


Battling Boredom, Part 1

“The Fort Worth Independent School District Professional Learning and Innovation team 
used the strategies from Battling Boredom as the material for a district professional learn-
ing day.  Over 1200 teachers engaged with a variety of strategies from the book.  Many 
teachers shared that it was the best professional learning they had experienced!  They loved 
the engagement and focus on student-centered strategies to promote and support learning 
in the classroom. Battling Boredom is a wonderful resource for new teachers who want to 
start their careers strong and for experienced teachers who want to incorporate new strate-
gies that promote student engagement.   The book is easy to read, understand and apply in 
lesson design and delivery.  A must-have tool in your teacher toolkit!”

— Lezley C. Lewis, Executive Director, FWISD Professional Learning & Innovation

Drive boredom out of your classroom—and keep it out—with the student-engagement strate-
gies in this book. You’ll learn how to gain and sustain the attention of your students from the 
moment the bell rings. Perfect for teachers of all subjects and grade levels, these ready-to-use 
activities go head-to-head with student boredom and disengagement, resulting in class time 
that’s more efficient, more educational, and loads more fun! 

Contents include: 

♦♦ Strategies to Begin a Lesson 

♦♦ Strategies to End a Lesson 

♦♦ Strategies for Solo/Independent Work 

♦♦ Strategies for the Whole Group

♦♦ Strategies for Engaging Reluctant Learners

Bonus: The book also features a Quick Guide to Parent Engagement, with loads of sugges-
tions for increasing student engagement by partnering with families. 

Companion Book Available! For more strategies, don’t miss the companion book Battling 
Boredom, Part 2. Bryan Harris teams up with technology integration expert and former teacher 
Lisa Bradshaw to provide additional activities on academic talk, feedback to boost student 
performance, meaningful writing and reflection prompts, movement-based activities, effec-
tive classroom technology integration, and more!

Bryan Harris (@BryanKHarris7) is an education consultant, author, and former Director of 
Professional Development and Public Relations for the Casa Grande Elementary School Dis-
trict in Arizona. He previously held positions as a teacher, district-level specialist, and princi-
pal. He regularly speaks to educators across the country on the topics of student engagement, 
motivation, classroom management, brain-based learning, and standards implementation. 
He is also author of 75 Quick and Easy Solutions to Common Classroom Disruptions and Creating 
a Classroom Culture That Supports the Common Core, published by Routledge. Visit his website 
at www.bryan-harris.com.

http://www.bryan-harris.com
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Introduction 

“We don’t pay attention to boring things.” 
                                                —John Medina, author of Brain Rules 

“School is boring!” This was the exclamation from a teary-eyed student who was visiting 
my office for the fourth time in as many days. As a school principal, Chad was a regular client 
of mine. By client, I mean the type of student who seemed to have a standing appointment in 
my office. Formal learning didn’t come easy to Chad. He struggled with reading, math, and 
just about every core academic content area. He lived for recess and physical education and 
yearned for an environment that let him explore, talk, laugh, run, and play. By third grade, 
Chad was already frustrated with a system that didn’t meet his needs. He hadn’t yet devel-
oped the coping skills that he needed to be successful in a formal learning environment. In my 
many talks with him, it became clear that he desperately wanted to be “good” and to do well 
in school. He wanted to be like the other kids and get good grades, complete his homework 
on time, and receive recognition for his efforts. 

As I sat in my office that day with Chad, I started to reflect on his experiences and frus-
trations. I started to ponder on some important questions about the experiences of other stu-
dents in my school. Not only did I want to find ways to help Chad succeed, I wanted to know 
more about the thoughts and ideas of other students in my school. How many other Chads 
were out there? After a few moments of thought, I turned to Chad and made a statement that 
both shocked and delighted him at the same time. 

“You’re right,” I said. I then followed up by asking questions about his school experience, 
his successes, and what he found to be most frustrating. 

The conversation that day with Chad started a mission of sorts for me. I went on to make 
it a personal goal to find out as much as I could about the perceptions of the students in my 
school. What did they find interesting? What was engaging and fun? What was boring and 
pointless? I made it a quest to help students like Chad, who out of frustration had the cour-
age to speak what many students wish they could say: “School is boring and I’m only here 
because I have to be. If I could be somewhere else doing something else, I would.” 
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Although this book isn’t only about the Chads of the world, his frustration offers us the 
opportunity to look in the pedagogical mirror and reflect on some important questions. Start-
ing the next day, I made it part of my daily interactions with teachers to ask, “What’s fun 
today?” I would ask teachers about what elements of their lessons and daily activities were 
engaging, exciting, and motivating. More than one teacher would roll their eyes and retort, 
“Not everything can be fun, Bryan.” I’d respond with a polite but persistent, “I know. Now 
tell me what’s fun in your class today.” 

The problem of boredom is not new. Students have struggled for years to find meaning 
and true engagement in their school work. In 1984, John Goodlad wrote that boredom in 
school is “...a disease of epidemic proportions.” Perhaps today more than ever our students 
are being vocal about their dissatisfaction with the way we do school. They are reporting that 
school work seems irrelevant, disconnected to the real world, and downright uninteresting. 
In 2006, the Indiana University School of Education released a report titled Voices of Students 
on Engagement: A Report on the 2006 High School Survey of Student Engagement. The findings 
are both startling and understandable. The survey of over 81,000 students found that 50% 
reported being bored in school every day while 75% reported that they were bored because, 
“The material wasn’t interesting.” 

Stating that some students are bored in class isn’t necessarily headline news. The good 
news is that we know what causes boredom and we know how to engage students. The last 
two decades have seen the academic research on engagement and boredom offer numerous 
insights into how we can align classroom activities to battle boredom and engage students on 
a meaningful level. Teachers and schools that have made student engagement a priority see 
dramatic results. When students see the value in what they do and how they do it, they will 
come to see school as an important place that offers them meaningful growth and opportuni-
ties to discover their potential. 

I wish I could report that Chad experienced a remarkable overnight turn around in his 
behavior and level of school engagement, but that wasn’t the case. Like many students, he still 
struggled to find meaning and relevance in the academic content as well as in the teaching 
methods used by his teachers. We did see a slow change in some of his coping skills, but he 
still struggled to thrive in a system that wasn’t designed for his needs. There are countless 
Chads in our schools and classrooms who yearn for school to be fun, exciting, relevant, and 
meaningful. 

This book is written for teachers who want simple-to-use, ready-to-go, classroom-tested 
strategies to engage students. Battling student boredom starts with teachers making conscious 
decisions to engage students in meaningful ways. The effective teacher is constantly on the 
lookout for new, novel, and imaginative ways to engage students in the content and learning. 

In order to effectively battle boredom, teachers should: 

♦	 Plan specific strategies, lessons, and techniques to engage a variety of learners. Teachers 
should incorporate specific strategies based on the needs of their students. 

♦♦ Monitor the strategies being used and adjust to meet the needs of the students. 

♦♦ Have backup strategies ready because not every strategy works equally well with all 
students. 

♦♦ Demonstrate enthusiasm about the content being learned as well as the methods for 
learning and instruction. Teachers should exude a genuine belief that the learning and 
content are valuable and meaningful. 
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♦♦ Communicate the relevance of the content being studied. Students want to be engaged 
in learning that is relevant to their lives, interests, and future. 

♦♦ Celebrate successes both big and small. Success at a task is motivating, exciting, and 
encourages students to continue their efforts. 

■■ What is Boredom and Engagement? 

In my discussions with teachers about how to effectively engage students, it seems that 
engagement and boredom are a bit like art. I may not know exactly how to define it but I 
know it when I see it. In the context of the classroom, I have defined boredom as a temporary 
emotional condition marked by disinterest in the information, context, or events provided by 
the teacher that may sometimes result in inappropriate behaviors. Conversely, engagement in 
the classroom can be defined as a state of emotional and cognitive commitment or willingness 
to participate in the task or learning goal. 

Engagement seems to be related closely to motivation, and like motivation, it is multi-
faceted. Traditionally, engagement was defined and measured by student on-task behavior 
(Stronge, 2002). More recent research suggests that engagement involves cognitive, emotional, 
and behavioral dimensions as well (Fredericks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004). For classroom 
teachers, it is easy to consider engagement as attending to the instructional activities of the 
class (Marzano, 2007). However, teachers must consider more than just student participation. 
A teacher must consider the tasks and activities that students are asked to participate in. The 
learning tasks themselves must be interesting and engaging. Eric Jensen, author of Teaching 
with the Brain in Mind, points out that if our students are bored, they are still learning. They 
are learning that school is pointless, that teachers don’t care, that it’s not worth trying, that 
learning is a waste of time, or that school is irrelevant. Effective teachers take the time to 
consider how they might overcome these assumptions by students. They also take time to 
consider what students are truly communicating when they say “This is boring.” When stu-
dents communicate that they are bored, via overt statement, inappropriate behavior, or lack 
of participation, they might be saying: 

♦♦ “I already know this, why do I have to do it again?” 

♦♦ “I’m frustrated or confused.” 

♦♦ “I don’t understand what is being asked of me.” 

♦♦ “I understand what is being asked, but I don’t want to do it.” 

♦♦ “I don’t see the value in what I’m being asked to do.” 

♦♦ “I’ve done this so many times, it’s not interesting anymore.” 

Regardless of exactly how engagement is defined, why do some people get bored while oth-
ers become engaged in learning? According to Dr. Mark Minter from Washington University, 
boredom is a temporary emotional state in which “The brain has concluded that there is noth-
ing new or useful it can learn from an environment, a person, an event, a paragraph.” The good 
news/bad news is that an individual rarely stays bored for long. The brain longs for input, 
exposure, stimulation, and interest. Bottom line: the brain doesn’t seem to want to stay bored. 
That’s the good news. The bad news is that if the teacher doesn’t provide engaging learning 
opportunities, many students will find something that is engaging. And, like Chad, the new 
things they find to occupy their time may get them a one-way ticket to the principal’s office. 
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■■ How to Use this Book 

This book was written for classroom teachers who want easy-to-use strategies to engage 
their students. It was written for teachers who want to meet the needs of students like Chad. 
However, even if you don’t have many Chads in your class, this book still offers strategies 
that will meet the needs of all students, regardless of their academic background, past experi-
ence in school, or instructional level. 

When designing learning opportunities for students, classroom teachers deal with pri-
orities (standards and objectives), processes (activities and strategies), and products (the 
final outcome of student work). This book offers teachers process strategies that will engage 
students in meaningful ways so that the priorities are learned and products are thoughtful. 
Although all three, priorities, process, and products, inform and impact each other, the focus 
of this book is on process strategies that will engage students. 

The strategies are organized into the following categories that are often used by teachers 
when designing lessons: 

♦♦ Strategies to Begin a lesson

♦♦ Strategies to End a Lesson 

♦♦ Strategies for Solo/Independent Work 

♦♦ Strategies for the Whole Group 

♦♦ Strategies for Partners and Small Groups 

♦♦ Strategies for Student Movement 

Although I have chosen to place the strategies into these categories, in reality, each strat-
egy could be used in a variety of ways and in a variety of settings. I encourage teachers to ex-
periment and utilize the strategies in ways that make the most sense for their students. As the 
strategies suggested in this book are implemented, it is important to take time to self-reflect in 
order to consider how the strategies might be adjusted, changed, or modified for future use. 
Therefore, the Resources section contains a list of self-reflection questions that should be used 
after new strategies are tried. 

All of the strategies outlined in this book have been used with real students, in real classes, 
with real results. They have been tested, refined, and shown to be effective at engaging stu-
dents. While not every strategy will be equally successful in every setting, the strategies here 
have been shown to effectively engage a wide variety of students. Teachers should pick and 
choose, adjust, and accommodate to meet the needs of their students. If you’d like real strate-
gies that work with real kids, in real classrooms, then this book is for you. This resource was 
created primarily for classroom teachers looking for effective engagement strategies. How-
ever, administrators, academic coaches, parents, and anyone interested in battling boredom 
will find these strategies useful. 
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3Strategies to Begin a Lesson

Agree/Disagree Statements

■	 Overview 

Few things motivate students to participate as much as the ability to agree or disagree 
with the teacher and/or with each other. This strategy allows students to express an opinion, 
consider the ideas and opinions of others, and discuss important ideas. 

■	 Step by Step 

1.	 Prior to the lesson, choose three or more statements that can be made about the content.

2.	 After getting students’ attention, instruct them that they’ll need to signal agreement  
or disagreement   with the statements that will be made. Signaling can take the form 
of standing, thumbs up, walking to a corner, or holding up an Agree/Disagree card. 
(See Agree/Disagree Cards on page 131.)

3.	 Make statements one at a time and ask students to signal a response to each statement.

4.	 After students have signaled their agree or disagree stance, provide an opportunity for 
them to discuss their stance with those who agree as well as with those who disagree.

5.	 Example—For students studying characters and setting in a novel, create statements 
such as:

“_______ has been the most influential character in the story so far.”

“The story would have ended the same if the setting was_______ instead  
of ________”

“The (best, most interesting, most disturbing, strangest) part of the story was ...” 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ After statements are made, students could be grouped according to their opinions.

♦♦ Remember to provide students with think time after each statement is made.

♦♦ Consider providing Sentence Starters to students in order to help them elaborate on  
their ideas.

♦♦ The Agree/Disagree Statements could be revisited at the end of a lesson or unit after 
students have learned more about the ideas and had a chance to elaborate on their 
opinions.

♦♦ Instead of using only agree or disagree statements, a student could rate, on a scale of 
1 to 10, how much they agree or disagree with each statement. 
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Alphabet Summary

■■ Overview 

This strategy offers teachers a quick, easy way to pre-assess what students know or 
remember about a topic or content. Using pre-printed Alphabet Summary sheets (see Alphabet 
Summary on page 132) or 3x5 cards, the students brainstorm what they know or remember 
using the letters of the alphabet. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Provide students with an Alphabet Summary sheet or a 3x5 card with between one 
and five random letters written on them. 

2.	 Provide students with a reminder about the content being learned. 

3.	 Instruct students to brainstorm terms, words, or short sentences that begin with the 
different letters. 

4.	 Provide between 3 to 7 minutes for students to list ideas. 

5.	 Ask students to share their brainstormed words with partners or conduct a whole 
group discussion about the terms listed by the students. 

6.	 Example—For students studying the solar system, provide students with an Alphabet 
Summary sheet as part of the anticipatory set portion of a lesson and ask them to 
brainstorm everything they know about stars, constellations, and the solar system. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Place single letter cards in an envelope and have student partners take turns pulling 
cards out of the envelopes and relating the content to a word that starts with that letter.

♦♦ It is not necessary for a student to brainstorm a word for every letter.

♦♦ Consider combining the Alphabet Summary with the following strategies: Give One/ 
Get One, Inside/Outside Circle, Wear-A-Word, or a Journal Response. 

♦♦ If this strategy is done using 3x5 cards, the teacher can collect the cards at the end of 
the lesson/unit, punch holes in them and place them together with loose leaf rings so 
students can use them to review. 

♦♦ Critical Thinking Connection—Ask pairs of students to compare their lists with the 
purpose of indentifying missing information. Once missing information is listed, ask 
them to formulate a plan to find and remember that information. 
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■■ Overview 

Using audio and video clips is a great way to introduce topics, reinforce knowledge, or 
spark discussions. Interspersing clips into lessons will pique students’ interest and provide a 
novel change from typical classroom activities. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Prior to the lesson, determine an appropriate audio or video clip that will meet the 
objective. 

2.	 After getting student attention, tell them that they will be listening to an audio clip or 
watching a short video clip. Tell students specifically what to look for or what to listen 
for during the clip. 

3.	 While the video or audio clip is playing, pause if necessary at times to point out impor-
tant examples or ideas. 

4.	 When the clip is finished, lead a discussion focused on the elements or examples from 
the clip on which students were instructed to focus. 

5.	 Example—Download an audio clip of waves crashing on the beach as an introduction 
to creative writing for students. Ask them to consider the sounds they hear, the images 
that come to mind, and the words they could use to describe the experience. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Consider showing a short clip and then doing the Give One/Get One or Corners strat-
egy as a means for students to discuss what they have learned.

♦♦ The internet contains numerous resources with short, interesting, and well-done audio 
and video clips. A great place to start is http://www.teachertube.com. 

♦♦ When used as an introduction to a lesson, short clips (between 30 seconds and 3 min-
utes) are most effective. Remember to connect the purpose of the clip to the objective 
being addressed in the lesson. 

♦♦ Be sure to check with district’s IT department in order to determine access and avail-
ability of video and audio streaming in your classroom. 

Audio/Video Clips

http://www.teachertube.com
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Fantastic Facts

■■ Overview 

Interesting tidbits, startling statistics, and out-of-the-ordinary pieces of information have 
a way of focusing attention and sparking interest. Using Fantastic Facts to begin a lesson is 
an effective way to gain attention, motivate students to learn more, and to engage them in the 
content that will be addressed in the lesson. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Before the lesson, gather pieces of information about the topic that may seem odd, out 
of place, or particularly interesting to students. 

2.	 After getting student attention, begin making the Fantastic Fact statements with 
phrases such as: 

“Did you know...?”

“I found this really interesting... ”     

“I’ll bet you’ve never heard this before.” 

“When I first heard this, I couldn’t believe it... ” 

3.	 After each statement, offer the students the opportunity to discuss, expand, or elabo-
rate on the Fantastic Fact. Encourage them to make connections between the facts and 
their own experiences or knowledge. 

4.	 When all the Fantastic Facts are stated and discussed, clarify for students how the 
facts connect to the content being learned and encourage them to be on the lookout for 
other facts or pieces of information that they find particularly interesting. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Fantastic Facts can be combined with other strategies such as a Quick Write, Ticket 
Out the Door, Q and A Match, or Gallery Walk. 

♦♦ One option is to ask students to record or log their own list of Fantastic Facts about 
the content or subject being studied. These facts can be compiled for use in a report to 
peers, a written assignment, or used as small group discussion points. 

♦♦ Critical Thinking Connection—Ask students to select one or more of the Fantastic 
Facts with the purpose of creating a mural, non-linguistic representation, or model 
that demonstrates the information. 
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Found It!

■■ Overview 

Most students need multiple exposures to words and terms before they become proficient 
in their meaning and use. This strategy offers students a low-stress opportunity to interact 
with important terms and helps them discover how words are used. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Prior to an assignment involving text or reading, provide students with a list of impor-
tant vocabulary terms they will encounter in the reading. 

2.	 Instruct students, either by themselves or in pairs, to scan the reading assignment and 
locate the key words. Ask them to list the page numbers, location on the page, or con-
text (in a descriptive sentence, in a caption, part of a graph, etc.) where the word was 
located. 

3.	 After students have had sufficient time finding key words, allow them an opportunity 
to discuss with partners or compare locations of words. Since the goal is to become 
familiar with the words and their context, it is allowable for students to use each other 
as a resource in locating words. 

4.	 After students have had sufficient time to locate terms, provide them with accurate 
definitions or lead them to the correct locations or contexts. Clarify any confusion and 
show students how the words they have located will be used in the lesson. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ This strategy is particularly effective when students will be faced with difficult, com-
plex, or highly technical terms. It allows them to interact with the words and ideas 
without the stress or worry of using the word incorrectly. 

♦♦ Some students may benefit from being provided with both a listing of the words as 
well as the page numbers where the words can be found. Since the goal of Found It! 
is familiarity and not proficiency, provide as many supports as the student needs in 
order to be successful in interacting with the text and the words. 

♦♦ Found It! can be used as a pre-teaching strategy a day or more before the formal 
instruction begins. This form of pre-exposure can be particularly helpful with English 
Language Learners or special needs students who benefit from multiple exposures to 
words over a longer period of time. 
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Personal Goals

■■ Overview 

Most students do better when they have a clear goal and understanding of the expecta-
tions and learning outcomes. The creation of personal goals helps to focus students on learn-
ing priorities and can cause them to listen differently during the lesson. When learning tasks 
are connected to personal goals, the learning becomes more relevant. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Provide a brief introduction to students regarding the content and focus of the lesson 
and ask students to brainstorm what they already know about the topic. 

2.	 If appropriate, ask students to share with partners some of the ideas they brainstormed. 

3.	 Ask students to consider what they already know about the topic as well as what they 
would like to learn. Help them to make personal connections and encourage them to 
ask unique and out of the ordinary questions. 

4.	 Provide students with 3x5 cards, Post-It Notes, or sheets of paper to record their Per
sonal Goals. (See Personal Goals on page 133.) 

5.	 At various points during the lesson or unit, instruct students to pause, read their goals, 
and track achievement towards completion of the goals. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Have students review goals at the end of the unit or lesson.

♦♦ Ask students to place written goals in a location where they will be seen often. Students 
could track and reflect on progress towards the goals through a Journal Response.

♦♦ Some students benefit from the use of a Sentence Starter when creating goals such as 
“I most want to learn about . . . ” or “I am curious why _________ happens when . . . ”

♦♦ The number of goals a student creates can be differentiated based on the needs of the    
students as well as the depth of the goals they write.

♦♦ Critical Thinking Connection—Ask students to thoughtfully self-evaluate the goals 
they have created. Ask them to rate, on a scale of 1 to 10, how demanding the goals 
were. Challenge them to create and track goals that will stretch them beyond their   
comfort zone.
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■■ Overview 

The opportunity to draw, doodle, or sketch as part of the learning process is motivating for 
many students. The Quick Draw strategy allows students the opportunity to be creative, have 
fun, and connect new and previously learned information. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Prior to the lesson, choose key words, concepts or ideas that students will encounter 
in the lesson. 

2.	 As the lesson begins, provide students with a prompt, question, or a list of terms and 
ask them to create a picture that expresses their understanding of that idea. 

3.	 Model for the students what a Quick Draw could look like so they have a clear under-
standing of the complexity and type of picture that is expected. 

4.	 When prompted, provide students with time to create their own Quick Draw. These 
pictures do not have to be elaborate, overly detailed, or exact. Stick figures will work 
just fine. 

5.	 When students have had time to complete their pictures (most students will complete 
a simple one in less than 3 minutes), provide them an opportunity to share their Quick 
Draws with partners. 

6.	 After students have shared with partners, begin the lesson and explain how those 
pictures relate to the concepts or ideas being learned. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ This strategy could also be done as a pairs activity where each student adds some-
thing to the picture of another. 

♦♦ Consider combining Quick Draw with a Team Web, Give One/Get One, or a Snow
ball Fight. 

♦♦ As an option, at the end of the lesson or unit, have students add information to the 
Quick Draw they created at the beginning of the lesson. Have them compare, add 
additional ideas, or recreate the picture to demonstrate additional knowledge.      

♦♦ Quick Draws can be done in learning logs, on scratch paper, in journals, on Post-It 
Notes, on 3x5 cards, on individual whiteboards, or as a part of note-taking sheets.

Quick Draw
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Quotes

■■ Overview 

The opinions, thoughts, or ideas of others will often catch the attention of students and 
help them to focus on the learning. Using Quotes as a tool to introduce a topic is a great way 
to spotlight their attention on important ideas. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Prior to the lesson, select one or more Quotes that directly relate to the topic being 
presented. 

2.	 Display the Quote(s) and prompt students to consider what they think about it. Allow 
them think time to consider their thoughts. Some teachers prefer to ask students to 
write down their thoughts or list key words that describe their opinion. 

3.	 Provide students with some information and context about the Quote, the author, and 
any other background that may help them to better form an opinion. 

4.	 When prompted, ask students to share their thoughts of the quote with their partners. 

5.	 After students have had sufficient time to share with their partners, gain their atten-
tion and explain how the Quote(s) relate to the topic being studied. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Conduct an Internet search for “quotes for teachers” and you’ll find dozens of sites 
that provide Quotes from famous personalities that can be directly linked to content.

♦♦  If appropriate for the age level, consider using Quotes that take a controversial stance 
or one where students will have a clear opinion. 

♦♦ After the Quote(s) are shared, students could participate in a Line Up, Corners, or 
Journal assignment in order to share and expand their ideas.

♦♦ While sharing with partners, certain students may benefit from the use of Sentence 
Starters (see Sentence Starters on page 146) to help initiate discussions. 
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Rank It

■■ Overview 

This strategy asks students to consider and rank, on a scale of 1 to 10, their understanding 
of key terms, ideas, or concepts that will be presented in the lesson. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Provide each student with a Rank It form. (See Rank It on page 134.) 

2.	 Display a listing of the key terms or concepts that will be presented in the lesson. 

3.	 Lead students to read each of the words listed and think about what they know about 
the words. 

4.	 Provide students with pronunciations if needed, but do not provide definitions or 
examples. Explain to students that the goal of Rank It is to think about what they 
already know about the terms. 

5.	 Provide students with an explanation of the scale they will use to show how much 
they know about the words. Students will respond with a number between 1 and 10 
to indicate their understanding of the words. A rank of 1 to 3 will indicate little under-
standing of the word, a rank of 4 to 7 will indicate moderate understanding while a 
rank of 8 or more will indicate a higher level of understanding. 

6.	 Lead students to rank their knowledge of each word. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Consider combining Rank It with Content Nameplates. 

♦♦ Clarify for students what the 1 to 3, 4 to 7, and 8 to 10 rankings may mean by explain-
ing that a low ranking may mean that the word is recognized, but cannot be defined. 
A moderate ranking may mean that the student can provide a brief, but incomplete 
definition. An 8+ ranking may mean that the student can both define the term and 
provide an explanation.

♦♦ Since the goal is a simple pre-assessment of student knowledge, there may not be a 
need to challenge students who may provide a ranking that is higher than expected. 
At this point, there is no need for students to prove their knowledge. 

♦♦ Critical Thinking Connection—Have students keep the Rank It forms and compare 
their rankings before and after the lesson. Ask them to explain, update, or modify their 
rankings based on new learning. 



12 Battling Boredom, Part 1

Snap Shot

■■ Overview 

Students are typically attracted to the pictures, captions, graphs, and diagrams of a text, 
book, or handout. This strategy allows them to first capture information from those visual 
sources before being required to use the information or have a discussion. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Before the lesson, determine an appropriate source (text, handout, website, poster, 
word wall, etc.) of information about the topic being studied. Determine if students 
will participate in Snap Shot with partners, small groups, or by themselves. 

2.	 Distribute the resources and provide time for students to interact with the resource to 
get an overall sense of the topic, key words, or information. 

3.	 As an analogy, tell students that they are going to have their brains take a rough “Snap 
Shot” of the information before they learn more. Tell them that they do not need to 
read every word, but rather get little bits of information from different sections of the 
source. 

4.	 After a few minutes of flipping through pages and interacting with the resources, have 
the students stop and summarize what information they have gathered. They could 
summarize this information by compiling a list of key words, using Post-It Notes to 
tag important pages, or by having a discussion with partners or small groups. 

5.	 After students have had sufficient time to develop their Snap Shot, discuss, and/or 
use the information in a partner discussion, gain their attention and lead a discussion 
about how the information they have gathered is related to the objective and focus of 
the lesson. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Consider combining Snap Shot with Coded Reading, Mind Mapping, or a Team Web.

♦♦ Provide several different sources of information (a stack of library books on a topic, 
for example) and ask students to use those resources to determine important ideas to 
share with partners or small groups. 

♦♦ If students compile information from their Snap Shots, gather that information for 
use later in the unit or lesson. For example, after students have learned more about the 
topic, hand back their original Snap Shots and ask them to add, extend, or compare 
the before and after learning. 
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Stories

■■ Overview 

Students of all ages, even if they won’t all admit it, love a good story. Although teachers 
typically think of story-telling as something that is done only with younger students or in 
reading class, stories can add a powerful and motivating element to any content area, regard-
less of the age of the students. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Prior to the lesson, brainstorm what stories might best complement the objectives of 
the lesson. Often, curricular guides contain ideas and suggestions for stories. 

2.	 Tell students that they will be listening to a story. If appropriate, tell them specifically 
what to listen for when they hear the story. 

3.	 Read or tell the story. 

4.	 After the story, tell students how the story connects to the content being learned. 

5.	 Example—“Students, to start our lesson today I want to read you a story about a boy 
who didn’t quite understand certain phrases and words that his parents and teachers 
used. As you hear the story, think if you’ve ever heard these phrases and been con-
fused like the boy in the story.” Read Parts by Tedd Arnold. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ The story doesn’t need to be long, overly complicated, or detailed to be effective at 
making connections for students nor does the story need to be original. Children’s 
books are a great place to start. 

♦♦ Stories of individuals who have overcome adversity have a strong appeal to students, 
particularly those who struggle in school.

♦♦ Stories do not always have to have a strong, dramatic, or moral element to be effective. 
Humorous stories are often the easiest way to begin. 

♦♦ For help on finding good stories, consult the school or community librarian. Provide 
them with the content you’ll be teaching and ask them to help you find a story that 
will engage your students. 

♦♦ Critical Thinking Connection—Ask students to relate the key ideas of the story to 
their own personal experiences. Lead them to make connections between the moral of 
the story and their own lives. 
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3 Things Cards

■■ Overview 

Students enjoy expressing their opinions but are sometimes reluctant to do so in class because 
they are unsure of how their ideas will be received by the teacher or their peers. This strategy 
offers students the chance to express their opinions about a variety of topics in a safe setting. 

■■ Step by Step

1.	 Prior to the lesson, brainstorm a list of words, terms, or ideas that students will encoun-
ter in the learning. Write each of those terms on a separate 3x5 card. 

2.	 As students enter the class, hand each a card with a term on it. Not every student 
needs to get a unique term, but it helps if there are numerous terms circulating among 
the students. 

3.	 When prompted, instruct students to brainstorm three things they know, believe, or 
think about the term that is listed on their card. It helps for the teacher to model for the 
students the kinds of ideas they could brainstorm. 

4.	 Instruct students to share their three ideas with partners. If appropriate, have students 
with similar or identical cards find each other and share their ideas. 

5.	 Example—To introduce a lesson on gravity, distribute cards with following terms 
listed: force, pull, earth, moon, atmosphere, space, mass, Newton, tides, weight, law, etc. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ This strategy can be used at the beginning of the school year to help establish the 
norms and rules in the classroom. Distribute cards such as kindness, helpfulness, fair-
ness, sharing, homework, motivation, preparedness, etc. and ask students to consider what 
they believe about those ideas. 

♦♦ Consider combining 3 Things Cards with Move and Touch, Card Sort, Fish Bowl, or 
Quiz Show. 

♦♦ Consider having students write their three ideas on each card and collect them after the 
lesson. When the unit is over or when it is time to review for an assessment, redistrib-
ute the cards and ask students to add three more things they know about the concept. 
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Ticket In the Door

■■ Overview 

Effective teachers know it is important to get students involved in a learning task from 
the very beginning on the lesson. This strategy provides students with a tangible, clear task 
but it also allows them the opportunity to become an “expert” in one of the ideas that will be 
presented in the lesson. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 As the lesson begins, give each student a Post-It Note or 3x5 card with a key word, 
idea, or concept listed on it. 

2.	 Tell students that they will become experts on the term or idea listed on the card. 
Explain that an expert not only knows how to define or explain an idea but they can 
also share examples, give characteristics, and answer questions about the concept. 

3.	 Provide students with time to find or share definitions, characteristics, or key words 
associated with the term on their card. 

4.	 After students have spent time adding ideas, definitions, and examples on their 3x5 
cards, instruct them to place the cards on their desks. 

5.	 Tell students to listen carefully as the lesson begins because when they hear their term 
talked about, they’ll be asked to share some of what they know. 

6.	 Begin the lesson on the topic(s), pausing at various points to ask students to share 
what they have listed on their 3x5 cards. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Combine Ticket In the Door with a Give One/Get One, Gallery Walk, or Found It!

♦♦ If necessary, list both the term and the definition on the cards. Students could use their 
cards to create Flash Cards 2.0 or in combination with Teach One, Guess It. 

♦♦ It is not necessary to have a separate term for every student in class. While each stu-
dent should have their own 3x5 card, multiple students could become experts on the 
same idea. 
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What’s in the Bag?

■■ Overview 

This strategy incorporates the power of suspense and novelty to garner student attention. 
It involves only a simple paper bag, an object that can fit in that bag, and student curiosity to 
be effective. 

■	 Step by Step 

1.	 Prior to the lesson, select a tangible, physical object that relates to the topic being pre-
sented. Before students enter class, place the object in the bag. 

2.	 As the lesson begins, tell students that you have placed an object in the bag that directly 
relates to the objective of the lesson. 

3.	 Tell students the objective and provide think time to consider what the object could be 
placed in the bag. 

4.	 Lead the class in a question and answer session where students take turns guessing 
what the object could be. Consider using the 20 Questions strategy during this time. If 
students seem stumped, provide some clues or respond to guesses with, “You’re cold” 
or “You’re red hot” statements. 

5.	 Once a student has correctly guessed the object or the students seem stumped, show 
them the object and explain how the object relates to the lesson. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ As an option, ask students how they think the object relates to the lesson without tell-
ing them directly. 

♦♦ Sometimes an odd association can be created between an object and the content being 
studied. For example, when studying whole to part fraction concepts, bring in an 
orange to display how one whole object can be divided into parts. 

♦♦ Critical Thinking Connection—Consider asking students to think of items that could 
have gone into the bag that relate to the objective. Ask students to provide a justifi-
cation for an item and explain how it relates to the lesson being learned. Sometimes 
students will think of excellent examples that can be used in later lessons. 
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Absent Student

■■ Overview 

This strategy provides students an opportunity to summarize their understanding of the 
central points of the lesson or topic. Students are asked to discuss and/or write about the  
main points of the lesson for a particular audience—in this case, that audience is an imaginary 
(or real) student that was absent from the lesson. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Provide students with an opportunity to think about the objectives of the lesson or 
unit. If appropriate, provide them with time to work with a partner or small group to 
share ideas or summarize their thoughts. 

2.	 Give each student a 3x5 card, a Post-It Note, a piece of paper, or a journal. 

3.	 Instruct them that they will be writing a letter or short note to a student that missed 
the day’s lesson. 

4.	 Provide time for students to brainstorm about what they will write. If needed, have 
students complete a Gallery Walk or Send-A-Spy to get additional ideas. 

5.	 Provide students with writing time, pausing at intervals, to check progress and ask 
students to share their ideas with others. 

6.	 Collect the notes as a Ticket Out the Door. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Some students will benefit from the use of a Sentence Starter to begin the note to the 
absent student. For example, students may begin the note with 

“Dear ________,

Today in science we learned about __________.

Three important things you’ll want to know about ________ are...” 

♦♦ Teachers can differentiate this strategy by offering some students the opportunity to 
list key words, complete a Quick Draw with labels, create a Mind Map, or use a My 
Top 10 List as a resource. 

♦♦ This strategy is also effective with partners and small groups. In those cases, this strat-
egy can be used to brainstorm ideas. 

♦♦ Critical Thinking Connection—As students write their letters, ask them to prioritize 
the learning for the recipient of the letter. Students could include a paragraph in the 
letter that lists, in order of importance, the content that may be the most difficult to 
recall, practice, or explain. 
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Circle, Triangle, Square

■■ Overview 

This strategy asks students to think about the lesson or content from three different per- 
spectives—what they are still thinking about (circle), three things they have learned (triangle), 
and what they agree with (square). 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Provide each student with a 3x5 card, a sheet of paper, or a Post-It Note. 

2.	 Have students draw a circle, triangle, and square. Ask them to separate the shapes by 
some space so there is room to write in or next to the shapes. 

3.	 Tell students that they will be writing key words, short sentences, or examples next to 
each of the shapes. 

4.	 Next to the circle, ask students to write something about the content or lesson that 
is still going around in their mind. This can be something they haven’t quite totally 
grasped or something they are still thinking about. 

5.	 Next to the triangle, have students write three things they learned. 

6.	 Next to the square, students write something about the lesson or content that “squares” 
with them. That is, something they agree with, understand, or believe. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Remember to provide students enough time during the end of the lesson to think and 
reflect about the content before they start to write. If the time is rushed, they’ll think 
more about getting the task done than providing thoughtful responses. 

♦♦ This strategy can be used as a Ticket Out the Door, included in a Journal, as part of a 
Snowball Fight, or collected over time to demonstrate growth of understanding. 

♦♦ See Circle, Triangle, Square on page 135 for a reproducible to use with students.

♦♦ Critical Thinking Connection—Ask students to review the information from the tri-
angle in order to create an illustration that demonstrates their understanding of the 
idea. 
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Journal Response

■■ Overview 

The use of journals can provide students with a chance to express opinions, thoughts, and 
ideas in a safe, creative format. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Provide each student with a journal. (Consider providing each student with a note-
book that can be personalized and used for an extended period of time.) 

2.	 Prompt students to think about the content or main objectives of the lesson. If appro-
priate, offer them the opportunity to have a partner discussion or to review notes, 
written materials, or books. 

3.	 Give students a specific topic, question, or scenario and provide think time and/or an 
opportunity to share ideas with a partner. 

4.	 Instruct students to respond to the question or prompt in their journal. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ The quality of journal responses can be strengthened with the use of Sentence Starters 
or Outcome Statements. 

♦♦ For students who struggle with topics or ideas to write about, consider beginning 
with Coded Reading, Give One/Get One, or Consultation. 

♦♦ Teachers can increase the likelihood of thoughtful, reflective responses from students 
by ensuring that feedback is provided in a timely and consistent basis. 

♦♦ Journal Responses can be brief and variations can include listing acronyms, describ-
ing characteristics, asking questions, adding a Quick Draw, or writing a summary. 
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Keepers and Wishers

■■ Overview 

This strategy offers the teacher a glimpse into which terms, ideas, or concepts students have 
grasped. By labeling ideas as either a Keeper or a Wisher, students indicate which concepts they 
think they are likely to recall and which ones will need to be revisited in a follow up lesson. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Provide each student with two Post-It Notes. 

2.	 Prior to the end of the lesson, create a chart with two columns. One labeled Keepers 
and the other Wishers. 

3.	 Provide students with time to review the key ideas and concepts from the lesson. If 
necessary, ask students to discuss their thoughts with a partner. 

4.	 Explain to students that they will write one idea, term, or sentence on each of the Post- 
It Notes. Instruct them to write a small K at the top of one and a small W on the other. 

5.	 Tell students that the K stands for Keepers. On the K Post-It Note, they will write 
something from the lesson that they will keep, or remember. On the W Post-It Note, 
which stands for Wishers, they will write the term, concept, or idea that they wish 
they knew more about. That is, on the W Post-It Note, students should list ideas that 
they are unable to adequately or fully explain. 

6.	 Lead students to take their K and W Post-It Notes and place them in the corresponding 
columns on the chart. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ One option is to use a handout with the two Keepers and Wishers columns. Ask 
students to list key words or ideas under each column and collect as a Ticket Out the 
Door. (See Keepers and Wishers on page 136.) 

♦♦ When reading and analyzing the information students have written on the Keepers 
and Wishers Post-It Notes, look for commonalities in student responses. Pay close 
attention to those key ideas or concepts that students fail to include as Keepers. 

♦♦ During a follow up lesson, consider distributing the Post-It Notes as a Ticket In the 
Door. 
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Letter to Self

■■ Overview 

This is a novel strategy that provides the students with a unique audience for their writ-
ing—themselves. Since the primary audience and recipient of the letter is the student writing 
it, there is a level of safety and security that allows the student to focus on their content learn
ing without getting overly concerned about who will be reading the letter. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Provide students with a sheet of paper and a letter-sized envelope. 

2.	 Tell students that they will be writing a letter to themselves that will outline what they 
know, understand, and still need to know about the topic being studied. 

3.	 Let them know that it will be a true letter to self and that no one else will read it. 

4.	 Ask students to summarize what they know about the unit of study and to make the 
letter personal by including anything that they need to do in order to better under-
stand the topic. 

5.	 After students have written the letter and sealed it in the envelope, collect the letters 
and let them know that they will receive the letter back at some unknown time in the 
near future. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Some teachers have chosen to have students complete the Letter to Self at the begin-
ning of a unit of study and then deliver it to them at the end of unit so they can see 
how much they have learned. 

♦♦ Some students will benefit from the use of Sentence Starters to help them begin the 
letter.

♦♦ If school funds permit, consider sending the letters in the mail. Students love to get 
mail and will likely share the letter with their family.

♦♦ When this strategy is regularly used, students can collect and compile their letters to 
get a long-term view of the learning that has taken place.

♦♦ See Letter to Self on page 137 for a reproducible for students to use.

♦♦ Critical Thinking Connection—When students are writing their letters ask them to 
include certain self-reflection verbs such as defend, justify, support, and compare. 



23Strategies to End a Lesson

Outcome Statements

■■ Overview 

This strategy allows students the opportunity to critically process and think about the 
content or information in a novel manner. Students are encouraged to consider the process of 
learning in addition to the content or information that was learned. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Instruct students to think about and reflect on what they know or have learned about 
the topic. If needed, provide them with a listing of key words, topics, big ideas, or 
questions. 

2.	 Explain that students will be shown or given an Outcome Statement and that their 
job is to finish the sentence based on what they know or understand about the topic. 

3.	 Provide students with choices of which statements they can finish and provide think 
time for them to consider their response. 

4.	 Ask students to share their Outcome Statements with a partner. 

5.	 Examples of Outcome Statements include: 

“I was surprised by...”

“I am clearer about...”

“I wish I knew more about...” 

“One thing I can explain clearly is...” 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Consider combining Outcome Statements with a Journal Response, Ticket Out the 
Door, or Give One/Get One.

♦♦ See Outcome Statements on page 138 for a list of additional Outcome Statements. 

♦♦ When this strategy is used frequently, students may have a tendency to choose the 
same Outcome Statements each time they are asked to reflect. If that happens, con-
sider randomly assigning the statements or use them as Envelope Questions. 
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Pass It

■■ Overview 

When students are asked to self-select important ideas and key questions, there is an 
increased likelihood that they’ll be engaged in the lesson. This strategy offers students the 
opportunity to determine their own key learning from the lesson as well as see what other 
students have determined was important. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Provide students with three Post-It Notes or 3x5 cards. 

2.	 Prompt students to think about the main objective(s) of the lesson. Provide think time 
and, if appropriate, the opportunity to debrief with a partner. 

3.	 Instruct students to write one thing they learned on each card or sticky note. (Three 
cards = three things they learned.) 

4.	 Once they have written the fact, term, or idea on each card, collect the cards. 

5.	 After all the cards have been collected, shuffle them and give each student three ran-
dom cards. 

6.	 When students have their new cards, they read what was written and create a question 
that could be answered by the fact/information that was provided on the card.

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ One option is to give each student just one to two cards and hold the others for an 
introductory activity during a follow up lesson. 

♦♦ These cards could be used to review with partners or could be given back to the origi-
nal student. 

♦♦ The cards could be collected as a Ticket Out the Door, used in conjunction with a 
Partner Pretest, or as a Card Sort. 

♦♦ Critical Thinking Connection—Lead pairs or small groups of students to prioritize 
and organize the information on the cards according to criteria such as easiest to recall, 
most difficult to explain, or most likely to be on a test. 
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Postcard to a Friend

■■ Overview 

This novel strategy allows students to summarize their learning for the purpose of com
municating to a friend. The power is in the fact that students have a specific purpose for the 
writing and are provided with a short, easy-to-follow format. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Provide students with a blank postcard or a paper cut in the size and shape of a 
postcard. 

2.	 Instruct students that they will be writing a Postcard to a Friend about the content or 
topic that was presented in the lesson. 

3.	 Tell students that most postcards only have enough space for a few lines so they will 
need to summarize their learning in a brief, understandable way for their friend. 

4.	 Provide students with think time and between 3 to 5 minutes to write their postcard. 
If appropriate, ask students to share their ideas with partners or provide a Sentence 
Starter. 

5.	 Collect the postcards. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ An option is to have students write a postcard to themselves (similar to a Letter to 
Self) and then send those to the students as they prepare for an assessment. 

♦♦ This strategy could be differentiated easily by asking students list key words, draw a 
picture, copy a text selection, or working with a partner instead of writing in complete 
sentences. 

♦♦ The postcards could be used as part of an introduction to a follow up lesson, collected 
and used as a test review tool, or given out randomly to students as part of a Give 
One/Get One activity. 
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Press Conference Talking Points

■■ Overview 

When politicians, celebrities, athletes, and other public figures prepare for press con
ferences, they often prepare a list of talking points to help get their message across to their 
audience. This strategy uses that concept to help students determine talking points about the 
lesson or unit that was studied. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Inform students that they will be preparing for a make-believe press conference. Briefly 
explain to students the purpose of a press conference. 

2.	 Instruct students to prepare between five and ten talking points about the concept 
or topic that has been presented in the lesson. It may help to show students a brief 
example of a press conference. Talking points are typically the most important parts of 
the message that a person wants to ensure that everyone understands. 

3.	 Provide students with time to review their notes, materials, books, and other resources. 

4.	 If appropriate, ask students to review with partners or do an Add On activity or a 
Team Web. 

5.	 Provide students with time to write, edit, and review their talking points. 

6.	 Collect the talking points and if time permits, have students hold mock press confer-
ences in small groups or as a whole class. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ The talking points could be collected as a Ticket Out The Door. 

♦♦ The talking points could be used as part of an introduction to a follow-up lesson or as 
a review to prepare for an assessment. 

♦♦ Critical Thinking Connection—Just as in real life, the talking points could be shared, 
edited, and proofed with the help of peers before conducting a press conference. 
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Quick Write

■■ Overview 

Quick Write is a versatile strategy that offers students a chance to reflect on the key points 
and objectives of the lesson. In addition to helping students summarize their thoughts, it can 
serve as a quick and easy assessment tool for the teacher. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Provide each student with a piece of paper, a 3x5 card, an Individual Student 
Whiteboard, a Post-It Note, or a journal. 

2.	 Give students a prompt, question, or topic and explain how it is related to the objec-
tives of the lesson. 

3.	 Instruct students to write a short statement about the concept being learned. The 
statement should be brief and summarize a main point or something they understand 
about the topic. 

4.	 Once students have completed the Quick Write, the statements can be used during 
partner discussions, collected as a Ticket Out The Door, or combined by groups to 
use with a Partner Pretest. 

5.	 As the lesson ends, collect the Quick Write responses. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Consider combining Quick Write with a Team Web or a Snowball Fight. 

♦♦ Depending on student ability levels, a Quick Write can include key words, single sen-
tences, lists of characteristics, or examples. 

♦♦ Older students can do a Quick Write in a section of their notes or notebooks.

♦♦ Consider starting a subsequent lesson by handing back the Quick Write as a Ticket 
In the Door. 
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6 Words or Less

■■ Overview 

For many students, it is more difficult to be precise than wordy when describing key learn-
ing or understanding of a topic. With this strategy, students are asked to make a statement/ 
write a sentence about the concept or topic being studied. The statement they create must be 
a  complete thought in a sentence of six words or less. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Provide each student with a piece of paper, a 3x5 card, a Post-It Note, an Individual 
Student Whiteboard, or a journal. 

2.	 Instruct students to think about the main ideas presented in the lesson. If appropriate, 
ask them to summarize their thoughts with a partner. 

3.	 After students have had time to consider their ideas and thoughts about the content, 
tell them that they will be writing one sentence that communicates their thoughts and 
learning. 

4.	 Tell students that the sentence should be fewer than seven words but should still com-
municate a clear idea about what they’ve learned. The statement should be a complete 
thought but not necessarily follow all grammar and punctuation rules. 

5.	 Encourage students to first write out their ideas/thoughts as a draft and then replace 
or delete works until they get to 6 Words or Less. 

6.	 Example—For students learning multiplication concepts: 

Multiplication = Easier than adding by hand! 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Consider combining 6 Words or Less with a Ticket Out the Door, Send-A-Problem, 
or 2 Truths and a Lie.

♦♦ Some students may benefit from the use of a Sentence Starter to prompt their thinking. 

♦♦ 6 Words or Less could be done first as a solo/independent activity and then shared in 
small groups or with the whole class. 

♦♦ Critical Thinking Connection—This strategy could be easily differentiated by asking 
some students to list six synonyms or antonyms, six examples of the topic, or six key 
words associated with the concept. 



29Strategies to End a Lesson

Sneak Peek

■■ Overview 

We all appreciate a good “heads up” or advanced notice of what information, activities, 
and plans that will be coming in the future. This strategy provides students with a preview of 
the next lesson and helps to show how it relates to the current concept. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Tell students that you’d like to give them a preview of something important. As an 
analogy, briefly explain to students why movie theatres provide previews of upcoming 
movies. (To produce interest, excitement, and to get people to talk about the movie.) 

2.	 Tell students what they’ll be learning during the next lesson. Provide examples, 
Fantastic Facts, Quotes, or Stories to gain student interest. 

3.	 Ask students to make connections between the Sneak Peek they were just given and 
the content they already know. 

4.	 Example—“Students, tomorrow we are going to begin a unit on geography. Now 
geography is not just the study of mountains, streams, and oceans. Did you know that 
the man who is considered the best basketball player of all time majored in geography 
in college? Yes, Michael Jordan majored in cultural geography at the University of 
North Carolina. Tomorrow I’ll tell you exactly what cultural geography is and I’ll even 
share some quotes about it directly from Jordan.” 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Consider using images or pictures in the Sneak Peek to heighten student interest.

♦♦ To be effective, the Sneak Peek only needs to last a few minutes and could be com-
bined with Sentence Starters, Word Splash, a Ball Toss, or Keepers and Wishers. 
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Ticket Out the Door

■■ Overview 

Teachers appreciate this strategy because it provides for student accountability at the end of 
a lesson. Students are instructed that the teacher will stand at the door at the end of the period 
(or during a time of transition) and will collect each student’s Ticket Out the Door. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Provide each student with a 3x5 card, Post-It Note, or small piece of paper. 

2.	 Give students an overview of the key points of the lesson and provide them with time 
to think about what they have learned and will remember most. 

3.	 Tell students to briefly write down what they learned. For example, have students 
write down three dots/bullets and then list three things that they recall, learned, 
remembered, or thought about the topic. 

4.	 While students leave the room, stand at the door and collect a card from each student. 

5.	 Use the information on the tickets to gauge understanding or the progress of individ-
ual students. This information is helpful in considering what information may need 
to be re-taught. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ The Circle, Triangle, Square strategy is a popular Ticket Out the Door option.

♦♦ Remember to provide students enough time during the end of the lesson to think and 
reflect. If students are asked to do a Ticket Out the Door in the last 20 seconds before a 
transition, they’ll likely worry more about being late for the next class and won’t take 
the time to thoughtfully reflect. 

♦♦ Some students may benefit from the use of Sentence Starters in combination with the 
Ticket Out the Door. 

♦♦ The tickets can be used to help begin the next day’s lesson or they can be used as a 
discussion starter with individual students. 
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What Did You Hear?

■■ Overview 

Regardless of the content we teach, what a student hears (in this case what they understand 
or think they understand) is the most important feature in assessing their understanding of 
the content. It is important for teachers to take the time to compare what students heard/ 
understood versus what they wanted them to hear or understand. This strategy offers teachers 
the chance to assess what students heard. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Provide students with time to think about the main ideas and concepts presented dur-
ing the lesson. If necessary, review key terms or ideas from the lesson. 

2.	 When cued, instruct students that they will either write or discuss with partners what 
they heard the teacher say during the lesson. Encourage students to recall actual quotes, 
words, or phrases used by the teacher. 

3.	 If appropriate, provide students with a Sentence Starter such as: 

“I heard the teacher say_______.”

“The most important thing I heard the teacher say was_______.” 

4.	 Have students discuss with partners or conduct a Quick Write. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Consider combining this activity with a Journal Response, a Pass It, or Add On. 

♦♦ If students struggle to recall actual quotes or phrases, tell them to use their own words 
to summarize what was heard. 

♦♦ Be sure not to embarrass students or make them feel badly if they are unable to recall 
what was said. As an informal assessment strategy, the goal should be to accurately 
gauge what students have understood. If students are unable to communicate what 
they know, consider it an opportunity to re-teach. 

♦♦ Critical Thinking Connection—Place students in pairs or small groups and ask them 
to critique, challenge, or confirm the statements of their partners. 
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Word Splash

■■ Overview 

This strategy offers students a fun alternative to discover the words, associations, and ideas 
that come to mind when students are prompted to think of the objective or focus of the lesson. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Provide each student with a 3x5 card, a Post-It Note, or a piece of paper. 

2.	 Ask students to put aside all their notes, books, manipulatives, and any learning mate-
rials that are related to the content being learned. 

3.	 Tell students that when they are cued they will write down (splash down) single words 
or short ideas that come to mind when given a topic. 

4.	 Prompt students with such phrases such as, “Splash down words associated with the 
Scientific Method.” Since the goal is to discover what immediately comes to mind, it is 
not necessary for students to elaborate or provide definitions. 

5.	 Example—After learning about the Legislative Branch of government, ask students to 
Word Splash terms associated with Checks and Balances. 

6.	 Collect the Word Splash cards as a Ticket Out the Door. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ An option is to ask students to divide a sheet of paper into four sections and use each 
section to Word Splash four different ideas/concepts. 

♦♦ The ideas that are “splashed” could be color coded with highlighters according to top-
ics or categories. For example, the color green could represent all the ideas that come 
to a student’s mind that are easily understood. The color yellow could be used for 
words that are familiar but not totally comprehended and the red could be used for 
ideas or terms that are not fully understood. 

♦♦ Consider using the Word Splash cards as part of a beginning activity in a subsequent 
lesson. 
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Content Nameplate

■■ Overview 

This strategy encourages students to use some creativity in the creation of a nameplate 
that contains important information about topics, content, people, or events being studied. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Provide each student with an 8.5x11 sheet of paper. 

2.	 Instruct students to fold the paper, tent-style, so the paper can stand on its own. 

3.	 Provide students with a list of key concepts, ideas, or terms that go along with the 
objectives of the lesson. 

4.	 Lead each student to select one of the terms or randomly assign them to students. 

5.	 Instruct students that the term, idea, or concept will be written in large letters in the 
middle of the Content Nameplate on section that will be shown when it is folded. 

6.	 Tell students to fill each of the four corners of the nameplate with examples, content, 
illustrations, or definitions that relate to the term in the center of the nameplate. 

7.	 Example—For students studying the Electoral College: 

538 Electors Based on a
 State’s population

Electoral College
Purpose: to elect the  Takes place once
President & VP  every four years

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Consider combining Content Nameplates with a Gallery Walk, Send-A-Spy, or 
Timer Tell. 

♦♦ Provide students with a sample Content Nameplate as a model. 

♦♦ Critical Thinking Connection—Ask students to select the information from one of the 
corners of the nameplate in order to elaborate on it. Have students gather additional 
information and create an illustration, model, story, or example. 
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Checklists

■■ Overview 

Checklists serve as a road map to help students determine which tasks and assignments 
needs to be accomplished. Some students are also motivated by the ability to track their 
accomplishments and check off items as they are completed. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Provide students with a blank Checklist form (see Checklist on page 139). 

2.	 Review with students the tasks, assignments, or work that needs to completed and 
provide a specific time frame for each task. 

3.	 Guide students to list, copy, or brainstorm the tasks that they personally need to com-
plete in order to meet the expectations of the assignment. If appropriate, lead them to 
prioritize tasks according to various criteria such as: 

Easiest to complete 

Will take the most time 

Already started 

Need help getting started 

Need help finishing 

4.	 While students are working on their tasks, periodically ask them to reflect and update 
their checklist. 

5.	 Provide students with time to update their Checklists and celebrate their 
accomplishments. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Consider guiding students to place the easiest task or learning at the beginning of the 
list. This could help build momentum and motivation. 

♦♦ Checklists can also be used as an effective tool to communicate with home. In addi-
tion to listing and tracking tasks and accomplishments, a section can be included for 
parents to sign and return. 

♦♦ Some students benefit from the use of multiple Checklists for organizing different 
types of tasks. These can be color coded according to the type of task. 

♦♦ Consider combining Checklists with Partner Pretest or Line Ups. 
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Coded Reading

■■ Overview 

Students typically do well when they are given a clear purpose and reason for reading. 
This strategy offers students a reason for reading and offers many the motivational push 
needed to accomplish a reading task. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Prior to reading a passage (particularly non-fiction) provide students with codes to 
use/record while reading. 

2.	 Model for students how the codes are used including how many they should use and 
how often. 

3.	 Codes could include: 

A 

A  for something they have a question about

A  for something they’d like to talk about

4.	 As students read, ask them to highlight, record, and note the reading utilizing the 
assigned codes.

5.	 After a designated period of reading time, ask students to stop and review their codes. 

6.	 Ask students to share one or more of their codes with partners or group students 
according to the types of codes they used most often. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ See Coded Reading on page 140 for more examples of codes to use while reading. 

♦♦ Consider using this strategy in conjunction with Outcome Statements, Corners, or 
Move and Touch. 

♦♦ Critical Thinking Connection—This strategy could also be used with proofing or 
critiquing another student’s writing. In that case, be sure to provide frameworks and 
specific ways for students to give the feedback. 
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Color Code

■■ Overview 

The use of different colors can provide students with a clear way to organize their learning 
and can assist in memory, recall, and processing. Color-coded materials also help students when 
it comes to locating and organizing materials such as folders, handouts, and written work. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Provide students with different colored markers, pens, or highlighters. 

2.	 Hand out learning materials, notes, worksheets or other items that students will use 
when completing learning tasks. 

3.	 Give students a method for organizing their materials using colors. 

4.	 Example—As students are organizing their materials and notes about the American 
Revolution, instruct them to highlight events in the color green, personalities in the color 
yellow, and facts in blue. 

5.	 Provide students with time to re-organize or update their Color Codes or consult with 
their peers to compare notes. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ When students are using books that cannot be written in, provide them with different 
colored Post-It Notes to organize their learning. 

♦♦ Color Codes work well when students are working on long-term, project-oriented 
tasks. In this case, have students use the Color Codes to organize the process of the 
tasks such as items to be completed by a certain date in the color red, items that can 
wait until the end in green, and items that need to be double checked in yellow. 

♦♦ Color Codes work well in conjunction with Checklists. 
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Concept Collage

■■ Overview 

This strategy allows for students to be creative in the description and elaboration of their 
content knowledge. Although it takes a bit more preparation and oversight than some of the 
other strategies, the level of engagement and the ability of students to demonstrate depth of 
understanding is worth the extra time. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Provide students with resources, notes, readings, and other materials related to the 
concepts being learned. 

2.	 Give students a supply of crayons, markers, glue, tape, and pictures that will help 
them to create a Concept Collage. 

3.	 Help students to reflect on their learning by brainstorming or reviewing key ideas. 
Students may also need suggestions about how to organize their materials. 

4.	 If needed, provide students with time to work with partners to review the content 
prior to beginning their Concept Collage. 

5.	 Instruct students to find or create pictures that relate to the concepts, key ideas, or 
vocabulary terms that have been learned. 

6.	 Provide time for students to create the Concept Collages. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Follow up by asking students to elaborate on their Concept Collage with a Journal 
Response, a Team Web, or Add On. 

♦♦ Some teachers are concerned about students who spend too much time finding and 
cutting pictures and not enough time relating those pictures to the content. In those 
cases, divide up the work time into discreet, short time blocks where students first find 
and cut out pictures followed by arranging and gluing followed by writing, describing 
or editing. 

♦♦ Collages do not need to be complex in order to be effective. The power of Concept 
Collages lie in the fact that they are personalized and that students are asked to elabo-
rate and explain their thoughts. 
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Create the Test

■■ Overview 

Students often do well when they are given the opportunity to have a direct say in how 
they will be evaluated. This strategy offers students the chance to create test or quiz items that 
will in turn be used in an assessment. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Provide students with an opportunity to review key ideas, terms, and examples from 
the lesson or unit. If appropriate, provide them with a chance to debrief with partners 
or small groups. 

2.	 Tell students that they will have the chance to provide input, ideas, and actual ques-
tions that will be used on the next test or quiz. 

3.	 Ask students to assemble and collect resource materials such as textbooks, notes, 
handouts, and worksheets related to the topic. Depending on the needs of the stu-
dents, provide time for them to organize the materials in order to determine what is 
needed and what is not. 

4.	 Once students have organized their materials, state how much time they’ll have to 
work on creating the test questions and give them several examples of both good and 
bad test questions. 

5.	 Give students time to work on creating the test questions. Ensure that students under-
stand how many possible test items they are required to create. Remind them that 
answers or examples must be provided for each question written.

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Avoid giving public credit or accolades to students who create test items that are used 
in actual assessments. For example, don’t say “Brent wrote item #3 on the test so he 
should at least get that one right.” This could embarrass the student in addition to pos-
sibly making him a target if other students struggle with the question. 

♦♦ Consider combining Create the Test with a Mind Map, Team Web, or Add On.

♦♦ This activity also serves as an informal assessment because most students will write 
test questions for content that is easy to understand or that has clear examples. In this 
case, reviewing the test questions offers the teacher the chance to see what students 
think is easy as well as what topics or content students avoided writing test questions 
about. 
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Flash Cards 2.0

■■ Overview 

Flash Cards have been used as an instructional strategy for decades. Flash Cards 2.0 incor-
porates a more interactive approach and encourages students to use them in a more creative, 
fun way. Since students take an active part in creating, updating, and sharing the flashcards, 
they tend to take more ownership in them and use them for a longer period of time. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Provide students with blank 3x5 cards and markers, crayons, stickers, or other materi-
als that will help them to customize their cards. 

2.	 Remind students of the content being studied and, if necessary, provide them with a 
list of key vocabulary terms, examples, math facts, or other commercially produced 
cards they could copy. 

3.	 Show students examples of customized flash cards and remind them that although 
they can be colorful and creative, the main goal is to ensure that the content is placed 
on the cards. 

4.	 Give students time to create their cards. Ensure that they know exactly how many 
cards they are required to produce as well as how much time they have. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Regardless of the size of the flash cards, consider hole punching them and placing 
them on a metal ring. Many student desks have metal or wire racks where students 
can place the rings. 

♦♦ Just like traditional flash cards, the power of Flash Cards 2.0 is in the use of them. 
Encourage students to review the cards during times when they have finished other 
work. 

♦♦ It is important to provide students with samples and examples of customized flash 
cards so they have an example that shows how complex, colorful, and creative they 
should be. 

♦♦ Consider combining Flash Cards 2.0 with an I Learned Chain, 20 Questions, or Guess 
the Word. 
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Mind Maps

■■ Overview 

This strategy has been made popular by Nancy Margulies, author of Mapping Inner Space 
as well as numerous Internet websites. It offers students the opportunity to create visual rep-
resentations (maps) of their learning and it helps them to discover how content and ideas are 
connected. 

■■ Step by Step

1.	 Provide each student a piece of paper along with pens, markers, crayons, colored 
pencils, etc. 

2.	 Instruct them to write the topic of study in the center of the page. 

3.	 Guide students to brainstorm what they know about the topic and “map out” connec-
tions between topics and ideas. Encourage the use of colors, symbols, lines, arrows, 
icons, and diagrams in addition to text. 

4.	 Provide additional feedback, resources, texts, or other materials that will assist stu-
dents in creating their mind maps. 

5.	 Give students time to work on creating their Mind Maps. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Many students will start with a traditional spider diagram until they see connec-
tions between topics. The teacher may have to help students make direct connections 
between ideas, concepts, or terms. 

♦♦ Remind students that each of the Mind Maps will look very different from each other.

♦♦ Students often take a lot of pride in their maps because they represent effort, creativity, 
and personal connections.

♦♦ Provide time for students to periodically revisit their Mind Maps in order to expand 
ideas and discover additional connections. 

♦♦ Consider combining Mind Maps with a Partner Protest, a Gallery Walk, Send-A-
Spy, or a Quick Write.

♦♦ Critical Thinking Connection—Ask students to select a certain section of their Mind 
Map in order to explain and elaborate upon the ideas presented. Consider using a 
Sentence Starter such as, “If you were to explain this concept to a group of younger 
students, what would you say?” 
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MIP

■■ Overview 

Teachers sometimes struggle to get students to understand the most important parts of an 
objective or lesson. This strategy asks students to think about the Most Important Point, idea, 
example, or piece of information from a lesson, text, or assignment. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Provide students with time to work independently on an academic task. 

2.	 Instruct students that while they are working on their assignment, you will ask them 
to pause at various points in order to consider the most important point of what they 
are currently reading, writing, or doing. 

3.	 If the MIPs will be collected rather than written in a notebook or on a worksheet, 
provide students with guidance about the form of the MIP (complete sentences, a 
picture summary, etc). 

4.	 Get students’ attention and prompt them to think about what they were working on 
before being interrupted. 

5.	 Ask students to write down what they consider to be the MIP of what they were 
learning. 

6.	 Example—“Students, please look up here. I have an important task for you. Think 
about what you were just reading about volcanoes. Most of you were reading pages 17 
to 21 of the science textbook. Think for a moment about the most important thing you 
read about in that section. Please write your MIP on a Post-It Note. When you have 
written your MIP, you may proceed with the reading.” 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Consider combining MIP with My Top 10 List, an I Learned Chain, or a Give One/ 
Get One. 

♦♦ An option is to have students to write the MIP on a piece of paper and collect all the 
papers for use in a review, as a strategy to begin a lesson, in a discussion, or as prepa-
ration for an assessment. 

♦♦ When reading a book, provide students with Post-It Notes and ask them to write their 
MIP on the note and place it in the book next to where that information or example 
was found. 
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My Top 10 List

■■ Overview 

This strategy is powerful because it helps students to become aware of the key points of 
the learning and can provide insight into what information still needs to be learned. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Provide students with a pre-printed My Top 10 List (see My Top 10 List on page 141) 
or ask them to take out a sheet of paper and list the numbers 1 to 10 or ten bullet points. 

2.	 Instruct students that while they are working independently, they will be asked to 
list ten important things they are learning. Those ten items could include examples, 
definitions, terms, or illustrations. 

3.	 During student work time, pause at regular intervals and prompt students to add 
important ideas and concepts to their list. 

4.	 In some cases, it may be appropriate to prompt students to write specific items on their 
list. 

5.	 Instruct students that their top ten items will likely be expanded and revised as they 
learn more about a topic. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Depending on the instructional level of the students, they could either summarize in 
their own words or copy information directly from a source. 

♦♦ The top ten ideas, examples, or terms compiled by students offers the teacher a glimpse 
into what information seems most important to them and what may need to be cov-
ered in more depth. For example, “Students, when I was reviewing your top ten lists 
I noticed that only a few of you listed the concept of Imperialism as being in your top 
ten. Please add that because it is a very important concept.” 

♦♦ Consider combining My Top 10 List with Partner Pretest, Create the Test, or as a 
reference in Consultation. 

♦♦ Critical Thinking Connection—Provide time for students to review their lists and 
ask them to select between one to three items for additional elaboration. When those 
additional items have been selected, lead students to identify or create connections 
between the ideas. 
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Picture This

■■ Overview 

A visual representation of a concept can serve as a powerful tool to help students deepen 
their understanding. This strategy calls for students to create a picture to represent relation-
ships among topics. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Provide students with a blank sheet of paper, a 3x5 card, or a Post-It Note. 

2.	 Prompt students to think about the main ideas, concepts, or details of the current 
assignment they are completing. Ask students to choose several concepts, details, or 
ideas from their learning. If necessary, provide students with a listing of key ideas, 
terms, or examples. 

3.	 Instruct students to create a picture summary for each of the concepts specifically 
focusing on how the various concepts relate to each other. Ask students to create the 
picture using as few words as possible. 

4.	 Provide students with models and samples of acceptable Picture This products. Once 
the visuals are completed, ask students to create a 6 Words or Less summary and affix 
the visuals to notes or worksheets. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Picture This differs from a Quick Draw in that it is typically more elaborate and asks 
students to make connections between several related concepts as opposed to one dis
crete idea or fact. 

♦♦ Some students may benefit from guidance about how to choose the ideas for their pic-
ture as well as how to begin their picture. For example, they could be asked to create a 
picture for the most complicated concept, the concept with the most examples, or the 
concept that will most likely appear on an assessment. 

♦♦ Students could tape or staple their Picture This products into their notes or the teacher 
could collect them and use them in preparation for an assessment or as a Ticket In the 
Door. 

♦♦ The Picture This products could be collected, hole punched, placed on a metal ring 
and used in conjunction with a Partner Pretest. 

♦♦ Critical Thinking Connection—Provide students with pictures of different items and 
ask student to do a Forced Analogy or draw their own version of that object in order 
to represent the concept. 
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RSS Feed

■■ Overview 

RSS stands for Really Simple Syndication and is a method used by websites to provide 
updates to subscribers and users of their sites. RSS Feeds typically provide subscribers only 
with updates of newly posted information. This strategy uses that concept to ask students to 
update their knowledge on a topic. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Briefly instruct students on the definition and purpose of an RSS Feed. If appropriate, 
provide an example of a website that uses an RSS Feed. Point out that RSS Feeds are 
updates and allow the reader to see what is new or recently updated. 

2.	 Provide students with time to study, read, or discover information, examples, or details 
about the content being studied. Ask them to focus on what they are learning that is 
new. If necessary, allow them the opportunity to share with a partner. 

3.	 Provide students with a half sheet of paper or ask them to find a space in their notes. 

4.	 Instruct them to write an RSS Feed for one specific topic where they have learned 
new or updated information. In most cases, students have learned several new things. 
In that case, either ask them to focus on one idea or provide them with time to create 
several RSS Feeds. 

5.	 Have students place the RSS Feed in their notes or collect them to use with a subse-
quent activity or a partner discussion. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ RSS Feeds typically consist of a few lines describing the update and, if needed, a link 
to the full story or content.

♦♦ There are several websites that provide RSS Feed readers including Google. In addi-
tion, many educationally related websites offer RSS Feeds to their readers. 

♦♦ Critical Thinking Connection—For students that struggle to find (or admit) anything 
new, ask them to elaborate on a concept that they already know well or ask them to 
create an RSS Feed for a specific audience. For example, ask them to create an RSS 
Feed of the content for a younger student. 
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2 Truths and a Lie

■■ Overview 

Just like the popular ice-breaker game, this strategy asks students to create three state-
ments about the content they are learning. Two of the statements need to be true while the 
third should be a lie but stated in such a way that it would be believable and cause the reader 
to pause and think about their answer. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Provide each student with a 3x5 card. 

2.	 Ask them to consider the content being learned and provide think time and, if appro-
priate, time to share with a partner. 

3.	 Instruct students that they are going to create three statements about the content being 
learned. Two of the statements will be true but unique enough to make someone think 
twice about it. One statement will be false but also unique enough to make the stu-
dents pause and think. 

4.	 Provide students with time to think, research, and write their statements. 

5.	 Ask students to share these statements with partners or collect the cards as a Ticket 
Out the Door. 

6.	 Example—For students studying the Legislative Branch of the Federal Government: 

The Legislative Branch creates laws. (true)

The Vice President serves as President of the Senate. (true) 
The Legislative Branch is made up of the Senate, the House of Representatives, 

and members of the President’s Cabinet. (lie) 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ This strategy can be easily differentiated by asking students of different abilities to 
create statements of varying complexity or detail. 

♦♦ As an option, on the back of the 3x5 cards, students could be asked to list book page 
numbers or a brief citation showing where they got the information that created the 
statements. 

♦♦ Consider combining 2 Truths and a Lie with a Ball Toss, Inside/Outside Circle, or 
Stump the Teacher.
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Txt Message

■■ Overview 

Technology is an integral part of our daily lives and many of our students are expert “tex- 
ters.” This strategy uses their knowledge of texting as a novel way for them to “send” text 
messages to their peers. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Provide students with a Txt Message template (see Txt Message on page 142) or pro-
vide them with a 3x5 card or a half sheet of paper. 

2.	 Inform students that they will be creating text messages related to the content they are 
learning. Provide them with a few examples of content-related text messages. 

3.	 Remind students that text messages are typically short in nature and do not have to 
contain proper grammar or complete sentences. The purpose of the text message is to 
communicate important content they have learned. 

4.	 During independent learning time, prompt the students to stop and think about what 
they were currently learning. Then ask them to write a brief Txt Message describing 
an idea, concept, or example. 

5.	 The Txt Messages can be collected by the teacher, used with a partner or small group 
discussion, or collected as a Ticket Out the Door. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Some teachers may be reluctant to try this strategy because some students will ask if 
they can use their real cell phones for this activity. Each teacher should consult with 
their principal to determine the correct way to address this question. 

♦♦ Some students can be creative in the use of symbols, emoticons, and letters to create 
inappropriate messages. Teachers should be savvy and up to date on the meanings.

♦♦ Some teachers are concerned that using “texting” language diminishes student writ-
ing ability. The purpose of this activity is for students to communicate their knowl-
edge of the content being studied. As a result, the writing ability does not necessarily 
need to be evaluated. 
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Choral Response

■■ Overview 

Choral responses are a staple in classrooms with active learning. Although typically associ
ated with primary grade levels, Choral Responses can be a valuable tool with all age groups. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Prior to a lesson, determine key words, concepts, definitions, or facts that students 
need to recall. 

2.	 During the lesson, pause and tell students that they will be asked to repeat aloud vari-
ous important words, ideas, or facts. 

3.	 Either on the board or on a sheet of paper, provide students with a listing of the ideas 
or words to be repeated. 

4.	 Instruct students in the method they should use when chorally responding to teacher 
prompts. This should include the prompt that will be used to cue them to respond as 
well as the way they should respond. 

5.	 Pause during the lesson and lead students to chorally respond to questions or prompts. 

6.	 Example—For students studying terms related to fractions: 

“Students, in just a moment when I say the words your turn, I want you all to say 
aloud the term that we use to describe the top number in a fraction.” 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ For older students, ask them to chorally respond regarding assignment details such as 
due dates or essential components to be included in a task.

♦♦ For a fun twist, ask students to chorally respond using different voices such as a whis-
per, a growl, or with an accent. 

♦♦ Some teachers prefer to use the “My turn, our turn, your turn” method when having 
students chorally respond.

♦♦ Consider combining a Choral Response with 20 Questions or Outcome Statements. 
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Common Songs

■■ Overview 

Teachers can tap into the power of music, melody, and rhythm by incorporating familiar 
songs into their lessons by using the melodies of common songs with lyrics that reflect the 
content being learned. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Give students a listing of important concepts key vocabulary words, or an outline of 
the content. 

2.	 Provide students with an opportunity to summarize what they have learned so far in 
the lesson using a Halftime Summary or 6 Words or less. 

3.	 Instruct students that they will be using the melodies to common song(s) as a way to 
help them remember important content. 

4.	 Provide an example of songs that can be used and ask for volunteers to sing the 
melodies. 

5.	 Lead students to select a common song. 

6.	 Give students time to create lyrics, using the content being studied, that go along with 
the song they selected. 

7.	 If appropriate, ask students to share their songs and lyrics with partners or the whole 
group. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ See Common Songs on page 143 for a larger listing of common songs with simple 
melodies. 

♦♦ Many teachers prefer to use the whole group setting to present the idea of using com-
mon songs and then placing students in smaller groups to collaborate on the lyrics 
and create and practice the song. 

♦♦ Some teachers struggle with the idea of allowing students to create lyrics to current, 
popular songs. Sticking with older, more commonly accepted children’s songs are the 
best bet. Some students will groan that they can’t use hip-hop, rap, or current rock 
songs, but the focus should stay on learning the content, not on selecting and using a 
“cool” song. 

♦♦ Popular and easy to remember songs include: This Old Man, Twinkle, Twinkle Little 
Star, the Theme to the Addams Family, Jingle Bells, Old MacDonald, La Cucaracha, 
and the Theme to the Brady Bunch. 
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Fish Bowl

■■ Overview 

Just like fish in a bowl, this strategy allows students to see, hear, and observe what other 
students think about a concept, question, or scenario. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 If possible, arrange the seating in the room in a circle or half-circle. 

2.	 As an analogy, tell students that fish in a bowl live in an environment where everyone 
can see what they are doing. When we watch fish in a bowl, we observe how they live. 
Although we can’t see what fish think, we can observe how they act. 

3.	 Place two or three students in chairs in the center of the group and give them a topic or 
question to discuss. Consider having students use a Sentence Starter to begin the con-
versation. Tell students that they will have a discussion for approximately 2 minutes. 

4.	 When cued, the students in the Fish Bowl start to have a discussion centered on the 
topic or prompt provided by the teacher. Students can provide answers, give examples, 
or state opinions. 

5.	 The students on the outside are instructed to follow along with the conversation 
because they may be asked to join the conversation at any given time. 

6.	 When appropriate, the teacher asks the students in the Fish Bowl to pause and then 
selects a student to enter the Fish Bowl and replace one of the members. 

7.	 The newest member of the Fish Bowl then continues the discussion. 

8.	 The teacher changes questions, asks for clarification, or provides additional Sentence 
Starters. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ When in the Fish Bowl, some students may benefit from being given a specific order 
for the discussion and how long they should explain their opinion. 

♦♦ If reluctant or shy students will be asked to join the Fish Bowl, prompt them with 
Planted Questions in order to provide them with time to consider their answer. 

♦♦ Consider combining a Fish Bowl with Envelope Questions, Outcome Statements, 
MIP, or My Top 10 List. 
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Forced Analogies

■■ Overview 

Analogies are a natural part of communication and students use comparative language 
every day. Forced Analogies offer students the opportunity to think about the content or 
ideas in a way that compares two unlike ideas or terms. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Ask students to think about and reflect on what they know or have learned about the 
topic being studied. 

2.	 Provide students with a brief definition of analogies including examples and charac-
teristics. 

3.	 On the board, overhead, or on handouts, provide students with sample analogies to 
choose from and ask them to relate the analogies directly to the content being learned. 

4.	 Ask students to share their analogies with partners or complete a Quick Write. 

5.	 Examples of Forced Analogies include: 

“_______is like a brick wall because...” 

“How can________ be like a pair of glasses?” 

“How is _________similar to a bowl of cereal?” 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Humorous or novel analogies serve the dual purpose of incorporating fun and laugh-
ter and helping students to retain information.

♦♦  See Forced Analogies on page 144 for a list of additional Forced Analogies. 

♦♦ Consider combining this strategy with Give One/Get One or use as a Journal 
Response. 

♦♦ Critical Thinking Connection—Challenge students to create their own Forced Analo
gies. Encourage students to share these analogies, and possible responses, with other 
students. 
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Guess the Word

■■ Overview 

This is a questioning strategy that challenges students to consider definitions and charac-
teristics of key words or ideas being studied. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Provide students with a list of terms, vocabulary words, or concepts that are part of a 
lesson or unit of study. 

2.	 Instruct students that they will be given clues about some of the ideas that are being 
studied and that their job is to think about the answer. When cued they will provide a 
response. 

3.	 Begin by making statements about a term and ask the students to guess which word 
is being described. Remember to provide students with think time to consider their 
responses. If appropriate, ask students to consult with a partner to compare answers. 

4.	 When cued, ask students to write their answer on a sheet of paper or on Individual 
Student Whiteboards. 

5.	 Example—For students studying geometry terms: 

“I am thinking of a word that defines when two lines meet and share a common 

point.” (intersection) 

“This word is used to describe one specific location. It is often labeled with a 

number or a letter.” (point) 

“When you have a line that is closed at one end and open at the other, what is it 

called?” (ray) 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Ask student to create Guess the Word prompts or questions after they have learned 
the content.

♦♦ Consider combining Guess the Word with Create the Test, a Mind Map, or a Choral 
Response. 

♦♦ Critical Thinking Connection—Challenge students to use synonyms, antonyms, or 
characteristics for the clues instead of just definitions. 
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I Learned Chain

■■ Overview 

This strategy offers students a visual, concrete representation of the depth and breadth of 
learning taking place during a unit of study. Students use strips of paper to create a large chain 
that includes details or facts demonstrating what they have learned. The links eventually form 
a long chain that can be used to illustrate the students’ knowledge of a topic. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Provide each student with between one and five strips of paper approximately 8 inches 
long by 2 inches wide. (Measurements do not need to be exact.) 

2.	 Instruct students to select key ideas, examples, or pieces of information from the con-
tent being studied. If necessary, provide guidance about the type of information to be 
selected. 

3.	 Provide students with 3 to 5 minutes to review their notes or resources in order to 
choose those facts, definitions, details, or examples that seem important. 

4.	 Instruct students to write one key piece of information on each strip of paper. If a stu-
dent has identified three ideas, they use three strips of paper; a separate idea is placed 
on each strip. 

5.	 Once students have completed writing ideas, they link the strips together using a sta-
pler or tape. Lead students to loop the strips together like the links in a chain. 

6.	 Lead groups of students to link their chains together, eventually assembling one large 
chain. Display the chain for students or use it as a tool for a partner discussion. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Instead of connecting the links to form a long chain, students could connect the links 
end to end to form one long strip of paper. 

♦♦ Depending on the speed at which students link their chains together, the teacher could 
collect all the strips of paper and link them for students or have one classroom helper 
or aide link them together. 

♦♦ I Learned Chains can be combined with Color Codes in a way that different colored 
strips can represent different types of content. Some teachers ask students to complete 
links during a centers activity that takes place over several days. 

♦♦ As students develop deeper ideas or create more examples, additional links can be 
added to the chain. 
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Individual Student Whiteboards

■■ Overview 

This strategy, a student favorite, combines the novelty of whiteboards with an interactive 
element that also serves as an easy assessment tool for the teacher. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Provide each student with a whiteboard, marker, and eraser. 

2.	 Pose a question or problem to the students and provide time for them to consider their 
answer. If necessary, allow students to consult with a partner to compare answers. 

3.	 Ask students to write their answers on their whiteboards. 

4.	 When cued, have the students show their answers to the teacher or to their partners. 

5.	 After students have shown or shared their answers, have them erase their boards in 
preparation for another question. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ For students that don’t use the whiteboards appropriately, allow them to participate 
using a blank sheet of paper. 

♦♦ Instead of having students erase their boards after each question, have them use their 
markers to divide the board into 4 quadrants. That way, the teacher can ask four ques-
tions before the board needs to be erased. 

♦♦ Consider combining Individual Student Whiteboards with Line Ups, Stand When, 
or Whip Around. 

♦♦ In order to prevent students from copying each other’s answers, some teachers pre-
fer to ask students to hold their whiteboards at shoulder level when showing their 
answers. 

♦♦ Types of responses to be written on whiteboards can include: single word responses, 
lists, characteristics, ideas, facts, examples, graphic representations, and agree/dis
agree statements. 
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Oh Yeah Stickers

■■ Overview 

Students of all ages, even if they won’t admit it, enjoy receiving stickers on their papers. 
This strategy combines the novelty of stickers with student choice about what they most want 
to remember from a lesson. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Provide each student with a sticker or a selection of stickers. 

2.	 Give students time to review their notes, worksheets, or other written material. If 
needed, provide them an opportunity to share important ideas with partners. 

3.	 Instruct students to place a sticker next to a concept, idea, or example that they feel is 
important. 

4.	 Provide students with an opportunity to discuss with partners the reason they placed 
the stickers where they did. (“Oh yeah, I remember why I put that sticker there.”) 

5.	 Collect student papers (the ones with the stickers on them) or ask students to hold on 
to them until the next day. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ In subsequent lessons, ask students to take out the papers that have the Oh Yeah 
Stickers on them. Provide students with time to review their notes and think about 
why they put the sticker next to that idea or term. 

♦♦ Stickers do not need to be expensive or directly related to the content. Simple, colored 
dot stickers will be sufficient.

♦♦ Consider using Oh Yeah Stickers with a Ticket Out the Door, a Quick Draw, or a 
Move and Touch. 

♦♦ The papers with the Oh Yeah Stickers could be collected and analyzed by the teacher 
to determine what the entire class or subgroups of students thought was important to 
remember. 

♦♦ Critical Thinking Connection—Stickers could be categorized according to self-reflec-
tion questions prompted by the teacher. For example, star stickers could be placed 
next to content the students feel they know well, a red sticker could be placed next to 
something the students need to revisit or practice, or a “Good Job” sticker could be 
placed next to something students should show their parents. 



58 Battling Boredom, Part 1

On Deck Questions

■■ Overview 

Just like in the game of baseball, this strategy asks students to be the “On Deck” batters in 
order to prepare for participation in the lesson. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 When explaining this strategy to students, it may be helpful to explain that in the 
game of baseball, the person waiting to bat next is often asked to warm up, swing their 
bat, and get ready in a location called the “On Deck” circle. The “On Deck” batter is 
instructed to watch the game closely in order to determine what may happen next. 
They are asked to pay close attention to the pitcher (the teacher) in order to anticipate 
what type of pitch (question) will be thrown next. 

2.	 Explain to students that that all players (students) will need to get ready for On Deck 
Questions during the lesson. 

3.	 Call on students and tell them they are now batting and they need to determine the 
next question, topic, or example that they think the teacher will ask (the next pitch being 
thrown). 

4.	 Provide think time and, if necessary, an opportunity for students to consult with a 
partner in order to consider the next question(s). 

5.	 Example—The teacher calls “On Deck” and instructs the players (students) to consider 
the next pitch (question) in the game (lesson) by responding with, “The next question 
the teacher will ask is... “ 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Some students may benefit from combining this strategy with Sentence Starters or a 
Quick Write response. 

♦♦ Since participation by all students is the goal, every student is expected to be “On 
Deck” and prepared to enter the “game.” 

♦♦ Critical Thinking Connection—Note that the focus here is on determining the ques-
tions to ask, not the correct answers. Determining questions allows for deeper conver-
sations than merely repeating back correct answers. 
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Response Cards

■■ Overview 

Students need opportunities to participate using strategies that are low stress and non-
threatening. Response Cards allow students the chance to participate in a way that is com-
fortable but also allows the teacher to assess their understanding and participation. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Using scratch paper or index cards, have students create response cards such as True/ 
False, Fact/Opinion, Yes/No, etc. 

2.	 Pose a question to students that can be answered using the response cards. 

3.	 Provide wait time and, if appropriate, ask students to consult with a partner to 	
consider their answer. 

4.	 When given a cue, instruct students to use their cards to indicate their response to the 
question. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Other examples of Response Cards include: A/B/C/D, Add/Subtract, ?/!/., or terms 
being studied during the lesson. 

♦♦ For younger students, Response Cards in the form of animals, pictures, or icons can 
be used. 

♦♦ See Response Cards on page 145 for reproducible Response Cards to use with students. 
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Send-A-Problem

■■ Overview 

Popularized by Dr. Spencer Kagan as a Cooperative Learning structure, this strategy 
allows individuals or groups of students to pose questions, problem, or scenarios for other 
students in the class. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Provide each student with a 3x5 card, a Post-It Note, or a half sheet of paper. 

2.	 Give students time to review their notes, handouts, or other materials related to the 
content being studied. If necessary, provide students with time to have a brief partner 
discussion in order to review their ideas, questions, or thoughts. 

3.	 Instruct each student to create a question, based on the content being learned, that 
requires an explanation. Students should avoid creating questions that can be answered 
with a yes/no or a one-word answer. 

4.	 Lead students to write the question on one side of their 3x5 card or paper and the 
answer on the other side. 

5.	 Once all students have written their questions and answers, collect all the cards. 

6.	 Randomly distribute the cards to students. Instruct them to look at only one side of 
the card. At this point, it doesn’t matter if students are reading the question or answer 
side of the card. 

7.	 Depending on the side of the card students are reading, ask them to either consider 
an answer to the question or to create a question that goes along with the answer 
provided. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Consider combining Send-A-Problem with a Snowball Fight, Create the Test, or 
Keepers and Wishers. 

♦♦ For reluctant students, permit them to work in pairs to create the questions for the 
Send-A-Problem cards. Provide each student in a pair with a specific task to com-
plete. For example, one partner could brainstorm questions while the other could find 
answers. 

♦♦ As a review activity in preparation for an assessment, collect all the Send-A-Problem 
cards as a Ticket Out the Door at the end of a lesson. The next day, distribute the cards 
randomly to students as a Ticket In the Door. 
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■■ Overview 

This strategy is a variation of 20 Questions where students are challenged to create ques-
tions, hints, and lists with the purpose of trying to Stump the Teacher. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Provide students with time to review materials, handouts, and books related to the 
content being studied. 

2.	 Instruct each student to write five to ten questions about the content being studied. 
Students must provide both the question and the answer. 

3.	 Provide students with time to research, write, and answer their questions. 

4.	 Place students in pairs or small groups and instruct them to review all the questions 
written by each group member. 

5.	 Lead the groups to select the five most difficult questions that they believe will Stump 
the Teacher. 

6.	 Back with the whole group, call on students to ask their questions. The teacher then 
either guesses the term or idea or asks follow-up questions in order to get more 
information. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ The groups of students could arrange the questions according to different criteria such 
as easiest to most difficult or one word to multiword answers. 

♦♦ Consider combining Stump the Teacher with the Add On or Team Web strategies. 

♦♦ Critical Thinking Connection—The power of this strategy is in the creation of the 
questions, not in guessing the correct answer. The process of creating questions forces 
the students to think more deeply about the content. 

Stump the Teacher
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Take-A-Breath

■■ Overview 

This is a simple, yet powerful strategy that asks students to say aloud the words, ideas, or 
terms that are associated with a unit of study. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Pause midway through the lesson and ask students to clear their mind and take a deep 
breath. 

2.	 Remind students, in one sentence, of the topic and objective of the lesson. 

3.	 Tell students that on the count of three, they will say aloud the first word that comes to 
mind that is related to the content. Help students to understand that the purpose is to 
help the teacher assess what first comes to mind when they think of a word. It may be 
helpful to explain that Take-A-Breath is a kind of association game. 

4.	 Example—For students studying Earth Science: 

“Students, I want everyone to place their pencils, materials, and books down on 
their desk. Everyone take a deep breath. In just a moment, when I count to 3, I 
want everyone to say aloud the first word that comes to mind that is related to 
plate tectonics.” 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Consider combining Take-A-Breath with a Choral Response in order to clarify impor-
tant points.

♦♦ This strategy serves as a relaxation exercise for the students but also a good informal 
assessment for the teacher. 

♦♦ Other options after students Take-A-Breath include students whisper the one-word 
associations to a partner, shout the words loudly, shout but cover their mouths to muf-
fle the noise, or write the word on an Individual Student Whiteboard. 

♦♦ This strategy can be expanded upon by adding specific content after students have 
taken a deep breath. In the example above, add, “I want everyone to say aloud the first 
word that comes to mind related to faults.” 
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Timer Tell

■■ Overview 

Students often thrive when given a specific time frame for completion of a task. The Timer 
Tell strategy relies on the use of a timer in order to help students keep focused and engaged. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Provide each student with a sheet of paper and a pen or a pencil. 

2.	 Instruct students that a timer will be set and that they will be asked to write, non-stop, 
about a prompt until the timer goes off. 

3.	 Set the timer for between 30 to 60 seconds and provide students with a prompt such 
as, “Write about the different ways pronouns can be used in a sentence.” 

4.	 When the timer goes off, place students in pairs or small groups. 

5.	 Set the timer again for 30 seconds and tell students that they will tell their partners 
what they wrote on their papers. One student is to talk for the entire 30 seconds until 
the timer goes off. 

6.	 Each partner in the group should be given the same time to share what they wrote. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ If possible, use a visual timer that can be displayed on the wall or overhead.

♦♦ One novel alternative is to have a student set the timer but not to tell anyone else, the 
teacher included, how much time will be set.

♦♦ Provide students with suggestions about what to do if they get stuck and can’t think of 
anything more to say or write. For example, they could repeat what they already said, 
summarize someone else’s ideas, or think of examples. 

♦♦ Consider combining Timer Tell with Sentence Starters, Pass It, or Unique Idea Only. 

♦♦ It is possible to have students talk for 30 seconds before writing. However, writing first 
provides students with specific content to discuss during Timer Tell. 
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20 Questions

■	 Overview 

Just like the popular game, this strategy requires students to ask questions to the teacher 
in an effort to figure out the concept, term, detail, or fact that the teacher is considering. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Provide students with an overview of the objective(s) of the lesson or unit and, if neces-
sary, time to review any materials, handouts, or resources they have about the content. 

2.	 Instruct students that they will be playing a game of 20 Questions where they have to 
figure what words, ideas, or concepts the teacher is thinking about. 

3.	 Remind students of the rules of the game of 20 Questions. Each student, when called 
upon, will ask one question of the teacher. The question must be able to be responded 
to with either a “yes” or “no” answer. If the student asks a question that is answered 
with a “no,” another student has a chance to ask a question. This process continues 
until a student guesses what the teacher is thinking or the class has reached 20 Ques
tions without correctly determining the word or idea. 

4.	 Provide students with sample questions they could ask in order to help determine the 
word or term. 

5.	 Play 20 Questions remembering to provide feedback to students about their questions 
and guesses. If appropriate, respond with such statements as, “You’re getting hotter.” 

6.	 Examples of student questions include: 

“Is it an idea you talked about yesterday?” 

“Have you given an example of it?”

“Have we read about it in our textbook?” 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ This strategy allows for an easy assessment of student understanding. When students 
struggle to define or guess a concept, consider re-teaching those concepts or ask stu-
dents to create a My Top 10 List. 

♦♦ Encourage reluctant or shy students to participate by tracking the questions being 
asked by students in the class

♦♦ Partners or teams of students could work together to brainstorm questions to ask.

♦♦ Consider providing students with Response Cards in order to allow them to demon-
strate what they think the teacher answer will be. 
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Unique Idea Only

■■ Overview 

This strategy helps students to discover the ideas, thoughts, and examples of other stu-
dents in the class. By discovering and sharing ideas, students are able to see the limitations of 
their own thinking and to expand upon examples from other students. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Remind students of the key objectives and outcomes of the lesson. 

2.	 Ask students to brainstorm a written list of key ideas or examples that relate to the 
lesson. Provide students with several minutes to brainstorm ideas. 

3.	 After students have a written list of brainstormed ideas, tell them that they will be 
given the chance to see what others in the class said about the topic or question. Stu
dents will be called upon, one at a time to share one item that is on their list. 

4.	 The first student tells a term or idea that is on their list. All the other students in the 
class then cross that idea (or one that is very similar) off their list. 

5.	 The next student is then called upon to share something that has not already been 
shared (A Unique Idea Only). Again, students cross off their lists the idea that was 
shared. 

6.	 This continues until all students have shared a unique idea. 

7.	 Example—When teaching students to vary word choice in their writing, ask them to 
brainstorm as many ways as they can think of to say the word said. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ For students who struggle to get started on their brainstorm list, provide suggestions 
ideas, or prompts to get them started. 

♦♦ Unique Idea Only helps students to see both what they have in common with other 
students as well as what original/unique ideas they have. It is permissible to allow 
pairs of students to brainstorm a list together. 

♦♦ Typically, during a solo brainstorming session, students will get stuck after a few min-
utes and stop writing. When that happens, don’t assume that they are done. Allow 
wait time, encourage them to think some more, or offer suggestions such as, “Can you 
think of any antonyms or synonyms for that idea?” 

♦♦ Critical Thinking Connection—Challenge students to consider additional ways the 
unique ideas could be assembled, reported, or formatted. For example, the ideas could 
be graphically represented, assembled into a report, or used to develop a survey. 
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Add On

■■ Overview 

This strategy offers students the opportunity to first brainstorm their own ideas about a 
topic and then to get additional ideas from other students. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Remind students of the objectives of the lesson. 

2.	 Allow students a few minutes to review their notes, books, or materials. 

3.	 Provide each student with a sheet of paper. Ask them to write for 30 to 60 seconds 
about what they know, believe, or think about the topic. 

4.	 When students have finished writing, instruct them to place all the papers into the 
middle of the table. 

5.	 Lead students to select another student’s paper and read, respond, or highlight key ideas. 

6.	 All students should have the opportunity to Add On to the ideas of each person in 
the group. When all students have added ideas to every paper, each student retrieves 
their original work. 

7.	 Students then use the additional ideas from their peers to expand on their writing. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ As an alternative for reluctant students, each partner could simply write questions, 
single terms, examples, or words of encouragement.

♦♦  Struggling students may benefit from specific Sentence Starters to use when respond-
ing to the work of their peers. 

♦♦ Consider combining Add On with Oh Yeah Stickers, Team Web, or Journal Response. 

♦♦ Critical Thinking Connection—Provide students with a checklist or rubric to use 
when considering the Add On information that has been added to their original work. 
Challenge them to consider which statements support their purpose, which should be 
reworded, and which should be deleted. 
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Card Sort

■■ Overview 

This strategy offers students the chance to organize, sort, and sequence information about 
the content being studied. By manipulating and sorting cards, teachers are able to see how 
students make connections between concepts, ideas, characters, or events. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Give each student a stack of blank 3x5 cards. 

2.	 Ask individual students to write down key ideas, terms, or characteristics of the con-
tent being studied. Each idea or term should be written on a separate card. 

3.	 In pairs or small groups, have students place all the cards together in a stack. 

4.	 Ask students to lay out all the cards, face up. If any cards are duplicates, set one card 
aside. 

5.	 Prompt students with questions about the content and ask them to move, manipulate, 
or show the cards that best answer the questions. 

6.	 Example—Ask students to list, one on each card, the major and minor characters in 
a story, several settings of the story, and several events that take place in the story. 
Prompt them to sort the cards according to statements such as: 

“Select the card(s) that show the primary setting of the story.”

“Select the card(s) that list the characters who play a minor role in the story.” 

“Choose the card(s) of the individuals who experienced the biggest change in the 

story.” 

“Select the card(s) that show characters that had a conflict in the story.” 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Some teachers prefer to preprint all the concepts and ideas for the cards. This may be 
beneficial when working with students who struggle to complete tasks in a timely 
manner or with students who need fewer choices. 

♦♦ Consider combining Card Sort with Partner Protest, 2 Truths and a Lie, Create the 
Test, or Envelope Questions. 
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Envelope Questions

■■ Overview 

When students are asked to share ideas with partners or small groups, there are times 
when interpersonal dynamics make the group ineffective. Sometimes students don’t know 
how to share, sometimes one student dominates a discussion, and sometimes the role of each 
student is unclear. This strategy offers students a clear method for exchanging ideas. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Prior to a lesson, brainstorm and list questions that will be asked of students during 
the lesson. Include a variety of questions at several Bloom’s levels as well as open-
ended questions. 

2.	 Write each of those questions on a 3x5 card or on a strip of paper. Place the 3x5 cards 
or strips in letter-sized envelopes. Each envelope could have the same questions or the 
questions could be differentiated based on the needs of the group or pair that will be 
reading them. 

3.	 Instruct students that they will take turns pulling cards out of the envelope one at a 
time. After a student pulls a card or strip out of the envelope, they answer the question. 

4.	 The student then places the card/strip to the side and the next partner takes a turn 
pulling a new question out of the envelope. This process continues until all the ques-
tions have been answered. 

5.	 Once all the cards have been pulled out of the envelopes and the questions have been 
answered, ask students to divide the questions into two stacks. One stack indicating 
questions that were easy to answer and the other with questions that were difficult. If 
needed, students can organize the cards on a continuum from easiest to most difficult. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Using a Fish Bowl or other demonstration, show students the process for pulling 
cards out of the envelopes. Explain what type of answer should be provided as well 
how long each student should explain their answer. 

♦♦ If appropriate, allow students the chance to pass if they pull a card/question that is 
too difficult or allow them to trade that card/question with another student. 

♦♦ Combine Envelope Questions with a Journal Response, I Learned Chain, or Keepers 
and Wishers. 
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Halftime Summary

■■ Overview 

Like TV commentators who discuss the first half of a sporting event, pause mid-way 
through a lesson and ask students to comment on the information, ideas, or content that has 
been presented. Just like professional commentators, students should speak to the highlights, 
key “plays,” events, and predict a possible outcome of the “game.” 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Approximately halfway through a lesson, pause and ask the students to consider the 
information that has been presented so far. 

2.	 Explain to students that they will play the role of a sports commentator who will give 
the highlights and key “plays” of the first half of the lesson. If needed, provide stu
dents with ideas about how to pick out the key ideas. For example, they may look 
through their notes, talk with a partner, or re-read key material. 

3.	 Provide students with time to reflect and assemble their ideas. Some students may 
benefit from the use of a graphic organizer or other tool to assemble their thoughts. 

4.	 Lead students to write or list the key “plays” from the first half of the lesson. 

5.	 Ask students to share their ideas with partners or place them in groups of three to five 
to assemble their ideas to briefly present to the class. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Consider combining Halftime Summary with Send-A-Spy, Ticket Out the Door, an 
I Learned Chain, or a Journal Response. 

♦♦ Critical Thinking Connection—Note that commentators give both factual informa-
tion about the event as well as their opinion about the events. Challenge students to 
support their opinions based on facts, details, or examples that were provided in the 
lesson. 
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Partner Pretest

■■ Overview 

Students understand that preparation for a test, quiz, or assessment is important but not 
all students have the skills, motivation, or home support to effectively prepare on their own. 
This strategy allows students the chance to work with a partner in order to self-assess their 
readiness for a test. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Provide pairs of students with content flash cards, a list of key words or concepts, a 
listing of important questions related to the content, or problems to be solved. 

2.	 Provide each student with an Individual Student Whiteboard, marker, and eraser. 

3.	 Instruct the students that pairs will take turns pulling a card from the stack and read-
ing the question or problem aloud to their partner. One partner asks the question or 
states the problem and the other partner uses their whiteboard to provide the answer. 

4.	 When the student who has written the response is ready, they show their board to their 
partner to check the answer. 

5.	 The partner who asked the question is required to check the work to make sure the 
answer is correct. 

6.	 Students take turns reading the question and writing answers until all the cards or 
questions are gone. 

7.	 Once all the cards or questions have been addressed, ask students to organize the 
cards according to their level of comfort or knowledge. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ This strategy works well in combination with Keepers and Wishers, as a centers-based 
activity, with Yup, Nope, Maybe, or Fish Bowl.

♦♦ Ensure that each pair of students has enough questions/flashcards for each partner to 
get a chance to both ask the questions and write responses. 

♦♦ This strategy will be most successful when the teacher has provided a clear model of 
how the partners should take turns. The teacher should also explicitly state what to 
do if a student doesn’t know the answer (consider the right to pass), and what to do if 
they run out of questions. 

♦♦ If both partners get stuck and cannot come to an agreement on the correct answer to a 
problem, ask them to set the question or problem aside and move on. Later students 
could Send-A-Spy to see how other groups answered the question. 
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Q and A Match

■■ Overview 

This strategy encourages student-to-student exchange of ideas and provides the teacher 
with a quick and easy method to assess student understanding. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Give each student a set of 3x5 cards or Post-It Notes. 

2.	 Provide students with time to review their materials, notes, or books with the purpose 
of creating questions about the content. 

3.	 Instruct students to write questions on one card or Post-It Note and the corresponding 
answers on another card or Post-It Note. 

4.	 Provide students with time to research and create their questions and answers. This 
step is typically done by individual students but it would be permissible to allow pairs 
of students to create the questions and answers collaboratively. 

5.	 Instruct pairs or small groups to collect all the cards (those with the questions as well 
as those with the answers) and to shuffle them. 

6.	 On a table, desk, or floor have the students lay all the cards out with the question or 
answer side showing. 

7.	 Lead students to match the question cards with the corresponding answer card. The 
students should work collaboratively to match all the cards. If time permits, lead stu-
dents to play a concentration-type game where they place all the cards face down and 
turn them over to find matches. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Students could create more answer cards than actual question cards. In this case, ask 
students to create matches and connections between non-obvious pairs. In those situ-
ations where there seems to be no match for a card, ask students to create an answer 
or question that matches the card. 

♦♦ Consider combining Q and A Match with a Send-A-Problem, Change of Perspective, 
Inside/Outside Circle, or Forced Analogies. 

♦♦ As an option for struggling students, allow them to create cloze statements that can be 
taken directly from a book or resource. For example, “The largest planet in our solar 
system is _______.” 

♦♦ Critical Thinking Connection—Challenge students to select between one and three 
matched cards for the purpose of generating additional questions about the topic, cre-
ating prompts or Sentence Starters, or rewriting the questions for a specific audience. 
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Quiz Show

■■ Overview 

Like popular television quiz shows of the 1970s and 1980s, this strategy requires pairs of 
students to work together to give clues and guess words associated with the content being 
learned. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Prior to the lesson, brainstorm 10 to 15 terms, concepts, or ideas that go along with the 
unit of study. 

2.	 Place students in pairs and ask them to sit facing each other. One student should face 
the board/front of the class and another should face away. 

3.	 Tell students that they will be playing a game. The object of the game is to get the other 
student to guess the word that will be displayed on the board. The student facing the 
board will be giving clues to the partner facing away. The job of the clue-giver is to get 
their partner to guess the words that will be displayed on the screen. 

4.	 Before the game begins, tell all the students the category that will be the focus of the 
first round. For example, “Students, the first round of Quiz Show will be a listing of 
characters in the story A Day No Pigs Would Die by Robert Newton Peck.” 

5.	 When cued, the student facing the board attempts to get their partner to guess the 
words displayed on the board without using the term. 

6.	 When the first set of terms is finished, students switch places so each is given a chance 
to both give clues and guess answers. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Provide students with the right to pass if they get stuck and can’t figure out an answer.

♦♦ While pairs of students are best, groups of three still work.

♦♦ The real power of Quiz Show, like the Wear-A-Word strategy, is not in guessing the 
term but in giving the clues.

♦♦ For some students, it helps to begin with a fun topic such as types of cereal or superheroes 
so students can practice the game under low stress.

♦♦ Critical Thinking Connection—Play the game in the same format but tell the clue-
giver to only give one word clues. After each one word clue, the partner must attempt 
a guess. After each guess, the team either moves on to the next term or passes. 



75Strategies for Partners and Small Groups

Send-A-Spy

■■ Overview 

This strategy encourages students to pretend to be a “spy” with the purpose of covertly 
obtaining ideas, details, or facts from other students or groups in the class. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Instruct students that one member of their group will be asked to “spy” on other 
groups while they are working. 

2.	 Remind students that a true spy can do their work covertly. That is, they can spy with-
out creating a disruption. 

3.	 It may be necessary to reassure students that, in the classroom, it is OK to be a spy at 
certain times and not OK to be a spy at other times. The Send-A-Spy strategy should 
only be used when prompted by the teacher. 

4.	 Remind students that when Send-A-Spy is being used, groups should not try to cover 
up their work or prevent the spy from gathering information. They should ignore the 
spy and continue on in their work. 

5.	 When cued, one of the members of the group leaves and spies on members of the other 
groups to get ideas, answers, or examples to bring back to their own group. Students 
can take turns being the spy. 

6.	 Some students benefit from being told exactly what to spy on from the other groups. 
Example—“Go look at table 6. They have a unique way of organizing their informa-
tion. Maybe that will give you an idea.” 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ This strategy often works best when groups are working on similar projects where 
they can exchange or expand on each other’s ideas. 

♦♦ Send-A-Spy gives special needs students a specific way to contribute to the outcome of 
the group by allowing them to be the spy who seeks out examples from other groups.

♦♦ Consider combining Send-A-Spy with a Team Web, Change of Perspective, or 
Postcard to a Friend. 
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Sentence Starters

■■ Overview 

Some students struggle to put their thoughts, ideas, and opinions into words. This strategy 
provides students with the actual words and phrases to use when having a partner discussion. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Prior to the activity, prepare sentence starters on strips of paper, 3x5 cards, handouts, 
or on a poster displayed in the room. 

♦♦ Place students in groups of two to four and provide information about the content or 
topic to be discussed.

♦♦ At times during the lesson, instruct students to stop and share their ideas, thoughts, or 
opinions using the Sentence Starters. 

♦♦ Examples: 

“One thing that I heard that was interesting was...” 

“An example I remember is...”

 “I remember the teacher said _______ was important because...” 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Sentence Starters are supportive of the needs of English Language Learners or other 
students who need additional assistance in expressing their thoughts in oral language.

♦♦ Instruct students that the Sentence Starters are only the beginning and that they are 
encouraged to elaborate and explain their ideas. 

♦♦ Sentence Starters differ from Outcome Statements in a couple of ways. While Out
come Statements are a form of Sentence Starters, they are typically more personal 
and self-reflective in nature. Students typically choose which Outcome Statement to 
utilize. Sentence Starters are more typically used to support partner discussions. 

♦♦ See page 146 for a list of additional Sentence Starters.

♦♦ Critical Thinking Connection—Depending on the level of the students, Sentence 
Starters can be varied to include low-level, comprehension-based questions as well as 
higher-level evaluation and analysis questions. 
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Teach One, Guess It

■■ Overview 

This strategy offers students a fun and safe way to interact with each other and important 
concepts being studied in class. In addition, it provides both the teacher and the students with 
a quick, easy way to assess knowledge and understanding. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Give each student a 3x5 card or Post-It Note. 

2.	 Provide students with a list (as a handout, on the board, or overheard) of topics, ideas, 
or terms related to content being learned. 

3.	 Instruct students to select one topic or term from the list. Tell them not to let anyone 
else know what term they have chosen. 

4.	 Lead students to list between three and five key ideas, examples, definitions, or char-
acteristics about their chosen idea. Provide time for students to read, research, or 
determine the key ideas to be listed on their 3x5 card. 

5.	 Place students in pairs and have them “teach” their topic to a partner. Lead students 
to use Sentence Starters such as, “I’m thinking of an idea that...” 

6.	 Partners take turns teaching and guessing the terms and ideas on the cards. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Combine Teach One, Guess It with Give One/Get One. Once students have new 3x5 
cards, instruct them to read the information listed on the card in order to have their 
partners guess the idea. 

♦♦ Encourage students to use the information listed on the cards for Stump the Teacher, 
20 Questions, or Create the Test.

♦♦  When the activity is completed, consider collecting the cards and assembling them for 
use in a centers-based activity or as a Ticket In the Door. 
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Team Web

■■ Overview 

Similar to a Mind Map, the Team Web strategy incorporates visual and graphic elements 
to help groups of students see connections between different content and ideas. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Place students in groups of two to four and provide each group with chart paper and 
a collection of different colored markers. 

2.	 Allow the groups time to review materials, brainstorm what they know or have 
learned about a topic or respond to review questions. 

3.	 Advise the groups that they will be creating a group graphic organizer that will show 
what they know or have learned about the topic. Tell them that each member of the 
group will provide their own ideas plus add to the ideas of other students. 

4.	 Instruct each student to select a different colored marker. In the center of the chart 
paper one student should write the topic of the Team Web. 

5.	 When cued, each student in the group will simultaneously, but independently, begin 
one of the legs or sections of the web. Students should add words, examples, details, 
or illustrations. In addition, encourage students to make connections between ideas 
by using arrows, lines, or other images to show that ideas are related. 

6.	 After approximately 3 to 5 minutes, instruct students to stop working on their section 
and to rotate the chart paper so that each student is now looking at the work of another 
student. 

7.	 Lead the students to read the section in front of them and instruct them to add addi-
tional ideas to the work of their teammates. Each student uses the same color marker 
they started with so that their ideas and additions are easy to identify. 

8.	 Continue to rotate the paper so that each member of the group has the opportunity to 
add ideas to each section. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Post the Team Webs around the room and use as part of a Gallery Walk.

♦♦ The use of the different colored makers allows for an easy way to assess the ideas and 
participation of individual students. Encourage students to sign their names on the 
bottom of the Team Web in the color ink that they used. 

♦♦ Consider combining Team Web with Send-A-Spy or Teleprompter. 
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Teleprompter

■■ Overview 

The politician’s favorite tool, the teleprompter, can be used as a novel way to engage stu-
dents in the classroom. Public speakers, news reporters, and politicians often use teleprompt-
ers because they allow the speaker to maintain eye contact and connection with the audience. 
This strategy engages students by asking them to create the content that will be used with a 
make-believe teleprompter. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Place students in groups of three to four. Each of the students will have a specific role 
in the creation of the teleprompter content. 

2.	 Provide students with an overview of the content or with the necessary resources and 
materials to use during their small group time. 

3.	 Provide students with a specific content, questions, or topics to research during their 
group time. 

4.	 Student roles could include: a writer/researcher, an editor, a reporter, a producer, or 
a director. It may be necessary to provide students with specific tasks for each role. It 
may also necessary for students to serve more than one role. 

5.	 Give students a time frame for which to complete the task of creating a speech that 
will be given using a teleprompter. Give each group poster board on which to write 
the speech. 

6.	 During group work time, roam around the room and provide direction to student 
groups. 

7.	 When all groups have created, edited, and practiced their teleprompter speeches, con-
sider allowing them the chance to present in front of the whole group. If this is the 
case, help the groups to limit the speeches to 2 to 3 minutes. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ For groups that struggle to determine roles, consider assigning the roles randomly or 
assign the roles to certain students based on their strengths. 

♦♦ It is permissible, depending on the age and/or ability of the students, to provide them 
with the actual content or examples that should be included in the speeches. This 
could be done formally by distributing fact sheets or informally by telling the groups 
about important facts or examples they should include. 

♦♦ Consider combining Teleprompter with Send-A-Spy, Gallery Walk, or a Mind Map. 
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What Would _________ Say?

■■ Overview 

This strategy offers students a unique way to look at content or solve a problem by consid
ering the content or problem from the perspective of a famous person. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Review the objectives of the lesson and provide students with an opportunity to 
review and consider what they know or understand about the topic. 

2.	 Provide students with the name of a famous personality or provide them with a list of 
famous names from which to choose. 

3.	 Provide students with time to consider how that famous person would solve the given 
problem or ask them to think about what that person would say about the content. 

4.	 It may be helpful to provide the students with a list of characteristics of some of the 
individuals that they have to choose from. For example, the characteristics that may 
be accurate to describe Shaquille O’Neil could include athletic, persistent, humorous, 
hard-working, entertaining, etc. 

5.	 Questions can be posed to students in the following ways:

“How would Shaq describe the _______?” 

“If Oprah Winfrey were a part of this discussion, what would she say?”

“If the principal wanted to know more about this topic, what questions would she 

ask?” 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Teachers should avoid naming personalities who may be controversial. Although 
certain popular athletes and entertainers may provoke the interest of students, the 
connections students may make may not be appropriate for school. 

♦♦ Consider combining this strategy with Q and A Match, Card Sort, or a Fish Bowl. 

♦♦ Famous personalities can include actors, politicians, historical figures, athletes, scien-
tists, or entertainers. It helps when students have some background knowledge about 
the individual including important characteristics. 

♦♦ This strategy could be done in conjunction with the reading of a novel or after study-
ing historical events. 
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Whip Around

■■ Overview 

This strategy allows students to compare answers in a fun, slightly competitive manner. 
The Whip Around strategy gets students out of their seats and allows them a safe method for 
comparing answers and getting feedback. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Place students in pairs, or when necessary, trios. 

2.	 Provide each student with an Individual Student Whiteboard, marker, and eraser. If 
no whiteboards are available, students can use blank sheets of notebook paper with a 
book or clipboard as a writing surface. 

3.	 Instruct students to stand back to back and wait for the question or prompt. 

4.	 After the teacher asks a question (9 x 7 = ?), students write the answer on their board 
without looking at the boards of other students. 

5.	 When cued, the students turn around (“Whip Around”) and compare their answers 
with their partners. 

6.	 Students erase their answers and return to the back-to-back stance and wait for the 
next question or prompt from the teacher. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Consider grouping reluctant or struggling learners with students who have a solid 
grasp on the content or allow them to be part of a trio where they consult with each 
other before writing down the answer. 

♦♦ For students who struggle to behave in an appropriate manner, have them participate 
without a partner. 

♦♦ Consider combining Whip Around with Partner Pretest or Yup, Nope, Maybe. 
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Yup, Nope, Maybe

■■ Overview 

With apologies to the grammar police, this strategy offers students a fun and low-stress 
opportunity to self-reflect on their understanding of key ideas in the lesson. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Provide students with a listing of the key ideas, terms, or concepts from the lesson. The 
listing can be on a board or projector. 

2.	 Instruct students that they will be working with partners to consider their understand-
ing of some of the key ideas being learned. 

3.	 Tell students that when their partner shows or tells them a word, they will respond 
with either a “Yup,” “Nope,” or “Maybe.” 

4.	 A response of “Yup” will indicate that the student can define or give an example of the 
term. A response of “Maybe” will indicate that the student is unsure but could attempt 
a definition. A response of “Nope” will mean that the student does not have a clear 
understanding of the concept. 

5.	 Lead students to work with their partners to respond to each term listed. Students 
should take turns in order to allow each student to reflect on their own understanding. 

6.	 Ask students to record or divide the words into three stacks corresponding to how 
each student responded. 

7.	 For those terms in the nope and maybe stacks, ask students to discuss the words, locate 
definitions, or find examples. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ For those teachers who prefer more proper grammar, students can indicate with a yes, 
no, maybe. 

♦♦ Consider combining Yup, Nope, Maybe as a follow up to a Rank It or in combination 
with Flash Cards 2.0. 

♦♦ Critical Thinking Connection—Lead students to select words or terms that are in the 
Yup category and challenge them to evaluate or rate their level of confidence with each 
term. For those concepts that students rate low, ask them to create a visual representa-
tion of the ideas or create a story that utilizes the ideas. 
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Ball Toss

■■ Overview 

This strategy offers a fun, novel way to help students to summarize the learning and to 
discover the ideas and thoughts of other students in the class. Students are asked to toss a ball 
or other small, soft object around the room and share their ideas as well as repeat back the 
ideas and examples of other students in the class. 

■	 Step by Step 

1.	 Invite students to sit on their desks or stand around the room. 

2.	 Remind students of the content being studied and ask them to think for a few minutes 
about the important things they’ve learned. If needed, allow students to use an MIP, 
or My Top 10 List as a reference. 

3.	 Give one student a soft ball (one that is easy to catch and won’t do damage if it hits a 
student in the head) 

4.	 Ask that first student to say a term, example, or idea from the lesson. 

5.	 Instruct that student to toss the ball to another student who repeats what the first 
person said and adds another idea. 

6.	 Continue the Ball Toss until all the students have caught, passed, and added an idea. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Students could also start over from the beginning if the ball hits the ground. This adds 
the element of repetition to the activity. 

♦♦ Keep this activity fun and light-hearted since students will vary in the ability to catch 
and toss. Avoid allowing students to become overly competitive and remind them that 
the strategy is called Ball Toss, not Ball Throw. 

♦♦ Critical Thinking Connection—An option is to have students ask a question of 
another student before they toss the ball. The student who catches the ball answers the 
question and then poses another question for a different student. 
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Change of Perspective

■■ Overview 

For some students, learning is highly correlated to their physical position and place in the 
classroom. In some learning environments, students are asked to sit for extended periods of 
time resulting in only one physical perspective of the learning and activities in the classroom. 
This strategy offers students the chance to change physical locations in the room in order to 
repeat information or extend their learning. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Pose a question, example, or problem to students and ask them to consider a response. 

2.	 Have students stand up and push in their chairs. 

3.	 Tell students that when they are given a signal, they will move to another spot in the 
classroom. That other spot could be another student’s desk, near a wall, or on the floor. 

4.	 When students are in their new locations, have them think again about the question, 
example, or problem that was posed. If appropriate, provide additional instruction or 
re-teaching of important concepts. 

5.	 Tell students that part of learning is repetition but that it also helps to repeat the learn-
ing in different ways and in different locations. 

6.	 After students have had time to repeat and share information in their new location, 
ask them to return to their original seats and repeat the information one more time. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ If children are asked to sit at another student’s desk, offer them the opportunity to 
leave a note with a positive message, a key idea, or a summary of what they learned 
while at that desk. This helps when it is time for students to transition back to their 
own seats because they’ll have a special message or note waiting for them. 

♦♦ This strategy can be easily combined with Individual Student Whiteboards, Voting 
Stickers, or Choral Response. 
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Consultation

■■ Overview 

The power of this strategy lies in the fact that students are provided the opportunity to be an 
expert or a “consultant” and get the chance to provide advice and suggestions for their “client.” 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Have students form pairs and sit knee to knee. 

2.	 Tell students that one of the partners is going to be the expert/consultant and the 
other is going to be the client/customer. Based on the age of the students, provide 
examples of experts and the role they play. For example, help students to understand 
that a medical doctor plays the role of an expert in the field of health and medicine and 
people seek out their advice when they are sick. 

3.	 The client starts by asking a question of the expert such as, “When I write using the 
business letter format, I get stuck remembering which comes first. Can you help me 
figure out a way to remember that?” 

4.	 The consultant then helps the client with ideas and suggestion to solve the problem. 

5.	 After students have had sufficient time to discuss their problem or scenario, ask stu-
dents to switch roles and pose another problem, question, or scenario. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ If the room set up allows, students could sit on the floor or stand with their partners.

♦♦ Some reluctant and shy students may benefit from the use of Sentence Starters to help 
them start the conversation.

♦♦ For some students, the teacher can simply provide the topic (steps in the scientific 
process, for example). For others, the teacher may need to provide the actual prob-
lem/question to discuss as well as possible solutions that could be offered by the 
“consultant.”

♦♦ Consider combining Consultation with Yup, Nope, Maybe, Journal Response, or 
Rank It. 



87Strategies for Student Movement

Corners

■■ Overview 

This strategy offers a quick and effective movement break and allows students the oppor-
tunity to share their ideas in an informal setting. Corners are defined as designated areas of 
the classroom where students go to share their ideas. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Prior to the lesson, create posters and place them around the room. Types of posters 
could include modes of transportation, vacations spots, famous people, or types of 
food. The content of the posters does not necessarily need to relate to the content being 
studied. 

2.	 When cued, ask students to stand and walk to the corner/poster of their choice. 

3.	 Once the students are at the corner/poster of their choice, provide them with a quote, 
question, or topic. 

4.	 After students have had time to think about their response, ask them to share their 
ideas with students who are next to them at the Corner. 

5.	 Example—“Students, we have just spent several minutes determining cause and effect 
in the story. We all need a quick stretch break. Everyone please stand. Look around 
the room and locate the posters that have types of animals on them. We have a poster 
with a bear, one with a lion, one with a squirrel, and another with a turtle. When I say 
go, please go stand next to the one of the animal posters. You may pick whichever one 
you like.” 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ For larger classes, it is helpful to have the students form pairs or trios once at the 
corner of their choice.

♦♦ Corners can be combined with What Would ________ Say, Change of Perspective,  
or My Top 10 List. 

♦♦ Some teachers prefer to ask students to bring books, handouts, or other materials to 
their Corner in order to have a resource to support the discussion. 

♦♦ Critical Thinking Connection—Place specific questions or quotes on the back or next 
to the posters in each corner. When students arrive at the corner, ask one student to 
read the question. Lead students at that corner to discuss the question. The questions 
or quotes can also be differentiated based on student ability level or interest. 
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Create-A-Skit

■■ Overview 

Students are often motivated by the opportunity to act out their understanding of the 
content being learned. Skits, role plays, and acting appeal to a variety of students and the 
Create-A-Skit strategy offers many different tasks and roles that students can play. This 
strategy offers students the chance to both deepen their understanding and also correct any 
misconceptions. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Provide students with an overview of the big ideas and major objectives of the lesson 
or unit. 

2.	 Place students in pairs or small groups and instruct them that they’ll be working 
together to Create-A-Skit of between 30 seconds and 2 minutes that will highlight an 
important concept, event, problem, or fact being learned. 

3.	 When students are in their groups, provide different roles that each person can play. 
For example, each partner could be an actor in the skit or one person can direct, 
another can write, another can edit or work on props. However, each member of the 
group should be knowledgeable of the final skit and be able to communicate how the 
skit relates to the learning. 

4.	 Provide time for the groups to create, practice, and rehearse their skits. 

5.	 If appropriate, provide time for the groups to present their skit to their peers. This can 
be done in front of the whole group, in smaller groups, or on video. 

6.	 After the skits have been created and performed, ask students to summarize and 
expand their understanding by responding in a Journal. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ It is not necessary for each group to always present their skit to the whole class. Part 
of the power of Create-A-Skit is in the involvement in the creative process, not neces-
sarily in the performance. 

♦♦ Consider combining Create-A-Skit with a Mind Map, Concept Collage, a Quick 
Write, or What Did You Hear? 

♦♦ Critical Thinking Connection—Inexpensive props such as hats, scarves, and clothing 
can add a more interactive element to the skits. Challenge students to consider which 
props, materials, or images best convey important messages. 
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Dueling Flip Charts

■■ Overview 

Typically used as a culminating activity, this strategy divides students into two groups in 
order to compete to see which team can complete an acrostic related to the content. It is typi-
cally high energy and leaves students feeling good, laughing, and eagerly looking to see what 
their team was able to accomplish. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Prior to the lesson secure chart paper and markers. 

2.	 Brainstorm key terms, words, or ideas that are related to the content. 

3.	 Choose a key term or phrase that is important for students to remember. 

4.	 Use that key term or phrase to create an acrostic that will be written vertically down the 
left hand side of the chart paper. Write the same information on each chart. For exam-
ple, for a science class studying Pangaea, vertically write the word Supercontinent 
down the left hand side of the charts. 

5.	 Divide the class into two teams. 

6.	 Have students line up single file in front of each chart and give the first student in each 
line a marker. 

7.	 When cued, the first student races up to the chart and writes a word related to the unit 
of study that begins with one of the letters in the term Supercontinent. For example, 
they may write earth next to the letter e or crust next to the letter c. 

8.	 The marker is then handed to the next person in line who then races up to the chart to 
complete another letter in the acrostic. This process is repeated until all students have 
had the chance to add an idea. The first team to complete the acrostic wins. 

9.	 When both teams have completed their charts, show the entire class what both groups 
completed and look for commonalities. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ If there are concerns about the noise level and/or ability of certain students to main-
tain self-control during Dueling Flip Charts, divide the class into several teams with 
fewer students in each team. 

♦♦ Allow each team a “coach” whose job it is to help the team by reminding them what 
letters still need to be completed. Their job is not to provide answers but say things 
like, “We still need to think of something to go with the letter t.” 

♦♦ Allow the right to pass if students can’t think of something to add to the chart. 
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Gallery Walk

■■ Overview 

Students who participate in this strategy get the benefit of physical movement combined 
with sharing of information with a partner. It is often used as a review or summarization 
technique but it can also be adjusted and used when students are first exposed to a topic. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Prior to a lesson or unit, create five to ten questions, comments, quotes, or scenarios 
that relate to the objective(s) of the lesson. Write those on chart paper and post them 
around the room. 

2.	 Instruct students in the manner and method you’d like them to follow when partici-
pating in the Gallery Walk. (Alone or with partners? Specific route or go in any order 
they prefer?) 

3.	 Provide students specifics regarding how much time they’ll have and what specific 
tasks they need to complete during the walk. 

4.	 When cued, ask students to begin the Gallery Walk. While students are walking to the 
posters and discussing the questions with partners, walk around the room in order to 
check student understanding and answer student questions. This also offers a good 
opportunity to discover which questions or topics are most difficult for students to 
comprehend or explain. 

5.	 When the Gallery Walk is complete, ask students to return to their desks and share 
with partners or do a Picture This, a Mind Map, or Flash Cards 2.0. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ This strategy can also be used when students have completed independent work. 
They can either chose a partner for a Gallery Walk with or they can chose to go alone. 

♦♦ Some teachers prefer to ask students to follow a predetermined path or order while 
doing the Gallery Walk. However, depending on the space available in the room and 
the number of students walking at the same time, students could choose the order so 
long as they visit to each poster. 

♦♦ One option is to ask students to complete a “super” Gallery Walk by reviewing the 
posters in a timed manner. This option works well with students who are reviewing 
topics that need to become automatic such as math facts. 

♦♦ Some teachers prefer to offer students the chance to carry a clip board to record answers 
or complete tasks while conducting the Gallery Walk. 

♦♦ The use of a visual timer is helpful during this strategy. 
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Give One/Get One

■■ Overview 

This strategy allows for movement, social interaction, and the exposure to many different 
ideas. Its strength lies in the fact that students get to move around the room to learn about the 
perspectives, ideas, and thoughts of other students. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Provide each student with a Post-It Note, 3x5 card, or a piece of paper. 

2.	 Give the students a prompt, question or topic to write about and provide them with 
thinking and writing time. 

3.	 Instruct students to write a brief response that is legible because others students will 
be reading it. 

4.	 After students have completed their written response, have them stand. 

5.	 Instruct students that when cued they will move around the room and share responses 
with several others students. It is also helpful to tell students the number of times they 
will share information with partners. 

6.	 After partners have shared their responses with partners, they trade cards so each part-
ner has a new card (they give one and get one!) 

7.	 The students then find new partners and share the information/answer from the card 
they are currently holding, not their original response. Students will give one and get one 
each time they share with a partner. 

8.	 When students have completed giving one and getting one, ask them to return to their 
seats and discuss with partners what they learned. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Like many movement strategies, it is crucial for Give One/Get One to be clearly mod-
eled for students. In addition, it is often helpful to do a fun topic or question before 
students are asked to share content-based topics. For example, students could list the 
name of their favorite childhood toy. 

♦♦ If students struggle to transition from one partner to the next, instruct them to raise 
their hand when they are done with one partner. When they notice another person 
with their hand raised, they become partners. 

♦♦ In smaller groups, it is possible for students to get their original response back at some 
point. In that case, merely tell the students to share what they have since they’ll get an 
additional idea with the next partner. 

♦♦ This strategy could be combined with a Card Sort, Rank It, or My Top 10 List. 
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Hand Motions

■■ Overview 

Hand Motions are similar to Response Cards except that students show or demonstrate 
understanding using their hands or body motions. It provides a quick movement activity for 
students and gives the teacher an opportunity to quickly assess the understanding of the class. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Review key concepts from the lesson and allow students with time to think about their 
knowledge. 

2.	 Pose a question to students that can be answered using a hand motion. 

3.	 Demonstrate to students the types of Hand Motions or movements that can be used 
to represent their choices, ideas, or thoughts. 

4.	 Provide wait time and, if appropriate, ask students to consult with a partner to con-
sider their answer. 

5.	 When given a signal, instruct students to display their Hand Motion to indicate their 
response to the question. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Some teachers prefer to ask students to keep their Hand Motions private so that other 
students don’t rely on the votes/motions of their peers. In this case, ask students to 
display their Hand Motions at chest level instead of above their heads. 

♦♦ Some students will delay showing their Hand Motion response and prefer to look 
around the classroom for confirmation or correction from their peers. In many cases 
this is appropriate and developmentally necessary. In that case, allow students the 
opportunity to talk with their partners either before or after they show their Hand 
Motion. 

♦♦ Examples of Hand Motions include Thumbs Up/Thumbs Down, using fingers to rep-
resent different choices such as A, B, C, or D, and sign language to represent and idea. 
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Inside/Outside Circle

■■ Overview 

This strategy offers students a quick and fun way to share or expand their ideas with other 
students in the class. In addition to physical movement, students are given the opportunity to 
listen to other students, provide feedback, and answer questions. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Have students stand and form two circles, one smaller inside and one larger one out-
side. Each circle should have the same number of participants, if possible. 

2.	 The inner circle will have students stand closer—shoulder to shoulder. Students on 
the inside circle face outward and outside circle faces inward. 

3.	 Each student should be standing directly in front of a partner. (If there is an odd num-
ber, one trio will be fine.) 

4.	 Provide the students with a question, problem, or scenario to discuss and provide 
think time. 

5.	 When cued, the partners discuss or share. 

6.	 When it is time to move, direct either the inside or outside circle to move and how 
many spaces or partners to move. For example, the teacher might say, “The outside 
circle only, move three people to your left.” 

7.	 When the students have new partners, pose a new question or scenario. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ If the physical space in the classroom does not permit two circles, students can form 
two lines, each facing each other. When it is time to rotate partners, the end of each line 
will need to shift sides in order to avoid bunching up at one end. 

♦♦ Like most strategies with multiple steps, it may take several practice attempts before 
students become proficient.

♦♦ If students have trouble maintaining circles or figuring out how to rotate, consider 
having them sit on the floor after they have formed circles. 

♦♦ Coded Reading can be used prior to this strategy to provide students with specific 
content/topics to discuss. Students should be encouraged to bring books, materials, 
notes, or “cheat sheets” to aide their discussions. 

♦♦ Consider following this strategy up with a Journal Response or Circle, Triangle, 
Square strategy to further cement the learning. 
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Line Ups

■■ Overview 

At a moment’s notice, this simple strategy can be used to help students make a decision, 
consider choices, or to simply discover what others in the class think about a topic. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Prior to the lesson, prepare three to five statements that require students to make a 
choice or to express an opinion. 

2.	 Have students stand and instruct them that when they are given a cue, they’ll walk to 
one side of the room or another depending on their opinion about the topic or prompt. 

3.	 Make a statement and ask students to choose a side of the line. 

4.	 Once students have lined up, ask them to share their ideas with a partner or call on a 
student to share why they lined up where they did. 

5.	 Example—After reading and discussing a short story, ask students to line up to express 
their opinion to statements such as, “The most important thing to happen to the main 
character was _________. If you totally agree, stand on that side of the room. If you 
totally disagree, stand on the other side of the room. If you are not sure, you can stand 
somewhere in the middle. If you are leaning one way, but are not 100% in agreement, 
you can stand between that side and the middle.” 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Depending on the class makeup and how comfortable students are agreeing or dis
agreeing with their peers, ask them to first think about their response and then, when 
cued hold up the number of fingers showing their opinion before they move to a side 
of the room. 

♦♦ It is permissible to allow students to change their opinions based on what others in 
the class have said.

♦♦ Consider combining Line Ups with MIP, 2 Truths and a Lie, or Unique Idea Only. 

♦♦ Critical Thinking Connection—Challenge students to place themselves in the role 
of another student, another historic personality, or to consider the Line Up statement 
from a different perspective. 
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Move and Touch

■■ Overview 

The simple act of standing and moving around the room can be energizing and fun for 
students. This strategy takes no preparation and students never tire of it. It offers students the 
chance to move, practice positive social interactions, and share information. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Ask students to stand and push in their chairs. 

2.	 Tell students to take a second and think about the content that is currently being stud-
ied. For example, “Students, we have just spent the last 15 minutes practicing triple 
digit addition. Please take a second and think about your progress in mastering that 
skill.” 

3.	 Tell the students that when they are given a signal, they will move around the room 
and touch several physical objects. For example, “Students, when I say go, move 
around the room and touch 6 objects with a right angle.” 

4.	 When students have touched the last object, instruct them to stop right where they are. 

5.	 Have students find partners with a person standing closest to them. 

6.	 Provide students with a question, scenario or problem related to the objective and ask 
students to share with their partners. 

7.	 When students are finished sharing, have them go back to their seats and continue 
their work. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Move and Touch can take anywhere between 30 seconds and 5 minutes depending on 
the needs of the students.

♦♦  Students can do several rounds of moving, each time touching different types of 
objects and working with different partners. 

♦♦ Consider combining Move and Touch with Corners, What Did You Hear? Word 
Splash, or an I Learned Chain. 



96 Battling Boredom, Part 1

Snowball Fight

■■ Overview 

This high-energy strategy combines fun, the chance to throw paper, and the ability to 
review the ideas and comments of other students. Often used as a culminating activity, it can 
also be used for students to pose questions to each other or provide examples, definitions, or 
problems. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Provide each student with a half sheet of paper. 

2.	 Remind students of the key objectives of the lesson and provide them with time to 
think about what they know about the topic. 

3.	 Pose a question to students and ask them to write the answer on the half sheet of paper. 

4.	 Once all students have written their response, have them crumple the paper into a ball 
(snowball). 

5.	 Have students stand, push in their chairs, and hold on to their snowballs. 

6.	 Divide the class into two teams and provide boundaries that each team must stay 
within. 

7.	 Instruct students that when they are cued, they will be given 1 minute to have a Snow
ball Fight. During that time they are to constantly collect and throw snowballs at the 
other team. 

8.	 When time is up, have each student collect one snowball and read what is written on 
it. They can share that information with partners or compare it to what they wrote on 
their own snowball. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ If the teacher is concerned that some students won’t act appropriately while throwing 
the snowballs, one alternative is to take a box, empty trashcan, or other target and 
place it in the middle of the room. When cued, have students throw their snowballs at 
the target instead of at each other. 

♦♦ An option is to have students throw the snowballs in the air or at an arc instead of 
directly at another person. 

♦♦ This strategy works well when students are asked opinion-based questions rather 
than fact-oriented ones that have only one correct answer. 

♦♦ Consider combining a Snowball Fight with Create the Test, Unique Idea Only, or a 
Quick Write. 
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Stand When

■■ Overview 

This is perhaps the simplest of all the movement strategies but also one of the most effec-
tive. Students are simply given an opportunity to stand as a means of showing agreement, 
expressing readiness, or as a way to respond to a prompt. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Remind students of the key concepts and topics being studied. 

2.	 Pose a question and provide think time. 

3.	 Instruct students that when they are cued, they will stand to respond to the question. 

4.	 Repeat the question and instruct students to Stand When they feel they have an 
answer to the question. 

5.	 Once all or most students are standing, ask them to share their idea with a partner. 

6.	 Example—“Students, we have been discussing why the Colonies wanted to break 
away from England. Think about the reasons we discussed. Stand when you have an 
answer in your mind.” 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Remind students that not everyone is expected to stand at the same time.

♦♦ After students are standing, they can use fingers to represent the strength of confi-
dence in their answer. For example, students could hold up eight, nine, or ten fingers if 
they are very confident in their answer or one to three fingers if they are not very sure 
of their answer. Students could then partner up to share their ideas.

♦♦  Some students may not want to stand for fear of embarrassment or being called on to 
talk to the whole class. In that case, it is appropriate to tell the students that they won’t 
be called on just because they stand up. The act of standing is merely to indicate that 
a student has an idea. 
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Voting Stickers

■■ Overview 

Students of all ages enjoy getting stickers on their assignments. This strategy turns the 
table and uses stickers as a way for students to express their ideas and opinions. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Prior to the lesson, place key words, concepts, or terms from the unit of study on post-
ers around the room. 

2.	 Provide each student with an equal number of stickers or small Post-It Notes. 

3.	 Instruct students that they will vote by placing their stickers according to the question 
or topic that will announced. 

4.	 When cued, students take their stickers and place them in a designated area on the 
poster according to the question that was posed. 

5.	 Example—“Students, think about the persuasive paper we’ve been writing. In just 
a moment, you are going to vote by placing your stickers on the posters around the 
room. The first thing I want you to think about is the purpose or reason we write in a 
persuasive style. Everyone stand and go place your sticker on the poster that has the 
best reason or definition to the question about why we write in a persuasive style.” 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ The information from the Voting Stickers can be charted and graphed in order to 
provide a visual representation of student knowledge. 

♦♦ Consider using the same questions and Voting Sticker activity as both a pre-lesson 
and a post-lesson assessment. This can be helpful in demonstrating to students how 
much they have learned. 

♦♦ Other options for voting include: item most likely to be on a test, the most difficult to 
explain to another person, easiest to solve, or the one with the most examples. 

♦♦ Consider combining Voting Stickers with Gallery Walk, Move and Touch, or 
Consultation. 
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Wear-A-Word

■■ Overview 

Students benefit from consistent exposure to words, topics, and concepts. In addition to 
exposure, this strategy offers students a fun and novel way to use and practice words associ
ated with the concept being studied. 

■■ Step by Step 

1.	 Provide each student with a sticky name tag, envelope-type sticky labels that go on 
folders or stickers that are large enough to write on. 

2.	 Ask students to think about key words, terms, or topics that are related to the lesson. 

3.	 Instruct students to write a term, word, or example on the stickers or name tag and 
place them on their sleeves. 

4.	 Have students stand move around the room with the purpose of reading the words or 
ideas that other students are wearing. 

5.	 Example—Provide students with a list of vocabulary words that will be learned or 
encountered during the unit of study. Ask each student to select one word and write 
it on their name tag. After students have placed their sticker on their arm or sleeve, 
instruct them to walk around the room and when cued, pair up with another student. 
Students could be asked to share one or two things they know about the term, give a 
synonym or antonym, or use the term in a sentence. 

■■ Tips and Variations 

♦♦ Plastic name tag holders (the type that are handed out at workshops and conferences) 
also work great for this activity.

♦♦ Consider combining Wear-A-Word with Change of Perspective, Quick Write, or Yup, 
Nope, Maybe. 

♦♦ Critical Thinking Connection—Give each student a term but do not let them see what 
it is. Place the term on their back. As students mill around the room, their partners see 
what term is on their back and give them clues in order to help them guess the word. 
The power of this approach is in giving the clues, not in guessing the correct answer. 
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“Reluctant learners are reluctant for a reason .” 
—Kirsten Olson 

The following strategies are designed for those “still-reluctant” learners who struggle to 
participate in classroom activities because of inappropriate behaviors, lack of self-confidence, 
or other issues that prevent them participating in a positive manner with their peers. Unlike the 
previous strategies, these are designed to be implemented in one-on-one or small group settings. 

When working with reluctant students, it is important to remember that all behaviors hap-
pen for a reason. That is, students are reluctant for a reason. They may lack positive role models, 
they may not fully understand the expectations, they may expect to be ridiculed or teased by 
classmates, they may just be shy, or they may have a learning disability. Regardless of why a 
student is reluctant to participate in classroom activities, the effective teacher utilizes specific 
methods and strategies that encourage participation while building student skill and confidence. 

It is important not to confuse reluctance to participate with motivation to learn. In fact, 
many of our most reluctant students are very motivated to learn. Some students are only 
reluctant to learn in the school setting. Eric Jensen, author of Teaching with the Brain in Mind, 
reminds us that, “ ...the human brain loves to learn: Our very survival, in fact, is dependent 
upon learning.” For teachers who wish to work effectively with reluctant learners, they must 
help students build the skills and confidence that will enable them to be productive members 
of the class. 

Working with reluctant learners can be a challenge and teachers should not expect imme-
diate, overnight results. Although some students will respond quickly to these strategies, 
helping students build the necessary skills can take time. The strategies on the following 
pages have a few important characteristics in common: 

♦♦ They allow reluctant learners the chance to maintain control and choice. The strategies 
avoid direct attempts at controlling or manipulating behavior.

♦♦ They help to build relationships with students and open lines of communication that 
allow for feedback and ideas to be exchanged between the student and teacher. 

♦♦ They express positive intentions and belief that the student can and will participate 
in a positive manner. It is important to always maintain enthusiasm and hope when 
working with reluctant learners. 

♦♦ They allow reluctant students the safety to participate without the worry of embar-
rassment or being called upon unexpectedly. They rely on the knowledge that success 
builds confidence and motivation.
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A Head Start

■■ Description 

We all like to get something for free. We all like the feeling of getting just a little bit more 
than what we paid for. Who hasn’t been drawn into one of those buy one, get one free sales? 

There are marketing experts and psychologists who study the art of persuasion who won-
der why this is and why it is such a powerful force. Beyond the obvious answer, “Because you 
get something,” experts want to know how this process works. Researchers from the Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania conducted an experiment and got some surprising results. It seems that 
the perception of self interest (getting something) is as powerful as actually getting something. 

The researchers studied patrons at a car wash. Two groups were identified and each was 
given a customer loyalty card. One group was given a card where they would receive a free 
car wash after eight visits. So, for group one, they paid for eight visits and got the ninth free. 
The second group also got a card but this one required the customers to get ten car washes 
before they got a free one. The twist was that for the second group, the first two spots were 
already stamped. It was as if this group had gotten two free car washes. They seemed to have 
a head start on the first group. But when you compare closely, you’ll notice that both groups 
still had to buy eight car washes in order to get one free. The difference? Perceived self-interest. 

How might the concept of perceived self interest transfer to working with reluctant 
learners? 

♦♦ Fill in some of the answers on assignments in order to give them A Head Start. 

♦♦ Allow students to complete certain portions or sections of an assignment. 

♦♦ Allow students choice on which problems or sections of an assignment they’d like to 
complete. 

♦♦ If appropriate, permit students to complete an assignment in the order of their choice. 

♦♦ Encourage students to complete easier problems first and then ask them to choose 
which of the more difficult problems to tackle next. 
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Big Word Alert

■■ Description 

The pace of classroom instruction can sometimes leave shy or reluctant students confused 
and even more hesitant to participate in classroom activities. In many classrooms, students 
that are able to quickly respond to teacher questions or requests are seen as the more intelli-
gent, willing, or cooperative. This strategy attempts to level the playing field by giving reluc-
tant students advanced notice and information about important words, terms, or ideas that 
will be discussed during the lesson. 

Prior to a lesson, prepare a Big Word Alert listing of key words, terms, or ideas as well as 
corresponding definitions, characteristics, or examples. Provide the list to the student(s) and 
explain that you will be using these words or examples during the lesson. Review the words 
and examples briefly with the student(s) and clarify any difficult pronunciations or concepts. 
The purpose of this preview is to allow the student(s) an individualized Sneak Peek of the 
content and allow students a chance think about words and to ponder questions they may 
have about the concepts. 

When the lesson begins, instruct the student(s) to place the Big Word Alert list on their 
desks. Since the student(s) have been pre-exposed to the words, encourage them to participate 
in classroom activities by answering questions or providing examples to their peers. 

Students can also use the Big Word Alert lists to participate by: 

♦♦ Tracking the number of times a word or example is used during the lesson.

♦♦ Tracking the number of times a word or example is listed in a textbook, handout, or  
other resource.

♦♦ Using the list to create questions about the words. 

♦♦ Adding synonyms, antonyms, or examples next to the words on the list.

♦♦ Using the lists to create a Picture This illustration or Flash Cards 2.0. 
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Closed Fist

■	 Description 

The first step for some reluctant learners is to get them to raise their hand to indicate that 
they’d like to participate in classroom discussions. This strategy gives the student the chance 
to participate secure in the knowledge that they will only be called upon if they indicate that 
they’d like to answer a question or provide a comment. Reluctant students often do not raise 
their hands or only do so when they think there is no likelihood that they’ll be called upon. 

Speak with the student privately and let them know that you have devised a system that 
will allow them to indicate to you when, during a lesson, they are ready and willing to par-
ticipate. Most classrooms have students, at some point during the lesson, raise their hands to 
answer questions, provide examples, or to indicate agreement. 

The Closed Fist strategy requires that the student raise their hand and indicate their confi-
dence on a scale expressed with their fingers. When a student raises their hand with a Closed 
Fist, it is an indication that they do not want to answer the question. This allows them to 
maintain the appearance of participation. For some students, this ability to “play along” with 
the class may be the first step in building confidence. If the student raises their hand and holds 
open five fingers, it is an expression that they have full confidence in their answer and that 
they would like to be called upon to participate. Showing between one and four fingers can 
express the scale of their confidence or willingness to participate. 

Some teachers have a “no hands raised” policy in their classroom. That is, they call on 
students randomly or use another method to involve students instead of relying on raised 
hands. Even in these environments, eager students still typically raise their hands and get 
called upon more consistently than reluctant students. The Closed Fist strategy allows for 
reluctant students to take the first step to involvement with an understanding that the teacher 
will respect their wishes. 

Some students will remain with a Closed Fist for weeks or months until they become 
comfortable speaking out. In this case, respect the student’s wishes but consider using Planted 
Questions, Sentence Starters, or A Head Start as a way to encourage their participation. 
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Extend An Invitation

■■ Overview 

Just about everyone appreciates a genuine invitation to participate in something meaning-
ful or fun. Some students respond to a real, heart-felt invitation by the teacher to participate 
in the learning task or classroom activities. This strategy relies on a one-on-one conversation 
between the student and teacher about the importance of participation. However, it doesn’t 
stop at merely inviting a student to participate. It provides the student with specific ways to 
participate. 

As an analogy, imagine being invited to a party at someone’s home. As you decide if you’ll 
attend, several questions typically go through your mind. How much do I like this person? Am 
I available on that day and time? What kind of party is it? Will I be expected to bring anything? Who 
else will be there? Do I like or dislike any of those people? What will we do at this party? Although 
you may not verbalize all of these questions, it is a lot easier to decide to attend if you know 
some of the answers. 

Now imagine the classroom is a bit like a party. In order to decide to attend (or in the case 
of the classroom, to participate) the student will want to know things like: What is expected of 
me? What will I do? What do I do if I don’t like what is going on? 

During a one-on-one discussion with a reluctant student the first thing to do is express a 
genuine concern and desire for the student to participate. It is always more meaningful to get 
a personalized, genuine invitation. Second, provide the student with a relevant purpose and 
reason for participating in the classroom activity. Provide them with a certain job or specific 
task to complete during the lesson. For example, the teacher might ask the student to track the 
number of times questions were asked, what the average wait time was during questioning, 
or how often they responded to a student question with a direct answer. 

This strategy can be combined with Planted Questions, The 5-Minute Focus Group, or A 
Head Start. Just like when a guest leaves your home after a party, it is important to remember 
to thank the student for their involvement and participation. The expression of appreciation 
for a job well done can go a long way toward building confidence in reluctant learners. 
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Looks Like, Sounds Like, Feels Like

■■ Overview 

Much of the content we teach to students is abstract in nature while many of our students 
tend to think in more concrete terms. Nowhere is this conflict more evident than the classroom. 
Teachers often tell students to behave in terms that are abstract and open to interpretation. 
Students are often implored to do their best and try harder only to find the teacher’s expecta-
tions are very different from their own. 

Reluctant students may simply need a more concrete way to understand and compre-
hend teacher expectations. The Looks Like, Sounds Like, Feels Like strategy offers teacher 
and students alike the chance to clarify expectations and state them in concrete terms so that 
everyone has a clear understanding of what proper classroom participation looks like, what it 
sounds like, and what it feels like. 

Prior to meeting with the reluctant student(s), brainstorm a list of common expectations, 
statements, and phrases that students might hear in the classroom regarding their behavior 
and participation. For example, students are often told that they need to study harder, share 
with their classmates, or use more respectful words. All of these statements assume a common 
understanding and shared value system. However, all of these statements are open for inter-
pretation. For example, teachers often tell reluctant (or difficult) students to be nicer to their 
peers. A student could reasonably reply, depending on their background and experiences, “I 
was being nice, I didn’t hit him!” 

Provide students with a handout that lists three columns (see Looks Like, Sounds Like, 
Feels Like on page 147), one labeled Looks Like, another labeled Sounds Like, and another 
labeled Feels Like. At the top of the sheet, list one specific behavior such as working posi-
tively with a partner. In partnership with the student(s), brainstorm the specific behaviors 
that would be expected when students are in that situation. Be as specific as possible. With 
the above example, students might list keeping hands to self, sharing supplies such as markers, 
and using words like please and thank you. The first two columns—Looks Like and Sounds 
Like—focus on external behaviors that can be seen and measured by both the student and the 
teacher. The Feels Like column lists how the student would expect to feel if they were meeting 
expectations. For example, a student might say that they feel more confident or happy if they 
were working positively with their peers. 

Some teachers have chosen to use this method with the entire class as a way to clarify rules 
at the beginning of the year. 
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The 5-Minute Focus Group

■■ Description 

This strategy is similar to what television show producers and politicians do on a regular 
basis (with perhaps the difference being the sincerity.) The 5-Minute Focus Group allows 
the teacher to gain valuable insight and feedback from the reluctant student about their per-
ceptions, ideas, and suggestions regarding lessons, instructional strategies, or the classroom 
environment. 

Set aside a few minutes and ask the reluctant student(s) about their opinion of a topic, 
lesson, or unit that will be taught in the near future. Typically done in private, the purpose of 
the discussion is to genuinely gauge a student’s interest in the topic(s) that will be the focus 
of the lesson. In addition, seek to gain insight into how the lesson, strategies, or focus can be 
improved. 

For example, the teacher might say, “Tomorrow I will be introducing a lesson on long 
division. I know that sometimes students struggle to see the importance of long division, 
especially when we have calculators. I have a few ideas about how I should start the lesson 
but I’d like to get your ideas. Should I start the lesson by showing a video clip, doing a KWL 
chart, or by showing examples on the board?” 

The teacher should then do their best to incorporate those ideas into the lesson. Depend-
ing on the age of the student and their sensitivity to their peers, the teacher could acknowl-
edge the reluctant student’s contributions to the class. However, if the lesson is not successful 
or if it is not well received by the class, avoid publicly acknowledging the student(s) who 
participated in The 5-Minute Focus Group. Regardless of whether or not a student is publicly 
acknowledged, this strategy helps to build the relationship with the students as well as their 
confidence that they have valuable ideas to contribute. 
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The Miracle Question

■■ Description 

Commonly used in therapy sessions by counselors, The Miracle Question helps students 
to view situations or problems from a different perspective. This strategy can help students to 
see alternative options for behaviors and help them to create goals and action steps for future 
behavior. 

In a one-on-one setting, pose the following question to the student, “Imagine a time in 
the future, when by some miracle, __________is/is not happening.” For example, the teacher 
might ask a reluctant student about their confidence in participating with their peers in small 
group activities. If the student responds that they don’t like to give their ideas because no 
one will listen to them, the teacher might ask, “Imagine a time in the future, when by some 
miracle, the other students listened to you and used your ideas. I know it seems like that could 
never happen, but let’s pretend for just a minute. Can you imagine what it would be like to 
have fun and have your classmates listen to your ideas? What is it like? Describe it for me. 
What could we maybe do now so that we can get to that point?” 

This strategy helps educators to remember that growth is sometimes a slow process for 
students and they often come to class with other issues or concerns that take precedence over 
classroom participation. If a student has difficulty imagining how their life or behaviors could 
be different, consider rephrasing the question with a less sensitive topic. The teacher can also 
use some humor with this approach by making statements such as, “I know it seems like that 
could never happen, after all a miracle is something that never seems to happen to us, but it’s 
fun to pretend.” 

Depending on the teacher-student relationship, and the student’s willingness to discuss a 
topic, the teacher could offer some ideas for the student to think about. The teacher might offer 
indirect advice such as, “I had a student a couple of years ago who didn’t like to participate 
in small groups either. I didn’t blame her because some of the other students were mean to 
her. Then she tried something that seemed to work and then she started to enjoy small groups. 
Would you mind if I told you what she did?” 
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Planted Questions

■■ Description 

This strategy encourages reluctant students to participate in whole group and small group 
activities by offering them the opportunity to consider their thoughts, answers, and ideas to 
questions before they are asked by the teacher. The goal is for the student to become comfort-
able participating in group discussions with the ultimate aim of giving them the confidence to 
speak for themselves. 

Prior to the lesson, talk privately with the reluctant student(s) and tell them that you have 
created an easy way for them to participate in class or group discussions. Tell the student the 
topic of the lesson and then give them a list of the questions that will be asked during the 
lesson or small group activity. Ask the student to indicate which question(s) they’d like to 
answer and provide any clarification if needed. 

The teacher may also choose to provide the student with a sample Sentence Starter that 
can be used when answering the question. In addition, depending on the confidence level of 
the student, actual answers or hints may be given to the student. Again, the goal is to build 
confidence in the student and help them to take the first steps towards positive participation. 

Some teachers wonder about the response from other students if they discover that certain 
students have been given the questions ahead of time. This seems a little like cheating. Fur-
thermore, if the actual answers are also given, it would seem that these students have been 
given an unfair advantage. It is important to keep in mind that the goal is positive classroom 
participation, not assessment. The students are not being given answers to test questions nor 
will they necessarily be given a better grade on any assignment. 
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The 2x10 Method

■■ Overview 

The establishment of trusting, sincere relationships with reluctant students is necessary 
in order for them to thrive in the classroom. This strategy helps to build teacher-student trust 
through the investment of time and effort on behalf of the teacher. It requires that the teacher 
invest at least 2 minutes per day for 10 days in a row with the purpose of finding out more 
about the student. 

During this time, the teacher desires to get to know the student’s interests, ideas, thoughts, 
hobbies, and favorite things. Basically, the teacher takes the time to figure out what makes 
the student tick. It was stated before that reluctant students are reluctant for a reason. The 
2x10 Method allows the teacher the time to help figure out what is engaging and interesting 
for the student. 

During the 2x10 time, the teacher expresses genuine interest in the student as a person and 
learner, not just in their progress in a particular subject or their grades in school. In fact, teach-
ers should avoid stressing the importance of grades, behavior, and participation. Students 
will often see through that obvious trick to manipulate. Instead, make the effort to develop the 
relationship and find specific things you appreciate and like about the student. Write down 
positive things about their personality, life experience, or character and share them with the 
student and their family. Students who feel connected to adults who genuinely care for them 
are more likely to participate, learn, and grow when they might otherwise want to withdrawal. 

As is the case with many of the strategies for reluctant students, notify parents and admin-
istrators of your plans and interventions. In all cases, avoid any appearance of impropriety 
and do this during the school day with the full knowledge and support of the family and 
administration. It is not necessary that this strategy be done in private, either. Teachers often 
conduct the 2x10 discussions during passing times, at lunch, while taking students to bus or 
parent pick up area, or the few minutes before school starts. 
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Key Idea 

When parents and families are actively engaged in school through reciprocal partner-
ships that include effective communication methods, students benefit greatly.  In fact, many of 
the efforts and strategies we undertake to motivate, engage, and equip students fail without 
parent support and open lines of communication. 

Why Parent Partnerships Matter

It turns out that parents and families matter—a lot.  The evidence is clear and there is a 
significant body of research that highlights the positive outcome for students when there is 
a strong parent–school partnership.  Bottom line: when parents and families are involved in 
their child’s education, good thing happen for kids.  Consider just some of what we know 
about the involvement and impact of parents:

♦♦ When families are involved in their child’s education, students achieve at higher levels 
(Jaynes, 2012).

♦♦ Students are less likely to drop out of school when parents are actively involved 
(Barnes, 2004).

♦♦ When positive messages and notes are sent home on a consistent basis, low-achieving 
students improve grades and attendance (Kraft and Rogers, 2014).

♦♦ While parents are less likely to attend school-based functions as students enter middle 
school and high school, they are more likely to support education via home-based 
activities such as communicating with teachers and talking with their children about 
school work  (Murray et al., 2014; Hill & Tyson, 2009). 

♦♦ Harvard researcher Karen Mapp, who has done extensive work in the area of parental 
engagement and involvement for over 20 years (and has helped the United States 
Department of Education shape its parent involvement goals), points out that when 
there is a strong school–home connection that students get better grades and have 
higher test scores. 

♦♦ While most teachers assume that low-income parents are almost completely 
uninvolved in their child’s education, those families value education at the same level 
as more affluent families (Gorski, 2017; Patterson, Hale, & Stessman, 2007).

♦♦ The Centers for Disease Control, in their report titled "Parent Engagement: Strategies 
for Involving Parents in School Health" state that parent involvement is a powerful 
way to build protective factors around students.  Protective factors build resiliency 
and help students to tackle the inevitable challenges of life. 

♦♦ John Hattie, best known for his series of books titled Visible Learning, states that parent 
involvement has a positive outcome on kids.  With a .51 effect size that equates to 
greater than one year’s worth of academic growth, Hattie (2009) says, “Overall, the 
higher the hopes and expectations of parents with respect to the educational attainment 
of their child, the higher the student’s own educational expectations and, ultimately, 
the greater the student’s academic achievement.”  
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Making connections and communicating with families takes time and effort, but the 
energy is well worth it.  School–family partnerships should be part of every school’s mission.  
This is not additional work, it is essential to the work.  As educators, our goal is success for 
our kids and there are few better ways to guarantee student success than consistently com-
municating and partnering with families.  In the next few pages you’ll find effective and easy-
to-implement strategies to make it happen.
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PARENTS AS PARTNERS

We know that parent–school communication and partnerships result in a variety of posi-
tive outcomes for students.  The central topic we’ll tackle here is how to make it happen.  How 
do we go about creating effective partnerships with families?  Where do we start and what 
efforts are most likely to get us those positive outcomes?
	 Throughout this section, we’ll refer to parents and families as partners in the educa-
tion of their children.  This term—partnership—is used critically for a specific purpose.  When 
we partner with families we do more than simply attempt to communicate with them or get 
them to attend school-based functions. By definition, partnerships are reciprocal.  While keep-
ing families informed of school events or keeping them abreast of the academic achievement 
of their children is important, our goal is to engage families in a two-way relationship that 
results in increased engagement, growth, and learning for their students.  In essence, one way 
we battle boredom is to partner with families so that we can learn more about their children.  
The more we know about kids and their families, the easier it is to engage those students in 
classroom learning activities. 
	 Partnerships with parents are not just important, they are essential.  Epstein et al. 
(2019) prefer the term parent partnerships rather than parent involvement because partner-
ships require two sides.  As educators, we do a lot to engage families or communicate with 
them but those efforts often fail to get us the desired results.   Partnerships, on the other hand, 
imply that we listen, give and receive feedback, and act upon ideas and suggestions.  The 
term partnership, when we fully adopt it, has connotations of open communication, a give 
and take of ideas, and the understanding that all parties have something to offer. Epstein  
et al. (2019) also highlight the need to take action, regardless of the challenges or the level of 
difficulty of the work.  Heart work, not hard work, is the way they put it.  Parent partnerships 
are not additional work, they are the work.
	 While there are numerous excellent organizations and researchers who have defined 
parent engagement or parent partnerships, for our purposes here we’ll define parent partner-
ships as reciprocal relationships that exist between schools and families that result in open communi-
cation, increased engagement, and improved outcomes for students.  One key idea to note in this 
definition: true partnerships are reciprocal in nature.  Partnerships require that we both give 
and take, listen and respond, value and act.  Too many schools and educators rely on one-way 
communication methods in an attempt to engage families.  While one-way methods are im-
portant, alone they will not get us the desired results. Partnerships also require that we know 
something (beyond general demographic information) about the students and families that 
we serve.   
	 When partnering with families, it is important to remember that, depending on the 
community you serve, the makeup and internal dynamics of the families of your students 
may be quite different than your own.  In their insightful and practical book titled Teaching to 
Strengths: Supporting Students Living with Trauma, Violence, and Chronic Stress (2017), authors 
Debbie Zacarian, Lourdes Alvarez-Ortiz, and Judie Haynes point out that family structure, 
communication styles, and traditions of diverse families often differ from the experiences of 
teachers.  This fact can sometimes lead to misunderstandings, miscommunications, or unwar-
ranted assumptions.  This is one of the many reasons that a true partnership is necessary.  In 
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reciprocal partnerships, there are high levels of two-way communication with an assumption 
that both parties have voice, value, and input. 
	 As we embark on this journey of partnering with families, it is important not to get 
sucked into a mindset of judgement about the dynamics or habits of particular families.  No 
doubt, the more you engage with families, the more you’ll walk away at times thinking, 
“Wow, that family is really messed up.”  This is probably a natural human response, but it is  
also unhealthy and unproductive.  As hard as it can be at times, refrain from judgement.  
Refrain from saying, “This kid has a good family” or “That family struggles because…”.  While  
you may be right at times, you could also be dead wrong.  Plus, our judgements will almost 
always leak out and become apparent in some way.  If parents believe that we are judging 
them, it’s game over.  It is also important to recall that all families have strengths (just like 
every family has challenges).  We are all better off if we shift our focus from asking, “Does this 
kid have a good home life?” to “What can we provide in order to best support this child?”  
The latter question helps us to create meaningful partnerships.  
	 Dr. Joyce Epstein, who leads the National Network of Partnership Schools at Johns 
Hopkins University, has researched school–parent partnerships for decades and points out that 
the research clearly shows positive outcomes for both schools and students when partnerships 
are in place.  The question isn’t so much, are parent partnerships worth our time, but how can 
we create structures and systems to ensure that all families are engaged in the support of their 
children?  She also points out that schools must match their rhetoric with their practice.  Just 
about every school and every school system acknowledges the positive outcomes that result 
when parents are involved, but not all schools engage in effective practices to get those results. 
	 The bottom line is that we must become proficient at creating partnerships with fami-
lies because it is a significant driver of student and school success. One final note: while par-
ent–school partnerships are the goal because we know how much it positively impacts kids, 
we never let a lack of parental involvement be an excuse to not help students achieve at high 
levels.  Parental involvement is a driver of increased student achievement but it's not the only 
one.  The methods and strategies outlined in this guide are designed to work in conjunction 
with the other school-improvement efforts you are undertaking.  

One-Way & Two-Way Communication

	 Effective school–parent partnerships are built on high levels of trust and communica-
tion.  Communication tools utilized by schools should include both one-way and two-way 
strategies.  One-way methods, as the term implies, are those things schools do that are pri-
marily designed to provide information to families.  Examples include newsletters, email 
blasts, flyers, report cards, and the use of social media.  While some one-way communica-
tion methods sometimes include personalized information about students (report cards, for 
example), the primary purpose is to keep families informed of something—events, academic 
progress, fund-raising opportunities, etc. 
	 One-way communication strategies are important and essential for any healthy school-
family partnership, but they are limited in what they can accomplish.  Open communication, 
trust, and transparency require high-levels of two-way communication.  Quite simply, as edu-
cators, we need to do a much better job of engaging with families and talking (one-on-one) 
with families about how to best meet the needs of their children.  
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	 Trusting relationships are built on consistent two-way, back and forth, give-and-take 
communication.  We’ll see the biggest payoff for our students when we speak with, not simply 
to families. Echevarria, Frey, and Fisher (2016) remind us that the goal of a family partnership 
should not focus on classroom requirements or school policies but on creating mutual, trust-
ing relationships. 
	 Side note: for our purposes here, the term parent is used rather broadly.  A parent, 
whether biological, adoptive, or foster, is the person who has the primary responsibility to 
care for the child.  It is also our assumption that parents and families genuinely care about the 
progress, behavior, and overall growth of their children.  Are there situations where parents 
are checked out, stressed, or otherwise absent from the lives of their kids?  Sadly, yes.  But, we 
never let those few situations prevent us from doing what we know is right. 
	 While we always want to maintain a consistent plan for one-way communication with 
families (via newsletters, report cards, social media, etc.), we get the biggest bang for our buck 
when we increase effective two-way communication strategies.  The first step in creating part-
nerships with families is to engage them in conversation.  Just as we have several different 
methods and channels of one-way communication, we also ought to have several methods for 
two-way communication.  Two-way communication requires additional effort and commit-
ment, but this is where we see a big payoff.  Below, we’ll consider where to begin.

♦♦ Positive Written Notes Home—Admittedly, the first strategy on our list of two-way 
communication methods is decidedly one-way in nature.  However, it is included here 
for two reasons.  First, positive notes home are personal in nature.  When we take the 
time to hand-write a note and send it home, it strengthens the relationship with the 
student and the family.  Everyone loves to get a personal note that outlines our posi-
tive qualities.  Second, it demonstrates that the teacher is aware of the uniqueness of 
the child.  Quite simply, sending home positive notes is like putting money in the 
bank; an analogy we’ll revisit later. 

♦♦ Home visits—As challenging and intimidating as it may be, one of the best things we 
can do is conduct home visits.  Home visits are particularly important for those teach-
ers serving diverse communities because it offers educators an opportunity to learn 
more about the background, challenges, and priorities of families that may be tradi-
tionally underserved (Byrd, 2012).  For a great resource that outlines specific steps and 
action points, check out Conducting Successful Home Visits in Multicultural Communities 
by David Byrd.  

♦♦ Informal, impromptu meetings—As busy and preoccupied as we often get as educa-
tors, remain sensitive and open to the opportunities for informal meetings and discus-
sions with families. These often take place before or after school (during drop-off and 
pick-up times) or during off-school times in the community. 

♦♦ Conferences—While the purpose and focus of this guide is not to address the finer 
points or details of parent conferences, it is important to remember that true partner-
ships require open, two-way communication.  Because conference schedules for most 
schools make it difficult to engage in meaningful one-on-one conversations, remember 
to set aside times or create a system that allows parents the time to have personalized 
conversations about their children. 
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♦♦ Curriculum nights—At most schools, curriculum nights or family nights are designed 
either as social events or as a means to provide information to parents. By definition, 
these events become methods for one-way communication. Remember that one-way 
communication is not a bad thing.  In fact, it is good and necessary but it is limited in 
what it can accomplish. However, given some adjustments and change in thinking, 
these events can become venues to engage in two-way communication via structured 
conversations like Focus Groups. 

♦♦ Focus Groups—These formal, structured conversations are typically facilitated by 
someone who has a specific purpose and a planned format where they seek to get 
feedback from parents, students, or community members.  Similar to what politicians 
or movie producers do, the goal of a focus group is to gain insights from a target 
audience.  The goal, however, is not to simply gain feedback and information, it is to 
consider the feedback in order to make changes in practice.  

♦♦ Positive Phone Calls—Perhaps more than any other strategy listed here, positive 
calls home provide us with the quickest and easiest method for creating partnerships 
with families. Whether done via a traditional phone call or by use of technology like 
Skype or Facetime, making connections with families via positive phone calls home 
will improve classroom culture, deepen trust among families, and develop goodwill 
among teachers and parents. In fact, positive calls home are so fundamentally critical 
in the creation of parent partnerships, that the next several pages are devoted to strate-
gies and tools to help make it happen. 

The two-way strategies listed above, when used in combination with effective one-way 
methods, create a synergistic result that accomplishes much more than attempting to use any 
singular strategy in isolation.  However, it’s not just about strategies; strategies are important 
but they only serve as a means to an end.  The end, as we previously discussed, is improved 
outcomes for students.  It’s also important to note that the benefits extend to schools as well.  
When parents receive consistent, positive information about their children, they are more 
likely to attend school-based events, participate on committees, and generally support the 
goals of the school.   

Increasing Engagement with Positive Phone Calls Home

	 Earlier, I used the analogy of money in the bank; when we make regular two-way 
communication a priority, it’s like putting money in the bank.  One of the reasons we make 
deposits is because there may be a time when we need to make a withdrawal.  The first time 
a parent hears from us it should not be during a time when we have to deliver a negative 
message about their child’s behavior, progress, or growth. That bears repeating because it is 
foundational to building strong reciprocal relationships: we need to regularly communicate 
positive messages to families before we need to talk with them about any negative situations.  
	 Some educators, particularly newer ones, become nervous at the idea of making phone 
calls to parents.  This is understandable because making calls to parents often includes a whole 
host of unknown variables: What if they ask questions I’m unprepared to answer? What if they make 
accusations or become negative? What if they speak a different language?  While those concerns are 
valid, they should not prevent us from making contact with families.  It is important to re-
member that the vast majority of parents are supportive, positive, and a joy to partner with.  
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	 Just as some educators are reluctant to make phone calls home, parents are often nerv-
ous to receive the calls.  There are two reasons for this:  most parents only get a phone call from 
school when one of two things has taken place—their child is sick/injured or their child is in 
trouble.  Neither is good and, as a result, typically means they answer the phone with a cer-
tain tone of reticence and caution. The reason for their caution, of course, is the fact that most 
educators are simply not very good at making regular positive contact with families. 
	 The schools and districts I’ve worked with that make two-way communication and 
positive calls a priority see positive shifts in the culture of the school and in the behavior of 
individual students.  I know of few methods that more quickly improve student behavior, 
classroom and school culture, or parent perspectives as quickly as positive phone calls home. 
The action point is this: every teacher should make positive calls home to at least 5 students 
per week.  While this may sound daunting, it is easier than it sounds and the payoffs are 
greater than some things you may already be doing that are not getting the desired results. 
	 The goal of these phone calls home is to simply communicate a positive message about 
the child.  That also bears repeating—these phone calls are for positive reasons only.  During 
these calls, refrain from reminders about grades, classroom projects, course requirements, 
homework, school events, or past behaviors.  During the phone calls we are making a deposit 
and deepening the trust and relationship with the family.  Not only are these calls surprisingly 
easy, they do not have to take a lot of time. 
	 Positive phone calls home sound like this, “Hello, this is ______________.  I am your child’s 
__________ teacher.  I’m calling to tell you how much I appreciate (child’s name). S/he always has a great 
(attitude, work ethic, sense of humor, etc) and working with him/her is a true blessing.  Thank you for 
sending him/her to our school.”   It really is as simple as that: short, specific, positive, and massively 
impactful.  For those of you who are parents, you know how much you love to receive messages 
like that.  When someone says something nice about one of your children, it’s memorable.  And, 
when someone takes the time to be positive and specific, it leads to feelings of trust and affec-
tion.  
	 After you say something like the script above (which takes less than 20 seconds), there 
is often an awkward pause on the other end of the line.  This is because parents are waiting for 
the punchline.  They are waiting for the “and”, “but”, or “however” that gets to the real reason for 
the call.  But the positive message is the real (and only) reason for the call. These positive calls 
home are an effective first step in creating partnerships with families and they work extremely 
well with families that may have been marginalized or less than cooperative in the past. 
	 When making these positive calls, there will be times when you need to leave a voice 
mail message.  In those cases, you do the exact same thing; you use the same script and give 
the same positives but end the message with information about how parents can get in touch 
with you if they have any questions. 
	 When making these positive calls home, there are a number of qualities and character-
istics about a student that you can communicate to parents.  Here is a partial list of things to 
consider: work ethic, enthusiasm, participation, character, how they treat their peers, quality 
of work, sense of humor, etc.  You can also tell a story or give a specific example of any of the 
above. When communicating with families, use words like appreciate, value, noticed, etc.   The 
point is that we want parents to know how much we value their children and we do so by 
being specific about the positive qualities we see in their kids.   
	 For those educators who may be nervous about the prospect of these calls, remember a 
couple of things.  First, everyone likes to receive positive calls about their kids.  Rarely is there 
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any form of conflict that arises as a result of these calls.  Second, remember that most of the 
calls will be short and will not take much time.  Even knowing these two facts, it is still impor-
tant to plan your calls ahead of time.  Plan who you will call and what you will say. In addition 
to planning for the calls, it is good practice to keep a written log of the names of the students 
you call along with key information such as the date, time, any follow-up tasks required, etc. 
	 In working with schools that have made positive calls home a priority, I’ve encoun-
tered some common questions and scenarios.  Those are briefly addressed here. 

♦♦ What if there is a different language spoken at home?  There are a couple of different ways 
to address this scenario.  First is to simply make the call with the assumption that at 
least one person in the home is fluent enough to translate.  Second, before you make 
the call pull the student aside and tell them when you’ll be calling (and the reason for 
the call) and ask if they could translate for a parent.  Another option is to find a staff 
member who is fluent and ask them to help you make the call.  

♦♦ If someone else translates (like a relative), doesn’t that violate the Family Education Rights 
and Privacy Act (FERPA)? I don’t think so.  Here’s why: remember that these calls 
are designed to simply communicate positive messages about the child.  You are not 
discussing grades, promotion requirements, or negative behavior. 

♦♦ What if I have to leave a message with a person (like a sibling or other relative)? What do I tell 
them? Simply tell them who you are and why you called, making sure to emphasize 
that the call is positive and that no one is in any trouble.  If the parent gets a generic 
message stating that, “The teacher called” they might inappropriately assume that the 
child did something wrong to warrant the phone call. 

♦♦ What if we don’t have accurate phone numbers in the school database? This happens more 
often than we like—parents change contact numbers and fail to inform the school.  In 
the case that you try to make a call and it ends up being a wrong number, pull the child 
aside and say this, “I’m going to call home this afternoon to tell your family all kinds 
of great things about you.  I promise, it’s nothing but a positive call home.  Do you 
have the most accurate number I can call?”  More often than not, you’ll get the child to 
cough up the most up-to-date number. 

♦♦ What if parents want to talk about grades, behavior, or academic performance?  If, after you’ve 
said the positives and stated what you appreciate about the child, the parent inquires 
about their child’s progress, by all means engage them in that discussion.  Remember 
that the goal is to deepen the relationship and to form a partnership.  If parents want 
to know, we tell them.  

♦♦ What if I think a call home will result in a negative outcome for a kid or I think there might 
be some sort of abuse? Of course, if you suspect there are abuses in the home, contact 
the appropriate authorities.  Most states have mandatory reporting laws that educa-
tors must comply with but we also have a moral responsibility to get that child and 
that family some help.  If you believe that your calls and contacts will have a negative 
impact on the child, don’t do it.  However, those situations are rare, particularly if you 
are consistently focusing on the positive.  

Early and often—that’s the message.  Communicate positive messages about kids and do it 
a lot.  Tell parents and families about the strengths you see in the child.  Tell them what you 
appreciate, what you see as good, valuable, and worthwhile in their child.  As a means to 
develop reciprocal partnerships with families, positive calls home are the place to start.  



122 Battling Boredom, Part 1

DEALING WITH DIFFICULT PARENTS

	 It is inevitable, as you work to increase two-way communication, that you’ll encounter 
parents and families that will be challenging.  Sometimes those challenges are overt—parents 
that get in your face, make crazy allegations, or seem to want to argue about every small 
detail.  Sometimes those challenges are much more subtle—parents that avoid contact, fail to 
return phone calls, or generally seem absent from all aspects of their child’s education.  
	 Regardless of the challenges you may be facing, it is important to remember that be-
havior is typically just a symptom of something else going on in the life of that person.   Just 
as we attempt to address a child that misbehaves by asking questions about causation, we 
also benefit when we remember that external behavior is almost always a manifestation of 
something deeper.  Plus, it is important to remember that many families are facing significant 
stressors (poverty, trauma, etc.) that cause other priorities (like paying the rent, etc.) to take 
precedence over communication with the school. 
	 With this in mind, here are some suggestions should you find yourself dealing with 
challenging parents:

♦♦ First, remember that most parents are supportive and that they do care about their 
child’s education.  Period.  The fact is that the majority of parents are great.   Don’t 
let the small minority of difficult personalities prevent you from connecting with the 
vast majority who are responsive, thoughtful, and willing to do whatever is needed to 
support their children.  

♦♦ Most difficult people don’t wake up in the morning thinking, “How can I make some-
one’s life miserable?”  Rather, most people simply want to get through the day with the 
least number of hassles possible.  Some people that we label as difficult merely need 
better tools to accomplish what they desire.   

♦♦ Remember that someone out there has probably labeled you the difficult one.  Set aside 
all the wonderful things about yourself for just a moment—for example, you’re gain-
fully employed, you have great friendships, you’re patient most of the time, and you 
always pay your taxes.  Regardless of all the wonderful aspects of your personality, 
there are some people you simply do not click with.  As hard as it may be to believe, 
every one of us is a pain in the rear to someone else.  When I keep my ego in check, I 
am more likely to view others as having something to offer. 

♦♦ In their popular and practical book, Discipline with Dignity (2008), authors Richard 
Curwin, Allen Mendler, and Brian Mendler, remind us that difficult people have both 
something to learn and something to teach.  If our overarching goal is to create a true 
partnership, then we must approach all parents (even the challenging ones) as hav-
ing something to teach us about their kids.  After all, parents and families know their 
children better than we do.  Curwin and the Mendlers also remind us that the anger 
parents sometimes express may be masking advocacy.  Some parents do not have bet-
ter tools to get what they want so they yell, intimidate, accuse, and threaten.  While 
these behaviors are not acceptable and educators should never be subjected to abuse, 
it helps if we view these negative behaviors as an attempt to advocate for their kids.
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♦♦ Adopt the QTIP mantra—Quit Taking it Personally. This is much easier said than done 
but the more I can make it a habit to avoid becoming personally offended, the better it 
is for everyone.  It can, of course, be a fine line; I don’t want to become so cold-hearted 
that nothing impacts me but I don’t want to become so sensitive that I see an offense 
around every corner. 

♦♦ When you are offended by the behavior of a parent, remember to forgive.  Forgiveness 
does amazing things and it frees yourself up to attempt to solve problems and find 
solutions.   Dr. Wayne Dyer, best know for his work in the psychology of self-improve-
ment said this about the power of forgiveness: “Forgiveness is the most powerful 
thing that you can do for your physiology and your spirituality.  Yet, it remains one 
of the least attractive things to us, largely because our egos rule so unequivocally. To 
forgive is somehow associated with saying that it is all right, that we accept the evil 
deed. But this is not forgiveness. Forgiveness means that you fill yourself with love 
and you radiate that love outward and refuse to hang onto the venom or hatred that 
was engendered by the behaviors that caused the wounds.”

♦♦ When you make a mistake or become aware of a mistake made by someone else, 
apologize.  A genuine, heart-felt apology communicates respect and empathy and is a 
way to help get past the offense in order to focus on solutions and next steps.

♦♦ When you sense strong emotions, acknowledge them.  For example, if someone is 
clearly angry, call it what it is—anger.  For example, tell the parent, “I can see that this 
situation has gotten you angry.  I’m on your side and together we’ll address this so that it never 
happens again.  Tell me what happened.”  The reason that we acknowledge and label emo-
tions is because it shows that we are listening and attentive.  If I interact with a clearly 
angry person and label the situation as a concern or a problem or an irritation, it can 
signal that I don’t understand the true depth of the problem.  

♦♦ When complaints and concerns have legitimacy, acknowledge those as well.  No 
school is perfect and people make mistakes.  Sometimes those mistakes impact kids 
and families.  If you become aware of a situation that has harmed a student or their 
family,  admit that mistakes were made and commit to doing your best to ensure that 
they don’t happen again. 

♦♦ If you find yourself on the receiving end of rudeness or profanity tell the parent, “We 
will not be using that kind of language.  I’m on your side and I want to hear what happened but 
we need to stay focused on how to solve the problem.  I appreciate the emotion; this is clearly 
upsetting.  Thanks for bringing this to my attention.  Now, tell me what happened.”  These 
kinds of statements help to establish some boundaries.  When matched with genuine 
and open non-verbals, most of the time these statements will help to focus the conver-
sation.  However, if needed, get the assistance of a school administrator or a veteran 
teacher who can help to bring some clarity and focus to the conversation. 

♦♦ While listening and empathizing are important, they simply serve as a means to an 
end.  One result is a positive relationship and increased trust.  But, most importantly, 
the focus should be on a positive future outcome.  The goal is always to find ways to 
solve problems and address issues so that the same mistakes are not made again in 
the future.  
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

	 There are numerous organizations and researchers who continue to study and 
deepen our understanding of the critical connection between home and school.  Here 
is just a sampling of those organizations that offer support, resources, and additional 
strategies. 

♦♦ The National Network of Partnership Schools at Johns Hopkins University offers 
practical tools and update-to-date research—www.partnershipschools.org.  

♦♦ The Global Family Research Project is following up on the work of the Harvard Family 
Research Project that provides tools and strategies for schools and parents—https://
globalfrp.org/ 

♦♦ The National Parent Teacher Association  has standards and resources for parents and 
families along with resources for schools—https://www.pta.org/ 

♦♦ Project Appleseed, a non-profit organization that helps to organize events such as 
National Parental Involvement Day, advocates for partnerships between schools and 
families—https://www.projectappleseed.org/   

♦♦ An unlikely but helpful resource for parents and classroom teachers can be found at 
https://www.basketballforcoaches.com/difficult-parents/

http://www.partnershipschools.org
https://globalfrp.org/
https://globalfrp.org/
https://www.pta.org/
https://www.projectappleseed.org/
https://www.basketballforcoaches.com/
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Strategy Implementation

Self-Reflection Guide 

Strategy Name Date Implemented
What was the goal when implementing this strategy?

Did this strategy help my students meet the identified goal?

What went well when implementing this strategy? Why?

What problems were experienced with this strategy? Why?

What could be done differently next time to ensure greater success?

What comments were made by students during the use of this strategy? How might those 
comments impact the use of this or other strategies?

Notes (Consider clarity of directions, pacing, time, transitions, materials, and higher order 
thinking skills.)
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Agree / Disagree Cards

Agree

Disagree
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Alphabet Summary

A . 

B .

C . 

D . 

E . 

F . 

G . 

H . 

I . 

J .

K . 

L . 

M . 

N . 

O . 

P . 

Q . 

R . 

S .

T . 

U . 

V . 

W . 

X . 

Y . 

Z .
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Personal Goals

My Goals My Progress 
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Rank It

Words Rank 1–10 Notes
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Circle, Triangle, Square

Something
going around in

my mind . . .

Something that
“squares”
with me . . .

Three
things

I learned



Copyright material from Bryan Harris (2019) Battling Boredom, Part 1, Routledge

Keepers and Wishers

Keepers Wishers
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Letter to Self

Date:

Dear ,

Sincerely, 



Copyright material from Bryan Harris (2019) Battling Boredom, Part 1, Routledge

Outcome Statements

I was surprised by . . .

I am clearer about . . .

I wish I knew more about . . .

One thing I explain clearly is . . .

I wonder . . .

I discovered . . .

I still want to know . . .

I learned . . .

I still don’t understand . . .

I enjoyed . . .

I plan to . . .

Something still going around in my mind . . .

One thing I learned today . . .

If I were (it/them/him/her) I would . . .

I would do__________ if . . .

A question I still have is . . .

I promise I will . . .

I am feeling . . .

One thing I already knew was . . .

An insight I had . . .

Something I still don’t agree with . . .
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Checklist

To be completed: Progress:
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Coded Reading

for something they find interesting

for something they have a question about

for something they’d like to talk about

for something that “strikes” them as important

for a “bright” idea or thought

for something that “clicks” with them

for something that reminds them of a task to be completed

for something that should be repeated

for something to remember

for something that is “easy” to do, recall, or recite
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My Top 10 List

1.	

2.	

3.	

4.	

5.	

6.	

7.	

8.	

9.	

10. 
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Txt Message
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Common Songs

This Old Man 

Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star

Addams Family

Jingle Bells

Old MacDonald

La Cucaracha

Brady Bunch 

Frere Jacques

Flintstones 

Row, Row, Row Your Boat 

Hi Ho, Hi Ho . . . 

London Bridge

She’ll Be Comin’ Round the Mountain 

On Top of Ol’ Smokey

 Home on the Range 

Workin’ on the Railroad

The Ants Go Marching 

My Bonnie 

Battle Hymn 

Itsy Bitsy Spider

Bippity, Boppity, Boo 
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Forced Analogies

“__________is like running a race because . . .”

“How can__________ be like a pair of glasses?” 

“How is___________ similar to a bowl of cereal?”

“How is ___________like an explosion?”

“How is___________ like a car that won’t start?”

“____________ is like training a dog because . . . ”

“How can____________ be like a mirror?”

“____________is most like which of the following modes of transportation?”

Car, plane, train, or boat?

“___________ is like running a race because . . . ”

“What would a #2 pencil say about this problem?”

 “This problem could best be explained by a bee, rabbit, tiger, or elephant .”

 “A stapler, ruler, rubber band, or highlighter would solve this problem by . . .” 

“If__________ had to be solved by a ___________,it would . . .” 

**Encourage students to create their own forced analogies .** 
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Response Cards

Yes No 

True False

Fact Opinion
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Sentence Starters

“I am thinking of an example that . . .”

“The textbook says that . . .”

“I can think of two examples that show . . .”

“I think ___________ will be . . .”

“The best example of ___________ is . . .”

“The most important thing to remember about ___________ is . . .”

“I would describe this problem by saying . . .”

“___________could be solved by . . .”

“Based on what I heard, I would suggest that . . .”

“In my opinion, I would . . .”

“The best course of action to take would be . . .”

“I have an idea that is similar to . . .” 
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Looks Like, Sounds Like, Feels Like

Topic:

Looks Like Sounds Like Feels Like
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