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Helping with Instruction:  
A Guide for Paraprofessionals

Introduction

This book is for paraprofessional educators (parapros) who need to understand more about 
teaching in general. (In some places parapros are called “teachers’ aides.”) And since you are 
reading this, this book is for you.  It gives you background so you can help teach.

What you learn here will be useful tomorrow and 15 years from now! The book avoids fads—
hot ideas that won’t be around long enough to be useful. Instead of fads, the book deals with 
practices that have been studied and understood for a long time . . . and that really work.

The 10 chapters offer guidance on collaborating with instructional team members (especially 
teachers) to help students learn. The book helps you think about and practice specific infor-
mation and skills, with additional helpful resources.

Each chapter is organized around a single topic. Callouts draw your attention to important 
words or ideas. Introductory Challenges give you “food for thought” related to the chapter. 
Learning Activities give you something to do, often where you work. Tools give you things to 
use in your job. Not every chapter has all four features.
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u �Chapter One 
Helping with Instruction and the  
Role of the Paraprofessional

 Paraprofessional educators (often called “parapros”) have a very interesting role. 
They help students move from place to place, eat meals, communicate, and take 
care of personal needs.

But they also often help with instruction. And they often don’t get much help 
with helping with instruction. This book, this chapter, and the related training are 
here to help!

In fact, parapros are becoming more important as members of instructional 
teams. Professional organizations—like the Council for Exceptional Children 
(CEC), for instance—are now specifying instructional roles for parapros. Schools 
will increasingly use CEC standards for parapros in job descriptions. More and 
more attention will be paid to the instructional help parapros can give. Everyone 
has a lot to learn, and not just the students! 

So it’s important to understand what assignments make sense for parapros, the 
supervising teacher, and other instructional team members in the school. The 
assignments can be complicated, so communication is very important. How will 
parapros communicate about instructional matters?

This chapter offers some practical answers. It highlights the instructional cycle, the activities 
teachers perform at each phase in the cycle, and the way parapros can help teachers at each 
phase.

<Callout 1.1>

Key Words and Phrases

Formative assessment: the process used to see how well students are learning; it also 
helps teachers and parapros evaluate a lesson or series of lessons in order to make 
them better next time

IEP: individualized education program

Instructional cycle: teachers’ activities, divided into five phases: planning, teaching, 
evaluating, reflecting, and planning again

Instructional teams: groups that work together on instruction: (1) teacher and parapro 
pair, (2) IEP team, (3) teacher-based team, and (4) building leadership team.

Key Concept: 
Teaching is a series 
of activities that 
repeat: it’s the 

instructional cycle. The 
cycle can be described in 
lots of ways, but here we 
break it into five phases. 
Knowing the phases of the 
instructional cycle lets us 
see where our contributions 
fit. And it shows where our 
work as instructional help-
ers can be most useful to 
the particular students we 
work with.
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<Introductory Challenge 1.0>

Learning about the Instructional Cycle 	

What do you already know and what can you learn about teaching? Parapros help with 
teaching, but what does that mean exactly? 

Before you think about what parapros can do to help, you need some hooks to hang 
that help on. The hooks are the parts of teaching.

What are the parts of teaching? You can think of teaching as a number of activities (five 
in this chapter) that go in a circle. Each activity builds toward the next one, and when 
the final phase is over, the cycle repeats. It’s a simple idea: the instructional cycle. So 
let’s see what the parts look like.

The Instructional Cycle

The instructional cycle has five phases:

1. planning,

2. teaching,

3. evaluating,

4. reflecting, and

5. planning again.

Each phase builds on what the teacher or instructional helper does and also what he or she 
has learned in the previous phases. 

Planning. People who teach (and help with teaching) need to know in general what to do 
each day and what they need to do for each student. Experienced teachers may do some 
planning in their heads or jot down a few key points about their plan, but writing down a 
plan is helpful for future reference. Plans put two things together: (1) the students’ needs and 
(2) the learning the teacher wants to promote. 

There are actual guides for making the connection. For instance, a teacher can refer to stan-
dards (say, for teaching fractions) or to a student’s IEP (see Callout 1.1 for definitions). Plans 
normally include two other things: (1) objectives or outcomes (what students will be able to 
do if the lesson is successful) and (2) some way to judge whether or not the lesson was  
successful. 

Teaching. Teaching? Yes, the next phase of the instructional cycle is the actual teaching. 
Teaching almost always centers on specific activities for students. Sometimes this means that 
students listen to the teacher and raise their hands to be called on. But it can also involve 
working in small groups, using computers, or leaving the classroom altogether. The source 
of activities is, in fact, as varied as the real world itself. This “actual teaching” almost always 
involves some teacher-talk. And it usually involves students talking with each other, too.



6  |  Helping with Instruction: A Guide for Paraprofessionals

Evaluating. Teachers need to find out how well students have learned what a lesson has tried 
to teach. There are lots of ways to do this, such as asking a few questions and noting the 
answers, having a parapro collect data during the lesson, or giving a short quiz to a group of 
students. This kind of “evaluation” is different from a formal test. It gives teachers clues about 
how well students are learning. And it gives feedback about the lesson so the teacher can 
make it work better next time. The evaluation is “formative,” meaning that it can help form 
the next steps in the work. 

Reflecting. Reflecting is thinking about the teaching once it’s over. It takes time, even though 
it doesn’t sound like real work. But it might be the hardest work of teaching. Why? It helps 
the teacher discover what might really be going on in the classroom. Why did things go this 
way? What can help it go better next time? Why didn’t the lesson work as well as it did last 
time? Why did students seem more involved in this part of the lesson than another part? 
Teachers can rarely be sure. But they need to try. Otherwise they aren’t teaching but just “go-
ing through the motions.”

Planning again. Reflection will produce some new ideas about what to do next. Re-teach a 
skill or concept? To all students or just to some? And so forth. With answers to these questions 
in mind, the teacher can plan the next steps in the instructional sequence. 

What’s the lesson of the instructional cycle? The entire cycle shows what teaching is and 
why it’s hard. Teachers not only teach, they have to figure out what happened when they 
taught and what should happen next—and why. They were the ones who were there, and 
who will be there the next time. They have to figure out what might really be going on with 
their lessons and with their students. 

Paraprofessionals’ Roles in the Instructional Cycle

Parapros can help at each phase in the cycle and play important roles on the instructional 
team. Here’s how:

Observing and helping. Parapros often spend a lot of time with individual students and learn 
about their needs. So they can share insights about those needs with the instructional team 
and help the team consider what should happen next. 

Parapros can also search for resources the teacher wants and provide them. This will help the 
teacher plan really good lessons. Parapos can also help teachers develop learning materials. 
These might be charts, pictures, review sheets, outlines, or study guides. Most teachers want 
such materials and resources, but many are too busy to develop or collect them personally. 
So parapros can help, particularly by supplying materials to students whose needs are a bit 
different from others. 

Teaching. Parapros can also help with the actual teaching. They can repeat parts of a lesson 
or teach the lesson in a different way. A parapro can also help students take notes (on paper 
or with an audio recording, for instance). During a lesson, parapros can provide feedback 
as students practice a skill, help students organize their work, and help students understand 
feedback from the teacher. Finally, parapros can gather data, using a form or process devel-
oped by the teacher. 

These six things are just examples. While there are lots more ways to help with teaching, 
these are key roles for parapros. Here are some other ways parapros can help.

Monitoring. Parapros can monitor an assessment session. Students might be taking a test, giv-
ing a talk, or completing a project. “Assessment” just means the teacher (or an outside judge) 
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gives students a score or a grade. In this role, parapros can help students stay on track. Or 
they might simply “proctor” the session—keeping an eye on things to prevent cheating. After 
the session, the parapro can help the teacher deal with the data. This might mean scoring 
students’ work, recording score or grades, or charting scores or grades on a graph.

Contributing insights for reflection. Parapros who are part of the entire instructional cycle 
will be thinking about teaching a lot. They should share their thoughts with the team. Maybe 
they observed students’ difficulties with part of a lesson. This might be something the teach-
er didn’t notice. Maybe they have a suggestion about how to change something in a lesson. 
Maybe they are puzzled by something that happened in the lesson and want to discuss it. 
Parapros can be rich sources of information and ideas for the team.

Helping during “planning again.” Parapros who experience the full instructional cycle can 
help teachers plan what happens next. Think about it. “What happens next” is the major ac-
tivity of planning. In a sense, all planning for teaching is “planning again.” Students, teachers, 
and parapros are always learning. Indeed, all of them could be involved in planning again. 
And, as before, parapros can find resources and prepare materials for the upcoming lessons.

<Callout 1.2>

Strong Parapro-Teacher Teams

When parapros and teachers collaborate in the instructional cycle, strong relation-
ships can develop. Without this collaboration, many good things that might happen 
can’t happen. For teachers and parapros, the instructional cycle becomes second 
nature. Each helps the other do better, and the effect on student learning and behavior 
is wonderful. Developing this relationship takes a lot of work.
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Summing It Up

Table 1.1 shows each phase of the instructional cycle. It lists what teachers do and how parapros can help. These 
ideas apply to all sorts of teaching, not just academics!

Table 1.1 – How Parapros Help

Phase What Teachers Do How Paraprofessionals Can Help

Planning

Decide what to teach and how to teach it.
Design one or more lessons leading to mastery of one or 
more significant academic outcomes. 
Select or develop a set of materials to help all students 
master one or more significant academic outcomes.
Select or develop assessment tools (including rubrics 
or scoring guides) to measure student learning in the 
lesson.

Share insights about students’ academic needs.
Find materials and ideas (for example, in books, on the 
Internet) to help students learn the lesson. 
Help develop universally accessible materials (this idea is 
explained more completely in Chapter 2).

Teaching

Link new academic outcomes to students’ prior 
knowledge and skills.
Describe to students the outcomes they are being asked 
to master.
Present information or lead activities (for instance, guided 
reading, gathering data, discussions).
Provide opportunities for students to attempt new skills or 
apply new information.
Observe students as they attempt new skills or use new 
information.
Provide feedback so students can see their progress and 
where they can do better. 
Create activities for students to use new learning (for 
instance, in performances, projects, or products).

Provide repeated demonstrations of a new skill based on 
the model presented by the teacher.
Help students record new information or follow the steps 
in performing new skills (for example, through note-
taking).
Observe students while they are applying their new 
knowledge or performing a new skill and then provide 
feedback.
Use a protocol developed by the teacher, systematically 
observe students to determine their levels of mastery.
Help students organize practice work completed in 
school, at home, or both.

Evaluating

Administer an evaluation tool.
Use an existing rubric or scoring guide to evaluate 
student mastery of new knowledge or skills.
Design a chart showing the levels of student mastery 
across the class.
Maintain the chart as new data accumulates (from new 
evaluation activities). 

Monitor students during an evaluation.
Assist with scoring and recording students’ work.
Assist with charting students’ progress.

Reflecting
Consider the extent to which instruction has been 
effective for each child.
Reach some tentative conclusions.

Share insights based on observations of students during 
instruction and assessment.

Planning again

Identify next steps (for instance, re-teaching, moving on 
to the next lesson, or providing extra support if students 
have achieved partial mastery).
Revisit original lesson plans and make needed changes.

Find materials and ideas (for example, in books, on the 
Internet) to help students learn.
Remember that the new lesson may be a new version of 
the old lesson.
Help develop universally accessible materials (this will be 
explained in Chapter 2).
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<Activity 1.1>

Learning about the Instructional Cycle from a Teacher

This activity gives you practice talking with a teacher about the instructional cycle. The 
goal is to help you get more comfortable talking with teachers about teaching.

1. �Find a teacher who is willing to talk with you about the instructional cycle. This 
might be your supervising teacher, another teacher in your school, or a friend or 
relative who is a teacher.

2. �Develop a short list of questions (perhaps five to seven) related to the instruc-
tional cycle. Here are a couple of examples: “What do you do when you plan a 
lesson?” or “How do you reflect on a lesson after it’s over?” Be sure your ques-
tions help determine what the teacher does at each phase of the cycle. You can 
ask more than one question for any phase.

3. �As soon after the interview as possible, write down what you remember of the 
responses.

4. �Think about what you heard and then ask yourself some questions. What sur-
prised you? What did you find helpful? What puzzled you? Was the teacher 
comfortable talking to you? Were you comfortable talking to the teacher? Why or 
why not? You might ask yourself lots of questions!

5. �Discuss what you learned and what more you want to learn. You can do this 
with an interested friend or another parapro.

One more thing: the phases of the instructional cycle aren’t carved in stone. Individual 
teachers have their own ways of doing things. Just raise the issues of planning, giving a 
lesson (teaching), evaluating, reflecting, and planning what comes next. If you repeat 
the activity with different teachers, you’ll get different answers each time! This variation 
makes teaching an interesting thing to think about . . . and do.
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Revisiting the Challenge of the Instructional Cycle

The instructional cycle is a process with five phases: 

1. planning, 

2. teaching, 

3. evaluating, 

4. reflecting, and 

5. planning again. 

Parapros can help at each phase. Ask yourself these questions:

1. �Imagine that you and a teacher form an “instructional team.” What responsibilities 
might you assume?

2. �How do these responsibilities match up with what you do in your parapro job now?

3. �What responsibilities might (or does) the teacher take on as a member of the instruc-
tional team? 

4. �In what ways do a teacher’s responsibilities differ from those of a parapro? In what 
ways are they similar?

5. �What might be some productive ways for you and your supervising teacher to com-
municate about instructional matters? (This can be a tough question to answer!)
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u �Chapter Two 
Universal Design for Learning
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u� �Chapter Two 
Universal Design for Learning

UDL recognizes that people learn 
in different ways. So, students 
need a variety of materials and 
activities in each lesson! And 
they need teachers, parapros, and 
instructional teams who can offer 
that variety. Teaching, in short, is 
better for everyone when it takes 
UDL seriously. 

<Callout 2.1>

Key Words and Phrases

Universal Design for Learn-
ing (UDL): a framework for 
designing lessons based on 
the idea that people learn 
in different ways. Teaching, 
materials, activities, and the 
setup of classrooms are all 
included.

Key Concept: This chapter introduces Universal Design for 
Learning (UDL). UDL began in architecture to make buildings 
more user-friendly for people with disabilities. The idea is similar 
in education. Teaching should be more user-friendly. One-size-

fits-all teaching and materials are the opposite of UDL. UDL tells us to do 
three things: (1) represent content in multiple ways, (2) engage students 
in multiple ways, and (3) assess learning in multiple ways.
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<Introductory Challenge 2.0>

Two Different Countries

Imagine you’re flying to two foreign countries. First, you go to one and then to the other. 
We pick up the story as you’re getting ready to go from the first country to the second. 
Both airports handle national and international travelers.

Leaving country #1. You’ve just arrived at the airport terminal to catch your flight to 
country #2. You have two carry-on bags with wheels.

Your first challenge is to open the tall, heavy door to the terminal and push and pull your 
two suitcases through it. Before going to the ticket counter, you stop at the restroom. There’s 
a problem, though. What door should you use? You can’t tell because the signs are written 
in an unfamiliar language. You’ll have to wait to use the restroom on the airplane.

At the ticket counter, there’s a long line and a short line. You’re not sure why they’re dif-
ferent, so you choose the short line. When you get to the counter, the salesperson seems 
annoyed with you. You can’t understand what he says, but after a lot of pointing and 
hand waving, you realize you need a special pass to purchase tickets at his counter. You 
must go to back to the long line and wait again.

Finally, you have your ticket! At this point, you really need that restroom. So you guess 
which door to open. After all, you’ve got a 50-50 chance of getting it right. Fortunately, 
you guess the right door. 

Now you can go to the gate. You confront the escalator with your two suitcases. You look 
for an elevator but don’t see a sign; of course, you wouldn’t be able to understand the 
sign if there was one.

At the top of the escalator, you realize you’re hungry. There’s enough time to get lunch 
before your flight boards. So you enter what looks like a cafeteria. You notice that people 
are getting food from different serving stations and then sitting down, but they don’t seem 
to be paying. What’s going on? You assume this place is just for terminal employees, so 
you leave hungry.

Arriving at country #2. Your actual travel goes smoothly, and you land at the airport in 
the second country. What a difference! As soon as you enter the terminal, you notice a 
big sign pointing to a rack with information pamphlets. The most noticeable item is a 
white pamphlet, with three maps.

All three maps have arrows and symbols with key information for travelers. The first map 
shows where the restrooms are located. The second shows where to get your baggage. 
The third shows you how to exit the terminal and get to the subway. And all this informa-
tion is obvious without any language at all. Everyone can understand.

But the rack also has other pamphlets—in five different colors, each in a different lan-
guage. One is in English! It has the same information as the maps, but written out instead 
of in pictures. You prefer maps, so you choose that option and start toward the subway.

Reaching the moving sidewalk, you notice carts available for luggage. A sign in five lan-
guages, including English, says, “Please use one of our free carts.” So you take a cart and 
load your suitcases on it.
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Stepping onto the moving sidewalk, you notice it has an extra-wide lane, along with a 
separate fast-moving lane. You step onto the extra-wide lane so you can roll the cart next 
to you. You realize that the second lane is available for those traveling with no luggage.

When you get to the subway station, you get ready to wrestle your bags through the 
entrance door. As soon as you get close to the door, it opens outwards, giving you a wide 
path for entering the station.

At the station, there are several ticket machines and no long lines. The machines give you 
two options: (1) follow a set of simple instructions to get your ticket or (2) ask an artificial 
intelligence (AI) robot to walk you through the process. As a third option, an attendant 
with a handheld translation device can respond to people in whatever language they 
speak. Traveling in country #2 will go well, you think.

Think About It

1. �What are the differences between the two terminals? (Remember that both handle 
national and international travelers.)

2. �Which terminal offers simple and intuitive tools? What clues from the scenarios 
support your answer?

3. ��In which of the two terminals would you feel more comfortable? Why?

4. �Which terminal treats everyone more fairly? Why would it do that?

5. �Are there similarities between the two terminals and the classrooms you’ve ob-
served or worked in? In what ways? Why do you think these differences exist?
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Universal Design for Learning and Educational Accessibility

The principles behind UDL deal with the challenge of providing universal access to educa-
tion. But these basic principles began outside education decades ago. 

Here’s how it happened. Building codes changed significantly beginning in the 1970s. Public 
buildings had to become usable for people in wheelchairs. It just wasn’t fair that buildings 
kept them out by design. So architects had to design buildings differently. They went further, 
though. Architects began to think about everything on this basis. That included doors, win-
dows, elevators, furniture, restrooms, cafeterias, auditoriums—everything. It was a big change 
in how they thought about buildings. And soon, it generated a big change in how buildings 
were being built.

Graphic designers adapted these ideas to their own work, especially after the Internet came 
about. For instance, the Internet can and should be designed so people who are complete-
ly blind can easily access it. There are standards for such 
web design. Public organizations are especially concerned 
about providing universal access to their websites. It’s rea-
sonable and it’s fair. 

About the same time, leading educators realized that in-
struction faced similar issues. Instruction used to be based 
on one-size-fits-all activities. But we don’t all learn the same 
way, at the same speed, or for the same reasons—quite the 
opposite. What we think of as traditional instruction was OK 
for a small number of “average” students. For the rest of us, 
it wasn’t so good.

In a sense, the problem for teaching is much more se-
rious than for buildings or graphic design. Many of us 
have instructional accessibility “problems.” Think about a 
student who has difficulty processing information or whose 
handwriting is painfully slow and hard to decipher. Should 
educators just write them off as bad students? Often they 
have.

Imagine, for instance, if all students were required to listen 
to lectures and then sit at their desks to complete writing 
assignments. Would all students really have equal access 
to instruction? After all, the content is there. They can en-
roll in the course. But most students wouldn’t learn much. 
Most likely, they would drop out or fail. 

Accessible instruction—on the UDL model—changes 
things. It sets a higher bar for educators. Instead of using 
a cookie-cutter approach, educators have to pay attention 
to the varied ways students learn. And they have to design 
lessons with that variety in mind. UDL takes very seriously 
the idea that students differ from one another in ways that 
can affect their learning.
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Three UDL Principles

Three UDL principles can help educators improve educational accessibility. See Figure 2.1. 
Everyone with a role in teaching—parapros, teachers, parents, administrators, instructional 
teams—can use the principles to plan instruction.

Figure 2.1

UDL Principles

Represent content in 
multiple ways

Engage students in 
multiple ways

Allow students to demonstrate 
learning in multiple ways

Universal 
Design for 
Learning 

(UDL)

But what are these principles all about? What do they mean in real classrooms? The following 
paragraphs explain.

Represent content in multiple ways. Lessons typically include teachers talking about content 
and possibly demonstrating a process—for instance, a teacher might explain how to multiply 
two-digit numbers. Lessons often include practice exercises (for instance, practice problems 
requiring multiplication of two-digit numbers). For some students, this approach works fairly 
well. But what about those students who don’t learn well by listening to explanations? Do 
practice problems look like a confusing blur to certain students? And what about the many 
students who just get bored by the endless routine? It turns out that if lessons present knowl-
edge in several different ways at once, more students learn.

Allow students to demonstrate learning in multiple ways. Cookie-cutter teaching: one-size-
fits-all lessons—it sounds bad, and it is bad. But here’s the thing: one-size-fits-all is the usual 
way of teaching. Textbooks are written like that! So it’s no surprise that many (not all) teachers 
want students to show what they know in just one way. Quizzes and tests are common. For 
example, if the teacher decides to give a paper-and-pencil multiple-choice test, everyone in 
the class has to take the test the same way. And the teacher then assumes that the test grades 
really show what each student—with no exceptions—has actually learned. It’s business as 
usual, and generally we have all accepted it, even if we don’t like it.

But UDL looks at the situation differently. It makes sense that if teachers can present knowl-
edge in different ways, students should be able to show what they’ve learned in different 
ways. A parapro might read a test one item at a time and write down the student’s answers. 
Or, instead of taking a test, a student might give a demonstration or submit a small project. 
UDL has lots of suggestions.
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Engage students in multiple ways. This may be the most important principle. Learning re-
quires active involvement in lessons. Right? For many students, it’s just more amusing to make 
trouble or daydream. This has always been a big problem. You can see one clear reason why: 
one size does not fit all. Giving students choices during lessons gives them more control over 
their own learning. It draws them into what the lesson is doing and motivates them to learn. 
We all like choices. Choices give us a stake in what’s happening. The same-old-same-old, 
one-size-fits-all, cookie-cutter lesson routine doesn’t actually cut it. Providing such choices 
means that instructional teams need to become more inventive. 

Isn’t it complicated? So—bearing in mind the airport scenarios at the beginning of this chap-
ter—let’s look at some examples.

• �Some students process information better by listening, and some by seeing. So if a 
teacher provides both a detailed handout and a mini-lecture, more students will learn.

• �Many students need help organizing the information they see and hear. So it’s good to 
provide models, diagrams, and outlines.

• �For some students, the lack of prior knowledge can be a stumbling block. An educator 
might help such students by providing a quick background review before the lesson 
begins.

These are simple additions to any lesson. They require just a bit more preparation from teach-
ers and parapros. It’s not that complicated!

Paraprofessionals and UDL 

Many parapros already help 
with teaching. UDL principles 
open up the idea of instruction-
al design during the planning 
phase of the instructional cycle. 
This is where the instructional 
team decides what the lesson 
will look like. And the team 
members can do that with UDL 
principles in mind. Again, it’s 
not that complicated.

Content. For example, let’s say 
a teacher wants her students to 
have good study notes from a 
lecture. The parapro can make 
an audio recording during the 
lecture and distribute it after-
wards to students. Or the para-
pro might take notes and share 
these notes with students who 
have handwriting problems. 

Demonstrating learning. Teachers and parapros working together can also give students 
several options for showing what they know. For example, a parapro could read a test aloud 
to one or two students who have reading difficulties and then record their answers. Or the 
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parapro could supervise a small group of students working on a multimedia project, instead 
of writing a 20-page term paper. Again, these things are pretty simple. The most difficult part 
is for educators to realize they are possible. UDL helps with that.

Engagement. Engagement means really being involved and active in learning, instead of 
being bored and passive. A parapro can help here by providing key background information 
to students who need it. Or a parapro might supervise a group of students who would learn 
better from a computer than listening to a lecture. While the teacher gives the lecture, the 
parapro could help the small group or encourage students who seem to be having trouble. 
Perhaps explaining things in a different way would help. Or perhaps a couple of questions 
would do the trick.

What it all means. The offer of multiple pathways is the key idea for UDL. Students get choic-
es, are better engaged, and learn more. 

<Activity 2.1>

Alternative Modes of Instruction

Have you ever wondered what you would do if you had a serious sensory loss, such as 
blindness or deafness? This activity asks you to imagine how multiple pathways to learn-
ing, on the UDL model, can help students with a sensory loss. This takes patience.

Instructions

1. �Select a 30-to-60-minute TV program (DVD or streaming video) that provides factual 
information (e.g., a history or science documentary).

2. �Watch the first 15 minutes with the volume turned off completely.

3. �Write down what you’ve learned solely by watching—and not listening to—the pro-
gram. Also write down any questions you have about what the visual imagery is trying 
to convey.

4. �Watch the second 15 minutes with the volume turned up but the picture turned off. 
Or you can turn away from the screen as you listen to the audio.

5. �Again, take notes on what you’re learning. Write down questions when you’re unsure 
about what the program is trying to convey.

6. �Review your notes.

7. �Develop two to four instructional supports that would have helped you learn more 
when there was no audio. Also, write down how each support would’ve been helpful.

8. �Develop two to four additional instructional supports that would have helped you 
learn more when there was no video. Write down how these supports would’ve 
helped.

9. �If you’re completing this activity in a workshop or class, perhaps discuss your instruc-
tional support ideas with a small group.
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Revisiting the Introductory Challenge

Remember the two airport terminals from the Introductory Challenge? They were like more 
and less accessible classrooms. Reflect on what you’ve learned in this chapter by creating a 
UDL cheat sheet based on the model in Table 2.1. You’ll find the list more helpful if you write 
down ideas that you’d actually like to try with students.

• �In the first [beige] column, list five ideas for modifying materials to make them more 
accessible.

• �Then, in the middle [blue] column, list five approaches students might use to show 
what they’ve learned.

• �Finally, in the last [green] column, list five ideas for drawing students into lessons 
based on their interests and prior experiences.

Table 2.1

UDL Cheat Sheet

Making Materials  
Accessible

Giving Students Choices  
for Showing What They Know

Engaging and Motivating  
Students

Summary

• �Universal Design for Learning (UDL) is a framework for designing educational materi-
als and environments.

• �Its principles come from architecture. Architects make buildings accessible.

• �Educators, including parapros, can make teaching and learning more accessible too.

• �In fact, educational materials, services, classrooms, and schools should be accessible 
to all students.

• �More than that, the goal behind UDL is to make schools better so that everyone has a 
much better experience and learns a lot more. 

• �It’s a high bar, of course. Many districts and schools don’t reach it, but many strive 
toward it. 

Don’t like lists? See if the summary in Figure 2.2 works better for you!



20  |  Helping with Instruction: A Guide for Paraprofessionals

Figure 2.2

Alternative Summary

With UDL, all students get choices and access to arrangements that help them learn. Making 
sure all students are challenged is also a significant aim of UDL. In fact, UDL works best in 
classrooms where all students are expected to work hard to reach ambitious learning goals. 

<Tool 2.1>

Tool for More Information

There’s a lot more useful stuff to learn about UDL. The idea is simple: multiple pathways 
for learning. But schools weren’t created with that idea in mind. And change has proven 
difficult. Many educators are working on it; so where can you go for more information?

National organizations. There are two national organizations devoted to UDL: CAST  
and the National Center on Universal Design for Learning. You can search for them on 
the web.

• �CAST is the foremost UDL-sponsoring organization in the United States. It focuses 
on research, professional learning, and capacity building.

• �The National Center on Universal Design for Learning offers online videos and 
other presentations. It also has books, articles, and toolkits.

You, too, can help educators and families learn about and advocate UDL. 

YouTube videos. There are dozens of short YouTube videos about UDL. You could even 
watch them instead of reading this chapter! In fact, that’s a UDL idea in itself. 

	 NO Access	 MORE Access	 GOOD Access	 GOAL!

Engagement Demonstrating 
Learning

Representing 
Content

Student “I Don’t Get It” “I’m Beginning  
to Get It”

“I Think  
I’ve Got It” “I’ve Got It”

School “We Don’t Care” “We’re  
Working on It”

“This Begins  
to Work”

“It Really  
Works!” 
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u� ��Chapter Three 
What Is Scaffolding and Why  
Is It Important?
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u� ��Chapter Three 
What Is Scaffolding and Why Is It Important?

You probably know what scaffolding is. When a building goes up, workers use 
scaffolding. It helps them to do their work higher and higher off the ground. 
Scaffolding is a temporary structure.

In construction, a worker may need only a minimal scaffold, such as a ladder, 
but some jobs require a more heavy-duty type of scaffold. The same is true in 
education. Some students can reach a learning target with relative ease. But for 
others, that same learning target might be more difficult. In other words, each 
student will need a variable amount of support. 

The idea behind scaffolding in instruction is to provide just as much support as 
a student needs—and no more. And the aim is to remove supports when the 
student no longer needs them. In math, for example, some students benefit from 
number lines, while others benefit from calculators or manipulatives, such as 
learning blocks or Cuisenaire rods. But once the student begins to acquire num-
ber sense, these types of supports can gradually be removed.

Teachers may use many different scaffolds to help students. It’s important to know when to 
incorporate the scaffolds and when to remove them, how to make them available but not 
mandatory, and how to teach students strategies for scaffolding their own learning.

Instead of just saying “here, learn it,” teachers or parapros who use scaffolding say something 
very different: “I know how to do this really well, and I will help you learn how to do it really 
well too.” This means they really have to know how to do it well in the first place. Scaffolding 
walks students carefully through the steps—several times with several models, illustrations, 
probing questions, or problems. It then removes some of the steps but stands by to help. 
Finally, the student can do it.

Here’s a math example related to estimating. It’s a multi-step process. Some adults can’t do it 
very well. For instance, a 15-ounce can of beans costs 59 cents. About how much is that per 
ounce to the nearest nickel? 5 cents? 10 cents? 15 cents (1, 2, or 3 nickels)? Some people can 
decide immediately. For others, it just looks like a mess!

For this mess, a scaffold might be as simple as suggesting using 60 cents and dividing by 
15 (this gives about 4 cents an ounce, or, to the nearest nickel, 5 cents: 1 nickel). But this 
amount of scaffolding might not be enough for some students. So instead of dividing 60 by 
15, a parapro might draw a picture that gets at the same idea: 15 equal groups of pennies.

Discovering a good scaffold for a particular lesson for a particular student is interesting work. 
And it takes practice. The more you do it, the better you get. 

Scaffolding takes time to put up and take down. That’s why many students don’t get the scaf-
folding they need. No one seems to have the time, but we can do a lot better. It’s interesting 
work, and it’s the centerpiece of really good teaching.

Key Concept: 
Students learn in 
different ways. 
They arrive in 

classrooms with differing 
levels of knowledge. They 
all deserve help to learn 
from where they’re at, not 
from where someone says 
they are “supposed to be.” 
Scaffolding represents this 
idea. It’s consistent with 
Universal Design for Learn-
ing (UDL).
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<Callout 3.1>

Key Words and Phrases

This chapter uses some specialized vocabulary. So here’s what the terms mean:

Critique: a detailed specification, including reasons, of what is liked or not liked about 
a reading

Expert: someone with deep knowledge of a concept or process

Fluency: easy quickness

“Gradual release” instruction: “I do,” “we do,” “you do” scaffolding technique

Instructional scaffolding: instruction and support provided to a student by instructors or 
experts to help the student master a concept or skill

Interpretation: a summary that suggests a particular viewpoint

Novice: a “newbie”—someone with little or no knowledge (or wrong knowledge) of a 
concept or skill

Reading comprehension: making sense of a text

Scaffold/scaffolding: platforms to temporarily support workers

Textual analysis: taking a text apart to see how the parts contribute to the whole— 
a detailed summary

Zone of proximal development: what the student already knows—considered as a basis 
for what to teach next
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<Introductory Challenge 3.0>

Particular Support versus “Efficiency”	

Like everyone, all students sometimes need particular supports when learning something 
new. This sounds like common sense, right? The problem is that schools aren’t typically 
set up to provide such supports when students need them. Schools function to school 
students. They mass students together in large groups for low cost. It’s more efficient, but 
it’s not so effective.

Why shouldn’t efficiency drive education? Because some students require more time to 
learn things, and some students require learning experiences that aren’t typical. That was 
the shared theme of the first two chapters. 

But students are not the problem. It’s not right to chuck out students just because they 
don’t fit a predetermined mold. The problem is the standard system, and it’s a problem at 
some point for all of us. The standard system is, at least in part, why some children dislike 
or fear going to school. It’s because school does not give them the scaffolds they need. 
Without scaffolding, in fact, learning is less likely

So this chapter offers an alternative way to think about teaching—not just parts of teach-
ing, but the whole tamale. When teaching intersects with students’ readiness to learn, 
it makes learning more interesting and even fun. In fact, it also makes teaching more 
interesting and more fun.

Questions to Explore in Conversation

You can have a conversation, based on these questions, with just about anybody of al-
most any age. Or, in a workshop, the questions might guide a small-group discussion.

1. �What was the best learning experience you ever had in school? Why do you 
remember it? What was different about it?

2. �What is the best teaching you’ve ever seen (no names or places, just describe the 
teaching itself—that is, what was good about it and why)?

3. �What are you really good at, and how did you get good at it?

4. �Have you ever learned something from a real expert—someone who was fabulous 
at doing something you wanted to do? What was it like? Or, if you’ve never had 
that experience, why not?
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Instructional Scaffolding

A scaffold used in constructing or repairing a building is a series of raised platforms. One 
platform sits on top of the one below, so that workers can get to their work.

When this image is applied to teaching and learning, it’s called instructional scaffolding. 
Teachers and parapros provide expertise and support to the student, who is the worker.

Educators in a school system are, of course, doing hard work on behalf of their students. But 
that isn’t the most important work in the school. What? Think about it.

The most important work is learning. It’s something students do. Teaching exists to enable 
learning: to help students do the work of learning. Learning, in other words, justifies teach-
ing. Teaching without learning wastes everyone’s time.  (While educators are also learners, 
student learning is the point of schooling and of teaching.) 

Learning from experts. Scaffolding isn’t only a part of teaching; it’s almost everything. In 
the best of all possible worlds, we’d remain independent learners, learning everything by 
experience, just as we learned to talk. But this is less possible than we might hope. Why? It’s 
primarily because we aren’t surrounded at every moment by all the things we might need to 
know. We require help from experts. If we never get it, we’re very unlucky—in fact, we’ve 
been cheated. We all deserve much better.

One example. Take reading, for instance. It’s one 
of the many things where help from an expert—
someone who reads well—is needed. Only a very, 
very few humans learn to read without much help. 
Nearly all of us have needed reading helpers. 

Reading helpers build scaffolds to help learners 
acquire basic reading skills and build their read-
ing capacity—the ability to read longer and more 
difficult texts with maximum understanding. In a 
sense, it’s a life’s work for a reader. But at a certain 
point—say, when the student becomes an expert 
herself—reading helpers aren’t needed anymore.

In teaching children to read, there are lots of 
scaffolds. For example, family members often 
read bedtime stories to young children. In school, 
educators can also read books to children. Or they 
can tell them stories, write down the stories stu-
dents tell, or sing songs with them, like the familiar 
“Alphabet Song.” These scaffolds will help most 
children become beginning readers. Others may 
need more specific ones. There is no one best way 
or right way for every child, or for every reading 
helper. (Note that UDL principles help with scaf-
folding by reminding us to provide multiple pathways for learning.)

As children get older and learning tasks become more complicated, general scaffolds tend 
to work less well. Think about lecturing a large group of students—all sitting still—who are 
doing nothing but listening. This is a general type of scaffolding. But it may not work for all, 
or even most, students. 
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As a regular instructional diet, large-lecture formats work for only a few students. In fact, 
most students require many different sorts of scaffolding. What’s good for one student may 
not be so good for another. The idea behind scaffolding is that you build it differently depend-
ing on the individual student. Whatever the differences in specific scaffolds, they all have one 
basic foundation: expert help. It’s easy to see that large-lecture formats can’t provide much 
scaffolding to individual students.

Scaffolding, again, isn’t possible without the help of an expert. Experts have a deep knowl-
edge of the concept or process themselves. They also are skilled at figuring out how to help 
someone learn the concept or process. 

Another example. Routine processes in our lives provide ready examples. Imagine a group of 
150 students being lectured on driving. After 10 lectures, would we send these 150 kids out 
in a car? Yikes. Real driving instruction typically happens in small groups, if not one-on-one. 
When we teach driving, we acknowledge the need for experts. We don’t pretend that one-on-
one instruction is too expensive. The cost of such neglect is understood to be far too high.                                               

Experts know a lot. They can think of many ways to help novices learn something about the 
topic. But what the expert chooses to use with a particular novice depends on his or her 
judgment of what the novice already knows. The novice might know absolutely nothing. Or 
the novice might be more of an intermediate student, though nowhere near the level of an 
expert. Or the novice may have learned something wrongly, and may need to clear up some 
misunderstandings before moving on.

It’s subtle work, but not rocket science. Although experts often can make the necessary judg-
ments just by talking with students, this sort of talk is very difficult in classrooms of 25 or so 
students, and virtually impossible in larger groups. Instructional assistants, such as parapros, 
can help experts find out what students already know.
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Zone of proximal development. It’s challenging to figure out exactly what a stu-
dent already knows about a topic and therefore to figure out what to teach next! 
The term, zone of proximal development draws attention to this challenge. 

The zone of proximal development refers to what a student doesn’t yet know 
but can learn, with hard work and expert help. The expert is there to help the 
student add new knowledge to the foundation the student has already built. In 
other words, the expert works with the student in his or her zone of proximal 
development.

More than a thing, though, the zone of proximal development is a way of 
looking at a student. An expert should start with this question: “What does the 
student already know, and how does this affect what I should teach the student 
next?” Different experts may come up with different answers. If they get the 
answer right, the scaffolding works. If they get it wrong, the scaffolding won’t 
work. It’s not easy. But remember: most students get very little scaffolding. Just 
trying to provide scaffolding is good start! And changing it as needed is good 
news for students.

Components of scaffolding. There are four basics of scaffolding: 

1. �Experts scaffold the learning of novices.

2. �By examining students’ current capacities, experts can determine what students 
should learn next (zone of proximal development).

3. �Experts emphasize particular experiences (that is, a “bag of tricks”) that a particular 
student needs in order to learn more.

4. �When it works, the scaffolding is removed; it’s supposed to be temporary. 

In the context of scaffolding, teaching itself is a stopgap measure. It exists only to help stu-
dents become independent learners. Independent learners are not, however, completely in-
dependent ever; but they can operate with less and less help from experts. They are indepen-
dent in the sense that they are able to select and—on their own—use a variety of scaffolds. 

Websites, for example, are possible scaffolds for independent learners. Websites might help 
them understand things they want to learn or processes they hope to master. If a concept 
or process is too complicated to learn independently, they may seek out actual experts to 
teach them. And, even though it’s not always possible, independent learners strive to acquire 
enough knowledge or skill that they no longer need the scaffold. 

Knowing the range of educational scaffolds out there is very helpful. Figure 3.1 lists scaffolds 
of various types. Some are so natural that you might not even consider them to be “scaffolds,” 
such as providing students with calculators or asking questions that lead them toward an idea 
or process they’re struggling to understand.

<Callout 3.2>

Unpacking the Zone

• �A “zone” is simply a par-
ticular space: like a parking 
zone or no-parking zone.

• �“Proximal” is just a big word 
for nearby.

• �And “development” means 
growth and attainment—the 
same as it does in the phrase 
“child development.”
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Figure 3.1

Various Types of Scaffolds

ADVANCE ORGANIZERS

• Flowcharts
• Outlines
• Diagrams

CUES

• Story starters
• Cue cards
• Number lines
• Guiding questions

PARTIALLY COMPLETED PRODUCTS

• Study guides
• Partially completed notes
• Partially completed outlines

EXEMPLARS

• Examples of completed work
• Rubrics with graded examples

ASSISTIVE TECHNOLOGY

• Calculators
• Spell checkers
• Talking word processors
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<Activity 3.1>

Activity: Using Scaffolds to Support Instruction

Background

A common formula for scaffolding is known as the “I do, we do, you do” method. Anoth-
er term for it is “gradual release” instruction. This approach asks the teacher or parapro to

• �first, demonstrate an idea, activity, or process (that is, “I do”);

• �next, guide the student through the idea, activity, or process step by step (that is,  
“we do”); and

• �finally, ask the student to do the activity him or herself (that is, “you do”).

This method is central to all good instruction. Many of us do it naturally—without ever 
being explicitly taught about it—because that’s how we were taught as children. In fact, 
the “gradual release” method is a scaffolding technique so closely linked to the way most 
people learn that we sometimes take it for granted. We forget that its thoughtful use can 
help students at all grade levels grasp difficult material. “I do, we do, you do” is as useful  
for five-year-olds learning to tie shoes as it is for ninth-graders learning to write essays.

Even though we often use this method naturally, it’s helpful to look at the steps in detail. 
The following activity asks you to use the “I do, we do, you do” method with an everyday 
household task.
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Procedures

Let’s suppose you were going to help a child learn how to load and run the dishwasher.

1. �First, write down a list of what you do when you’re loading and running the dishwasher. 
Keep the list to 12 steps—fewer, if possible—and include each one in order.

2. �Now think about how you would explain the steps to a child as you model each one. 
Which verbal cues would be best at the “I do” stage? The following questions might help 
you think about your verbal cues:

• �How would you explain the importance of doing each step in the way you’re doing it?

• �Can some steps be done in different ways, while others are non-negotiable?

• �How would you explain the non-negotiable parts (e.g., the detergent must always go in 
the allotted spot, never just throw a spoonful into the dishwasher itself)?

• �How would you explain the parts of the process that can be modified? For instance, 
could you put the forks in with the prongs facing upwards or downwards?

• �Write down how you’d explain one of the “must be followed exactly” steps and one of 
the “I do it this way, but you might do it another” steps.

3. �Next, as you think about guiding the child through loading the dishwasher, ask yourself, 
“What mistakes are likely to occur? What mistakes can I let the child make, and when 
should I intervene?” Write down your answers. Also think about how you’re going to 
guide the child through the process. For example, are you going to load one dish and 
then have the child load another one? Or are you going to let the child load the whole 
dishwasher while you offer suggestions?

4. �Finally, what approaches will encourage the child to ask you questions as he or she 
performs the task at the “you do” phase (i.e., where he or she performs the whole task 
while you observe)? Think about what you will say or do if the child makes a mistake at 
this phase. Think about circumstances that might require you to return to the “we do” or 
even the “I do” phases.

Perhaps you will have a chance to teach a youngster how to load and run a dishwasher. If 
not, you undoubtedly will have a chance to teach something like it to someone.

How will your answers to the planning questions in this activity help you prepare for that 
teaching experience? If you have a chance to work on this activity with other educators 
(for instance, in a class or workshop), your instructor may encourage you to discuss your 
responses to this final question with a partner or a small group of colleagues.

Tools for the Field

This chapter has two Tools for the Field. One is a scaffold for math, and the other is a 
scaffold for reading. You can use these scaffolds right now if you work with students who 
need exactly these things. But maybe you work with students who have somewhat different 
needs. If so, you can adapt these scaffolds to fit their needs. 
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<Tool 3.1>

Tool for the Field #1

Introduction

Almost all of us recall memorizing multiplication tables (or “times tables”). Many 
schools—perhaps most—insist that students memorize these math facts. However, the 
National Council of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM)—the national association for math 
teachers—has standards that don’t insist on memorization! And neither does the more 
recent Common Core. Here’s the relevant NCTM standard:

In grades 3-5, all students should develop fluency in . . . multiplying whole numbers.

Fluency in this case means easy quickness. Those who teach math in grades 3-5 need to 
aim for fluency. Assessing students’ memorization of math facts is easier, of course: either 
they get it, or they don’t. Fluency is more complex, not so easy to judge, but much more 
powerful. Read on.

Not every student needs to know instantly that 12 x 12 is 144 or that 7 x 9 is 63. But stu-
dents should still be able to solve the problem very quickly. For instance, a student who is 
unsure of 12 x 12 should (for instance) be able to say instantly that 6 x 12 is 72, and then 
quickly multiply 72 x 2 (since 2 x 6 = 12) to get 144. That would be sufficient fluency.

Some students have memory problems that prevent them from memorizing facts. Oth-
ers—confronted with timed quizzes (for instance, completing 50 facts in 90 seconds)—
might get panicky, which gets in the way of memorization.

Regardless of the challenges, all students in grades 3-5 can improve their current levels 
of fluency with basic facts—and so can many older students. Various scaffolds can help 
students learn multiplication facts.

Scaffolding Ideas

Here are some ideas for scaffolding with basic multiplication facts:

• �Before working on fluency, perhaps a student needs to understand repeated addition (3 
+ 3 + 3 = 9 is the same as 3 x 3 =9) and “skip counting” (for instance—2, 4, 6, 8; 3, 6, 9, 
12; 5, 10, 15, 20). And it helps for them to know that 2 x 3 = 6 and that 6 / 2 = 3 (that is, 
knowing lots of examples that show how multiplication and division are related).

• �The typical scaffold for nearly all students is (you guessed it) flash cards. Feel free to use 
flash cards if they help a particular student, but plan a strategy (for instance, concen-
trate on a few facts that seem difficult, or reinforce facts that are redundant—like 3 x 8, 
8 x 3; 4 x 7; 7 x 4 . . . and so forth).

• �Some flash cards list all three related numbers on the front—not just 2 x 3, but also 
6 (the “answer”)—and sometimes include both the multiplication and the division 
symbols. The use of such cards is much more flexible than the simple form that has a 
problem on one side and an answer on the other.

• �As another example, you could ask students to explain the pattern for 9 x 1, 9 x 2, 9 
x 3, etc.: ª first digit 09 18 27 36 45 54 63 72 81 © second digit. The pattern doesn’t 
directly build fluency, but appreciating patterns is a key part of math! And the more 
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chances students have to observe displays and apply multiplication facts, the more 
likely they will be to recall them.

• �If appropriate for a student’s zone of proximal development, he or she can recreate this 
pattern using the 10-finger method. With this approach, the student puts both hands, 
fingers spread, on the table. The student picks up one finger at a time from left to right. 
First, the left pinky is lifted, leaving 9 fingers: 9 x 1 = 9. Second, the left ring finger 

comes up, and the pinky goes down. To 
the left of the left ring finger is 1 finger 
(the pinky), and to the right are 8 fingers: 
2 x 9 =18. The left middle finger comes 
up (all the others stay down), and we 
have 2 to its left, and 7 to its right: 3 x 9 
= 27. . . and so on. This is much easier 
to do than to describe in words: see 
Figure 3.2.

• �Additional scaffolds can be found on 
the Internet or in other resources avail-
able to your instructional team.

Figure 3.2 – Multiplying by 9s

<Tool 3.2>

Tool for the Field #2

 Introduction

This tool deals with reading in the upper grades. Many teenagers are not yet proficient, let 
alone expert, readers. They still need scaffolding. 

The idea here is “writing to read.” It turns out that writing is a good way—especially for 
teenagers—to learn to read better. In fact, teenagers don’t usually benefit from additional 
formal instruction in reading—that boat has left the dock. But they do need more expe-
rience connecting their thoughts to what they read: more experience actively engaging 
with what they read. And writing is an excellent way to cultivate that engagement. Scaf-
folding can build connections among reading, writing, and talking, as this tool illustrates.

Before using any of the following three ideas, talk over what you want to do—and why—
with your supervising teacher or instructional team. You may need more or less help, 
depending on the student and the activity.

As you will see, scaffolding always involves some improvisation. With practice, and with 
your team’s help, you’ll get better at improvising. The bullet points are actually tips for 
improvising the scaffolding.

Three Ideas to Scaffold the Act of Reading*

1. �Have the student annotate the text as she or he reads or re-reads it. Give the student 
a copy of the text and explain that the point is to write ideas, questions, or personal 
reactions right on the text page, as he or she reads.

Image courtesy wikihow.com from the article http://www.wikihow.
com/Multiply-With-Your-Hands
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• �Afterwards, you can talk through the annotations with the student: ask questions, add 
your own observations, get ideas for how to engage the student more with the text.

• �You can vary the text to suit the student’s zone of proximal development. The length, 
complexity, reading level, and topic can all be varied based on the student’s knowl-
edge, skill level, and personal interests.

• �You can specify certain sorts of annotations—questions about vocabulary, or about 
unclear meaning, or differences of opinion as compared to those of the author, and so 
forth.

• �You can record the annotations on a separate sheet if that seems less confusing.

• �You can even scaffold the scaffold by having students rehearse their annotations 
aloud before writing them down.

2. �Have the student summarize the text. Again, this scaffold can be built to fit the stu-
dent’s knowledge, skill level, and personal interests.

• �You might start by talking through whatever the student considers relevant. You might 
suggest that the student re-read the text or that you and the student read it aloud—to 
get a better idea about what it “says.” Then you can guide the student to write the 
summary.

• �You can assign a summary of any length: a single sentence, two sentences, a para-
graph, and so forth. You can impose a word limit: 10, 25, 200 words—whatever the 
zone of proximal development suggests might work best.

• �You can provide a general guide for creating a summary. And several different ver-
sions of the guide can accommodate a student at whatever reading level.

• �Again, the kinds of variations for this activity are, if not infinite, truly numerous!

3. �Have students analyze, critique, or interpret the text. The FAQ in Callout 3.3 explains 
the related ideas of analysis, critique, and interpretation.

• �Struggling readers are seldom given this task, based on the false assumption that 
only proficient readers can analyze, interpret, or critique a text. So, for that very rea-
son, struggling readers must be given permission to do this work!

• �Any task can be scaffolded. For instance, you’ll probably need an expert to help a 
student analyze, critique, and interpret what he or she is reading. Find a sympathetic 
teacher or team member to help you.

• �In any case, there are many types of available scaffolds. To learn a bit more about this 
task, check out the FAQ below.

*These teaching ideas are based on suggestions in Graham, S., & Hebert, M. (2010). Writ-
ing to read: Evidence for how writing can improve reading. Washington, DC: Alliance for 
Excellent Education.
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<Callout 3.3>

FAQ for Teaching Idea #3: Have students analyze, critique, or interpret the text.

This teaching idea merits a list of frequently asked questions (FAQ). Why? Many people 
believe that struggling readers (even in high school) absolutely CANNOT analyze, cri-
tique, or interpret a text they are struggling to read. That opinion seems to make sense. 
How can students think about something they can’t understand? However, to become 
good readers, struggling readers MUST analyze, critique, and interpret text. If they don’t, 
they aren’t actually engaging the text. Instead, they’re just going through the motions of 
NOT learning to read. So this sort of scaffolding makes a lot of sense. 

If you aren’t convinced by that introduction, take a look at the following questions and 
answers: 

Q: Isn’t “analysis” something that only experts should do?

A: �Analysis is about taking a text apart to see how the pieces contribute to the 
whole. It’s a detailed sort of summary, but with comments about how things fit to-
gether. Anyone can do analysis, though it takes lots of practice to become expert.

Q: �I thought the expression “it’s just your interpretation” was simply a way to tell others 
that they’re wrong. Why do we want students to give their interpretation anyhow?

A: �Interpretation is also like a summary, but it imposes a particular viewpoint. It re-
quires the writer to describe that viewpoint and apply it to the text. Interpretation 
summarizes a text from one person’s viewpoint. For that reason, it’s a bit more 
difficult than analysis.

Q: �How is “critique” different from criticism? Do we really want to encourage students to 
give criticism?

A: �Critique is like criticism, and we do want students to give criticism. The thing 
is to help them say more than “I don’t like it.” Instead, we want them to specify 
exactly what they don’t like, but, more importantly, why others should care.
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Debriefing Tool for the Field #2

For all readers, the point of reading is comprehension: making sense of the text. Compre-
hending written material tends to be more difficult than comprehending what someone 
is saying. Readers have to decipher the letters, words, sentences, paragraphs, and major 
sections of the text. Then they have to put it all together in their minds—that’s the “mak-
ing sense” part.

If you’re talking to people and you don’t understand, you can ask them to repeat or 
explain themselves. Repetition is needed when you can’t decipher what they’re saying. 
Explanation is needed when you understand their words but still don’t get the point. 
Reading comprehension confronts both problems, but here’s the difference: you can’t ask 
the text to explain itself.

However, talking back to the text is exactly what “writing to read” encourages: when you 
write about the text, you get to talk back to it. In fact, talking back to the text is the whole 
point because it’s a very active form of comprehension. So, when these activities work 
well, students read better: they learn to force the text to mean something to them. This 
sort of reading is hard work, so novices definitely need the scaffolding you can supply. 

Revisiting the Challenge of Scaffolding

Whoa—this was a long chapter. Hopefully, though, you have some ideas now about what 
scaffolding is and why it’s so important. 

So, from the perspective of having learned these things, think about the conversation you had 
in response to the questions in the Introductory Challenge. Here are the questions again:

1. �What was the best learning experience you ever had in school? Why do you remem-
ber it? What was different about it?

2. �What is the best teaching you’ve ever seen (don’t mention names or places, just de-
scribe the teaching itself—that is, what was good about it and why)?

3. �What are you really good at, and how did you get good at it?

4. �Have you ever learned something from a real expert—someone who was fabulous at 
doing something you wanted to do? What was it like? Or, if you’ve never had that expe-
rience, why not?

When people answer these questions, they often find that their best experiences were with 
real experts—often outside of school. One conclusion from this could be that school learning 
sometimes doesn’t get close enough to real learning.

Part of the reason for this gap, as this chapter has shown, is that school learning often lacks 
sufficient scaffolding. Students are ready to learn one thing, but instead they’re required to 
learn something else. Or students almost grasp a concept but aren’t given the guidance they 
need to grasp it fully. Or just as soon as students begin to get involved in learning something, 
“time’s up”—the lesson or unit is over.

Real learning uses scaffolds and results in mastery. With good scaffolds, school learning can 
become real learning and contribute to mastery of important concepts and skills.
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In summary, scaffolding is a strategy that can help educators make school learning more like 
real learning. Here’s another FAQ list of key insights from this chapter:

<Callout 3.4>

Frequently Asked Questions about Scaffolding

Q: What behaviors do we often see from students who need scaffolding but aren’t 
getting it?

A: �Students who need scaffolding but aren’t getting it do not see classroom lessons 
as relevant. They become bored and frustrated. They often “act out.” In other 
words, they behave badly to get attention.

Q: What can you do, right now, as a parapro to provide more scaffolding to your stu-
dents?

A: �First, you can talk to each student one-on-one about what he or she is trying 
to learn. This will help you figure out what’s going on and offer clues about the 
sorts of scaffolds that are needed. For instance, if the student says he’s bored, 
you can ask if it’s the topic that bores him, or the materials. Usually, it’s the 
materials. So then you can scaffold learning by finding materials on the topic 
that interest the student. If the student says the topic is boring, you might ask 
him what topics he’s interested in. New instruction works best when it starts 
with students’ background knowledge and self-reported interests.

Q: Whom in your school might you talk with about scaffolding?

A: �The first place to start is with your supervising teacher and instructional team. 
If your team is less helpful than you hoped, ask your teacher for the names of 
the best teachers in the school. Tell your teacher why you are asking and then 
arrange a time to talk with them.

Q: �What makes the expert teachers of reading and math at a school “expert?” What can 
you learn from them?

A: Expert teachers understand what they are teaching: they know the content. In 
fact, they know the content very, very well. They also know how to figure out where 
students are “hanging” with respect to the content—both in terms of students’ prior 
knowledge (their zone of proximal development) and their interests. Finally, expert 
teachers know how to create bridges between where students are hanging (that is, 
students’ prior knowledge and current interests) and the new learning they hope stu-
dents will acquire. And they are persistent in building new and different bridges—
bridges that work for individual students and bridges that, over time, give students 
more control over their own learning.
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Next Steps

The answers to the FAQ are general. For more specifics, you might want to think about how 
the general answers apply to your own situation. The questions below will help you think 
about ways to use more scaffolding in your work.

1. �Do you know students who aren’t receiving the scaffolding that might help them 
learn? What are these students like? What scaffolds might work for them?

2. �What can you do to provide scaffolding to your students?

3. �With whom can you talk to learn more about using scaffolding?

4. �What expert instructors can you observe to see examples of effective scaffolding? 
What other things can you do to see examples of effective scaffolding?
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Summary

In the world of construction, a scaffold is a raised platform or series of platforms, and a set 
of scaffolds is called scaffolding. Scaffolding supports the worker. In the world of education, 
scaffolding also provides support, but in this case, it supports the learner. 

All learners need, and should have, scaffolding. They all need access to various supports to 
help them progress in whatever they are studying and whatever they hope to learn. In fact, 
good teaching is scaffolding.

Sooner or later, however, when students learn something well, we remove the scaffolding. 
This doesn’t mean the students stop learning. It means we’ve gotten the students moving, and 
movement and growth continue without us. When that happens, students cease to be novices 
and become independent learners.
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u �Chapter Four: 
Learning Targets and  
Advance Organizers
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u� ��Chapter Four 
Learning Targets and Advance Organizers

Learning targets and advance 
organizers are special kinds of 
scaffolds. They both preview a 
lesson or series of lessons for 
students. But what’s the point of 
previewing a lesson? Students learn 
better when they understand the 
scope of the lesson. Why are we 
learning it? What’s in it? How will  
it work?

<Callout 4.1>

Key Words and Phrases

Advance organizers: verbal (just words) or graphic (images with or without words) pre-
views of the contents of a lesson or unit (including concepts, skills, processes, tools, and 
so forth)

Curriculum standard/learning outcome: major learning goals set by the state education 
department or by a professional organization

 “I” or “I can” statements: another term—used in primary grades—for learning targets: 
“I can do X”

Learning progression: a set of learning targets leading logically toward a bigger goal

Learning targets: brief, clear statements of short-term goals for a lesson or a set of lessons

Unit: a series of lessons about a topic

Key Concept: Lessons have an end and a beginning. The end 
of a lesson isn’t where it stops, but what it’s supposed to do 
for students. The “end” of a lesson in this sense is the learning 
that’s supposed to happen. The beginning of a lesson isn’t the 

time at which it starts. The beginning of a lesson is the introduction 
to it given by the teacher. To help with instruction, it’s useful to know 
about learning targets (the ends of lessons) and advance organizers 
(the beginnings of lessons).
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<Introductory Challenge 4.0>

Previewing Instruction

Consider how you’ve used or encountered similar previews in your own life. For exam-
ple, weight-loss and other self-help advice often stresses the importance of writing down 
goals, or “targets,” to focus self-improvement efforts. TV shows sometimes begin with an 
advance organizer: “Last time on. . . .” Then comes a summary of the previous episode. 
As another example, recreational or fitness programs often begin with an orientation. 
These previews are absolutely necessary. Without them, these experiences would be 
harder to understand. As a way to think about the value of learning targets and advance 
organizers, try the following quick exercise.

Walk into a class in the middle of an instructional period. Observe for about five min-
utes. Then write down what you might have wanted to know to understand the main 
point of the lesson. How would you have preferred to receive this information—as a 
written narrative, a picture or illustration, a set of bullet points, or something else?

If you don’t have access to a classroom, try this: find a 30-minute documentary video 
online and fast-forward past the first 10 minutes or so. It’s probably harder to understand 
without that first 10-minute setup, isn’t it?

In both examples, it’s probably more difficult to understand things when you miss the 
preview of what’s to come.

Learning Targets

Learning targets are just specific short-term goals. Students can reach them in a lesson or in a 
set of lessons (that is, “a unit”). These targets tell students what they’re expected to know, or 
be able to know soon.

In the primary grades, teachers often call them “I can” statements. For instance, “I can name 
and describe the eight planets in our solar system.” The “I can” approach makes learning 
targets personal for young students. Higher grades are less likely to use the “I can” format. 
For instance, a learning target in algebra might be put like this: “The students will solve linear 
equations with one unknown.” It’s not a big difference.

Where do learning targets come from? Teachers base learning targets on standards set by their 
state or a professional group. One standard generates many learner outcomes. Teachers often 
work in teams to break down these learner outcomes—which may take many lessons for stu-
dents to master—into smaller, more specific steps or goals. Goals start general and get more 
and more specific. The most specific—learning targets—are closest to actual lessons. They 
help focus the attention of students and teachers in real time. The pictures on the next page 
(Figures 4.1 and 4.2) show the linkages between standards and learning targets.
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Figure 4.1

Standards, Outcomes, Goals, and Targets (The Simple Version)

Standard

Learner outcome

GOAL

LearnING TARGET

A series of learning targets makes up a learning progression. The series helps students accom-
plish a bigger goal—maybe a learner outcome or an even bigger curriculum standard. The 
idea is pretty simple. Goals exist at several levels. And we call them different things: stan-
dards, learner outcomes, goals, learning targets.

Standards? Learning Outcomes? Goals? Learning Targets? How do you keep them straight! 
Figure 4.2 provides a more detailed picture of how they connect.

Figure 4.2

Standards, Outcomes, Goals, and Targets (The More Detailed Version)

Here’s an example of a state learner outcome 
(from the Ohio Department of Education’s curric-
ulum standards). This learner outcome for eighth-
grade social studies is related to the Civil War. 

Disputes over the nature of federalism, compli-
cated by economic developments in the United 
States, resulted in sectional issues, including 
slavery, which led to the American Civil War.

Many, many short-term goals must be met before 
students can demonstrae their understanding of  
this learning outcome.

Does this outcome make sense? It’s just one 
way to think about the causes of the Civil War. 
Making sense of it involves knowing about the 
concepts in the statement itself. What are these 
concepts?

• �federalism

• �economic development

• �sectional issues

• �slavery

Goal 1

Learning  
Target 1

Learner 
Outcome 1

Standards

Learner 
Outcome 2

Learner 
Outcome 3

Learner 
Outcome 4

Goal 5

Goal 4Goal 2 Goal 3

Learning  
Target 3

Learning  
Target 2
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To achieve this learning outcome, students need to do more than memorize facts. Why? The 
standard is really about a web of related ideas. It’s not about being able to repeat the sen-
tence! Other concepts not stated in the learner outcome are definitely relevant. For instance, 
these could include the concepts: plantation system, Industrial Revolution, and the Free Soil 
Movement.

Here’s just one way a teacher might teach this learner outcome. Stu-
dents could use eyewitness accounts written by people just before 
the Civil War. Such accounts would reflect the concept of section-
alism through differing viewpoints. Some accounts might be written 
by people favoring slavery, and some favoring abolition. Eyewitness-
es from the South would likely have different views of sectionalism 
than those from the North. 

Take John Brown’s raid at Harper’s Ferry, for instance. The teacher 
could frame this learning step (with eyewitness accounts of the raid) 
using an “I can” statement. For instance:

I can use two different “eyewitness-to-history” websites to de-
velop a list of facts about John Brown’s raid at Harper’s Ferry.

To start the lesson, the teacher would discuss the learning target. 
During the lesson activity, a parapro could remind students to find websites that provide actu-
al eyewitness accounts. After all, students might be confused about the different websites they 
see. A site might have information about eyewitness accounts but not actually provide the 
accounts so students could read them. If students don’t read the actual accounts, they aren’t 
completing the assignment properly. 

 The reminder can keep students on task and focus them on the main points of the lesson: the 
purpose, the contents, and the process.

<Callout 4.2>

Complex Learner Outcomes

In fact, understandings other than the one 
in the learning outcome could be related 
to these same terms. For instance, over 
the years, many issues have divided our 
country by section (North and South; East 
and West), but only once did it result in a 
civil war. So, this learner outcome is not 
simple. The “outcome” is not a fact—but 
a way of viewing many facts that make up 
ideas. And that’s why simply memorizing 
a learner outcome is a really bad idea.
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Advance Organizers

Unlike learning targets, advance organizers focus on content instead of goals. Figure 4.3 is an 
example of an advance organizer. That’s why it starts this section of the chapter. Read on!

Figure 4.3

What an Advance Organizer Presents

Relationships 
among new ideas 

or skills

Connections to familiar 
ideas or skills

Definitions of new ideas or 
explanations of new skills

Advance 
Organizer

Advance organizers give students a picture of the structure of the lesson or unit before the 
instruction really gets going. The advance organizer might be an actual picture. Or it might 
be a picture with words (like Figure 4.3). 

An advance organizer does three things:

• �connects the new ideas or skills to things the students have already learned,

• �briefly explains new ideas or skills, and

• �points out connections between the new ideas or new skills.	

What good is this?

• �First, students see a context for the new learning. That is, they get to connect what 
they already know with what they will learn.

• �Second, they get a bird’s-eye-view of the lesson or unit. That is, they have a map that 
tells them what the new territory will look like.

• �Third, they get to see how the parts of the new learning hang together. In other words, 
they see how the new learning makes sense of something important.	

An advance organizer can take many forms. It might be a diagram that the teacher talks 
about. But it might also be

• �a list of bullet points;

• �a chart, graph, or table;

• �an illustration (a picture);

• �an outline;

• �a text of some sort; or

• �a video clip.
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Whatever form the advance organizer takes, a teacher should use it to introduce a lesson or 
unit. It can’t be very long or get too complicated. In the example about John Brown’s raid, it 
might be an outline, or an illustration showing major people, events, or ideas associated with 
the raid. 

The advance organizer gets students started. And by giving them the big picture, it helps them 
take a more active part in the lesson. It can help them understand, remember, and apply the 
new ideas or skills presented in it. That’s its purpose. 

Choosing the best kind of advance organizer depends on two things: the content and the 
learning strategy. Some content probably lends itself better to an outline, and some to an il-
lustration or picture. For the social studies learner outcome, imagine 
a “concept map” that shows how the main ideas interconnect.

But UDL (see Chapter 2) also comes into the picture. Teachers can 
design an organizer to appeal to more than one preferred learning 
strategy. For the social studies learner outcome, a teacher could use 
both a concept map (made up of words and lines that connect the 
words) and an actual map (which might introduce the idea of sec-
tionalism). Either form of advance organizer would make the lesson 
more accessible.

The more complex and unfamiliar the content is, the more import-
ant it is to have a good advance organizer. Why? Difficult content 
requires better scaffolding (see Chapter 3). Not only that, different 
students will find the same content more or less difficult. You can 
see that advance organizers are important for everyone.

<Callout 4.3>

Takeaways for Learning Targets and Ad-
vance Organizers

• �Learning targets tell students what they 
should be able to do after the lesson.

• �Advance organizers show students 
what they will do during the lesson.

• �Both are important. For complex les-
sons and units, advance organizers are 
very important.
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<Activity 4.1>

Thinking about Advance Organizers

Purpose

In this activity, you’ll develop your own advance organizer. The point is to help you expe-
rience some of what teachers think about as they plan instruction. 

Procedures

Step one. Look over the sample planning chart (Figure 4.4) on John Brown’s raid. The 
planning chart isn’t the organizer, but it gives a plan for making one. It’s just one example 
of how a teacher might make such a plan for an eighth-grade history lesson about John 
Brown’s raid—one of the major events leading up to the Civil War. 

Figure 4.4

Planning Chart on John Brown’s Raid

Connect new ideas/skills to ideas/
skills students already know

Explain new ideas/skills 
by defining, comparing, 
and/or giving examples

Identify important relationships 
between/skills new ideas

Discuss how students might’ve 
heard the word “raid” before, such as 
“raiding the refrigerator.”

Define “raid” and 
compare it with “battle” 
or “attack.” 

Explain the relationship between 
John Brown’s raid and the 
disagreements between North 
and South that were leading to 
war.

Discuss groups in the US before the 
Civil War that were pro-slavery and 
groups that were anti-slavery.

Define “abolitionist.” Identify the people (by type, 
not necessarily by individual 
identity) who joined John Brown 
and identify the people who 
fought against him, including 
Robert E. Lee.

Connect John Brown’s raid in 1859 
with the Civil War (1861 to 1865). 
What do the students already know 
about the causes of the war, such as 
differences over slavery and states’ 
rights and economic imbalances 
between the industrial north and 
agricultural south.

Explain the 
circumstances of 
John Brown’s raid 
and discuss whether 
Brown’s goal was 
realistic.

Identify the effects of the raid. 
Then ask the students how the 
raid failed in some ways but 
succeeded somewhat in other 
ways.

Step two. Compare the sample planning chart on John Brown’s raid to the advance orga-
nizers in Figures 4.5 and 4.6. One is an outline (Figure 4.5), and one is a graphic (Figure 
4.6). Consider which form—outline or graphic—might work better for most students. 
There’s no one right answer because it all depends on the individual students. And classes 
can be very different from one another.
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Figure 4.5

Advance Organizer: Outline on John Brown’s Raid

John Brown’s Raid at Harper’s Ferry Advance Organizer

Review of the Civil War

• �Began 1861 and ended 1865

• �Fought primarily over slavery and states’ rights

• �War ended slavery in the US

Definitions

• �Raid: a sudden or surprise attack on a place or group, often with the intent of 
stealing something from the place or group (common usage today includes 
“raiding the refrigerator”)

• �Abolitionist: an opponent of slavery in the US before and during the Civil War 
(most abolitionists lived in the North, though many southerners also opposed 
slavery for religious, moral, or economic reasons)

Consequences of the Raid

• �The people of Harper’s Ferry and US Marines killed or captured many of the raiders.

• �John Brown and four other captured raiders were hanged in December 1859 in 
nearby Charles Town; two more of Brown’s men were hanged in March 1860.
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Figure 4.6

Advance Organizer: Graphic for John Brown’s Raid 

Raid – a sudden or surprise attack on 
a place or group, often with the intent 

of stealing something from the place or 
group (common usage today includes 

“raiding the refrigerator”)

Began 1861 and  
ended 1865

John Brown and four 
other raiders hanged in 

December, 1859, in Charles 
Town; two more of Brown’s 

men hanged in March, 1860.

Marines kill or capture 
almost all of the raiders

Abolitionist – an opponent of slavery in 
the US before and during the Civil War 
(Abolitionists typically lived in the North, 
though many southerners also opposed 
slavery for religious or moral reasons.)

Began 1861 and  
ended 1865

Began 1861 and  
ended 1865

John Brown’s Raid at Harper’s Ferry

Context: 
The Civil War Definitions Consequences  

of the Raid

Step three. Use the blank planning chart in Figure 4.7 to organize your thoughts about 
an advance organizer. Before you begin, think about the age of the students. If you have 
a particular group of students in mind, that would be even better. You can choose a topic 
from this list:

• �Getting the proper nutrients into your diet

• �What is a bully? How to recognize bullying behavior

• �Maps: the basics

• �Odd and even numbers

• �Famous scary stories and why we enjoy them

• �Our solar system

Figure 4.7

Advance Organizer Planning Chart

Connect new ideas/skills to 
ideas/skills student already 
knows

Explain new ideas/skills by 
defining, comparing, and/or 
giving examples

Identify important 
relationships between new 
ideas/skills
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Step four. After completing your planning chart, answer the three questions below. (If 
you’re working in a workshop or class, your facilitator or instructor may ask you to dis-
cuss your answers with the group.)

Questions:

• �Was the planning chart helpful in identifying ways to preview the concepts and 
skills students might be learning?

• �What form do you think would work best for your advance organizer—narrative 
paragraph, graphic illustration, bulleted list, outline, timeline, or other?

• �Why do you think your advance organizer would best be presented in that form?

<Tool 4.1>

Tool for the Field

Helping Students Meet Learning Targets

Learning targets are short statements that show students what they will learn in a new 
lesson or unit. Here’s an example for students in the primary grades:

“I can list and describe the eight planets in our solar system.”

Hearing this, students can imagine doing something. What? Listing and describing the 
planets. But it doesn’t tell them much about the content of the lesson, right? It says where 
they are going. But it says nothing about what it will be like to get there.

What does that mean? Well, for example, in meeting the above learning target, there’s 
lots to say in more detail. Answers to the following questions will vary depending on the 
particular classroom or student:

• �Would students be expected to write the list or simply say it?

• �If they are to write the list, do they need to spell the names correctly?

• �Are they to list the planets in a particular order (typically from nearest to furthest 
from the sun)?

Teachers sometimes decide these things based on state standards. They often think about 
the standards and what their particular students are like. But the students themselves 
might have even more questions about this learning target, such as the following:

• �How detailed do the descriptions need to be?

• �Do we have to know what color the planet is?

• �How do we tell them apart by size?

• �Do we have to learn how far each planet is from the sun?
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Parapros and the teacher can plan the best way to answer these questions. For instance, 
the questions could start a short conversation about the actual lesson content. What is the 
color of a planet, for instance? The answer isn’t simple. But just asking the question leads 
students to understand what planets are like and why. 

If the teacher thinks it could help, you might work with the students to make a checklist 
to be sure they’re moving toward their learning target. For example, a checklist like the 
following could be helpful to some students.

Checklist for Learning Target

Learning Target:
“I can list and describe the eight planets in our solar system.”

_____I can name all eight planets.

_____I �can write the names of the eight planets in order, from closest to the sun to 
furthest from the sun.

_____I can write the correct spelling of the names of the planets.

_____I �can write a paragraph describing the planets: size, relative distance  
from the sun, and number of moons.

A checklist can also be used to create detailed assignment sheets. A detailed assignment 
sheet might include a grading rubric, along with step-by-step instructions for completing 
the work. Some students will benefit from such scaffolding (see Chapter 3). It’s one of the 
things parapros can do.

Need Photo
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Revisiting the Challenge of Learning Targets and Advance Organizers

Background

The Introductory Challenge asked what “learning targets” and “advance organizers” you’ve 
experienced in daily life. Then it asked about supports that would help you understand the 
main points in a lesson or documentary. (Note that this paragraph is the first part of an ad-
vance organizer—it relates what’s coming up next to what went before.)

The questions below give you a chance to reflect on different types of learning targets and 
advance organizers, and why they might be helpful to students. If you’re completing this on 
your own, you can write down the answers. If you’re in a workshop, the facilitator might use 
these questions to guide a discussion.

Questions for Reflection or Discussion

• �If you wrote down a goal for self-improvement in the past, did you find it helpful? 
Why or why not?

• �Would other tools have made the written goal more useful? If so, what tools?

• �How is a learning target different from a goal you write down? Think about the differ-
ences. How might such differences make a learning target more useful? Less useful? 
Differently useful?

• �Do you think an advance organizer is more powerful than a learning target in prepar-
ing students for a lesson? Why or why not? (There is no right answer here.)

• �What might be the value of starting a lesson with both a learning target and an ad-
vance organizer? Do you think that’s too much work for the teacher? For you? For both 
of you?

Teaching—and helping with teaching—raises a lot of questions. Hardly any of these ques-
tions has an easy answer. Trying to answer them is where the hard work lies.
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Summary

Students do better in school when they know what they can expect to learn in an upcoming 
lesson or unit (that is, a series of lessons). That’s why today’s schools often use learning targets 
and advance organizers. They have immediate short-term usefulness. They help students re-
alize what they are going to be doing by directly pointing out the purpose and content of the 
lesson or unit. 

• �Learning targets are specific short-term goals for students. They state goals that can be 
accomplished within a short amount of time.

• �Advance organizers are guides or maps to the content of upcoming work (lessons or 
units). They prepare students to understand, remember, and apply new content and 
skills. 	

Both are designed for use at the start of lessons or units. They help students learn better as 
they begin a lesson or unit. The more complex and unfamiliar a new idea might be, the more 
important an advance organizer is to student learning. In fact, students who are the least 
familiar with a new idea probably need an advance organizer even more than other students 
do. Learning targets and advanced organizers:

1. �are part of the instructional cycle;

2. �respond to the principles of UDL;

3. �are essential scaffolding for some, many, or most students; and

4. �should be used regularly.
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u �Chapter Five: 
Concept Maps, Story Maps, and 
Other Graphic Organizers
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u� ��Chapter Five 
Concept Maps, Story Maps, and Other Graphic 
Organizers

This chapter looks at instructional tools related to advance organizers. 
These are things you might use to make an advance organizer. 

But you might also use them in many other ways. The focus here is on 
these additional uses. (Chapter 4 looked only at their use as advance 
organizers.)

What is a graphic organizer? Graphic organizers do what the name says. 
They organize content graphically. With images. One example can be 
seen in Figure 4.3; another in Figure 4.6. These graphic organizers intro-
duce a specific lesson. (They’re advance organizers, a particular use of 
graphic organizers).

But graphic organizers can cover any part of a lesson: at the beginning, 
middle, or end. And teachers and parapros can use them to scaffold (see 
Chapter 2) lectures, class discussions, or textbook content.

Introducing a lesson or unit is just one possibility for using graphic organizers.

• �For example, an English teacher might show the connections among key words of a 
poem in only 10 minutes during a single lesson.

• �Or an algebra teacher might introduce the whole year with a graphic organizer (much 
more content than a lesson or unit).

The content can be huge or very small, in other words. The main thing in common is the use 
of an image, picture, or figure. It’s something more than just plain text. It’s a picture of some 
sort, though it usually includes words too.

This chapter explains various sorts of graphic organizers, including concept maps and 
story maps. Whatever kind they are, graphic organizers are used to accompany the usual 
teaching methods (like lectures, discussions, and textbooks). As supplementary materials, 
they help scaffold content for students. You can learn to make ones that specifically fit your 
students’ needs. 

Key Concept: Most often 
lessons present content as 
oral language. The teach-
er talks. But Universal 

Design for Learning stresses the 
presentation of content in mul-
tiple ways. Besides teacher talk, 
one important other way to pres-
ent content is with images. These 
can be pictures, charts, tables, 
or graphs. Advance organizers 
(Chapter 4) are one way to use 
images. But you can use images 
in many other ways.
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<Callout 5.1>

Key Words and Phrases

Concept maps: These diagrams relate key ideas to one another. They often use lines to link 
words—like the roads on a map. Or you might think of the whole diagram as a “web” or 
“network.” The diagram is a kind of guide to the concepts or ideas being taught.

Story maps: These are the same as concept maps, but they describe stories rather than 
ideas. Remember that stories have plots, characters, and so forth. These “maps” show 
whatever connections of this sort that a lesson needs to show. 

Flowcharts: These graphic organizers use words too, but they show the steps in a process. 
The connections between steps represent a specific order in time.

Fishbone charts: These are something like flowcharts, but they illustrate the causes of an 
effect or event. Thinking about the activities of Chapter 4, you might have a fishbone chart 
describing proposed causes of the Civil War.

Venn diagrams: These overlapping circles show how different sets of things are related. 
Overlaps are areas where categories share items. You’ll see what this looks like later on.

Crosswalks: These are a lot like Venn Diagrams, but instead of circles, they use rows and 
columns. Again, you’ll see what this looks like later on.

This chapter explains and shows examples of all these different kinds of graphic organizers.

 Graphic Organizers

Let’s take a deeper look at the most common graphic 
organizers, such as concept maps, story maps, and 
flowcharts. Then we’ll review other kinds of graphic 
organizers.

Concept Maps

Concept maps are diagrams that show the meanings 
of ideas and how these ideas relate. For instance, they 
can be used to present new vocabulary to students. 
More importantly, concept maps can suggest how facts 
or ideas fit together. In other words, concept maps can 
help students think about meanings. They can map out 
a whole body of knowledge.

Teachers might use a concept map to help students 
generate ideas in a brainstorming session. It’s one way 
to manage a classroom discussion.

For example, an English teacher might ask, “What can 
you tell me about poems?” One student might reply, 
“They rhyme.” Another might say, “They’re shorter than 
novels.” Still another might say, “They use images.” All 

<Introductory Challenge 5.0>

UDL at Johnstown Middle School 

Consider what’s going on at Johnstown Middle School. 
With support from the district, the school’s Building 
Leadership Team has decided to use Universal Design 
for Learning (UDL) as its instructional framework.

This means that every teacher will need to make chang-
es. In particular, teachers will need to add various sorts 
of visual representations to lessons. And this means 
graphic organizers for everything—textbooks, lectures, 
and class discussions. It looks like a lot of work!

The principal will help instructional teams (including 
teacher-based teams) find or develop graphic organiz-
ers to use in lessons. She will schedule more time for 
the teams to meet each month and assign a parapro to 
work with each team. 

Imagine that you are one of these parapros. What do 
you think your role will be? What training do you hope 
to get? Where might you look for resources?
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of these ideas explain something about what a poem is. Working on the fly, the teacher can 
record these ideas using a concept map. At the end of the discussion, it might turn out to look 
something like the one in Figure 5.1:

Figure 5.1

Concept Map of Poem

Shorter
than
novel

Uses  
images Rhymes

Poem

Here’s another example (Figure 5.2). It looks a lot like Figure 5.1, except the words are dif-
ferent. Concept maps can help students understand difficult ideas, like fairness. They can be 
simple (as in the two examples). But they can be much more complex. The simplest versions 
place the concept in the center (perhaps in a circle or rectangle) with its various attributes 
surrounding it (each in a separate circle or rectangle). 

Figure 5.2

Concept Map of Fairness

Lack of  
bias

Equity

Proper 
treatment

Impartiality Fairness
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Figure 5.2 is just a little bit more complex than Figure 5.1. You can see that this simple pat-
tern could have 5, or 6, or 10 surrounding elements. You can probably think of even more 
descriptions of “fairness.” Which elements to include or exclude is an instructional decision. 
The choice depends on the students and the purpose of the lesson. 

More complicated concept maps provide additional detail. For example, each shape (e.g., 
circle, rectangle) surrounding the name of the concept might relate to one set of ideas (e.g., 
definitions, representative examples, a list of attributes). Such maps might have circles or 
rectangles surrounding other circles or rectangles. 

A teacher might find such a concept map, or a teacher might design one. Designing a com-
plex concept map requires a lot of knowledge about the content of the lesson or unit. But, 
once again, the design depends on the students and the instructional purpose. To illustrate 
complexity free of any content, see Figure 5.3. 

Figure 5.3

A Complex—But Empty—Concept Map

You can observe a few things about this complexity. Take the time to look at it carefully.

First, like the simple maps, it has a clear center. (The center could be called “Fairness,” or 
“Poems,” or “U.S. government.”) Second, beyond the center, the ideas are grouped in pairs, 
and the pairs all lead to the center. Third, the complexity is built of simplicity: pairs of the 
smallest boxes link to a larger box. Then those larger boxes make up a pair that leads to the 
center.

Concept maps can organize a lot of knowledge. And a lot of knowledge is usually made up 
of simple elements. Concept maps are supports (that is, scaffolds). They help students grapple 
with the complexity, but they can’t show all the complexity or all the details. Most important-
ly, they help students consider the meaning of ideas—a very difficult learning task. 
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Story Maps

Story maps and concept maps are similar. But they 
have different purposes. Concept maps deal with 
ideas. Story maps deal with stories. Story maps are 
more often used in English classes than in other 
classes like math or science. They usually deal 
with literature (fiction). Concept maps usually deal 
with social studies, science, or math (nonfiction). 

Story maps show how a story is put together. They 
show what the features are, not necessarily how 
they connect. They also help students see both the 
whole story and the parts of a story. And that helps 
students think about what the story means. After 
all, what a story means isn’t obvious. 

Educators (teachers and parapros) can use story maps to guide discussions. But story maps 
also have other uses. They can help students write about what a story means. They can also 
help students plan their own stories. They are very useful tools, especially if students see sto-
ries as strange or difficult or “boring.” 

A story map might focus attention on the characters in a story. For instance, it might show 
how characters are related (in families or in communities). Or it might show how events are 
connected. Illustrating the connection between events can be especially useful if the story 
skips around in time. Another story map might focus on the themes (main ideas) that the story 
deals with. A very complex story map might do all of these things. Color-coding might help 
students quickly see the different parts of the story map. 

<Callout 5.2>

Concept Maps to Help Students Study

Imagine a teacher (or parapro) is helping a student learn 
about the U.S. government. The teacher or parapro might 
develop a partially completed concept map with “U.S. 
government” in the center. Lines leading out from the cen-
ter end in empty circles. The student’s task is to supply the 
missing “branches of government” (executive, legislative, 
and judicial branches).

This example shows one way to use a concept map to 
help students learn new ideas. What are some other ways?
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Flowcharts

Flowcharts show the steps in a process. They 
help students learn the steps that lead to a 
particular result. They can show students how 
a process works and how to do it themselves. 

Sometimes they can show different possible 
outcomes if a student takes one particular 
action instead of another. They can teach 
students to perform the steps in a process—
for instance, the steps in writing an essay.

Flowcharts can also use a variety of shapes 
or colors to represent different kinds of 
actions. The diagram in Figure 5.4 shows a 
simple flowchart.

Other Graphic Organizers

Other graphic organizers are also useful. 
They can help students learn concepts, an-
alyze what they read, or prepare for writing 
assignments. Here (in Figures 5.5 through 
5.9) are some more graphic organizers and 
examples (all having to do with lamps!):

• �Timelines help students keep track of the 
sequence of events.

Figure 5.5 (Timeline: A Lamp’s History)

Lamp  
manufactured

Lamp  
purchased Lamp fixed

May July September

June August
Lamp shipped 

to seller Lamp broken

• �T-charts help students compare pros and cons or distinguish facts from opinions.

Figure 5.6 (T-Chart: Floor Lamp vs. Table Lamp)

Floor Lamp Table Lamp
78” tall 17” tall
3 bulbs 1 bulb
$42.95 $14.95

Figure 5.4

Flowchart: Lamp Not Working

Repair lamp

Lamp 
plugged in?

Bulb 
burned out? Replace bulb

Plug in lamp

Lamp doesn’t work
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• �Crosswalks relate the features of two sets of things (for instance, the characters in a story 
and various personality traits OR different tools and their various uses).

Figure 5.7 

(Crosswalk: Broken Lamps at the Big Bank)

Location/Problem Bad Plug Bad Cord Bad Bulb

Room 1: Lobby X

Room 2: Teller A X  X  

Room 3: Teller B X X X 

Room 4: Teller C  X 

Room 5: President  X  X

Room 6: VP X  

Room 7: Loan Office X X

Room 8: Investments  X X

• �Venn diagrams show how groups of things overlap and interact.

Figure 5.8 

(Venn Diagram: Broken Lamps at the Big Bank)

Bad Plug
Room 1 
Room 6

Bad 
Cord
Room 4

Bad 
Bulb
Room 5

Room 8

Room 3
Room 2 Room 7
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• �Fishbone charts (sometimes called fishbone diagrams) are another way to illustrate the 
causes of an event or result.

Figure 5.9 

(Fishbone Chart: Why a Lamp Won’t Light)

As you can see, graphic organizers are based on a simple idea: organize information to help 
students see it, imagine it, and use it. This can be done in lots of ways. Teachers and parapros 
can get better and better at using graphic organizers.

They can even invent new kinds of organizers. But they have to start someplace. The idea is 
simple, but it takes thinking and skill to make a good graphic organizer. Concept maps are a 
good place to start, if you’ve never used graphic organizers before. 

Classroom Use of Graphic Organizers

How do you make graphic organizers? Educators can draw them freehand on a chalkboard or 
poster board. Or they can create them using computer-based templates or software programs. A 
lot of templates and design tools are available on the Internet, many of them for free. 

Creating the graphic organizer can also be part of the lesson. The teacher might ask students 
to list the steps in a process or the ideas related to a concept, and then write them on the 
chalkboard, showing their connections with lines or arrows. The teacher might also talk with 
students about the ideas and ask the parapro to capture them in a diagram on the board. 

Lamp won’t light

POWER 
COMPANY BULB

USER SELLER

Unfamiliar with use

General outage
Bad transformer

Damaged by seller

Damaged in shipment

Loosely screwed in
Burned out
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<Activity 5.1>

Creating a Simple Graphic Organizer

Purpose

This activity gives you some experience with creating graphic organizers. You’ll under-
stand better how they work by creating some. You get to try out some of the available 
resources. These include features of common computer programs like word-processing 
and spreadsheet software. They also include downloadable templates and online tools. 

Procedures

1. �First, decide what you want to teach (or reinforce) with a graphic organizer. It might 
be a new concept, a sequence of events, or the causes of an event. Choose something 
relatively simple.

2. �Next select a type of graphic organizer that fits what you want to teach. Use concept 
maps for ideas and story maps for stories. But you might think about the other sorts, as 
well. For instance, stories have timelines, and so does history. The fit depends on exact-
ly what you want to teach and how you are thinking about it. The choice is up to you.

3. �Then search the Internet for illustrations of the type of graphic organizer you’ve decid-
ed to use. Also look for tools to help you develop that type of graphic organizer. The 
tools might be a template or an online “generator.” Generators make your concept or 
story map online.

4. �You can generally find templates by using two search terms: the name of the graphic 
organizer (e.g., “fishbone”) and the word “template.” For generators, use “generator” 
instead of “template.”

5. �Create the graphic organizer using the template or generator. Perhaps show it to your 
supervising teacher or another parapro, and ask for feedback. If you’re pleased with 
how it turns out and it fits with what students are studying, share it with one or more 
students. 

6. �Reflect on the process by thinking about the following questions:

a. �What was rewarding about the process of creating a graphic organizer?

b. �What was frustrating or difficult about it?

c. �How might graphic organizers scaffold your own learning?

d. �What did you learn about the specific type of graphic organizer by creating it?

e. �What other types of graphic organizers interest you? How would you use them with 
students you are helping?
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Revisiting the Challenge of Graphic Organizers

The Introductory Challenge involved a new responsibility for teacher-based teams at John-
stown Middle School: preparing the school for UDL. The teams, including parapros, had to 
find and create concept maps, story maps, and other graphic organizers. The graphic organiz-
ers would help scaffold the existing instructional materials for students.

The Introductory Challenge then asked you to imagine you were a parapro on one of the 
teacher-based teams at Johnstown Middle School. It asked you to think about what the role 
would require and the resources that might help you. 

Now that you know more graphic organizers, you probably have a clearer idea of what you 
can bring to this work. You probably have a little bit better idea about what this responsibility 
requires. And at this point, you might also be thinking about resources. The table below (Fig-
ure 5.10) allows you to record your ideas about finding and creating various sorts of graphic 
organizers, and it helps you keep track of the relevant skills you currently have or will acquire 
later on.

Figure 5.10

Skills and Resources for Graphic Organizers

 Type of 
Organizer

Your Skills Internet Resources

Concept map • ��Drawing a concept map freehand? 
• ��Using a Word template to develop a concept map? 
• ��Finding websites with concept maps for different 

content fields (e.g., English, math, science)? 
• ��Using an online tool for developing concept maps? 

 Yes/No
 Yes/No
 Yes/No

 Yes/No

List relevant websites:

Story map • ��Drawing a story map freehand? 
• ��Using a Word template to develop a story map? 
• ��Using an online tool for developing story maps? 

 Yes/No
 Yes/No
 Yes/No

List relevant websites:

Flowchart • ��Using a Word template to develop a flowchart? 
• ��Using Excel to develop a flowchart? 
• ��Finding websites with flowcharts depicting various 

processes related to academic content (e.g., math, 
science)? 

• ��Using an online tool for developing flowcharts? 

 Yes/No
 Yes/No
 Yes/No

 Yes/No

List relevant websites:

Other graphic 
organizers

• ��Using T charts? 
• ��Using timelines? 
• ��Using fishbone diagrams? 
• ��Using Venn diagrams? 
• ��Using crosswalks? 

 Yes/No
 Yes/No
 Yes/No
 Yes/No
 Yes/No

List relevant websites:
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Summary

Graphic organizers help many students learn. They do this by giving them something they 
need: a visual image of content. Sometimes these images already exist, such as maps on 
the classroom wall, charts or diagrams in a textbook, or photos on the Internet.

But sometimes the existing graphics aren’t available or aren’t helpful enough. For some 
students and for some activities, teachers and parapros need to create, or help students 
create, graphic organizers.

This chapter focused on the three main types of graphic organizers: concept maps, story 
maps, and flowcharts. These three organizers can help most students deal with difficult 
concepts, difficult reading, the hard work of writing, and seeing the steps in a process. While 
these three graphic organizers are the most common, many other types are also useful. 
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u� ��Chapter Six 
Helping Students Learn to Study
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u� ��Chapter Six 
Helping Students Learn to Study

This chapter focuses on studying. What is “studying?” It’s the activity that turns 
children at school into real students. No studying means no student. Learning 
has to be active: students have to do something. When they actively engage 
content, then they are students. They study. It’s that simple. And difficult.

But in ordinary terms, “studying” is something students do after the teaching 
happens. It might happen in study hall or at home or on the bus. When educa-
tors tell students to study hard, that’s what they mean. It’s something students 
are supposed to do largely on their own! You guessed it—that expectation needs 
scaffolding.

This chapter presents useful tools to help students become better students. And 
we all need to become better students. It’s an uphill battle, but getting organized 
is key—whether you’re a child or an adult. This chapter shows how people get 
better organized to study and what methods help students get good at studying.

Key Concept: Stu-
dents are supposed 
to “study.” Studying 
is a lot more than 

meets the eye. Although it 
includes a range of ac-
tivities, studying is about 
taking control of one’s own 
learning. Without studying, 
students aren’t really stu-
dents. So, helping students 
study means helping them 
become real students.

<Callout 6.1>

Key Words and Phrases

Charting: organizing information into tables

Corson Method: before seeking help, asking 
yourself questions about what you do or don’t 
understand

Loci Method: associating places in an imagi-
nary room with a sequence of facts or events

Mapping: organizing big ideas and details in 
a graphic format

Mnemonics: using acronyms and other abbre-
viations that aid memorization 

Manipulatives: using models, crafts, posters, 
flashcards, and so on, as study aids

Outlining: taking structured notes to organize 
details in relation to big ideas
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<Introductory Challenge 6.0>

Megan and Jennifer Take a Wrong Turn (Maybe)

Megan Black teaches 7th-grade history. She and her parapro co-teacher Jennifer Marshall 
have been working together for five years. They are a good team. And they talk together 
often about teaching dilemmas.

At the moment, they’re worrying about students’ performances on tests. Jennifer observes 
that the students read their textbook assignments, join in discussions, take notes, and 
practice on their own. Megan agrees. She also notes that students seem to have fun with 
projects that make lessons more interesting and relevant.

But both of them are stumped. Why? At test time, the students’ grades hover around 80%, 
and even the “quickest” students seldom get anything better than a high B. And the stu-
dents say they do study for the tests. Why aren’t they doing better?

Megan and Jennifer think that the students aren’t studying enough, or that the tests might 
be too hard. There are so many details, facts, and dates to remember in history class. And 
it’s so easy to get these all mixed up.

They’re going to encourage the students to study harder. And they’re going to make the 
tests easier.

But there might be something else going on—something besides “not studying enough” 
or tests that are too hard. There might be something more they can do. What?

Maybe Megan and Jennifer don’t do enough to help students study. Maybe they need to 
help students develop a structure for studying. Or maybe they haven’t figured out how 
to help students put the big ideas together with the details—helping them keep things 
straight and remember them for a long time. 

Showing students how to study, not just insisting on “studying harder,” could make in-
struction more effective. Think about it. With effective study structures and methods, stu-
dents connect better with what’s being taught. And that might help test scores improve. 
At any rate, those are the ideas this chapter explores.

In reviewing the material in this chapter, think about the questions below. Write down 
your answers in a reflections journal, or, as part of a workshop or class, discuss them 
with others. When you write (or discuss) and reflect, you too will be studying. 

• �Some students have special needs or need extra help to succeed in class. What study 
habits and skills would help them, both in the classroom and at home?

• �What might a parapro do to help individual students develop study skills?

• �In what ways might parapros work collaboratively with teachers to help students learn 
to study?

This chapter helps you think about how to make study skills and habits an explicit part of 
classroom instruction.
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Learning How to Study

This chapter shows how to help students create productive study environments and develop 
useful study habits. It also touches on some widely used methods of studying. The methods 
work for students whether they are learning at school or on their own. 

Some of these methods have fancy names. But they are all commonsense approaches—easy 
to explain to students.

For example, using the Pomodoro Method, the student just sets a 25-minute timer and then 
takes a 5-minute break when the timer rings. And then, the student dives back in for more 
studying. What could be simpler? The Corson Method encourages students to ask themselves, 
“What, in this process of learning, don’t I understand? Where did I get lost?” Usually, they can 
get themselves back on track. 

This chapter will discuss these concepts and methods:

• �Self-assessment of learning style and environment: helps students tailor study tech-
niques to their strengths.

• �Specific study skills: includes note-taking, outlining, map making, and special study 
systems.

• �Practicing study skills: helps students develop skills they will use their entire lives.

Self-Assessment of Learning Style and Environment

This is a big topic. And it’s key to the discussion. But the chapter keeps it pretty simple. The 
basic idea is that because students learn differently, the way they study best differs too. This 
chapter defines five learning styles. 

Self-assessment of learning style helps students see their best way to learn. That is, students 
learn better if each of them figures out how he or she prefers to learn. This applies to all of 
us—each of us prefers one or more “learning styles.”
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How are educators supposed to handle the variety? The simple answer is: They can’t. In fact, 
research shows there’s no way for teachers to address all differences in learning styles. But 
students themselves can still take their own learning styles into account. They can match the 
way they study to their best ways of learning. Teachers and parapros can help them figure it 
out, but it takes work. 

When students take their own learning styles into account, their learning improves. They 
become more engaged in the learning process and figure out how to work around their learn-
ing challenges. In short, self-assessment of learning style improves study habits and skills. It 
works for everyone.

What kinds of “learning styles” are we talking about? There are several versions, but here are 
five of the most common: visual, aural, verbal, physical, and logical. In other words, various 
students learn best by

• �seeing (visual),

• �hearing (aural),

• �talking or writing (verbal),

• �doing something physical (physical), or

• �puzzling something out (logical).

Self-assessment also involves a review of the student’s learning environments—for instance, 

• �where they study,

• �how their study time is broken up,

• �whether they are adequately nourished, and

• �if they get enough sleep. 

Now let’s look again at the five sorts of learning styles described in this chapter (see Figure 
6.1). They are: (1) visual, (2) aural, (3) verbal, (4) physical, and (5) logical. Realize, too, that 
some students are comfortable with more than one learning style and can use several differ-
ent study methods.

Figure 6.1

Learning Styles
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Visual. Visual learners can use a variety of methods to help them study. They might benefit from 

• �creating pictures (or concept maps),

• �designing their notes to resemble a newspaper format, or

• �remembering ideas by attaching them to symbols or icons—for example, drawing 
pencils next to writing terms and books next to reading terms.

Visual learners love structure. And they also love to add in creative touches such as diagrams 
and color-coding.

Aural. Aural (sound-oriented) learners, too, can use several approaches to studying. For exam-
ple, they can use tapping patterns to help recall facts and ideas. Or they might find recorded 
notes or books helpful. They might prefer oral drills to flashcards. Some sound-oriented learners 
like to listen to music before or during study time to block out distractions and increase focus. 

Verbal. Students who learn by talking and writing fit in well with traditional school expecta-
tions. These students sometimes get excited about writing down the same spelling word five 
times. But everyone’s not the same—even those with the same learning style. Some might 
enjoy presenting mini-speeches as a method of study. But others—perhaps more introverted 
or shy students—would not. Whatever the learning style, everyone is a little bit different.

Physical. In the past, those who “learn by doing” have had a harder time in school. That’s be-
cause schools so often ask students to learn just by listening to lectures and reading textbooks. 

Increasingly, schools are becoming more flexible with students who “learn by doing.” For 
example, math manipulatives are becoming more popular. Some teachers allow students to 
show their knowledge of a concept by building a physical model. For some learners, a physi-
cal activity can help them remember factual information: clapping, hopping, or moving their 
arms as they learn spelling words or social studies “facts.” 

Using physical activities to help students comprehend and remember information is a chal-
lenge. If you get frustrated with active students, it’s good to remember that their learning style 
requires physical activity. Giving them opportunities to move around becomes the educator’s 
job—even if the school isn’t set up for it. 

Logical. Students who like to learn by puzzling things out constantly ask the question “why?” 
Helping them figure out “why” guides them toward understanding and remembering concepts. 
For example, concept maps and fishbone charts help students see the connections between 
cause and effect. These tools also help them see how details (which they might find difficult to 
retain) fit into the “big picture.” Finally, students who love logic also love routines. Getting them 
to develop and stick to structured study routines supports their long-term learning. 

Table 6.1 illustrates useful study strategies for different learning styles.
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Table 6.1

Strategies for Different Learning Styles

PEOPLE WHO LEARN BY  
SEEING

• �Benefit from maps, infographics, and other visual 
representations

• �Find color-coding useful
• �Like to develop their own note-taking layouts
• �Learn better when they associate an image with an 

idea or fact

PEOPLE WHO LEARN BY  
HEARING

• �Enjoy the use of rhythm, rhyme, and music in 
learning

• �Benefit from having background music on while 
studying

• �Can associate certain sounds with different kinds 
of information (e.g., shaking a bell while reciting 
the steps in the cell division process)

• �Improve test performance by listening to music or 
sounds associated with the subject 

PEOPLE WHO LEARN BY  
TALKING AND WRITING

• �Benefit from the “classics” of studying: writing, re-
writing, re-phrasing, and saying things repeatedly

• �Love to read content aloud, improving recall by 
associating a dramatic inflection with a certain 
piece of information

• �Do well with role-playing activities

PEOPLE WHO LEARN BY  
DOING

• �Can associate certain movements with information 
(e.g., “Hop on one foot when spelling this week’s 
words! Hop on the other foot to repeat the syllable 
rules that go with those words!”)

• �Love to build things, for example, making physical 
representations of concepts

• �Use physical games, such as passing a ball back 
and forth, to help them improve recall

PEOPLE WHO LEARN BY  
PUZZLING

• �Learn best when told the reasons behind what’s taught
• �Love to ask, and discover answers to, questions
• �See the “big picture,” but sometimes have a hard time with details

Phew. That was a lot. But there’s more. Part of the “self-assessment” also concerns the learn-
ing environment. Students might need help here as well. Why?

In general students don’t structure their own learning environments. They take for granted 
whatever their schools or families structure for them. Schools can do better, though. And they 
can give support to families too. Students can also learn to structure learning environments 
for themselves.

A lot can be done to improve “learning environments” at school. For example, during in-
dependent study time, some students might be encouraged to face a wall. In the past, this 
arrangement was used as a punishment. But now it is used for a much different purpose: to 
help some students focus better on what they need to study. 

Students also need to be able to break up study time. Depending on the student, breaks every 
15 minutes might make sense. For others, it might be half an hour or even longer. Successful 
study generally requires that we lengthen study time for ourselves.
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Maintaining health involves getting enough nourishing food to eat and getting enough sleep. 
Subsidized meal programs, school-sponsored parenting classes, and in-school health services 
can assist families’ efforts to raise healthy children.

Out-of-school learning environments are not under the direct supervision of educators. But 
educators can still exert some positive influence. When they talk with families about home 
learning environments, educators must act carefully and with respect. And they must keep 
an open mind. Many families (most families, actually) face challenges and troubles. Some 
confront extraordinary difficulties. And most schools work with these types of families. Care, 
respect, and an open mind are essential. Families must discover that educators are on their 
side. For a variety of reasons, this work is often difficult for educators.

Specific Study Skills

What about the nuts and bolts of study skills? Exactly how can educators teach study skills? 
And how can students practice these skills?

1. �The parapro (or teacher) and the student together choose a study skill.

2. � �The educator explains and demonstrates the skill.

3. �The educator observes and guides the student trying to use the skill.

4. �The student practices the skill independently.

5. �The student and parapro (or teacher) come together once more to double-check the 
student’s use of the study skill. 

In other words, it’s a process. It’s a simple process, but it takes time and patience. And the 
educator needs a good understanding of both the skill and the overall process. Educators and 
students might choose from three types of study skills: note-taking, mnemonics, and self-ques-
tioning. 

Note-taking can be done in three ways—through maps, outlines, and charts. All students 
have to take notes from time to time, particularly when they’re listening to lectures or class 
discussions, or reading textbooks. Give them one tool they can use in all classes—for lectures 
and textbooks—and their note-taking will be simpler and more effective. 
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The first way: Mapping helps students create their own graphic organizers. It lets them cluster 
details with a big idea. For example, details such as “numerator,” “denominator,” “part,” and 
“whole” fit with the big idea of “fractions.” 

Mapping also helps students see how ideas connect. Venn diagrams are a kind of map, and 
flowcharts are another kind. Students can use mapping to help study for tests. For instance, 
they can create flashcards with maps showing each big idea and its related details. The more 
students see educators using graphic organizers for teaching, the more inclined they will be 
to use graphic organizers for note-taking. 

The second way: Outlining. Like mapping, this approach helps students organize details in 
relation to big ideas. The difference is that it’s a written organizer instead of a graphic organizer. 
Outlining is particularly good for information that is listed in sequence or nested in catego-
ries. In this case, one piece of information or idea falls under the umbrella of a larger piece of 
information or idea. Mapping doesn’t leave room for a lot of content. But outlining lets students 
record detailed content. Outlines can go on for many pages. A serious disadvantage of this 
method is that, as a way to take notes, students have to organize information on the fly. This 
method may be better for taking notes from textbooks than it is for taking notes from lectures.

The third way: Charting puts information into tables (see Table 6.1 for example). This method 
works well for reviewing ordinary notes taken in class. It can help students prepare for tests. 
And it can help them organize information for creating games, flashcards, or mnemonics 
(see the next paragraph). Charts can be simple—for example a two-column T chart—or more 
complex. 

Mnemonics just means “memory tricks.” They are shortcuts that help us chunk together de-
tails to make them easier to remember. For example, the acronym “PEMDAS” helps students 
remember the order of operations in algebraic equations: Parenthesis, Exponents, Multipli-
cation, Division, Addition, and Subtraction. Another type of mnemonic attaches a picture to 
a fact, word, or idea in order to make it easier to remember. Pictorial mnemonics work well 
for visual learners. Mnemonics also can use sounds: rhymes, rhythms, or word tricks. These 
mnemonics work well for auditory learners. Here are some examples: 

• �The principAL, is a PAL, and a principLE is a rule.

• �“I” before “e,” except after “c.”

• �Thirty days hath September, April, June, and November…

One visual type of mnemonic is called the Loci method. It can come in handy for a complex 
timeline or chain of information. With this method, a student chooses a room—from home, 
school, or library, for instance—and associates places in that room with a sequence of facts or 
events. For example, in learning about the five wives of Henry VIII, a logical room to choose 
would be the bathroom, because it’s often called the “throne room.” Tape the number 8 to the 
“throne,” to remind us we’re talking about Henry the Eighth. Then, name various items in the 
bathroom after Henry’s wives. The item closest to the throne would be named for his first wife, 
Catherine of Aragon, and so on. The item farthest away would be named for his last wife, Kath-
erine Parr. To make this visual mnemonic even more effective, it could be paired with a rhyme 
or an image. For example, a student might assign Katherine Parr to the towel bar on the door 
farthest from the “throne,” and repeat over and over, “Katherine Parr on the bar.”

Self-questioning is the third major method of studying. Mnemonics have limitations. That’s 
because studying is a lot more than memorizing. Memorizing facts is well and good, but 
deeper learning is about understanding and thinking. Facts help, they but can’t get students 
very far toward deeper learning. That’s where self-questioning comes in: students can learn 
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to figure out and talk about the things they don’t understand. Then educators can help them 
understand those things. The Corson Method is one useful approach.

The Corson Method is pretty simple. It involves giving honest answers to questions about our 
own learning. But it does take time. Parapros can help students learn the method by sharing 
a list of probing questions and encouraging students to ask themselves each of the questions. 
For example, a parapro could encourage students to ask themselves the following questions: 
“What (specifically) do I not understand?”, “Where in the book or notes are the things I can’t 
wrap my head around?” , and “Why do I think I’m having a hard time with this concept or 
fact?” Students need to write down their answers as a way to help them think. These ques-
tions and their answers are the heart of studying.

Studying isn’t just meaningless drudgery. It involves thinking and curiosity. Studying through 
thinking and curiosity leads to real learning. Why? When students study this way, they do two 
very important things. First, they take ownership of their own learning. Second, they show 
others (for instance, their teachers, parapros, and parents) where they still need help. Students 
must be able to say, “I get it right up until this part, and then I get lost.” But far too often, they 
can only say, “I don’t get it.” The Corson Method is a pathway to real learning.

Helping Students Practice Study Skills

To become better studiers means to become real stu-
dents. Becoming real students takes practice. So, helping 
students practice study skills is essential. Those who 
“get it” can use such skills their entire lives. It’ll help 
them figure many things out: on the job, at home, and 
everywhere. Study skills are useful for much more than 
“passing tests.” 

Parapros (and teachers) can use several techniques to 
help students practice new study skills:

• �observing,

• �questioning,

• �supporting,

• �reinforcing through application,

• �holding the student accountable, and

• �giving feedback.

Observing means keeping an eye on students while they 
work. For example, look to make sure they’re using the 
note-taking system they’ve chosen. See that they’re using 
it in a consistent and useful way. Make sure the details 
match up correctly with the big ideas. Let students know 
they can ask for help.

Questioning is a more active process. It’s more than just reminding the student to ask for 
help. Parapros can ask every day how well the study skills are working. For example, “What 
have you learned?” or “How did the study skills help?” or “What are you having trouble 
with?” or “Are you having trouble using the study skills?” or “How can I help you improve 
your use of the study skills?” The hard part here is remembering to ask. When educators ask 
these things, too, they demonstrate care and attention. Students are always appreciative.

Need Photo
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Supporting means giving students help as they begin studying for real. For instance, you 
might give them resources when needed, praise them when a task is accomplished well, or 
provide guidance when the study process has gone off track. 

Reinforcing takes place during a lesson, when a student tries to use a study skill. By sitting 
close to the student, you can monitor his or her use of the skill. Let’s say a student is using 
a structured note-taking form. You can make sure the right kind of information is going into 
each part of the form. Or you can offer gentle reminders if the student has forgotten how to 
use the form correctly.

Holding students accountable means pointing out what they’re supposed to be doing and 
helping them get on with it. Unlike the other techniques, this one is an intervention. But 
here’s the thing: observing, questioning, supporting, and reinforcing have to come first. 
Usually, when those techniques are routine, intervention is rarely needed. Of course, some 
students need more intervention than others. It depends on how engaged they are with learn-
ing. In general, everything else educators do is what really holds students accountable. This 
intervention—holding students accountable—should be used sparingly. 

Giving feedback is the last step. Several kinds can be useful. Probably the most important 
feedback is the students’ assessments of their own learning and improvement in study skills. It’s 
really part of self-questioning. But teachers and parapros can get the conversation going, simply 
by asking questions. Important, but less so, are educators’ insights. A parapro, for example, 
might want to comment on study techniques that seemed to work and those that didn’t. Feed-
back from the teacher about academic performance is also relevant. Effective studying should 
pay off in test scores and grades. But do remember that this isn’t really the point! 

Study Skills Are Steady Work

Some students learn study skills and then use them routinely whenever they study. But many 
others need ongoing support while they’re studying. Paraprofessionals can provide this support.

Sometimes that means helping a student use a more complex method, like the Corson 
Method. More often, though, it means going over the notes together or talking together about 
the ideas in a concept map. Through these conversations, parapros and students can address 
gaps in understanding. 

Another way to support students and reinforce their learning is by playing side-by-side review 
games. For example, a small group of students could be asked questions about their notes. 
When one student can answer a question without looking at the notes, he or she becomes 
the one to scan the notes and pose the next question. There are many benefits to this kind of 
activity. It requires students to look at their notes many times. It also gives students a chance 
to show off their knowledge. And their knowledge gives them power. It’s a give-and-take 
approach, allowing students to ask as well as answer questions. 

Whatever support is given, the bottom line is to help students become real students. “Real” 
students focus on their own understanding. They take time to figure out what they don’t un-
derstand and seek the help they need to improve their understanding. 

Students with good study habits make classrooms dynamic. Instruction flows better, and 
student engagement with learning increases. In dynamic classrooms, all students learn better 
and feel better about what they are doing. It takes a lot of hard work. But that work can 
happen anywhere. The diagram on the next page (Figure 6.2) shows how instruction typically 
proceeds in such classrooms.
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Figure 6.2

Instruction in Dynamic Classrooms
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Tool for the Field: Sharing a Study Environment Checklist with a Student

Sharing this checklist with a student will give you a chance to talk with him or her about 
study habits and environments. 

Procedures

1. �Identify a student with whom you feel comfortable—one in a class you work with or a 
young person you know personally.

2. �Share the checklist (below) with the student.

3. �Ask the student to give honest answers about his or her typical study habits and envi-
ronments.

4. �Discuss any study habits or environments that you (or the student) believe might bene-
fit from improvement. 

 Study Habit or Condition Self-Rating
I do not watch TV during study time. Yes Sometimes No
I use my phone ONLY for music or as a calculator during study time. Yes Sometimes No
I study sitting upright, facing a wall. Yes Sometimes No
I find someplace quiet to study, even putting up a “do not disturb” 
sign. Yes Sometimes No

I have a few study spots that are “mine.” Yes Sometimes No
I keep a calming mechanism nearby, whether it’s a bottle of water or 
a worry stone to rub when I’m frustrated. Yes Sometimes No

I get 7 to 9 hours of sleep a night. Yes Sometimes No
I do not talk on the phone after bedtime. Yes Sometimes No
I eat fresh fruits and veggies twice a day, and drink lots of water. Yes Sometimes No
I take breaks every 20-45 minutes to regain focus. Yes Sometimes No
During breaks from studying, I do something quick, fun, and 
physical; or I eat a cold snack. Yes Sometimes No
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Revisiting the Challenge of Study Skills

In the Introductory Challenge, you heard about the dilemma Megan Black and Jennifer Mar-
shall are facing with their history students. Then you read this chapter. The Challenge asked 
you to think about and jot down ideas in answer to some questions:

• �Some students have special needs or need extra help to succeed in class. How can 
good study habits and skills help them, both in and out of the classroom?

• �What can you (or other parapros) do to help individual students develop study skills?

• �How can you (or other parapros) team up with the classroom teacher to help students 
learn to study?

Now it’s time to review these ideas to see which ones might be the most workable as solu-
tions for Megan and Jennifer. (As a reminder, take a look at the “quick recap” given next.)

Quick Chapter Recap: Helping Students Learn to Study

1. �Students learn in different ways (visual, aural, 
verbal, physical, and logical); different study  
approaches work better for some students than  
for others.

2. �Study can be improved by creating supportive 
study environments and helpful study habits.

3. �Helping students learn to use new study skills 
involves several important steps: assessing,  
teaching, giving them practice, and making  
adjustments.

4. �There are different types of note-taking: mapping, 
outlining, and charting.

5. �There are different types of memorization tech-
niques (mnemonics): acronyms, images, sounds 
and rhymes, and Loci.

6. �Self-questioning, for example using the Corson 
Method, can promote deeper understanding;

7. �Parapros can use several methods to help students 
study and review notes: side-by-side support, 
color-coding, reviewing notes and textbooks for 
gaps in information, teaching students to question 
their own learning (Corson Method), and playing 
review games. 

Imagine you’re talking to Jennifer and Megan about their dilemma. What might you rec-
ommend as ways they could team up to support students who need help with study skills? 
Which steps would be most appropriate for Megan (the teacher)? Which would be most 
appropriate for Jennifer (the parapro)?
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Summary

“Student” is a word that means “one who studies.” When you teach children study skills, you 
help them become real students. Students who take ownership of their own learning tend to 
remember what they learn better and longer. They also are better at applying what they learn. 

Students have different ways of learning, and different study approaches are better for some 
students than for others. It’s important to help students (1) understand how they learn, (2) 
adopt ways to study that match how they learn, (3) practice those approaches, and (4) review 
their progress with discussions and assessments. 

Once students start asking themselves what they understand and what they don’t, they’ve 
become real students. When they can pinpoint their own areas of struggle, their learning be-
comes more active, and ultimately, more interesting. They perform better and help make the 
classroom a better place for learning—for everyone in it (including teachers and parapros). 
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u �Chapter Seven 
Metacognition
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u� ��Chapter Seven 
Metacognition

Metacognition is thinking about thinking, or learning about learning. 
This chapter introduces the idea, but Chapter 6 had something to say 
about it, too. The Corson Method gets students thinking about their own 
understanding. This chapter expands the concept that was hinted at in 
the last one.  

Metacognition asks us to reflect on what we know, and how we learn 
new things. Such reflection makes it possible to plan effective learn-
ing strategies (as in Chapter 6). But it also helps us change the way 
we think. Specifically, it can help us get rid of habits and patterns that 
aren’t productive or helpful.

As educators, we can use metacognitive strategies to gain awareness of our own thinking pro-
cess. This is good because teaching, as Chapter 1 explained, requires thinking. But the idea 
of metacognition can help students in exactly the same way. The takeaway is that the point of 
teaching and learning is thinking. Real education is about becoming better thinkers! 

And thinking is also key to everyday life. It’s how everyone makes sense of the world. And it’s 
how everyone gets more of what they want out of the world. Even people who win the lottery 
should think about how to use the winnings wisely. All of this is actually a big challenge for 
most of us. Thinking better is hard work, and quite often painful.  

Introductory Challenge

Awareness of how we think (and learn) actually helps 
us learn (and think) better. Figure 7.1 shows some things 
that people do to think better. These techniques help 
people plan to learn, execute learning, monitor learning, 
and reflect on what they have learned. 

Please review the list. Circle the statement in the column 
next to it that best fits with your situation. The statements 
are (1) I definitely do this, (2) I do this sometimes, (3) I 
definitely don’t do this, and (4) I’m not sure if I do this. 

The statements are color-coded to show steps or 
“phases” of learning.

• �yellow = planning to learn

• �peach = executing learning

• �blue = monitoring learning

• �green = reflecting about learning

There are no right answers; you’re just giving yourself information about how you typically 
learn. The things you don’t do are probably hints about your own learning style.

Key Concept: Education 
is about thinking. Reading 
and writing, for instance, 
help people think better: 

more clearly and in more detail. 
This means that students and educa-
tors need to observe their thinking 
closely. There are lots of good ways 
to do this.

<Callout 7.1>

Key Words and Phrases

Cognition: thinking

Executive function: high-level 
mental tasks that help us 
control other mental tasks

Metacognition: reflecting on 
what—and how—we know 
and learn
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Figure 7.1

Metacognitive Strategies

Learning Activity Self-Assessment
Ask myself questions about the topic, such as
• �What do I already know about it?
• �Is there anything about the topic that scares me?
• �What difficulties might I have with the topic?
• �What other stuff do I know that might help me learn this?

£ �I definitely do this.
£ �I do this sometimes.
£ �I definitely don’t do this.
£ �I’m not sure if I do this.

Ask others questions about the topic, such as
• �Are there vocabulary words I can learn ahead of time to help me understand 
this new material?

• �Have we studied anything in the past that connects to the new material?
• �What do you like about this topic?

£ �I definitely do this.
£ �I do this sometimes.
£ �I definitely don’t do this.
£ �I’m not sure if I do this.

Make an agenda of activities for learning the new material, such as
• �A timetable for completing specific tasks
• �A checklist for noting the completion of tasks
• �A plan for taking notes

£ �I definitely do this.
£ �I do this sometimes.
£ �I definitely don’t do this.
£ �I’m not sure if I do this.

Skim a reading assignment first; then read it carefully. £ �I definitely do this.
£ �I do this sometimes.
£ �I definitely don’t do this.
£ �I’m not sure if I do this.

Take notes. £ �I definitely do this.
£ �I do this sometimes.
£ �I definitely don’t do this.
£ �I’m not sure if I do this.

Rewrite my initial notes. £ �I definitely do this.
£ �I do this sometimes.
£ �I definitely don’t do this.
£ �I’m not sure if I do this.

Emphasize important ideas with highlighters, underlining, or sticky notes. £ �I definitely do this.
£ �I do this sometimes.
£ �I definitely don’t do this.
£ �I’m not sure if I do this.

Keep a list of questions that come to mind as I’m reading, doing problems, 
completing tasks, or studying.

£ �I definitely do this.
£ �I do this sometimes.
£ �I definitely don’t do this.
£ �I’m not sure if I do this.

Listen to a recording of written material, or ask someone else to read the 
material to me.

£ �I definitely do this.
£ �I do this sometimes.
£ �I definitely don’t do this.
£ �I’m not sure if I do this.

Find a video on the same topic, and then watch it. £ �I definitely do this.
£ �I do this sometimes.
£ �I definitely don’t do this.
£ �I’m not sure if I do this.

Think about how what I’m learning applies to other areas of life. £ �I definitely do this.
£ �I do this sometimes.
£ �I definitely don’t do this.
£ �I’m not sure if I do this.
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Learning Activity Self-Assessment
Develop memory tricks (mnemonics) if the information won’t “stick.” £ �I definitely do this.

£ �I do this sometimes.
£ �I definitely don’t do this.
£ �I’m not sure if I do this.

Talk to other people about what I’m learning. £ �I definitely do this.
£ �I do this sometimes.
£ �I definitely don’t do this.
£ �I’m not sure if I do this.

Ask myself questions about my emerging level of understanding, such as
• �Do I really understand this concept?
• �Which part of the material do I understand and which part is still a little 

foggy?

£ �I definitely do this.
£ �I do this sometimes.
£ �I definitely don’t do this.
£ �I’m not sure if I do this.

Use quizzes from textbooks or websites to check my level of understanding. £ �I definitely do this.
£ �I do this sometimes.
£ �I definitely don’t do this.
£ �I’m not sure if I do this.

Use a checklist for keeping track of the concepts I’ve learned or the learning 
tasks I’ve completed.

£ �I definitely do this.
£ �I do this sometimes.
£ �I definitely don’t do this.
£ �I’m not sure if I do this.

Find additional learning materials to review concepts that still seem unclear. £ �I definitely do this.
£ �I do this sometimes.
£ �I definitely don’t do this.
£ �I’m not sure if I do this.

Expand my understanding of the topic by reading additional articles or books, 
looking at additional websites, viewing related videos, and so on.

£ �I definitely do this.
£ �I do this sometimes.
£ �I definitely don’t do this.
£ �I’m not sure if I do this.

Write a journal entry to capture my ideas about what I’ve recently learned. £ �I definitely do this.
£ �I do this sometimes.
£ �I definitely don’t do this.
£ �I’m not sure if I do this.

Talk to someone else about what I’ve recently learned. £ �I definitely do this.
£ �I do this sometimes.
£ �I definitely don’t do this.
£ �I’m not sure if I do this.

Ask myself questions about what I’ve learned, such as
• �How do these new ideas relate to what I already know?
• �Do these new ideas contradict something I already thought I knew?
• �Can these new ideas be connected to something else I want to learn?

£ �I definitely do this.
£ �I do this sometimes.
£ �I definitely don’t do this.
£ �I’m not sure if I do this.

Purposefully use the newly acquired skill or knowledge in a real-world 
situation.

£ �I definitely do this.
£ �I do this sometimes.
£ �I definitely don’t do this.
£ �I’m not sure if I do this.
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Metacognition: The Concept

Human beings are naturally self-aware. We know all kinds of things about ourselves. We 
know, for instance, what foods we like and what types of entertainment we prefer. And as 
adults we are more likely than children to know how we like to learn new things. 

Humans are also capable of changing themselves on purpose. If we have a reason to change, 
chances are we’ll try to change. That’s why we can make changes in how we learn—for 
instance, by changing the learning methods we typically use. Educators are (and should be) 
learning new things all the time. We need to think about what we are learning now, what 
else we need to learn, and how we learn it best.

Strategies for planning to learn improve our ability to take in information. They also improve 
how we remember and use it. And planning of this sort gives us the chance to connect the 
new information to a wider network of meaningful ideas. 

We receive information through our senses—seeing, hearing, touching, using language, mov-
ing around, and so on. Not everyone has access to all these learning channels, however. And 
most of us prefer one or two learning channels to others (as noted in Chapter 6). Of course, 
attention span and ability to shut out distractions also affect our ability to take in information. 
Keep this in mind when working with youngsters.

We also differ in how we process information. “Processing” information basically means 
moving it around mentally. Some people process information best by thinking it over for a 
while. Others prefer talking about it with someone else. Still others prefer writing about it, 
while others prefer trying to use it.

The more ways we can process information, the better. We are most likely to understand best 
when we do most of these things:

• �think about new information,

• �talk about it,

• �write about it, and

• �apply it.

Note that applying information well is probably the best demonstration there is of understand-
ing. Application is supported by thinking and talking (and/or writing). Application is doing it, 
though: not just talking about doing it.

Processing information in several different ways also helps us remember it and connect it to 
a relevant web of ideas. In addition, inventive applications are supported by the interaction 
of thinking, talking, and writing. So, it’s a big deal to be able to process the information we 
receive. It’s a key part of how people learn and use information.
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Knowing How We Learn

Knowing how we learn means we can plan our learning with purpose. Take a student who 
knows he or she learns best by reading. That student can plan to read about a new idea, even 
if the lesson doesn’t require it. Or take a student who knows that diagrams help him or her 
understand ideas. That student can look for a relevant diagram. “On purpose,” again, means 
whether the teacher provides it or not. This is what independent learning looks like. It’s a high 
bar, and students have to work long and hard to clear that bar. That’s why they need the help 
of educators who understand these things.

Knowing how we learn—adults and children alike—also allows us to expand our collection 
of learning strategies. The more strategies the better. So, thinking about how we learn, we 
might decide to add strategies to what we’re already using. 

Sometimes we also find it useful to change our learning strategies to make them more effec-
tive or efficient. Think about students who do homework while watching TV, texting friends, 
or playing videogames. This arrangement is hard to call a learning method, but it’s surely one 
way to deal with homework. But the fact that students were assigned homework suggests 
that learning is, or should be, involved. What might be done to improve this unproductive 
routine? Perhaps studying for 45 minutes, and then texting friends for 15 minutes? The amuse-
ments of TV and videogaming—which eat up large chunks of time and attention—could be 
scheduled before or after homework. In general, multitasking diminishes the quality of work 
on all of the tasks we’re trying to combine.
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The Value of Teaching Metacognition

It is important for educators, including teachers and parapros, to monitor and improve their 
own cognition. Parapros, like other educators, must continually learn new ideas and acquire 
new skills. Learning how to learn, and adding new learning strategies, makes learning easier 
and more interesting. 

Equally important is for educators to understand how to help students learn about their own 
learning. Paraprofessionals can help students plan to learn in ways that make instruction more 
relevant to them personally. Parapros can help them focus better and monitor their learning. 
And they can help them reflect on what they are learning or have learned. Students can even 
be shown how to test themselves in order to get a sense of their own success. Students can link 
new learning to a web of previously learned ideas, or apply what they’ve recently learned to 
new situations. And, ultimately, they can invent new ways to apply what they’ve learned. 

This is high-level stuff. Students who think about their thinking (“metacognition”), improve 
their performance of critical cognitive tasks known as “executive functions.” These include:

• �goal-setting,

• �restraining impulses, and

• �thinking flexibly.

Learning is hard work. It’s often frustrating. Dealing well with this type of frustration is an-
other benefit for students who monitor their own thinking. It’s an emotional benefit. Students 
who can see and manage the inevitable frustrations associated with learning tend to be more 
pleasant and productive in the classroom. In fact (as suggested in Chapter 6), this benefit 
carries over into everyday life because flexible thinkers are good at applying what they’ve 
learned. They can look at a problem from different angles, ask good questions about the 
problem, double-check the first answer that comes to mind, and think more inventively—
coming up with new ideas and procedures on their own. 

Lots of benefits result from inviting students to think about their thinking. This chapter and the 
previous one, though, show that this invitation has to be an ongoing conversation. Educators 
have to weave talk about thinking into all their interactions with students. Talk about think-
ing is an important sort of scaffolding, no matter what content is being taught. Whatever the 
lesson, educators can ask students about their thinking. And they can help students puzzle 
out difficulties and challenges. These conversations with students are also great sources of 
information for planning instruction.

As Chapter 6 suggested, paying attention to each student’s thinking helps create a dynamic 
classroom. It’s hard work, perhaps the hardest work of teaching. That’s why educators, too, 
need to think about their thinking.
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<Activity 7.1>

Improving Your Own Approach to Learning

Purpose

You completed an inventory of your own learning for the Introductory Challenge. This 
activity takes you one step further. It’s about something you’d like to add to or improve 
upon in your approach to learning.

Procedures

1. �Review your answers to the inventory in the Introductory Challenge.

2. �Look at the learning strategies for which you selected “3” (“I definitely don’t do 
this”) or “4” (“I’m not sure if I do this”). Which of these strategies seems like it 
might be helpful when learning something new?

3. �Select one of these strategies to add to your skill set or to strengthen.

4. �If you’re completing this activity in a workshop or class, you might discuss your 
selection with others in the group. Why did you select that particular one? Why 
did you reject others?

5. �Develop a plan for learning how to use, or expand the use of, the strategy.

6. �Finally, think about something that would be useful for you to learn for your job 
(e.g., a new policy or procedure, a new software application). Select one thing.

7. �Experiment with the learning strategy to get accustomed to using it and to see 
how well it works. Jot down some notes about how it goes. 
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Revisiting the Challenge of Thinking about Thinking

The Introductory Challenge listed some metacognitive strategies that people often use. You 
rated your use of these strategies.

If you have completed this chapter’s activity, you’ve already started to expand your toolkit of 
“metacognitive strategies.” The chart in Table 7.2 will help you plan for expanding their use. 
You can also use it with students. But first, work with a student to complete the Metacognitive 
Strategies: Self-Assessment (in the Introductory Challenge). Then make a plan for expanding 
the student’s use of one or more strategies.

Table 7.2

Plan for Expanding the Use of Metacognitive Strategies

Strategy Why It’s Important Methods for Expanding Its Use
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Summary

“Metacognition” refers to thinking about thinking. It’s about the mental processes people use 
to reflect on and influence their own thinking; and that includes the ways they learn. 

Once we understand our typical methods of thinking and learning, we can reflect on them, 
and use them intentionally, as learning strategies. We also can change them to be more effec-
tive and efficient. What works for one person, however, may not work for others. 

As a paraprofessional, it’s important to understand your own thinking. Your work always in-
volves learning new skills, getting to know new students, and working with unfamiliar people. 
Equally important are your efforts to help students learn about their own learning. When stu-
dents become better at thinking about their thinking, they improve their “executive functions.” 
Goal-setting, restraining impulses, and thinking flexibly are extremely valuable in school; but 
they will also continue to be critical across the students’ entire lives. So, in a sense, this chapter 
might be about the best things educators can do for students for the long-term.
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u �Chapter Eight 
Infographics
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u� ��Chapter Eight 
Infographics

Previous chapters looked at advance organizers (Chapter 4) and graph-
ic organizers (Chapter 5). This chapter looks at infographics. What’s the 
difference?

Infographics are much less likely to be made by teachers and parapros. 
Why? Infographics present much more complex information. Making them 
usually requires advanced graphic design skills and a lot of planning. A 
good infographic can take many hours, or even days and weeks, to make.

The general purpose of an infographic, though, is the same as the general 
purpose of advance organizers and graphic organizers. They give students 
a clearer pathway into the lesson material besides reading textbooks or 
listening to teachers.

<Introductory Challenge 8.0>

Getting Frustrated by Difficult Material

This challenge is difficult on purpose. It illustrates 
what students might feel when confronting a new 
and challenging learning task. If you’re part of a 
workshop (or class), the facilitator (or instructor) 
might create small groups for this challenge. If you’re 
working solo, invite a friend or colleague to help. Tell 
your friend it might take 20 minutes.

The activity is designed to make you a little, or even a lot, uncomfortable, which is the 
point of it. So, relax and enjoy the discomfort. It’s all part of learning. Learning is hard work.

First, read the following passage about DNA (taken from a Wikipedia entry). Then read 
it again. It’s filled with scientific jargon. Read it three or four times, if necessary, to reach 
your limit of understanding.

If you want to, you can use other resources. A couple of quick Google searches should 
do the trick. But don’t get sidetracked. You don’t have to figure everything out. In fact, you 
shouldn’t.

If you don’t have access to the web, don’t worry. There’s a lot you can understand without 
any help. The most important help in this exercise is what you get from your partners.

See if you and your partners can understand what’s going on. Try to get everything you 
can from the passage to make sense of it.

Key Concept: Images can 
help us learn. Many are 
in books and magazines, 
and many more exist on 

the Internet. You can use these 
images as graphic organizers. 
Some of these infographics are 
interactive, and others are animat-
ed. Interactive and animated info-
graphics are particularly useful for 
teaching concepts. 

<Callout 8.1>

Key Words and Phrases

Infographics: a well-developed 
image that conveys complex 
information

Graphic: a pictorial 
representation of (often) 
narrative information
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DNA can be damaged by many sorts of mutagens, which change the DNA 
sequence. Mutagens include oxidizing agents, alkylating agents, and also 
high-energy electromagnetic radiation such as ultraviolet light and X-rays. 
The type of DNA damage produced depends on the type of mutagen. For 
example, UV light can damage DNA by producing thymine dimers, which 
are cross links between pyrimidine bases. On the other hand, oxidants such 
as free radicals or hydrogen peroxide produce multiple forms of damage, 
including base modifications, particularly of guanosine, and double-strand 
breaks. A typical human cell contains about 150,000 bases that have 
suffered oxidative damage. Of these oxidative lesions, the most dangerous 
are double-strand breaks, as these are difficult to repair and can produce 
point mutations, insertions, and deletions from the DNA sequence, as well 
as chromosomal translocations. These mutations can cause cancer. Because 
of inherent limitations in the DNA repair mechanisms, if humans lived long 
enough, they would all eventually develop cancer.	

Next, try to summarize the passage in one sentence of no more than 20 words. Do this 
collaboratively with your partners. Take time to discuss things. (Source: (https://en.wikipe-
dia.org/wiki/DNA)

And then try this: 

Figure 8.1

A covalent adduct between a 
metabolically activated form of 
benzo[a]pyrene, the major mutagen 
in tobacco smoke, and DNA

Image Source: “Benzopyrene DNA adduct 
1JDG” by Zephyrisat the English language 
Wikipedia. Licensed under CC BY-SA 3.0 
via Wikimedia Commons https://commons.
wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Benzopyrene_DNA_
adduct_1JDG.png #/media/File:Benzopy-
rene_DNA_adduct_1JDG.png)

• �Does the picture help you better understand the main point of the difficult 
passage?

• �How might the picture be changed to make it better at showing the main 
point in the passage?

• �If the picture doesn’t help much, what else would?
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Infographics 

An infographic is any kind of graphic that conveys complex information. Graphic organiz-
ers (including advance organizers) are all “infographics.” But educators are not professional 
graphic designers, so their infographics are unlikely to reach the level of professional quality. 
Again, this chapter uses the term “infographics” for professionally made graphic organizers. 
This means they are created at a very high level of competence. And such materials usual-
ly present more information than the graphic organizers teachers and parapros make. The 
designers who make infographics are almost always employed full time in graphic design. 
Indeed, professional production implies that members of a team of experts collaborate to 
make an infographic.

Of course, for classroom use, existing, professionally prepared infographics must be relevant 
to the lesson. In fact, many of them are extremely relevant because they demonstrate process-
es or relationships that are hard to explain. 

To demonstrate relationships, some infographics use animation or are interactive. For exam-
ple, an interactive infographic might allow students to change values in a spreadsheet (or 
similar app) to show how other values also change. 

Infographics such as these can be particularly useful in showing how formulas (e.g., math 
formulas, science formulas) work. They bring the formulas to life in pictures and animations, 
showing concretely what the formulas do. Students learn that formulas are not just meaning-
less abstractions but work in predictable ways in the real world. For this reason, infographics 
can help students understand concepts that are often difficult to comprehend just by reading 
or hearing about them.

Infographics as Teaching Tools

In many schools, lessons follow a familiar pattern. Teachers present information by talking 
to (“lecturing”) students. Perhaps they include a demonstration of some sort. Lecture and 
demonstration are then followed by practice. The pattern exists across subjects. As a parapro, 
you may have observed or been asked to help reinforce lessons that fit this pattern. But the 
familiar pattern doesn’t work well for all students.

Infographics provide a different way to present information. They can make the lesson more 
accessible to the students who need more than (or something different than) the familiar type 
of teaching. They often work especially well with students who are struggling.

The selection and use of appropriate infographics takes forethought and planning. Quite 
often, the textbook for a class will have graphs, tables, charts, or images that can be easily 
copied and used. The textbook is the first place to look. But a parapro might also work with 
the teacher or instructional team to find other infographics—especially on the web, but also 
in the library and other classrooms. 

If the team has the expertise (or can draw on others with expertise), it might do even more. 
The team might develop an infographic or set of infographics over a suitable timespan (weeks 
or months). That’s long-term planning. It makes sense only if the team is working consistently 
on lesson study. Lesson study is when teams set aside regular time to make a single lesson (or 
unit) better and better over time.
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Teams realize that some ideas can be illustrated really well using infographics. Here are just a 
few examples of topics in different subjects that can be illustrated with infographics:

• �Social studies: population trends, income distribution, how a bill becomes a law

• �Science: how DNA works, climate change, the history of life

• �Language arts: relationships among characters in a story, correcting writing errors

• �Math: the meaning of pi, how to find square roots using a step-by-step procedure 
(instead of a calculator)

Using Infographics

There are several main ways to use an infographic. These approaches can be combined. 
You can 

• �review a lesson by illustrating concepts with an infographic,

• �ask questions about the infographic that encourage students to share their thinking 
with you,

• �use the infographic as a prompt for writing, or

• �work with students to create infographics on their own.

This chapter considers each of these uses. Keep in mind that infographics usually come from 
other sources (books, the Internet) and not from educators directly. 

Review. Educators can use an infographic to review a lesson. The infographic, though, needs 
to relate to the lesson pretty well (though not perfectly). If it comes from the textbook, and if 
the teacher is following that textbook closely, the review will be consistent. But if the teacher 
is not following any textbook, there’s a problem. The parapro or teacher will have to find a 
suitable infographic. If the instructional team is doing lesson study (see previous explanation), 
team members could all play a role in the search and discuss what they find. 
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In any case, the review should have one main purpose: connecting the infographic to the 
most important concepts in the lesson. That means the parapro needs to understand the les-
son backwards and forwards.  

For example, consider a lesson about how the population of the United States changed from 
being mostly rural to being mostly urban. Students may understand that there have been 
changes over time. But they might not grasp the magnitude of these changes. So, for the 
review, it might help to use two kinds of information. First, bar graphs could show growth in 
population over time. Second, a series of pie charts could show how the percentage of the 
urban population grew over the same time. Using both sets of infographics, students could 
calculate the size of urban and rural populations at different points in time. This is a compara-
tively complex plan, and finding the right infographics might take an hour or more—easily.

Ask questions. An infographic can be used the other way around. That is, instead of leading 
to answers, it can lead to questions. It can encourage conversation about the material—the 
facts and ideas—in a lesson.

This use has two purposes: the first is to help educators figure out where the lesson challeng-
es the students. The second is to help students deal with these challenges.

Let’s say you’re helping with a lesson about the water cycle. Perhaps the teacher had the stu-
dents look at a diagram in a book—but it’s a highly detailed and confusing diagram. Using a 
simpler diagram, you might talk the students through each stage of the water cycle. Then you 
could ask questions to determine which stages of the water cycle they understand and which 
need to be re-explained or explained differently.

Prompt for writing. Infographics can be used as prompts for writing. Used in this way, the 
writing task must accommodate each student’s prior knowledge and writing skills. It’s an 
issue of instructional design. Both the use of the infographic and the writing assignment 
itself need to be planned carefully. Both things need to be kept in view at the same time. The 
teacher or the whole instructional team might want to weigh in on the design of this type of 
learning experience.
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Remember that having students write is just another way of holding conversations with them. 
Though writing may take more time, it can help students think more clearly.

For example, imagine an infographic that shows likely causes of an event in history, such as 
the American Revolution. This infographic could prompt the students to explore a wide range 
of causes. Or a student writer might discuss one of the causes in greater depth.

Helping students create infographics. Teachers often assign papers as class projects. Some-
times the objective is to teach writing, but sometimes it’s simply to have the students show 
what they know. In the second case, a good option might be to allow students, as an alterna-
tive to writing, to create an infographic. 

But isn’t it too hard for students to make infographics? After all, it’s hard for educators, so why 
would we think students could do it? If we can’t expect it of ourselves, isn’t it unfair to expect 
it of students?

We can’t expect it, but it should be an option for some students. First, it’s really fair for the 
students who need this alternative. Providing this alternative fits with the principles of Univer-
sal Design for Learning (see Chapter 2). Remember that UDL is an instructional framework 
that accommodates different ways of learning. We don’t all need to do exactly the same thing 
to learn something or demonstrate what we know.

Second, the students’ products don’t need to achieve professional standards. Educators (includ-
ing parapros) can help students create infographics that are acceptable as student products. 

To help students create an acceptable infographic, their helpers need to have some graphic 
design skills and lots of experience with infographics. But helping students design infograph-
ics shouldn’t necessarily fall solely on one parapro or one teacher in a particular classroom. 
Others in the school probably have the necessary expertise. Part of the hard work is to ar-
range for the help that’s needed. It’s definitely a task for the instructional team.  

Infographics are a Learning Opportunity for Educators

Working with infographics can help educators improve their own learning. Good infograph-
ics deepen or expand the knowledge we already have. If educators reach this insight, it can 
inspire them to develop their own infographics. It’s hard work, but some educators find the 
results very rewarding.

Some workshops are dedicated to developing and using infographics. Many wonderful in-
fographics are already on the Internet. Some websites also have downloadable templates for 
developing your own infographics. Or someone on an instructional team may be particularly 
good with graphic design.

It turns out that infographics are a world of their own. Entering that world can offer a powerful 
tool for good teaching! It’s completely open to parapros. And it’s interesting work that’s helpful 
to students. Aiming for professional quality with infographics, of course, will make all an educa-
tor’s graphic organizers look better…eventually. Remember how important images are for many 
students. Getting better at their use and production is important for really good teaching.

A famous math education researcher said that mathematical thinking comes in two flavors. 
He believed some minds thought best in words (he called them “algebraists”). The other 
minds thought best in pictures (he called them “geometers”). The “geometers” among us 
learn best with graphic displays like pictures, tables, graphs, and charts. Infographics might 
be really important to half of all students—maybe more! 
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What Good Infographics Look Like

Infographics in textbooks can be helpful, but books are not the most powerful tools for 
presenting graphics. Online infographics can be more informative and interesting than those 
in textbooks. Some are pretty to look at, some are animated, and some call for students to 
interact with them. You can find some great examples on the Internet using the following 
search terms: “best infographics,” “teaching infographics,” “science infographics,” and “social 
studies infographics.”

Remember that infographics are not just a nice touch. Many students need them—in the 
sense that they learn much better with them than without them. And most students benefit 
from them. They help make the classroom a more dynamic and productive place.

<Activity 8.1>

Explaining the Pythagorean Theorem to a Small Child

Background Material

What’s called, in a perhaps scary way, “the Pythagorean Theorem” is a simple fact, and 
most of us have learned about it in school. It’s about triangles with right angles (90o an-
gles) and about how the lengths of the three sides are related. The Pythagorean Theorem 
states that relationship in a simple equation. 

The Lesson

Triangles have three sides. And in a “right triangle,” two of those sides meet at a 90-de-
gree angle. Here’s a “right” angle:

90°

The sides that make the right angle can be any length, and they don’t have to be the same 
length. Here are a few different “right triangles”:

c a

b
A

B

C
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b
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BC

Hypotenuse
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Notice that in a right triangle, the two sides that form the right angle are joined by anoth-
er side, called the “hypotenuse.” 

Now here’s the tricky part. The three sides of a right triangle, like all triangles, can have 
different lengths. To allow for that difference, we call them c (for the hypotenuse) and a 
and b for the two sides that form the right angle.

We are now ready to state the fact, using those three letters:

a2 + b2 = c2

We will explain the superscripted “2”s next.

First, the formula is read aloud like this: “a-squared plus b-squared equals c-squared.” 
To square a number is to multiply it by itself. So, what the formula says is that to find 
the square of the length of the hypotenuse, you need to add together the squares of the 
lengths of the other two sides. 

But why do we call a number that’s multiplied by itself a “square?” 

We call it a square because the area of any actual square is one side of the square multi-
plied by the other side of the square. Don’t panic! Keep reading, and look at the pictures! 
Of course, the two sides of a square (length and width) are the same. So a number multi-
plied by itself gives you the area of a square with sides of that length. 

So c2 looks like this as a square:

C

 

    
C

And c times c = c2 = the area of the square. 

So, we can apply that idea to illustrate the relationships of the lengths of the sides of a right 
triangle. Here is a classic infographic (perhaps 2,500 years old).
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What’s the point? Read on; we’re getting there. 

First, get oriented.

• �In this triangle, the hypotenuse is at the bottom. It joins the two legs of the right 
angle of the triangle. The dotted line leads up to the right angle.	

The infographic translates the formula into a picture.  Many people find the picture 
helpful. Some don’t, but those who do can see what the relationships are. The infographic 
shows the relationship expressed by a2 + b2 = c2 in a visual display instead of a formula. 
But it’s the same thing. And everyone can see it. The areas of the smaller squares actually 
do add up to the area of the biggest square.

It’s pretty cool, really. And lots of mathematics is like this. 

This idea (the relationship of the sides of a right triangle to the hypotenuse) is also incredi-
bly useful throughout the world. It’s embedded in the tables on a carpenter’s square (used 
to cut rafters); it’s a basis of trigonometry and therefore of navigation (planes and ships; 
GPS devices automate their calculations, in part, by using this simple relationship). If you 
know the length of two sides of the triangle, you can find the length of the hypotenuse. 
In fact, if you know any length of any two sides, you can find the length of the third side, 
whether it’s a hypotenuse or not. 

The thing to note and to try to explain to a young child (your assignment) is that the 
formula and the figure express a relationship among three things. This relationship applies 
everywhere, and it never varies. The lengths of the sides can vary infinitely. You can draw 
right triangles of any size, and the relationship holds—always.

It’s kind of amazing, really, that this fact was discovered 2,500 years or so ago. And it was 
unknown until then. Thank Pythagoras and probably some of his teachers. And hopefully 
some of yours. It’s a great thing for a small child to learn about.

Assignment

Explain the relationship of the lengths of the three sides of a right angle to a small child. 
By “small,” we mean any child ages 3-10. You should choose a child who doesn’t know 
the fact already—because the fun part is the conversation you’ll have trying to explain 
something unknown.

Use the Internet (or the school library) to find information, lessons, and infographics to 
help teach the Pythagorean Theorem. There are many good resources and examples avail-
able. You can redraw existing infographics to make them simpler, for instance. You can 
practice first on an adult who doesn’t remember what the Pythagorean Theorem is. So, 
learn the ideas, and have fun with a child of your choosing!

Debriefing

If you’re working alone, try to find someone who likes math and talk with that person 
about your discussion with the child. Talk about how infographics helped (or didn’t help) 
the child understand the Pythagorean Theorem. Or if several parapros have had a chance 
to work with different children, talk together about what happened.  
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Revisiting the Introductory Challenge

Learning is difficult for most students. It’s important for them to see that—with help—they can 
get good at what at first seems difficult. Some of the difficulty is emotional. And textbooks 
and the typical way lessons are put together can make things even more difficult—especially 
for some students. You can use infographics to help students overcome these challenges. 

Perhaps you found that the Introductory Challenge was more challenging than necessary. If 
so, that was part of the point—hopefully, the DNA infographic helped you visualize the com-
plexities of the ridiculously difficult text. But you could still get some meaning from the text. 
Think of it this way: 

• �The major concept is how DNA can be damaged.  

• �Learning details about particular types of DNA damage helps illustrate the major 
concept.

• �Learning the details isn’t easy; scaffolding is needed.

• �The article from Wikipedia is one scaffold (maybe not a very good one).

• �The picture is another scaffold.

• �Many of us might still need more scaffolds.

Summary

“Infographics” present information in high-quality pictures, graphs, charts, or tables. These 
can be used to help students learn difficult concepts.

Students learn differently from one another. UDL is the instructional framework guiding ed-
ucators’ decision to use infographics as an alternative to typical lessons. UDL takes students’ 
differences seriously. 

The UDL approach offers several different ways for students to learn and then, once they’ve 
learned something, show they understand what they’ve learned. Good infographics can help, 
especially when they’re selected carefully to fit both the subject matter and different ways of 
learning. They summarize lots of information clearly and attractively and help students under-
stand complex information by organizing it well. 

Many students do not learn best from lectures and discussions alone, or from reading. Not 
everyone realizes, however, that schools struggle to adapt to students’ different ways of learn-
ing. Luckily, many schools are now trying to move away from the “one-size-fits-all” approach 
to teaching. They are changing the “size of instruction” to fit students rather than trying to 
change students to fit the one-size instruction.

Figure 8.2 presents an infographic that also summarizes this chapter.
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Figure 8.2

A simple infographic on using infographics

Infographics
Do’s & Dont’s

< =
✔ ✘

USE THEM FOR REVIEW PANIC

Particularly when reteaching is 
needed.

Lots of great infographics can be 
found on the internet.

✔ ✘

TO ASK QUESTIONS OVERDO IT

Use them to start instructional 
conversations.

Don’t try to work on more than one 
infographic at a time.

✔ ✘

TO PROMPT WRITING TRY TO FLY SOLO

They’re interesting and make great 
writing prompts.

Look for teachers and parapros 
in your school who are good with 

graphics.

✔ ✘

FOR YOUR OWN PD FORGET TEXTBOOKS

Educators can learn a lot from good 
infographics.

Many textbooks include useful 
infographics.

✔ ✘

AS PART OF UDL GIVE UP

 They provide excellent learning 
alternatives for many students.

Working with infographics can be 
challenging. But it’s worth the effort.
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u �Chapter Nine 
Helping Students Learn  
Test-Taking Skills
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u� ��Chapter Nine 
Helping Students Learn Test-Taking Skills

Parapros can help students get better at taking tests. Some readers will proba-
bly have helped prepare students for tests already.

This chapter describes some general test-taking skills. And it considers some 
skills related to answering different kinds of test questions.

Many test-taking skills apply to virtually all types of tests. What skills are these? 
They include:

• �reading test instructions carefully,

• �budgeting test time, and 

• �answering questions even if it means making a good guess.

Students can learn these skills and improve their 
scores on both classroom and standardized tests. 
They can also learn tips for dealing with particular 
kinds of questions (like open-ended, true/false, and 
multiple-choice questions).

<Introductory Challenge 9.0>

Students Who Know Can Do Better. Do You  
Know One Too?

There are a number of ways that paraprofession-
als can help students improve their test-taking 
skills. As you work through the materials in this 
chapter, challenge yourself to think about what 
you would do to help a particular student who 
does poorly on tests. You can keep in mind an 
actual student you know, or consider an imagi-
nary student: “Tara.” 

Tara was disappointed in her score on a big test she took recently. If you use Tara for this 
challenge, think of her as a hardworking student with some learning challenges.

Imagine that Tara came to you even though she feels uncomfortable asking for help. But 
she knows you’ll do your best to help her. She says she felt good before the test because 
she’d studied hard for it. But, as she was taking it, she became less and less confident. 
She also felt like she knew much more than she was demonstrating through her answers. 
When she got her test back, her score was so low that she felt like crying.

Tara has good study habits, and you don’t want her to get discouraged and lose her mo-
tivation to study. As you work through this chapter, keep Tara—or your own student—in 
mind. Form a plan for what you might do and say to help make the next test a confi-
dence-building experience instead of another disappointment.

Key Concept: Tests 
are a big deal in 
schools, and edu-
cators spend a lot 

of time preparing student 
to take tests. Educators can 
prepare them in more and 
less useful ways. It’s good to 
know the useful ways to pre-
pare student to take tests.

<Callout 9.1>

Key Words and Phrases

Closed-ended questions: have 
one right answer that the test-tak-
er supplies or selects

Open-ended questions: have 
many right answers; answers 
are constructed by the test-taker 
to show knowledge and under-
standing

Extended-response questions: 
another name for open-ended 
questions, especially those asking 
for somewhat longer responses
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Test-Taking: General Skills

 The most important factor in how well students do on tests is what they know. But test-taking 
skills are also a factor. Consider two students who have exactly the same knowledge. But one 
tests better and gets better scores and grades.

What does that mean: “tests better”? It means that one student is more skilled at taking tests. 
It’s not mysterious or hard to explain. The other student could probably pick up some of those 
skills, maybe even out-testing the fellow student. 

Some test-taking skills can be applied effectively to almost all tests. Chief among these skills are

• �reading test questions and instructions carefully,

• �using time wisely by budgeting and using the entire allotted test time, and

• �responding as fully as possible to the test with good guesses.

Read the question carefully. Students must learn to do this. It’s simple, and it sounds obvious. 
Test day is a time for careful reading. But many students don’t bother. A surprising number of 
test-takers fail to read questions carefully. 

Also read the instructions carefully. Instructions are the template for the whole test. Read 
these wrong, and the cost will be very high. And the resulting mistakes will have nothing to 
do with what a student knows. This skill applies to the overall instructions for the entire test. 
And it also applies to instructions for each section. Instructions typically spell out how to 
answer the questions. For example, 

• �Do you circle the correct answer, fill in an oval, write in the answer or a letter, and 
so on?

• �How much time is allowed for each section?

• �How many points is each question worth? Does this change with each section?

Use test time effectively. Most tests are “timed.” Students have to complete them in a certain 
number of minutes. Exceptions are possible for some students. But all students should learn 
how to budget time on tests. They have to read the instructions first! Official time limits, if 
any, will be explained there. 

Once the time limit is known, additional planning is critical. Spending too much time on 
one part of the test—or on a really difficult question—wastes time. If students run out of time 
before finishing the test, their unanswered questions will be counted as errors! It’s better to 
skip the hardest questions and come back to them later, if there’s any time left. Students are 
more likely to be right on the questions they think are easy. And they are more likely to get 
difficult questions wrong. If students finish their test before the time is up, they should spend 
the leftover time checking their answers. Sometimes students put answers in the wrong place. 
If they don’t check, all those answers will be scored as errors.

So, budgeting time wisely is one of the most important test-taking skills. But this is difficult for 
some (maybe many) students. Budgeting time wisely—attending to the key details—is practi-
cally guaranteed to improve test scores.
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Respond as completely as possible. This is really part of budgeting time. It is a bit subtle and 
often involves the most difficult questions. And it has to do with guessing.

Some students won’t answer at all unless they’re certain their answer is correct. This is a mis-
take on tests, and (for the most part) in life. How can educators address this problem?

For one, they can teach students to start with the answers they know for sure and then narrow 
down their choices—this strategy works particularly well on multiple-choice and true/false 
questions. And they can teach students to construct more complete answers to open-ended 
questions. 

Test-Taking: Specific Types of Questions

There are some specific tricks for question types. Two major types of questions exist—
closed-ended and open-ended.

• �Closed-ended questions have one right answer that the test-taker either supplies or 
selects.

• �Open-ended questions can have many right answers.

With open-ended questions, test-takers write down their own answers. When open-ended 
questions require longer responses (e.g., several sentences or an essay), they are called ex-
tended-response questions. 

This part of the chapter looks first at closed-ended questions and then open-ended ones.

Closed-ended questions: true/false and multiple-choice. Responding to closed-ended ques-
tions requires reasoning. That reasoning is about the answer choices for the question. Test-tak-
ers need to judge the likelihood that a particular response is correct. Such reasoning helps the 
test-taker eliminate less probable choices. Strangely enough, just looking for a right answer 
isn’t enough. 
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Multiple-choice and true/false. Students should an-
swer all of these questions, unless there’s a now-rare 
guessing penalty. Students should budget their testing 
time efficiently so they have time to (1) get to all the 
questions, (2) circle back to the most difficult ques-
tions, and (3) check their work as fully as possible.

Because multiple-choice questions present a small 
number of response choices (see Callout 9.2), students 
may answer correctly even when they aren’t certain of 
their answer. The chance of guessing correctly im-
proves if they use what they know to eliminate obvi-
ously wrong answer choices. For example, with only 
four choices, students have a 25%—that is, a one-in-
four—chance of choosing the correct answer, even 
if they’re guessing. If they can eliminate two answers 
they know are wrong, they have a 50/50 chance of 
picking the right one. 

True/false questions start out with good odds for a right answer (see Callout 9.3). Why? The 
odds are 50/50 even if the student is totally guessing. Of course, knowing the right answer 
is far better. So, students’ chances increase dramatically if they know the material. True/false 

questions can be tricky, however, especially 
ones that are phrased to mislead. Even careful 
readers can be misled. For example, part of a 
true/false statement might be true. But part of 
it might be false. In properly constructed and 
scored true/false tests, if any part of the state-
ment is false, then the answer should be “false.” 
True/false questions may also contain a negative 
word, such as “not,” which changes the mean-
ing. Students may not notice this, particularly if 
they’re reading too quickly. 

<Callout 9.2>

Example of a Multiple-Choice Question

Famous sharpshooter Annie Oakley, one of the first 
American women to become an internationally famous 
performer, was born in which of the following locations:

a. Floyd County, Kentucky

b. Boone County, West Virginia

c. Bucks County, Pennsylvania

d. Darke County, Ohio

Hint: it’s north of the Mason-Dixon Line. (How does that 
knowledge improve the chances of a right answer?)

<Callout 9.3>

Example of a True/False Question

A hybrid breed of bear, an offspring 
of a polar bear and a grizzly, has not 
been discovered in the arctic region.

• True

• False
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Open-ended questions. Open-ended questions, such as short-answer and essay (also known 
as “extended response”) questions, require students to elaborate on what they know. These 
kinds of tests actually measure two things:

1. knowledge of a topic and

2. thinking about the topic.

Writing is a common way (but not the only way) for students to demonstrate their thinking. 

Essay questions can be difficult to interpret. What is the question really asking? Students 
should consult the teacher if they aren’t sure. Sometimes students can score poorly on a 
question even though they know the material. So, if students aren’t quite sure what a question 
means, it’s always good to ask the teacher before answering.

Consider the question in Callout 9.4. When they read it, students might not be sure what the 
teacher wants. Should they write about soldiers as well as civilians? People in the North and 
South all across the United States (including the West)? People who lived in the border states? 
People who lived only in the North or the South? Or only people who lived in both the North 
and South? These can be genuine confusions for some students.

Students who do well on essay questions understand some-
thing important. They understand how to budget their time. 
This is simpler with essay questions than with multiple-choice 
questions. The idea is to use all the time available to write. 
They don’t stop before the time is up. They don’t give up. 
They spend as much time as they can on their essay response. 
And they keep working even when they aren’t sure they’re 
completely on target with their answer. 

Open-book essay tests present special issues. In general, these tests measure understanding 
and not the recall of facts. Open-book essay tests are more about writing to show under-
standing. The “open-book” part simply lets students find some relevant facts if they need 
them. Typically, they don’t really need to rely on the book for very much. They should go into 
the test understanding the big picture—that’s the focus of the test. It could be the causes of 
a historical event. Or it might be the changes a story’s lead character undergoes. Too often, 
students get distracted. They search the book for facts and waste time. Instead, they should go 
into the test knowing where to find the main facts, if they need them. So, they should review 
the chapter or chapters before the test. That way, they won’t waste time looking for facts 
during the test. 

Here’s a final tip for essay tests. Neatness counts. A neatly written essay just makes a good 
impression. It doesn’t ask the teacher to waste time trying to decipher sloppy writing. Every-
one can try to be a bit neater for tests. And this includes students with bad handwriting or 
poor spelling. Encourage students to present their answers neatly.

Short-answer and fill-in-the-blank questions combine some features of closed-ended ques-
tions and some features of open-ended questions. Test-takers do supply the answer. But 
the set of acceptable answers is limited. Take a question like, “At Halloween, people often 
carve___________.” Most people would answer “pumpkins.” But “Jack-o-Lanterns” or even 
“lanterns” would also be OK. The answers are always brief. And the questions don’t allow 
for much interpretation. All of that makes them more like closed-ended questions and very 
unlike essay questions.

<Callout 9.4>

Example of an Essay Question

Describe the effects of the Civil War on people 
living in the North, and in the South, during 
the war. 
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Preparation for short-answer questions involves a lot of memori-
zation. Multiple-choice tests actually require less. That’s because 
the format of multiple-choice questions (with their limited num-
ber of answer choices) gives students the right answer. They can 
use logic to find it, even if they don’t exactly know it for sure. 
But short-answer questions also require careful reading. They 
may have multiple parts, and students need to answer each part. 
A student reading the short-answer question in Callout 9.5, for 
example, might skim over the “define” instructions and focus on 
the direction to draw and label a plant.

Fill-in-the blank questions are a special type of short-answer question. They use a sentence 
or phrase with a blank space. The students are supposed to “fill in the blank” with a correct 
word or phrase. 

These questions won’t have very many correct 
choices available. But they offer lots of clues 
to the test-taker. The sentence with the blank 
provides the clues.

Students should read the entire sentence ac-
curately and fully, looking for these clues. For 
instance, if the sentence includes a plural verb, 
then the answer likely will be a plural word.

Sometimes the word just before or after the 
blank can help narrow the possible answers. 

The fill-in-the-blank question in Callout 9.6 has such a clue: the noun “attitudes” suggests 
that an adjective should go in the blank.

Note, too, that the meaning of the sentence is a clue. What kinds of attitudes “typical of the 
South in the 1950s” are important to this novel? Students might or might not know, of course. 
But the concept will be familiar to many people. 

<Callout 9.5>

Short-Answer Question

Define “photosynthesis” and draw a plant 
with all the basic parts used in the process 
of photosynthesis. Be sure to label the parts 
of the plant.

<Callout 9.6>

Fill-in-the-Blank Question

Harper Lee’s novel To Kill a Mocking-
bird is narrated by a six-year-old White 
girl nicknamed “Scout,” who is con-
fronted with tragedy brought about by 
_______________ attitudes typical of 
the South in the 1950s.
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When Can Paraprofessionals Teach Test-Taking Skills?

Parapros can share test-taking suggestions with their students—either individually or in small 
groups. When there’s a test coming up, it’s a good time to do a little training in test-taking 
skills. In fact, there’s no better time.

To focus on the right test-taking skills, parapros need to know what the test will be like. Does 
it have multiple-choice items? Short-answer items? Fill-in-the-blank items? With this knowl-
edge, parapros can teach the most relevant skills. 

And after the test, parapros can also talk with their students about the experience of taking 
the test. The conversation will probably be more useful once the students are able to look at 
their graded test papers. Understanding why they made errors helps students learn the con-
tent better and also improve their test-taking skills for the future.

<Activity 9.1> 

Using Your Own Test-Taking Skills

Purpose

This activity focuses on the challenges of taking tests. It also shows some of the ways that 
test-taking skills can help students.

Procedures

Step One. Take the short quiz below.

Quiz on Life in the United States

Read the following five questions and answer them as quickly as you can. Each of the 
first four questions is worth 10 points, and the last question is worth 60 points. The time 
allotted for the test is 10 minutes. Please check the time before you start. Stop working 
on the quiz after 10 minutes. Answer each question to the best of your ability; there is no 
penalty for guessing. Begin when you are ready.

1. How often do most adults in the US eat out?

A. Once a day

B. Once a week

C. Twice a week

D. Once a month

2. �One of the most common tests taken by people from every walk of life is the written  
driver’s license exam; usually these tests are not multiple-choice.

£ True	

£ False

3. In the popular team sport volleyball, what does it mean to “spike” the ball?
____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________
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4. �In political slang, a “dark horse” candidate is one who was mostly unknown before 
running for office. An elected official in her or his last term is sometimes called a 
“_____________ duck.”

5. �Explain why you think girls and women should (or should not) be allowed to be in the 
Special Forces, such as the Navy Seals. Support your opinion with facts! 

____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

Step 2. Reflect on the quiz by answering the two questions below. If you are in a work-
shop, of course, you can discuss your answers with the group.

1. Which of the general test-taking skills are most important in this quiz?

2. What test-taking skills did you use in completing the quiz?

Step 3. Reflect on the quiz questions by completing the following chart (Table 9.1). 

Table 9.1

Chart for Organizing Reflections

Type of 
Question Quiz Question Challenge

Test-Taking 
Skill(s) 
Needed

Multiple-Choice 
Question

How often do most adults in the US eat out? 
A. Once a day 
B. Once a week 
C. Twice a week 
D. Once a month

   

True/False 
Question

One of the most common tests taken by people in every walk 
of life is the driver’s license exam; usually these tests are not 
multiple-choice exams.

£ True

£ False

   

Short- Answer 
Question

In the popular team sport volleyball, what does it mean to 
“spike” the ball?

   

Fill-in-the-Blank 
Question

In political slang, a “dark horse” candidate is one who 
was mostly unknown before running for office. An elected 
official in her or his last term of office is sometimes called a 
“____________ duck.”

   

Essay  
Question

Explain why girls and women should (or should not) be allowed 
to be in the special forces, such as the Navy Seals. Support 
your opinion with facts!
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<Tool 9.1>

Tool for the Field: Guidelines for Using a Practice Test

Procedure

Select a student to work with. Choose a student with an upcoming test.

Obtain a practice test by asking a teacher or someone on the instructional team. The 
practice test should be similar to one the student will take in the near future.

Hand the student the practice test and then ask, “What is the first thing you should do?” 
Ask the student to read the test’s instructions aloud to you. Afterward, discuss with the 
student the important information that was in the instructions. At this point, check to be 
sure the student understands important terms in the instructions, such as “identify,” “sum-
marize,” or “define.”

Ask the student to skim through the test. Then ask, “What kinds of questions are on the 
test, and how many questions are there?” If the student needs help, point out the differ-
ent kinds of questions and what they’re asking for (e.g., multiple-choice, true/false, essay, 
short-answer). 

Have the student predict how long it will take to answer the questions. If the practice test 
is short (only one or two pages), have the student answer all the questions as you time it. 
If it’s a long sample test (three or more pages), have the student answer the questions on 
the first page only. Time the student and see how close the prediction came. Discuss with 
the student the differences in time that different types of questions take to answer. 

Ask the student to read and think aloud as he or she answers different types of questions. 
Discuss the student’s thinking in terms of test-taking skills. These include reading careful-
ly, eliminating choices for multiple-choice questions, and giving at least a partial answer 
to short-answer or essay questions. 

Have the student finish the test silently. Make sure the student gets to the end of the test. 
Then ask him or her to go back and try to finish any uncompleted questions—and to 
review the answers to other questions.

Ask the student to complete the Test-Taking Strategies Checklist below (Table 9.2). Dis-
cuss the student’s answers. Ask for and answer the student’s questions about the skills 
checklist or practice test.

Table 9.2

Test-Taking Strategies Checklist for Students

Steps for Taking a Test Check to 
Indicate “Yes”

Did I read the test instructions carefully?
Did I skim the test to see how many and what kind of questions were on it?
Did I predict how long it would take me to complete the test?
Did I read each question carefully?
Did I guess on questions I didn’t know the answers to?
Did I move on if a question took so much time it might keep me from finishing the test?
Did I go back over the test to finish questions I had trouble answering and to review my 
other answers?



Helping with Instruction: A Guide for Paraprofessionals  |  111

Revisiting the Introductory Challenge

The Introductory Challenge asked you to think about a plan to help an individual student 
learn test-taking skills. We hope you’ve seen many possibilities.

The chapter suggested planning for a student you’ve worked with. Or you could have 
planned for an imaginary student: “Tara.” In either case—a real student or an imaginary 
one—list at least one or two things you could do to accomplish each of the following four 
planning goals:

1. �Find out whether the student was as well prepared for the test as she or he thought. 

2. �Find out what test-taking skills the student used. 

3. �Decide what test-taking skills the student should learn or review before taking the 
next test.

4. �Provide practice activities on the test-taking skills. 
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Summary

What students know is the most important factor in how well they do on tests. But knowing 
how to take tests is also important. If two students have the same knowledge, the one with 
better test-taking-skills will do better on a test. And these skills are not so difficult to learn. “I 
don’t do well on tests” is not a good thing for students to think. Anyone can become a better 
test-taker.

There are general test-taking skills, as well as skills specific to different kinds of test questions. 
Students need to practice these skills. Chief among them are:

• �reading test questions and instructions attentively,

• �using time wisely and working on the test for the entire allotted period, and

• �responding fully to the test even when unsure of the answer.

Questions can be broadly categorized as closed-ended and open-ended. They pose different 
challenges to students.

Closed-ended questions are looking for specific answers. Facts and memorization are quite 
important for answering these questions correctly.

Open-ended questions—short-answer or essay questions—go beyond rote recall of lesson 
material. They require at least a little writing. Essay (also known as “extended response”) 
questions go even further. They require writing that analyzes, explains, or integrates concepts. 
They are more about understanding than about spitting back facts. But facts are still important 
to illustrate ideas. 

Parapros can work with students individually or in small groups to learn test-taking skills. 
Right before a test is a good time to review these skills.
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u �Chapter Ten 
Putting It All Together: The 
Paraprofessional’s Contribution 
to Instruction
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u� ��Chapter Ten 
Putting It All Together: The Paraprofessional’s 
Contribution to Instruction

Universal Design for Learning (UDL) principles underlie the approach 
in this book. UDL believes that one size does not fit all. Students 
learn in different ways. They benefit from different kinds of supports to 
help them learn and become better learners. Those different supports 
scaffold instruction for them. Scaffolding makes instruction much more 
effective. 

Paraprofessionals play an important role in this process because they 
often help with instruction in the classroom. In many schools parapros 
work with an instructional team to help students learn. (The team can 

be a parapro with a single teacher. Or it can be a larger team that includes other teachers and 
other parapros.) 

Key Concept: Parapros can 
help with instruction. In 
particular, they can help 
represent content in multiple 

ways, help engage students in multi-
ple ways, and help assess learning in 
multiple ways. 
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<Introductory Challenge 10.0>

Clara and Mary Take a Crosswalk

Clara Bowles and Marty Winston are two parapros at South High School. Each has many 
years of experience in classrooms. This Fall, they both enrolled in a community college 
course on instructional strategies. The instructor gave them the following assignment.

Assignment

The crosswalk below (in Table 10.1) shows various instructional strategies and learning 
needs. Complete the crosswalk by placing an X in the cells showing the intersections of 
different strategies with different needs.

Table 10.1

Crosswalk of Instructional Strategies and Learning Needs

Needs/ 
strategies

Orienting to 
a lesson

Seeing a visual 
representation of 

a concept

Understanding 
cause and 

effect

Structuring 
study time

Performing 
well on  
tests

Identifying 
the features 

of a story

Writing 
about a 
process

Learning 
targets

             

Advance 
organizers

             

Concept 
maps

             

Story maps              
Fishbone 
charts

             

Venn 
diagrams

             

Crosswalks              
T charts              
Study skills              
Metacognitive 
strategies

             

Infographics              
Test-taking 
skills

             

Based on what you learned by working with the materials in this book, how would you 
complete the crosswalk?
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<Activity 10.1>

Adding to Your Toolkit—or Bag of Tricks

Purpose

In many places, professional development for parapros is limited. Of course, your school 
or district might be different. But whatever the case, this activity gives you a chance to 
think about ways to add to your instructional skills. It will help you take charge of your 
own professional development—what it will involve and where it’s going.

Setup

Parapros who help with instruction often find it rewarding. And there’s always more 
to learn about instruction. Not every parapro wants to go back to school to become a 
teacher. But every educator—teachers and parapros alike—can always learn more about 
instruction. The idea here is to find helpful things that are locally accessible. 

Procedures

• �First, investigate your local training options. Typical sources of training are de-
scribed below. Find out what you can, following the instructions in Part I. Write 
down in one place what you discover.

• �Second, think about your options. Make your own plan to learn more.

 Part I: Investigation

1. �Most school districts offer training to parapros. Find out where and when the train-
ing will happen and write it down. Think about asking the principal or central office 
administrator if parapros can ever attend workshops that are primarily organized for 
teachers. Write down what you find out.

2. �States have various agencies that provide workshops to teachers and parapros. You 
can call the agency in your state to find out what it offers. And you can ask your su-
pervising teacher or instructional team about those opportunities. The agencies have 
different names in different states. Again, write down what you find out.

3. �Some community colleges offer training for parapros. Often that training leads to an 
associate degree. Look at the websites of community colleges in your region to see 
if any of their programs help prepare parapros. Write down notes about the options.

4. �Some four-year colleges treat credit from community colleges’ associate degree pro-
grams as the first two years of work in an undergraduate teacher preparation pro-
gram. (Some are called 2+2 programs.) Check the websites of local colleges in your 
area to see if they offer these types of programs. Write down what you find out.

 Part 2: Thinking about What You Learned

1. �Organize and review your notes about local options for learning more about 
instruction.

2. �Which approach or approaches do you think might work well for you?

3. �Are you ready to make specific plans for learning more about instruction? If so, 
what are your next steps? These steps will be your plan.
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Revisiting the Introductory Challenge

The Introductory Challenge presented an assignment to two parapros, Mary and Clara. The 
assignment was part of a course on instructional strategies that they were taking. Mary and 
Clara had to match learning needs with instructional strategies, using a crosswalk.

Now it’s time to look at the crosswalk again. We’ve filled it out ourselves, based on our best 
hunches. When you look at our choices, consider two sets of questions:

1. �Do you agree with our choices? Why or why not?

2. �What are some ideas for using each particular strategy to meet a particular learning 
need? How can you use each of these ideas with your current or future students?

Table 10.2

The Authors’ Choices on the Crosswalk

Needs/ 
strategies

Orienting to 
a lesson

Seeing a visual 
representation  
of a concept

Understanding 
cause and effect

Structuring 
study time

Performing 
well on tests

Identifying the 
features of a 

story

Writing about 
a process

Learning targets X            

Advance 
organizers X X          

Concept maps   X X       X

Story maps   X       X  

Fishbone charts   X X       X

Venn diagrams   X         X

Crosswalks   X         X

T charts   X X       X

Study skills X     X X    

Metacognitive 
strategies X     X X    

Infographics   X         X

Test-taking skills X
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Summary

Each chapter has ended with a summary. This chapter is a summary for the whole book. But it 
needs a summary, too. And in fact, the chapter is going to end with four summaries:

• �one paragraph

• �one sentence

• �one word

• �a graphic organizer

This is one way to sum up the most important messages in this book in a single paragraph:

Instruction is a support to learning that helps students move from their current level of 
knowledge or skill to the next higher level. Students need different supports, or scaffolds, 
that work best for them at each opportunity to learn. To help students acquire meaning-
ful new knowledge or skills, effective instruction must match good scaffolds to students’ 
needs and preferences. Many different activities, models, and explanations work as scaf-
folds. Effective classroom instruction requires educators to provide a number of different 
scaffolds with the potential to help different students learn. This approach to instruction 
fits with the principles of Universal Design for Learning (UDL). It also makes students 
better aware of their own learning processes and helps them control their own learning 
to the greatest extent possible.

To sum up the most important messages in one sentence, one might say:

Instruction uses different scaffolds with different students to help them learn the  
next knowledge or skills in a learning progression.

If one wanted to sum it up in one word, one might just say:

Scaffolding.

And a concept map of the most important messages might look like this:

Learning Targets

Metacognition

Study Skills

Advance Organizers

Concept Maps, etc.

Infographics

Test-taking Skills

ScaffoldingUDLInstruction
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