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Welcome to Strategic Teaching: 
The What, the Why, and the How

The word strategy comes from two ancient Greek roots: Stratos, meaning
“multitude” or “that which is spread out,” and again, meaning “to lead” or,
we might say, “to bring together.” Thus, at its heart, the word strategy cel-
ebrates the difference between teaching and nearly all other professions:
Most professionals see their clients one at a time, but teachers’ clients
come to them as groups of diverse individuals brought together by birth
date, scheduling demands, and, occasionally, interest. The goal of
teaching is to weave together a conversation that unites these disparate
individuals around a common core of learning. Strategies are the different
types or styles of plans teachers use to achieve this goal.

Although teachers have always used strategies (think of Socrates’s
dialogue, Jesus’s parables, the medieval birth of the lecture), until
recently most teachers had only a handful of generic techniques at their
disposal: discussion, demonstration, lecture, practice, and test. Over the
the last 50 years, however, teachers and researchers have created,
revised, tweaked, and recast these five basic elements into hundreds of
new forms. 

In The Strategic Teacher we have collected 20 of the most reliable and
flexible of these strategies (along with dozens of variations) and organ-
ized them into four distinct styles of instruction: a Mastery style that
emphasizes the development of student memory; an Understanding style
that seeks to expand students’ capacities to reason and explain; a Self-
Expressive style that stimulates and nourishes students’ imaginations
and creativity; and an Interpersonal style that helps students find
meaning in the relationships they forge as partners and team members,

PART ONE
Introduction
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The Strategic Teacher

united in the act of learning. The goal of The Strategic Teacher is therefore
simple indeed: to provide teachers with a repertoire of strategies they
can use to meet today’s high standards and reach the different learners
in their classrooms.

We have designed this book to be read, but also to be used. To this
end, we address these questions:

� What does strategic teaching look like?
� How are teaching strategies the same but different?
� Why does every classroom teacher need a repertoire of teaching

strategies?
� How do we select the right strategy for a particular teaching and

learning situation?
� How can we get the most out of our use of teaching strategies?

What Does Strategic Teaching Look Like?

Let’s begin by peering into four different, but equally thoughtful class-
rooms. Gabrielle, Martin, Stephen, and Rimi don’t work harder than their
colleagues do. Rather, they work more strategically. Strategies help them
and their students by providing a plan that addresses three questions:

1. What kind of structure will help my students achieve our purpose?
2. What role will I play in achieving this purpose?
3. What role will my students play in achieving this purpose?

In this way, strategies work like a kind of open-ended script that helps
both teachers and students move thoughtfully toward their goal. To see
how, let’s focus on Gabrielle D’Abo’s Mystery lesson on dinosaur extinc-
tion (from Figure A).

Like any good lesson, Gabrielle’s began with a clear purpose.
Gabrielle wanted students to practice and develop their abilities to
reason and weigh evidence while using the concepts they were learning
during her unit on extinction. The Mystery strategy supplied Gabrielle
with a structure that helped her formulate her mystery, develop a set of
guiding questions, and design 20 clues related to dinosaur extinction.
The Mystery strategy also made the teacher’s role clear to Gabrielle: She
posed the mystery to students, explained what students were to do
during the lesson, listened in on and coached student groups as they
were assembling clues, and served as devil’s advocate to help students
shore up gaps in their emerging explanations. Students’ roles were made
obvious as well—they became detectives charged with studying clues;
weighing evidence; and forming, testing, and revising their explanations
of how and why a planet’s worth of large and exotic beasts vanished from
Earth.

22
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Part One: Introduction 33

Now, take a second look at the other teachers’ strategic lessons
shown in Figure A. Can you get a sense of the structure, teacher’s role,
and students’ role from these descriptions?

How Are Teaching Strategies the Same but Different?

Words like “structure” and “role” make us think not merely in terms of plans
but beyond that as a kind of drama. In this way, we can see teaching strate-
gies as a new kind of script—a script designed to accommodate improvisa-
tion, student engagement, and response. All teaching strategies are similar
in their universal commitment to structure, engagement, purpose, and

2008 Hawker Brownlow Education 107059

Making Memories The More We Are Together

A Mystery Explained Mathematical Connections

On the upcoming final, students in Martin Finn’s 
11th grade civics class will be responsible for 
knowing and explaining 12 different principles of 
constitutional government. To help the class pre-
pare, pairs of students are delivering brief lectures 
on each principle. Here’s the twist: Each student 
lecture includes an opening discussion, a visual 
organizer, and a set of review questions that 
engage different forms of thinking. Students 
learned this format from Martin. They call it New 
American Lecture.

Rimi Meyer’s 6th graders are studying biography as 
a writing genre. Today, the students are arranged in 
their regular Friday Community Circle groups. 
Today’s topic: Life Challenges: Where Do They 
Come From and How Do We Overcome Them? 
Each group monitors and runs its own discussion as 
students explore the topic in their own lives and in 
the lives of the biographies they are reading togeth-
er. A visitor to the classroom comments to Rimi, “I 
just can’t believe how well these kids listen and how 
well they empathize with these historical figures and 
one another.”

Gabrielle D’Abo’s 4th graders are entering the 
third day of a three-week unit on extinction. For 
today’s lesson, Gabrielle has designed a Mystery 
lesson. Working in groups of four, students exam-
ine and assemble a set of clues related to the 
extinction of dinosaurs. Each group’s goal is to 
build chains of evidence that explain why the dino-
saurs disappeared.

Looking back over last week’s work on polynomials, 
Stephen Mulhall can see that his decision to use the 
Inductive Learning strategy has paid off. He began 
by asking students to create at least five different 
ways of categorizing polynomial expressions. The 
class then discussed the labels they gave each 
group, explained their reasons for grouping them the 
way they did, and worked to form generalizations 
about how each group might need to be treated 
mathematically. As they progressed through the unit, 
students revised both their categories and their gen-
eralizations. Now, with the unit nearly over, Stephen 
can see how much more flexibility and insight his 
class has when it comes to applying what they have 
learned in problem-solving situations.

FIGURE A Four Classrooms
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response. What makes teaching strategies different is their style: differ-
ences in purposes, structures, roles, and means of motivating and engaging
learners. We group our strategies into four broad instructional styles, plus
one group of strategies that integrates all four styles. The styles and their
strategies are listed and described in Figure B.

Take another look at the four classrooms described in Figure A. Can
you see how each teacher’s strategy lessons represent the Mastery,
Understanding, Self-Expressive, and Interpersonal styles respectively?

Why Does Every Classroom Need a Repertoire of
Teaching Strategies?

While teaching strategies are not new to most educators, many educa-
tors have not been given the training or support needed to develop a
repertoire of effective strategies. Research and experience demonstrate
that teaching strategies are critical to the overall health of the class-
room and to the academic success of our students for at least six dis-
tinct reasons:

1. Strategies are tools for designing thoughtful lessons and units. As
teachers, lesson and unit design questions exert a profound influence on
classroom decision making. It should come as no surprise, then, that
educational researchers have spent many years working to develop clear

Mastery Strategies Interpersonal Strategies

Understanding Strategies Self-Expressive Strategies

focus sharply on increasing students’ abilities to 
remember and summarize. They motivate by provid-
ing clear sequence, speedy feedback, and a strong 
sense of expanding competence and measurable 
success.

foster students’ need to relate personally to the cur-
riculum and to each other. They use teams, partner-
ships, and coaching to motivate students through 
their drive for membership and relationships.

seek to evoke and develop students’ capacities to 
reason and use evidence and logic. They motivate 
by arousing curiosity through mysteries, problems, 
clues, and opportunities to analyze and debate.

highlight students’ abilities to imagine and create. 
They use imagery, metaphor, pattern, and what if’s 
to motivate students’ drive toward individuality and 
originality.

Four-Style Strategies

engage all four styles simultaneously, thereby encouraging 
students to develop a balanced and dynamic approach to 
learning.

FIGURE B Style Strategies
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and practical models for lesson and unit design—from Madeline Hunter’s
(1984) classic lesson design model, to Grant Wiggins and Jay McTighe’s
approach to Understanding by Design (2005), to Robert Marzano’s work in
classroom curriculum design (2003). From these models, we can extract
five questions that every teacher needs to answer when developing a
lesson or unit:

� How will the material be introduced?
� How will new information be presented?
� How will students practice and apply what they are learning?
� How will student learning and progress be assessed?
� How will students reflect on what they learn and their own
learning process?
No single strategy can respond effectively to every question.

Although New American Lecture is an ideal tool for presenting new infor-
mation, it is notably weaker when it comes to promoting independent
practice or assessing student progress. Only a repertoire of strategies
guarantees that each and every element of effective design—introduc-
tion, new knowledge, practice, assessment, and reflection—gets its due
in the lessons and units we teach.

2. Strategies make the work of differentiating instruction manage-
able for teachers and motivating for students. Let’s begin our investiga-
tion into the relationship among strategies, motivation, and
differentiation by listening to two students responding to the question:
Who was your favorite teacher?

Kenny R.: My favorite teacher had to be Ms. Gibbon. Ms. Gibbon taught U.S. his-
tory in a way I’ll never forget. She used to teach historical periods and move-
ments as recipes. I still remember my ingredients list: yeast makes dough rise,
warm water activates yeast, salt brings out natural flavors, sugar adds sweet-
ness, and so on. So, for particular periods or movements in U.S. history like the
Progressive Era and the Civil Rights Movement, we would have to analyze the
historical forces at work and use the recipe metaphor to explain the effects and
reactions of each of these historical factors as if they were food ingredients.
Sometimes, we would even have bake-offs, where we would present our
recipes for teachers and other students to judge.

Rosalynne F.: More than anyone else, Ms. Lacey got me ready for college
because she was the first teacher who really taught me how to take notes. First
of all, Ms. Lacey took the time to show us how she made notes. She’d put these
difficult passages from textbooks or articles up on an overhead and she’d just
sort of talk her way through them, stopping to summarize, asking questions,
and making arrows and margin notes. Then we’d have these group practice and
study sessions where we’d have to apply what she had taught us. Ms. Lacey was
always there to give group members feedback on how we were doing and sug-
gestions on how we could get better, so we always mastered new note-taking
techniques pretty quickly. 
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Right away, we can see that Kenny and Rosalynne have very dif-
ferent ideas about learning. Kenny is drawn to the novel and imaginative
aspects of learning, Rosalynne to practical skills, such as taking effective
notes. Kenny favors teaching practices that allow him to explore sur-
prising connections, such as the connection between history and
cooking. For Rosalynne, good teaching looks an awful lot like good
coaching, with an emphasis on modeling skills, practice sessions, and
instant feedback. Finally, Kenny and Rosalynne evaluate their teacher’s
success in reaching them using different criteria. Ms. Gibbon gets high
marks from Kenny because she was able to make history come alive in
exciting and unforgettable ways. Rosalynne judges Ms. Lacey’s success
according to how well she prepared Rosalynne for the rigors of informa-
tion management at the college level. The differences in how Kenny and
Rosalynne approach, process, and relate their classroom experiences
are the result of learning styles.

The long and prestigious history of learning styles begins with Carl
Jung (1923), who discovered that the way we process and evaluate infor-
mation develops into specific personality types. Later, Kathleen Briggs
and Isabel Myers (1962/1998) expanded on Jung’s foundation to create a
comprehensive model of cognitive diversity made famous by their
Myers-Briggs Type Indicator. Since then, new generations of educational
researchers, including Bernice McCarthy (1982), Carolyn Mamchur
(1996), Harvey Silver and J. Robert Hanson (1998), Edward Pajak (2003),
and Gayle Gregory (2005) have studied, applied, and elaborated on
learning styles and how to use them to improve teaching and learning.
In synthesizing this expansive body of research with our 30 years of
experience in helping schools and teachers motivate all students, we
have identified four distinct learning styles. Figure C outlines these four
styles.

Perhaps you’re asking what all this has to do with research-based
instructional strategies. The answer is a lot. As teachers, we have stu-
dents like Kenny and Rosalynne in our classrooms, along with many
other students with different learning style profiles. We can effectively
differentiate instruction to motivate our Kennys, our Rosalynnes, and
every student in our classroom by developing a repertoire of teaching
strategies. Students are not the only entities in our classrooms with style
preferences. Teaching strategies also have styles. Some strategies
emphasize the successful application of content and skills and speak to
Mastery learners; others engage Understanding learners by piquing
curiosity and facilitating critical investigation; some strategies celebrate
originality and address the imaginative side of Self-Expressive learners;
still others motivate Interpersonal learners by focusing on the develop-
ment of personal relationships and the classroom community.

Thus, the strategies in this book, which are organized by style,
serve as a framework for differentiating instruction. By rotating strate-
gies to incorporate all four styles into your instructional design, you will

The Strategic Teacher66
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7Part One: Introduction 7

naturally motivate all learners by addressing their preferred styles, and
you will help students grow by challenging them to work in styles they
might otherwise avoid. In addition, unlike methods of differentiation that
quickly become overwhelming for teachers (and isolating for students)
by emphasizing all the possible differences among students, a style-
based approach makes the work of differentiating instruction eminently
manageable.

3. Strategies provide the tools needed to bring thoughtful programs
alive in the classroom. Many effective and thoughtful teaching and
learning programs, including Grant Wiggins and Jay McTighe’s Under-
standing by Design (2005), provide schools and teachers with invaluable
guidance in designing, evaluating, and adjusting units of study so that
they lead to deeper learning. Nevertheless, teachers often need some-

2008 Hawker Brownlow Education 107059

Mastery Learners Interpersonal Learners

Understanding Learners Self-Expressive Learners

Want to learn practical information and procedures.

Like drills, lectures, demonstrations, and practice.

May experience difficulty when learning 
becomes too abstract or when faced with open- 
ended questions.

Learn best when instruction is focused on model-
ing new skills, practicing, and feedback sessions.

Want to learn about things that affect people’s 
lives.

Like group experiences, discussions, cooperative 
learning activities, role playing, personal attention.

May experience difficulty when instruction focus-
es on independent seatwork or when learning lacks 
real-world application.

Learn best when their teacher pays attention to 
their successes and struggles.

Want to use logic, debate, and inquiry to investi-
gate ideas.

Like reading, debates, research projects, inde-
pendent study, making cases or arguments, asking 
“Why?”

May experience difficulty when there is a focus 
on the social environment of the classroom (e.g., 
cooperative learning).

Learn best when they are challenged to think and 
explain their ideas.

Want to use their imaginations to explore ideas.

Like creative and artistic activities, open-ended 
and nonroutine problems, generating possibilities 
and alternatives, asking “What if?”

May experience difficulty when instruction focuses 
on drill and practice and rote problem solving.

Learn best when they are invited to express them-
selves in unique and original ways.

FIGURE C The Four Learning Styles



What learning styles does the strategy engage?
(Motivation/Differentiation)

Collect/organize ideas through note making

Make sense of abstract academic vocabulary

Read/interpret visuals*

Draw conclusions; make/test inferences,
hypotheses, conjectures

Conduct comparisons using criteria

Analyze demands of a variety of questions

Read and Study

Reason and Analyze

Create and Communicate

Reflect and Relate

What skills does the strategy build?
(The Hidden Skills of Academic Literacy)

Construct plans to address questions and
tasks

Use criteria and guidelines to evaluate work

Control/alter mood and impulsivity

Write clear, coherent explanations

Write comfortably in major nonfiction genres

Read and write about two or more documents

Identifying similarities and differences

Summarizing and note taking

Reinforcing effort and providing recognition

Homework and practice

Nonlinguistic representation

Cooperative learning

Setting objectives and feedback

Generating and testing hypotheses

Cues, questions, and advance organizers

How does the strategy incorporate the
research on instructional effectiveness?

(Classroom Instruction That Works)

How does the strategy fit into unit design?
(Blueprint for Learning)

Least Most

What facets of understanding does the strategy develop?
(Understanding by Design)

Explanation

Interpretation

Application

Self-Knowledge

Perspective

Empathy

What types of knowledge
does the strategy teach?

Introduce

Practice and
Application

Poor
Fit

Fits with
Some
Effort

Fits with
Minimal
Effort

Natural
Fit

Reflection

Assessment

New
Knowledge

Self-ExpressiveUnderstanding

R
elationships

O
riginality

S
uc

ce
ss

C
ur

io
si

ty

Mastery Interpersonal

*Depending on content, Concept Attainment lessons often incorporate images.

Declarative Procedural

Less MoreLess More

7. CONCEPT ATTAINMENT
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Strategy Overview

Not all terms and ideas that students need to learn are equal. Some ideas
rise to the level of central concepts that serve as bedrocks for future
teaching and learning. When students have only a hazy understanding of
key concepts like culture or civilization in social studies, polynomials in
pre-algebra, or even alive in primary-grade science, much of their future
learning, which rests on key concepts like these, will be hampered by
that initial lack of definitional clarity.

Concept Attainment is a strategy that allows students to explore crit-
ical concepts actively and deeply. By examining examples and nonexam-
ples of a given concept, students construct their understanding “from
the ground up,” testing and refining that understanding of the concept
and its critical attributes until it is rock solid.

The Strategy in Action

Carl Carrozza is about to begin a lesson on predator–prey relationships.
He wants his students to develop a strong conceptual understanding of
what a predator is and how predators are uniquely adapted to the life
they lead. 

Carl begins by telling students 

Today we’re going to do something a little different. I’m going to hold up pic-
tures of different animals. Some of these animals will be yes examples of an idea
I have in mind. Some will be no animals. All the yes animals are examples of an
important concept that’s going to be at the center of what we study over the
next few days. The no examples are not examples of this concept, though they
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may have some things in common with the yes examples. What I want you to do
is to examine each yes example and each no example to try and figure out what
the concept is. The name of the concept will be a start, but what I really want is
for you to determine the critical attributes of the concept.

Carl then holds up pictures of the first three animals—cat (yes), dog (yes),
rabbit (no)—and asks students to generate an initial set of attributes.

In surveying the class, Carl finds that some of the initial attributes
students have come up with include common pets, runners (instead of
hoppers), and meat eaters. He then presents pictures of four more ani-
mals: horse (no), lion (yes), brontosaurus (no), and velociraptor (yes).

“OK,” Carl says, “so what do all the yes examples have in common?
How are they different from the no examples?”

During the student discussion, students explore a number of ideas.
One student notices that the brontosaurus is slow, but all the yes exam-
ples are fast. Another student explains how all the yes examples have
sharp teeth and that they’re all meat eaters. Carl collects the attributes
students generate on the board. He then presents two more pictures—an
eagle (yes) and a snake (yes). 

With these examples, a student points out that the snake isn’t fast,
but another says, “Yeah, but it strikes fast.” Other students focus on the
fact that the eagle doesn’t have teeth. 

One student sums up, “They all have some kind of way to rip into
meat. The eagle has the beak and claws; the snake has the teeth. All the
other yes examples have claws and sharp teeth. But the no examples
don’t have these kinds of things.” At this point, most of the class is rea-
sonably confident that the concept is carnivore and that the critical
attributes are eats meat and has a way to tear into meat. Carl then holds
up one final picture of a vulture, which to many students’ surprise is a no.

With this example, students realize that they have missed something:
all the yes examples hunt and kill live animals, as opposed to the vulture,
which eats dead animals. The class then reviews all the examples and
nonexamples and, with Carl, develops a final set of critical attributes for
the concept of a predator:

1. Hunts and kills other animals.
2. Has body parts (like claws, sharp teeth, sharp beaks) to kill and eat

other animals.
3. Is fast or can use stealth to catch live animals.

After the class has worked out the critical attributes of predators, Carl
presents them with pictures of various insects, birds, and fish and asks
students to determine if each animal is a predator or not based on what
they have learned. Later in the unit, as part of their final assessment for
their portfolios, Carl will ask students to design their own predator, one
that is ideally suited to an ecosystem of their choosing.
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Why the Strategy Works

The Concept Attainment strategy is founded on the important work of
Jerome Bruner (1973), who conducted extensive research into the psy-
chological process known as concept formation. What Bruner concluded
is that in order to cope with our diverse environment, humans naturally
group information into categories based on common characteristics. For
example, a child learns from experience that objects that have four
wheels, travel on roads, and transport people belong to a category called
cars. The conceptual soundness of the child’s emerging concept of a car
is then tested by SUVs, minivans, trucks, and motorcycles—and refined.

Concept Attainment draws on this powerful process of concept for-
mation by asking students to analyze both examples (called “yes” exam-
ples in a classroom lesson) and nonexamples (called “no” examples in a
classroom lesson) of a concept, group the examples into a conceptual
category, test their initial categories against further examples and nonex-
amples and, finally, generate a set of critical attributes that define the
concept they are learning. The effectiveness of Concept Attainment as an
instructional strategy is further bolstered by the fact that it engages stu-
dents deeply in the skills of identifying similarities and differences and
generating and testing hypotheses—two of the nine instructional tech-
niques proven to raise students’ level of achievement as identified by
Marzano, Pickering, and Pollock (2001).

In order to ensure that you get the most out of this tried-and-true
strategy, we recommend you base your Concept Attainment lessons on
three simple principles: conceptual clarity, multiple examples, and con-
ceptual competence.

The Principle of Conceptual Clarity

Learning a concept involves more than just learning a label; it involves
learning the essential attributes of a concept. To learn the essential attrib-
utes of a concept, students must be able to discriminate between exam-
ples and nonexamples. Make sure all the essential attributes are clearly
present in your examples and that nonexamples embody only some of
these attributes. Avoid sending students down misleading and trivial
paths. For example, when presented with the set of examples shown in
Figure 7.1, p. 100, students may say that the yes examples are shaded
rather than beginning to formulate the essential attributes of a square.

The Principle of Multiple Examples

When presented with two examples, students can form initial
hypotheses about a concept. However, when students see many and
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varied examples, they can define with increasing certainty the essential
attributes of the concept. It is a good idea to lead with more obvious
examples and then to introduce more challenging examples as you and
your students progress through the lesson. 

The Principle of Conceptual Competence

A concept is learned when students can list the essential attributes of
the concept and when they can use those attributes to discriminate
between examples and nonexamples. Never be afraid to challenge stu-
dents to apply their new understanding of the concept in a variety of
ways. Can they design an imaginary predator? Can they create two imag-
inary societies—one that fits the concept of a civilization and another
that is missing one key attribute? Can they think of 10 different examples
of transportation from at least three different sources (e.g., from nature,
on the road, at the amusement park)?

How to Use the Strategy

1. Select a concept with clear critical attributes (e.g., tragic hero, civi-
lization, linear equations, alive, mammals, etc.) that you want students to
understand deeply.

2. Provide students with yes examples, which contain all the critical
attributes of the concept, and no examples, which contain some but not
all of the critical attributes.

3. Ask students to identify what all the yes examples have in common
and how the yes examples differ from the no examples. Students should
generate an initial list of critical attributes of the concept.

4. Provide more yes and no examples that students can use to test and
refine their initial list of attributes.

5. As a whole class, review the yes and no examples and generate a
final set of critical attributes.

6. Ask students to apply their understanding of the concept by cre-
ating a product or completing a task.

Yes No

FIGURE 7.1 Potentially Misleading Examples
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Planning a Concept Attainment Lesson

To prepare a Concept Attainment lesson, you need to take these steps.

1. Select a concept you want your students to understand deeply
and map it out. When you have a complete understanding of the concept
to be taught, it is much easier to make connections in your curriculum
and extend the learning beyond the concept at hand. We suggest using a
concept definition map (see pp. 102–104) at the outset of planning to
clarify your concept and put it into a larger curricular context.

2. Prepare the yes and no examples that will be presented to stu-
dents. Whether your examples are terms, pictures, poems, physical
objects, or math problems, make sure they will focus students on the
critical attributes and that students know that this is not a guessing
game. A typical Concept Attainment lesson begins with simpler exam-
ples; more difficult examples should come later and can be used to chal-
lenge and refine students’ original assumptions. For example, if your
concept is mammals (warm-blooded, live birth, fur-covered bodies, live
largely on land), you would be ill advised to begin your Concept Attain-
ment lesson with descriptions of a platypus and a whale—two animals
that “break the mold” of typical mammals. Examples like these should
come later in the lesson, after students have solidified their basic under-
standing. Atypical examples can serve as the basis for rich discussions
on topics like the imperfection of scientific categorization.

3. Determine how you will assist students in processing the exam-
ples. During the lesson, students’ initial attributes should be shared and
recorded. By getting students’ ideas out in the open, you can help them
refine and deepen their understanding of the concept. Here are some
questions you might consider asking to help students articulate their
covert thinking.

� Can you describe the characteristics of the positive (yes) and
negative (no) examples?
� Compare the characteristics shared by positive examples. How
are they similar? How do they differ?
� How can you differentiate the positive examples from the nega-
tive examples?
� Based on what characteristics would you group the positive
examples?

4. Develop a set of reflection questions. When students are able to
reflect back on what they did and learned during the lesson, they
develop a deeper perspective on both the content and their own learning
process. Here are reflection questions that help students look back on
the content.

� What were the initial attributes you generated? How do your initial
ideas compare with your current understanding of the concept?
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� Did any particular example or nonexample from the lesson lead
to a “conceptual breakthrough” for you?
� Can you think of any other concepts that might be related to this
concept?
� How do you know when you really understand a concept?

Use reflection questions to help students look back on their own
learning process.

� What happened in the activity?
� What did you do well? What was most difficult for you?
� Describe the process of making a hypothesis and your thinking
process.
� How can you improve your performance next time?
� What did you learn about yourself and how you think?

5. Design a synthesis task that allows students to apply their under-
standing of the concept. The most straightforward way for students to
apply their learning is to generate and explain new examples of the con-
cept. Alternatively, you can have students try these tasks.

� Compare and contrast the concept to another related concept
(e.g., reptiles and amphibians).
� Explain a given metaphor or simile. (How is democracy like a
baseball game?)
� Develop a metaphor or simile. (Imaginary numbers are like
_______ because _______.)
� Design an original example of the concept. (Can you invent and
describe your own civilization?)
� Design a classification system that puts the concept into its
larger context. (Can you make a “literary movement family tree”
that puts Naturalism in its proper historical place?)
� Create and explain a visual icon, poem, or other artistic form of
expression that represents the concept. 

Variations and Extensions

Concepts are the building blocks of learning in any content area. This
section offers you a set of classroom tools to help you teach concepts.
Specifically, you’ll find tools that help students map, review, and system-
atically analyze the critical concepts you teach.

Concept Definition Maps

Mapping concepts on paper improves students’ comprehension in three
ways. First, mapping teaches students the basic structure that all con-
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cepts share. Second, mapping sharpens students’ analytical skills as they
learn how to dissect important ideas by breaking them down into key
components. Third, by placing concepts and their components into a
simple visual framework, mapping provides students with a memorable
record of their learning and an instant study guide for the most impor-
tant terms and ideas in any unit. Figure 7.2 shows a concept definition
map for the concept known as fables.

Here’s a simple acronym-based way to teach your students how to
create concept definition maps:

Make a circle at the center of the page. Write the name of the con-
cept in the circle.

Add branches to your central concept that correspond to the fol-
lowing:

1. Category—What larger idea or unit theme is the concept part of?
For example, the concept of a bicycle is part of the larger idea of
transportation.
2. Properties—What is the important information that explains
what the concept is? List each piece of information in a separate

Stories

FABLES

Fairy tales
Folktales

Myths

Related Concepts

Category

Examples

Properties

Short in length

Characters are usually animals
who act and talk like people

(this is called personification)

Used in many different cultures

The JudgeThe Lion and
the Mouse

The Camel
and the
Jackal

Teach an important lesson

FIGURE 7.2 A Concept Definition Map for Fables
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box, but make sure you choose only the most essential informa-
tion. For example, for bicycle, you might list two wheels, pedals,
and rider provides power.
3. Examples—Can you list any examples of the concept? For
example, for bicycle, you might list specific models, or you might
choose to list different types of bicycles, such as racing bikes, moun-
tain bikes, and two-person bikes.
4. Comparison—Is there another concept that you can compare
with your concept? For example, by setting another related form of
transportation, such as motorcycle against bicycle, you get a clearer
picture of your concept.
Put the relevant information in boxes and ovals connected to the

branches.

Concept Review Game

This variation uses a guessing-game format to help students review con-
cepts and content. To begin this review activity, the teacher tells the stu-
dent that the object of the game is to figure out what the secret concept
is. The teacher then provides two to four examples or nonexamples of
the concept. For instance, if the secret concept is the Thirteen Colonies,
the teacher might begin by telling students that Massachusetts and New
Hampshire are both yes examples. Play then moves around the room as
individual students are challenged to generate one new example, which
the teacher designates as a yes or a no. If the student’s example is a yes,
the student gets a chance to guess the concept. If the student’s example
is a no, play moves on to another student. Play continues until a student
guesses the secret concept.

Any of a variety of scoring and gaming procedures can make a con-
cept review game come to life in the classroom. For example, the teacher
might use a soft sponge ball to select students, throwing the ball to a par-
ticular student and then challenging the student to generate an example.
The student can then throw the ball back to the teacher or to another
student once the turn has ended.

Concept Analysis Matrix

For students who are just beginning to use Concept Attainment or for
those who have trouble comparing examples, a concept analysis matrix
(Figure 7.3) provides a systematic tool for analyzing concepts according
to critical attributes. Teach students how to use a concept analysis
matrix by providing them with the concept label, the critical attributes,
and the examples for analysis. Students review each example against the
given criteria and place a check mark in the box if the example meets the
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criterion and an X in the box if the example doesn’t meet the criterion.
Students may also write “not sure” in the box if they’re not certain
whether the example meets the criterion. After initial exposure to the
concept analysis matrix, teach students how to create their own as tools
for differentiating among multiple examples (and nonexamples) of a
given concept.

Examples:

Attribute:
Hamlet Macbeth

Ronald
Reagan

Oedipus Superman
Rocky
Balboa

Prominent
person

Usually
male

Has a
fatal flaw

Brings about his
own doom

Is graced with
enlightenment
before death

Willy
Loman

Not Sure
(Kryptonite?)

FIGURE 7.3 Concept Analysis Matrix for Tragic Heroes
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