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DOUGLAS FISHER
Douglas Fisher, PhD, is professor of language and literacy education in the Department of 

Teacher Education at San Diego State University and a classroom teacher at Health Sciences 

High and Middle College. He teaches preservice courses in literacy and English language 

learners, graduate courses in reading instruction and intervention and doctoral courses in 

policy, research and literacy. As a classroom teacher, Dr. Fisher focuses on English language 

arts instruction. He was director of professional development for the City Heights Educational 

Collaborative and also taught English at Hoover High School.

Dr. Fisher received an International Reading Association Celebrate Literacy Award for his work 

on literacy leadership. For his work as codirector of the City Heights Professional Development 

Schools, Dr. Fisher received the Christa McAuliffe award. He was corecipient of the Farmer Award for excellence 

in writing from the National Council of Teachers of English for the article, “Using Graphic Novels, Anime, and the 

Internet in an Urban High School,” published in The English Journal.

Dr. Fisher has written numerous articles on reading and literacy, differentiated instruction and curriculum design. 

His books include Creating Literacy-Rich Schools for Adolescents, Checking for Understanding, Better Learning 

Through Structured Teaching and Content-Area Conversations.

He earned a bachelor’s degree in communication, a master’s degree in public health, an executive master’s degree in 

business and a doctoral degree in multicultural education. Dr. Fisher completed post-doctoral study at the National 

Association of State Boards of Education focused on standards-based reforms.
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The Purposeful 
Classroom

Doug Fisher

San Diego State University

Skilled learners

are nurtured.

Refine your understanding of 
establishing purpose for student 

learning. 

Our Work Today
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TEACHER RESPONSIBILITY

STUDENT RESPONSIBILITY

Focus Lesson

Guided 
Instruction

“I do it”

“We do 
it”

“You do it 
together”Collaborative

Independent “You do it
alone”

A Model for Success for All Students
Fisher, D., & Frey, N. (2008). Better learning through structured teaching: A framework for the gradual 
release of responsibility. Alexandria, VA: Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development. 

TEACHER RESPONSIBILITY

Focus 
Lesson

Establish purpose

Establishing 
Purpose
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Purpose = ExpectationsPurpose = Expectations

Want to motivate
students?

Build their sense 
of 

competence. 
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• An analysis of the content 
standard

• Focuses on what can be 
accomplished toward the 
grade-level standard 
TODAY (in other words, 
it’s not the standard)

• Is a learning goal, not an 
activity (can be written as 
a goal or objective)

What is a content purpose?

What is a language purpose?

• An analysis of the 
language demands of the 
task

• An understanding of the 
way students 
demonstrate their thinking 
through spoken or written 
language

am I 
going to teach?

What are the 
students going to

?

Shifts in Thinking

What am I 
going to teach?

What are the 
students going to 
do?



5
© 2014 Hawker Brownlow Education. All rights reserved. 11DF0201

Proceedings of the Hawker Brownlow 11th Thinking and Learning Conference, 23–26 May 2014

SESSION ONESATURDAY 24 May 2014

Quality Indicators for 
Linking Purpose to 

Outcomes

Handout

The established 
purpose 

focuses on 
student learning, 
rather than an activity, 
assignment, or task.
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Purpose in Government

Students
understand the 

relevance
of the established 

purpose.

…making connections between the 
subject and its application outside of the 

classroom walls.

Relevance 
requires…
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Relevance 
requires…

…opportunities to  
learn about oneself as 

a learner.

Relevance 
requires…

… learning for 
learning’s sake.
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Students can 

explain the 
established 

purpose in their 
own words.

The teacher designs meaningful 
experiences and outcomes

aligned with the established purpose..

The teacher has a plan for 

determining when the established purpose 

has been met.
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Student Accountability is 
Established Through Daily Purpose

English
C: Describe how a 

character changes in a 
story.

L: Cite text evidence of 
the character’s change 
from the beginning of 
the story to this point. 

What is the Student 
Accountability?

Mathematics
C: Determine 

reasonableness 
of a solution to a 
mathematical 
problem.

L: Use 
mathematical 
terms to explain 
why your answer 
is reasonable.
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Common Mistakes 
When Establishing Purpose

Common Mistake What to Remember/Do

Purpose is identified with 
standards 

Standard is more general; Purpose is “what can 
students learn today toward meeting the 

standard.” Practice writing purposes.

Purpose is identified with 
activities 

Focus on what is learned, not what students do. 
Practice writing purposes.

Purpose isn’t clearly posted Keeps students AND teacher focused. Provide a 
sentence strip or section of the white or bulletin 

board.

Purpose is only mentioned 
at beginning of lesson

Revisit this often to keep everyone aware of the 
answer to “what are we learning and why?” Post-

it reminder on lesson plan.

Only content purpose is 
mentioned

Revisit reasons for language and function 
purposes. Practice writing purposes.

Mismatch between purpose 
and actual lesson

Check for alignment between purpose, lesson 
and assessment. Review lesson plans.
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Taking it BackTaking it Back

Discuss with your elbow partner Discuss with your elbow partner 
how you will infuse this discussion how you will infuse this discussion 

on PURPOSE at your site.on PURPOSE at your site.
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or
e 

th
an

 th
ei

r 
ow

n.
 

R
an

do
m

ly
 s

el
ec

te
d 

st
ud

en
ts

 a
re

 
un

ab
le

 to
 c

or
re

ct
ly

 s
ta

te
 th

e 
pu

rp
os

e 
of

 th
e 

le
ss

on
. 

T
he

 t
ea

ch
er

 d
es

ig
ns

 
m

ea
ni

ng
fu

l 
ex

pe
ri

en
ce

s 
an

d 
ou

tc
om

es
 a

lig
ne

d 
w

it
h 

th
e 

es
ta

bl
is

he
d 

pu
rp

os
e.

 

T
he

 e
st

ab
li

sh
ed

 p
ur

po
se

 r
eq

ui
re

s 
st

ud
en

ts
 to

 a
ct

iv
el

y 
co

ns
tr

uc
t m

ea
ni

ng
 

th
ro

ug
h 

in
te

ra
ct

io
n 

w
it

h 
th

e 
te

ac
he

r,
 

th
e 

co
nt

en
t m

at
er

ia
ls

, a
nd

 e
ac

h 
ot

he
r.

  
St

ud
en

ts
 r

ec
ei

ve
 f

ee
db

ac
k 

ab
ou

t t
he

 
ta

sk
, t

he
 p

ro
ce

ss
in

g 
of

 th
e 

ta
sk

, s
el

f-
re

gu
la

tio
n,

 a
nd

 a
bo

ut
 th

e 
se

lf
 a

s 
pe

rs
on

. 

T
he

 e
st

ab
lis

he
d 

pu
rp

os
e 

re
qu

ir
es

 
in

te
ra

ct
io

n 
w

ith
 th

e 
te

ac
he

r,
 c

on
te

nt
 

m
at

er
ia

ls
, a

nd
 e

ac
h 

ot
he

r,
 b

ut
 th

e 
te

ac
he

r,
 r

at
he

r 
th

an
 th

e 
st

ud
en

ts
 

m
os

tl
y 

de
ve

lo
ps

 th
e 

m
ea

ni
ng

.  
T

he
 

fe
ed

ba
ck

 s
tu

de
nt

s 
re

ce
iv

e 
fo

cu
se

s 
m

ai
nl

y 
on

 th
e 

ta
sk

 w
ith

 s
om

e 
in

fo
rm

at
io

n 
ab

ou
t t

he
 p

ro
ce

ss
 u

se
d.

 

T
he

 e
st

ab
lis

he
d 

pu
rp

os
e 

re
qu

ir
es

 
so

m
e 

in
te

ra
ct

io
n,

 b
ut

 is
 m

os
tly

 
co

nf
in

ed
 to

 r
ep

ro
du

ct
io

n 
an

d 
re

ca
ll

 o
f 

co
nt

en
t. 

 S
tu

de
nt

s 
m

ay
 

no
t s

ee
 th

e 
ta

sk
 a

s 
m

ea
ni

ng
fu

l 
an

d 
re

ce
iv

e 
fe

ed
ba

ck
 th

at
 is

 n
ot

 
sp

ec
if

ic
 a

nd
 o

nl
y 

fo
cu

se
d 

on
 th

e 
ta

sk
. 

T
he

 e
st

ab
lis

he
d 

pu
rp

os
e 

fo
cu

se
s 

on
 a

 o
ne

-w
ay

 tr
an

sm
is

si
on

 
m

od
el

 o
f 

in
st

ru
ct

io
n,

 w
it

h 
lit

tle
 

or
 n

o 
in

te
ra

ct
io

n 
w

ith
 te

ac
he

r,
 

co
nt

en
t, 

or
 e

ac
h.

  S
tu

de
nt

s 
re

ce
iv

e 
lit

tl
e 

ti
m

el
y 

an
d 

sp
ec

if
ic

 
fe

ed
ba

ck
 o

th
er

 th
an

 w
he

th
er

 o
r 

no
t t

he
y 

co
m

pl
et

ed
 th

e 
ta

sk
 

co
rr

ec
tl

y.
 

T
he

 t
ea

ch
er

 h
as

 a
 

pl
an

 f
or

 d
et

er
m

in
in

g 
w

he
n 

th
e 

es
ta

bl
is

he
d 

pu
rp

os
e 

ha
s 

be
en

 
m

et
. 

T
he

 te
ac

he
r 

ca
n 

ex
pl

ai
n 

a 
sy

st
em

 to
 c

he
ck

 
fo

r 
un

de
rs

ta
nd

in
g 

du
ri

ng
 a

nd
 a

ft
er

 th
e 

le
ss

on
 a

nd
 h

ow
 th

is
 in

fo
rm

at
io

n 
is

 u
se

d 
to

 
in

fo
rm

 in
st

ru
ct

io
na

l d
ec

is
io

ns
 w

it
hi

n 
th

e 
cu

rr
en

t l
es

so
n 

an
d 

th
e 

le
ss

on
s 

th
at

 f
ol

lo
w

. 
T

he
 f

or
m

at
 o

f 
th

e 
le

ss
on

 is
 d

es
ig

ne
d 

to
 

al
lo

w
 th

e 
te

ac
he

r 
to

 r
es

po
nd

 to
 s

tu
de

nt
s’

 
m

is
co

nc
ep

tio
ns

 o
r 

pa
rt

ia
l u

nd
er

st
an

di
ng

s.
 

T
he

 te
ac

he
r 

ca
n 

ex
pl

ai
n 

ho
w

 h
e 

or
 

sh
e 

ch
ec

ks
 f

or
 u

nd
er

st
an

di
ng

 d
ur

in
g 

an
d 

af
te

r 
th

e 
le

ss
on

. T
he

 r
es

ul
ts

 o
f 

th
e 

le
ss

on
’s

 w
or

k 
ar

e 
us

ed
 to

 m
ak

e 
in

st
ru

ct
io

na
l d

ec
is

io
ns

 a
bo

ut
 th

e 
ne

xt
 le

ss
on

. 

T
he

 te
ac

he
r 

ch
ec

ks
 f

or
 

un
de

rs
ta

nd
in

g 
at

 th
e 

en
d 

of
 th

e 
le

ss
on

 o
nl

y.
 H

e 
or

 s
he

 c
an

 
ex

pl
ai

n 
ho

w
 th

es
e 

re
su

lts
 a

re
 

us
ed

 to
 m

ak
e 

in
st

ru
ct

io
na

l 
de

ci
si

on
s 

ab
ou

t t
he

 n
ex

t l
es

so
n.

 

T
he

 ta
sk

s 
ar

e 
gr

ad
ed

, b
ut

 d
o 

no
t 

dr
iv

e 
in

st
ru

ct
io

n.
 I

ns
te

ad
, t

he
 

em
ph

as
is

 is
 o

n 
ta

sk
 c

om
pl

et
io

n,
 

ra
th

er
 th

an
 o

n 
ga

ug
in

g 
st

ud
en

t 
le

ar
ni

ng
 to

 d
es

ig
n 

th
e 

ne
xt

 
le

ss
on

.  

 


