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 In today’s high-stakes world, using ready-made lessons and teacher’s guides 
are no longer enough to guarantee achievement. The best way to help stu-
dents succeed is through deliberate and careful lesson planning focused on 
the end result of increasing student achievement. Whether you are a new 
teacher or an experienced educator, this book will help you get started by 
providing a practical, step-by-step guide to designing lessons that will lead 
to student mastery of any objective. You’ll learn the essential components 
of lessons that are Common Core-aligned and grounded in best practices. 
Topics include: 

 ◆  Tailoring your lessons to meet your state standards while ensuring 
high student achievement. 

 ◆  Writing a strong objective to stay focused on the goal of a lesson. 
 ◆  Creating an end-of-lesson assessment to gauge the lesson’s success. 
 ◆  Constructing a lesson plan that combines direct instruction, guided 

practice, and independent practice. 

 Along the way, you’ll fi nd plenty of helpful examples from math and 
English language arts. You’ll also fi nd end-of-chapter FAQs and activities to 
try, to help you make these concepts a reality for your own classroom. Many 
of the tools from the book are also available as free downloads from our 
website (http://www.routledge.com/9781138838871/). 

  Ben Curran  coaches school leaders for The Achievement Network, a national 
nonprofi t dedicated to leveling the playing fi eld in education. He previously 
worked as a teacher and instructional coach. Ben is also co-author of  Engaged, 
Connected, Empowered: Teaching and Learning in the 21st Century  (Routledge, 2014). 
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 The lesson plan template can be downloaded from our Web site so you can 
easily print it for your own use. You can access this download by visiting the 
book product page on our website: http://www.routledge.com/9781138838871. 
Click on the tab that says “eResources,” and select the fi le. It will begin 
downloading to your computer. 
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 If you don’t know where you’re going, you’ll end up somewhere else. 
 —Yogi Berra 

 It seems unbelievable now, but when I began teaching in 1999, and for the 
next six or seven years after that, I was not required to turn in lesson plans. 
So I did what any young teacher would do—I didn’t write them. That isn’t 
to say that I didn’t prepare to teach each day. Quite the contrary. I chose the 
page in the textbook, chose the homework, made the copies. I was prepared 
on a daily basis. But does that qualify as planning? 

 Looking back now, I defi nitely know that it does not. In my defense, it 
was a different era. The Common Core State Standards (CCSS) were not 
even close to being a blip on the radar—no one talked about how far behind 
the rest of the world American students were. No Child Left Behind (NCLB) 
wouldn’t be passed for another few years—education was an issue left to 
states and municipalities to deal with. 

 Furthermore, “Schools of Choice,” programs allowing parents to enroll 
their children in neighboring districts for free, were also nonexistent. The 
number of charter schools in my area could be counted on one hand. Stan-
dardized testing was merely a formality where I was working. In fact, we 
were encouraged “not to worry” about state tests. Conversations about 
performance-based teacher evaluations were still a decade away. 

 In that environment, my “planning” process was suffi cient. I was a good 
enough teacher to know how to manage a class and communicate content to 
students. I knew how to ask good questions, and I knew when to ask them. 
My students performed well—even if I was fl ying by the seat of my pants. 

 But, oh, how things have changed. The CCSS and their national assess-
ments are here—and here to stay. So are teacher evaluations that factor in 
student performance. In Detroit, where I work now, and in many cities across 
America, as many students, if not more, attend charter schools than tradi-
tional public schools (Lake, Jocim, and DeArmond 2015). Furthermore, not 
only do we have NCLB, but Race to the Top as well. 

 These factors, and others, have made teaching one of the most 
demanding jobs in the country. Increasing student achievement is job 
number one. If schools can’t do that, they often face state takeover or 
worse (Hu 2011). So it becomes our charge as educators to fi nd a way to 
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xiv ◆ Introduction

make all of this happen—and as Yogi says, we certainly don’t want to end 
up somewhere else. 

 Why then is this book needed? Because successful teachers and schools 
all over the country have shown that deliberate and careful lesson planning 
leads to effective lesson delivery. Because opening a textbook and reading 
word for word, assigning every problem, and giving a test at the end of the 
chapter just isn’t enough. Because (perhaps most importantly) we owe it to 
our students. They deserve thoughtful, well-prepared lessons, day in, day 
out. What it comes down to is this: it is our plans that make or break our 
instruction. 

 Over time, however, the lesson-planning process has become complicated 
and cumbersome. Every pundit, professor, or professional development 
expert has a method and a template for creating the “perfect” lesson plan. 
Each district has its own format, too. And  that’s  where this book comes in. 
In it, I will present a proven method for approaching lesson planning in a 
clear and (hopefully) easy-to-understand manner. Moreover, I base my 
approach not only on my experience as a classroom teacher and instructional 
coach, but on research-proven methods. 

 In the fi rst part of the book, I’ll examine two pieces of the puzzle that 
must be explored before a plan can even be created: the Common Core State 
Standards and summative assessments. These things defi ne our desired 
outcomes for students. They represent where we want them to be when our 
teaching is done. Effective planning begins not at the start of the lesson, but 
at the end . . . of the class period, of the day, of the unit, and of the year. 

 The next part of the book will zoom in on two other important compo-
nents that must be considered before the lesson plan can take shape: objec-
tives and assessments. Both are vital pieces of the puzzle and both must be 
created before you can decide exactly what you and the students will do 
during the lesson. 

 The third part is where the rubber meets the road—when the planning 
of the actual teaching and learning takes place. I will guide you through the 
essential components of a solid lesson plan: direct instruction, and guided 
and independent practice. I will attempt to break these elements down into 
simple terms and to simultaneously describe what they look like in action, 
both from the teacher’s and students’ standpoints. 

 At this point, your lesson plan will be complete. Your daily work, 
though, isn’t. The last part of the book looks at considerations that you 
must make once your lesson is complete. I’ll explore questions such as: 
“What’s next?” “What if they didn’t get it?” and “How can I challenge 
high-achieving students?” 
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Introduction ◆ xv

 Along the way, you’ll be provided with examples and activities for prac-
ticing these planning techniques, as well as appendices with a special note 
for school leaders and a planning template that can serve as a jumping-off 
point for you. My intent is to create a resource that you can follow along 
with while planning and also refer back to later on down the road. 

 The Common Core State Standards, coupled with the high-pressure 
environment of our profession, make thoughtful lesson planning a necessity. 
 Better Lesson Plans, Better Lessons  will serve as a practical, step-by-step guide 
for making this challenging (and often time consuming) process more effec-
tive and effi cient. 
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 Part I 
 Planning with the 
Standards in Mind 
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  It takes as much energy to wish as it does to plan.  
 —Eleanor Roosevelt 

 The Common Core State Standards (CCSS) represent the most dramatic change 
to the fi eld of education in a generation. They describe the end goal for students 
in each grade in Mathematics and English Language Arts (ELA). A book about 
lesson planning in the Common Core Era has to begin with an exploration of 
what the standards are all about. It’s simple, really: in order to plan for students 
to meet the standards, we must fi rst understand the standards themselves. 
While this may seem straightforward, it goes beyond knowing what students 
need to know by the end of the year. The content of the standards isn’t diffi cult 
for teachers to understand. But there is more to it than that. The standards also 
call for instructional shifts, fundamental changes in the way content is delivered. 
These are critical for teachers to take into account when planning. 

 The shifts are described in great detail within the standards themselves 
(National Governors Association Center for Best Practices, Council of Chief 
State School Offi cers, 2010), but in this chapter I will provide a brief description 
of each, as well as an explanation of how each one impacts planning. 

 English Language Arts 

 Shift 1: Regular Practice With Complex Text and Academic Language 
 Exposure to complex text is critical in all grades, with each grade building 
upon the previous one. In every grade level, the CCSS call for students to 

 The CCSS and Lesson Planning 
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4 ◆ Planning with the Standards in Mind 

be exposed to complex, grade-level text. But, what exactly does that mean? 
Determining text complexity is, for lack of a better word, complex. The 
standards describe three measures for determining complexity: qualitative, 
quantitative, and reader and task. All three must be taken into account when 
selecting texts.   

 Qualitative measures require looking at the text itself: what challenges 
does it present in terms of language, knowledge demands, structure, and 
levels of meaning? Quantitative measures, such as Lexile levels, assess a 
text’s readability and word count. Reader and task considerations include 
the reader’s motivation and experiences, as well as the purpose of reading 
the text and the challenges of the questions asked about the text or the work 
assigned to go along with it. In essence, this third portion of complexity calls 
for teachers to use sound judgement in matching texts to readers and the 
tasks they are asked to perform. 

 When it comes to academic language, students should gain exposure to 
vocabulary that appears across content areas, as well as to subject-specifi c 
vocabulary. The CCSS call upon students to broaden their vocabularies 
through close examination of text, paying particular attention to words that 
will appear in other grade-level texts students might encounter. 

 Implications for Planning 
 Text selection matters. So in planning ELA lessons, it is critical that careful 
attention is paid to the text students will read. As Liben and Liben (2014) 
write, Shift 1 “will be a departure from what many teachers are accustomed 
to, which is the practice of always giving students ‘just-right’ texts, or lev-
eled readers, as the core of their instructed reading.” 

 When choosing texts in the planning stages, choosing grade-level complex 
text and giving all students access to it is imperative. This isn’t to say that 
your reading lessons shouldn’t be differentiated based upon students’ read-
ing abilities. They absolutely should be. However, instead of differentiation 

Reader and Task
Qualitative Quantitative

  Figure 1.1  The three measures of text complexity 
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The CCSS and Lesson Planning ◆ 5

via giving different students different texts, the differentiation should take 
the form of offering differing levels of scaffolding and support. 

 When planning a reading lesson, two key questions should be asked 
about the text students will be working with: 

 1. What makes it challenging? 
 2. What do I want them to get out of it? 

 These questions provide a starting point and a means of choosing text 
in an effi cient and straightforward manner. We don’t always have time to 
do an in-depth qualitative evaluation of a text, or to look up its different 
quantitative scores. But with these two questions, we can begin to think 
about whether or not a text meets the grade-level demands of the standards, 
and make decisions accordingly. 

 A Note on “Letting Go” 

 I taught reading for a number of years. Anyone who does so develops 
a bank of “favorites,” books that they love to teach with. However, the 
shift toward text complexity calls for all of us to reevaluate every text 
we use, even our favorites. This might mean that book you’ve been 
teaching characterization with for years isn’t complex enough. For your 
students’ sake, you might have to let it go. 

 Shift 2: Reading, Writing, and Speaking Grounded in Evidence from the Text 
 The second shift calls for students to regularly answer questions that require 
a close reading of the text. These text-dependent questions should go beyond 
surface-level questions, questions with answers that are directly stated, and 
questions that can be answered using prior knowledge, opinion, or experi-
ences, to questions that require conclusions and inferences supported by the 
text. The same is true when writing or speaking about a text—student answers 
should be rooted in evidence from the text. See  Table 1.1  for some example 
questions.  

 Implications for Planning 
 The big takeaway from Shift 2 should be the importance of text-dependent 
questions and supporting answers to these questions with evidence from 
the text. Text-dependent questions are questions that require students to 
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6 ◆ Planning with the Standards in Mind 

return to the text after reading it to determine an answer. When planning, 
careful attention should be paid to the types of questions you’ll be asking 
as well as the types of answers that will demonstrate mastery. 

 These two tips will help you ensure that your lessons meet the demands 
of Shift 2: read the text and write your questions in advance, and know 
Standard 1 for your grade level and the grades before and after. Let’s dig 
into each of these in more detail to provide more context. 

 Tip 1: Read the Text and Write Your Questions 
(and Exemplar Answers) in Advance 
 Not only will this give you an opportunity to double check the text’s com-
plexity (see Shift 1), but it will help you ensure that you are asking students 
questions that will drive them toward mastery of the skills you are teaching. 
When writing questions it is important to consider Shift 2 and the push 
toward supporting answers with evidence from the text. It’s also important 
to think of your questions as a group, rather than each in isolation. This will 
ensure that your questions build upon one another, scaffolding student 
understanding across the lesson in such a way that students are eventually 
demonstrating mastery independently. 

 Furthermore, taking the time to write exemplar answers to the questions 
you want to ask can greatly improve your lessons. These exemplar answers 
should represent what you want and expect to hear from students when they 
answer your text-dependent questions. With top-quality answers to your ques-
tions in mind before you ask them, you will then know during your lesson if 
students are demonstrating the understanding that you are working toward. 

 How can you make sure your questions meet the demands of Shift 2? 
 Table 1.2  can serve as a guide. 

  Table 1.1  Text dependent questions: Examples  

   NOT Text Dependent    Text Dependent   

  In “Casey at the Bat,” Casey strikes out. Describe a 
time when you failed at something. 

 What makes Casey’s experiences at bat 
humorous? Provide specifi c evidence from the 
text that supports your answer.  

  In “Letter from a Birmingham Jail,” Dr. King 
discusses nonviolent protest. Discuss, in writing, a 
time when you wanted to fi ght against something 
that you felt was unfair. 

 What can you infer from Dr. King’s letter about the 
letter that he received? Justify your response with 
citations from the text.  

  In “The Gettysburg Address” Lincoln says the 
nation is dedicated to the proposition that all men 
are created equal. Why is equality an important 
value to promote? 

 “The Gettysburg Address” mentions the year 1776. 
According to Lincoln’s speech, why is this year 
signifi cant to the events described in the speech?  

  Source: Student Achievement Partners (n.d., Achieve the Core)   
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The CCSS and Lesson Planning ◆ 7

  This provides a quick means of checking questions. Of course, questions 
should vary by grade, by text, and by standard. 

  Table 1.2  Checklist for text-dependent questions 

  Does the student have to read and return to the text to answer each question?  

  Is the student required to spend time lingering over a  specifi c portion  of the text?  

  Do the questions follow a coherent sequence, building toward deeper understanding?  

  Are the questions specifi c enough so they can be answered only by referencing the text?  

  For each question, does the student have to provide evidence from the text to support his or her 
answer?  

  Do questions focus on the most complex and challenging parts of the text? (These could be sections 
with diffi  cult syntax, particularly dense information, and tricky transitions or places that off er a variety of 
possible inferences.)  

  Do students have the opportunity to practice speaking, listening to, and writing answers?  

  Adapted from Student Achievement Partners (n.d., Achieve the Core)   

 A Note on Revising Questions 

 Many reading teachers work from a curriculum provided for them by 
their school or district. Lessons within this curriculum probably have 
questions written into them. However, just as we wouldn’t buy a product 
simply because we saw an entertaining commercial for it, we should 
be careful not to ask questions about a text just because they’re in the 
textbook. Use Table 1.2 to evaluate the provided questions, and revise 
as necessary. The extra work will pay off and translate into deeper 
understanding for your students. 

 Tip 2: Know Reading Standard 1 
 Reading Standard 1 describes the expectation for students when answering 
questions and providing supporting evidence. It, along with Reading Stan-
dard 10, forms a support for all of the other reading standards. In other 
words, Reading Standard 1 does not exist on its own, but rather it connects 
to and supports work in standards 2 through 9. If you think of the reading 
standards as a ladder, standards 2 through 9 form the rungs, with standards 1 
and 10 representing the legs or rails. (See  Figure 1.2. ) 

   For this reason, a clear understanding of the expectations of Reading 
Standard 1 is important. You should understand Reading Standard 1 at your 
grade level so that you can not only write questions that align with grade-level 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

2:
36

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



8 ◆ Planning with the Standards in Mind 

standards, but also so you can think about the answers students will give. 
Careful attention to Reading Standard 1, in your grade level and in the 
grades prior and following, will provide clarity when it comes to what types 
of answers students should provide to the text-dependent questions that 
you are asking. For example, if you’re a seventh-grade teacher and you’ve 
been requiring students to provide a single piece of textual evidence in their 
answers, your students are actually meeting the sixth-grade standard. A close 
look at Reading Standard 1 in seventh grade reveals that seventh graders 
should “cite several pieces of textual evidence to support analysis.” Knowing 
Reading Standard 1 is critical when it comes to making sure you are plan-
ning work for students that meets the requirements of their grade level. 

 Planning not only with text-dependent questions in mind but also the 
depth of student answers in mind will lead to stronger, more aligned lessons, 
where students are asked strong questions and are providing strong answers.  

  Figure 1.2  The Common Core Reading Standards 

   Reading Standard 1: Vertical Progression   

   College and Career Readiness (CCR) Anchor Standard 1 : Read closely to determine what the text says 
explicitly and to make logical inferences from it; cite specifi c textual evidence when writing or speaking 
to support conclusions drawn from the text.  

   Kindergarten : With prompting and support, ask and answer questions about key details in a text.  

   Grade 1 : Ask and answer questions about key details in a text.  

   Grade 2 : Ask and answer such questions as who, what, where, when, why, and how to   demonstrate 
understanding of key details in a text.  
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The CCSS and Lesson Planning ◆ 9

 Shift 3: Building Knowledge Through Content-Rich Nonfi ction 
 This shift is probably the most widely known of the three. The CCSS call 
for a balance between informational text and literature. The emphasis on 
informational text does not mean that literature should not play a role in 
literacy instruction. It does mean that, as students get older, a balance between 
the two is imperative. It also means that, in all grades, informational text 
should play a role in all subject areas. 

 By high school, the standards call for the ratio of informational text to 
literature to reach 70–30, with a 50–50 balance achieved in elementary 
grades. 

 Implications for Planning 
 The following questions are helpful to ask when planning for English Lan-
guage Arts: 

 1. What is my balance of informational text and literature? 
 2. Am I paying attention to the specifi c language of the standards 

themselves—especially Standard 10? 
 3. Am I using informational text in subject areas such as social studies, 

science, and the arts? 
 4. Does the informational text that I’m planning to use aid in 

developing students’ knowledge of the world around them? 

 This requires teachers to take a broad view, to look at the arc of the entire 
school year and the types of texts they are using throughout. Pulling back in 

   Grade 3 : Ask and answer questions to demonstrate understanding of a text, referring explicitly to the 
text as the basis for the answers.  

   Grade 4 : Refer to details and examples in a text when explaining what the text says explicitly and when 
drawing inferences from the text.  

   Grade 5 : Quote accurately from a text when explaining what the text says explicitly and when   drawing 
inferences from the text.  

   Grade 6:  Cite textual evidence to support analysis of what the text says explicitly as well as   inferences 
drawn from the text.  

   Grade 7 : Cite several pieces of textual evidence to support analysis of what the text says explicitly as well 
as inferences drawn from the text.  

   Grade 8 : Cite the textual evidence that most strongly supports an analysis of what the text says explicitly 
as well as inferences drawn from the text.  

   Grades 9–10 : Cite strong and thorough textual evidence to support analysis of what the text says 
explicitly as well as inferences drawn from the text.  

   Grades 11–12 : Cite strong and thorough textual evidence to support analysis of what the text says 
explicitly as well as inferences drawn from the text, including determining where the text   leaves matters 
uncertain.  
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10 ◆ Planning with the Standards in Mind 

this way, stepping up onto the balcony to look down at the year’s plans, is 
important so that the proper balance of informational text and literature is 
maintained. 

 It can also be helpful to understand exactly what is meant by the 
phrase  informational text.  This can include an array of genres, from histori-
cal and scientifi c texts; to literary nonfi ction such as memoirs, biographies, 
and autobiographies; to technical documents such as directions or manuals. 
It can even include nontraditional “texts” such as video or multimedia 
presentations. The key, according to Maloch and Bomer in “Informational 
Texts and the Common Core: What Are We Talking about, Anyway?” is 
that teachers should “open up the world of  books that teach  to students 
and . . . involve them in the categorizing, to ask them to discriminate 
among the many types of books that purport to tell the truth about the 
world” (2013). 

 Mathematics 

 Shift 1: Focus Strongly Where the Standards Focus 
 This shift calls for the elimination of a “mile wide, inch deep” approach to 
mathematics by narrowing the number of topics and concepts that students 
are expected to master in each grade. So that students develop a foundational 
understanding of mathematics, work should focus on the major areas of 
each grade, which are specifi cally named in the CCSS. 

 To achieve this shift, authors of the math standards reorganized topics, 
moving some out of grades in which they were traditionally taught and 
into others. One classic example is probability. Traditionally an area of 
study in fi fth grade, probability has been moved to the middle school 
standards. In some cases, too, topics and specifi c strategies were removed 
entirely. Take for example, prime factorization, which is not named in any 
grades’ standards. See  Table 1.3  for a summary of the topics covered in 
grades K–8.  

  Table 1.3  High-level summary of major work in grades K–8  

  K–2  Addition and subtraction—concepts, skills, and problem solving; and place value  

  3–5  Multiplication and division of whole numbers and fractions—concepts, skills, and problem solving  

  6  Ratios and proportional relationships; early expressions and equations    

  7  Ratios and proportional relationships; arithmetic of rational numbers    

  8  Linear algebra and linear functions  

  Source: Student Achievement Partners (n.d., Achieve the Core)   
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The CCSS and Lesson Planning ◆ 11

 Implications for Planning 
 An understanding of this shift is crucial in planning effective mathematics 
instruction. Whereas in the three ELA instructional shifts the order of imple-
mentation isn’t critical, in math focus has to come fi rst. If teachers are not 
focusing where the standards focus, it doesn’t matter if they’re designing 
effective, coherent, and rigorous lessons. Due to this, there are two key ques-
tions that must be taken into account when planning: 

 1. What’s In and What’s Out? 

 In terms of this fi rst question, it’s important to note what topics and concepts 
are part of the grade-level standards. There are some topics that tend to 
“hang around” in district curricula or in math textbooks that no longer apply 
to that grade level. When planning a lesson, it’s a critical fi rst step to ensure 
that what you are teaching is what you should be teaching. 

 2. What Category Is It In? 

 This second question digs a little deeper and requires some background 
knowledge of how the math content standards are arranged. They are 
grouped into domains and clusters, as seen in  Figure 1.3 .   

 The clusters themselves are categorized in a very important way. They 
are grouped into major, supporting, and additional clusters.  Major clusters  
represent the “major work of the grade,” the content to which a majority 
(at least 70 percent) of the instructional time should be devoted.  Supporting 
clusters  are important, but should be taught in a way that connects them to 
the major work of the grade.  Additional clusters  lie outside of the major work 
of the grade, but are key because they build a foundation for important 
standards in future grades. 

Number and Operations in Base Ten

1. Use place value understanding to round whole numbers to the nearest
 10 or 100. 
2. Fluently add and subtract within 1,000 using strategies and algorithms
 based on place value, properties of operations, and/or the relationship
 between addition and subtraction.
3. Multiply one-digit whole numbers by multiples of 10 in the range
 10–90 (e.g., 9 x 80, 5 x 60) using strategies based on place value and
 properties of operations.

Use place value understanding and properties of operations to
perform multi-digit arithmetic.

Standard Cluster

Domain

3.NBT

  Figure 1.3  The Common Core Mathematics Standards 
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12 ◆ Planning with the Standards in Mind 

 This knowledge can impact planning because you want to make sure 
you are prioritizing your time effectively by doing these things: 

 1. Devoting a majority of your time to the major clusters 
 2. Connecting supporting clusters to the major work of the grade 
 3. Teaching additional clusters to support future work 

 A Note on the Language of the Standards 

 While it doesn’t technically qualify as part of the shift of focus, paying 
attention to the language of the standards is critical and something I 
take into consideration after asking myself the two focus questions (In 
or out? Which cluster?). Zooming in on the specifi cs of each standard 
can illuminate exactly where you need to build to with your plans. 
Picking out key words and important details when planning will help 
you align your lessons and expectations to the CCSS. 

 For example, 3.NBT.3: 
 “Multiply one-digit whole numbers by multiples of 10 in the range 

10–90 (e.g., 9 × 80, 5 × 60) using  strategies based on place value and proper-
ties of operations .” (Italics added) 

 Note that values are limited to 10–90 and also that strategies based 
on place value and properties of operations need to be used. This sheds 
light not only on what to cover, but also on the idea that we really need 
to help students understand the multiplication, rather than teaching 
them the trick of “adding on a zero at the end.” 

 Shift 2: Coherence: Think Across Grades and Link to Major Topics Within Grades 
 From grade to grade, the CCSS in mathematics connect. This allows students 
to build upon material previously taught in an effi cient and effective man-
ner. In the words of Student Achievement Partners (n.d., “Common Core”), 
“each standard is not a new event, but an extension of previous understand-
ing.” In addition, standards within each grade connect to each other. Stan-
dards outside of the major work of each grade are written to support the 
major work, as opposed to existing in isolation. 

 Implications for Planning 

 1. How am I building upon work from prior years? 
 2. How am I connecting to major topics within the grade? 
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The CCSS and Lesson Planning ◆ 13

 Thinking about these two questions is not the easiest thing for teachers to 
do. However, seizing every opportunity possible to illuminate and call out 
these connections for students can truly help to deepen their understanding 
of mathematics. Of course, this requires teachers to move from thinking only 
about their own grade-level standards to thinking about the standards that 
precede and follow their grade. This type of vertical thinking, combined 
with paying attention to how the standards within a grade are connected to 
one another, can help students process and internalize the work that you 
are calling upon them to do. 

 Shift 3: Rigor—in Major Topics, Pursue Conceptual Understanding, 
Procedural Skill and Fluency, and Application with Equal Intensity 
 Shifting toward rigorous work in mathematics does not mean assigning 
more work, moving concepts up so they are taught earlier, or assigning 
harder problems (Alberti 2012/2013). Rather, it involves a balance of three 
areas: deep conceptual understanding of major topics; fl uent, accurate, and 
speedy performance with basic calculations; and application of math concepts 
in problem-solving scenarios. (See  Figure 1.4. ) The key word here is  balance.  
That isn’t to say that every single lesson should be balanced in terms of 
these three categories. However, looking at the entire course of study for a 
grade level, a balance should exist.   

 A quest for balance amongst these three categories cannot be accom-
plished without an understanding of what each of these three categories 
really means. Entire books could be written explaining these ideas. For 
the sake of brevity (and your sanity), though, I will sketch each one out 
briefl y. 

Conceptual
Understanding Application

Rigor

Procedural Skill
and Fluency

  Figure 1.4  The three components of rigor 
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14 ◆ Planning with the Standards in Mind 

 Conceptual Understanding 
 This refers to students’ deep understanding of how and why mathematics 
works the way it does. 

 When building students’ conceptual understanding, teachers should 
emphasize what the math means rather than relying on shortcuts or tricks. 
Take, for example, division of fractions. Teaching students to “multiply and 
fl ip” might allow them to quickly solve these types of problems, but it does 
not help them understand exactly what they’re doing and what it really 
means to divide fractions. Other means, such as visual models, will work 
to deepen students’ understanding of what is happening when you divide 
a fraction by a fraction. 

 Procedural Skill and Fluency 
 The CCSS do not ignore the importance of speedy calculation. Written into 
them are requirements for fl uency in grades K–6, as  Table 1.4  illustrates.  

 Application 
 This aspect of rigor calls for the inclusion of what are often referred to as “real-
world” problems. Students should not only understand mathematical processes, 
but also recognize how they can be applied in the world around them. 

 Implications for Planning 

 1. Am I relying on tricks and procedures instead of focusing on 
conceptual understanding? 

 2. Am I providing opportunities to build fl uency? 
 3. Am I helping students apply this work to real-world contexts? 

  Table 1.4  Calculation fl uency in grades K–6  

   Grade    Required Fluency   

  K  Add/subtract within 5  

  1  Add/subtract within 10  

  2  Single-digit sums and diff erences 
 (sums by memory by end of grade) 
 Add/subtract within 100  

  3  Single-digit products and quotients 
 (products by memory by end of grade) 
 Add/subtract within 1,000  

  4  Add/subtract within 1,000,000    

  5  Multi-digit multiplication    

  6  Multi-digit division 
 Multi-digit decimal operations  
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The CCSS and Lesson Planning ◆ 15

 Again, these implications apply in a year-long context. They do not have to 
be a part of every single lesson. Nor, in fact, will they apply to every single 
standard. A close examination of the language of your grade-level standards 
will reveal which standards are intended to build conceptual understanding, 
which are meant to build fl uency, and which should be applied to the context 
of the world around us. The key for teachers when planning is that they 
read the standards carefully to know when each aspect of rigor is in play. 

 FAQ 

  This is a lot! How can I do it all?  

 I agree, the shifts can seem daunting. The key, though, is to remain mindful 
of them in your planning and your teaching. Keep them in the front of your 
mind as you plan and teach, and your work will become more aligned to 
the expectations of the CCSS. Knowing your grade level standards is certainly 
important. But you shouldn’t think that you need to memorize them or be 
able to recite them backwards and forwards. What is critical, though, is 
understanding these shifts, for the shifts embody what the CCSS are really 
about. The more you take them into account in your work as a teacher, the 
more prepared your students will be for subsequent grades. 

  How do I read complex text with struggling readers?  

 There is no easy answer to this question. But it’s a question that many teach-
ers ask—and rightfully so. Not all sixth graders, for example, are ready or 
able to interact with and understand sixth-grade level text. While this is not 
a simple thing to do, it is important that you try to both meet students where 
they’re at—by working with them using texts that they can access—and 
expose them to complex grade-level texts. For students who are reading 
below grade level, this will obviously require a great deal of scaffolding and 
support. You may need to build up to grade-level text in a deliberate and 
well-thought-out fashion. It is key, however, to provide students with as 
many opportunities as possible to work with grade-level text. They are going 
to need more support, of course, than your on-grade-level readers—and 
that’s OK. Helping them to access these types of text is an important step 
in preparing them for the following grade. 

  What does any of this have to do with writing a lesson plan?  

 I would argue that these have everything to do with writing lesson plans. 
To write a lesson plan that is truly aligned to the Common Core State 
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16 ◆ Planning with the Standards in Mind 

Standards, you must know the instructional shifts that the CCSS call for. 
Evidence of this should be refl ected in your plans, whether it be fl uency 
practice or problems that apply to the “real world” in math or the types of 
questions you are asking about a text in ELA. Without an understanding 
of these shifts, your lesson plans may be mired in the way things have 
“always been done.” Once you process and internalize the shifts, your les-
sons will organically become more aligned to the expectations of the Com-
mon Core. 
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 Activity: Bring the Shifts to Life 

 Attempting to accomplish every shift all at once could quite possibly be a 
fool’s errand. Instead, start small. Choose one and think about what your 
current practice looks like, then think about some small revisions that you 
could make in your practice that would aid you in making this shift. The 
note catcher in  Table 1.5  may help you as you do this.        

  Table 1.5  Note catcher for instructional shifts  

   Instructional 
shift  

  What does your current 
practice look like in this area?  

  How could you revise what you’re currently 
doing to better align with this shift?   
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  You can’t connect the dots looking forward; you can only connect them 
looking backwards.  

 —Steve Jobs 

 In the Introduction, I confessed to rarely writing lesson plans early in my 
career. Allow me to offer up another embarrassing truth from my teaching 
past: I rarely gave any consideration to end-of-unit assessments until it was 
time to administer them. I didn’t look them over before starting the unit. I 
didn’t examine them midway through the unit to make sure I was on the 
right track. I didn’t even take a peek at the end to make sure I had covered 
all the necessary content. How silly of me! What a wealth of vital informa-
tion that was escaping me. 

 In this chapter, you’ll explore how assessments can impact the lesson-
planning process. Subsequent chapters will walk you through the process 
itself. Before that, though, it’s important to think in a backwards fashion by 
looking at items from summative assessments so that you can start thinking 
about what it will take for students to master them. 

 The Role of Assessments 

 You see, it’s the assessments that are the key to effective planning. 
Whether you’re using those provided by a textbook or creating your 
own, whether you’re looking at summative unit tests or weekly quizzes, the 

 The Role of Assessments 

 2 
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20 ◆ Planning with the Standards in Mind 

assessments essentially tell you everything to know about how to plan effec-
tively. So we begin each planning cycle at the end, looking backwards from 
the assessment, to fi gure out what we need to teach, and how to teach it. 

 This idea isn’t a new one. In their groundbreaking book  Understanding 
by Design,  Grant Wiggins and Jay McTighe argue that “the specifi cs of 
instructional planning—choices about teaching methods, sequence of lessons, 
and resource materials—can be successfully completed only after we identify 
desired results and assessments and consider what they imply. Teaching is 
a means to an end. Having a clear goal helps to focus our planning and 
guide purposeful action toward the intended results” (2005, 19). 

 While this is an excellent approach in theory, planning backwards from 
assessments can prove incredibly challenging. Without a structured approach, 
looking at a test can leave a teacher bewildered as to where to start. It is a 
process that requires the teacher to become an instructional designer—and 
this is no easy task. 

 Compounding the challenge is one key requirement: A quality lesson 
plan cannot be created without a quality assessment. In this case, what we 
speak of is an end-of-unit assessment (also called a  summative  assessment). 
This assessment must be in hand at the outset. 

 There is, of course, much more to it than even that. Adoption and 
implementation of the Common Core State Standards, and their accompa-
nying tests created by the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for 
Colleges and Careers (PARCC) and the Smarter Balanced Assessment Con-
sortium (SBAC), have raised the bar for assessments. Gone are the days 
when students can prove what they know about multiplication by complet-
ing several basic problems, or by answering problems on a reading test 
that require the location of explicit information in a text. The CCSS have 
ushered in richer, more challenging problems, problems that push students 
to reason, analyze, and support and explain their thinking. Even if you are 
in a state that has not adopted the Common Core, or you teach a non-CCSS 
subject, assessments have shifted to assess students’ critical thinking skills 
more effectively and in a more rigorous fashion. With that in mind, an 
effective plan begins with an effective (and rigorous, standards-aligned) 
assessment. 

 This chapter makes the assumption that you have such an assessment 
in hand. (The rationale behind this assumption is that a guide on creating 
this kind of assessment would fi ll several hundred pages on its own.) From 
there, you can build effective plans—plans that will lead your students to 
demonstrate mastery of the assigned skills and of the required standards. 
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Role of Assessments ◆ 21

Parts 2 through 4 of this book will walk you through the specifi c components 
of a lesson plan. But fi rst, we must look at the role of assessments. 

 Considering Assessments When Planning 

 Four key questions form the backbone of an assessment analysis: 

 ◆  What skills are being assessed? 
 ◆  How are these skills being assessed? 
 ◆  What potential misunderstandings exist? 
 ◆  What sequence and pacing should be used to teach these skills? 

 All of these questions should be answered before the writing of plans 
can begin. Let’s examine each of these questions in more detail. 

 What Skills Are Being Assessed? 
 Before writing a single lesson plan, it is critical to comb through the 
assessment to determine the skills required for mastery. Sometimes, this 
is very straightforward. Other times, though, assessment items can be 
“unpacked” to reveal that several skills must be taught for mastery of a 
single item. 

 The skills should be recorded as learning targets, which are statements 
written in student-friendly language, beginning with “I can . . .”, that identify 
what students will be able to do to answer this question. Learning targets 
serve as a sort of GPS for both teachers and students, guiding them toward 
mastery (Moss, Brookhart, and Long 2011). 

 Moss and Brookhart (2012) also argue: “the most effective teaching and 
the most meaningful student learning happen when teachers design the right 
learning target for today’s lesson and use it along with their students to aim 
for and assess understanding” (p. 2). 

 (Writing effective learning targets will be covered in more depth in 
 Chapter 3 .) 

 How Are These Skills Being Assessed? 
 This critical question is often overlooked. You must make note of how each 
skill is being assessed. For example, if it’s a math question, is it assessed 
through a simple problem (e.g. 345 × 25) or through a word problem? An 
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22 ◆ Planning with the Standards in Mind 

ELA example might involve the skill of identifying details that support a 
main idea. This could be assessed in a straightforward manner: “Which of 
the following details supports the main idea?” But the question could also 
be asked in a slightly more rigorous fashion: “Which of the following details 
does  not  support the main idea?” This subtle difference must be taken into 
account. 

 What Potential Misunderstandings Exist? 
 This is yet another overlooked consideration. In examining assessment items 
prior to planning, it is crucial to think about what misunderstandings stu-
dents might have. If a question asks students to identify a metaphor in a 
passage and another asks students to identify a simile, a reasonable misun-
derstanding would be to confuse the two. If a math assessment asks students 
to evaluate 2 raised to the 4th power, one misunderstanding would be to 
multiply 2 times 4 rather than 2 times 2 times 2 times 2. Identifying these 
misunderstandings prior to planning will help you keep these things in mind 
as you write your plans, essentially heading off potential errors before stu-
dents can make them. 

 What Sequence and Pacing Should Be Used to Teach These Skills? 
 At this point you are ready to map your unit. You’ll have to decide how 
many lessons to devote to each skill, and the order in which to teach 
them. In some cases, there’s no right or wrong answer to these questions—
especially in terms of pacing. Once instruction begins, you may fi nd that 
your pacing expectations need to be revised. For example, if you plan to 
use three lessons to teach a skill and students demonstrate mastery after 
the fi rst day, you’ll obviously adjust your pacing and move forward. 
More likely is a scenario where students struggle with a skill, and you 
must reteach it the following day. (For more on these situations, see 
 Chapter 8 .) 

 Sequence decisions require a careful eye, though. Order matters in 
almost all cases. For example, in the example question on supporting 
details described earlier, you’ll need to be sure to teach students to identify 
the main idea of a passage fi rst, and then teach them about supporting 
details. 

 The question of how to pace your units is often challenging to answer. 
Many of your decisions will be based upon prior experience. 

  Table 2.1  shows what one teacher’s note-taking document might look 
like for assessment analysis.  
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Role of Assessments ◆ 23

 Exploring a Math Assessment Item 

 Let’s zoom in on a single assessment item to explore this process in action. 
 Figure 2.1  shows a sample item released by the SBAC. It is a third-grade 
math question.   

  Table 2.1  Example note catcher for assessment analysis  

   #    Skill being assessed 
(i.e. learning target to 
teach)  

  How it’s assessed (e.g. 
multiple choice, open 
response  )

  Potential 
misunderstandings  

  Notes on sequence 
and pacing   

            

            

            

            

            

            

            

            

No

Look at point P on the number line.

Look at number lines A – E. Is the
point on each number line equal to the 
number shown by P? Choose Yes or
No.

0

P

1

0
A.

1
Yes

No
0

B.
1

Yes

No
0

C.
1

Yes

No
0

D.
1

Yes

No
0

E.
1

Yes

  Figure 2.1  Third-grade math question from SBAC 
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24 ◆ Planning with the Standards in Mind 

 To begin,  what do students have to be able to do to answer this question suc-
cessfully ? There seem to be two different skills that yield two different learn-
ing targets: 

 ◆  I can label fractional segments on a number line between 0 and 1. 
 ◆  I can identify equivalent fractions from a number line or 

illustration. 

 It is next important to consider  how these skills are being assessed . This 
is not a straightforward, multiple-choice question. Nor is it a question 
requiring students to explicitly name or identify equivalent fractions. This 
is important to consider as we plan our lessons for this question. Students 
 do  need to learn how to label a number line with fractional amounts. 
They  do  need to understand equivalent fractions. But they also need to 
be able to match points on number lines to one another. When planning 
lessons, this needs to be taken into account. This is not to say that ques-
tions exactly like this one need to appear in the plans. It does mean, 
however, that students’ understanding of this concept must be com-
plete enough for them to transfer what they know to this challenging 
scenario. 

 Our third step is to  consider possible misunderstandings . In this case, one 
potential misunderstanding is that all of the choices should be “no” because 
none of the points in A–E are located on the second tick mark like Point P 
is. Knowing your students, you will be able to think of others, too. It’s 
important that you consider their past work when determining what they 
might struggle with. 

 Finally, we must decide  how much time to dedicate to this assessment item . 
This is based on a number of factors, including students’ previous experience 
with and knowledge of fractions. Other things worth considering are the 
total number of items on the assessment and the number of teaching days 
available during the unit. Chances are, however, that you would expect to 
plan for one lesson to work with number lines and one to work with equiva-
lent fractions—and maybe even one more to put the two of these things 
together. 

 Exploring an ELA Assessment Item 

 The item below was released by the other CCSS assessment organization, 
the PARCC (2015). It is a seventh-grade item. 
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Role of Assessments ◆ 25

 This complex performance task requires a lot from students.  What do they 
have to be able to do ? The learning targets at play here might be written as 
such: 

 ◆  I can identify an author’s argument. 
 ◆  I can analyze the strength of an argument using textual evidence. 
 ◆  I can write an essay that articulates the strength of an argument in 

multiple texts. 

 This third learning target can be broken down further because so many 
different skills go into writing an essay. These more specifi c targets could 
be determined by a team of teachers and might include, among others: 

 ◆  I can write a clear thesis statement. 
 ◆  I can write a paragraph with a topic sentence and supporting details. 
 ◆  I can use transition phrases to link my ideas together. 
 ◆  I can write an essay with an introduction, body paragraphs, and 

conclusion. 

 This item is obviously very different from the math item.  How is it being 
assessed?  The critical consideration in this case is that students must synthe-
size information from multiple sources, including a video. Students must 
learn how to do this and this should be refl ected in the plans. 

 You have read two texts and watched a video describing Amelia Earhart. 
All three include information that supports the claim that Earhart was 
a daring, courageous person. The three texts are: 

 ◆  “The Biography of Amelia Earhart” 
 ◆  “Earhart’s Final Resting Place Believed Found” 
 ◆  “Amelia Earhart’s Life and Disappearance” (video) 

 Consider the argument each author uses to demonstrate Earhart’s 
bravery. 

 Write an essay that analyzes the strength of the arguments related 
to Earhart’s bravery in at least two of the texts. Remember to use textual 
evidence to support your ideas. 
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26 ◆ Planning with the Standards in Mind 

 In the case of possible misunderstandings, one that jumps out is that 
students might choose to  describe  the arguments rather than analyze them. 
This single possibility seems simple, but it is critically important and 
must be taken into consideration when planning lessons. Teaching 
students how to analyze an argument must be front and center during 
this unit. 

 When it comes to the fourth question, “how much time should be spent 
teaching these skills?” the short answer is “all that you can.” Seriously, 
though, you will have to pace and sequence according to how many skills 
you need to teach students. 

 FAQ 

  This approach works if I have a high-quality, rigorous, CCSS-aligned assessment. 
But what if I don’t?  

 Hopefully you have  something  to work from. If so, you can modify this exist-
ing assessment to create something that assesses deeper understanding. If 
you don’t have an assessment, though, it’s critical that you make one. Plan-
ning without an assessment to serve as a guide will lead to ineffective and 
scattered plans. In short, you have to know where you want them to end 
up or you won’t be able to plan the best route to get there. 

  I’m using a textbook for the subject(s) I teach. Why do I need to analyze the assess-
ments before writing lesson plans? Aren’t the textbook-provided assessments 
enough?  

 You’d be surprised how frequently textbook-created assessments don’t match 
the work or the level of rigor of the lessons prescribed by the textbook. 
Assuming that the textbook’s lessons and its assessments align is a leap of 
faith—and it’s the type of leap we want to avoid when student achievement 
is on the line. You still need to analyze them to make sure your teaching is 
going to provide adequate support for students. 
  Unfortunately, no . . . sometimes these assessments aren’t enough. Or 
sometimes they aren’t aligned with the goals of your school or district. 
Furthermore, when you factor in what the Common Core calls for in terms 
of student work or what the SBAC or PARCC assessments call upon students 
to know, they might not line up either (even if the textbook claims to be 
“CCSS-aligned”). 
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Role of Assessments ◆ 27

  Writing lesson plans is a time-consuming process as it stands. Why invest even 
more time in examining the assessments?  

 Consider this . . . do your current assessments refl ect what your students 
actually understand and what they know how to do? Do your current assess-
ments make an accurate statement about your students’ mastery of the 
Common Core State Standards? If your answer is an honest “yes,” then 
consider yourself lucky. If, however, you’re like most of us and you can’t 
answer “yes” to those questions, then this is sure to be time well spent. 
Furthermore, the time invested in analyzing assessments (and following the 
steps laid out in the following chapters) will actually save you time during 
the writing of your lesson plans. 

  Doesn’t this approach ask teachers to simply teach to the test?  

 It most certainly does. But the key is that this method calls upon teachers 
to teach to an “authentic test,” an assessment that will “test those 
capabilities and habits we think are essential, and test them in context” 
(Wiggins 1989). Teaching to a standardized test is not authentic practice. 
Wiggins continues: 

 “Rather than seeing tests as after-the-fact devices for checking up on 
what students have learned, we should see them as instructional: the 
central vehicle for clarifying and setting intellectual standards. 
The recital, debate, play or game (and the criteria by which they are 
judged)—the “performance”—is not a checkup, it is the heart of the 
matter; all coaches  happily  teach to it. We should design academic 
tests to be similarly standard setting” (1989, 42). 

 In essence, if the test is an accurate and authentic measure, you should abso-
lutely teach to it, and use it as your guide during the planning process. 
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 1. Select an assessment item from an upcoming unit assessment that 
you plan to use. 

 2. Break the item down by using the questions in  Table 2.1 : 

 a. What skills are being assessed? 
 b. How is it assessed? 
 c. What potential misunderstandings might students have? 
 d. What sequence or pacing considerations should be made? 

 3. Audit the lesson plans you have written that align to this item. Do 
they take everything you uncovered in Step 2 into account? If not, 
make the appropriate revisions. 

 Activity Extension 

 You can also repeat this activity by fi nding released assessment items from 
the PARCC, the SBAC, or your state’s annual summative assessment.  

 Activity: Auditing Your Plans Using an Assessment Item 
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 Part II 
 Before the Lesson 
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  Failure to hit the bull’s-eye is never the fault of the target.  
 —Gilbert Arland 

 The best lessons start with a single sentence. A learning objective, sometimes 
called a  learning target  or  aim,  is the sentence that clearly and succinctly 
describes what students will be able to do at the end of the lesson. In essence, 
it answers the question “What will students be able to do after this lesson 
that they couldn’t before it?” 

 Writing a strong objective may seem like a fairly straightforward task, 
but it takes a great deal of thought and care. A lesson with an objective that 
is not focused or not specifi c or not measurable will lead to teaching that 
leads students down winding paths and often to confusion, rather than 
understanding. Before you can plan your instruction, you have to know 
exactly what it is you are teaching. 

 It is important at this point to clarify the difference between “goals” and 
“objectives.” They are not the same thing, as Mishra writes in  Lesson Plan-
ning:  “Goals are broad and diffi cult to directly measure . . . they help us 
focus on the big and important picture,” but they do not describe what 
students will do or accomplish during a lesson (2009, 37). The same is true 
with standards and assessments. An understanding of each is critical, as 
explained in chapters 1 and 2. However, they alone do not represent what 

 Writing Objectives 
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32 ◆ Before the Lesson 

a teacher plans to accomplish in a single lesson. That is the function of an 
objective. 

 In this chapter, I will describe the key characteristics of strong objectives, 
as well as guidance around where objectives come from. I will start with 
purpose and then describe a process for writing strong objectives. These 
steps, and the steps described in Chapter 4 on end-of-lesson assessments, 
are critical pieces that are worth your—and your students’—time. 

 Qualities of Strong Objectives 

 A strong learning objective should be four things: measurable, bite-sized, 
clear, and aligned. Let’s look at each one individually. 

 Measurable 
 For an objective to be measurable, it must describe something that you can 
assess at the end of the lesson. There has to be a means of measuring student 
success, otherwise you will have no idea if students can do what you taught 
them. A measurable objective allows you to accurately describe how well 
the lesson worked, which students learned what you taught them, and which 
ones didn’t. 

 By making sure your objectives are measurable, you will avoid having 
to make assumptions about what your students know and don’t know. A 
common pitfall, described by Doug Lemov in his book  Teach Like a Champion,  
is for learning objectives to be written about understanding, appreciating, or 
other things that can’t be measured: “If your goal is to have students know 
something or understand something or think something, how you will know 
they have reached it?” (2010, 61) Rather than teach these objectives, teachers 
should craft aims by which mastery can be demonstrated with evidence. 

 Bite-Sized 
 A bite-sized objective is one that can be achieved during the course of a 
short period of time, such as a single lesson. Larger objectives, that require 
long amounts of time to teach, restrict a teacher from learning about their 
students’ understanding. Directly connecting to the “measurable” trait, objec-
tives that aren’t bite-sized can be diffi cult to measure. When that is the case, 
instruction becomes less fl exible and it becomes challenging to make adjust-
ments to what students need academically. 

 A common pitfall in this regard is for teachers to use the full language 
of a particular standard as a learning objective. For example, “Students will 
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Writing Objectives ◆ 33

be able to use multiplication and division within 100 to solve word problems 
in situations involving equal groups, arrays, and measurement quantities” 
(Common Core State Standards in Mathematics, or CCSS-M, 3.OA.3). It 
would be impossible to teach this entire standard in one lesson. It is far too 
intricate and contains too many parts to do that. However, breaking this 
standard down into bite-sized daily objectives that in conjunction lead to 
students mastering it will be much more effective. (More on how to do that 
later in the chapter.) 

 Using the same broad standard for several days in a row can also lead 
to ineffective teaching. Providing specifi c, bite-sized objectives that change 
on a daily basis makes the teaching more strategic. (Lemov 2010, 61) 

 Clear 
 The clearer and more specifi c your learning objectives are, the more effec-
tively you will be able to plan instruction. Vague objectives lead to vague 
teaching and lessons that potentially meander along a confusing path for 
students, rather than move them directly toward an outcome. Needless to 
say, this will not lead to student mastery. “Without a precise description of 
where they are headed, too many students are ‘fl ying blind’” (Moss and 
Brookhart 2012, 2). 

 To make sure your objectives are clearly written, it helps to think about 
one question: “Is this objective written in a way that students would 
understand?” Student-friendly objectives, objectives that students can easily 
understand and make sense of, have language that students can read. “I 
can explicate a poem” is not a clear objective for a high-school English 
course because it’s not only vague—what in the world is “explicate”—but 
it also contains language that students probably won’t understand. A clearer 
objective might be “I can analyze the poet’s use of fi gurative language.” 

 This means that it is very important not to confuse objectives with activi-
ties. An example of this pitfall is an objective of “Students will complete 
10 linear equation problems.” Your objective must clearly state what students 
will learn how to do. Otherwise, students might equate learning with com-
pleting a task, rather than understanding information and building skills 
(Marzano 2011). 

 John Hattie’s examination of more than 800 meta-analyses of student 
achievement research, detailed in his book  Visible Learning,  revealed “teacher 
clarity” as having one of the top 10 effect sizes on student achievement 
(Hattie 2012). Having clear learning objectives that can be effectively com-
municated to students in a way that they easily understand clearly falls into 
this category. 
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34 ◆ Before the Lesson 

 Aligned 
 Objectives should be written in a way that refl ects an understanding of 
grade-level standards. As earlier stated, this does not mean that the daily 
learning objective should be the entire standard itself. Alignment is measured 
by asking: “Does this objective lead to the culmination of students’ master-
ing of a standard?” When writing objectives, learning standards must be 
consulted. This will be explored in more depth later in the chapter, but now 
it’s important to know exactly what this means. 

 An  aligned objective  is one that was written after consultation of the stan-
dards. Take for example a seventh-grade ELA teacher with an objective of 
“Students will be able to distinguish between fi rst and third person narration 
in a story.” On the outset, this seems to be an objective that is very strong. It 
can be measured, taught in one lesson, and it is clearly written. However, upon 
examination of the seventh-grade Common Core standard 7.RL.6, some align-
ment issues arise: “Analyze how an author develops and contrasts the points 
of view of different characters or narrators in a text.” This objective does not 
appear to be aligned to the grade level standards, as it is focusing on specifi c 
types of points of view, rather than building toward an analysis of how an 
author develops or contrasts differing points of view. This objective is actually 
more suitably aligned to a  fourth-grade  reading standard, 4.RL.6: “Compare and 
contrast the point of view from which different stories are narrated, including 
the difference between fi rst- and third-person narrations.” 

  Table 3.1  presents a collection of objectives that are missing one or more 
of these four traits, along with an explanation and a suggested improvement 
for each. At the end of the chapter, you will fi nd an activity for practicing 
this on your own.  

 A Strong Objective Is 

 ◆   Measurable —You can assess students’ understanding of it following 
instruction. 

 ◆   Bite-sized —It can be taught in a short amount of time, such as one 
class period. 

 ◆   Clear —It is written in specifi c and student-friendly language. 
 ◆   Aligned —It refl ects attention to the language of grade-level 

standards. 
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 Building Objectives from Standards 

 Now that the qualities of an effective learning objective have been described, 
it is time to dig into where these objectives come from. Objectives should 
be built from broad goals that fully describe student mastery: learning stan-
dards. Standards serve as a guide from which we can work backwards. They 
lay out the end-of-year expectations, allowing teachers to construct a path 
by which to get there. This path is built from objectives. 

 This backwards design, begin-with-the-end-in-mind approach is not new. 
Described in detail in Grant Wiggins and Jay McTighe’s 2005 book  Under-
standing by Design , the process involves beginning the planning process by 
exploring the end outcomes fi rst. In our case, we will begin with learning 
standards in mind. 

 Building objectives and lessons from standards is often referred to as 
“unpacking,” but I fi nd myself getting a little antsy when I hear that word—
and I think a lot of teachers do, too. That’s because many have been led to 
believe that unpacking standards is a daunting, challenging and 
time-consuming task best reserved for curriculum designers and experts. It 
is also a task that many believe has only one “right” way of being done. 

 To describe the process I prefer the word  unwrapping,  as coined by 
author and educator Larry Ainsworth (2004). Unwrapping has a much more 
pleasant connotation and is something that takes very little time. Unwrap-
ping presents, unwrapping burritos . . . how fun! Unpacking after a trip? 
Not so much. 

  Table 3.1  Improving objectives  

   Objective    Explanation    Suggested Improvement   

  Students will be able to explore 
the cultures of East Asia. (Seventh 
Grade) 

 Exploration will be very diffi  cult to 
measure. It also seems like a lot of 
content to cover in one lesson. 

 Students will be able 
to describe the cultural 
traditions of Japan.  

  Students will be able to add and 
subtract within 1,000 with and 
without regrouping. (Third Grade) 

 This objective is not bite-sized 
and needs to be broken down 
further into smaller objectives. 

 Students will be able to add 
two three-digit numbers.  

  Students will be able to read a 
sonnet. (Sixth Grade) 

 More specifi cs are needed. It 
is not clear what students will 
actually learn. In addition, this 
objective is diffi  cult to measure. 

 Students will be able to 
describe the theme of a 
sonnet.  

  Students will be able to use place 
value understanding to round 
whole numbers to the nearest 10 
or 100. (Second Grade) 

 Use of the phrase “place value 
understanding” might make this 
too unclear for students. Also, this 
aligns to a third-grade standard, 
not a second-grade standard. 

 Students will be able to 
round a number to the 
nearest 10. (Third Grade)  
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 Regardless of what you call it, the purpose is the same—to examine a 
standard in order to determine what students need to know and do in order 
to master it, and thus what you need to teach them. With that purpose in 
mind, I will provide a description of things to think about when building 
objectives from standards, followed by examples of what this might look 
like in action. Remember, there is no one correct way to do this. You should 
customize and adapt this process to meet your individual preferences and 
the needs of your students. 

 Step 1: Read the Standard Closely 
 This may seem like a no-brainer, but it is such an important step that it must 
be mentioned. Only by reading the standard closely can we pull out the 
important details and key understandings that are mentioned within it. Since 
your goal is to identify what to teach and how to teach it, read the standard 
to look for important parts—specifi c verbs such as  analyze, describe,  and 
 compare —as well as phrases like  real-world problems  and  within 1,000  that will 
help you direct your instruction. Some unpacking protocols guide teachers 
to pull out the verbs (skills) and nouns (knowledge) from a standard, so this 
might be useful to you, particularly in the next step. 

 Step 2: Identify Knowledge and Skills 
 Once you’ve read the standard carefully, it is time to ask the question “What 
do students have to know and be able to do in order to demonstrate mas-
tery?” In other words, what will you have to help them understand? What 
will you have to teach them how to do? Make note of these things during 
this step and be sure to think about prior knowledge. This is also the time 
to identify skills and knowledge that students may have developed previ-
ously that play a role in this particular standard. There may be concepts, 
ideas, and abilities that aren’t specifi cally mentioned in the standard, but 
that will be important for you to activate or touch upon to make sure stu-
dents are prepared for the work that you are planning for them. 

 Step 3: Write Objectives 
 With the information in mind from Step 2, it’s now time to break the knowl-
edge and skills down into a list of objectives that are measurable, bite-sized, 
clear, and aligned. This collection of objectives represents all the things 
students will be able to do in order to master this standard. In essence, it 
represents what you have to teach. As or after you write the learning objec-
tives, be sure to consider sequence—do these build upon one another and 
create a path toward mastery? 
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Writing Objectives ◆ 37

 This process is similar to the one described in  Chapter 2  about planning 
from assessments. The two could certainly be combined so that you are 
building objectives by examining  both  the assessment and the standard. 

 The following examples will be presented in a fashion that will hopefully 
provide more insight into what this process looks like in action. I’ll put on 
my “teacher hat” and share what’s on my mind as I work to build objectives 
from three different Common Core standards—one math, one writing, and 
one reading. Again, as a reminder, there is no one right way to do this. What 
I pull out might not necessarily match what you would pull out. It’s the 
purpose that matters most—understanding the standards so as to create 
effective objectives. 

 Math Example 
 Standard 4.NF.2:  Compare two fractions with different numerators  and  dif-
ferent denominators , e.g., by  creating common denominators or numerators , 
or by  comparing to a benchmark fraction  such as 1/2. Recognize that  com-
parisons are valid only when the two fractions refer to the same whole . 
Record the results of comparisons with  symbols >, =, or < , and  justify the 
conclusions , e.g., by using a  visual fraction model.  

 Step 1—Read the Standard 
 During this step I want to be sure to pull out key phrases and ideas that 
can inform my planning. I’ve underlined these in the standard. 

 Step 2—Identify Knowledge and Skills 
 Students will have to know what a fraction represents, what denominators 
and numerators represent, what benchmark fractions are, that fractions can 
only be compared when they refer to the same whole, and the meaning of 
comparison symbols. 

 The skills this standard calls for include comparing two fractions, creat-
ing equivalent fractions by using common denominators or numerators, 

 Building Objectives from Standards 

 1. Read the standard closely. 
 2. Identify knowledge and skills. 
 3. Write measurable, bite-sized, clear, and aligned objectives. 
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38 ◆ Before the Lesson 

comparing fractions to a benchmark fraction, creating visual models of frac-
tions, and justifying comparisons. 

 Step 3—Write Objectives 
 To master this standard, the following objectives will be taught: 

 ◆  Students will be able to create equivalent fractions by creating 
common denominators and numerators. 

 ◆  Students will be able to compare fractions using benchmark 
fractions. 

 ◆  Students will be able to recognize that comparisons of fractions are 
valid only when they refer to the same whole. 

 ◆  Students will be able to use <, >, and = to compare fractions. 
 ◆  Students will be able to create visual models to compare two 

fractions. 
 ◆  Students will be able to use a number line to compare two fractions. 
 ◆  Students will be able to justify a comparison of fractions in writing. 
 ◆  Students will be able to justify a comparison of fractions using visual 

models. 
 ◆  Students will be able to justify a comparison of fractions using a 

number line. 

 A Note on the Common Core Math Standards 

 As noted in  Chapter 1 , there are some key instructional shifts that must 
be considered when examining the CCSS-M. One is that because the 
standards are linked in a coherent fashion within and across grades, it 
can be helpful to look at grade-level standards that are connected to 
the standard you are unpacking. In the case of this standard, 4.NF.2, it 
is helpful to examine the other standard in the “Extend understanding 
of fraction equivalence and ordering” cluster, 4.NF.1: “Explain, generate, 
and recognize equivalent fractions.” It is highly likely that these two 
standards can be taught in conjunction, rather than in isolation, thereby 
maximizing instructional time and building student understanding in 
a more effective manner. 

 Furthermore, now is a good time to revisit the CCSS-M shift toward 
rigor—explained in Chapter 1 as a balance of conceptual understanding, 
procedural fl uency, and application. It is helpful to check your objectives 
to make sure they refl ect the aspects of rigor that are called for in the 
standard. 
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Writing Objectives ◆ 39

 Writing Example 
 Standard W.7.1—Write arguments to support claims with clear reasons and 
relevant evidence. 

 W.7.1.A 
  Introduce claim (s),  acknowledge alternate or opposing claims , and  organize the 

reasons and evidence logically . 
 W.7.1.B 
 Support claim(s) with  logical reasoning  and  relevant evidence , using 

 accurate, credible sources  and demonstrating an understanding of the 
topic or text. 

 W.7.1.C 
  Use words, phrases, and clauses to create cohesion and clarify the rela-

tionships among claim(s), reasons, and evidence . 
 W.7.1.D 
 Establish and maintain a  formal style . 
 W.7.1.E 
 Provide a  concluding statement or section  that follows from and supports 

the argument presented. 

 Step 1—Read the Standard 
 Again, during this step I’ve underlined key words and phrases in the 
standard. 

 Step 2—Identify Knowledge and Skills 
 As I examine this standard, in my mind, I’m thinking that students need to 
know how to write an argumentative essay. Within this, they have to know 
what the following things are: a claim, an opposing claim, evidence, sources, 
and formal style. 

 The skills this standard calls for include writing an introduction, provid-
ing support for a claim, identifying sources, using linking or transition words 
and phrases, writing with a formal style, and writing in a logical, organized 
manner. 

 Step 3—Write Objectives 
 To master this standard, the following objectives will be taught: 

 ◆  Students will be able to develop an argument or claim. 
 ◆  Students will be able to identify and cite evidence that supports a claim. 
 ◆  Students will be able to describe counter-arguments to a claim. 
 ◆  Students will be able to write a paragraph that introduces their claim. 
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40 ◆ Before the Lesson 

 ◆  Students will be able to distinguish between credible and non-
credible sources. 

 ◆  Students will be able to write clear paragraphs that are organized in 
a way that supports a claim. 

 ◆  Students will be able to use transition words and phrases to connect 
paragraphs. 

 ◆  Students will be able to recognize the difference between formal and 
informal writing styles. 

 ◆  Students will be able to revise their writing to have a more formal 
style. 

 ◆  Students will be able to write a conclusion paragraph that supports 
the claim they have presented. 

 Reading Example 
 Standard RL.5.2:  Determine a theme  of a story, drama, or poem  from details 
in the text , including  how characters in a story or drama respond to challenges 
or how the speaker in a poem refl ects upon a topic ;  summarize  the text. 

 Step 1—Read the Standard 
 This relatively short standard contains a great deal of information, as evi-
denced by the fi ve key ideas underlined. 

 Step 2—Identify Knowledge and Skills 
 Knowledge and skills seem to blend together in this standard. Most impor-
tantly, in my mind, students will have to know what a theme is. They will 
also have to be able to describe the theme of a text and use details from the 
text to support their reasoning. Furthermore, they will have to understand 
that a theme is often revealed by how characters respond to challenges or 
by how a speaker describes something. Another important skill named here 
is the ability to summarize a text. 

 Step 3—Write Objectives 
 To master this standard, the following objectives will be taught: 

 ◆  Students will be able to summarize a story, drama, or poem. 
 ◆  Students will be able to describe the theme of a text. 
 ◆  Students will be able to identify key details that support the theme of 

a text. 
 ◆  Students will be able to describe the key challenges faced by a 

character in a story. 
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Writing Objectives ◆ 41

 ◆  Students will be able to explain how the challenges faced by 
characters help to reveal the theme of a story. 

 ◆  Students will be able to describe the way a speaker discusses a topic 
in a poem. 

 ◆  Students will be able to explain how the way a speaker discusses a 
topic in a poem reveals the theme of the poem. 

 A Note on the Common Core ELA Standards 

 Just as math standards should not be examined completely in isolation 
from other standards, the CCSS in ELA should not be examined in 
isolation from text. Incorporation of grade-level, complex text is at the 
foundation of the standards. So, for the writing example provided in 
this chapter, it would be important to think about what texts will be 
used to create an argument or claim. Selection of texts with rich themes 
would be crucial to the work around the reading example provided. 

  My textbook provides me with objectives—can’t I just use those?  

 You certainly can, but in order to increase the effectiveness of your lessons, 
it would be a good idea to conduct a quick audit of the objectives that are 
provided. Are they measurable, bite-sized, clear, and aligned? I would cau-
tion all teachers on being over-reliant on curricula. Use your professional 
judgement, and your knowledge of standards and best practice, to make 
solid instructional decisions. No one curriculum is perfect, particularly when 
it comes to the specifi c needs of your students. Examining curricula with a 
critical eye, rather than following along to the letter, will support your stu-
dents in mastery of content. 

  Should each lesson have only one objective?  

 Having a single primary objective will help you keep things bite-sized. 
However, that does not mean that students will only develop their abilities 
around that single objective during your lesson. Other supporting concepts 
and skills might be combined to support the primary objective. The key is 

 FAQ 
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42 ◆ Before the Lesson 

to make sure you are not trying to cover too much in one lesson, which will 
inhibit student mastery. 

  Is it important to phrase my objective in “student-friendly language?” I’ve been 
advised to do so.  

 When discussing the objective with students, it is important to be able to 
explain it in terms that they easily understand. (See  Chapter 5  for more about 
explaining objectives to students during direct instruction.) In your plans, 
your objective doesn’t necessarily have to be “student facing” (i.e., student 
friendly), but you should keep in mind that it’s important for students to 
know what they are working on and why. Objectives become easier to master 
when students are able to understand them. 

  Why the need to spend so much time looking at standards?  

 Standards, no matter the grade or content area, represent the  what —what 
students should know by the end of the school year. The more familiar you 
are with the standards, the better prepared your students will be for the next 
grade. It is a time-consuming process, but one that will better prepare you 
to plan effective lessons, lessons that drive students toward the understand-
ings that will support their future learning and achievement. 

  My state does not use Common Core. What should I do to build objectives?  

 Regardless of which standards your state uses, the approach is the same. 
CCSS or not, you can unwrap any standard to develop objectives. 
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 Activity 1: Assessing Objectives 

 Directions: Given an objective, analyze its effectiveness based upon the four 
criteria described in this chapter—measurable, bite-sized, clear, and aligned. 

  Activity 2: Unwrapping Practice 

 Directions: Choose a standard you will teach in the near future. Unwrap it 
to determine the objectives you will teach.  

 Activities 

   Objective    Explanation    Suggested Improvement   

  Students will be able to describe 
the diff erences between kinetic and 
potential energy as well as describe 
how one can be transferred into the 
other. 

     

  Students will appreciate the genre 
of historical fi ction. 

     

  Students will be able to answer 
10 square-root problems. 

     

  Students will be able to apply the 
Pythagorean Theorem to multiple 
real-world scenarios in order to 
determine distances between points 
on and off  a coordinate plane, given 
the lengths of two sides of right 
triangles. 

     

  Students will know what it felt like 
to be a pioneer. 

     

  Students will compare and contrast 
two texts. 

     

  Students will understand 
the complexities of diff erent 
governmental systems and diff erent 
branches within those governments. 

     

   Standard:     

   Knowledge:     

   Skills:       

   Objectives:                     
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  Learning is not attained by chance. It must be sought for with ardour 
and attended to with diligence.  

 —Abigail Adams 

 A strong objective in hand, it is now time for the second, and equally criti-
cal, “Before the Lesson” step: creating an end-of-lesson assessment. Your 
lesson’s objective states  what  students will be able to do when the lesson is 
complete. The assessment determines  how  students will demonstrate mastery 
of the objective. 

 Often referred to as an  exit ticket, exit slip,  or  formative assessment,  the 
end-of-lesson assessment represents not only the measuring stick for the 
success of your lesson, but also the most critical resource for planning of 
the lesson itself. These assessments will be administered at the end of your 
lesson. However, creating a strong assessment  fi rst , before you even write 
your lesson plan, will allow you to begin with the end in mind and plan a 
lesson that leads to student understanding and mastery of the objective 
(Lemov 2010). 

 In this chapter, I will explore these types of assessments in depth, shar-
ing important criteria and examples. The aim will be to provide an under-
standing of the important considerations that should be top-of-mind when 
beginning these steps. Surely, an exit slip is not the only means of assessing 
student understanding. Creating one is only the beginning. In subsequent 
chapters, I will detail other means of gathering information about student 

 Writing Assessments 
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46 ◆ Before the Lesson 

understanding during a lesson. Furthermore, in  Chapter 8 , you will read 
about what to do with the data you collect from these assessments. 

 Assessment Overview: Formative vs. Summative 

 Before digging into the creation of assessments, I am compelled to ground 
the work in  purpose  so that it is clear why these types of assessments are so 
important. There are several decades of research supporting the importance 
of formative assessment, which is assessment that informs instruction (Black 
and Wiliam 1998). However, I left college not really clear on the distinction 
between formative and summative assessments, let alone the value of the 
former. I think I understood summative assessments, but I was unclear on 
formative—which, naturally, led me to not implement them very effectively 
(or regularly) in my classroom. 

 The key to determining the difference lies in how the results of an 
assessment are used. Formative assessments are used to provide information 
during the instructional phase of the teaching and learning cycle, before a 
summative assessment is administered. Summative assessments are used to 
make a judgement about students—they are the unit tests and state assess-
ments, for example, that come at the end, summing up what students are 
and aren’t able to do (Chappius and Chappius 2008). See Table 4.1 for an 
overview of the two types of assessment. 

 As Black and his colleagues (2002) describe at the beginning of  Working 
Inside the Black Box , a formative assessment is “any assessment for which the 
fi rst priority in its design and practice is to serve the purpose of promoting 
pupils’ learning. It thus differs from assessment designed primarily to serve 
the purposes of accountability, or of ranking, or of certifying competence.”  

 Effective use of end-of-lesson formative assessments involves both care-
fully creating them and then using the results to make sound instructional 
decisions about what to do next and which students need which supports. 

  Table 4.1  Formative vs. summative assessments  

    Formative Assessments      Summative Assessments    

  Highlight the needs of each student  Compare all students to the same set of expectations  

  Provide immediate feedback  Provide feedback well after administration  

  Focus on progress or growth  Focus on a score, grade, or level  

  Inform immediate next steps  Describe overall mastery of content  

  Adapted from  Formative Assessment That Truly Informs Instruction  (NCTE Assessment Task Force, 2013).   
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Writing Assessments ◆ 47

They are a means of keeping your fi nger on the pulse of your class, and 
they have a proven effect on student achievement. According to John Hattie 
(2012) and his meta-analysis of educational research, formative evaluation 
is one of the top fi ve infl uencers on student achievement. Furthermore, Black 
and Wiliam’s (1998) research revealed that “improved formative assessment 
helps low achievers more than other students and so reduces the range of 
achievement while raising achievement overall” (3). So formative assessments 
not only increase student achievement, but they can have a signifi cant impact 
on closing the achievement gap? Sign me up. Let’s dig in! 

 Essentials of an End-of-Lesson Assessment 

 Just as with objectives, end-of-lesson assessments have a few essentials that 
should be considered when they are being created. End-of-lesson assessments 
should be brief, aligned, independent, and diagnostic. Here are the rationale 
for each. 

 Brief 
 These types of assessments should be short. You want students to be able 
to complete them in fi ve minutes or less. Just as important, you want to be 
able to check them quickly as well. That way, you do not have to give up a 
large amount of class time to administration and you don’t have to spend 
much time determining how to use the results to target students’ misunder-
standings. If either of these takes too long, you probably have too many 
questions on the assessment. It can be tempting to over-correct in this regard, 
though. Don’t sacrifi ce quality data from student responses in your attempt 
to be brief. For example, asking students for a thumbs-up or thumbs-down 
in response to a question at the end of the lesson won’t provide effective 
formative data. Yes, it’s brief, but students might be infl uenced by classmates, 
thus invalidating the data. 

 Aligned 
 In the case of formative assessments, it is critical that they are aligned to the 
objective. In other words, the answer to the question “Does this assessment 
refl ect what I want students to be able to do?” should be “Yes.” A common 
pitfall is for assessments to assess more than the objective calls for. The 
objective names what you plan to teach, so the assessment should only assess 
that. The content and rigor of the assessment must align to the content and 
rigor of the objective. It isn’t the time for building in review, or pushing 
students to go beyond what you taught. Those things do have value, but 
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48 ◆ Before the Lesson 

can be done at other times. You want your assessments to be laser-focused 
on what your objective names as the learning target for the lesson. Before 
digging into the planning of the lesson and the student work, it’s a great 
idea to hold the objective and assessment side-by-side to be sure they line 
up and that both will drive students’ learning to the same place. 

 Independent 
 Students should complete the exit assessment on their own, rather in groups. 
That way you can identify the needs and strengths of every individual in 
your classroom. Collaborative work has its place and is an effective strategy 
for many lessons. However, it isn’t an effective means of gathering data 
about individual students. Whatever the makeup of your end-of-lesson 
assessment, students should complete it on their own. 

 Diagnostic 
 Remember, the purpose of this assessment is to diagnose students’ under-
standing. You want to be able to learn about what they know from their 
work. This requires careful planning because you have to craft the assessment 
while giving thought to what information it is going to give you. Is it going 
to show you what they know and don’t know? What they understand and 
don’t understand? That is clearly your goal and should be kept in mind when 
designing the assessment. For example, if your exit ticket is made up of one 
or more multiple choice questions (many teachers use “clickers” or other 
student-response systems for this type of assessment), you will want to create 
incorrect choices that make sense and reveal students’ thinking. If you’re 
teaching a math lesson, having students show their work will help you make 
more informed instructional decisions. In any subject, if you are asking stu-
dents to explain themselves in writing, being as specifi c as possible when 
asking them what to write about will help with these decisions, as well. 

 End-of-Lesson Assessment Essentials 

 ◆   Brief —It should not take long to administer or evaluate. 
 ◆   Aligned —It should be designed with the objective in mind. 
 ◆   Independent —Students should complete the assessment on their 

own 
 ◆   Diagnostic —The assessment should reveal students’ misunder-

standings 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

2:
36

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



Writing Assessments ◆ 49

 Building an End-of-Lesson Assessment 

 Keeping these essentials in mind, you can set about creating your assess-
ment. The following suggestions can help you build an exit ticket that will 
allow you to obtain invaluable information—which students understand 
your objective, which ones do not, and why. 

 Utilize Your Objective 
 When crafting an assessment for students to complete at the end of your 
lesson, it’s important to work alongside the objective. Remember, it is the 
objective that describes exactly what you want students to do. The exit ticket 
and objective should work hand-in-hand. Be sure that nothing is on your 
assessment that isn’t described in the objective. For example, if the objective 
is “Students will be able to multiply 3 digit numbers by 2 digit numbers 
using the standard algorithm,” you will want to make sure that your assess-
ment contains only 3-by-2 multiplication. And since the objective makes 
no mention of word problems, you would also want to make sure your 
assessment doesn’t feature this type of work. (Of course if you are really 
teaching word problems, then you should adjust your objective.) 

 The verb you use in your objective can be a useful guide when it comes 
to creating your assessment. Your assessment should refl ect this verb. If you 
want students to “describe” or “evaluate,” or “justify,” then the exit slip 
should call for students to do these things. 

 Consider  Rigor  Cognitive Demand 
 The often-used term  rigor  remains a fairly mysterious term for educators. 
I’ve come to prefer the phrase  cognitive demand,  because that seems to more 
accurately describe this very important idea. When I think about my assess-
ment, it’s important to consider the cognitive demand, or depth of thinking, 
that I will expect of students. In many cases, it may be helpful to pull back 
from looking at an individual objective to examination of your sequence of 
objectives. Do they build from lower cognitive demand to higher? If so, your 
assessments should build in this way, too. If you’re working on a concept 
that requires starting from a fundamental level and moving deeper into the 
complexities of a topic, your assessments in the initial lessons will be differ-
ent from your assessments in the fi nal lessons. 

 Consider a sixth-grade ELA teacher, working with standard RL.6.4:  Deter-
mine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text, including fi gura-
tive and connotative meanings; analyze the impact of a specifi c word choice on 
meaning and tone.  Initial lessons might work with developing students’ 
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50 ◆ Before the Lesson 

understanding of fi gurative and connotative language. As their work with 
this standard progresses, word choice will be something they explore, spe-
cifi cally the impact words have on meaning and tone. Ideally, the teacher 
will want to tie all these things together. The assessments for this sequence 
should refl ect this progression. 

 In keeping with the desire to keep your assessment brief, it’s important 
to remember that, as Barbara Blackburn writes in  Rigor is NOT a Four-Letter 
Word,  rigor does not mean “more” (2012, 3). Avoid asking 10 questions when 
three (or fewer) will suffi ce. Asking students to explain, justify, or support 
their answer in writing or asking questions that require multiple steps is a 
much more effective means of increasing the cognitive demand than simply 
adding more of the same type of question to your assessment. Again, just be 
sure that the assessment aligns to the objective (i.e. if your exit ticket requires 
explanation or multiple steps, your objective should clearly state that). 

 Create Exemplar Answers 
 When creating your end-of-lesson assessments, a key step is to create exem-
plar answers to your assessment items. An exemplar answer defi nes and 
clarifi es your expectations for student work. This standard of excellence will 
aid you in determining which students have mastered the objective. It will 
also help inform your planning, so that you know exactly where you want 
students to get to by the end of your lesson. 

 A Note on Small Groups 

 Many teachers differentiate instruction by working in small groups. The 
end-of-lesson assessments that have been discussed in this chapter apply, 
in general, to whole-group instruction. However, they can also be uti-
lized in small groups, where the objectives might differ from that of 
the whole-group lesson. It can be effective and benefi cial to assess the 
small-group work as well, so that you can determine the students’ 
understandings in these differentiated situations. 

 FAQ 

  What if none (or very few) of my students demonstrate mastery on their exit slips?  

 This is an incredibly important question, and one that we will examine in 
more detail in  Chapter 8 . In essence, if your exit slip is well-designed and 
aligns to your objective, it means that students do not understand what you 
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Writing Assessments ◆ 51

taught them and reteaching will be necessary. Many things should be taken 
into consideration to determine the causes of misunderstanding, and those 
will be explored in  Chapter 8 . 

  My curriculum provides end-of-lesson assessments, should I use those?  

 These assessments might be very useful. However, it’s crucial that you audit 
them before putting them in front of students. Do they actually align with 
the objective that you’re teaching? Do they assess only the content you will 
be delivering and not anything extra or superfl uous? Is anything missing 
from them? Do they meet the four essentials described in this chapter? As 
discussed in  Chapter 3 , an overreliance on a curriculum can often impede 
student mastery. So, of course, you should use them, but not blindly nor 
without examining them carefully. 

  Why should my assessment be made fi rst?  

 Paired with a strong objective, an assessment can serve as a road map for 
your planning. By beginning with the outcomes you want students to achieve, 
you can plan more effectively for them to get there. Think of it in the same 
way as planning a vacation. It is much more simple to know your destina-
tion before you start planning activities and booking fl ights and hotels. When 
you start at Point A and you know where Point B is, you can more effectively 
plan how to move from one to the other in a way that allows for students 
to succeed. 
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 Activity 1: Evaluating Assessments 

 Directions:  The following table  presents several objectives and end-of-lesson 
assessments. For each assessment, determine how it should be revised. Keep 
in mind the assessment essentials described in this chapter:  Brief, Aligned, 
Independent,  and  Diagnostic . 

 

 Activity 2: Design an End-of-Lesson Assessment 

 Choose an objective you created in  Chapter 3  and create an end-of-lesson 
assessment that matches the requirements outlined in this chapter.  

 Activities 

   Objective    Assessment    Revision   

  Students will be able to 
solve word problems 
with two-digit by one-
digit multiplication. 

 Solve: There are 28 students. Each 
brings three boxes of pencils. Each box 
has 12 pencils. How many pencils were 
brought in in all? 

   

  Students will compare 
and contrast how two 
characters in a story 
changed. 

 What changed about Jarvis in the 
story?
  a. He got braver.  
b. He became stronger.  
c. He learned new things.  

What changed about James in the 
story?  
a. He learned a new skill.  
b. He became nicer.  
c. He changed his mind about Jarvis. 

   

  Students will be able 
to identify allusions in 
a text. 

 Write a paragraph about why the 
author may have chosen to include 
this allusion in the story. Cite specifi c 
evidence from the text to support your 
answer. 

   

  Students will use the 
distributive property to 
solve expressions. 

 In your own words, describe the 
distributive property. 

   

   Standard:   

   Objective:   

   End-of-Lesson Assessment:     
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 Part III 
 During the Lesson 
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  If you can’t explain it simply, you don’t understand it well enough.  
  — Albert Einstein 

 In this section, I describe the lesson-planning process in full. Moving from 
designing objectives and assessment prior to the lesson, we will now discuss 
the planning of the lesson itself. 

 I’ll begin with an overview of this planning model as a whole. It is 
grounded in the model of gradual release of responsibility, a framework in 
which the workload shifts over the course of time from the instructor to the 
student (Fisher and Frey 2008, 2). While this can take many different itera-
tions (which will be discussed along the way), this will take the form of a 
lesson plan with three parts: direct instruction, guided practice, and inde-
pendent practice (often referred to as  I do, we do, you do ). Each will be 
described in detail in the following three chapters. Combined with an effec-
tive objective and a quality end-of-lesson assessment, these three lesson 
portions work together in a cohesive manner to create a lesson designed to 
lead to student mastery of content. 

 It is my goal to provide details and examples in an easy-to-understand 
format as well as in a way that will allow you to implement this planning 
framework the very next time you sit down to plan lessons. It is certainly a 
rigorous process and one that requires a great deal of thought, energy, and 
time. But the outcome—student achievement—makes all this worth it. Like 
so many things, lesson planning becomes easier and more effi cient with 

 Direct Instruction 
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56 ◆ During the Lesson

practice. You may initially fi nd yourself spending a great deal of time on 
planning. But perseverance and patience will be rewarded, and you will 
notice the process taking less time the more often you use it. 

 Direct Instruction: An Overview 

 So let’s begin with direct instruction, the beginning portion of the lesson 
plan. Often called the “I do” or mini-lesson, it involves the teacher as the 
centerpiece, modeling, thinking aloud, and demonstrating and activating 
thinking and curiosity (Zemelman, Daniels and Hyde 2012, 40). Direct instruc-
tion should not be confused with lecturing. A lecture is lengthy and does 
not lead to any sort of student activity other than note taking. Yes, for the 
most part, direct instruction involves the teacher doing the work and the 
talking while students listen, but it should be brief. It should last no longer 
than 10 to 15 minutes—and of course it will be followed by students engag-
ing in the lesson. 

 The beginning of your lesson is of critical importance. There are many goals 
to achieve in the fi rst few minutes: capturing students’ attention, connecting 
to prior work, communicating the lesson’s objective and its purpose, demon-
strating for students how to do the work, and confi rming students’ readiness 
to begin the work. That’s a lot to accomplish in a short amount of time! 

 Goals of Direct Instruction 

 ◆  Capturing students’ attention 
 ◆  Connecting to prior work 
 ◆  Communicating the objective and its purpose 
 ◆  Demonstrating the “how” 
 ◆  Confi rming readiness to begin the work 

 We will dig into each of these in a moment, but fi rst a bit about pur-
pose . . . why is direct instruction important? As a teacher—and I’ve cer-
tainly done this in my own classroom many times—it’s natural to want to 
get students “involved” as soon as possible. The idea of them sitting and 
listening and watching you talk and do the work is a bit terrifying. What 
if they get bored? What if they’re not listening? What if they don’t under-
stand? Valid questions, but ones that can be handled with a well-planned 
opening. 
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Direct Instruction ◆ 57

 Remember, this portion of the lesson should be no more than 10 minutes. 
In some cases, especially in younger grades, it could be as short as fi ve 
minutes. This should alleviate some of the pressure to keep students focused 
and “entertained.” Less is more during direct instruction, and clarity is of 
utmost importance. 

 Does Direct Instruction Have to Happen First? 

 As you read this book, it is important to keep in mind that there is 
never a one-size-fi ts-all approach to planning. Case in point: direct 
instruction. Not every lesson has to start in the way I’ve described. All 
of the essentials of direct instruction are important, but there are times 
when lessons should begin in other ways. 

 Many teachers will utilize a beginning-of-lesson activity to engage 
students in the work right away. Sometimes called a “Do Now,” this 
activity can take the form of a single question or problem that serves 
to activate students’ thinking or prior knowledge. Sometimes, this activ-
ity can serve as a sort of preassessment to determine exactly what 
students are bringing to the work. Other times, it can be helpful to 
begin with a challenging task or problem, one that is just out of stu-
dents’ reach but that can be helpful for stimulating student discussion 
and collaboration. 

 However you begin your lesson, and in whichever way you choose 
to order these essentials, keeping them in mind will aid your planning 
as you make instructional decisions based upon your students’ needs. 

 Teacher and Student Roles During Direct Instruction 

 During this portion of the lesson, the teacher is doing almost all of the work. 
The responsibility for the thinking must fall on the teacher’s shoulders 
in the beginning of the lesson. Only that way can it be gradually shifted 
onto the students. To assist in providing clarity around this, it is important 
to consider what both the teacher and the student should be doing during 
this (and all) parts of the lesson (Lemov 2010). 

 The Teacher’s Role 
 This mini-lesson time is for the teacher to be modeling, thinking aloud, 
wondering, and demonstrating. It is an opportunity for the teacher to let the 
students see into his or her brain to help them better understand the concepts 
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58 ◆ During the Lesson

they will begin working on. Furthermore, direct instruction allows for the 
instructor to develop students’ metacognition, teaching them how to think 
about their own thinking, not only during this lesson but during every other 
task or problem they will encounter (Fisher and Frey 2008). 

 For all of this to get started, it will be the teacher doing almost all of the 
talking—and this talking should be declarative, rather than interrogatory. 
This is your opportunity to explain things to students, not a time to ask 
them questions. Too often, teachers want to jump in to ask students ques-
tions about how to solve a problem or complete a task before they have 
explained how to do it. But how can a student be expected to explain how 
to do something new when they haven’t been shown how yet? You can ask 
me what the fi rst step in repairing a lawn mower engine is, but I’m not 
going to know the answer unless you show me what to do fi rst. 

 So if the teacher is solely driving the lesson at this point, what should 
he or she be saying? Keep the outcome of direct instruction in mind: prepar-
ing students to start doing the work. Your direct instruction should provide 
them with all the necessary tools they need to begin the work. Two techniques 
that many teachers use successfully during direct instruction are modeling 
and thinking aloud. As you will see when we explore some examples of 
direct instruction plans, the two are ideally interwoven. For clarity’s sake, 
though, we will explore them individually. 

 A Note on Clarity 

 The quote from Albert Einstein that I shared at the beginning of this 
chapter is not one that I chose accidentally: “If you can’t explain it 
simply, you don’t understand it well enough.” 

 When thinking about the teacher’s role during direct instruction, it 
is of the utmost importance to remember to keep your explanations, 
thoughts, and examples as clear as possible. During planning, you 
should nag yourself with the question, “Will my students understand 
this?” If you’re worried that they won’t, take Albert’s advice and learn 
more about what you’re teaching, either through research or conversa-
tions with colleagues. That way simplicity and clarity will shine through, 
and your students will reap the benefi ts. 

 Modeling 
 To model is to demonstrate, to show how to solve a problem, answer a 
question, or complete a task. When you model, you take on the role of the 
student in that  you  are the one doing the work. Modeling should be explicit, 
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Direct Instruction ◆ 59

deliberate, and clear. Every step should be demonstrated, no matter how 
minute. You want students to begin the next phase of the lesson, guided 
practice, with a very clear idea of how to do the day’s work. 

 Thinking Aloud 
 Just modeling alone isn’t enough. Modeling without thinking aloud is like 
watching a movie without sound. It’s tough to understand what’s going on 
without narration! Thinking aloud does just that, it provides narration to 
the work, so that students are thinking about what they should be thinking 
about, rather than just what they should do. Thinking aloud should go 
beyond telling, though. It should involve explaining. (Fisher and Frey 2008, 
18) Explaining involves sharing all of your thinking—the questions you’re 
asking yourself, the pitfalls you’re avoiding, the connections and decisions 
you are making, and any other relevant thoughts that will help ensure stu-
dents are ready to take on the work themselves. 

 Variations on the Think-Aloud 

 In  Best Practice: Bringing Standards to Life in America’s Classrooms , 
Zemelman, Daniels, and Hyde (2012) present two variations on the 
think-aloud—the write-aloud and the search-aloud (pp. 44–45). These 
options are worthy of consideration, as they may fi t the specifi cs of 
your individual lessons in various subjects. 

 A  write-aloud  involves the teacher demonstrating his or her think-
ing while composing a piece of writing. This allows students to better 
understand the thought processes required for written work. 

 A  search-aloud  fi ts nicely into lessons about research or whenever 
combing through a text to locate information is required. In this varia-
tion, the teacher shares their thinking while he or she searches, narrating 
the process so that students will be prepared to do the same on their 
own, whether for a research assignment or project involving the Internet, 
or for a lesson involving a close reading of a text. 

 The Student’s Role 
 While direct instruction involves the teacher doing the thinking, working, 
and explaining, it is important to consider the students’ role, too. Active 
listening is their most important responsibility. In my experiences, this works 
best when students are  not  taking notes, answering questions, or reading 
aloud. Their work here involves following along and thinking about what 
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60 ◆ During the Lesson

it is you are showing and explaining. It’s that simple—but calling on students 
for answers during direct instruction is an easy trap to fall into. Resist it so 
that the responsibility for the work lies with you. 

 At the conclusion of the direct instruction, checking for understanding 
is important, and this is where students become more actively involved. This 
allows the teacher to make sure that students are ready to move on to guided 
practice. 

 Essentials of Direct Instruction 

 With the basics under our belts, it’s now time to explore the essential ele-
ments of direct instruction in more detail. The goal here is to orient you to 
how to plan for this brief, yet important, part of the lesson. Of course, you 
should tailor these essentials to your own needs and the needs of your stu-
dents. The specifi cs of your lesson will also help you determine what role 
these essentials play and in what order you present them, especially the fi rst 
three. As with everything in this book, be sure to make it work for you. 

 That being said, these six elements can set you up for success in the later 
part of your lesson. Let’s take an in-depth look at each. 

 Alignment to the Objective and Assessment 
 Alignment is a topic I will stress throughout this book. When I use the term 
“alignment,” what I’m talking about is a logical connection between the 
lesson’s parts. In the case of direct instruction, there should be alignment to 
the objective and end-of-lesson assessment. 

 In other words, a clear and logical connection should be able to be made 
between the lesson objective and the direct instruction. 

 Capturing Students’ Attention 
 This might sound more intimidating than it should be. Capturing students’ 
attention is something that I’m sure entire books could be written about. But 
for your direct instruction, anything simple will do. Maybe this involves 
telling a story about a recent experience, sharing a problem, showing a (very) 
short video, or sharing an anecdote from prior classes you’ve taught. A big 
goal of direct instruction is activating students’ thinking, and this can be 
where it begins. 

 Some notes of caution, however—keep your time frame in mind. Fifteen 
minutes is the absolute longest you want this mini-lesson to last. If you tell 
a story for 10 minutes, that doesn’t leave enough time for modeling and 
thinking aloud! Also, don’t put pressure on yourself to be overly humorous 
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Direct Instruction ◆ 61

or exciting. I say both of these things because I fashion myself to be an 
excellent storyteller and a hilarious person, but I have a tendency to be a 
little long-winded and overzealous when trying to capture my students’ 
attention. You know your students better than me, so just plan this element 
carefully to be simple and brief and you’re sure to be successful. 

 Connecting to Prior Work 
 In many cases, it is possible to activate students’ thinking about prior work 
during direct instruction. This can be very helpful when teaching lessons 
that build upon work students have done before, whether earlier in the school 
year or in previous grades. Reminding them about this knowledge not only 
gets them actively thinking as you work, but it enables them to see how so 
many academic concepts and instructional activities are connected. This helps 
them realize that their learning is not taking place in isolation, but rather as 
a series of interrelated concepts and ideas that link together to create mean-
ing and understanding. 

 Like capturing their attention, this can and should be done briefl y. 
Depending upon your objective, you may only need a sentence or two. 
“Remember how we looked at the parts of stories last month?” or “This 
connects to the work we did with absolute value because . . .” This simple 
step goes a long way toward constructing meaning and deepening under-
standing, as well as toward students’ mastery of your objective. 

 Communicating the Objective and Its Purpose 
 Making it clear what students will be learning is important. This can be done 
by explaining your learning objective at the beginning of the lesson. Doing 
so in a way that students can easily understand will create a frame around 
which they will build understanding. You should go beyond just writing 
your objective on the board and expecting students to grasp its meaning 
(Marzano 2011). 

 Equally as important is the communication of why students will be doing 
the work of the lesson. Explaining its relevance and its role in the bigger 
picture of their learning can help them assign value to the work. Think about 
it, as a learner yourself reading this book, the emphasis I’ve placed upon 
purpose has hopefully added relevance. The lessons and content you present 
to students are important. You believe this, to be sure. Otherwise, you would 
not spend valuable time preparing and presenting the lessons that you do. 
However, do your students understand the importance and the purpose of 
the material you are delivering and the activities you are engaging them in? 
If not, their investment and interest will decrease. As Fisher and Frey write 
in  The Purposeful Classroom,  “A lack of purpose can devolve into low-level 
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62 ◆ During the Lesson

measurement of compliance and assignment completion, rather than learn-
ing” (2011, 15–16). 

 Demonstrating the “How” 
 This is where the modeling and thinking aloud comes in. Since I’ve already 
covered a description of this process of teacher-directed instruction earlier 
in this chapter, here I will explain how this comes to life in your lesson plans. 
Knowing what modeling, explaining, and thinking aloud are is one thing; 
it is quite another to understand how to plan them. 

 When planning for this portion of the lesson, where you are doing the 
work, it is important to plan three things: what you will say (think-alouds), 
what you will show (modeling), and what potential errors and misconcep-
tions you want to address. 

 Addressing Major Misconceptions 
 Direct instruction provides an opportunity to engage students in thinking 
about where things might possibly go wrong. As you begin to plan any les-
son, potential pitfalls for students should be at the forefront of your mind. 
Use your content expertise to help you predict where students might have 
trouble so that you can address these misunderstandings  before they happen.  
One option is to explicitly mention these types of errors during direct instruc-
tion. Because teachers can foresee many of the most common errors, this can 
be a very effective way of bringing these mistakes to students’ attention 
before they have the opportunity to make them. Making notes on possible 
misconceptions as you plan will help you remember to include them during 
direct instruction. 

 Confi rming Readiness to Begin the Work 
 This portion of the direct instruction serves a very important purpose. After 
you have modeled, demonstrated, and shared your thinking with students, 
you will need to check to make sure that they are ready to move on to the 
next phase, guided practice. This checkpoint will allow you to make sure 
that they have understood and internalized the content that you have shared 
with them and that they now are able to be gradually released to take on a 
slight bit more of the workload. 

 When planning your direct instruction, consider what you want to ask 
students or have them do that will indicate an understanding of what you’ve 
taught thus far. Write this question into your plans, as well as what you 
would expect their answer to be. Planning this out in advance will allow 
you to ascertain their understanding and determine if you should move on 
or circle back for more direct instruction. In circling back, you may have to 
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Direct Instruction ◆ 63

model another problem or think aloud more thoroughly. At this point, it will 
also be critical to address misunderstandings that were revealed by the 
students’ answers. 

 Checkpoints like this, often called  checks for understanding,  should be 
present throughout your lesson (they will be discussed in more depth in 
 Chapter 6 ), so this will be the fi rst of several. But as the fi rst one, it certainly 
carries a heightened level of importance.   

YES NO

Did they demonstrate understanding?

Check for understanding again and repeat, if necessary.

Continue to guided practice Loop back for more explanation, modeling, and
thinking aloud, paying particular attention to
students’ misconceptions.

  Figure 5.1  Check for Understanding fl ow chart 

 FAQ 

  How long should direct instruction last?  

 Direct instruction is sometimes referred to as a mini-lesson, with an emphasis 
on  mini.  It is something that should only take 5–10 minutes. If it takes longer 
than this, you might be trying to teach too much. You may need to revisit 
objective and revise it to be more bite-sized. 

  Direct instruction sounds a lot like lecture. Isn’t that a bad thing?  

 Delivering instruction via lecture—wherein the teacher talks for oftentimes 
an entire class period while students are expected to take notes—is certainly 
not an effective means to engage students in a meaningful way. Like lectur-
ing, direct instruction does involve the teacher talking while students listen. 
However, direct instruction lasts for only a fraction of the class period. 
Furthermore, direct instruction calls upon the teacher to  show  students what 
to do and how to do it rather than  telling  students what to do and how to 
do it, as often is the case during lectures. 
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64 ◆ During the Lesson

  My students like to ask questions when I’m modeling at the beginning of my les-
sons. Aren’t student questions a good thing?  

 Absolutely! But there is a time and a place for them. Direct instruction is 
neither the time nor the place because you want students following along, 
listening to your thinking, and learning what they’ll need to do to master 
the objective of the day. By asking questions, students may be inadvertently 
missing out on what you’re trying to accomplish. Or they may be jumping 
ahead and asking questions that you’re going to answer later in the 
mini-lesson. It might be a better idea to have students wait until you’re done 
modeling and thinking aloud to ask questions. You also might want to 
examine and refl ect on your direct instruction—are students asking questions 
because you’re not being as clear as you possibly could be? Maybe there are 
adjustments you could make that would make it easier for students to fol-
low along and understand. 
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 Use this template to write a direct instruction plan for an objective you cre-
ated in  Chapter   3 . Be sure to include potential student misunderstandings, 
as these will guide your planning in every phase.   

 Activity: Planning Direct Instruction 

   Objective:   

   Potential student misunderstandings:   

   Direct instruction:    

Modeling:    

Think-alouds:    

Check for understanding:     
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 6 
 Guided Practice 

  Education is all a matter of building bridges.  
  — Ralph Ellison 

 With a strong plan for direct instruction in place, you are now ready to plan 
the next part of your lesson: guided practice. In my experience as both a 
teacher and instructional coach, this section of the lesson can be challenging 
to execute. Guided practice brings the students into the lesson, actively 
engaging them in the work for the fi rst time. Many pieces are put into motion, 
some of them at the same time. This requires intentional and thoughtful 
planning, in order to be sure that your lesson stays on track. 

 Before digging into the essentials of guided practice, it is important to 
understand the thinking behind this lesson element, which is grounded in 
some very important educational research. 

 Guided Practice—An Overview (Understanding Gradual 
Release of Responsibility) 

 Guided practice is built upon the work of several educational researchers 
and is driven by the model of gradual release of responsibility, developed 
by P. David Pearson and Meg Gallagher in 1983. In this section of the lesson, 
the responsibility of thinking and working is shifted from the teacher—the 
one doing the thinking and working during direct instruction—to students. 
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68 ◆ During the Lesson 

The goal is to gradually call upon students to do more over the course of 
the guided practice so that they are ready to do the work on their own dur-
ing independent practice. In essence, this model “assumes that [the student] 
will need some guidance in reaching that stage of independence and that is 
precisely the teacher’s role to provide such guidance” (Pearson and Gallagher, 
1983, 35). 

 This model is supported by the work of psychologist Lev Vygotsky, who 
described a “zone of proximal development.” Within this zone are the skills 
that students can complete only with the assistance of an adult or peer, 
whom Vygotsky calls a “more knowledgeable other” (Vygotsky 1978, 86). 
The Gradual Release model also aligns with the concept of “scaffolding,” 
which is a term familiar to many educators. Wood and Middleton (1975) 
compare instructional support to scaffolding that is put up to support a 
building. Teachers provide the support needed for students to develop under-
standing, and then remove that support one piece at a time until the building 
can stand on its own. (Wood, Bruner, and Ross 1976) 

 One common way of describing a gradual release lesson is:  I do it  (direct 
instruction) , we do it  (guided practice) , you do it  (independent practice). 
However, it isn’t exactly that simple. Direct instruction (described in  Chap-
ter 5 ) and independent practice ( Chapter 7 ) are straightforward in that the 
responsibility and cognitive load rests for the most part with one group in 
each—the teacher during direct instruction and the learner during indepen-
dent practice. During guided practice, the responsibility shifts incrementally 
and intentionally, bridging the gap between the fi rst and third parts of the 
lesson in a way that adequately prepares students to handle the work or 
task on their own.  Figures 6.1  and  6.2  illustrate the way the responsibility 
shifts over time. 

End of LessonBeginning of Lesson

Teacher Responsibility Direct Instruction (I do)

Guided Practice (We do)

Independent Practice (You Do)

  Figure 6.1  Teacher responsibility during the lesson 
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Guided Practice ◆ 69

   Think about a time you learned how to do something. Regardless if it 
was learning how to use a new cell phone or change the headlight in your 
car, you might have taught yourself or had someone show you. If you had 
to do the same thing again, could you do it without help? If the responsibil-
ity of the work was not gradually released to you (i.e. the cell phone company 
support desk told you exactly what to do, or you read a manual on your 
own, or you tinkered around until you fi gured it out), you are far less likely 
to be able to have mastered the task such that you could complete it again 
or even teach it to someone else. These examples aren’t perfectly aligned to 
the work of classroom teaching, but the connection is clear. True understand-
ing and mastery is much more likely to occur when the Gradual Release 
model is used. 

 Understanding the fundamentals, purpose, and goals of Gradual Release 
of Responsibility is critical to developing a strong lesson plan, and particu-
larly important for planning guided practice. When guided practice is not 
planned to match this gradual release, students either end up doing too 
much of the work without enough support or teachers end up doing too 
much of the work (think: lecturing) without preparing the students to work 
independently. This portion of the lesson requires skillful planning, which 
will lead to deft execution. This, in turn, will lead to more successful out-
comes in regards to student achievement and mastery. 

 Essentials of Guided Practice 

 There are several keys to strong guided practice. Some of them—such as 
whole and small group work, and engaging discussion—overlap. Guided 
practice can certainly look different in different classrooms. However, con-
sider these essentials as you plan. 

End of LessonBeginning of Lesson

Student Responsibility

Guided Practice (We do)

Independent Practice (You Do)

Direct Instruction (I do)

  Figure 6.2  Student responsibility during the lesson 
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70 ◆ During the Lesson 

 Alignment to Direct Instruction 
 As you plan, your entire lesson should fl ow together seamlessly. It’s espe-
cially important that this happen between direct instruction and guided 
practice. The work—including the level of rigor and types of questions—
should be aligned to what was presented during direct instruction. For 
example, if you were teaching a math lesson on addition and the problems 
you modeled in direct instruction did not involve regrouping, the problems 
in guided practice should not involve regrouping either. If there were no 
word problems in the direct instruction, there should not be word problems 
in guided practice. Simply put, what you model in direct instruction should 
match what you and students work on together during guided practice. 

 Lack of alignment is a pitfall for many lessons. This is especially true when 
teachers are over-reliant on a particular curriculum. Even textbooks that seem 
to follow a gradual release approach often aren’t aligned from one part of the 
lesson to the next. This can throw off a lesson and lead to poor performance 
on the end-of-lesson assessment. Alignment should be at the top of your mind 
when planning guided practice. Pay careful attention to the work you are 
asking students to do during this section, especially if you are planning from 
curricular resources. Assessing your alignment as you plan is a relatively 
simple step that can yield tremendous results for your students. 

 Whole-Group Work 
 You can think of your guided practice as having two parts. The fi rst is whole-
group work. During this time, the entire class engages in the work together. 
This involves the teacher presenting a problem, question, or situation while 
the class works together as a whole to solve or answer. It provides an oppor-
tunity to leverage the thinking of the group, as you can call on students to 
share their thinking and ask probing questions to check for understanding. 

 Gradual release should be evident during whole-group work, as well. 
For example you might start by solving a problem or discussing a question 
as a whole class and then move to working on a different question in pairs 
or small groups, with groups sharing their answers and their thinking to 
the whole class when they are done. 

 Small-Group Work 
 The second part of guided practice should involve students working in col-
laborative groups. Whole-group work can transfer very easily into small-
group work, as you see in the earlier description. The importance of providing 
students with the time and space to work collaboratively cannot be empha-
sized enough. In fact in determining which part of guided practice to pri-
oritize, you should usually select small-group work. This is the phase where 
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Guided Practice ◆ 71

“students consolidate their thinking and understanding. Negotiating with 
peers, discussing ideas and information, or engaging in inquiry with others 
causes students to use what they learned” in whole-group work and direct 
instruction (Fisher and Frey 2008). 

 This small-group work can take many forms, from working on a math 
problem together to a shared reading of a text. The key is that the work is 
shared and that students are empowered to engage in discussion with one 
another. During collaborative discussions, students are able to receive feed-
back and support from their peers in a much more extensive fashion than 
they can receive from a single teacher (Zemelman, Daniels, and Hyde 2012). 

 Research supports the theory that collaborative learning has a positive 
impact upon student achievement. Vygotsky (1978) reported that students 
are able to perform at higher levels of intellect when working and discussing 
with other students. Johnson and Johnson (1986) and Webb (1985) also have 
done extensive work exploring the benefi ts of collaborative work, fi nding 
that there is a link between student interaction and achievement. 

 Engaging Discussion 
 An oft-overlooked element of any lesson is the discussion. Engaging discus-
sion should be embedded into both whole-group and small-group work. 
The conversations that the students have during guided practice will generate 
thinking and understanding that is invaluable in their progress toward 
mastering the lesson’s objective. The key is that the discussion is structured 
so that everyone is involved. 

 While there is a time and place for a teacher asking questions and calling 
on students for answers, particularly during whole-group work, there is 
greater value in setting up a discussion such that every student is able to 
engage in a conversation about a problem or question. This can be done very 
easily by allowing students to discuss your questions in pairs or small groups. 
Often called a turn-and-talk or think-pair-share, where students discuss with 
a partner, this strategy allows every student to engage in the discussion. 

 A Note on Thinking Aloud 

 In discussions that take place during guided practice, as in direct instruc-
tion, the teacher continues to share his or her thoughts using think 
alouds. (See  Chapter 5  for more on think-alouds.) 

 However, in guided instruction, seize the opportunity for  students  
to become the ones that share their thinking. When students think aloud, 
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72 ◆ During the Lesson 

 But how do you know students are discussing the right things? As  Teach 
Like a Champion  author Doug Lemov writes, effectively executed turn-and-talks 
defi nitely get students discussing, but that doesn’t mean they are without 
pitfalls. With every student talking with a partner, these discussions cannot 
be completely monitored by the teacher. This opens the door for students 
to come up with incorrect answers or unsubstantiated opinions. The best 
way to avoid this, Lemov (2014) writes on the  Teach Like a Champion  blog, 
“is to pair the turn-and-talk with a subsequent activity that allows you to 
reinforce rigor and check for understanding.” He recommends bringing the 
ideas to the group for a refl ective and analytical group discussion, perhaps 
cueing it up with a statement such as: “Let’s look at what we came up with 
and see what makes the most sense . . . where we could add on.” 

 Checking for Understanding 
 At this point of your lesson, it is critical that you determine whether or not 
students are ready to work independently at mastering the objective. The 
refl ection described earlier can serve as a checkpoint for you to check the 
pulse of your students’ understanding. It can also help you to determine 
who might need more support during the remainder of the lesson, both of 
which are essentials of a strong check for understanding. 

 You may encounter three scenarios when checking for understanding at 
the end of guided practice: the entire class understands, a majority of the 
class does not understand, or some students understand and some do not. 
If the entire class is ready for independent practice, congratulations! Your 
hard work paid off; it’s time for independent practice. But if either the entire 
class is still struggling or you have a handful of students that are not dem-
onstrating understanding, you either need to loop back and extend guided 
practice for the entire class or target individual students for immediate 
intervention as soon as independent practice begins, as  Figure 6.3  shows. 

they provide insight into not only their thought processes, but to the 
way they are engaging in the learning (Fisher and Frey 2008). This can 
go beyond providing you, the teacher, with a window into their minds, 
but it can do the same for their fellow students. This can prove invalu-
able, as students are able to process the thinking of not only the teacher, 
but of their fellow classmates as well. 

 During guided practice, push students to share their thinking aloud. 
Every student will benefi t from this. 
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Guided Practice ◆ 73

   Remember, your main goal in checking for understanding is to assess 
 individual  student readiness. The refl ections from a group discussion may 
not refl ect individual understanding, as they may have been generated or 
supported by a classmate. That’s not to say that this data isn’t valuable—you 
can still learn a great deal from what students share out following small-group 
work. Therefore it is important to gauge student understanding at an indi-
vidual level before moving on in your lesson. Some teachers do this by 
asking students to answer a question on their own while they work the room 
to examine papers. Others do it by having students write their answers on 
small whiteboards and then hold them up for the teacher to see. Regardless 
of the technique you use, be as confi dent as you can in your assessment of 
each students’ readiness for the individual work that he or she will be called 
on to complete during independent practice. 

Did students demonstrate understanding?

Continue to independent
practice

Extend guided practice by
looping back for more
collaborative work or
discussion, then check for
understanding again. 

Move whole group to
independent practice but
check-in with individuals or
small groups immediately to
eliminate misconceptions.

YES NO (whole group) NO (individuals)

  Figure 6.3  Student responsibility during the lesson 

 Essentials of Guided Practice 

 ◆  Alignment to direct instruction 
 ◆  Whole-group work 
 ◆  Small-group work 
 ◆  Engaging discussion 
 ◆  Checking for understanding 

 Teacher and Student Roles During Guided Practice 

 As you have learned, during guided practice the work and the cognitive 
load shifts from teacher to students. In your planning of guided practice, 
the roles of both teacher and student should be considered. To help you 
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74 ◆ During the Lesson 

better understand what each of these might look like, I’ll provide some 
elaboration. 

 Teacher’s Role 
 The most important part for the teacher to remember, of course, is that the 
responsibility is gradually being released to students. There are some other 
things to keep in mind, as well. 

 Evidence Gathering 
 While students are working in both whole and small groups, you should be 
continually gathering evidence of student understanding. Whether by mak-
ing note of students’ answers or by circulating amongst small groups to 
listen in and examine their work, you are seeking one thing: proof that 
students are understanding the objective in such a way that they will be 
ready to work independently. The more effort you put into evidence gather-
ing, the more confi dent you can be about students’ readiness. You should 
gather evidence in a way that allows you to be certain about exactly which 
students are ready and which need more support. Interventions can take 
place on-the-fl y as you touch base with small groups or they may need to 
occur on a one-on-one basis during independent practice. Either way, your 
investigative work and evidence gathering should occur throughout guided 
practice. 

 Eff ective Questioning 
 Whether during whole-group or small-group work, the questions you ask 
should work to deepen student understanding and to create an environment 
for engaging discussion. In some cases, this will require you to script in 
advance the questions you want to ask. In other instances, having a set of 
“universal prompts” can benefi t you tremendously (Bambrick-Santoyo, Set-
tles, and Worrell 2013). These can include questions such as “Why do you 
think that?” or “What makes you think that?” or “What were you thinking 
about when you came up with that?” Even a simple “Tell me more” can go 
a long way toward pushing students to think more critically about their 
answers. 

 Flexibility 
 This may be a statement of the obvious, but your lesson plan is just that—a 
plan. Those of us who have spent more than fi ve minutes in a classroom 
know that what they say about the best-laid plans is 100 percent true! But 
during guided practice, fl exibility on your part is perhaps more important 
than at any other part of the lesson. During this time, it is very likely that 
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Guided Practice ◆ 75

things might not go as you planned. A willingness to roll with the punches 
is essential during guided practice. You may fi nd yourself needing to back-
pedal, to adjust course to address student misunderstandings that you may 
not have foreseen. In cases where you determine that the class is off track, 
you may have to interrupt small-group work to pull students back into direct 
instruction. Other times, you may need to provide more opportunities to 
practice during small group time. The important thing to understand here 
is that, in teaching, things don’t always work out as planned. More often 
than not, this is revealed during guided practice. Flexibility, as opposed to 
a fi rm determination to execute your lesson plan to the letter, will benefi t 
you (and your students) greatly in the long run. 

 Student’s Role 
 In moving from direct instruction, where students are listening and absorb-
ing information while the teacher presents, to guided practice, where students 
are more actively engaged in the work, it is important to consider the stu-
dents’ role in the lesson. Thinking about what students should be doing 
during guided practice can help you in your execution. These aren’t neces-
sarily things that will show up in your lesson plan. Rather they are norms 
and expectations that you should keep in mind for guided practice in every 
lesson that you teach. 

 Everyone Talks 
 During guided practice, all students should contribute to the discussion. 
This is true both for the whole-group and small-group portions. This ranges 
from all hands in the air when the entire class is asked a question to all 
students being involved in small-group discussions. Your goal during guided 
practice should be for all students to interact in the work, particularly in 
terms of speaking. The expectation is that all students will talk and engage. 

 Everyone Works 
 Discussion will not be the only aspect of guided practice. Writing, problem 
solving, and other forms of work will be involved. Whether it be taking 
notes, writing an answer to a question, or solving a problem, all students 
should also be engaged in the work. 

 A Note on Collaboration Norms 

 Working in groups is not something students should be expected to 
know how to do naturally. Structures and systems, including discussion 
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76 ◆ During the Lesson 

  How long should guided practice last?  

 Just as with direct instruction, there is no rule for the duration of guided 
practice. You want to provide enough time for students to participate in 
whole and small group work, as well as time for checking for understand-
ing. Depending on the lesson, this may take as little as 10 or as much as 20 
minutes. When planning, keep in mind that you want to allot enough time 
for students to engage in all the essential parts of guided practice, but in a 
way that also leaves enough time for them to practice the work indepen-
dently, which may often require 20–30 minutes. 

  I’m having trouble keeping my students on task when they work in small groups. 
What can I do?  

 It’s all about routines. Have you taught students how to work in small 
groups? Have you practiced the routines of guided practice such that stu-
dents have mastered them? If students are off task, they may not understand 
what they’re supposed to do. Even if you have practiced the routines, at 
times you’ll need to pump the brakes and reinforce. This means more practice 
and more modeling. If the expectations are clearly stated, and the students 
have practiced and internalized the routines, your guided practice will fl ow 
a lot more smoothly, with fewer disruptions and with less confusion. 

  At the end of guided practice, my students are not demonstrating readiness for 
independent practice. What am I doing wrong?  

 Although it is good that you are thinking about your responsibility (rather 
than the students’) in terms of a successful guided practice, don’t be so hard 

protocols and expectations, need to be explained, modeled, and prac-
ticed. Depending upon the age of your students, this may involve an 
investment of time that carries over the course of several weeks. 

 But . . . it will be worth it. As Bambrick-Santoyo and colleagues 
write, “A conversation is like a soccer game: it’s hard to move the ball 
up the fi eld if your team doesn’t know how to pass the ball” (2013, 55). 
Time spent working on the habits of discussion, engraining the routines 
that make up effective collaboration, will pay off in the form of more 
focused and impactful small-group work. 

 FAQ 
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Guided Practice ◆ 77

on yourself! It might not be something you’re doing “wrong” so much as 
something you need to tweak or tighten. One important question to consider 
is whether or not the work students are doing in guided practice is aligned 
to the objective and to the work you did during direct instruction. Lack of 
alignment can often lead to students getting off track. Another pitfall involves 
small group discussion. Are you making sure to save time for students to 
work in groups to answer a question or solve a problem? If so, are you 
providing enough time? Finally, refl ect back upon the lessons that haven’t 
gone well in this regard—did you ask questions that push students’ thinking 
and that help you uncover their misconceptions? Asking questions that do 
these things is very important, and it can help you diagnose not only the 
misunderstandings of your students, but the parts of your lesson that need 
strengthening, as well. 
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 Building upon your direct instruction plan from the activity in  Chapter 5 , 
use the following template to plan the guided practice.     

 Activity—Planning Guided Practice 

Guided Practice:

Whole group:

Small group:

Scripted questions:

Checks for understanding:
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 7 
 Independent Practice 

  Independence is happiness.  
 —Susan B. Anthony 

 With two-thirds of your lesson planned, it is time to turn your attention to 
the fi nal piece of the puzzle: independent practice. It is at this point of the 
lesson when the goal you’ve been working toward becomes a reality. The 
stage is now set. You have primed the pump for the fi nal reveal. It is now 
time to complete the gradual release of responsibility onto the students. It 
is time for independent practice, the part of the lesson where students engage 
with the material on their own. 

 However, like the other parts of your lesson, a great deal of thought 
must go into the planning of independent practice. It is not enough to simply 
place the work in front of students and let them spend the next 30 minutes 
silently engaged. First of all, the work you assign during independent prac-
tice must be thoughtfully designed and represent the logical next step in the 
progression toward full student responsibility. Independent practice should 
be meaningful, not simple busy work. It should provide an opportunity for 
students to dig into the work in a way that goes beyond “fi lling time.” 

 Independent practice also represents an opportunity to dig into the work 
side-by-side with targeted students, students whom you know will need 
support to complete the work. Finally, it represents an opportunity to plan 
for students who will need an extra push, students for whom 30 minutes 
worth of work will probably take 10. 
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80 ◆ During the Lesson

 All of these things must be taken into account in advance, as you plan 
the lesson. The more care you take in preparation of this section, the better 
your results will be on the end-of-lesson assessment you created in the 
beginning stages of your work. In this chapter, you will walk through this 
step by step, developing an understanding of independent practice, its essen-
tial elements, and the types of variations you will need to maximize student 
understanding. 

 Independent Practice: An Overview 

 While independent practice represents the culmination of your attempts to 
gradually release responsibility to the students, it is not an area of planning 
that should be taken lightly. In order to truly achieve your end results, your 
plans must go beyond “Students will complete numbers 1–45 on page 143.” 
Your students will not benefi t from vagueness anywhere in your lesson plan, 
but this is especially true of independent practice. 

 But it can be easy to think of independent practice as the teacher’s time to 
sit back, maybe work the room a little, and let the students do their thing. 
Think about it this way—independent practice is your last opportunity of 
the lesson to support struggling students, a golden opportunity to support 
and challenge your “high fl yers,” and your chance to give your students the 
gift of time. Time, that precious and fi nite commodity, often leads us to rush 
through or cut short the opportunity to practice. Independent practice is the 
time when a great deal of differentiation takes place, something that requires 
a great deal of preparation and planning. 

 While the goal of independent practice is fairly straightforward—provide 
students with the opportunity to practice the work on their own—there are 
countless things to take into account in the planning stages. Key questions 
such as “What about students who get done early?” or “What about students 
who can’t handle it on their own yet?” must be answered as you plan. Other 
considerations, such as alignment to the objective and the end-of-lesson 
assessment, are critical. 

 One key to successful independent practice is discussed by Doug 
Lemov (2010) in  Teach Like a Champion  . . . multiple at-bats. (An  at-bat  
refers to an attempt or an instance of practice, so “multiple at-bats” essen-
tially means opportunities to practice multiple times.) Lemov likens stu-
dent work to that of a surgeon: “Want to know what single factor best 
predicts the quality of surgeon you select?” he asks. “It’s not her reputa-
tion, not the place where she went to medical school, not even how smart 
she is. The best predictor is how many surgeries of the type you’re having 
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Independent Practice ◆ 81

done that she’s done. It’s muscle memory. It’s repetition” (2010, 104). In 
other words, if you want to give your students the opportunity to master 
a concept or skill, it’s key that you provide them with time to practice it. 
Over and over. 

 A slightly more extreme take on this idea is provided by Malcolm 
Gladwell in his book  Outliers  (2011). In it, Gladwell states that the “10,000 Hour 
Rule” predicates success in a given area. In essence, this means that to achieve 
greatness, something needs to be practiced for 10,000 hours. He cites several 
examples, among them Bill Gates, who had 10,000 hours to practice program-
ming on his fi rst computer, and the Beatles, who performed for 10,000 hours 
in Hamburg, Germany, to perfect their sound before returning to England 
and then taking over the world of music. 

 The key takeaway for independent practice is this: if you want students 
to master something, you have to let them practice it. Doing so immediately 
after you’ve shown them how to do it during direct instruction and worked 
together with them during guided practice makes perfect sense. 

 Like so many ideas in education, the idea of multiple at-bats or hours 
and hours of practice isn’t always practical or even feasible. Not every 
subject or topic lends itself to practicing it over and over. For example, if 
you want students to write an argumentative essay, you wouldn’t have 
them write 40 of them in an effort to deem them “profi cient” at writing this 
type of piece. That’s just crazy talk! Just as with other instructional deci-
sions, a balance is required—and there is certainly no one right way to make 
it happen. 

 What’s most important is that the time for students to practice on their 
own is held sacred. It can be very tempting to want to devote large chunks 
of time during your lesson to modeling and practicing for and with students. 
This essentially prolongs the direct instruction and guided practice, though, 
and robs students of the opportunity to show you what they know. Strong 
pacing is a priority and we will discuss this and other challenges and pitfalls 
in the following sections of this chapter. 

 Teacher and Student Roles During Independent Practice 

 Just as with the other parts of your lesson plan, when planning for indepen-
dent practice, it is important to think about what both the teacher and the 
students will be doing. In both instances, it is also critical to consider your 
end goal: mastery of the objective. Independent practice is the fi nal step, the 
students’ last opportunity to engage in the work before you assess their 
understanding. 
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82 ◆ During the Lesson

 The Teacher’s Role 
 Monitoring and providing feedback become the teacher’s primary tasks 
during independent practice. Neither of these will necessarily be written 
into a lesson plan, but they are important habits of instruction that deserve 
mention when thinking about this section of the lesson. What can be written 
into a lesson plan, though, are the interventions that you plan to have with 
students that might struggle. This should include preparing for possible 
misconceptions that students might have as well as preparing questions that 
will help them work through these misconceptions. (See the “Essentials of 
Independent Practice” for more on this.) 

 Monitoring 
 In terms of monitoring, your work here involves “working the room,” mov-
ing from student to student to closely observe their work. During this time, 
you should also be asking probing questions to help push them to deeper 
understanding. It is critical that you intervene at the fi rst sign of a student’s 
struggles. The longer a student is stuck or confused, the more challenging 
it can be for him or her to “right the ship.” You will know, of course, which 
students are most likely to struggle. Keeping a close eye on them as they 
complete their independent work is critical. But you should not assume that 
they are the only ones who will fi nd the work diffi cult. Any student, at any 
time, can run into trouble with the work. Therefore, monitoring the entire 
class closely and intervening quickly whenever it is needed are important 
responsibilities of the teacher during independent practice. 

 Feedback 
 Providing feedback shifts you from a questioner to an asserter of opinions. 
But what is feedback, anyway? Let’s start with what it isn’t. General state-
ments about a student’s effort (e.g., “good job!”) don’t qualify as feedback. 
In fact, feedback should not be evaluative at all. Nor should it consist of 
giving tips or advice. 

 Two of the key elements of effective feedback, writes author and educa-
tor Grant Wiggins (2012), are that it’s actionable and user-friendly. Actionable 
feedback is delivered in a way that lets students turn around and use it 
immediately. It can be feedback about something they should keep doing or 
something they should think about starting to do. Feedback is user-friendly 
when it makes sense to the student, and when it’s delivered in the context 
of the work they are engaged in. Furthermore, to be user-friendly it needs 
to be limited in scope. Too much feedback can be overwhelming and confus-
ing, and thus counterproductive. 
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Independent Practice ◆ 83

 Convening Small Groups 
 A fi nal element of the teacher’s role during independent practice involves 
convening small groups. This is done when needed, not necessarily every 
lesson. Bringing together a small group of students should be done when 
you observe students struggling. Sometimes all students will need is a gentle 
nudge in the proper direction so that they shift their thinking and change 
their approach. 

 The Student’s Role 
 There is slightly more to the students’ role than putting their noses to the 
grindstone and getting to work. Yes, they will be working on their own, 
working toward mastery of your objective. However, there are some norms 
around expectations that they should be aware of when it comes to inde-
pendent practice. 

 The fi rst expectation of students is that they have to be sure to ask ques-
tions. If there are aspects of the independent work that they fi nd confusing 
or parts where they’re stuck, they should know that now is the time to ask 
because their teacher will be willing and able to work side-by-side with 
them, if necessary. This behavior certainly is a refl ection of your classroom 
culture. It is critical that you not only have built into your classroom norms 
that questions are OK, but also that students recognize that perseverance 
during independent work time is the expectation. 

 The other expectation for students, and one that also ties into classroom 
culture, can be demonstrated by author Lucy Calkins’s (2007) mantra when 
working with students: “When you’re done, you’ve just begun.” What this 
translates to is that students should understand what to do when they’ve 
fi nished their independent work. Your well-planned direct instruction and 
guided practice will certainly lead to this outcome, so students have to 
know what to work on when they fi nish—and you have to have work for 
them to do as well. This best takes the form of challenge problems that are 
tied to the objective, allowing them to further deepen their understanding 
of the topic. 

 Essentials of Independent Practice 

 The prior two sections have given you an overview of what independent 
practice time should look like. Let’s turn our attention back to planning and 
discuss the key considerations you should take into account when planning 
for this section of the lesson. In the rest of the chapter, I synthesize all that 
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84 ◆ During the Lesson

has been discussed thus far in the chapter as a means of helping you focus 
on effective planning. 

 Alignment 
 Just as in the other two sections, alignment to the objective is key. The work 
that students complete during independent practice should match the type 
of work they did during direct instruction and guided practice. This is true of 
both type and level of rigor. Unfamiliar work, or new types of problems or 
questions, should not show up for the fi rst time in students’ independent 
work. Challenge or extension problems certainly have their place. But that 
place is reached only after students have had an opportunity to practice the 
objective-aligned work on their own. 

 Intervention 
 Intervention can take place on an individual basis or in small groups, as 
described in “The Teacher’s Role” section. You should write plans for inter-
vention into your lesson plan as best you can. It’s true that many of the 
decisions you make about intervention will be in-the-moment and based 
upon your observations of students and their work. However, you should 
make notes in your plans about the types of work you may want to use to 
engage struggling students. It might involve key parts of your lesson that 
you know you may want to revisit, or some skill-work that will help sup-
port students who might struggle with the new concept. 

 Enrichment 
 Take the opportunity in independent practice to do something that teachers 
often struggle to fi nd the time to do—meet the needs of students who need 
more of a challenge. By writing into your lesson plan a strategy for address-
ing these students’ needs, you will be prepared to differentiate their work. 
Coming up with enrichment work on the fl y is never an easy thing to do. 
Take the time to plan and prepare so that the students that are ready for an 
extra challenge are provided with one. 

 Planning for Misunderstandings 
 This ties in with intervention. As mentioned in chapters 5 and 6, addressing 
student misunderstandings in your plan is very important. When planning 
independent practice (and direct instruction, and guided practice), ask your-
self, “Where might my students have trouble? What mistakes might they 
make?” Devoting a short time to these questions in advance of your lesson 
will pay huge dividends. Anticipating these possible misunderstandings in 
advance will allow you to be on the lookout for them as you monitor and 
work with small groups. 
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Independent Practice ◆ 85

 Independence: Keeping Independent Practice Independent 
 Finally, it can be very challenging to resist the urge to let students work in 
collaborative groups during independent practice. However if they work 
in groups, when you assess their understanding at the end of the lesson, 
how will you be able to have confi dence that the students can master the 
objective on their own? Collaborative work can and should be done during 
guided practice. In some cases, you will want this to be a large chunk of the 
lesson. The benefi ts of collaborative learning are well documented and I am 
certainly not recommending that this strategy should never be employed. 
However, in an effort to truly gauge which students understand and which 
do not, independent work is a necessity. 

 FAQ  FAQ 

  How much time should be spent on independent practice?  

 You want the bulk of your lesson to be spent engaging students in the work. 
Aim for 20–30 minutes of independent practice each day. This will give you 
enough time to work with small groups, when needed, and give students 
enough time to practice so that they can demonstrate mastery on the 
end-of-lesson assessment. 

  What if the class consistently fi nishes their independent practice 10–15 minutes 
before the end of the period?  

 If students are fi nishing early on a regular basis, it’s defi nitely a reason to 
examine your plans. There could be multiple causes. The one key question 
that will help you diagnose this issue: how are they doing on their exit 
tickets? If they are consistently mastering them as a group, it is possible that 
your lessons should be more rigorous and challenging. If the results are 
mediocre or mixed, you may need to provide more at-bats during indepen-
dent practice. This could also mean that there are weaknesses in the design 
of the other parts of your lesson. Perhaps your lesson isn’t aligned to the 
objective throughout. Perhaps the release of responsibility is happening sud-
denly, rather than gradually. Maybe your modeling and thinking aloud 
during direct instruction needs to be more explicit. When things don’t go as 
planned . . . it’s time to look at your plans. 

  What about projects? I have my students work on a lot of projects throughout the year 
and I’m not sure how this, or the other chapters of this book for that matter, applies.  

 Projects are a tremendous way to assess students’ understanding. They can 
be incredibly engaging and exciting for students, too. Can projects fi t within 
an  I do, we do, you do  format? I believe that they can. If your students are 
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86 ◆ During the Lesson

engaged in a project, each day you could model for them a new component 
of the project (direct instruction), have them practice this component together 
(guided practice), and then have them engage in this component on their 
own (independent practice).  Voila!  It won’t fi t perfectly every time, of course. 
When it comes to teaching, nothing fi ts perfectly every time. But if you are 
teaching something new, the gradual release planning approach can be very 
effective. 
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Independent Practice:

Potential misunderstandings:

Interventions: Enrichment:

 Continuing your work from the previous chapters, complete your lesson 
plan by planning for independent practice. 

 Activity: Planning for Independent Practice 
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 Part IV 
 After the Lesson 
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  All assessment is a continual work in progress.  
 —Linda Suskie 

 Congratulations! Your lesson is complete. But, not surprisingly, there is work 
yet to be done. After the lesson, you will have amassed a stack of end-of-lesson 
assessments. It is now time to examine this data and use it to your students’ 
advantage. 

 Recall, these end-of-lesson assessments were designed in such a way 
that they will go beyond simply who “got it” and who did not (see  Chapter 
4  for details). The assessments will reveal details about  why  misconceptions 
occurred. With this information in hand, you can now create a plan to address 
these misconceptions in the coming days or weeks. 

 Within this chapter, we will dive into a portion of the instructional pro-
cess that just might have more of an impact upon student achievement than 
any other. The steps you take after the lesson is complete are key to uncov-
ering students’ thinking so that you can replace their misconception with 
understanding. 

 Looking at Student Work 

 You’ll begin by examining students’ exit assessments with the goal of deter-
mining who understood, who didn’t, and why those students who didn’t 
made mistakes. In this section, I’ll share a general protocol for this process. 

 Assessing Student Understanding 

 8 
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92 ◆ After the Lesson

You should, of course, develop your own protocol for looking at student work 
based upon your own preferences and the needs of your students. 

 The First Sort 
 Sort the work into two piles, one for students who demonstrated full mastery 
(set these aside) and the other for those who did not. Because your lesson was 
so well designed (I am certain of this), you should have a large majority of 
students who showed that they completely understood. 

 The Second Sort 
 Examine the errors students made. Attempt to determine why students made 
the mistakes that they did. Sort the assessments into piles based upon com-
mon mistakes. For example, for a fi fth-grade multiplication assessment, you 
might sort work into three categories: “Added instead of multiplied,” “Forgot 
to regroup,” or “Made a place value error.” 

 Your categories from your second sort will in some, but not all, cases 
work into a neat grouping of a handful of misunderstandings. But this won’t 
always be the case. Sometimes, it will be nearly impossible to determine why 
a student made a mistake. This can happen even when a very thoughtfully 
created exit ticket is used. These students most likely will need a one-on-one 
conference with you so that you can ask them questions that allow you to 
understand their thinking more clearly. They may need another chance at 
solving the problems, too. 

 In other cases, you’ll determine that some students made multiple mis-
takes. For example, in the aforementioned multiplication exit tickets, you may 
have a student that  both  forgot to regroup and made a place value error. That 
student also may need a one-on-one conference, unless there are multiple stu-
dents making the same mistakes. If so, these students can become a category 
of their own. 

 If your assessment includes any sort of writing, this can be an invaluable 
source of information during the second sort. Examine students’ writing care-
fully. It can provide a great deal of insight into students’ thinking about the 
work. If trends are revealed through the writing, this can help you refi ne your 
student groups so that the intervention is more focused and effective. 

 When the Majority of the Class Does not Show Mastery . . . 

 Regardless of how well planned or well executed your lesson was, there 
will come times when a large portion of your class will not be able to 
demonstrate mastery on your end-of-lesson assessment. 
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Assessing Student Understanding ◆ 93

 In this case, you may have to reteach the entire lesson (or the portion 
of the lesson that the data reveals was a challenge). However, the reteach 
should not be an exact replica of the original lesson. If it didn’t work the 
fi rst time, it probably won’t the second time, right? 

 You will want to plan to use instructional strategies that are different 
from the original. This may or may not require you to completely rewrite 
the lesson. Depending upon your new strategies, you may be able to 
reuse your direct instruction, your guided practice, or both. 

 The challenge of keeping pace with your school or district’s scope 
and sequence is always at the front of teachers’ minds, so it merits dis-
cussion. It’s my opinion that student understanding of grade-level stan-
dards is of primary importance. This is absolutely true when comparing 
to “staying on pace” or “not falling behind,” two concerns that can cause 
a great deal of stress on teachers. It seems to me that stopping for a day to 
reteach when no one in the class understood is an excellent and strategic 
use of time. There are always ways of catching up, even if it’s not in the 
short term. Student achievement should always trump any concerns of 
keeping up with a curriculum or pacing guide. 

 The Plan 
 At this point, you will create an intervention plan for each of these groups to 
specifi cally pinpoint and address their misunderstandings. This will involve 
both the when and the what of intervention. As with the reteach of the entire 
lesson, each intervention plan should involve an approach that differs from 
the original lesson. 

 In many cases, your plans for intervention will be straightforward. Most of 
the time, you’ll be working with groups for less than 10 minutes. Your plans 
should not involve instruction that takes much longer than that. You might 
think that you’ll need a full class period for each group, but that is probably 
not the case. Your intervention should be swift and focused, so that it allows 
students to take their new understanding and apply it to the current or next 
day’s new work. In addition, it should happen as soon as possible following 
the end-of-lesson assessment. This means you’ll want to intervene during the 
next school day’s lesson, at the latest. 

 Depending upon what your examination reveals, there may also be cases 
where you’re going to want to check in with students beyond the next school 
day. This may be based upon what you gleaned from the exit tickets or on 
prior performance in earlier lessons. Be sure to note these students so that you 
are sure to check in with them at later dates. 
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94 ◆ After the Lesson

 For each intervention group you plan, you should also prepare an assess-
ment. Think of it as an end-of-group assessment or an exit ticket for the group 
work. This should be a quick assessment that takes very little time to com-
plete. It should also be an assessment that will continue to reveal students’ 
misunderstandings, if necessary, as these will need to be addressed as soon 
as possible. 

 Looking at Student Work Protocol 

 1.  First Sort —Sort into two piles for those who mastered and those 
who did not. 

 2.  Second Sort —Sort into categories based upon students’ errors. 
 3.  The Plan —Create an intervention plan for these groups that targets 

students’ misunderstandings. 

 Structures for Intervention 

 Finding the time to execute intervention can be a challenge, but it is well worth 
it. Without it, students might fall further and further behind and be unable to 
meet the standards for your unit of study or even for your school year. A skill-
fully crafted intervention plan keeps all students on track, preventing these 
falling-behind scenarios from occurring. 

 One way of making this work is to pull these intervention groups dur-
ing the next day’s direct instruction. During this time you can, very briefl y, 
execute your plan and reassessment. In addition, if these are students you 
think might have trouble with the current day’s content, you can check for 
understanding while you have them with you and intervene around the day’s 
work if necessary. This will allow you to support them early on during the 
independent practice, hopefully correcting course and steering them toward 
mastery on the end-of-lesson assessment. 

 The Case for Intervention Blocks 

 In many schools, a block of time is set aside for specifi cally addressing 
students’ individual needs. These needs are determined by the end-of-
lesson (and end-of-week or end-of-unit) assessments. By carving out 
time in your classroom or school’s schedule for specifi c time for interven-
tion, you will impact student achievement in a meaningful way. 
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Assessing Student Understanding ◆ 95

 Response to Intervention (RTI) is a popular program that is imple-
mented in many schools. RTI calls these intervention times “Tier 2” 
interventions. They take place after the original teaching (Tier 1) has 
taken place. As Jim Wright writes in  The RTI Toolkit , “the primary focus 
of Tier 2 interventions is the classroom” (2007, iv). In other words, your 
intervention should ideally take place during the regular lesson. How-
ever, sometimes even these Tier 2 interventions don’t work. That’s when 
the Tier 3 intervention block, an intervention strategy that occurs sepa-
rate from and outside of the classroom, comes in. 

 If you use centers or stations in your classroom, another means of provid-
ing support to students is by differentiating work that they complete during 
this time. Setting up a center or station where students pull work from their 
own folder—work that the teacher selects based upon what each student 
needs to practice—is a way to provide extra practice on work concepts they 
may have previously struggled with. 

 In a case where you have a majority of students struggling on the exit ticket, 
that assessment can become a great warm-up, starter, or Do Now for the next 
day’s lesson. Five minutes spent re-trying, re-explaining, and discussing the 
work again before the following day’s instruction may be all that’s needed to 
address and remove most, if not all, misunderstandings. At the very least, this 
process can lead to a majority of students demonstrating mastery, allowing 
you to form intervention groups from the students who haven’t done so yet. 

 Extension Options 

 There will be students who do not require intervention and it is important 
to keep them in mind when planning after a lesson. That way, it won’t only 
be your struggling students who are getting the support they need. Students 
who clearly demonstrate understanding should be differentiated for, as well. 

 In cases such as these, providing students with extension and enrichment 
questions or a challenging performance task can work to deepen their think-
ing and understanding. If possible, fi nd time during independent practice, 
while you are working with intervention groups, to meet with these students 
as well. This time can be used to check in on the day’s work and also provide 
and explain the enrichment work. That way, you are meeting all students 
where they are, supporting their individual needs and driving achievement 
at the same time. 
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96 ◆ After the Lesson

 The Role of Homework 

 Cases for and against homework can be made. In fact, homework has become 
a bit of a divisive topic in education circles. In  The Case Against Homework , 
Bennett and Kalish (2007) argue that homework has become a task fi lled 
with drudgery, causing parents consternation and stealing important time 
for exercise and play from children. They cite a 2004 University of Michigan 
study that showed that the amount of time students spend doing homework 
has increased 51 percent since 1981 (p. 11). 

 Furthermore, research studies on homework have yielded inconsistent 
results, not revealing that homework is  never  effective, but rather that  in many 
cases  it is not effective (Vatterot 2009). Vatterot suggests that teachers “should 
refl ect carefully on [homework’s] purpose, plan the nature of the task care-
fully, and assess homework carefully to check for understanding. . . . Children 
are not seeds in a petri dish or rats in a maze. They are dynamic, thinking, 
feeling human beings, each with unique learning needs” and thus an effective 
and thoughtful homework plan is a necessity (2009, 86). 

 Many teachers will also tell you that the process of assigning, collecting, 
and grading homework can be frustrating. At times, it can be a struggle to 
get all students to complete the work and turn it in. Running copies and 
checking all those papers can be time consuming as well—time that would 
be better spent on planning. This is especially true if you have to factor in 
low rates of return. 

 That being said, homework can serve as an effective means of providing 
students who need support with extra practice. The three keys to getting 
the most out of homework assignments are  individualization, brevity,  and 
 independence.  Work sent home can be individualized to meet the needs of 
your different learning groups. This work should also not take an inordinate 
amount of time. Finally, it should be work of the type that students have 
worked on in school and can complete independently. Homework must be 
thought of as an opportunity for extra practice, rather than an assignment 
of busy work. By making sure you meet the criteria for effective homework, 
you will avoid this pitfall and your homework will benefi t students, rather 
than overwhelm them. 

 Elements of Eff ective Homework 

 1. Individualized 
 2. Brief 
 3. Independent 
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Assessing Student Understanding ◆ 97

  You recommend pulling groups during classroom instruction, but there just isn’t 
time . . . how do I do it?  

 Think of it this way: if you plan your lesson for a 5–7 minute direct-instruction 
period, 10–15 minutes of guided practice, and 30–45 minutes of independent 
practice, you can easily work with groups during independent practice for 5–7 
minutes each. True, you may not be able to work with every student every day, 
but if you plan your time accordingly, you will be able to see every student 
multiple times per week. 

  My school has a homework plan fi rmly in place. It confl icts with your suggestions and 
my own personal philosophy. What should I do?  

 The fi rst step would be to raise your concerns with the decision maker(s) that 
put the plan into place. Ask them about their rationale and explain your own 
thinking. If the rationale is that parents want it, is there data or evidence to 
support this? If the rationale is that students need the extra practice or that 
they should all be doing the same assignments, share the idea about indi-
vidualization based upon assessment data as a means of intervention and/
or enrichment. If you truly do not have the freedom to assign the type of 
homework you want in a manner that is best for students, this is defi nitely a 
conversation worth having. 

  Can the Looking at Student Work protocol be executed among a group of teachers?  

 Absolutely! It especially works wonders when teachers have all given a com-
mon end-of-lesson assessment. Student work can be sorted not only by class, 
but also by grade to identify trends that exist in all classrooms. If the logistics 
work, this can lead to students being grouped across classrooms as they are at 
Mesquite Elementary in Tucson, Arizona. At Mesquite, after an end-of-week 
assessment, students rotate to different classrooms for reteaching or enrich-
ment, based upon their performance on the assessment (Noburi 2011; Mes-
quite Elementary School 2011). 

 A collaborative approach to Looking at Student Work can also open up 
conversations about teaching strategies. The participating team can discuss 
how they taught particular concepts, sharing ideas about what worked and 
what didn’t. 

 FAQ 
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 Activity: Planning from Student Work 

 Using a set of end-of-lesson assessments, follow the three-step protocol 
described earlier in the chapter. Then complete the following action plan to 
address your students’ misunderstandings. The template should be modifi ed 
based upon the number of groups you have.  

   Group 1 Students    Group 2 Students    Group 3 Students   

            

   Focus of instruction (based upon misconceptions)   

          

   Timeline (when intervention will occur)   

          

   Instructional strategies   
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 Conclusion 

  Success occurs when opportunity meets preparation.  
 —Zig Ziglar 

 I opened this book with the confession that lesson planning wasn’t always my 
top priority when I was a classroom teacher. I have come to realize, however, 
that a well-designed and well-executed lesson that engages every learner and 
leads to student mastery and understanding is not something that comes out 
of thin air. Behind every great lesson is a great lesson plan. Without a plan (or 
with one that is haphazardly written), you are simply rolling the dice, hoping 
that students will learn. Student achievement is not something we should be 
gambling on. Instead, we should be doing everything in our power as educators 
to ensure achievement happens with all of our students. This starts with a plan. 

 The demands that are placed upon today’s educators are numerous, to 
say the least. For teachers, time can seem like a resource of which there is 
never enough. Finding time to craft strong lesson plans is, without a doubt, 
an enormous challenge. But it is time well spent, and so an examination of 
your weekly schedule may be in order so that you can prioritize this very 
important practice. 

 This does not mean, however, that lesson planning needs to be the next 
step on your road to burnout. Making sure to fi nd the balance that works 
best for you is of the utmost importance. Planning should never require so 
much of your energy that it takes away from your ability—including your 
patience, fl exibility, and determination—to deliver an effective lesson. 
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100 ◆ Conclusion

 One key thing to remember is that your plans should not only suit your 
students’ needs, but yours as well. Some teachers will need to script out 
several key parts of their lesson, planning exactly what they want to say 
and when they want to say it. Others are able to boil down the lesson into 
its key parts and write a much shorter plan. Still others opt for a combina-
tion of each. Whichever iteration works for you, the goal remains the same: 
student mastery of the objective. 

 Hopefully the chapters of this book have strengthened your knowledge 
of a set of lesson-planning essentials. This is not to say that this is the only 
or best way to plan instruction. A lesson plan should always be designed in 
a way that will lead to student mastery. The method I’ve presented might 
not—no,  should not —work for every situation. Think of this book as a start-
ing point, a guide from which to begin strengthening your lesson plans. 
Over time, your approach may evolve and your planning template may look 
very different than the one I’ve shared in this book (see Appendix A for a 
full template). What matters most is that you are planning for all of your 
students’ success in advance of the lesson. 
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© 2016, Better Lesson Plans, Better Lessons, Ben Curran, Taylor & Francis

 This template attempts to put all the different chapters of the book together 
into one document. While this might not suit the specifi c needs of every 
teacher or every lesson, it can serve as a starting point upon which to build 
a template that works best for you, your lesson, and your students.   

Date:

Teacher:

Class/Subject:

Standard:

Objective:

End-of-Lesson Assessment:

Potential Student Misunderstandings:

Direct Instruction:
Modeling:

Think-Alouds:

Check for Understanding:

Guided Practice:
Whole-Group:

Small-Group:

Scripted Questions:

Checks for Understanding:

Independent Practice:

Interventions: Enrichment:

Notes:

 Appendix A 
 Lesson Plan Template 
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  Together we can do great things.  
 —Mother Teresa 

 Much of this book is written with classroom teachers in mind. However, 
there is much that school leaders, including principals and instructional 
coaches, can glean from this approach to planning. Individual teachers will 
hopefully be inspired to improve their planning after reading this book. But 
school leaders have the ability to impact multiple teachers (and, in turn, 
multiple groups of students) by developing strong school-wide lesson plan-
ning expectations. A well-communicated vision and standard of excellence 
for lesson planning that disseminates from a school’s leaders will have a 
profound impact on teaching and learning. 

 Prioritizing strong lesson planning (and effective use of end-of-lesson 
assessments) indicates a dedication to student achievement. Setting aside 
time to not only review teachers’ lesson plans, but also to observe their 
execution, can be challenging—school leaders are constantly pulled in mul-
tiple directions. But it is sure to be time well spent as it will impact every 
student in the school. 

 Five ideals make up my recommended approach for school leaders when 
it comes to lesson planning: emphasizing the purpose, scheduling the time, 
conducting observation and feedback, creating time and structure for teach-
ers, and providing professional development. 

 Emphasizing the Purpose 

 A great deal of thought must go into all the parts of a school-wide 
emphasis on strong lesson planning. It is possible, though, that none is 
more important than communicating the purpose of this emphasis. It is 
critical that teachers understand the  why  of lesson planning. They need 
to know that it’s worth their time and that it will actually make a dif-
ference. Otherwise, a lesson plan becomes an activity of compliance. 
Without an understanding of purpose, the plan is simply yet another 
form for teachers to complete. In the eight chapters of this book, I 
attempted to expose and explain the intricacies of a strong lesson plan. 

 Appendix B 
 A Note to School Leaders 
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104 ◆ Appendix B 

I also tried to communicate the purpose of each aspect of planning. This 
will be critical for you to do, as well, in order to support teachers in 
writing high-quality plans. 

 Scheduling the Time 

 If you’re a school leader, you don’t need me telling you that there is 
never enough time in a day to accomplish everything. This is something 
you know firsthand. It may not seem like it, however, but you have 
control over your schedule and the things that you prioritize for your 
school. 

 Making time to review lesson plans and conduct observations (described 
in the following section) is an absolute necessity for school leaders. 

 Conducting Observations 

 It’s one thing to look at a plan for instruction on paper. Seeing that lesson 
plan in execution can be a game-changer for a school leader. Observing 
teachers bringing plans to life can be exhilarating and can provide insight 
into their planning process. It can also aid you in identifying trends, both 
in teacher practice and student behavior. 

 Your observations needn’t be long. In  Rethinking Teacher Supervision and 
Evaluation,  Kim Marshall (2013) recommends 5–15 minute “mini-observations” 
so that you are able to observe every classroom teacher at least 10 times 
per year. Marshall also suggests that all observations should be accompanied 
by feedback as soon as possible. This can consist of a short meeting accom-
panied by written or emailed notes. These feedback meetings should also 
be built into your weekly schedule, so that both the observation and the 
opportunity for conversation are prioritized. 

 The feedback meeting also serves as an opportunity to provide face-to-face 
feedback on lesson plans, both those for the week and the one that was 
taught during the mini-observation. This time to talk with the teacher enables 
you to ask about the parts of the lesson you didn’t observe, including the 
results of the end-of-lesson assessment and the plan for students who did 
not demonstrate mastery. Even further, it could involve tackling a planning 
concern or challenge side-by-side with teachers during this time. Combined 
with reviewing lesson plans, this cycle of observation and feedback can have 
immediate and lasting impact upon both teacher practice and student 
performance. 
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Appendix B ◆ 105

 A Note on Culture 

 A culture of observation and feedback is something that needs cultivat-
ing. Many teachers are not used to such frequent visits from school 
leaders. This can become intimidating, especially if teachers fear that 
these observations are evaluative and that they might impact their 
performance review or, even worse, their employment. 

 As a school leader, you must emphasize (sometimes repeatedly) that 
your observation and feedback cycle is informal, non-evaluative, and 
intended to support their development. If you desire a school culture 
where everyone is consistently striving to improve, you have to be the 
standard bearer, clearly communicating the purpose and living it your-
self by sharing your own willingness to get better at your work. 

 Creating Time and Structures 

 Lesson planning takes time. As a school leader, this is something you have 
to recognize and value—and teachers should know you value it. This can 
be accomplished by setting up structures so that teachers have the oppor-
tunity to work on their plans. This can be done during grade-level meetings 
or during professional development days. It can also be done by taking 
things off teachers’ plates that other personnel, including yourself, can do 
instead, such as lunch or recess duty. Every teacher knows that his or her 
job is not a traditional 9-to-5. That doesn’t mean they should work 60 or 
more hours a week; this will only lead to frustration and burnout. You have 
the ability to carve out time during teachers’ workdays so that they have 
time to plan and prepare. By making it happen, your teachers will be better 
able to write effective lesson plans for their students. 

 Providing Professional Development 

 As an instructional leader, it is also important for you to recognize the 
value of developing your staff. When it comes to lesson planning, this 
starts with the understanding that simply telling teachers to fi ll out a les-
son plan template is not enough. You must go beyond telling to teaching, 
providing teachers with the support and understanding necessary to write 
strong plans. 
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106 ◆ Appendix B 

 This can be accomplished by setting aside time for collaborative practice 
during staff meetings or development days. This might involve a year-long 
deep dive into the individual portions of a lesson, perhaps exploring one a 
month during staff meetings. It can also be supported by providing exemplar 
plans so that teachers have a clear benchmark in mind when writing their 
own plans. 
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