Assessing and Improving Instruction and the Classroom Environment
Martin Kozloff

We just finished using our tools (knowledge of curriculum standards, objectives, forms of knowledge, phases of mastery, focused instruction, assessment) to plan procedures for delivering instruction----“Delivering Instruction:  Procedures for Teaching.”  Now let’s use these same tools to assess and improve instruction.


The only things you can control that will strongly and reliably affect achievement are curriculum, instruction, and the classroom environment.  This document focuses on instruction and classroom environment. The next part of the course focuses on curriculum materials, such as lesson-based programs and textbooks.  


This part of the course has an assignment that goes along with the reading.  Your task is to observe in several classrooms.  It’s best to observe instruction on different subjects; using different formats (whole class lecture vs. small group instruction with lots of teacher-student interaction); and instruction at different grade levels.  Use the form at the end of this document to evaluate each feature of instruction and classroom environment, and then suggest specific improvements.  Focus, too, on instruction provided to diverse learners.  Are they sitting in front of the class?  Does the teacher frequently reinforce their engagement?  Does the teacher call on them to ensure participation and learning?  Does the teacher provide assists, such as pre-corrections, highlighting important parts of a visual or verbal presentation?


First we’ll examine well-delivered instruction—how teachers communicate information and assess student learning.  Then we’ll examine the classroom environment (besides instruction).
                                       Well-delivered Instruction
After many years, some teachers know how to communicate (instruct) so that students learn a great deal, quickly, without making lots of errors and wondering “What is she talking about?”   These teachers
1.
Present information systematically and explicitly--as described in 
“Delivering Instruction:  Procedures for Teaching.”
2.
Teach at a brisk pace; ask questions that check and extend students’ 
knowledge; and enthusiastically respond to achievement.

But why make students wait ten years before you teach well?  Let’s learn how right now, one feature at a time.

Systematic and Explicit Communication (Instruction) From “The General Procedure for Teaching”
1.   Students are prepared for new material being taught.  

Students are firm on 

a.
Needed pre-skills.  For example, phonemic awareness and letter-sound correspondence are pre-skill elements of decoding words; addition, renaming, and multiplication facts are pre-skill elements of two-digit multiplication.

b.
Background knowledge, such as vocabulary words (that are part of a new text) or big ideas (e.g., consent of the governed) that help organize knowledge of the 
U.S. Constitution. 


Improvements.  Students who are not prepared make lots of errors.  The teacher should identify the kinds of errors (e.g., multiplication facts in two-digit multiplication) and firm up or reteach this.

2.   Instruction is designed on the basis of objectives, and focuses precisely on objectives.  

Objective:  At the end of the lesson students will state the rights 
guaranteed by each of the first five amendments in the Bill of Rights. 
http://usinfo.state.gov/usa/infousa/facts/funddocs/billeng.htm
Therefore, the teacher focuses on teaching students to DO exactly that. 


“Boys and girls.  Here are the rights guaranteed by each of the first five 
amendments in the Bill of Rights.  Get ready to take notes.  First 
amendment.  Right of free speech.  Write it.  Right of free press.  Write 
it.  Right of religion.  Right of peaceable assembly.  Right to petition the 
government to redress (fix) grievances.  Okay, name the rights 
guaranteed by the First Amendment. Go…”


Improvements.  The teacher doesn’t HAVE precise objectives in terms of what students will DO.  (For example, the teacher cannot state any objectives.)  Or, the teacher and the materials have objectives, but the teacher doesn’t focus on them.  Instruction wanders around and occasionally touches on important information.  How much will students learn from the following UNfocused instruction?

“The First Amendment has to do with certain rights, like press, and 
assembly.  You know, assembly. To gather, like a big meeting or even a 
demonstration.  But it has to be peaceable, which means not rowdy. And 
then of the press.  Oh, I already said that.  Also religion…”

The way to improve this is to (1) State an objective in terms of what students will do; (2) Tell students the objective; and (3) Present information on exactly what you told them they will do; (4) Immediately test/check to see if they learned it.

Objective.  
Students state the rights guaranteed in the first 




five Amendments.

Instruction.
Tell students the rights guaranteed in the first 




five Amendments, one at a time.  Test/check.
3.  Instruction begins with review, especially elements and background knowledge relevant to current instruction.  

For example,


“Boys and girls, you’re going to sound out NEW words.  First, let’s review 
the sounds our letters make.”

    
m               
“What sound?”


a  

“What sound?”


s

“What sound?”


m

“What sound?”


t

“What sound?


s

“What sound?”


Improvements.  The teacher should add review of a sample of all pre-skills and background knowledge (e.g., vocabulary, rules about renaming, and big ideas) before beginning instruction on new material that requires this knowledge.  The teacher should correct all errors, return to the material missed and review/test it again.  If students continue to make errors, the teacher should reteach this material before going on.

4.  The teacher gains student readiness: attention, sitting properly, materials handy.




“Everyone in your ready to learn position.”







“Boys and girls!”





“Eyes on me.”



“My turn.”


Improvements.  When teachers ensure that students are in a readiness position, students (and teacher) take instruction and learning more seriously; students (and teacher) are more likely to stay on task and focus on the objectives.  The teacher should systematically teach readiness; occasionally have students practice getting ready quickly; and begin every lesson (and even many tasks in Iessons) by gaining student readiness.

5.  The teacher frames the instruction by stating the kind of new knowledge to be taught, the objectives, and big ideas that will help students organize, remember or access, and comprehend the new knowledge, and connect new with prior knowledge.  

Improvements.  The teacher should frame instruction at the start of each lesson and task/exercise in lessons, and when beginning new sections of a textbook.


“Now you are going to learn igneous rocks that are volcanic vs. plutonic.  
When we are done you will define volcanic and plutonic; list volcanic 
and plutonic rocks; state how they are formed; and then inspect and 
identify volcanic and plutonic rocks and say how you know what they 
are.  Get ready.  Here we go.”
6.
The teacher models or presents new information clearly and focuses on the objectives.  

The teacher: 
a.
Shares his or her thought processes: the concepts and rules being used.  
b.
Uses clear wording.

c.
Repeats the information if it is complex and depending on how many times students need to hear or see it.

d.
Presents one step or item at a time in a verbal chain (e.g., the phases of cell division) or a cognitive routine (e.g., long division), depending on how many steps or items students can handle.


Improvements.  Here’s an example that shows features a through d, above.





    f  u  n



          O--------->

“Boys and girls.  I’ll show you how to sound out this word.  I put my finger 
on the ball and then I slide it to the first sound and I say the first sound. 
ffff.  Then I slide my finger to the next sound and say the sound.  uuuu.   
Then I slide my finger to the next sound and say the sound.  nnn.”  

“Here I go.”           f  u  n



      
    O--------->



               ffffuuuunnn.


“Listen again.  I don’t stop between the sounds.”  





     f  u  n



      
  O--------->



               ffffuuuunnn.

7.  The teacher leads students through the application of the new information.  

The lead presents the information a second time.  This is especially important for diverse learners, for students new to teacher-led instruction, and when the information is new or complex.

Improvements.  A good lead looks like this.


“Sound it out with me.  Follow my finger.  When I touch under a sound, 
we’ll say the sound.  Don’t stop between sounds.  Here we go.”




                f  u  n



      
   O--------->



               ffffuuuunnn.

8.  The teacher gives an immediate acquisition test/check (during-instruction/progress assessment) to determine whether students learned the new information.  

The teacher tests/checks every time new information is presented to be sure that students learned it.  This is especially important when teaching diverse learners, essential material, and difficult material.


Improvements.  Good immediate acquisition tests look like this.


“Your turn to sound out our word.  Put your finger under the ball.  Don’t 
stop between sounds.  Go.”




                f  u  n



      
   O--------->



               ffffuuuunnn.


“Again. Go!”

“Here are our samples of plutonic and volcanic rocks.  Inspect each one, 
identify it, and say how you know what it is.”
9.
The teacher corrects all errors and/or firms weak knowledge (e.g., the rule and procedure for renaming, or carrying).  

Improvements.   Here is a general procedure for error correction.
       
Students are reading a passage.  A student says “megamosis” instead of 
“metamorphosis.”

· 
Model.  Teacher immediately gives the answer or demonstrates the step. The correction is done in a matter of fact way and is addressed to the whole group.  "That word is metamorphosis."

· 
Lead.  Students say the answer or do the step with the teacher.  (Sometimes the lead phase is not needed.)  


   "Say it with me.”   metamorphosis.

   The lead is repeated until students are firm.)

· 
Test/check.  Teacher asks the question or gives the problem 

     step again.  "What word?"  metamorphosis
· 
Verification.  Specific praise from the teacher.  "Yes, metamorphosis."

· 
Retest/starting over.  The teacher backs up in, for example, a sentence, word list, or problem and students do it again.  

   "Start from the beginning of the sentence, please."


This is repeated until students are firm.  If needed [i.e., continuing errors], there is re-teaching and/or special remediation for certain students.)
·   Delayed test.  Teacher does a few more or finishes the set of items or a passage, and returns and retests/checks.
10.  If new material is a concept, rule-relationship, or cognitive routine, the teacher uses a wide and varied range of examples; juxtaposes examples to reveal sameness; and juxtaposes examples and nonexamples to reveal difference.  

It’s impossible teach a concept, rule relationship, or cognitive strategy with one positive example because one thing (example) has many features.  Therefore, during initial instruction teachers should use a wide range of varied examples and should juxtapose them to reveal sameness and difference.

Improvements.   The teacher should:

a.
Use a range of examples that represents the range of the concept, rule-
relationship, or cognitive routine being taught.  

b.
Communicate that examples are the same by juxtaposing examples that 
look different on nonessential features (e.g., the color of letters) but that
have the same essential features (shape), and treat them the same (e.g., 
by calling them the same or by using the same routine to handle them.
c.
Communicate that examples are different by juxtaposing examples that 
look the same on nonessential features (e.g., the language spoken) but 
are different on essential features (citizens vote vs. don’t vote), and treat 
them differently by naming (This one is democracy… This one is NOT 
democracy.) or by using a different routine to handle them.
11.  The teacher gives a delayed acquisition test (calling on both the group as a whole and then individual students---especially diverse learners and students who made errors earlier) to determine whether students learned the concept, rule relationship, or cognitive routine from the examples and nonexamples, or whether students remember the set of facts presented.

Improvements.   The delayed acquisition test consists of all the examples and nonexamples used to teach the new knowledge.   For example, 


“Let’s sound out all our words.  When I touch next to a word, you sound 
it out.  Get ready.”


sun


fun


run


ran


sat


fat


rat


“When I point to a rock, you tell me what kind it is.  Get ready.”


granite.

“Yes.  How do you know.”…


“Next rock.”


Obsidian.


“Yes.  How to you know….”
12.  The teacher reviews the instruction (e.g., main things taught) and states how what was taught is relevant to next lessons.

Improvements.   A good review:


a.
States what was learned, how it built on what came before, and how it 

will be built on by next lessons.  


b.
Has students once more reveal essential knowledge.


Teacher.
“Today, you learned the features of medieval armor.  A 
suit of medieval armor has certain features.  Of what kinds 
of material is medieval armor made?”


Class.  

“Metal.  Wood. Leather, Canvass.”


Teacher.    “What is common to this material?”


Class.         “It is strong.  It stops weapons.”


Teacher.     “What does the armor do?”


Class.          “Protects.” “Protects the head, arms, chest, legs, feet.”


Teacher.     “Name some of the armor.”


Class.          “Shield.  Chain mail. Helmet. Corslette.”


Teacher.     “Name some weapons.” 


Class.          “Spear. Dagger.  Mace. Sword.”


Teacher.     “Oh, you are so smart!”



      “Tomorrow we will examine medieval armor making.  It 
will tell us a lot about the technology of those times.  By 

technology I mean both their tools and methods and 


knowledge.”

13.  The teacher uses information from the delayed acquisition test (outcome assessment) to determine whether students have sufficiently mastered the new material and can advance to the next step of instruction, or whether reteaching or more intensive instruction for some students is needed.

Improvements.   A teacher:


a.
Notes repeated errors and writes them down.


b.
Decides whether students merely need firming up (e.g., a short 


amount of repeated practice); need reteaching to provide more 


initial instruction, perhaps with attention to smaller chunks of 



information; or need intensive instruction (special sessions).


c.
Plans and provides the remedial instruction.
[These procedures are presented in “Four Level Procedure for Remediation.”]
More Features of Well-delivered Instruction

14.  The teacher teaches at a brisk pace.   

This may be hard to believe, but if you speed up only four seconds per minute every 50 minute class period, you will end up with 12 extra class periods by the end of a 180 day school year.  How much can you teach in 12 periods?  A lot!  Moreover, Carnine found that when teachers gave five learning opportunities per minute, students answered correctly only 30 percent of the time and were on task only 30 percent of the time.  But when teachers gave 12 learning opportunities (e.g., questions) per minute, students answered correctly about 80 percent of the time, and were on task (engaged) 90 percent of the time (Carnine, D.W. 1976.  Correction effects on academic performance during small group instruction.  Unpublished manuscript.  Eugene, OR:  University of Oregon Follow Through Project.).  It may be that a quick pace is energizing, holds students' interest, facilitates recall, and leaves little dead space for off-task behavior.  

Improvements.   The pace of instruction can be increased by:

a.
Speaking more quickly.  Not droning.

b.
Staying on task.

c.
Using words whose meanings are clear--so you don’t have to give lots of 
definitions.

d.
Using the same instructional vocabulary from one task to another (the wording 
principle).  That way, students focus on the new information; they don’t have 
to figure out what you are talking about.
e.
Leaving out unnecessary words.
Following is what you want to see.  The teacher is having students read a list of words on the board.

mammal

glacial

herbivore

suddenly…

The teacher says, "First word.  What word? mammal  Next word.  What word? herbivore.  Next word.  What word? glacial. 
This is what you do NOT want to see.
“Let’s start with the first word, okay?  Here it is.”  mammal  “What do you think the next word is?…”  glacial  “Okay, and here’s another word.  Read this one…”  herbivore  
15.  The teacher gives frequent opportunities for group (choral) and individual responses (such as answering questions) to test/check learning.  

Improvements.   Here are tips for effective questioning.

a.
Ask the question first, and then call on the group as a whole or an 
individual.  If you call on a student before you ask a question, other students 
may tune out.  But if you ask the question first, more students will pay 
attention because you might call on them.

b.
Give time to think (think time) before you call on the group or an individual.  
The more difficult the question (e.g., the more possible answers there are) or 
the newer the information, or the more difficulty some students have 
answering, the longer think time should be.  This is especially important for 
your diverse learners.
c.
After presenting new information, call on the group as a whole.  


"Everyone.  Sound out this word. (think time)…. Go.”   


snaaap

“Excellent.  You said the sounds without stopping.


“Everyone.  The U.S. Constitution was written in what year? (think time)… Go.”  
1787

“Correct, 1787.”


“Everyone.  How many minerals in granite?  (think time)… Go.”


three


“Correct.  You’re so smart.”
d.
After calling on the group, call on individual students.  Make sure to call on 
students who have made errors or who in general have harder time learning.


“Once more.  How many minerals in granite.  Think…. Michael?”


three

“Correct!  Michael tried hard and he got it!”
16. The teacher uses pre-corrections, or reminders, to prevent errors.  

Don’t wait for students to make errors.  It’s better to anticipate difficulties and errors and provide prompts.  This saves time and makes instruction smoother.  Students will learn to anticipate difficulties and pre-correct themselves.  

Improvements.   Here are examples of pre-corrections.

a.
“Everybody, put your finger under the first word on the vocabulary list.”  (Check to make sure they do.)

b.
“Remember to track under the line when you are reading and when someone else is reading.” (Check to make sure they do.)

c.
“I need to see everyone in the ready position.  Feet on the floor.  Hands in your lap.  Eyes on my book…Excellent showing me ready.  Now you are ready to learn!”
d.
“Remember the rule:  When demand increases, price increases.  Say that rule…. When demand increases, price increases.  Yes, when demand increases, price increases.  Now look for examples of that rule in the text.”
e.
“When we see an x between two numbers or parentheses, we multiply.  What do we do when we see an x between two numbers or parentheses?  Multiply.  Yes, multiply.  And when we see a + between two numbers or parentheses, we add.  What do we do when we see a + between two numbers or parentheses?  We add.  Yes, add.  

17.  The teacher uses a questioning technique such as Socratic dialogue as an instructional/communication format.   

This is especially useful during and following group reading, or to organize discussion after individual/cooperative projects. In the Socratic dialogue, Socrates asks a question.  
Socrates.
“What (do you think) is justice?” 
Students draw on their beliefs and answer.  
Students.
“Justice is paying what you owe.”  
Socrates repeats their answer and says it’s a good try.  
Socrates.
“So, you are saying that justice is paying what you owe.  Nice 


answer.”

Socrates asks them to consider the consequences of acting on their definitions and rules.  
Socrates.
“By your definition, if a person lends you weapons when he is sane 

and asks you to return then when he is insane, you would have to 


give them back. Is that correct?”  
Students consider their definition in light of Socrates’ question.

Students.
“Yes, I guess so.  We owe him the weapons.”

Socrates asks questions that require students to consider the quality of their answer.

Socrates.
“But if you pay him what you owe him, he will come to harm, won’t 

he?”

Students.
“Yes.”

Socrates.
“Can acting justly towards a person bring that person harm?”
Students.
“I guess not.  Justice is supposed to be beneficial, not harmful.”

Socrates.
 “So, justice cannot be (i.e., cannot mean) paying your debts. 


 Try again to define justice.”

The more students engage in Socratic dialogue, the more they learn the routine for reflecting (self-questioning) and reasoning about the adequacy of what they think they know.  


The Socratic format can easily be used in class.  For example, the class is discussing Huckleberry Finn.  

Teacher.
“Do you think Huck and Tom are racist?”

Student.
“Yes.”

Teacher.
“How do you know?”

Student.
“They use the n word a lot.  They even call Jim by the n word.”

Teacher.
“So using the n word and calling a black person with the n word is 


racist?”

Student.
“Yes.”

Teacher.
“Okay.  Do Tom and Huck ever do anything kind for Jim?”
Student.
“Well, they get the chains off him and set him free.”

Teacher.
“Do they ever risk getting themselves in big trouble for Jim?”

Student.
“Yes.  Setting him free.  They might have been beaten.”

Teacher.
“Do you think they knew they’d get in trouble?”

Student.
“Sure.”

Teacher.
“Do racists do kind things for the person who is the object of racism?  

Do they risk big trouble setting that person free?”

Student.
“I guess not.”

Teacher.
“So using the n word is not necessarily a definition of racism.  What 

else do you think there has to be?”


Improvements.   Group questioning and discussion can be improved by:
a.
Asking questions that probe students’ knowledge: their definitions of 
concepts, explanations, and value judgments.  


"State your belief as a rule relationship."  

"What concepts are you defining?" 

"What exactly is your definition of ..." 

"Summarize your argument as a series of rules, like “If this happens, then 
that happens."  

b.
Asking questions that require student to use rules of reasoning.  For 
example, are definitions clear? Have they reversed cause and effect?  
Have they over generalized? Have they missed important evidence that 
contradicts their beliefs? 

"How do you know that?" 

"Is that the only explanation?"  

"What evidence is there to support your statement?"  

"Are there any other possible explanations?"  

"What else might you need to consider?"  

"What is your definition of...?"  

"Is that a good definition?"  

"What are the consequences of actions that are guided by your belief?" 
"What logical fallacies are you committing?"

c.
Helping students revise their knowledge.


"How can you improve your definition of ...?"  

"State an alternative explanation."  

"Identify two other possible factors that might be included in your 
explanation."  

"What additional information do you need to get?"  

The Classroom Environment
In addition to your skill at instructional communication (the items above), students need you to provide an environment that is efficient and engaging. [See books by Randy Sprick.  Champs: A positive and proactive approach to classroom management, and Discipline in secondary classrooms.]
18.  The teacher increases time available for teaching and time engaged in teaching.  

The more time you have, the more you can teach and the more students will learn (Stevenson, H.W.  & Stigler, J.W. (1992).  The learning gap : why our schools are failing and what we can learn from Japanese and Chinese education. New York : Summit Books).  If you save five minutes for one 50 minute class period per day, you will save 15 hours (15 class periods) by the end of the year.  If you save five minutes every 50 minute class period per day, you will save 4500 minutes over the school year--time that could be used teaching.   

Improvements.  Here’s how to increase time available for teaching.  

a.
Decrease time on nonteaching topics, such as discussion of lunch money, bus 
schedules, future parties, and use of the library.  Use this time to teach.
b.
Use instructional time on activities students will use efficiently.  
For 
example, delay independent reading until students know how to read, how 
to get their books, how to start reading quickly, and sustain reading. 
Otherwise, the activity will waste time.  Likewise, delay cooperative learning 
activities (or do them in small amounts) until students have skills for taking 
turns, contributing to discussion, and have sufficient subject matter 
knowledge.  

c.
Increase time teaching.  How?
a.
Make essential teaching (e.g., reading and math) sacred.  No interruptions by pulling students out for tests or special lessons, observers hanging around, or parents coming for conferences.

b.
Use tested lesson-based curricula; e.g., in beginning reading and math, remedial reading, writing, spelling, and even some aspects of science.  These programs save you time preparing.

c.
Lay out handouts, worksheets, tests, and homework for easy distribution.  Students should routinely pick up and return homework in the same spots every day.
d.
Teach and practice promptly taking their seats and getting ready for instruction.  Specifically,

(1) Expect rapid readiness.  "Our learning is too important to waste time." 

(2)
Review the definition of readiness: outside materials are put away, class materials are on the desk, quiet, focus on teacher.  

(3)
Practice getting ready at the start of the day and beginning new activities; use a timer.  "That was faster, but we can do better.  Let's do it again."   

(4) Provide specific praise for rapid readiness.  "That was excellent the way you quieted yourselves so fast.  Now we are going to learn."

19.  The teacher uses small, homogeneous groups to teach skills whose mastery is essential.  

Essential skills include beginning reading, language, arithmetic, and remedial or intensive instruction.  Homogeneous groups are groups whose students are at the same place in a curriculum; they are similar in background knowledge and in their need for a certain amount of scaffolding (assistance); they are ready to work on the same thing.  Small, homogeneous groups allow instruction to move faster (fewer errors to correct, fewer students to call on); give students more chances to respond; and permit closer and more frequent monitoring and timely error correction by the teacher.  

Well managed homogeneous groups do not produce “tracks”; e.g., smart, average, and slow students.  In fact, small homogeneous groups can more easily meet students’ individual needs and preferences.  (Grossen, B. (1996). How should we group to achieve excellence with equity?  Eugene, OR:  University of Oregon.  On-line at http://darkwing.uoregon.edu/~adiep/grp.htm 
And this increases motivation, attention, achievement, and the speed of students’ progress.  It also makes YOU more efficient and effective because you don’t have to tailor instruction to three or four different levels of skill at the same time—as in a heterogeneous group.


Improvements.  

a.
You can create homogeneous groups by pre-tests or by placement tests that 
come with commercial programs.  
b.
During beginning instruction, keep the group small—say six to eight 
students.
c.
Homogeneous groups can have students from different classes or even 
grades.  For example, a group might have kindergartners and several 
first graders who read on the same level.  
d.
Groups should be fluid.  Teachers note children who are learning quickly, and 
move them to faster groups.  
20.  The teacher uses different kinds of instructional groupings properly.  
Instructional groupings include whole class; small, homogeneous groups; small, heterogeneous groups; and one-to-one peer groups.   Whole class instruction is the most often used.  However, it doesn’t permit individual attention, close supervision, or peer interaction.  Therefore, teachers should use different groupings for different purposes. 


Improvements.  The teacher uses different groupings for different purposes.

a.
Whole class instruction (e.g., for lecture presentation) is best used when 
students know how to participate in instruction.  For example, they pay 
attention, respond quickly when called on, know how to take notes from 
the lecture and from off the board, know how to follow along in a text.  
Teachers must state expectations for these behaviors, explicitly teach 
these behaviors, and practice and reinforce these behaviors from the 
beginning of school.  Whole class instruction will be inefficient if the 
material is essential and if many students do not have needed background 
knowledge or require close supervision (e.g., teaching knowledge in even 
smaller chunks).  


Make sure that diverse learners and students with learning difficulties are 
sitting close to the teacher, so they may receive assistance as needed.

b.
Small, homogeneous groups (see #19) are used when (1) the knowledge 
(e.g., beginning reading, beginning math, remedial instruction) is essential 
or when (2) students have learning difficulties---which requires teaching a 
small amount of new knowledge at any time, many repetitions, special 
assistance or prompts, and close supervision of students’ attention and 
responding to every bit of information. 

c.
Small, heterogeneous groups (i.e., students have different levels of skill 
in a subject) are useful for cooperative learning groups, such as 
discussions of recent reading, writing poems, conducting internet 
searches, conducting experiments.  It is NOT wise to use these groups for 
initial instruction, when students require systematic and explicit 
instruction.  They are best for application of knowledge and for 
strategically integrating knowledge into larger units, such as a project 
that incorporates math, internet, and writing.  In addition, the teacher 
must establish clear expectations and rules, and teach the skills for 
cooperative groups, such as taking turns, staying on task, assigning 
specific jobs to each member.

d.
Paired peer groups.  Pairs of students can work together.

(1) Peer assisted learning or peer tutoring.  For example, a student who is 
more skilled at multiplication can work with a student who is less skills—
modeling the routine for multiplication, leading the tutee through the 
routine, correcting errors when the tutee does problems independently, 
noting which problems need to be reviewed.  Likewise, tutor and tutee 
can work on reading together.  See resources and methods here.  


http://www.promisingpractices.net/program.asp?programid=143 

http://kc.vanderbilt.edu/pals/ 


http://www.ldonline.org/ld_indepth/reading/peer_assisted.html 

http://www.literacytrust.org.uk/Pubs/topping2.html 

(2) Fluency.  This is another way for peers to work together.  For example, 
one student reads and the other student marks errors.  Then they review 
and correct the words, and the student reads again.  Then the students 
switch roles.  Or, one student shows flash cards (with words on one side 
and definitions on the other; or with math facts on one side and answers 
on the other) and the other responds.  Whenever the student errs, the 
tutor corrects it and places the card aside.  When they have finished the 
deck they review the cards that were put aside.  
21.  The teacher establishes a learning community.  

A whole class or a small group in a class (e.g., a remedial reading group) becomes a learning community when 
a.
There are shared goals.  "You will be reading books by Christmas."

b.
There are shared guiding principles.  "When you work hard, you get it."

c.
There are shared moral principles.   "We encourage each other.  We do not make fun if a person makes mistakes."

d.
There are shared definitions of a hardworking member; e.g., takes turns, answers, tries hard.

e.
Members are successful individually and as a group.

f.
Members look forward to lessons, are enthusiastic during lessons, and value their accomplishments.

In brief, a learning community gives its members energy, focuses attention on the common task, helps to increase effort, and reduces off-task or disruptive behavior.  


Following are methods that foster and sustain a learning community.  Imagine students in middle school who read at the 4th grade level and have just been placed in a small homogeneous remedial reading group. 

a.
Establish and affirm a group mission.  "You’ve had a tough time reading.  It's not your fault. You’ve tried hard for years, and reading just doesn’t get any easier.  Maybe you think you can't do it.  Well, now you are in a great program.  This program works.  You will learn to read. We are all going to learn how to read!"  Remind students of this mission periodically--especially when they are having difficulty and when they are making important gains.

b.
Establish and affirm group rules.  "Try hard.  Take your turn.  No bothering your neighbor.  Sit big.  Follow directions."  Post rules in a prominent place and personalize them--perhaps with a group name.  Periodically, have students repeat the rules ("What makes us a great team?"...) and remind students of the rules as needed.  "I need to see everyone sitting big ready to learn.... Excellent."

c.
Affirm high expectations at the beginning of lessons, during lessons when students are having difficulty, and especially when they learn something hard. 

"Sam is trying hard.  He's going to get it. When you work hard, you get it.  You always get it."


"There you go!  Sam got it.  He worked hard and he got it."

d.
Reinforce desirable behavior.   We are not talking about giving a dog a treat when he sits up.  We are talking about acknowledging accomplishment.  This is especially important for students with a history of struggle and failure.  Their lives are filled with acknowledgement of their difference, their errors, and their failures---as the slow kids, the dumb kids.


 
Reinforcers are things that follow behavior and that encourage students to try harder and to repeat what they did.  Reinforcers are


(1) Praise.  “Terrific.”  “Great job.”  “Knew you could do it.”  “How does it 
feel to achieve your goal?”

(2) Activities.  For example, free time, time on the computer, leader of the 
class walking to lunch.


(3) Snacks.


(4) Some kind of mark (stars, hash-marks on a chart, a rising bar graph) that 
indicates worthy performance.  When a certain number or level is reached, 
the students earn reinforcement.




Here are guidelines for using reinforcers.


(1) Give reinforcement immediately.  Otherwise, you will reinforce a different 
behavior.

(2) Be specific.  Not just “Good work.”  It should state what the student did.  



“I love the way you are all sitting so tall ready to learn.”



“Excellent for watching Manuel when he read those words. That is a good 
way to learn.”



“Terrific!  You got 9 out of 10 correct, and you corrected three errors 
yourself.” 



“Super!  You did every step.”


(3) Be enthusiastic.  Otherwise, your voice will be as exciting as a wet 
sock.


(4) Establish goals with students and the reinforcers they will get for 
succeeding.  



[With the whole class] “Okay, let’s read all our words on the list.  The error 
limit is two.  This 
is worth five points.”  [When students make it to 30 
points, the class gets to watch a cartoon.]



[With the whole class] “Each time you read a book and write a one page 
summary, the whole class gets one point.  I will add that point to the bar 
graph, with your name right next to it.  The more books, the higher the red 
bar gets.  When the bar gets to 100, we will have a popcorn party.  
Everyone has to contribute points.”  Other examples for group celebration 
include a certain number of lessons mastered, curriculum based mastery 
tests passed, and assignments completed.


[With an individual student.]  “You are reading 70 correct words per 
minute.  The goal is 80 correct words per minute by the end of the month.  
We’ll check your fluency every three days.  When you reach your goal, you 
get to pick a video game from the library and keep it for a week.”


(5) Students can chart their own progress towards a goal.  For instance, peers 
who check each other’s reading fluency can chart the number of words read 
correctly per minute each session.


(6) Alternate reinforcers.  You don’t want students to be saying, “Not another 
popcorn party!”  Or, “Do you know any other word besides ‘excellent’?”

(7) When behaviors are weak (don’t happen much) or when students have a 
history of failure, make sure to reinforce often.  As behaviors become more 
frequent and more skillful (e.g., students are reading connected text more 
accurately and quickly) wait a little longer (“Terrific. Keep it up.”) and 
wait for a slight improvement before you reinforce  (“Fabulous.  No 
errors!”).
e.
Have students sit near each other--all facing the teacher.  The teacher should maintain close proximity so that she can monitor students and correct errors.  If students are at desks and are more spread out, the teacher should move among the students, giving specific praise. "Excellent the way you are tracking under the words."  The lower performers should sit in front of the teacher so she can provide more help.
7.
Give frequent opportunities for group (choral) responses.  "Everyone.  First word (on the list)... What word?..."  This sustains the group feel and gives students hard evidence of group mastery.   Also, of course, call on individual students.

8.
Ensure mastery of very task (every word to spell, every word list to read without errors, every line of a story, every comprehension question about a passage) before going to the next.  Mastery becomes an expectation.  "We do it until we get it perfectly. "  It also becomes a source of pride. "We always get it perfectly."

9.
Keep track of, display, and celebrate progress of individuals and of the group.  
The above guidelines are organized into a form, below, that you can use to assess and improve instruction, including instruction that you provide.

Form for Assessing and Improving Instruction and the Classroom Environment
	Make sure to focus on diverse learners.  Are they sitting in front of the class and/or near the teacher?  Does the teacher frequently reinforce their engagement?  Does the teacher call on them to ensure participation and learning?  Does the teacher provide assists, such as pre-corrections, and highlighting important parts of a visual or verbal presentation? Does the teacher correct errors properly (model, lead, test/check, restart, retest) to ensure mastery?


	Features of Well-delivered Instruction
	Evaluation.  Satisfactory or Needs Improvement.  Explain.
	Suggestions for Improvement.  Be specific.

	1.  Students are prepared for new material being taught.  They are firm on the pre-skill elements and/or background knowledge.


	
	

	2.   Instruction is designed on the basis of objectives, and focuses precisely on objectives.  


	
	

	3.  Instruction begins with review, especially elements and background knowledge relevant to the current instruction.  The teacher corrects errors and firms knowledge or reteaches before introducing new material that requires this 

background knowledge.


	
	

	4.  The teacher gains student readiness: attention, sitting properly, materials handy.


	
	

	5.  The teacher frames the instruction by stating the kind of new knowledge to be taught, the objectives, and big ideas that will help students organize, remember or access, and comprehend the new knowledge, and connect new with prior knowledge.  

	
	

	6.  The teacher models or presents new information clearly and focuses on the objectives.  The teacher:  (a) Shares his or her thought processes. (b) Uses clear wording.  (c) Repeats the information as needed. (d) Presents one step or item at a time in a verbal chain or a cognitive routine, depending  on how many steps or items students can handle.


	
	

	7.  The teacher leads students through the application of the new information.  


	
	

	8.  The teacher gives an immediate acquisition test/check to determine whether students learned the new information.  The teacher tests/checks every time new information is presented to be sure that students learned it.  This is especially important when teaching diverse learners, essential material, and difficult material. 


	
	

	9.  The teacher corrects all errors and/or firms weak knowledge.


· Matter of fact way and directed to the group.

· Model.  Teacher  immediately gives the answer or demonstrates the step.

· Lead.  Students say the answer or do the step with the teacher.

· Test/check.  Teacher asks the question or gives the problem step again.

· Verification.  Specific praise.

· Retest/starting over.  

· Delayed test.  Teacher comes back and checks again.


	
	

	10.  If new material is a concept, rule-relationship, or cognitive routine, the teacher:

· Uses a wide and varied range of examples.

· Juxtaposes examples to reveal sameness.

· Juxtaposes examples and nonexamples to reveal difference. 


	
	

	11.  The teacher gives a delayed acquisition test (calling on both the group as a whole and then individual students) to determine whether students learned the concept, rule relationship, or cognitive routine from the examples and nonexamples, or whether students remember the set of facts presented.
	
	

	12.  The teacher reviews the instruction (e.g., main things taught) and states how what was taught is relevant to next lessons.

The review:

· States what was learned, how it built on what came before, and how it will be built on by next lessons.  

· Has students once more reveal essential knowledge.


	
	

	13.  The teacher uses information from the delayed acquisition test to determine whether students have sufficiently mastered the new material and can advance to the next step of instruction, or whether reteaching or more intensive instruction for some students is needed.

14. The teacher teaches at a brisk pace by speaking more quickly; staying on task; using words whose meanings are clear; using the same instructional vocabulary from one task to another; cutting out unnecessary words.


	
	

	15.  The teacher gives frequent opportunities for group (choral) and individual responses to test/check learning.  
· The teacher asks the question first, and then calls on the group or an individual.

· The teacher think time before calling on the group or an individual.

· After presenting new information, the teacher calls on the group as a whole.  

· After calling on the group, the teacher calls on individual students, and makes sure to call on students who have made errors or who in general have a harder time learning.


	
	

	16.  The teacher uses pre-corrections, or reminders, to prevent errors. For example, “When we see an x between two numbers or parentheses, we multiply.  What do we do when we see an x between two numbers or parentheses?  Multiply.  Yes, multiply.”  
	
	

	17.  The teacher uses a questioning technique such as Socratic dialogue as an instructional/communication procedure.  

· Asking questions that probe students’ knowledge.

· Asking questions that require students to use rules of reasoning.  

· Helping students revise their knowledge. 
18.  When students are firm on new knowledge (acquisition phase), the teacher works on generalization of knowledge to new examples, fluency, and retention of knowledge.


	
	

	Features of a Productive Classroom Environment
	
	

	19. Increase time available for teaching and time engaged in teaching.

· Decrease noninstruction activities.

· Use activities for which students are prepared.

· Make certain subjects sacred.

· Use lesson-based materials.

· Use routines for distributing materials.

· Teach and practice getting ready for learning.


	
	

	20.  If Possible, teach in small, homogeneous Groups.

· Give pre-tests or placement tests to place students in groups with other students at the same level or spot in a program.

· During beginning instruction, keep the group small—say six to eight students.

· Groups can consist of students from different classes and grade levels (at most two grade levels, as a rule).

· Note students’ progress.  Move students who are making quicker progress to groups with similar students.


	
	

	21.  The teacher uses different kinds of instructional groupings properly, including whole class instruction; small, homogeneous groups; small, heterogeneous groups; and paired peer groups.
	
	

	22.  The teacher establishes a learning community with:

· A shared group mission.

· Shared group rules.

· Shared high expectations.

· Reinforcement for individual and group achievement.

· Students sitting near and facing the teacher.

· Providing frequent opportunities to respond (choral group, and individual).

· Ensuring mastery of every task.

· Celebrating progress.
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