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Admit and Exit Tickets                                                      

Purpose

At the end of class, students write on 3x5 cards or slips of paper an important idea they learned, a question they have, 
a prediction about what will come next, a self-assessment of their own progress, or a thought about the lesson for 
the day  Alternatively, students turn in such a response at the start of the next day—based on either the learning from 
the day before or the previous night’s homework  These quick writes can be used to assess students’ knowledge, or 
to make decisions about next teaching steps or points that need clarifying  This reflection helps students to focus as 
they enter the classroom, or solidifies learning before they leave 

Materials 

 3x5 cards, sticky notes, or half sheets of paper with teacher-chosen material copied onto them

 Writing utensils

Procedure 

1  For 3–5 minutes at the end of class (or at the start of the next one), have students jot responses to the reading or 
lesson on 3x5 cards, or on a simple assessment you have designed 

2  Keep the response options simple, e g , “Jot down one thing you learned and one question you have ”

3  Don’t let the cards become a grading burden  Glance over them for a quick assessment and to help you with plan-
ning for next learning needs  These are simple, quick writes, not final drafts 

4  After studying the “deck,” you might pick out a few typical/unique/thought-provoking cards to spark discussion 

5  Cards could be typed up, anonymously if desired, to share with the whole group so they can help with summariz-
ing, synthesizing, or looking for important ideas  It is a good idea to let students know ahead of time that this will 
be done, as they may put more effort into the write-up  When typing, edit for spelling and grammar 

Variations

 3-2-1: Have students write three of something, two of something, then one of something  For example, students 
might explain three things they learned, two areas in which they are confused, and one thing about which they’d 
like to know more or one way the topic can be applied  The criteria for listing items are up to the needs of the 
teacher and the lesson, but it’s important to make the category for listing three items easier than the category for 
listing one 
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Anchor Charts: Making Thinking Visible                        

Purpose

Anchor Charts build a culture of literacy in the classroom by making thinking visible: recording content, strategies, 
processes, cues, and guidelines during the learning process  Posting Anchor Charts keeps relevant and current learn-
ing accessible to students: to remind them of prior learning, and to enable them to make connections as new learning 
happens  Students refer to the charts and use them as tools as they answer questions, expand ideas, or contribute to 
discussions and problem solving in class 

Materials

 Poster or chart paper

 Dark, easily visible markers

Procedure

1  Build Anchor Charts with students to capture strategies and key ideas 

2  Let students add ideas to Anchor Charts as they apply new learning, discover interesting ideas, or develop useful 
strategies for problem solving or skill application 

3  Also add to Anchor Charts as you debrief student work time, recording important facts, useful strategies, steps in 
a process, or quality criteria 

4  Anchor Charts should contain only the most relevant or important information 

5  Post only those charts that reflect current learning and avoid distracting clutter—hang charts on clotheslines, or 
set them up in distinct areas of the room; rotate the charts that are displayed to reflect the most useful content 

6  Charts should be neat and organized, with simple icons and graphics to enhance their usefulness (avoid distract-
ing, irrelevant details and stray marks) 

7  Organization should support ease of understanding, and be varied based on purpose 

8  Charts are best in simple darker earth tones that are easily visible (dark blue, dark green, purple, black, and 
brown—use lighter colors for accents only) 

Variations

 Students can create Anchor Charts during small-group and independent work to share with the rest of the class 

 For a wide variety of other Anchor Charts, explore: 
www readinglady com/mosaic/tools/AnchorChartPhotographsfromKellyandGinger/
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Annotating Text

Purpose

Annotating text goes beyond underlining, highlighting, or making symbolic notations or codes on a given text  An-
notation includes adding purposeful notes, key words and phrases, definitions, and connections tied to specific sec-
tions of text  Annotating text promotes student interest in reading and gives learners a focused purpose for writing  
It supports readers’ ability to clarify and synthesize ideas, pose relevant questions, and capture analytical thinking 
about text  Annotation also gives students a clear purpose for actively engaging with text, and is driven by the goals 
or learning targets of the lesson 

Through the use of collaborative annotation (annotations made by multiple individuals on the same text), learners 
are given the opportunity to “eavesdrop on the insights of other readers” (Wolfe & Neuwirth, 2001)  Both peers and 
instructors can provide feedback in order to call attention to additional key ideas and details  Annotating text causes 
readers to process information at a deeper level, and increases their ability to recall information from the text  It 
helps learners comprehend difficult material and engage in what Probst (1988) describes as “dialogue with the text ”

Materials

 Writing utensil (colored if desired)

 Optional: sticky notes

 Optional: Applications such as Notability, which allow you to annotate PDFs and electronic text

Procedure

1  Define the purpose for annotation based on learning target(s) and goals  Some examples include:

 Locating evidence in support of a claim

 Identifying main idea and supporting details

 Analyzing the validity of an argument or counterargument

 Determining author’s purpose

 Giving an opinion, reacting, or reflecting

 Identifying character traits/motivations

 Summarizing and synthesizing

 Defining key vocabulary

 Identifying patterns and repetitions

 Making connections/making predictions

2  Model how to annotate text:

  Select one paragraph of text from the reading, and highlight or underline key word(s) or phrase(s) related to 
the lesson’s purpose, using the “think aloud” strategy to share with students why you marked certain selec-
tions of the passage 

  Based on your “think aloud,” model writing an annotated note in the margin, above underlined words and 
phrases, or to the side of text  
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3  Practice annotating with students, choosing another paragraph/section of text and reminding them of the pur-
pose  Have them highlight, underline, or circle relevant words and phrases in the reading and add annotations  
Have students share what they selected and explain their annotations  Repeat over several classes or as necessary, 
working on gradual release toward student independence 

Variations

  Annotations can look very different while accomplishing the same purpose—engaging deeply with text—depend-
ing on the focus of the lesson and the needs and preferences of the learners 

  For an in-depth study of annotation and options for annotations, explore http://learning blogs nytimes 
com/2011/03/07/briefly-noted-practicing-useful-annotation-strategies/   

References

Porter-O’Donnell, C  (2004, January 1)  Beyond the yellow highlighter: Teaching annotation skills to improve reading 
comprehension  English Journal, 82-89  

 Probst, R  (1988, January 1)  Dialogue with a text  English Journal, 32-28 
 Wolfe, J , & Neuwirth, C  (2001, January 1)  From the margins to the center: The future of annotation  Journal of 

Business and Technical Communication, 333-371 



| Language Arts Curriculum 8

Back-To-Back and Face-to-Face                                      

Purpose

This protocol provides a method for sharing information and gaining multiple perspectives on a topic through part-
ner interaction  It can be used for reviewing and sharing academic material, as a personal “ice breaker,” or as a means 
of engaging in critical thinking about a topic of debate 

Materials

 Questions to be asked between student partners, prepared in advance

Procedure

1  Have students find a partner and stand back-to-back with him or her, being respectful of space 

2  Have students wait for the question, opinion, etc , that they will be asked to share with their partner 

3  Have students think about what they want to share and how they might best express themselves 

4  When you say, “Face-to-face,” have students turn, face their partners, and decide who will share first if the you 
have not indicated that a certain person should go first 

5  Have students listen carefully when their partner is speaking, and be sure to make eye contact with him or her 

6  When given the signal, students should find a new partner, stand back-to-back, and wait for the new question, 
opinion, etc 

7  This may be repeated for as many rounds as needed/appropriate 

Variations

 Partners may be assigned 

 Partners may also stay together for the length of the protocol 

 The protocol may be repeated several times in a row with the same partners, to give students multiple opportu-
nities to check their understanding and receive information from their partners 
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Building Background Knowledge                                    

Purpose

This protocol demonstrates how quickly people can become interested in a topic, build background knowledge, and 
use that background knowledge to become better and more informed readers of complex text  The protocol adapts 
easily to content in many disciplines, and the design ensures that all students read, think, and contribute  The pro-
tocol is particularly useful in introducing a topic because it fosters curiosity and builds in immediate feedback about 
learning  A BBK workshop, especially if it includes close reading of a common text, may comprise an entire class pe-
riod or even multiple class periods (introducing different texts on successive days)  When conducted and debriefed 
for educators, the protocol heightens awareness of key instructional and grouping practices 

Materials

 Chart paper

 Colored markers

 Various texts on a related topic

Procedure

1  Choose a topic and find several texts as described in the following steps 

2  Use a grouping strategy to shift students into groups of four or five 

3  To each group, give a set of four different-colored markers, a piece of chart paper, texts, and loose-leaf paper 

4  Share a “mystery text” with the whole class: Choose a relevant short text, poem, political cartoon, photograph, 
song, graph, map, etc , that sparks students’ curiosity about the topic  Display or provide copies of the text (re-
move the title if it gives away the topic) 

5  Activate and share background knowledge:

 Ask students to write down what they know about the topic of the mystery text 

  Ask students, in their small groups, to number off, then share what they know about the topic, being sure that 
each person has a chance to speak 

  Ask students to create a web or visualization of their collective knowledge/understanding of the topic on a 
piece of chart paper using just one of the colored markers  Number 1 in the group is the recorder for this part 

6  Provide a “common text” —an article or essay on the topic that is interesting, offers a solid introduction to the 
topic, and provides multiple perspectives  All students read this article 

7  Ask students to text-code  (use symbols, letters/numbers, and shorthand to annotate) the article with “N” for new 
information 

8  Ask students to add their new knowledge to their web using a different color of marker  Number 2 in the group is 
the recorder for this part 

9  Distribute “expert texts”: Hand out a different text on the topic to each member of the group  This is an ideal time 
to differentiate texts if needed 

Variations

 Boxing (see figure below): Draw a box to create a fairly wide frame for the poster  Draw a smaller box inside the 
first  The boxes will create three spaces for representing learning  In the frame, have the group write their prior 
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knowledge, or possibly what they want to learn about the topic  Next, read and discuss to build knowledge  Inside 
the second box, write about new learning  Finally, in the middle, either write a summary of the learning or create 
a graphic illustration that synthesizes the group’s understanding of the topic 

 Assign a “Roving Reporter” role to one or more students, having them view and report on group ideas to the rest 
of the class 

Boxing
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Chalk Talk                                                                          

Purpose

A Chalk Talk is a written protocol in which students respond in writing, in a central place (such as a piece of chart 
paper), to an important, open-ended question—silently  It is a way to promote discussion and awareness of issues, 
perspectives, or academic challenges  Chalk Talks bypass the social roadblocks that often impede classroom commu-
nication, and ensure that all voices are heard  A Chalk Talk is also an excellent way to promote awareness of patterns 
and problems, as students reflect on the information they have shared 

Materials

 Chart paper

 Markers (to write questions in bold letters on chart paper)

 Colored writing utensils, one per student

 Optional: sticky notes

 Anchor chart for protocol norms 

Procedure

1  Formulate one or more important, open-ended questions that will provoke comments and responses 

2  Write the questions or topics on separate pieces of chart paper in bold marker  Post the charts on the wall or on 
desks so that all students have ready access to them 

3  Give each student a different-colored pencil or marker 

4  Explain the Chalk Talk protocol and answer any student questions 

5  Set up norms for the Chalk Talk 

6  This technique works only if everyone is writing and responding throughout the designated time period and re-
mains silent throughout 

7  Make it clear that everyone is responsible for writing a comment, reading others’ comments, and responding to at 
least one to three comments on every chart paper 

8  No one should sit down until the time period is over 

9  Opinions must be freely expressed and honored  No personal attacks are allowed 

10  Comments should be thoughtful and further the discussion 

11  Allow 10 to 20 minutes for the Chalk Talk  It’s helpful to walk around, read, and gently point students to interest-
ing comments  All writing and responding is done in silence 

12  Search for patterns  In pairs, students should read through all the postings, search for patterns and themes 
(or “notice and wonder”), and record those patterns on a piece of paper  This part takes about 5 minutes and is 
not silent 

13   Conduct a whole-group share  Pairs should report out patterns and themes, round-robin style, until all percep-
tions are shared 

Variations

 Have students write on and post sticky notes instead of responding directly on the chart paper, so chart paper can 
be reused for multiple classes if needed 
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 Adding an element of optional text coding (e g , students placing a star next to comments they agree with or a 
question mark on comments they don’t understand) can deepen the written discussion 

 Technological versions of Chalk Talk (such as commenting on a teacher-owned blog) may further students’ inter-
est and engagement  However, bear in mind that switching the format of Chalk Talk to a technological forum will 
require different guidelines, routines, and piloting to proactively plan for possible challenges 

References

Adapated from: Original © by Hilton Smith, Foxfire Fund; adapted by Marylyn Wentworth
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Close Viewing                                                                    

Purpose

This protocol helps students focus on the details in a picture, photograph, or illustration in an effort to add to their 
growing understanding on a given text or topic  It is designed to provide time for students to talk through their ideas 
with a partner before writing or drawing about them independently 

Materials

 Picture, photograph, or illustration

Procedure

1  Direct students to zoom in on one part of the image 

2  Have students look closely at the details in that part of the image 

3  Invite students to think about what they can learn or infer from these details 

4  Have students turn to an elbow partner and talk about the details they noticed and what they have learned or 
inferred from these details 

5  Invite students to draw and/or write a note about the details they noticed 

6  Repeat steps 1–5 with additional images 

Variations

 To focus pair interaction or to stimulate a specific type of thinking, consider providing a sentence stem for step 4 

 Use this protocol as a kickoff to a module in order to spark student interest 

 This protocol can also be used with artifacts/realia 
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Collaborative Conversation                                             

Purpose

This protocol provides students the opportunity to engage in a group conversation where they build on group mem-
bers’ ideas with new or different details  This kind of conversation builds speaking and listening skills, serves as a 
scaffold for future writing or speaking and listening tasks, and provides teachers with data on students’ progress 
toward SL 1 and select language standards 

Materials

 Optional: student work

 Optional: sentence starter(s)

Procedure

1  Move students into small groups 

2  Pose or post a question or prompt 

3  Signal students to begin discussing by having one group member respond to the question or prompt, offering his 
or her ideas to the group 

4  Encourage remaining group members to take turns responding to the initial group member’s ideas 

5  Have students continue to engage in the conversation, offering new ideas and building on one another’s ideas 
until it is time to regroup 

Variations

 Students use examples from their work to engage in a conversation 

 Students use sentence starter(s) as a support during the conversation 
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Dance Card                                                                        

Purpose

Dance Card sets up students with multiple, but consistent, partners for work across a unit, reducing the amount of 
energy and work it takes for the teacher to assign partners  It allows students autonomy and choice in whom they 
pick for partner work  Students of all ages are familiar with the idea of partnering off for dancing, although teachers 
may wish to explain the metaphor of the historical “dance card ”

Materials

 Three index cards per student, each in a different color, easily distinguishable from the others

 Recording form for Dance Card names (to be kept throughout the module; one per student)

Procedure

1  Give the three colored index cards to each student  Students write their name on each card 

2  At your signal to “dance,” students find one partner to trade their blue card with  This pair becomes blue “dance 
card” partners  Then direct students to do the same with their red card, green card, etc  (or whatever colors are 
being used)  Optionally, for fun or to fill a need for movement, students can “dance” over to do their trade, do a 
quick dance after the trade (e g , the chicken dance), or you can play music during this transition  Remind stu-
dents that they can only pair up together for one of their colors  They must end up with as many different partners 
as they have colored index cards 

3  Once all rounds are complete, students fill in the recording sheet with the names of their three different partners 

4  At the end of the protocol, each student has different partners for discussion to be used repeatedly, but with vari-
ety, throughout the unit  When it is time for students to pair up, you can direct them to their “blue dance partner,” 
“red dance partner,” and so on 

Variations

 This protocol can involve any number of partners  Colors are used for ease of repeating the protocol, but you may 
choose to add names to the dance cards (e g , “Sudanese desert”; “the refugee camp”; “the box car”) pertinent to 
the unit of study  If you wish to pre-assign a partnership for any reason, fill out two cards of matching color with 
the names you want matched and give them to the appropriate students before the dancing begins 
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Final Word                                                                          

Purpose

This protocol is designed to help students understand the meaning of a text, particularly to see how meaning can be 
constructed and supported by the ideas of others  This protocol is especially helpful when people struggle to under-
stand their reading; the nature of the protocol allows students not only to present their ideas in a nonthreatening oral 
fashion, but also to benefit from the knowledge acquired by other members of their group  The roles of timekeeper 
and facilitator are especially important to this protocol, and may require some training and practice for students: 
how to keep time politely but firmly; how to keep people on task respectfully; and so on 

Materials

 Optional: recording form for purpose of reading text (e g , main idea and details, “gist,” answering a predeter-
mined prompt)

Procedure

1  Have each group select a timekeeper and facilitator 

2  Students then number off in the order that they will present 

3  All students may read the same text, or students may read different texts on a common topic, for a jigsaw effect  
Text selection is a critical step 

4  Students read silently and text-code, or fill out a recording form  They mark passages for discussion clearly, so 
they can quickly locate them later 

5  Presenter shares a designated number of passages and his or her thinking about them  Be sure to indicate how 
long the presenter should speak so there will be enough time for each group member 

6  Each student comments on what was shared, in less than 1 minute each  Interesting similarities and differences 
in interpretations will arise as other students share their thinking without judgment or debate 

7  Presenter gets the final word, sharing how his or her thinking evolved after listening to others or re- emphasizing 
what was originally shared  The presenter may change his or her perspective, add to it, or stick with original ideas 
without criticism 

8  Follow steps 4-6 with each additional student taking the role of presenter 

Variations

 Encourage students to write down their thoughts before speaking if needed, so their comments are focused and 
efficient 

 To promote critical thinking, design prompts for the discussion that ask students to include reasons for selecting 
a particular passage and evidence that supports a particular point 

References

Adapated from: Original © by Jennifer Fischer-Mueller and Gene Thompson-Grove 
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Fishbowl

Purpose

The fishbowl is a peer-learning strategy in which some students are in an outer circle and one or more are in the 
center  In all fishbowl activities, both those in the inner and those in the outer circles have roles to fulfill  Students in 
the center model a particular practice or strategy  The outer circle acts as observers and may assess the interaction 
of the center group  Fishbowls can be used to assess comprehension, to assess group work, to encourage construc-
tive peer assessment, to discuss issues in the classroom, or to model specific techniques such as literature circles or 
Socratic Seminars 

Materials

Chairs or desks for each student arranged in two concentric circles

Checklist or reflection questions for the outer circle students, depending on the instructional need

Procedure

1  Arrange chairs in the classroom in two concentric circles  The inner circle may be only a small group or even 
partners 

2  Explain the activity to the students and ensure that they understand the roles they will play  

3  You may either inform those that will be on the inside ahead of time, so they can be prepared or just tell them as 
the activity begins  This way everyone will come better prepared 

4  The group in the inner circle interacts using a discussion protocol or the “script” of a role play  

5  Give each student in the outer circle a list of aspects of group interaction they should silently observe and com-
ment on—for example, whether the group members use names to address each other, take turns, or let everyone’s 
voice be heard 

6  Make sure all students have turns being in both the inside and the outside circle at some point, though they don’t 
all have to be in both every time you do a Fishbowl activity 

Variations

Each person in the outside circle can have one opportunity during the fishbowl to freeze or stop the inside stu-
dents  This person can then ask a question or share an insight 

Have each student in the outer circle observe one student in the inner circle (you may have to double, triple, or 
quadruple up)— for example, tallying how many times the student participates or asks a question 
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Icon Sentences

Purpose

This protocol provides a method for responding to a question using specific vocabulary or domain-specific words  It 
may be used to review a concept from a text, connect ideas from students’ learning with their own lives, or to provide 
a scaffolded practice before an assessment or final product 

Materials
Prompts to be asked, prepared in advance

One set of icons per pair

Procedure

1  Students find a partner and sit side-by-side 

2  The teacher distributes one set of icons to each pair 

3  The teacher reads aloud a prompt  

4  Students spread out the icon cards in front of them and look at all of them closely 

5  Students take turns answering the prompt by touching and moving icon cards to make a sentence 

Variations:

Partners may be assigned 

Icons can include labels for support 

Icons can be added to represent topics or ideas from other areas of learning 
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Infer the Topic                                                                    

Purpose

This protocol offers students a chance to work together to uncover the heart of a larger concept before they begin 
to study a new topic   Students also get a chance to experience the ways an inference can change as they take in new 
information  It allows students to draw on their own background knowledge and work in a fun, collaborative envi-
ronment with new information from a variety of peers to uncover meaning  

Materials

 Images and/or artifacts related to the topic of study

 Optional: recording form for each student to write down inferences

Procedure

1  Locate artifacts with and without key words/quotes related to the concept  The goal is for students to infer what 
is happening in the image  Images can range from concrete to abstract 

2  Have students select an image and record their inference about the new topic of study 

3  Students mingle about the room and stop when prompted, facing a partner 

4  In one minute or less, students view each other’s images, discuss and record a new inference about the upcoming 
topic of study 

5  Students mingle about the room again, this time with the partner they were just sharing with   When prompted, 
partners stop facing another set of partners 

6  All four students share their artifacts and inferences, discuss further and make a new inference about what the 
new topic of study could be 

7  Students gather whole group displaying their artifact in front of them for all to see   The teacher invites a few to 
share their artifacts and their inferences about the upcoming topic   

8  After a few have shared, the teacher reveals the topic of study as well as the guiding questions and big ideas 

Variations:

 Vary partner instructions or adapt numbers of partners or rounds 

 To monitor understanding and support students struggling to infer the artifacts’ meaning, teachers can circulate 
and give these students a “ticket” in the form of a colored card or sticky note  At an opportune time, call a meeting 
of an invitational group for anyone with tickets or anyone who is struggling 
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Interactive Word Wall                                                        

Purpose

A Word Wall is an organized collection of words (and sometimes phrases) displayed on a wall or other surface  An 
Interactive Word Wall in a classroom is a powerful instructional tool: it makes words visible and easily referenced 
and manipulated; supports the teaching of key words and subject-specific terminology; and encourages independ-
ence in reading and writing 

Materials

 Large index cards, strips of paper, or a tag board for writing and manipulating words

 Optional: an illustration, photograph, or object on or next to particular words, to support learning with the aid of 
visual cues

Procedure 

The “interactive” part is critical; actively engaging with the words will support learning  There are many ways to 
interact with word walls; some are quick and can occur on a daily basis  Other interactions can constitute an entire 
lesson  Suggestions include:

1  Categorize and Classify:  Have students classify the terms 

2  Compare and Contrast:  Create categories to compare and contrast 

3  Concept Map:  Use the words to create a concept map 

4  Conceptual Model:  Use the words to construct a conceptual model that represents student thinking and/or sci-
entific phenomenon 

5  Create descriptions:  Use the words to describe concepts 

6  Contextualized use: Challenge the students to use some or all of the words on a short answer quiz 

7  Label Diagrams:  Use the words on the wall to label student diagrams and illustrations 

Variations

 Zoom In (Concept Map Approach): Pull cards from your Word Wall, or write one word/phrase per card  Use a 
limited number of cards, perhaps ten to fifteen, or fewer for younger students  Also create cards with one-way 
and two-way arrows  Use the floor or magnets and a magnetic board to display the cards and group the students 
around the words  (Modification: Give each student his or her own set of word cards ) Ask a student or a pair of 
students to arrange two or three cards in a way that connects them or makes a model of the terms, and to explain 
what they are doing as they place the words  Observers may ask questions once the connection or model is creat-
ed  Repeat with another student or pair of students 

References

Bear, D R , Invernizzi, M , Templeton, S , & Johnston, R  (2000)  Words their way: Word Study for phonics, vocabulary, 
and spelling  Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice-Hall

 Morris, D  (1981)  Concept of word: A developmental phenomenon in the beginning reading and writing process. 
Language Arts, 58, 659-668 
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Jigsaw                                                                                

Purpose

This protocol allows small groups to engage in an effective, time-efficient comprehension of a longer text  Having 
every student read every page or section may not be necessary  Students can divide up the text, become an expert in 
one section, hear oral summaries of the others, and still gain an understanding of the material 

Materials

 Text divided into manageable sections, corresponding to the number of students in a group

 Optional: recording form for observations/thoughts and/or text-dependent questions

Procedure

1  Divide the chosen text into manageable sections 

2  Arrange students into groups so there are the same number of people in each group as sections to read  Assign the 
sections to each member 

3  Students read their section independently, looking for key points, new information, or answers to questions 

4  Each member in turn shares his/her important points or summaries of the text 

5  Have students independently write/reflect on their own understanding after the discussion 

Variations

 Use Jigsaw to have students read several shorter texts, one per group 

  Jigsaw texts, if several are used, can be differentiated according to student need 

 Have students work with a single text in topic-alike groups first, to become experts on a text  Then, re-distribute 
the groups so that each student can serve as an expert on the text they read in their previous group 

References

Aronson, E  (1978)  The Jigsaw classroom. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage Publications 
McDonald, J , Mohr, N , Dichter, A , & McDonald, E C  (2007)  The power of protocols: An educator’s guide to better 
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Musical Circles 

Purpose

This protocol provides a method for sharing information and gaining multiple perspectives on a topic through small 
group conversation  It can be used for reviewing and sharing academic material, as a personal “ice breaker,” or as a 
means of engaging in critical thinking about a topic of debate 

Materials

Prompt(s) to be asked, prepared in advance

Audio recording of a familiar song

Procedure

1  The teacher begins playing music and invites students to listen to it  

2  When they hear the music, students move or gently dance around the room and find three others to hold hands 

with to form a circle of four   

3  Students continue walking in a circle while holding hands until the music stops 

4  Once the music stops, students stop moving and drop their hands  

5  The teacher reads aloud a prompt  

6  Student think silently for 30 seconds about what they want to share and how they might best express themselves  

7  After 30 seconds, the teacher gives the signal and students label themselves A, B, C, or D   

8  Group member A shares with his or her group first  While sharing, students should listen carefully, speak clearly, 

and make eye contact  

9  Repeat step 8 with group members B, C, and D 

10   Once all group members have shared, students should quietly raise their hands  

11  Repeat steps 5-10 with new prompts as needed 

Variations
Small groups may be assigned 

Small groups may also stay together for the length of the protocol or new small groups may be formed for each 
prompt 

Groups may be made smaller or larger as needed  If pairs are used, students may safely make a tent with their 
arms once both partners have shared  
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Mystery Quotes                                                                 

Purpose

This protocol offers students a chance to work together to uncover the heart of meaning of a mystery quote/passage/
image before they read more about it or work more deeply with inference as a critical thinking strategy  It allows 
students to work in a fun, collaborative environment to use new information from a partner, and to draw on their 
own background knowledge to uncover meaning  This protocol also asks students to put things in their own words, 
to compare text to experience, and to work with a variety of partners 

Materials

 Quotes, phrases, sentences, or words from the text copied onto strips or index cards, one per student

Procedure

1  Decide on quotes, phrases, sentences or words directly from the text to copy onto strips or index cards 

2  Don’t paraphrase the text  You may omit words to shorten a sentence, but don’t change the words 

3  Have students select a quote/passage and without revealing it to a partner, tape it on his/her back  (Students may 
look for a partner who “fits” the quote, or selections can be randomly determined )

4  Students mingle about the room and stop when prompted, facing a partner 

5  In one minute or less, students read each other’s quotes and think about one hint to give the partner about his/
her quote 

6  In one minute total, each student shares a hint about the partner’s quote 

7  Students mingle about the room again and stop when prompted, facing another partner 

8  Offer time to read the quote and think about a story that exemplifies or reminds you of it 

9  Each student shares the story related to the partner’s quote in a set timeframe 

10  Continue additional rounds as desired, offering a range of prompts right for your situation, such as “Create a met-
aphor or simile to describe the quote,” “Give an example of the idea in the quote in action,” etc  

11  Bring the whole group together to each share a final inference about the meaning of their quote 

12  Students then guess which quote has been taped to their back from a list of all quotes and share how their infer-
ences about the quote compares to the actual text  

13  Discuss strategies students used for inferring and how the quotes deepened or introduced knowledge  

Variations

 Students carry index cards with them, recording their current thinking about the essence of their quotes  

 Vary partner instructions or adapt numbers of partners or rounds 

 For non-readers, use images with or without key words  The goal is infer what is happening in the image on your 
back  Images can range from concrete to abstract  It is also possible to divide the class into readiness groups and 
have one group work separately with sentences while the other uses images 
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Peer Critique                                                                      

Purpose

This protocol can be used to offer critique and feedback in preparation for revision of work  It should be used after a 
draft of what will become a finished product is completed  This process will help students see what is working and 
then ask questions and offer suggestions, leading to revision and improvement  It is important students understand 
that the focus should be on offering feedback that is beneficial to the author/creator  Explicit modeling is necessary 
for this protocol to be used successfully 

Materials

 Student work

 Criteria for work (e g , anchor chart, checklist, etc )

 Optional: Sentence starters for giving and receiving feedback

Procedure

1  Begin with the norms:

  Be Kind: Always treat others with dignity and respect  This means we never use words that are hurtful, includ-
ing sarcasm 

  Be Specific: Focus on particular strengths and weaknesses, rather than making general comments like “It’s 
good” or “I like it ” Provide insight into why it is good or what, specifically, you like about it 

  Be Helpful: The goal is to positively contribute to the individual or the group, not to simply be heard  Echoing 
the thoughts of others or cleverly pointing out details that are irrelevant wastes time 

1  Students move into pairs and number themselves A and B 

2  Partner A reads his or her work aloud to partner B 

3  Partner B listens carefully while looking at the criteria for the work (e g , anchor chart, checklist, etc ) 

4  Partner B provides kind, specific, and helpful feedback based on criteria 

5  Partner A responds to the feedback 

6  Partners switch roles and repeat steps 2–5 

7  Partners individually reflect on feedback and make desired changes to their work 

Variations

 Model how to provide and receive critiques before students try it on their own  

 Students provide a specified number of stars and steps when providing feedback 

 Partners work together to make changes to partner A’s work before moving on to step 6 

 Partners work together to make changes to both partners’ work during step 7 

 See also Praise, Question, Suggestion
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Picture Puzzle

Purpose

This protocol provides a method of predicting and introducing new topics in an interesting way and promoting col-
laboration as students work together to build the puzzle 

Materials

Mystery Images cut into puzzle pieces, prepared in advance 

Procedure

1  Students move into pre-determined groups of four and label themselves A, B, C, and D 

2  The teacher distributes one Mystery Images piece to students and invites them to look at it closely  

3  The teacher gives a signal and group member A begins discussing what he or she sees in his or her piece of the 

image  

4  Repeat step 3 with group members B, C, and D 

5  After all group members have shared, students collaborate to complete the puzzle and look closely at the com-

pleted image 

6  The teacher gives a signal and group member D makes a prediction about the topic based on the completed image  

7  Repeat step 6 with group members A, B, and C 

8  Once all group members have shared, students quietly raise their hands 

Variations

Students may choose their own small groups 

The protocol may be repeated several times in a row with the same small groups as the Mystery Images are rotat-
ed between groups to give students multiple opportunities to check their understanding and receive information 
from their group members 
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Pinky Partners                                                                                

Purpose

This protocol provides a method for finding a partner with whom to share information  It can be used for reviewing 
and sharing student work or as a means of engaging in critical thinking about a specific topic 

Materials

 Optional: student work

Procedure

1  Students stand up with their work or ideas and place one pinky in the air 

2  Signal students to move calmly and quietly to link pinkies with a partner 

3  Partners label themselves A and B 

4  Partner A shares his or her work or ideas while partner B listens 

5  Partner B shares his or her work or ideas while partner A listens 

6  Once both partners have shared, encourage them to safely make a tent with their arms to show they are done 

7  Students repeat steps 2–6 with new partners as necessary 

Variations

 Give students a sentence starter or sentence frame to use during discussion 

 Have students share with multiple partners to hear a variety of perspectives or to reinforce learning 
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Poster Session                                                                               

Purpose

Poster sessions are a well-known, authentic means for researchers to share their work and knowledge at academic 
conferences  Poster sessions naturally involve elements of questioning and noticing, and can easily be adapted for 
both presenting and sharing student work and “launching” topics through observing and asking questions about 
artifacts and photographs  Critical thinking, dialogue, and individual responsibility for learning are given emphasis 

Materials

 Chart paper (one piece per group)

 Marker (one per student

 Study and/or academic assignment materials

 Listener score cards

Procedure

1  Divide students into groups—the size of the groups will vary depending on how the topic can be divided, size of 
class, age of students, and so on 

2  Assign each group a specific segment of a broad topic and/or a collaborative academic assignment (e g , one group 
might be assigned the legislative branch of government, another the executive branch, and another the judicial 
branch) 

3  Have students move into groups, provide each group with materials to further enhance their study of the topic 
and/or complete the academic assignment, and have each group research the topic and/or complete the assign-
ment 

4  Explain the assignment or study 

5  Explain that each group will use their prior knowledge along with their new knowledge to create a poster or 
other visual with key points that each person in the group will use to teach others in the class  Be clear that each 
person has to understand the text and images on the poster in order to present the information effectively 

6  Students complete the assignment or study, and their posters 

7  Have student groups post the work around the room or in the hallway 

8  Regroup students so each new group has at least one member from the previously established groups 

9  Give specific directions: at which poster each group will start, that they will rotate through all the posters in their 
groups, and how much time they will have at each poster  Explain that the speaker at each poster is the person(s) 
who participated in its creation  Specify the kinds of information the speaker should present to the group—a sum-
mary, a synthesis, or an important question 

10  Explain what the listeners’ jobs are as they rotate from poster to poster: to ask their presenters a certain number 
of questions and record the answers on their scorecards  The total number of questions expected is for the entire 
rotation, not for a single presenter (e g , Listeners must ask three questions TOTAL throughout the rotation) 

11  Groups rotate, listen to the presenter, and ask questions as specified on their scorecards 

Variations

 Use Poster Sessions to display and share end products (e g , writing, artwork, anchor charts, etc ) of group work 

 See also Poster Walk 
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Poster Walk                                                                                    

Purpose

This protocol is designed to activate students’ background knowledge and build a schema around a particular topic 

Materials 

 Posters (teacher-created)

 Markers

Procedure

1  Move students into pre-determined groups of four to six students and assign them to their first poster 

2  Have groups choose one person to be the recorder 

3  Post the discussion question  (Example: “What do you notice or wonder about how frogs survive from the pic-
tures and/or text on this poster?”)

4  Invite students to independently examine the picture and/or text and then discuss the discussion question with 
their group 

5  Have the recorder use the marker to capture (on the poster) his or her group’s response to the picture or text, 
using details from the picture or text to support their ideas 

6  Signal students when and how to rotate to the next poster  

7  Invite students to repeat steps 4–5, encouraging them to respond both to the discussion question and the previous 
group(s) who have visited the poster 

8  Repeat this process until groups have visited every poster or as time allows 

Variations

 If the posters include text, have students chorally read the text as a small group when they first arrive at a new 
poster  

 Use the Speaking and Listening Informational Assessment: Collaborative Discussion Checklist to track students’ 
progress toward specific SL standards 

 Use this protocol as a kickoff to a module in order to spark student interest and to activate and build on their cur-
rent background or to introduce information from different sources 
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Praise, Question, Suggestion                                                       

Purpose

This protocol can be used to offer critique and feedback in preparation for revision of work  It should be used after a 
draft of what will become a finished product is completed  This process will help students see what is working and 
then ask questions and offer suggestions, leading to revision and improvement  It is important students understand 
that the focus should be on offering feedback that is beneficial to the author  Explicit modeling is necessary for this 
protocol to be used successfully 

Materials

 Product descriptors and rubrics

 Revision checklist or questions

 Anchor chart for protocol norms (see Peer Critique for suggested norms)

Procedure

1  Provide product descriptors and rubrics as clear guidelines of the expectations and criteria for the piece of work 
that will be critiqued  If the work is written, copies for the critique group are helpful 

2  As a whole group, create or refer to a list of revision questions based on the criteria for the piece of work 

3  Model the procedure with the whole group before allowing small independent feedback groups 

4  Have students work in groups of 2-5 

5  The first student presents/reads the draft of her piece  She may ask peers to focus on a particular revision ques-
tion or two that she is struggling with from the list 

6  Peers first focus on what is praiseworthy or working well  Praise needs to be specific  Simply saying, “This is 
good” doesn’t help the creator  Comments such as, “I notice that you used descriptive picture captions” or “You 
have a catchy title that makes me want to read your piece” are much more useful 

7  Next, ask questions and offer helpful suggestions  “This part is unclear  I wonder if it would be better to change 
the order of the steps?” or “I can’t tell the setting  Maybe you could add some details that would show the reader 
where it is taking place?” or “I wonder if adding a graph to highlight your data would be effective?”

8  Feedback should relate to the revision questions identified by the group or presenter 

9  After each member of the group has offered feedback, the presenter discusses which suggestions he wants to 
implement and thanks the group 

10  Others then present their work in turn and cycle through the feedback process 

Variations

 Give time guidelines for each part of the protocol, so students don’t get “stuck” on a particular type of feedback  

 Feedback can be written on sticky notes and given to the author 
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Rank-Talk-Write                                                                 

Purpose

This protocol, adapted from “Pause, Star, Rank” in Himmele and Himmele’s Total Participation Techniques (2011), 
allows students to actively review their notes about new concepts as well as analyze and discuss the importance of 
key ideas they identify 

Materials

 White board/chart paper/poster paper

 Writing implements

 Note papers

Procedure

1  During or after reading a text, students independently write a summary sentence for each key idea or concept 
they identify 

2  Students then rank the summary sentences in order of importance (“1” next to most important, “2” and “3” next 
to the second and third most important summaries of each concept )

3  In groups, students share out the concepts they ranked, explaining why they ranked each concept as they did in 
terms of importance 

4  Each group determines which one concept they think is most important, and discusses the best summary state-
ment for that idea or concept 

5  A scribe from the group writes the summary statement of the idea or concept on a white board, piece of chart 
paper, or large blank page 

6  Small groups share their idea summary statement with the large group 

Variations

 Provide the summary sentences to be ranked for the students 

 Provide the summary sentences to be ranked for the students, and include at least one that is inaccurate or off the 
mark as a formative assessment of how students respond to the erroneous information 

References
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Reading for Gist and Unfamiliar Vocabulary 

Purpose

This protocol guides students through determining the gist and recognizing unfamiliar vocabulary in each section 
of a new text  

Materials 

 Text (one per student)

 Sticky notes (several per student)

Procedure

1  If desired, move students into pairs or small groups 

2  Read the selection once all the way through from start to finish 

3  Have students reread a specified section of the text and think about the gist independently 

4  Have students underline the things they understand or know about 

5  Have students circle any words they do not know 

6  If in pairs or small groups, invite students to discuss their ideas with their partner(s) 

7  Direct students to record the gist of the section on a sticky note 

8  Have students repeat steps 3–7 for the remainder of the selection  

Variations

 Partners or small groups may be assigned 

 A note-catcher rather than sticky notes could be used 

 Students may write down their ideas before speaking if needed, so that their comments are focused and efficient 

 This protocol is an effective way to introduce a new text and get students’ initial thinking on it 
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Riddle Discussion

Purpose

This protocol offers students a chance to work together to solve a riddle  It engages them to work in a fun, collabo-
rative environment to use information from multiple read alouds to uncover meaning  The protocol asks students to 
notice and wonder and use the critical thinking strategy of making inferences 

Materials

Riddle or other text (see also Variations below)

Procedure

1  Move students into pairs and have them face each other  1  The teacher moves students into small groups 

2  The teacher reads aloud the riddle slowly, fluently, with expression, and without interruption 

3  Small groups talk amongst themselves about their “notices ”

4  The teacher reads aloud the riddle for a second time 

5  Small groups talk amongst themselves about their “wonders ”

6  The teacher reads aloud the riddle for a third time 

7  Students silently put their thumb at their chest if they think they know the topic, person, place, etc  being de-
scribed 

8  Students transition back to the whole group area 

9  The teacher engages students in a microphone share on the count of three (with every student sharing his or her 
answer to the riddle simultaneously) 

10   The teacher reveals the answer to the riddle 

Variations

Each small group can have their own copy of the riddle 

The riddle can be accompanied with pictures or multiple-choice answers 
A type of text other than a riddle can be used if it is accompanied by an inferential or critical thinking question for 
students to answer  
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Role Play                                                                            

Purpose

This protocol is designed to help students better understand a text and its characters by acting out or dramatizing a 
section of the text  It is an especially helpful way for primary students to engage with the text and understand it more 
deeply by acting out key moments from the text 

Materials

 Text under study

Procedure

1  Move students into pairs and have them face each other 

2  Reread a section of the text aloud 

3  Ask students to determine which student will be which character 

4  Invite students to think silently and then talk with their partner about what their character is saying and doing 

5  After giving the signal (e g , “Action!”), have students act out what the characters are saying and doing  Give re-
minders about safe and responsible movement as necessary 

6  After giving the signal (e g , “Cut!”), have students stop moving and speaking and make a tent with their arms 

7  Have students switch roles and act out the same section of the text again or repeat steps 4–6 with a new section 
of the text 

Variations

 Have students reread a section of the text aloud within their partnerships 

 Create puppets or include simple props for students to use 

 Use this protocol during a close reading or before students write about a text 

 For texts with more than two characters, consider placing students in small groups or acting out passages as a 
whole group 
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Say Something                                                                  

Purpose

This is a paired reading strategy that provides students with a structure for reflecting on a portion of text  Students 
think out loud, listen closely to each other, and develop shared understanding of the text  The time frame for this 
protocol is intentionally brief 

Materials

 A common text 

Procedure

1  For the portion of text students will read, choose the stopping point(s), or have partners decide together how far 
they will read silently before stopping to “say something ”

2  Describe what students will say to each other when they reach the stopping point: it might be a question, a brief 
summary, a key point, an interesting idea, or a new connection  

3  Model  Provide one or two examples of what a student might say at each stopping point  Be sure that the modeled 
statements or questions are succinct, thoughtful, and related to the text  

4  Have students begin reading the text 

5  Once partners have reached the chosen stopping point, they each in turn “say something” to each other about 
the text 

6  Have partners continue the process, stopping at each chosen stopping point, until the selection is completed 

7  After a designated time, engage the whole group in a discussion of the text 

Variations

 Post a public timer displaying the full time allotment, so partners can determine how long to converse and how 
quickly to move on to the next reading 

 To focus the paired interactions or to stimulate a specific type of thinking, the teacher may want to provide a stem 
for completion  For example, “A question that comes to mind when I read this is …” Use the same stem, or provide 
variation for each stopping point 

References
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Science Talks                                                                     

Purpose

Science Talks are discussions about big questions  They are appropriate for any grade level, but they are particularly 
useful for elementary school  Like a Socratic Seminar, Science Talks deal with provocative questions, often posed by 
students themselves  Science Talks provide space for students to collectively theorize, to build on each other’s ideas, 
to work-out inchoate thoughts, and to learn about scientific discourse  Most importantly, they allow all students to 
do exactly what scientists do: think about, wonder about, and talk about how things  These Talks provide a window 
on student thinking that can help teachers figure-out what students really know and what their misconceptions are  
Armed with this insight, teachers can better plan hands-on activities and experiments  

Materials

 Guiding question for the Science Talk, determined beforehand

Procedure

1  Choose the question  The best questions are provocative and open-ended, so as to admit multiple answers and 
theories  Often, students generate great questions for Science Talks  Teachers can also generate questions based 
on their own wonderings 

2  Introduce Science Talks to students  Gather students into a circle on the floor  Introduce the first Science

3  Talk by discussing what scientists do

4  Then ask, “What will help us talk as scientists?” Record the students’ comments, as these will become the norms 
for your Science Talks  If the students don’t mention making sure that everyone has a chance to talk, introduce 
that idea, as well as how each person can ensure that they themselves don’t monopolize the conversation  Stress 
how each student’s voice is valued and integral to the success of a Science Talk

5  Set the culture  Students direct their comments to one another, not to the teacher  In fact, the teacher stays quiet 
and out of the way, facilitating only to make sure that students respectfully address one another and to point out 
when monopolizing behavior occurs  In a good talk, you’ll hear students saying, “I want to add to what Grace 
said…” or “I think Derek is right about one thing, but I’m not so sure about…

6  Another good question to pose is “How will we know that what we’ve said has been heard?” Students will readily 
talk about how they can acknowledge what’s been said by repeating it or rephrasing before they go on to add their 
comments  This is a great place to add (if the students don’t) that talking together is one way scientists build theories

7  A typical talk lasts about 30 minutes  Take notes during the talk about who is doing the talking, and to record par-
ticularly intriguing comments 

Variations

 With young students, do a movement exercise that relates to the Science Talk  For a talk on how plants grow, stu-
dents may be invited to show, with their bodies, how plants grow from bulbs  Not only does this give students a 
chance to move before more sitting, it also gives them a different modality in which to express themselves  Some-
times the shyer students also find acting something out first helps them to verbalize it 

 Have students prepare for a Science Talk by reading and annotating pertinent texts  Combining Science Talk with 
a Jigsaw or another text-based protocol could work well here 

 Pair a Science Talk with a writing activity on the same topic 

 Record the talks  Replaying the tapes later helps to make sense of what at first hearing can seem incomprehensi-
ble  Students also love hearing the tapes of Science Talks 
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Socratic Seminar                                                               

Purpose

Socratic Seminars promote thinking, meaning making, and the ability to debate, use evidence, and build on one 
another’s thinking   When well designed and implemented, the seminar provides an active role for every student, 
engages students in complex thinking about rich content, and teaches students discussion skills  

Materials

 Provocative question for discussion, chosen beforehand

 Associated text(s)

 Anchor chart for protocol norms

Procedure

1  Select a significant piece of text or collection of short texts related to the current focus of study  This may be an 
excerpt from a book or an article from a magazine, journal, or newspaper  It might also be a poem, short story, or 
personal memoir  The text needs to be rich with possibilities for diverse points of view  

2  Develop an open-ended, provocative question as the starting point for the seminar discussion  The question 
should be worded to elicit differing perspectives and complex thinking  Students may also generate questions to 
discuss 

3  Students prepare for the seminar by reading the chosen piece of text in an active manner that helps them build 
background knowledge for participation in the discussion  The completion of the pre-seminar task is the stu-
dent’s “ticket” to participate in the seminar  The pre-seminar assignment could easily incorporate work on read-
ing strategies  For example, students might be asked to read the article in advance and to “text code” by underlin-
ing important information, putting questions marks by segments they wonder about, and exclamation points next 
to parts that surprise them     

4  Once the seminar begins, all students should be involved and should make sure others in the group are drawn into 
the discussion  

5  Begin the discussion with the open-ended question designed to provoke inquiry and diverse perspectives  Inner 
circle students may choose to move to a different question if the group agrees, or the facilitator may pose fol-
low-up questions 

6  The discussion proceeds until you call time  At that time, the group debriefs their process; if using a fishbowl (see 
below), the outer circle members give their feedback sheets to the inner group students  

7  Protocol norms: Students…

 Respect other students  (Exhibit open-mindedness and value others’ contributions )

 Are active listeners  (Build on one another’s ideas by referring to them )

 Stay focused on the topic 

 Make specific references to the text  (Use examples from the text to explain their points )

 Give input  (Ensure participation )

 Ask questions  (Clarifying questions, and probing questions that push the conversation further and deeper 
when appropriate )
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Variations

 Combine with the Fishbowl protocol  When it is time for the seminar, students are divided into two groups if there 
are enough people to warrant using a fishbowl approach  One group forms the inner circle (the “fish”) that will 
be discussing the text   The other group forms the outer circle that will give feedback on content, contributions, 
and/or group skills   (Note: “Fishbowls” may be used with other instructional practices such as peer critiques, 
literature circles, or group work  If the number of students in the seminar is small, a fishbowl does not need to 
be used ) Each person in the outer circle is asked to observe one of the students in the inner circle  Criteria or a 
rubric for the observations should be developed by/shared with students in advance: see the following example  

Did the Student… Consistently Occasionally No Notes/Comments

RESPOND TO OTHER 
STUDENTS’ COMMENTS IN 
A RESPECTFUL WAY?

LISTEN ATTENTIVELY 
WITHOUT INTERRUPTION?

USE EYE CONTACT 
WITH PEERS?

EXHIBIT PREPARATION FOR 
THE SEMINAR?

REFERENCE THE TEXT TO 
SUPPORT RESPONSE?

PARTICIPATE IN THE 
DISCUSSION?

ASK CLARIFYING AND/OR 
PROBING QUESTIONS

 Provide sentence stems that allow students to interact positively and thoughtfully with one another: “I’d like to 
build on that thought   ” “Could you tell me more?” “May I finish my thought?”

References
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Sorting                                                                                

Purpose

This protocol offers students the opportunity to work together to sort words, objects, or pictures into categories  It 
encourages students to think critically about the meaning of words and the relationship between items in a category  

Materials

 Word cards, picture cards, or objects (one set per pair)

Procedure

1  Students find a partner and label themselves A and B 

2  Partner A chooses a word card, picture card, or object 

3  Partner A asks partner B questions about how to sort the word, picture, or object (e g , “What category do the 
scissors belong in?” “Why did you put ‘cat’ with ‘bat’ and ‘sat’”?

4  Partner B answers partner A’s questions and places the card into a category 

5  Partners switch roles and repeat steps 2–4 for the remaining word cards, picture cards, or objects  

Variations

 This protocol can occur at any point in a lesson, but may serve as a particularly effective way to open or close a 
lesson or work time  The teacher may consider conducting a whole class discussion once all students have sorted 
the word cards, picture cards, or objects to discuss patterns or interesting observations  

 Partners may be assigned 
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Tea Party                                                                            

Purpose

As described by Kylene Beers in her book When Kids Can’t Read: What Teachers Can Do, this protocol offers stu-
dents a chance to consider parts of the text before they actually read it  It encourages active participation and atten-
tive listening with a chance to get up and move around the classroom  It allows students to predict what they think 
will happen in the text as they make inferences, see causal relationships, compare and contrast, practice sequencing, 
and draw on prior knowledge  This protocol is very similar to Mystery Quotes, but with a strong focus on pre-read-
ing, hence its description as its own protocol 

Materials

 Phrases, sentences, or words directly from the text copied onto strips or index cards (one per student)

 Recording form for predictions and questions (one per student)

Procedure

1  Decide on phrases, sentences or words directly from the text to copy onto strips or index cards  

2  Don’t paraphrase the text  You may omit words to shorten a sentence, but don’t change the words 

3  Have students organized into groups of four or five  

4  Hand out strips or cards with phrases from the text; two (or more) students will have the same phrases 

5  Each student independently reads their phrase and makes a prediction about what this article could be about  
Then, write a quick statement on their prediction recording form 

6  Next students mingle around the room, reading to each other and discussing possible predictions 

7  Return to the small groups and, as groups, write a prediction starting with “We think this article will be about…, 
because… ” Also, list questions they have 

8  Now, read the selection  Students read independently or as a group, highlighting information that confirms or 
changes their predictions 

9  Write a statement on the second part of the recording form about revised predictions  Also continue to list linger-
ing questions 

Variations

 Use this protocol as a kickoff to a larger unit or expedition on the topic in question 

 In grades K–2, consider using images in place of words, phrases, or sentences 

 Have students remain in their groups for the protocol instead of mingling, or have them work in pairs 

References

Adapted from: Original © by Debbie Bambino adapted from: Beers, G  (2003)  When kids can’t read, what teachers 
can do: A guide for teachers, 6-12  Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann 
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Think-Pair-Share                                                               

Purpose

This protocol promotes productive and equitable conversations, where all students are given the time and space to 
think, share, and consider the ideas of others  It ensures that all students simultaneously engage with the same text 
or topic, while promoting synthesis and the social construction of knowledge 

Materials

 Guiding questions, decided beforehand

 Optional: recording form with questions and answer spaces for students

Procedure

1  Move students into pairs and invite them to label themselves A and B 

2  Pose the question and give students time to think independently and silently about their answer to the question 

3  Invite partner A to ask partner B the question 

4  Give partner B a specified timeframe (e g , 30 seconds, 1 minute, etc ) to share his or her response 

5  Have partners reverse roles and repeat steps 3–4 

6  Using a total participation technique (e g , cold call, equity sticks, etc ), invite students to share their responses 
with the whole group 

7  Repeat this process with remaining questions 

Variations

 Pair the Think-Pair-Share protocol with a close reading lesson to allow students time and space to collaboratively 
work on their answers to text-dependent questions 

 Expand groupings to include three students (Think-Triad-Share)  Ensure all students have time to think, repeat 
the question to a group member, and share their thoughts 

References

Lymna, F  (1981)  The responsive classroom discussion: The inclusion of all students  In Mainstreaming digest  
College Park, MD: University of Maryland College of Education 
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Volley for Vocabulary

Purpose

This protocol is designed to help practice accurately using words acquired through their learning  It encourag-es 
them to think critically about the meaning of words, how to use them accurately in a sentence, and the importance 
of word choice in meaning 

Materials

Beach ball

Index cards

 Tape

Procedure
1  Decide on words to copy onto index cards and tape to the beach ball 

2  Students stand around the edge of the whole group meeting area 

3  The teacher directs students’ attention to the beach ball and reads aloud each of the words (e g , verbs) attached 

to it 

4  When reading aloud the words, invite students to repeat after you and gauge their understanding of the words  

Clarify definitions as needed 

5  The teacher selects one student, advises him or her to catch the ball with two hands, and passes the ball to him or 

her 

6  The student reads aloud the word to which one of his or her thumbs is pointing.

7  After reading aloud the word (e g , verbs), the student acts out the word 

8  The student chooses another student, says his or her name to get their attention, and passes the ball to him or her  

9  Repeat steps 6-8 as time permits 

Variations
Multiple rounds of the protocol could be played simultaneously in partnerships or small groups 

Students may do this protocol sitting down and roll the ball rather than pass it  

The entire class, rather than a single student, may act out the word in step 7  
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World Café

Purpose

To discuss a topic or various topics, rotating the role of leadership and mixing up a group of people  This protocol is 
an extensive exercise in listening and speaking skills 

Materials

Chart/poster paper

Marker for the leader/recorder

Procedure

1  Form three groups of 3 or 4 and sit together at a table 

2  Each group selects a “leader ”

3  The leader’s role is to record the major points of the conversation that takes place at the table and to then sum-
marize the conversation using the recorded notes 

4  The group discusses the topic at hand until time is called  Groups can be discussing the same topic or related 
topics 

5  The leader stays put; the rest of the group rotates to the next table 

6  The leader (who didn’t move) presents a summary of the conversation recorded from the former group to the new 
group 

7  Each table selects a new leader 

8  Again, the new leader’s role is to record the major points of the conversation that takes place at the table and to 
then summarize the conversation using the recorded notes…a bit later 

9  The group discusses the topic at hand until time is called 

10  Repeat the process, ideally until all students have had a chance to lead  

11  After the final round, the last group of leaders present to the whole group rather than reporting out to a “next 
rotation ”

Variations

Mix the Room: For large groups, begin with everyone in a circle  Number off around the circle, from one to five  
The teacher provides a prompt, and at the teacher’s signal, each group of five clusters into a small circle to discuss 
a topic for a designated amount of time  The teacher then signals for the 1’s to advance to the next cluster  Ones 
then provide a summary of the last group’s discussion, before the newly formed group discusses a second prompt  
Each time a new prompt is given, the teacher asks a different number to move forward to the next cluster, thus 
“mixing the room” for each new prompt 

References

Adapted from: www theworldcafe com
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Focus on Checking for Understanding  
and Ongoing Assessment

Catch and Release                                                  

Purpose

When students are working on their own, they often need clarification or pointers so they do not struggle for too 
long or lose focus  Catch and Release allows them to retrain their attention on the learning, and seek the answers or 
clarification they need for any questions that have come up during the preceding work time 

Materials

 Optional: public timer

Procedure

1  Set a small, manageable “chunk” of work time for students 

2  Circulate during the work time  Synthesize and take note of persistent questions or confusions 

3  Bring the class back together after the work time  Very briefly, answer or clarify as needed any questions students 
have had about the work 

4  Repeat the cycle 

Variations

 A useful ratio of work time to checks for understanding or clarifying information is 7 minutes of work time (re-
lease), followed by 2 minutes of teacher-directed clarifications or use of quick-check strategies (catch) 
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Cold Call                                                                   

Purpose

Cold Call serves as an engaging and challenging yet supportive way to hold students accountable for answering oral 
questions the teacher poses, regardless of whether a hand is raised  Cold Call requires students to think and interact 
with the question at hand, even if they’re not sure of the answer  Cold Call also promotes equity in the classroom; 
students who normally dominate the discourse step back and allow other students to demonstrate their knowledge 
and expertise 

Materials

 Optional: equity sticks, name cards, or tracking chart

Procedure

1  Name a question before identifying students to answer it 

2  Call on students regardless of whether they have hands raised 

3  Scaffold questions from simple to increasingly complex, probing for deeper explanations 

4  Connect thinking threads by returning to previous comments and connecting them to current ones; model this 
for students and teach them to do it too 

Variations

 Call on students using equity sticks, name cards, or a tracking chart to ensure that all students contribute 

 Pair Cold Call with No Opt Out to ensure that students have full access to the correct answers to the questions 
asked 

 Hot Seat: Place key reflection or probing questions on random seats throughout the room  When prompted, stu-
dents check their seats and answer the questions  Students who do not have a hot seat question are asked to agree 
or disagree with the response and explain their thinking  

References

Lemov, D  (2010)  Teach like a champion: 49 techniques that put students on the path to college  San Francisco, CA: 
Jossey-Bass 
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Equity Sticks                                                           

Purpose

Equity sticks are true to their name: they ensure academic equity by allowing teachers to physically track who they 
have called on or interacted with during the course of the class  This is especially useful during whole-class discus-
sions or while working with large groups of students 

Materials

 Wooden sticks (e g  tongue depressors or popsicle sticks) or cards with a student’s name of each

Procedure

1  Pose a question to the class 

2  After giving students some think time, call on a student for an answer  As you do so, move the equity stick from 
one location to another, indicating that the student has participated in class that day  

Variations

 Pair equity sticks with Cold Call by choosing a stick or card randomly for a student response  

 Color in one end of the equity stick  Instead of moving the whole stick, flip the stick upside down in its container 
to indicate via color that the student has been called on 
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Guided Practice                                                       

Purpose

Teachers often provide Guided Practice in a lesson after students grapple with a concept or a text, before releasing 
them to independent application  Guided Practice provides a model for how the independent work will run as well 
as a concrete representation of the goal of the work 

Materials

 Optional: Recording form to note which students need more individual attention after Guided Practice

Procedure

1  During Guided Practice, students quickly try the task at hand in pairs or in a low-stakes environment 

2  Strategically circulate, monitoring students’ readiness for the task and noting students who may need re- teaching 
or would benefit from an extension or a more challenging independent application 

3  Use an appropriate quick-check strategy to determine needs for differentiation during independent application 
time  Be sure to check for understanding from all students before moving on from Guided Practice  Ensure that all 
students have an opportunity to respond to questions, receive feedback, and practice alongside the teacher until 
they are fluent in the content/task 

Variations

 Break content into smaller “chunks” to scaffold understanding 

 Ask “fuzzier” questions that do not necessarily have discrete answers, and require students to explain their  
thinking 

 Make Guided Practice a game  Games increase engagement and focus 

 Combine Guided Practice with protocols that allow students to share their work during the practice session, such 
as Poster Walk or Think-Pair-Share 
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Human Bar Graph                                                   

Purpose

A quick, visual, and engaging method of determining where students are in relation to a learning target  Like Thumb-
O-Meter, the Human Bar Graph asks students to self-assess and share their impressions of their learning with their 
teacher and peers 

Materials

 Signs or designations for the graph levels of mastery posted in the room

Procedure

1  Identify a range of levels of understanding or mastery (e g , beginning/developing/accomplished or confused/I’m 
okay/I’m rocking!) as labels for three to four adjacent lines 

2  Have students then form a human bar graph by standing in the line that best represents their current level of 
understanding 

Variations

 Learning Line-Ups: Identify one end of the room with a descriptor such as “Novice” or “Beginning” and the other 
end as “Expert” or “Exemplary ” Students place themselves on this continuum based on where they are with a 
learning target, skill, or task  Invite them to explain their thinking to the whole class or the people near them 
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No Opt Out                                                               

Purpose

No Opt Out is a powerful method of supported accountability in a classroom  Any student who answers a question is 
responsible for giving the correct answer in that moment  Mistakes are not ignored, punished, or cause for embar-
rassment, but a part of the learning territory  By being provided with the correct answer from a peer, students feel 
challenged but safe 

Materials

 Predetermined questions to pose to students

Procedure

1  Require all students to correctly answer a question posed to them (in cases when questions actually have a “cor-
rect” answer) 

2  Follow up on incorrect or partial answers by questioning other students until a correct answer is given by another 
student, through either Cold Call or calling on a volunteer 

3  Return to any student who gave an incorrect or partial answer  Have them give a complete and correct response, 
based on the correct response just given by their peer 

Variations

 Give a student a “memory cue ” “Who can tell Alisa where she can find the answer?” or “Who can tell Alex the 
first thing that he can do to find the answer?”

 As an extension, ask a more complex or difficult question to the same student: “Good  Let’s try a hard one ”

References

Lemov, D  (2010)  Teach like a champion: 49 techniques that put students on the path to college  San Francisco, CA: 
Jossey-Bass 
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Presentation Quizzes                                              

Purpose

A summative assessment of a peer’s presentation lends gravitas and importance to the material, and sends the mes-
sage that all contributions to learning are important and valued  It also serves as a means of anchoring student ac-
countability and engagement in the presentation 

Materials

 Short summative quiz on information shared in a peer presentation (multiple choice, one or two short responses, 
true/false, etc 

Procedure

1  When peers present a project, speech, or other academic presentation, ensure that other students know they are 
responsible for learning the information 

2  Pair student presentations with short quizzes on the presentation material at the end of class 

3  Grade these as you would any other summative assessment 

Variations

 Have the student presenting create and grade the quiz 
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Red Light, Green Light                                           

Purpose

Red Light, Green Light, and other related strategies, help students and teachers visualize student comfort level or

readiness in relation to a learning target using objects, colors, locations, or shared metaphors  Teachers can then 
adjust their instruction accordingly 

Materials

 Popsicle sticks, cards, or poker chips in three colors (red, yellow, green)

Procedure

1  Students have red, yellow, and green objects accessible (e g , popsicle sticks, poker chips, cards) 

2  When prompted to reflect on a learning target or readiness for a task, students place the color on their desk that 
describes their comfort level or readiness (red: stuck or not ready; yellow: need support soon; green: ready to 
start) 

3  Teachers target their support for the reds first, then move to yellows and greens 

4  Students change their colors as needed to describe their status 

Variations

 Table Tags: Place paper signs or table tents in three areas with colors, symbols, or descriptors that indicate pos-
sible student levels of understanding or readiness for a task or target  Students sit in the area that best describes 
them, moving to a new area when relevant 

 Glass, Bugs, Mud: After students try a task or review a learning target or assignment, they identify their under-
standing or readiness for application using the windshield metaphor for clear vision (glass: totally clear; bugs: a 
little fuzzy; mud: I can barely see) 
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Sit, Kneel, Stand                                                      

Purpose

Sit, Kneel, Stand is a self-assessment method that engages students in informally keeping track of and reflecting on 
their learning  This self-reflection supports metacognition and pride in work and learning  

Materials

 Optional: student work

Procedure

1  Invite students to silently think about how they did with a particular aspect of the lesson (e g , learning targets, 
discussion norms, etc ) while you reread aloud a material (e g , first learning target, Discussion Norms anchor 
chart, etc ) 

2  Say: “If you think you still have a lot of work to do on this, you should stay sitting  If you think you made some 
progress (did some of it well), you should kneel  If you think you did this all very well, you should stand in your 
spot ”

3  Signal students to sit, kneel, or stand 

4  Comment on how students have rated themselves (e g , “I notice that half of the class thinks they made progress 
toward the first learning target ”) 

5  Repeat steps 1–4 as necessary 

When time and circumstance allows, follow steps 6–9 

1  Have all students sit, and cold call a student to share his or her thoughts about the ratings 

2  Prompt students to clarify and justify their thinking with questions such as: “Why do you think the class did this 
really well?” “What can our class do a little better next time?”

3  After a student is done sharing, invite that student to call on another student to share his or her thinking 

4  Share with students that they will use this information to help them with a particular aspect of a future lesson 

Variations

 This protocol serves as a particularly effective way to close a lesson or work time  
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Thumb-O-Meter                                                       

Purpose

Thumb-O-Meter and other related strategies, help students and teachers visualize student comfort level or

readiness in relation to a learning target or aspect of their work using their thumb  Teachers can then adjust their 
instruction accordingly 

Materials

 N/A

Procedure

1  Tell students they are going to use the Thumb-O-Meter strategy to reflect on their comfort level with or readiness 
to continue with a given learning target or aspect of their work  Inform them that they will first hear the learning 
target, for example, read aloud 

2  After hearing the learning target read aloud, students show their comfort level with it by holding their thumb 
up, down, or sideways  By holding their thumb sideways, they are indicating that they think they will need some 
support  By holding their thumb down, they are indicating that they feel uncomfortable with what is described or 
have never done it before  

3  Use students’ self-assessments to adjust instruction and check in with students showing a thumb-down or 
thumb-sideways 

Variations

 If students are uncomfortable sharing their comfort level in front of their peers, invite them to close their eyes, so 
only the teacher sees their responses 
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Tracking Progress                                                   

Purpose

Tracking progress allows students to see their cumulative and collaborative efforts toward mastery of a learning 
target  This visual representation not only stimulates self-reflection but points to the social and accountable nature 
of the work  All students work together toward the goal 

Materials

 Poster or individual charts of learning targets and levels of proficiency

Procedure

1  Teachers post a chart on the wall or distribute individual charts displaying learning targets and levels of profi-
ciency 

2  Students indicate their self-assessed level of proficiency by drawing a dot or making a mark on the chart, usually 
multiple times 

3  Students can use different-colored dots, ink stamps, or markers and dates to indicate progress over time 

Variations

 Sticky Bars: Create a chart that describes levels of understanding, progress, or mastery  Have students write their 
names or use an identifying symbol on a sticky note and place their notes on the appropriate place on the chart 
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Turn and Talk                                                           

Purpose

Turn and Talk is one of the easiest, quickest, and most efficient means of creating collaboration among students  It 
can be used practically at any time, anywhere, in a lesson in any content area 

Materials

 None

Procedure

1  When prompted, students turn to a shoulder buddy or neighbor 

2  In a set amount of time, students share their ideas about a prompt or question posed by the teacher or other stu-
dents 

3  Depending on the goals of the lesson and the nature of the Turn and Talk, students may share some key ideas from 
their paired discussions with the whole class 

Variations

 Students can use a written version of Turn and Talk, brainstorming their answers on paper very briefly and shar-
ing them aloud, or switching papers 
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Focus on Building Academic Vocabulary

Contextual Redefinition                                                       

Purpose

Contextual Redefinition gives students a point-by-point strategy for using the context of the text to find the meaning 
of unknown words  It asks students to find the unambiguous information in a text selection and synthesize it with 
the author’s intent  Contextual Redefinition also asks students to pay attention to other “keys” to word meaning in 
the text, such as grammar and examples  This creates a platform from which students can make informed judgments 
about what a word might mean 

Materials

 Optional: chart paper or digital camera

 Optional: vocabulary recording form

Procedure

1  Remind students that words have many meanings, and their context is a key component of determining that 
meaning  Choose words from a text that might be challenge for students to define  Write these words on the 
board, on chart paper, or under a digital camera 

2  Have students predict definitions for these terms before reading the text  Students’ predictions will be “loose” 
and possibly inaccurate, due to the fact that they are making these predictions independently of reading  Write all 
student predictions on the board, on chart paper, or under a digital camera 

3  Have the students read the text, annotating where the vocabulary in question occurs 

4  Ask students to revisit their previous definitions and see which reflect the use of these words in the context of the 
selection 

Variations

 Use dictionaries, thesauri, or other vocabulary references to assist in making meanings clear to students 

 Combine Contextual Redefinition with other vocabulary strategies in this section, such as the Frayer model, to 
“zoom in” on particular words 

References

Allen, J  (2007)  Inside words: Tools for teaching academic vocabulary, grades 4-12  Portland, ME: Stenhouse 
Cunningham, J W , Cunningham, P M , & Arthur, S V  (1981)  Middle and secondary school reading  New York, NY: 

Longman 
Lenski, S , Wham, M , & Johns, J  (1999)  Reading and learning strategies for middle and high school students  

Dubuque, IA: Kendall Hunt 
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Frayer Model                                                                         

Purpose

The Frayer Model is a four-part graphic approach to analyzing and understanding vocabulary  For each word, the 
Frayer Model asks students to define the term, pinpointing its most important characteristics; and then provide both 
examples and non-examples of the word  The strength of the model lies in requiring students to both analyze the 
word’s meaning, and then apply that meaning to the determination of examples and non-examples 

Materials

 Frayer Model graphic organizer, one for each student

 List of key vocabulary from a reading selection

Procedure

1  Choose key vocabulary from a reading selection and distribute/display the list to the class 

2  Explain the Frayer Model graphic organizer to the class, using a word of your choice to model the use of the 
graphic organizer 

3  Have the students break up into pairs 

4  Assign each pair one of the key vocabulary words, and have these groups complete the organizer together 

5  Have student pairs present their models to the class 

Variations

 Have students facilitate the summative discussion at the end of the protocol 

 Have students complete Frayer Models for particularly difficult words prior to a reading as a pre-teaching  
strategy 

 Combine this strategy with a Poster Walk to share the information 

 Photocopy student work and distribute as a collated glossary 

References

Frayer, D , Frederick, W C , & Klausmeier, H J  (1969)  A schema for testing the level of cognitive mastery  Madison, 
WI: Wisconsin Center for Education Research
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List/Group/Label                                                                   

Purpose

The List/Group/Label strategy rests upon the critical thinking required to identify relationships between words  It 
uses three steps for organizing a general vocabulary list from a text selection into meaningful groups of words 

Materials

 Optional: chart paper or digital camera

 Note-catcher for List/Group/Label, one for each student

Procedure

1  Choose a main idea or concept from a text 

2  Have students brainstorm all the words they think relate to this concept 

3  Divide the class into groups of three or four students 

4  Teams take the brainstormed list and put the words into smaller, meaningful groups, providing evidence and rea-
soning behind the groupings 

5  Students create an overarching name or label for each of their groupings that reflects their reasoning 

6  Students read the text 

7  Students then revise their terms or groups so that they include information only that matches the concept’s 
meaning in the context of the text 

Variations

 New terms, groups, or labels can be added or revised as students increase their familiarity with the text 

References

Lenski, S , Wham, M , & Johns, J  (1999)  Reading and learning strategies for middle and high school students  
Dubuque, IA: Kendall Hunt 

Taba, H  (1967)  Teacher’s handbook for elementary social studies  Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley 
Tierney, R J  (2000)  Reading strategies and practices: A compendium (5th ed.)  Boston, MA: Allyn & Bacon 
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Semantic Webbing                                                                

Purpose

Semantic Webbing builds upon students’ background knowledge and experiences, allowing them to organize and 
synthesize that knowledge with that which they encounter from reading a text  Using a graphic organizer, students 
create a “map” of their knowledge about themes in a text both before and after reading 

Materials

 Optional: chart paper or digital camera

 Notecatcher for semantic webbing, one for each student

Procedure

1  Write a key word or phrase from the text on the board, on chart paper, or under a digital camera 

2  Have students think of as many words as they can that relate to this word or phrase and record them 

3  Students group the words meaningfully, and label each group with a descriptive title 

4  Share the groupings, and have students decide whether the groupings are appropriate, or should be revised   
Write the students’ final decisions on the board, on chart paper, or under a digital camera  Have the students  
read the text 

5  Repeat steps 1-4, revising the groups and terms again as indicated

Variations

 Identify several themes in a reading selection and have students share their background knowledge on these 
themes  Students should skim the text, and then make predictions on how the themes will be treated  Record the 
most logical and strongly supported predictions  Then have the students read the text for the purpose of evaluat-
ing their predictions, revising their predictions accordingly 

References

Maddux, C D , Johnston, D L , & Willis, J W  (1997)  Educational computing: Learning with tomorrow’s technologies. 
Boston, MA: Allyn & Bacon  

Heimlich, J , & Pittelman, S  (1986)  Semantic mapping: Classroom applications  Newark, DE: International Reading 

Association 
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SVES (Stephens Vocabulary Elaboration Strategy) 

Purpose

The Stephens Vocabulary Elaboration Strategy (SVES) is a vocabulary notebook where the student writes and de-
fines any new terms they come across  Students should regularly review these words and work to use them in “re-
al-world” contexts, in both their social and academic experiences  The use of a dictionary, electronic or otherwise, 
is critical to this strategy; students also study specific texts to decide upon the most context-appropriate definition 
of certain words 

Materials

Notebook, one per student

Procedure
1  Ask students to write any new or unclear word in their notebook, and record the context (advertisement, class 

reading, the sentence in which the words was found, and so on) 

2  Students then write dictionary definitions (including the parts of speech) by any new word in their notebooks  
Students should choose the most appropriate meaning for the context 

3  Students re-cast the dictionary definition in their own words and record it in their notebook  

4  Regularly review the notebooks  Provide opportunities for students to use their words in other reading assign-
ments, oral class discussions, or writing pieces 

Variations
Combine vocabulary notebooks with Frayer Model graphic organizers for a rich interaction with new words 

Have students create electronic notebooks using word processing software or free web-based applications (e g , 
Evernote) 

References

Brown, J E , Phillips, L B , & Stephens, E C  (1993)  Towards literacy: Theory and applications for teaching writing in 
the content areas. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth 



| Language Arts Curriculum 60

Vocabulary Squares

Purpose

Vocabulary Squares is a strategy best used with texts that are at or slightly above a student’s Lexile measure, and it is 
an effective strategy in cases where the semantic dimension of a text may impede reading fluency  The strategy helps 
students deepen their understanding of key words necessary to aid comprehension or make meaning 

Materials

Vocabulary Squares graphic organizer, one for each student

Procedure

1  Vocabulary Squares consist of a four-part grid, each with a different label 

2  For each identified vocabulary word, the student fills in appropriate information in each section of the grid 

Variations

Some sample labels for the grid include the following:

– Definition in your own words

– Synonyms

– Variations

– Part of speech

– Prefix/suffix/root

– Sketch

– Symbol
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Word Sort

Purpose

Word Sort allows students to find common roots, spellings, and phonemes; to use their background knowledge to sort 
words and set a purpose for reading; or to reflect on their learning after reading ( Johns & Berglund, 2002)  Sorts can 
be used successfully throughout different content areas 

Materials

Word collection (on a note-catcher, 3x5 cards, paper strips, or the like)

Note-catcher with listed word categories

Procedure

In closed word sorts, the teacher defines the process for categorizing the words  Students engage in critical  
thinking to determine which words fit into which category 

Variations

In open word sorts, the students determine how to categorize the words, using critical thinking to determine their 
own logical sorts (Vacca & Vacca, 1999) 

References

Johns, J , & Berglund, R  (2002)  Fluency: Questions, answers, evidence-based strategies. Dubuque: IA: Kendall Hunt  
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High-Leverage Instructional Practices that  
Empower Students to Own Their Learning

Instructional 
Practice

Description Impact On Student Learning

USING LEARNING 
TARGETS

Learning targets translate standards into student 
learning goals for lessons. They are written in 
student-friendly language that is concrete and 
understandable, beginning with the stem “I can.” 
Learning targets are posted, discussed, and 
tracked by students and teachers. 

•   Learning targets set a course for learning—students 
know where they are headed during the course of  
the lesson

•   Learning targets contain embedded vocabulary—
unpacking the targets with students is an opportunity to 
teach new words, particularly academic vocabulary.

•   When learning targets are used actively during lessons, 
students gain valuable skills in setting goals, taking 
ownership of their learning, and reflecting on their 
progress.

•   Beyond mastery of standards, student ownership of and 
engagement with their learning is a higher-level goal of 
the EL Education curriculum. 

CHECKING FOR 
UNDERSTANDING

Checking for understanding goes hand in hand 
with using learning targets. Quick and frequent 
formative assessments allow you to adapt 
instruction quickly and respond to students’ 
needs in real time so that you can move forward 
if they’re ready, and help them get back on track if 
necessary.

•   Frequent formative assessments of student progress 
allow you to adapt instruction to meet student needs. 

•   Getting students back on track quickly helps them 
sustain their confidence and effort, which leads to new 
learning.

•   Asking students to frequently self-assess their progress 
keeps them tuned into their learning targets and further 
develops their ownership of their own learning.

EMPLOYING 
TOTAL 
PARTICIPATION 
TECHNIQUES

The total participation techniques in the curriculum 
are used to solicit answers to questions or 
prompts from a wide variety of students. Rather 
than just calling on those students who may 
have their hands raised, these total participation 
techniques (e.g., Turn and Talk) challenge and hold 
accountable all students.

•   Total participation techniques demand accountability and 
attention from all students because they can be selected 
to offer their ideas at any time. 

•   Especially when a positive classroom culture has been 
established, students who otherwise may have remained 
quiet have the the chance to share ideas with a peer, 
small group, or the whole class.

•   Total participation techniques establish a sense of 
fairness for students: rather than the “smart kids” or 
the “struggling kids” always being prioritized to be 
called on, all students have the same chance, voice, and 
expectation of active engagement.

FOSTERING A 
CULTURE OF 
GRAPPLING

A culture of grappling is one in which students are 
supported to make meaning on their own or with 
peers, rather than being taught by a teacher first. 
In the curriculum students often have a “first go” 
at something, particularly complex text, before 
teacher instruction or intervention. The idea is to 
not “give” students information or understandings 
that they can figure out on their own.

•   Students learn best when they can grapple with 
challenges that are within reach (i.e., productive 
struggle). If they are “spoon fed” information they 
won’t experience the joy that comes from figuring  
things out on their own, and they often won’t learn  
the concepts deeply

•   Productive struggle supports students to build a growth 
mindset and take academic risks.
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Instructional 
Practice

Description Impact On Student Learning

USING 
QUESTIONS TO 
PROMOTE—NOT 
JUST ASSESS—
STUDENT 
LEARNING

In the curriculum we view questions as a way to 
help students learn, not just as a way to assess 
their learning. Strategic questions can help “lift” 
students to an understanding of a challenging text 
or make sense of a tricky concept.

•  Asking open-ended questions, rather than those with
“right” answers, gives students a chance to come up
with their own ideas, individually or in collaboration with
peers, and defend them with evidence.

•  Strategic questions can engage students more deeply
in the lesson content, help them make connections, and
require them to articulate their learning in their own
words.

•  Strategic questions demand that students think deeply
and critically, not just that they remember or relate to
their own experience.

ENGAGING 
STUDENTS WITH 
PROTOCOLS

The protocols in the curriculum are one of the key 
ways that students are engaged in discussion, 
inquiry, critical thinking, and sophisticated 
communication. There are a variety of protocols in 
the curriculum and all offer a structure and a set 
of steps to help students talk to each other and dig 
deeper into text or ideas. Protocols can be used 
throughout the school day, in any classroom, to 
promote student engagement and discussion.

•  Protocols are one of the best ways we know to help
students be leaders of their own learning.

•  Making meaning together enhances learning. Rather
than looking to the teacher for answers and information,
protocols help students learn to find those answers
themselves and with the help of their peers.

•  Protocols are a great way for students to learn and
practice speaking and listening skills and to build their
habits of character.

DEEPENING 
CLASSROOM 
DISCOURSE

Perhaps the best measure of an effective 
classroom is the quality of student conversation. 
With teacher modeling, Conversation Cues, 
sentence starters, consistent use of academic 
vocabulary, as well as a commitment by the 
teacher to draw out and celebrate student ideas, 
students can learn to have powerful analytical 
conversations at all grade levels.

•  When students recognize that their ideas and opinions
will be taken seriously by you and their peers—analyzed,
critiqued, and built-upon—it lifts their commitment to
sharing their best thinking.

•  Simple sentence starters can transform discussion in
a classroom (e.g., “I would like to build on Chantelle’s
idea…” “I appreciate that idea but I respectfully
disagree...”, “Can you offer some evidence...?”)

•  Teachers can make learning memorable by personalizing
ideas to actual students (e.g., “Kenny’s hypothesis
seems to be true in this situation; “We could use
Destiny’s approach to solve this problem”).

•  Prioritizing discourse in the classroom elevates student
voice, develops their oral processing skills, and deepens
their learning.
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A Sampling of Total Participation Techniques

TURN AND TALK Turn and Talk is one of the easiest, quickest, and most efficient means of creating collaboration among students. 
It can be used practically at any time, anywhere, in a lesson in any content area.
1. When prompted, students turn to a shoulder buddy or neighbor.
2. In a set amount of time, students share their ideas about a prompt or question posed by the teacher or other 

students.
3. Depending on the goals of the lesson and the nature of the Turn and Talk, students may share some key 

ideas from their paired discussions with the whole class.

THINK-PAIR-SHARE This practice promotes productive and equitable conversations, where all students are given the time and space 
to think, share, and consider the ideas of others. It ensures that all students simultaneously engage with the 
same text or topic, while promoting synthesis and the social construction of knowledge.
1. Move students into pairs and invite them to label themselves A and B.
2. Pose the question and give students time to think independently and silently about their answer to the 

question.
3. Invite partner A to ask partner B the question.
4. Give partner B a specified timeframe (e.g., 30 seconds, one minute) to share his or her response.
5. Have partners reverse roles and repeat steps 3–4.
6. Using another total participation technique (e.g., cold call, equity sticks), invite students to share their 

responses with the whole group.
7. Repeat this process with remaining questions.

WRITE-PAIR-SHARE This is a variation on Think-Pair-Share where student think and write before they share with their partner.

COLD CALL Cold Call serves as an engaging and challenging yet supportive way to hold students accountable for answering 
oral questions the teacher poses, regardless of whether a hand is raised. Cold Call requires students to think and 
interact with the question at hand, even if they’re not sure of the answer. Cold Call also promotes equity in the 
classroom; students who normally dominate the discourse step back and allow other students to demonstrate 
their knowledge and expertise.
1. Name a question before identifying students to answer it.
2. Call on students regardless of whether they have hands raised.
3. Scaffold questions from simple to increasingly complex, probing for deeper explanations.
4. Connect thinking threads by returning to previous comments and connecting them to current ones; model 

this for students and teach them to do it too.

EQUITY STICKS Equity sticks are true to their name: they ensure academic equity by allowing teachers to physically track who 
they have called on or interacted with during the course of the class. This is especially useful during whole-class 
discussions or while working with large groups of students.
Using popsicle sticks or something similar—one per student: 
1. Pose a question to the class.
2. After giving students some think time, call on a student for an answer. As you do so, move the equity stick 

from one location
3. to another, indicating that the student has participated in class that day.

Employing Total Participation Techniques

In many ways, total participation techniques, from the book Total Participation Techniques: Making Every Student 
an Active Learner (2011) by Persida Himmele and William Himmele, are similar to checking for understanding 
techniques  In our curriculum we use a slice of the total participation technique pie specifically to guide you in 
how to engage all students—not just your “frequent fliers”—in responding to questions and prompts  

In the curriculum, each total participation technique is introduced in Module 1; thereafter you will be invited to 
use a total participation technique of your choice  You may find that your class develops a favorite or that one is 
more effective than another with your students  You may use techniques from the curriculum or develop your own  
Table 3 7 describes some, but not all, of the total participation techniques that you might find in the curriculum  




