tion, particularly planning with and introducing this framework 

to your students. We will also address what peers and administra- 

tors should look for in a classroom structured in this way. And, 

finally, we will share some important questions to ask yourself as 

you implement a gradual release of responsibility model in your 

own classroom. 

Although we have presented this framework in a sequential 

manner, implementation is not a strictly linear process. It is not 

necessary to march directly from focused instruction to guided 

instruction and then to collaborative learning, holding indepen- 

dent learning until the very end of the unit. A given lesson may 

start with any phase of the instructional framework, as when a 

123 
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lesson begins with an inquiry-based collaborative learning task. 

Likewise, certain instructional moves may occur multiple times 

within the same lesson, as when a teacher establishes several 

different purposes to reflect a shift in instructional focus from 

one concept or skill to another. Remember, learning is recursive 

and iterative, and every lesson occurs within a larger instruc- 

tional context. Students will continually need to recall, apply, and 

further existing skills and knowledge as part of the process of 

acquiring new skills and knowledge. 

Gradual Release of Responsibility Ils Consistent 
with Other Research-Based Approaches 

Our instructional practices have been profoundly influenced by 

Tomlinson and Imbeau’s (2010) differentiation of instruction, 

Wiggins and McTighe’s (2005) Understanding by Design (UbD®) 

process, and Popham’s (2008) take on formative and transforma- 

tive assessment. We use these processes in developing units of 

study for our students, and aspects of each are integrated into 

the gradual release of responsibility instructional framework. 

Differentiated Instruction and Gradual Release 

Carol Tomlinson’s framework for differentiation describes a pro- 

cess for considering the learning styles, abilities, and interests of 

learners in order to create educational experiences that balance 

challenge with success. As we discussed in Chapter 3, these expe- 

riences can be differentiated in one or more aspects of the cur- 

riculum: content, process, and product. As Tomlinson and others 

(e.g., Benjamin, 2002) have noted, some educators see the imple- 

mentation of differentiated instruction as problematic because 

their reliance on whole-group instruction doesn’t allow time for 

students to work at different rates, on a variety of topics, or with 

a range of materials. 
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The gradual release of responsibility model has been our 

solution to the logistics of differentiation. Focused instruction 

provides time to introduce new concepts for all students and to 

ensure they are all exposed to grade-level thinking. It is in the 

guided instruction, collaborative learning, and independent 

learning phases of the framework that differentiation takes place. 

We can group students homogeneously for guided instruction 

that is customized to their learning needs, then regroup them 

heterogeneously for peer learning. At times, collaborative learn- 

ing also becomes homogeneous, as when students are grouped 

by interest or task preference. Learners also work independently 

to demonstrate their mastery of a concept or skill. Learning con- 

tracts, curriculum compacting, and tiered assignments and tests 

all factor into the educational experiences of our students. 

Understanding by Design and Gradual Release 

The UbD process developed by Grant Wiggins and Jay McTighe 

(2005) features three major components: 

e Identifying desired results, 

e Determining acceptable evidence, and 

e Planning learning experiences and instruction. 

Determining the enduring understandings of learning is invalu- 

able in developing the units of study. In particular, the essential 

questions posed throughout a unit keep us and our students cen- 

tered on the purpose of the learning. The process’s tools also 

help us to plan the assessments we will use. 

The gradual release of responsibility instructional framework 

aligns well with the third step in the UbD process: planning learn- 

ing experiences and instruction. The recursive aspects of the 

framework provide teachers with an instructional design pro- 

cess that allows them to plan learning experiences that transfer 
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the cognitive load to students over time while also being able to 

differentiate those experiences. Of course, instructional design 

is meaningless without units of study that possess the rigor of 

enduring understandings and a clear structure of formative and 

summative assessments to check for understanding (Fisher & 

Frey, 2007a). 

Formative Assessment and Gradual Release 

Assessments are used in school for many reasons: 

e To assist student learning; 

¢ To identify students’ strengths and weaknesses; 

e To assess the effectiveness of a particular instructional 

strategy; 

e To assess and improve the effectiveness of curriculum 

programs; 

e To assess and improve teaching effectiveness; 

e To provide data that assist in decision making; and 

¢ To communicate with and involve parents. (Kellough & 

Kellough, 1999, pp. 418-419) 

These purposes can be organized into three main types of assess- 

ment: diagnostic, formative, and summative. In general, diagnostic 

assessments are used to identify student weakness or for students 

to qualify for special programs. Teachers use formative assessment 

to plan subsequent instruction. As Popham (2008) reminds us, 

assessments can be used to inform, and transform, our instruction. 

Summative assessments are evaluative and typically high-stakes; 

they are designed to summarize what a student has learned. 

According to the National Council of Teachers of Mathemat- 

ics’ Principles and Standards for School Mathematics (2000): 

Assessment should be more than merely a test at the end of 

instruction to see how students perform under special condi- 

tions; rather, it should be an integral part of instruction that 
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informs and guides teachers as they make instructional deci- 

sions. Assessment should not merely be done to students; 

rather, it should also be done for students, to guide and 

enhance their learning. (The Assessment Principle, {1) 

When teachers are gradually releasing responsibility to stu- 

dents, formative assessment is especially critical. Guided instruc- 

tion is dependent on insight into students’ learning status; it’s 

how teachers form groups and how they decide what to teach 

to these groups. We also know that the systematic use of forma- 

tive assessment data improves student achievement. Black and 

Wiliam’s (1998) analysis of findings from 250 journal articles 

and book chapters concluded that the regular use of formative 

assessment raises academic achievement. Classrooms that use 

formative assessment data to flexibly group students use a situ- 

ational process, meaning that students are taught first and then 

grouped for reteaching or extension, based on the most current 

information. Mason and Good (1993) compared the effects of both 

approaches on mathematics learning with 1,700 intermediate stu- 

dents and found that learners in the situational approach outper- 

formed those in classrooms that used a structural approach. 

Planning with the Gradual Release of 
Responsibility Instructional Framework 

After identifying units of study, teachers plan a series of lessons. 

A number of different tools can support the thoughtful engage- 

ment required of our framework’s structured teaching. Our les- 

son plan template (see Figure 6.1), for example, contains guiding 

questions to assist in planning. Figure 6.2 shows a lesson plan 

that Brandon Carmichael developed for his middle school social 

studies students, using our template. Let’s take a look at both the 

template and what Mr. Carmichael has done with it. 
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Topic/theme and standards. The unit of study is on immigra- 

tion and the immigrant experiences, which is part of the Califor- 

nia 8th grade standards’ focus on the American economy and the 

Industrial Revolution. This unit also integrates several 8th grade 

Common Core State Standards in ELA/literacy, specifically stan- 

dards RI.8.1, RI.8.4, RI.8.5, SL.8.1, and SL.8.2. 

Essential question. An essential question reminds students 

of the overarching purpose of learning concepts. In this case, stu- 

dents are asked to consider the ways in which immigrants have 

contributed to America’s economy and how immigrants’ experi- 

ences are similar. 

Purposes. Mr. Carmichael has identified the learning that his 

students need as they progress toward meeting the standard. 

Focused instruction. Mr. Carmichael planned three different 

episodes of focused instruction. He will read aloud to his stu- 

dents, modeling his thinking about a text. He will model his think- 

ing about finding additional information and then model the use 

of a document analysis tool produced by the National Archives. 

Guided instruction. Mr. Carmichael has planned several 

guided instruction lessons because he doesn’t do the majority of 

his teaching to the whole group. He has found that time spent with 

smaller groups of students yields great rewards because he can 

be much more precise. His first guided lesson is a whole-group 

one because he wants to be sure all students understand the tool 

they will be using in their own analysis. In the smaller groups, 

he guides students’ thinking, scaffolding it through prompts and 

cues about the documents they are investigating. 

Collaborative learning. Collaborative learning will be going 

on at the same time as guided instruction, so Mr. Carmichael has 

designed a series of activities that will extend over a few days. 

He knows that initial collaborative learning must be easy enough 
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for students to complete together, so he has them work in teams 

on a more familiar task. Over the course of the lesson, students 

will collaborate on increasingly complex tasks that allow them to 

consolidate their understanding of the content. 

Independent learning. Repetition and reinforcement are key 

to long-term retention of concepts and skills, so Mr. Carmichael 

plans to check in on students’ application through three indepen- 

dent learning tasks: an exit slip after the first day of instruction 

on what they learned, an “I Am” poem, and note taking from their 

textbook. This gives him further insight into who understands 

the concepts and who still needs instruction. 

Formative and summative assessment. Mr. Carmichael has 

designed an instructional plan that incorporates exit slips, prod- 

ucts from the guided instruction lessons, homework, and a short 

essay. This provides him with the variety and authenticity he seeks 

in good formative assessment, and the different tasks communi- 

cate strongly to his students that learning history is more than 

memorizing facts and dates. His summative assessments include 

an end-of-chapter test from the teacher’s guide accompanying the 

textbook series and an essay addressing the essential question. 

What School Leaders Should Look for ina 

Gradual Release of Responsibility Classroom 

As schools and districts implement the gradual release model in 

their classrooms, it is important to monitor indicators of success. 

As with UbD, identifying end results and determining acceptable 

evidence are essential to achieving desired outcomes (Wiggins & 

McTighe, 2005). Figure 6.3 provides a rubric administrators and 

instructional coaches can use to support teachers who are imple- 

menting a gradual release of responsibility framework. 
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Questions a Teacher Should Ask 

Determining where to begin in implementing a gradual release of 

responsibility can be daunting. We have developed these guiding 

questions as a way to support your efforts to integrate the frame- 

work into your existing instructional design. 

Have I modeled things I expect students to 

do collaboratively and independently? 

Many teachers assume that effective collaborative and independent 

learning will take care of itself, but we have discovered that explicit 

direction in how to work collaboratively and independently is a 

linchpin in a successful gradual release of responsibility classroom. 

For this reason, during the first 20 days of the school year or 

semester, we devote some time each class period to building our 

students’ capacity to work collaboratively and independently. We 

provide focused instruction on the tasks they will need to do, for 

example, using the classroom computers, applying a mnemonic 

for writing in-class essays, participating in collaborative groups, 

and completing independent reading assignments. After we intro- 

duce each activity, we divide the students into groups so they can 

practice it. For example, after we have taught two collaborative 

learning activities, we split the class in half and ask each group to 

complete a task and then switch. We spend our time circulating 

and assisting, monitoring behavior, and redirecting students who 

are off task. As we introduce new collaborative and independent 

tasks, we further subdivide the class. Once we have taught the 

major tasks, including routines and procedures, we then intro- 

duce guided instruction into the mix. Only when students have 

been properly prepared for collaborative and independent learn- 

ing can you count on having the (relatively) uninterrupted time 

you'll need for small group-guided instruction. 
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Do I have the materials I need to engage my students? 

This question relates to differentiated instruction, as you'll dis- 
cover that your students need a range of materials in order to 
learn the content. The textbook is a great resource, but it is not 
the only item students should have. Bookmark websites on your 
classroom computers, and talk to your school librarian about 
the hidden treasures that are tucked away somewhere. We have 
worked at schools where grade levels assemble “resource kits” 
of specialized materials, which are stored in labeled boxes and 
available for checkout. These resource kits are great because 
they encourage all of us to dig out materials we use only once 

a year. You may find that you need multiple copies of some sup- 

plies, such as file folder games for young children or storage bags 

of math manipulatives. Elementary schools are fortunate in being 

able to draw on the support of family volunteers to complete this 

kind of project. If you are working at a middle or high school, 

consider promoting the creation of resource kits as a community 

service project for an honor society, a school club, or a young 

adult who is fulfilling requirements for a scholarship, diploma, 

or degree. 

Where canI find more time for guided instruction? 

You can’t create more time, but you can use the time you have 

more effectively. A great tip is to look for occasions when what 

you're doing is more managerial than instructional—when you 

are showing a video in class, for example, or supervising inde- 

pendent work, watching students as they read an assignment, 

or walking up and down the aisles of the classroom hushing stu- 

dents as you go. If you recast whole-class activities that don’t 

require your active participation to be collaborative tasks, you'll 

be free to spend more of your time providing guided instruction 

to small groups. 
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What can I do to ensure that independent 

learning tasks really are meaningful? 

Like us, you probably vowed in your teacher preparation pro- 

gram that you would never be one of “those” teachers who gives 

students lots of busywork as a way to maintain order (meaning 

silence) in the classroom. We hope we have made a case that 

independent learning tasks are a critical component of a gradual 

release of responsibility model, but we also feel teachers really 

do need to examine the quality of what is traditionally used for 

independent work. Problem sets and questions at the end of the 

chapter are rarely engaging enough to keep most learners moti- 

vated. These practice-level tasks can be made more interesting 

by shifting them to the collaborative learning phase, giving stu- 

dents an opportunity to use the social and academic language 

they need in order to support their own learning. 

Wilson and Cutting (2001) remind us that students advance 

their learning through 

e Finding out: Tasks associated with Bloom’s knowledge and 

comprehension levels; 

e Sorting out: Tasks associated with the application and 

analysis levels; and 

¢ Speaking out: Tasks associated with the synthesis and 

evaluation levels. 

Although all of these levels of understanding are important, 

we view synthesis and evaluation as the most essential to last- 

ing understanding. If students’ independent learning tasks are 

clumping up at the “finding out” and “sorting out” categories to 

the exclusion of “speaking out” opportunities, this is a signal that 

you should shift those tasks to other phases of the framework: to 
focus lessons, guided instruction, or collaborative learning. 
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What classroom routines and procedures 
will help me teach this way? 

Routines and procedures are essential in any classroom, regard- 
less of the age of the students or the teacher’s instructional 
approach. There should be clear routines for retrieving and put- 
ting away supplies, for example, and for turning in completed 
work and asking for help. In a gradual release of responsibility 
classroom, particularly useful routines and procedures include 

¢ Following schedules for collaborative learning and guided 

instruction groups; 

e Transitioning between whole-group and small-group 

learning; 

e Maintaining an acceptable noise level; and 

e Wrapping up at the end of class, including putting mate- 

rials away, moving furniture, and writing down homework 

assignments. 

Conclusion 

The gradual release of responsibility instructional framework is 

not something that can be implemented overnight, but it can be 

done successfully over time. This approach complements other 

research-based strategies, especially differentiated instruction, 

the backward planning of UbD, and formative assessment. Con- 

sider the necessary routines and procedures that students will 

need to know, and then dedicate some time each day to provid- 

ing instruction on how to work collaboratively and indepen- 

dently. This will make the introduction of guided instruction 

much smoother because students will know what is expected 

from them, even when you aren’t standing in front of them to tell 

them explicitly. 
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As you prepare to close this book (and, we hope, share it with 

a friend), reconsider how you learn. Think about the things you’re 

good at and about how you got good. Can you see the gradual 

release of responsibility instructional framework in your own 

learning? Can you see this approach resulting in better outcomes 

for students? The responsibility is now yours . . . enjoy! 
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focused instruction phase, 29-33 

formative assessment and, 

63-65, 64f 

guided instruction phase, 53-54 

think-pair-share, 73 

think-pair-square, 73 

think-write-pair-share, 73 

ticket out the door, 37 

timely feedback, 115-116 

time management, 101 

transparency in focused instruction, 

22 

understandable feedback, 116-117 

Understanding by Design, 125-126 

verbal cues, 46f 

visual cues, 46f 

Whole Child Initiative (ASCD), 67 

writing instruction, 50-53, 51f 63 
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