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Every Child Achieves When
There Is an Opportunity to Learn
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Rita Elwardi’s high school English students participated in an
interdisciplinary unit organized around an essential question:
Why do people move? The unit’s focus was migration and immigration. It featured several informational texts and a literary one
(a novel) and incorporated content related to geography, economics, and climate studies.
On the first day of the unit, after introducing the essential
question and the purpose for the day, Ms. Elwardi announced
the opening activity—a quick-write that would tap into students’
background knowledge and prior experiences. She asked her
students to write for 10 minutes about a moment when they had
to say good-bye.
Ms. Elwardi’s students are a diverse group. Many of them
speak a language other than English at home. A majority live
in poverty and have a history of struggling in school. Although
they attend school in a busy urban center a few miles from
a prosperous downtown, in terms of their present lives, the
region’s economic possibilities might as well be thousands of
miles away. Student mobility is high, the result of families moving frequently in search of better lives for their children. Almost
1
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every student enrolled in Ms. Elwardi’s English language arts
classes has attended many schools and lived in many different
neighborhoods. Saying good-bye has become a routine part of
their young lives.
While the class began the quick-write, Ms. Elwardi walked
about the room and spoke privately with students not yet putting pencil to paper. With each, she followed a process designed
to get them started, asking prompting questions (see Figure 1.1)
and taking notes as they replied. “That’s just what I’m looking for,
Horacio,” she assured one boy. “Write what you just told me, and
continue writing down your thoughts, one after another, from
that point on until the memory is complete.”
Circling the room again, Ms. Elwardi scanned the responses
of students who had stopped writing and asked them clarifying
questions to prompt further exploration. Here is one student’s
response, with the irregularities in grammar and punctuation
preserved:
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On November 15, 1996, it was winter and too cold. At that time
I was so sad because I was coming to America. I think I couldn’t
see anymore my country, my cousins and relatives, my country’s church, also my mother. One word was hard to say for my
mother. It was Good-bye. Because I never left my mother for a
long time or even a few days before I came to United States. My
feeling was bad like a sad for two weeks before I came to USA.
I was counting each day and I thought how do I say good-bye
for my mother, cousins, relatives and my country? I was looking
all around and I was crying.
At last the day, November 15, 1996, came. But at that time I was
not sad and I was well. I thought, “Now I can to say good-bye for
my mother,” and I told to myself. Each minute and hour were
decreasing. I was ready and I went to my mother and I hugged.
I was looking at the ground and I couldn’t say good-bye. Both of
us were crying. I remember that time. I never forget I couldn’t
say good-bye.
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The Way Forward: The Five Essential Practices
of Excellent Instruction

ow

There is ample evidence that specific practices improve the
outcomes for students who do not have a history of academic
success. The simple fact that students who fail in one school
will achieve in another provides additional reason to hope that
a different approach can be the difference (e.g., Ross, McDonald,
Alberg, & McSparrin-Gallagher, 2007).
Our collective research, professional experiences in effective schools, and own teaching careers suggest that increasing
the likelihood of every student’s success is a matter of adhering
to five principles of excellent instruction. Doing so is absolutely
essential if we hope to bring out the hidden genius in our underachieving students.
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1. Provide access to the core curriculum. Students who are
learning English, struggling, or otherwise falling short of
their potential don’t need watered-down, “dumbed-down,”
curriculum. They don’t need isolated skills practice. A 6th
grader who is taught 3rd grade standards will likely be
performing as a strong 4th grader in 7th grade. What these
students need are teachers who know how to remove or
otherwise circumvent barriers to the core curriculum, and
know how to support students’ development and accelerate their growth. This requires differentiated instruction
and scaffolded learning. Without access to quality curriculum, students will stagnate, falling further and further
behind; with access, they have the chance to explore
complex ideas, think critically, and apply their learning
creatively. Access is foundational, but access alone isn’t
enough.
2. Establish a climate that supports students as individuals
and learners. Every student enters the classroom with his
or her background knowledge, lived experiences, values,
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beliefs, traditions, and ideas. These understandings factor
into the learning experience, and they must be honored
as scaffolds that will support new knowledge and understanding. A classroom learning environment that feels safe
enough to encourage risk taking is especially critical for
students with a history of academic struggle. For them,
trying might very well mean failing (at first), and they
must believe that their efforts won’t be mocked or belittled, and that if they keep trying (and accept feedback),
they will eventually succeed. It’s the experience of learning that builds students’ identity as learners. Students
who find school difficult must have teachers who are
both culturally sensitive and culturally proficient—willing
to look beyond themselves and their own experiences to
create a learning community that honors individuals and
celebrates differences.
3. Set high expectations for success. Study after study has
demonstrated that teacher belief in students’ capacity to
achieve has a significant impact on actual student achievement. Students rise to the expectations their teachers set.
All students must understand what they are expected
to learn and why they should learn it. They need high
expectations for academic language, critical thinking, and
engagement. It’s essential that struggling students have
teachers who acknowledge and support the aspirations
they have for themselves. They need learning experiences
that open their eyes to the vast array of possibilities that
lie before them and present pathways to achieve shortand long-term goals. And, critically, there must be responsive systems in place that teachers can readily activate
when students fall short of high expectations.
4. Provide language instruction. Humans learn through language. When we interact with others, through speaking,
listening, reading, writing, and viewing, we acquire new
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insights, skills, and experiences. Language should permeate the classroom, and students who struggle in school
should receive explicit instruction in language. Some need
specific, dedicated time for English language instruction,
and all need access to the academic language that will
open the doors to classroom learning and facilitate their
membership in the literate community.
5. Provide assessment-informed instruction. Struggling students need teachers who know how to uncover what they
already know and can measure their evolving skills and
understanding, stay abreast of their shifting needs, and
take regular, informed action to keep their learning on track
toward the identified goals. It’s critical that their teachers
know and employ formative assessment techniques.

©

H

aw

ke

r

B

ro
w

nl

Together, these principles have the power to radically
change lives, and not just the lives of students. When teachers use these five principles, they feel more successful. They
become empowered professionals who apply sound pedagogical know-how to make informed decisions that impact students’
learning.
The principles of excellent instruction outlined in this book
draw on and extend our previous works: the Framework for
Intentional and Targeted Teaching® (FIT Teaching®) and the
Sheltered Instructional Observation Protocol (SIOP®). The FIT
Teaching approach, created by Doug and Nancy, unifies nearly
two decades of work on educational excellence to clarify the
most effective planning, instruction, and assessment practices
(Fisher, Frey, & Arzonetti Hite, 2016). SIOP, co-developed by
Jana and colleagues (Echevarría, Vogt, & Short, 2000, 2017), is a
widely used model of instruction for English learners empirically
shown to improve their access to the curriculum and raise their
achievement (Short, Echevarría, & Richards-Tutor, 2011).
Learning is a complex process, and facilitating it requires
teachers to apply pedagogical content knowledge—first to build
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Assessment to Inform Instruction
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Alex Uribe sits at his desk after school, reviewing slips of paper
on which his students have written their responses to the exit
question of the day, “How are the common forms of government
(monarchy, democracy, republic, dictatorship) different?” As Mr.
Uribe reviews his students’ work, he notices that they have consistently used the key vocabulary from the unit and show a strong
understanding of the essential characteristics of these four forms
of government. He makes a note to congratulate his students on
the understanding they’re developing. They are well prepared for
the projects they’ll be taking on in the next stage of the unit and
on track to ace the summative assessment at the unit’s end.
As he continues his review of the exit card responses, Mr.
Uribe notices that three students did not correctly describe a
republic. He makes a note to talk with these students about their
thinking related to republics, and he marks a page in the textbook that he will have them reread to solidify their understanding. He also notes that nearly all of his students indicated that
monarchies are governed by kings—an assumption he’ll need to
challenge. Mr. Uribe opens his laptop to find current information
about Queen Elizabeth II of England. Mr. Uribe notes to himself
68
68
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that assuming monarchies are governed by kings isn’t a major
misunderstanding and might be a simple pronoun issue, but he
wants to ensure that his students understand that absolute primogeniture (succession to the throne by the first-born male) is
not practiced in many modern monarchies. On the official website of the British monarchy, he flags a section related to “The
Queen’s Day,” which will also help his students understand the
differences between a modern ruler and those they have read
about in their textbook.
Turning back to the exit cards, he sees that Araceli wrote,
“I very confused. Democracy is voting, like USA. Dictatorship is
Cuba. But what it is?” Mr. Uribe puts Araceli’s paper aside, knowing that he needs to make time the following day to meet with
her while the other students engage in a collaborative task. He
locates a compare/contrast graphic organizer to use in this oneon-one discussion.
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In this scenario, we see how Mr. Uribe uses the data generated
by a quick assessment to guide his instruction and help his students understand the social studies curriculum (and the world)
a little better. We have talked about the hallmarks of an effective
teacher, and this is another of them: looking at student work and
noticing areas where additional instruction is necessary. There
are a number of ways to collect this assessment information,
but data collection is only half of the equation, and on its own,
it changes nothing. The combination of checking for understanding and then taking action on the data is what allows teachers
to use assessment to inform instruction and make adjustments
in the classroom. The process works both to keep students on
track and to get struggling students on track and position them
for future success.
Assessment is the driver for instruction; deploying it in this
manner is even more critical for students who are not currently
making expected progress. We must closely monitor these
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The author says . . .
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apply. For example, finding and citing text evidence requires particular terminology. Therefore, she has a set of language frames
for using evidence-based terms and lists phrases like these:

Figure 5.4 shows additional routines that facilitate language
development through collaborative peer learning.
FIGURE 5.4

ow

More Productive Group Work Routines to Facilitate
Language Development
Procedure

Barrier Games

One partner has a picture or information that the other
partner does not have. Students sit back to back or
have a visual obstruction to block their view (a barrier).
Using oral language only, students communicate to
complete the task. Tasks may require partners to draw
a picture, place objects in specific positions, find the
differences between two pictures, and so on. Students
in small groups might each have one picture in a
sequence. Without looking at the other pictures, they
must collaborate with their teammates to put all the
pictures in the correct order.
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Routine

Collaborative
Dialogue
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Busy Bees

Students mimic the buzzing sound and slow movement
of bumblebees as they buzz around the room to find
a partner. When the teacher says, “Busy bees, fly!”
students move around room and buzz until they hear,
“Busy bees, land!” The “bees” standing closest together
become partners for a brief learning activity, such as
giving an opinion or answering a question.
In groups, students write a dialogue that highlights and
extends their understanding of the topic. Characters in
the dialogue may be human or not (e.g., positive and
negative numbers discussing why they can’t get along).
Students must use the assigned vocabulary. All students
participate in an oral presentation of the dialogue,
regardless of the number of characters or students in the
group. They may read chorally or take turns playing a role
or find another way for all to participate.
(continued)
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More Productive Group Work Routines to Facilitate
Language Development
Routine

Procedure

Explorers and
Settlers

Assign half the students to be explorers and half to be
settlers. Explorers seek out a settler to discuss a question
about the topic. Each partner shares his or her thinking
and can take notes as appropriate. Repeat the process
a few times so that students can either get different
perspectives on the same questions or discuss a new but
related question each time.

Find Someone
Who . . .

Students must find a classmate who can answer a
question on a handout. They ask this classmate the
question, and then write down the response they are
given, along with the classmate’s name. This can be
done as a review of learning or in anticipation of learning.
It can also be done Bingo-style.

or
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Walking Review

A group of students models a strategy or task. They sit
in the middle of the room (in a “fishbowl”) with remaining
students seated around them. Students in the fishbowl
engage in the task, with the teacher providing guidance
as needed. It’s wise to give observing students outside
the fishbowl a purpose for listening, such as completing a
graphic organizer, writing down a quote or two, or
listening for specific examples.
Two concentric circles of students stand or sit and face
one another. The teacher poses a question to the class,
and the partners respond briefly. At the signal, the outer
circle rotates one position to the left so that each student
is facing a new partner. The conversation continues for
several rotations. For each rotation, students may respond
to the same prompt or to a different but related one.
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Inside/Outside
Circles
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Fishbowl
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Numbered Heads
Together

Each group is assigned a number, and every student
within that group is assigned (or selects) a number from
one through four (or five, if the class size necessitates it).
The teacher asks a question, announces the start of a
short discussion period, and reminds the class that every
student in every group should be prepared to provide the
answer. At the end of this discussion period, the teacher
spins an overhead spinner and announces the number
of the student who will be called on to respond. Groups
have one more minute to make sure that number student
in their group knows the answer. The teacher spins
again and announces the number of the group that must
respond.
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