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1
Introduction

This book represents a journey that began in 1992 with the publication of
the Dimensions of Learning Teacher’s Manual (Marzano, Pickering,

Arredondo, Blackburn, Brandt, and Moffett 1992a). At that time, my school
system, the Prince George’s County Public Schools, implemented the Dimen-
sions of Learning program as part of a systemwide adoption by the state of
Maryland. Those of us in the initial training group were struck by how right
the program felt: It appeared to be a long-overdue answer to our search for
a viable way to improve the thinking skills of the students in our school
system, currently the 17th largest in the United States.

At the same time, we were aware that Dimensions of Learning would
require each of us to “own” the program if we were to assist others in adopting
it. As the old adage reminds us, the longest journey begins with the first
step, but none of us had any idea how powerful, profound, and complex the
Dimensions of Learning adoption and implementation journey ultimately
would become for all of us.

As seems to be true with any successful program innovation, those of us
who were early adopters struggled to internalize the program and its rich
variety of strategies, interventions, and design elements. At times over-
whelmed by the seeming complexity of the program, we eventually became
a community of learners, working together to operationalize its language,
define what specific program components meant to us and our school system,
and develop a meaningful strategic plan for training the 6,500 educators
who constitute our professional staff.

After numerous overview sessions and two-day trainings for teachers,
administrators, and curriculum specialists, the members of the original
training group became aware that building a support structure for follow-up
and program implementation was absolutely critical. If program adoption
were to occur at a systemic level, we had to make structural changes in all
parts of our system that were consistent with the principles and design
features of the Dimensions of Learning model.

 Perhaps most significantly, we realized that if the model were to succeed
in our system, we had to arrive at some form of agreement about what
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evidence would be present if the program were fully operational. What, in
effect, could we observe if the school system were successfully “dimension-
ized”? How would a school site function and what organizational behaviors
would we observe if Dimensions of Learning were operational there? Finally,
what would we observe in the way of transformed behaviors among our
supervisory and administrative staff, our teachers, and, most importantly,
our students as they moved through the K–12 program? Out of these
dialogues and shared inquiry the seeds for this book were sown.

 The ideas, suggestions, and observation instruments that make up this
publication represent a synthesis of the insights, practices, and conclusions
associated with the Dimensions of Learning implementation process within
my particular school system. At the same time, I believe that what we have
learned can be of great value to other systems embarking on the Dimensions
of Learning pathway. I am particularly indebted to Ron Brandt, Bob Mar-
zano, Debra Pickering, and Cerylle Moffett for their encouragement during
the writing of this book. Through their insights and support I have been able
to transcend what was, on occasion, slightly myopic thinking about the
nature of the observation process as it related to Dimensions of Learning.

As a result of my dialogues with these members of the original author
team, the book now encompasses a much richer and comprehensive view of
the process of observing for Dimensions of Learning. Rather than restricting
the concept of observation to the clinical supervision of teachers in the
classroom, I have broadened my focus to include preliminary answers to the
following observation questions:

• What are the observable characteristics and behaviors of a learning
organization1 that is successfully implementing the Dimensions of
Learning program?

• What behaviors and processes should we be able to observe in a school
system moving toward successful implementation; that is, integrating
Dimensions of Learning in a way that promotes systemwide changes
in curriculum, instruction, assessment, and student achievement?

• What specific practices should be evident in a district’s teacher obser-
vation process? How can a school system’s repertoire of teacher obser-
vation practices be enhanced to ensure consistency with the
philosophy, principles, and strategies of Dimensions of Learning?

• How can teacher observation be transformed into a process of collabo-
ration and mutual learning? How can partnership approaches such as
cognitive coaching, peer coaching, and action research complement
existing clinical supervision practices?

1As defined by Senge (1990), a learning organization is one that is able to renew itself because
there is a collective commitment to eliminating roadblocks to professional growth, product develop-
ment, or internal communications due to outmoded barriers or structures.
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• For each of the five dimensions of learning, what observable evidence
should be present at a school site if a particular dimension has been
successfully implemented?

• Are there models or examples that an observer can use to improve his
or her ability to provide meaningful oral and written feedback to a
teacher being observed for the use of a particular dimension of learning
in his or her classroom?

The purpose of this book is to explore the process of observing for
Dimensions of Learning (DoL) in as comprehensive and expansive a way as
possible. Its central goal is to provide ideas and strategies for observers
involved in all aspects of implementation. A school staff just beginning to
explore the program, for example, can use these materials to assess the
extent to which DoL techniques and practices are already in operation at
the school. Individuals or complete staffs engaged in ongoing DoL training
can use many of the resources presented here to monitor their progress
during the adoption process. Central office administrators and curriculum
supervisors can make use of key elements of the book to assess their own
progress in facilitating meaningful changes in curriculum, instruction, and
assessment. Perhaps most significantly, the materials presented here offer
numerous ways for educators to evaluate their role in transforming class-
rooms into centers of learning.

 Toward these ends, Observing Dimensions of Learning in Classrooms
and Schools has been organized so that the individual practitioner or study
group can access its resources from a variety of entry points. Chapter 2, for
example, is titled “Observing the Dimensions of the Learning Organization.”
Using Peter Senge’s (1990) concept of “metanoia” (the process of expressing
a group’s commitment to improving self-knowledge and self-awareness
within a learning organization), this chapter begins with an overview of the
key structural elements and group processes that one should observe in a
school system successfully adopting the Dimensions of Learning model. The
material includes descriptions of proposed changes in curriculum and as-
sessment at a systemic level. The chapter also presents self-assessment
questionnaires that individuals and full staffs can use to determine where
they perceive themselves to be along an adoption continuum. Included are
three questionnaires based on the major design principles and interventions
associated with each of the five dimensions of learning.

Chapter 3, “Observation in Transition,” explores the rich variety of
options in the field of teacher observation today. Increasingly, research
studies confirm the enormous value of practitioner-based collaboration as a
complement to traditional clinical supervision practices. Chapter 3 encour-
ages teachers to use the materials related to cognitive and peer coaching
practices to enhance their performance. The chapter also encourages in-
structors and other school-based staff members to use action research

INTRODUCTION
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projects in their classrooms and school sites to complement the Dimensions
of Learning implementation process. Action research can become a vehicle
for effective problem solving and decision making, enriching the research
and knowledge base available to school and system staff in the process.

Chapters 4 through 8 present specific profiles of the five dimensions of
learning as an extension of the issues and principles presented more globally
in the previous chapters. In each of chapters 4 through 8, the reader is given
suggestions for collecting evidence to confirm that a particular dimension of
learning has become operational at a system, school, or classroom level.
Wherever possible, these chapters avoid a checklist approach in favor of a
series of program evaluation questions, guiding principles, and teacher
observation suggestions that can be used to monitor DoL implementation in
a specific site or classroom.

These chapters have been organized to reinforce the nonlinear nature of
the Dimensions of Learning model. Chapter 4, for example, titled “Beginning
With the End in Mind,” focuses on observing Dimension 5, Productive Habits
of Mind. After exploring the role of cognitive habits in an effective learning
organization, the next chapter backward-maps from Dimension 5 to Dimen-
sion 4, Meaningful-Use Tasks, discussing how authentic independent learn-
ing projects can provide a perfect context for demonstrating productive
habits of mind.

 The book next explores how Dimension 2, Acquiring and Integrating
Knowledge, and Dimension 3, Extending and Refining Knowledge, can be
used to prepare students for success in completing meaningful-use tasks and
applying productive mental habits. It then addresses the critically impor-
tant element of how students’ affective needs can be met through successful
implementation of Dimension 1, Developing Positive Attitudes and Percep-
tions About Learning.

 All of these chapters emphasize the observation phenomena associated
with each of the dimensions, including perspectives on ways that clinical
supervisors, cognitive coaches, peer coaches, and action research teams can
investigate the dimensions and use the observation process to improve
teacher and student performance. Each chapter concludes with a detailed
set of examples of observation feedback. These are suggestions for how
post-observation conferences and written feedback can be structured when
observing for each of the five dimensions of learning. It is hoped that the
examples will prove useful to DoL study teams engaged in adopting and
implementing the model.

As we have discovered in my own school system, every school, every staff,
and every individual educator will construct an understanding of DoL in a
slightly different way. Just as every school site has its own unique climate
and organizational culture, every system, site, or classroom will manifest
DoL implementation in a way consistent with the norms, mores, and
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standards of that setting and organizational context. Therefore, the mate-
rials in this book should be viewed as road maps or “trip-tiks,” aids to support
a collaborative journey of discovery, exploration, and program implementa-
tion, rather than as fixed lists of “must-do’s” and “must-haves.”

The final chapters of Observing Dimensions of Learning in Classrooms
and Schools attempt to make the preceding materials even more concrete
and practical by describing examples of how they have been used in actual
practice. Chapter 9, “Professional Development and Observing Dimensions
of Learning,” provides a brief overview of how the materials in this book can
be used along with resources such as the videotape programs The Video
Library of Teaching Episodes (ASCD 1988) and The Teaching Strategies
Library (ASCD 1987/1989) to develop and implement successful professional
development experiences related to observing for Dimensions of Learning.
When combined with videotaped teaching episodes of teachers at work in
their own classrooms, these materials offer staff developers, administrators,
and curriculum specialists a set of tools for making DoL concrete and
meaningful in their learning organizations.

Finally, Chapter 10, “One School System’s Story,” profiles how the Prince
George’s County Public Schools in Maryland have integrated Dimensions of
Learning into all facets of the school improvement planning process, includ-
ing training for new teachers and a formal observation process for all
educators in the system. Preliminary results of our system’s DoL implemen-
tation process are described as well.

I am continually struck by the metaphor of the Dimensions of Learning
implementation process as a journey of self-discovery and shared inquiry.
The observation process can become a vehicle for sharing insights and
suggestions about how to make sure that this journey is a successful and
productive one. As suggested in many great works of world literature and
philosophy, the value of the journey is in its taking, not just in where it leads
us. Through the process of shared exploration, we discover more completely
who we are as educators and as human beings. In turn, we enhance our
students’ ability to grow as lifelong learners. As the poet T. S. Eliot writes
in Four Quartets:

We shall not cease from exploration
And the end of all our exploring
Will be to arrive where we started
And know the place for the first time.

INTRODUCTION
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2
Observing the Dimensions of 
the Learning Organization

Dimensions of Learning is a program designed to improve students’
thinking skills that provides a comprehensive basis for instructional

planning and curriculum design. It is also a powerful model for staff
development related to thinking skills improvement. Based on the best of
current research in learning theory and cognitive psychology, Dimensions of
Learning is the product of a collaboration between the Association for
Supervision and Curriculum Development and a team of authors headed by
Robert J. Marzano of the Mid-continent Regional Educational Laboratory.
School systems and school sites in many countries, including the United
States, have adopted the program because they recognize its unique contri-
bution to curricular and instructional reform and school-based instructional
decision making.

Using feedback from extensive field testing by nearly 90 educators,
Marzano and his co-authors developed a practical way to transform tradi-
tional schooling into a learning-centered approach that meets these five
criteria:

1. Instruction should reflect the best of what we know about how learning
occurs.

• New learning is shaped by the learner’s prior knowledge. Good instruc-
tion dignifies and draws upon that knowledge.

• Much learning occurs through social interaction. Effective instruction
should acknowledge the social and cultural nature of the learning
process.

• Learning is closely tied to particular situations. The “situated” nature
of the process suggests that transfer of a body of information or a skill
does not occur easily or automatically. Teachers must plan for transfer
in every lesson and unit.

• Successful learning involves students’ use of numerous strategies, each
of which can be taught and reinforced. Ideally, students are helped to
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incorporate these strategies into a personal repertoire of learning
skills that can become a foundation for lifelong learning.

• Wherever possible, learning events should be experience-based and
related to the world beyond the classroom.

2. Learning is an interactive process involving five forms or dimensions
of thinking.

• Dimension 1: Positive attitudes and perceptions about learning.

• Dimension 2: Thinking used to acquire and integrate knowledge.

• Dimension 3: Thinking used to extend and refine knowledge.

• Dimension 4: Thinking involved in using knowledge meaningfully.

• Dimension 5: Productive habits of mind.

3. The K–12 curricula should include explicit teaching of attitudes,
perceptions, and mental habits that facilitate learning.

4. Comprehensive approaches to instruction should include both teacher-
directed and student-directed activity.

5. Assessment should focus on students’ reasoning and use of knowledge
rather than on their recall of information.

How can schools and school systems ensure that these principles become
an integral part of all facets of their educational program? How can educa-
tional institutions beginning to implement Dimensions of Learning trans-
form themselves into successful learning organizations? Working together
to adopt and implement Dimensions of Learning is a powerful opportunity
to transform both staff and student behavior relative to critical, creative,
and self-regulated thinking. No process of meaningful systemic reform,
however, is a simple one. In his ground-breaking book The Fifth Discipline,
Senge (1990) compares the experience to the ways in which people describe
being part of a highly effective team:

People talk about being part of something larger than themselves, of being
connected, of being generative. It becomes quite clear that, for many, their
experiences as part of truly great teams stand out as singular periods of life lived
to the fullest. Some spend the rest of their lives looking for ways to recapture
that spirit (p. 13).

For Senge, transforming an organization through the adoption of a
change element like Dimensions of Learning requires a collective commit-
ment to the process of “metanoia”—a collective shift of mind. Schools and
school systems seeking this institutional shift need to articulate and inter-
nalize the goals of successful Dimensions of Learning implementation at an
individual, group, and system level. As Senge points out, a learning organi-
zation encourages all of its members to practice individually and collectively
the essence of real learning, which, he suggests,

OBSERVING THE DIMENSIONS OF THE LEARNING ORGANIZATION
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