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Foreword

zalez (1992). Both models address the cultural and linguistic identity of individual learners, both consider the social
and cultural positioning of CLD learners and their families
with respect to the school and the larger community, both
adopt an additive (as opposed to a subtractive or deficit)
perspective, and both hold great potential for the development of culturally responsive curriculum and instruction
for CLD learners as well as for professional development
for educators.
In Crossing the Vocabulary Bridge, Herrera et al. in fact
incorporate funds of knowledge (along with prior knowledge and academic knowledge) as possible means through
which students’ cognitive resources can be activated in
preparation for learning. While vocabulary development is
the predominant language focus of this book, the authors’
emphasis on the learning process is evident through the
framework of strategy use proposed for different phases
learning (i.e., prior to, during, and following instruction).
The additional perspectives provided through the “lens”
of the student biography will be welcomed by many educators who have noted the recent myopic focus on academic
language demands and learning goals for CLD students.
Finally, the deep curricular and pedagogical experience of
the authors has resulted in an incredibly rich resource for
exploring the cultural and essentially humane dimensions
of teaching and learning for CLD students at the secondary level. This is a true contribution to our field.
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NOW YOUR STUDENTS. This core teaching principle continues to stand on its own merit, without
need for current jargon or claims of statistical significance. Although educational reforms such as No Child
Left Behind (2001) failed to recognize knowledge of students as an indicator of teacher quality or a requirement of
highly qualified teachers, many educators believe it to be
an essential feature of effective teaching, particularly for
teaching culturally and linguistically diverse (CLD) students. While resource materials for teachers of CLD individuals often do note teachers’ need to know about their
students, discussion of this issue is typically brief and limited in terms of pedagogical applications.
Unlike most other teacher education resources, particularly those developed for teachers in secondary school contexts, Crossing the Vocabulary Bridge: Differentiated Strategies for Diverse Secondary Classrooms addresses teachers’
knowledge of CLD students as central and foundational to
their work as educators. Drawing on the assumption that
learners’ past experiences form the foundation for future
learning, as well as on the belief that learners are equal
members of and contributors to the learning environment
at school, Herrera, Kavimandan, and Holmes argue that
learning about CLD students is a necessary fi rst step in
teaching them.
This book applies and extends the model of “biographydriven instruction” Herrera described in Biography-Driven
Culturally Responsive Teaching (2010). The CLD student
biography overlaps conceptually with the notion of “funds
of knowledge” proposed by Moll, Amanti, Neff, and Gon-

—Candace Harper, PhD
Associate Professor
University of Florida

v
© 2012 Hawker Brownlow Education • 9781743303238 • TCP3238

Preface

an understanding of what culturally and linguistically
diverse students already know from their experiences in
the home, community, and school, the teacher can better
support their meaningful, lasting connections to new content and language. Drawing on current research about how
the brain works, sheltered instruction, and the psychological dimensions of learning, this book addresses strategy
implementation throughout the lesson.
Each of the strategies described in this book is deliberately designed to create an opportunity at the beginning of
the lesson for students to access their background knowledge. Although secondary teachers often state that there is
not enough time to “squeeze” this part into their lesson
plans, listening to students’ voices before formal instruction begins can prove a valuable tool for making connections and accelerating their learning throughout the lesson.
Recognizing that high school students can often be more
resistant to working in collaborative environments than
younger students, the strategies found in this book have
been developed with the dynamics of high school classrooms as a checkpoint for what is possible during the lesson. The strategies are designed to provide multiple opportunities for students to clarify, extend upon, and review
information in structured ways that allow for collaborative
work to occur naturally.
At the end of the lesson, every teacher wants to know
how well students are able to analyze, summarize, evaluate,
or otherwise demonstrate their understanding and ability
to think critically about the concepts that were covered.
The strategies in this book lend themselves to a natural
progression from formative to summative assessment of
student learning. They are designed to promote learning
processes, guiding students to take greater ownership of
their learning. As students become adept at using the strategies to scaffold their linguistic and academic development,
they gain confidence in their ability to wrestle with complex ideas and texts and communicate their own unique
perspectives.
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OR THE LAST 15 YEARS, we at the Center for Intercultural and Multilingual Advocacy (CIMA) have
been driven by the desire to support and scaffold the
implementation of knowledge gained by teachers in our
professional development and English as a second language endorsement programs. After thousands of hours
spent observing and documenting teachers’ practice with
English language learners, we came to the conclusion that
a gap existed between what teachers learned in these professional development programs and how that knowledge
was translated into daily classroom practice. Our ongoing
research has led us down the path of mentoring teachers’
implementation of strategies that more clearly guide the
educator toward “student-centered” teaching.
Considering the unique needs of a student based on his
or her cultural and linguistic background is a crucial step
in determining the most effective plan for instruction.
After completion of Biography-Driven Culturally Responsive Teaching (Herrera, 2010), our team decided that a book
was needed that would focus on secondary teachers across
the country who systematically and successfully implement
student-centered teaching strategies in their content classes.
We wanted to document the increased student engagement
and academic success that implementation of these strategies produced. This book represents the thoughts, words,
and work of these committed educators, and it provides
real-world illustrations of biography-driven instruction in
classroom practice.
For our team, the reality of what is possible in the classroom lies within the pages of this volume. From the very
beginning of the book, educators are provided with specific
tools for uncovering students’ background knowledge.
Teachers are coached on how to use that information as a
formative preassessment and as an indication of how best
to proceed into the lesson. As Marzano (2004) explains,
“what students already know about the content is one of
the strongest indicators of how well they will learn new
information relative to the content” (p. 1). Equipped with

vii
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Rethinking
Content Literacy Development
with Secondary Students

English proficiency were born in the United States, 44% of
these students in grades 6–12 (in comparison to 24% in
elementary grades) are foreign born (Capps et al., 2005).
As a result, the dynamics of a secondary classroom can be
very different from those of an elementary classroom.
Secondary ELL students range in academic background
from those who have recently arrived with limited formal
schooling in their country of origin, to those who have
arrived with significant literacy and academic skills in the
native language as well as variable levels of English language proficiency. Other students have spent their entire
educational careers in the United States. For such students,
the type of language support services they previously
received has a significant impact on their current stage of
English language acquisition and readiness for grade-level
content (Herrera & Murry, 2005; Thomas & Collier, 2002).
As noted by Calderón (2007), providing secondary ELL
students with effective instruction requires a “balancing
act between rigor, relevancy, and sensitivity” (p. 6).
This brings us all to the question: What does effective academic vocabulary and language instruction look like? Teachers in schools across the country reflect on this question
every day. At the secondary level, we consider, for example,
that vocabulary instruction is not an all-or-nothing idea.
Students develop an understanding of academic vocabulary
as they interact with their peers throughout the various
stages of the teaching/learning process. However, the intentional efforts we teachers make to help students connect to
the content and related vocabulary greatly increase the
likelihood that each student will excel in our classrooms.
As you read this book, we challenge you to create a mental image of how you might orchestrate your daily instruction in ways that enable your students to reach the point
where acquiring new vocabulary and academic language
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HE NEED for high-level academic vocabulary and
language skills characterizes the secondary education scene. As course content becomes increasingly
specialized and reflective of a particular content area, students must be able to comprehend, process, and produce
at ever greater levels of complexity and abstraction. Students may be able, on the surface, to mask vocabulary and
comprehension shortfalls while in elementary school, but
their lack of strategic literacy skills becomes painfully obvious when they reach middle school and high school.
At the same time, secondary teachers frequently are
overwhelmed by the idea of trying to enhance (or seemingly build from the ground up) the vocabulary and academic language skills of students who are English language
learners (ELL). Given the number of content concepts they
must cover to address curriculum standards, these teachers
might consider the idea of additionally guiding students’
academic literacy development as next to impossible. Surely
the English as a second language (ESL) teacher will help the
ELL students with their language acquisition needs. My job is
to teach the content! Yet without the necessary vocabulary
and language skills, students will struggle to make sense of
even the most masterful teaching.
Nationwide, classrooms at every level of education are
becoming increasingly diverse with regard to English language and additional language proficiencies. According to
the U.S. Census Bureau (2000), an estimated 40% of schoolaged students are expected to speak a language other than
English by the year 2030. Spanish is the language most
commonly spoken by secondary students with limited
English proficiency (71.6%), followed by French, Vietnamese, Chinese, Korean, French/Haitian Creole, German,
Russian, Hmong/Miao, and Tagalog/Filipino (Capps et al.,
2005). Although the majority of students with limited

1
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At the beginning of the lesson, the students in Ms. Muldoon’s class individually splash on a blank piece of paper
their thoughts regarding the topic. They record any information they think is connected to the lesson. This step of
the learning process provides Ms. Muldoon with insights
into students’ background knowledge that she can use to
help make relevant connections to the topic during the
lesson.
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becomes routine. Here we provide strategies that secondary teachers can use to increase their ELL students’ academic literacy development and content comprehension.
As Radford, Netten, and Duquette (1997) note, teachers
must emphasize process-oriented strategies rather than
those that are simply product-oriented, as they simultaneously support students’ content and language learning.
This is especially true at the secondary level, where application of learning strategies across content areas is the
goal. Therefore, the strategies we present are designed for
implementation within any content-area curriculum.
This book represents a research- and theory-based practical application of a larger, integrated model of biographydriven instruction, which is explored in detail by Herrera
(2010). At the heart of this book is the belief that all students are to be valued as equal members in a learning community and their knowledge must be respected and used
in the learning process. Settings that reflect this way of
thinking provide the kind of access to education that allows
each student to reach his or her academic potential. The
National Research Council and the Institute of Medicine
(2004) eloquently voice this perspective: “Improving meaningful learning depends on the ability of educators to
engage the imaginations of students—to involve them in
new realms of knowledge, building on what they already
know and believe, what they care about now, and what
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they hope for the future” (p. 14). As such, getting to know
the student—an individual who brings perspectives, knowledge, and experiences that are unique to him or her—is the
first step in providing effective instruction. To emphasize
the assets that students bring to the classroom, we will hereafter refer to ELL students as culturally and linguistically
diverse (CLD) learners.

I Count!

Ms. Larsen makes intentional efforts to help students
enhance their English vocabulary skills. In this photo, she is
working with a group of newly arrived ELL students, along
with students at the speech emergence stage of second
language acquisition. Before assigning students to read
about the target concepts in their social studies textbook,
Ms. Larson posted the critical vocabulary for the lesson on
chart paper for them to discuss and then later add to their
vocabulary notebooks.

As secondary teachers grapple with how to work effectively
with CLD students, a student group for which the vast
majority of teachers are underprepared (Ballantyne, Sanderman, & Levy, 2008; National Center for Education Statistics, 2002), the students are left wondering How do I fit
in with school? Does what I know matter? More important
than any packaged program, mandated school initiative, or
accountability measures, students hold the ticket to their
academic success—if teachers learn to first look to them.
Every student knows something upon which teachers can
build. The key is to know how to find those nuggets of
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Rethinking Content Literacy Development with Secondary Students

evaluations of them, and they have developed ideas about
their own intellectual ability (Aronson, 2004). It is at this
point in their educational career that students become susceptible to stereotype threat. Stereotype threat refers to the
added anxiety students feel when they believe their individual performance might confirm/disconfirm a stereotype. Frequently, in an effort to disconfirm a negative stereotype, a student exerts even greater effort in satisfactorily
completing a task. Unfortunately, anxiety and stress arising
from these concerns are detrimental to students’ performance on challenging tasks, such as high-stakes tests (Walton & Spencer, 2009). A positive social climate and a positive self-perception regarding intellectual ability and
aspirations can help lessen the effects of stereotype threat
for a CLD student (Aronson, 2004).

knowledge, no matter how unrelated to the content they
may initially seem, and then use that knowledge to inform
subsequent instruction.
Understanding the core aspects of each student is essential to this process of identifying the skills and knowledge
that he or she brings to the classroom. Building on the
work of Thomas and Collier (e.g., 1995, 1997), Herrera
and Murry have developed the concept of the CLD student
biography (see, e.g., Herrera, 2010; Herrera & Murry, 2005;
Herrera, Murry, & Morales Cabral, 2007; Herrera, Perez, &
Escamilla, 2010). This biography provides teachers with a
starting point for understanding how best to design effective content-area instruction for CLD students.

The CLD Student Biography
The CLD student biography encompasses four dimensions: the sociocultural, linguistic, cognitive, and academic
dimensions. Although each dimension relates to specific
aspects of a student’s biography, the dimensions are intertwined. Knowledge of all four dimensions is necessary to
obtain a holistic understanding of the student.
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Linguistic Dimension
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The linguistic dimension is frequently overemphasized
among teachers. At times, it is the only dimension used to
gain perspective on a student’s current academic progress.
The CLD student biography reminds us that a holistic
understanding of a student is needed to gauge the best
course of action. The linguistic dimension includes communication, expression, and comprehension in both the
native language and English (Herrera, 2010). The native
language touches the core of the student. It is through our
use of the native language as a foundation for language
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The sociocultural dimension is at the center of the biography of CLD students. It reflects their life and those things
that bring them love and laughter (Herrera, 2010). This
dimension includes the adjustment and development processes that students go through as they learn to respond to
the idiosyncratic ways of being and behaving both in and
out of school. It relates to the intersections of social institutions (e.g., home, school), affective influences (e.g., selfesteem, anxiety, motivation), and social interactive phenomena (e.g., bias, prejudice, discrimination). In short, the
sociocultural dimension encompasses the things that matter most to students.
At the secondary level, personal identity is of great
importance to students. Developing a coherent sense of
personal identity is the key developmental task for adolescents (Erikson, 1968), and it has significant implications
for students’ academic engagement (Kaplan & Flum, 2009).
This process of forging an adaptive and flexible sense of
self becomes more complicated when CLD students must
interact in social spaces (e.g., home, school, work, world of
peers) that are radically different from each other (SuárezOrozco, 2005). Therefore, sociocultural identity support is
essential in secondary schools (Faltis & Coulter, 2008).
Adolescence also brings with it a growing awareness for
students of how they fit within the larger societal context.
They understand that the world has different expectations
for different groups of people, they worry about others’

ow

Sociocultural Dimension

This is a poster created as students in Ms. Metz’s class individually wrote the words that came to their minds when
they looked at the picture in the center (see Linking Language strategy). Students were encouraged to use both
English and their native languages. By doing this, Ms. Metz
created an opportunity for students to draw upon their
native language experiences in the context of the lesson.
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A student’s funds of knowledge may be reflected in his
or her “native language, primary discourse patterns,
traditions, actions, and individual roles” (Herrera,
2010, p. 78).
• Prior knowledge relates to the knowledge that students
gain through their interactions with the community or
communities in which they live. For example, a student who learns mechanic skills from a family friend
might possess the cognitive skills to solve complex
mathematical problems. The same student, however,
may or may not have the English academic vocabulary
needed to verbally express his mathematical reasoning
and problem-solving processes.
• Academic knowledge relates to the school-bound skills
and knowledge students gain through their academic
experiences in the United States, as well as those in the
country of origin or any other country in which the
student received formal education.
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Together, these existing sources of knowledge comprise
a student’s background knowledge. Throughout the remainder of this book, the term background knowledge will
be used to refer to this collective body of knowledge that
reflects the sociocultural, linguistic, cognitive, and academic resources and experiences the student uses to make
meaning in his or her life.

nl

development that we are able to accelerate our students’
acquisition of English. By encouraging students to draw
from their native language in their academic endeavors, we
affirm students’ personal identities and promote the crosslinguistic transfer of literacy knowledge and skills (Cummins, 1981; Goldenberg, 2008; Herrera et al., 2010).
Emotion is a crucial factor in the English language acquisition processes of secondary students. Adolescents are still
learning how to manage and understand their emotions
(Jensen, 2006), yet emotions have an enormous impact on
a student’s ability to learn. According to Caine and Caine,
“The brain learns optimally when appropriately challenged, but ‘downshifts’ under perceived threat. . . . Teachers and administrators should strive to create a state of
relaxed alertness in students” (1990, p. 69). For this reason,
we must consider ways to lower the anxiety level of CLD
students, especially those who are not proficient in English
or who lack confidence in their literacy skills. Students
need to be challenged, but not stressed, as they develop
and practice their English literacy skills through academic
tasks that require listening, speaking, reading, and writing.
By monitoring students’ states of mind to detect when they
might be overwhelmed (or captivated!), we can better tailor our instruction to ensure that students have optimal
levels of challenge (Krashen, 1981, 1982; Jensen, 2008).
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Cognitive Dimension
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The cognitive dimension highlights how students know,
think, and apply (Herrera, 2010). The lived experiences of
a student influence the way he or she makes sense of the
world. They provide the learner with a lens for interpreting
events and information. As a result of individual differences in how they know and think, students also differ in
the way they apply new knowledge. Consider the varied
responses that students might provide if asked to summarize a passage of text. Each student, based on how he or she
knows and thinks about the topic, might perceive certain
details to be of greater or lesser importance.
Each of these processes—knowing, thinking, and applying—is influenced by the funds of knowledge, prior knowledge, and academic knowledge specific to each individual
student (see Herrera, 2010, for an in-depth discussion of
each system of knowledge).

• Funds of knowledge relates to “those historically developed and accumulated strategies (e.g., skills, abilities,
ideas, practices) or bodies of knowledge that are essential to a household’s functioning and well-being” (ERIC
Clearinghouse on Languages and Linguistics, 1994,
p. 1; see also Greenberg, 1989; Moll, Amanti, Neff, &
Gonzalez, 1992; Vélez-Ibáñez & Greenberg, 1992).

Academic Dimension
The academic dimension of the CLD student biography
encompasses students’ access, engagement, and hope (Herrera, 2010). It relates to the previous school communities,
educational and support programs, and curricula that have
played a part in a student’s education. The climate of the
educational settings in which a student has participated, as
well as the attitudes, perspectives, and expectations of previous teachers, help form a student’s perceptions about his
or her abilities and place in school. Such factors play a pivotal role in a student’s motivation to engage in the learning
process. They also affect whatever degree of hope the student has that his or her effort will lead to achievement.
By the time students reach us at the secondary level,
many are already disheartened. Vail states, “Faced with
frustration, despair, worry, sadness, or shame, kids lose
access to their own memory, reasoning, and the capacity to
make connections” (n.d., How Emotions Affect the Brain
section, para. 1). It is our job to assure the students in our
classrooms that what they know matters—that they matter! As we design instruction for our CLD students, we
must go beyond using just the guiding standards, curriculum, and texts. Rather, our instruction must be in response
to our students’ assets and needs. Identifying students’

TCP3238 • 9781743303238 • © 2012 Hawker Brownlow Education
Herrera_2011_pages_rev11.indd 4

3/28/11 10:36:10 AM

Rethinking Content Literacy Development with Secondary Students

©

H

aw

ke
rB

tio

uc
a

Ed

ow

ro
w

nl

background knowledge is vital to our ability to support
them in attaining the targeted academic language and content concepts.
Consider, for example, English courses at the high school
level. Often the selected literature is very culture-bound.
Students read American and British literature, such as
Steinbeck’s Grapes of Wrath and Shakespeare’s “Macbeth.”
These kinds of texts represent a cultural disconnect for
many students. Making connections to students’ funds of
knowledge, prior knowledge, and academic knowledge
therefore requires a greater level of creativity. Yet the responsibility for making these links does not fall on us teachers
alone. Students can more easily make these connections
themselves when they are provided with structured opportunities to share what they know. The key to this entire process is creating spaces in which our students’ voices can be
heard.

tions shared by the student that can be used as building
blocks in his or her construction of meaning.
After activating students’ existing background knowledge, the teacher then helps students make connections
between their existing knowledge and the new content. The
teacher supports students as they extend their understandings and, as necessary, reroutes them to accurate understandings. Vygotsky (1978) asserts the importance of collaboration and interaction among peers during this process.
He conceptualizes the zone of proximal development as the
most effective instructional level, which is attained when
the learner is stretched beyond his or her current independent level of skill through the help and interaction of
someone who is more capable (e.g., peers, teacher). Similarly, Krashen (1985) uses the term i +1 to describe the
developmental process of language learning, whereby the
learner begins with the known (“i”) and is able to move to
the next stage of development (“+1”) when provided with
comprehensible input.
In the classroom, teachers who are trying to provide students with comprehensible input frequently shelter their
instruction by using hands-on activities, cooperative learning, guarded vocabulary, and visuals (Herrera & Murry,
2005). Although these instructional strategies have potential for making content more comprehensible at the surface level, they generally are insufficient for helping CLD
students connect to the academic vocabulary and concepts
on a personal level. Such individual schematic connections—or links to a student’s sociocultural, linguistic, cognitive, and academic dimensions—are essential to a student’s full understanding and ownership of the material
(Anderson, 1999; Blachowicz & Fisher, 2000; Donovan &
Bransford, 2005; Maria, 1990; Rumelhart, 1980).
Traditional methods of providing second language
learners with comprehensible input can also fall short of
developing students’ academic literacy skills needed for
success in the content-area classroom (Calderón, 2007).
Calderón argues that secondary students need to develop
the “ability to make complex meanings explicit using
appropriate language for that specific content area” (p. 9).
This means that students must acquire the academic
vocabulary and language of the field. Without such academic language, CLD students are prevented from full participation in the curriculum, and their ability to discuss,
interpret, analyze, critique, debate, and apply the contentarea concepts (both orally and in writing) is hindered.
What is needed, then, is a re-envisioning of what it
means to provide students with comprehensible input. The
previously mentioned means of providing comprehensible
input (along with others that are discussed in the next section) must be implemented in the context of the CLD student
biography and with the explicit intent to build academic

n

Students in Ms. Lynch’s class are being provided with an
opportunity to share what they know about the topic. The
learning experience becomes more engaging for all group
members as they make and discuss personal connections
to the academic concepts.

5

Meeting of the Minds:
Students and Teachers as
Equal Partners
Teachers are experts on their content areas; students are
experts on their lives. The student and the teacher each possess knowledge and understandings that the other needs to
reach the common goal of personal and professional (in
the case of the student, academic) success. Before teachers
can expect their students to gain the targeted vocabulary
and concepts from a given lesson, they first have to activate
students’ existing knowledge. At this stage, the teacher acts
as a participant observer, noting any insights or associa-
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Sociocultural

vocabulary and language. The framework modeled in this
book is grounded in the notion of transformative comprehensible input provided throughout the “before,” “during,”
and “after” stages of the lesson. As you read the strategies
presented, you will see many references to using visuals,
cooperative learning, and so forth in the process of activating students’ background knowledge, making connections
between that knowledge and the content, and affirming
students’ learning.

• How might I capitalize on students’ possible leadership
and decision-making skills resulting from the roles
they play in their families?
• How might students’ possible knowledge of community resources and challenges be used to make realworld applications of the content?
• What insights might students bring based on their
countries of origin or knowledge from international
travel?

Comprehensible Input Re-envisioned

Linguistic

tio
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• How might students’ levels of English language proficiency be best utilized and developed?
• What cross-linguistic insights might students be able
to share given their native language proficiencies?
• How might students’ preferred modes of expression
influence group dynamics?
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• What cross-cultural perspectives on processes or
events might students be able to share that would provide the group with a deeper level of understanding?
• How might students’ inductive or deductive reasoning
skills be utilized?
• How might students’ creativity and imaginative thinking enhance group motivation?
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Grouping Configurations That Teach
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To ensure that content-area instruction promotes students’
personal connections to the content and acquisition of key
academic vocabulary, teachers can employ strategic grouping configurations, revoice students’ connections, and confirm/disconfirm learning throughout the lesson. Essential
to these processes, however, is a classroom climate that
supports relationships among students and between the
students and the teacher. Walqui (2000) describes an effective classroom environment as one in which “teachers and
students together construct a culture that values the
strengths of all participants and respects their interests,
abilities, languages, and dialects. Students and teachers
shift among the roles of expert, researcher, learner, and
teacher, supporting themselves and each other” (p. 1). Our
goal, then, is to create within our classroom a true community of learners.

• How might I capitalize on students’ family literacy
practices to make vocabulary development more
relevant?
• How might students’ academic knowledge gained in
another country be utilized in the class’s construction
of knowledge?
• What cross-curricular insights do students bring to the
topic?
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Grouping configurations should be designed to increase
social and academic interactions that build classroom community and promote understanding of the content. As students together grapple with the content-area curriculum,
they learn more about one another and use the diverse perspectives of peers to inform their own understanding of the
material. Strategic grouping configurations are the result
of teachers using what they have learned about their CLD
students’ biographies to devise the most beneficial peer
learning situation, given the task at hand. When making
grouping decisions, a teacher considers the purpose of the
group, the time available, the particular curriculum, and
his or her own understanding of how to best orchestrate
student learning. Teachers keep in mind that decisions they
make about grouping configurations (e.g., structure of
group, members of each group) before the lesson are likely
to change based on the information they gain about students and their learning during the process of teaching.
When planning for grouping configurations, teachers
can reflect on each dimension of the CLD student biography by considering the following types of questions:

Academic

Teachers can use the mnemonic i +tpsI (pronounced “I
plus tipsy”) to keep essential variables in mind as they
design their student groups. The “i” highlights the importance of always first considering the individual members of
the learning community. Teachers plan an opportunity for
students to individually share their unique background
knowledge at the very beginning of the lesson. Teachers
then consider what they know about students’ biographies
to begin purposefully configuring groups to be used
throughout the remainder of the lesson. Teachers integrate
opportunities for total group (“t”) instruction as well as
partner (“p”) and small group (“s”) activities. Finally, they
consider how they will end the cycle of the lesson by return-
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