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Foreword

When it comes to classroom instruction, there is a widely held belief that teaching 
is either an art or a science, or is a combination of both. As in any profession, 
there are individuals who seem to be perfectly suited to their position, and these 
people emanate a passion and drive that appears as natural as if they are drawing 
inspiration from an endless well. Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, author of Flow: The 
Psychology of Optimal Experience, discusses the idea of “flow” in terms of “the 
way people describe their state of mind when consciousness is harmoniously 
ordered, and they want to pursue whatever they are doing for its own sake.” We 
see examples of flow in children on the playground, when constraints of time 
and space appear secondary to a state of freedom and joy. When the school bell 
signals an end to recess or lunch, it is as if these children are jolted from the real 
world back into a mundane existence, filled with a sense of malaise or maintaining 
only periodic interest until the bell rings again and they can return to their real 
“work.” Many educators long for this experience of play in their instruction and 
would rather view their work as a vocation than an occupation. How, then, are 
teachers able to capture this sense of engagement in the classroom and design 
lessons steeped in both art and science, resulting in flow for all members of a 
classroom community? 

In P.L.A.N. for Better Learning, Kirk Savage and Kevin Bird capture the essence of 
how to create this sense of flow in the classroom by drawing on their many years 
of teaching experience and the tenets of Smart Learning (Close). They present a 
cohesive lesson design that pushes the learner to deeper levels of understanding; 
they also provide plans and templates to assist with implementation in all areas of 
the curriculum. The authors give accounts of how well this lesson design works 
schoolwide and the dramatic improvements in a variety of assessments. In the 
milestone document, The Nature of Learning: Using Research to Inspire Practice 
(OECD 2010), Eric de Corte professes that a core goal of education should be the 
acquisition of “adaptive competence, i.e. the ability to apply meaningfully learned 
knowledge and skills flexibly and creatively in a variety of contexts and situations.” 
In order to achieve this goal, well-designed lessons promoting profound learning 
in each area of the curriculum are needed in every classroom. And in order for 
this to happen, educators need a P.L.A.N.

—Jonathan Ferris (Principal, Chilliwack School District)
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This book holds an answer to the seemingly complex question: How can we 
improve education? In it, we will explore common pieces of successful classroom 
teachings that are surprisingly simple and replicable. Masterful presenters utilize 
a common framework in their planning process that is attainable for all educa-
tors, whether the purpose is to teach a concept to a class, compose a speech for a 
keynote address, or lead a staff meeting.

Kevin: Many years ago I found summer employment as an instructor at a 
water ski school on Okanagan Lake in British Columbia. Over the course of 
the summer, my colleagues and I taught water-skiing skills to hundreds of 
adults and children. We created a “never fail” plan of instruction that was 
replicable. Using our teaching plan, we could quickly train new staff. These 
new staff members proved to be just as effective as teachers as we were.
 Our students were delighted with our program. Who doesn’t love success? 
Some of our students had struggled for years to learn to ski. These students 
walked away with new found confidence and pride. Novices were equally 
impressed with themselves and left looking for opportunities to show off 
their new skill.
 Before you get carried away thinking about what truly exceptional teachers 
we must have been, I will let you in on a little secret. Early on, we noticed 
there was a difference between what looked like two identical sets of skis. 
Using one set of skis, students met with failure, but, using the other set, they 
succeeded.
 What was the difference between the sets of skis? One of our instructors 
went underwater to observe the skis in action. He found that the sets of skis 
had different pivot points. On close inspection it was discovered the boots 
on one set were positioned further forward on the ski than the boots on the 
other. This slight difference was all it took to unbalance an inexperienced 
skier.

This story is a fitting introduction to the structure that underlies the prem-
ise of this book: namely, the value of applying a foundational coherent struc-
ture to each learning opportunity. Teachers have always looked for better ways to 
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help their students learn, and this search has resulted in a common approach for 
structuring lessons. One such approach breaks down learning opportunities into 
three categories and is most often seen in literature classes:

1. Connect
2. Process
3. Transform
(Brownlie, Feniak, & Schnellert, 2006; Close, McClaren, & Stickley, 2002)  

These categories are used to group strategies in the British Columbia Language 
Arts Curriculum through a before-reading, during-reading, and after-reading 
structure (BC Ministry of Education, 2006). The model can also be seen in the 
tenets of such programs such as the Sheltered Instruction Observation Program 
(SIOP) for English Language Learners (Echevarria, Vogt, & Short).

SMART Learning is a transformational approach to teaching reading that fol-
lows the latest in brain research. Like the water-ski instructor who noted some-
thing (i.e., balanced skis) was missing in order for students to achieve success, 
Susan Close saw that a part was missing from the learning structure. She refined 
the process and added a fourth aspect—Reflect—to further enhance student 
 learning:

1. Connect
2. Process
3. Transform
4. Reflect

Close’s refinements included detailing nine steps that flowed from the four 
aspects and formed the core nucleus of SMART Learning. Working with a team 
of teachers from the New Westminster School District in British Columbia, 
Close built SMART Learning into a leading research-based literacy program for 
instruction. First as participants in the research and then as school administra-
tors, we have watched SMART Learning produce tangible results in classrooms, 
schools, and districts.

This book is compatible with the framework of Connect/Process/Transform/
Reflect. We answer the question: How do we teach all lessons, regardless of cur-
ricular area, with the big ideas of skills, comprehension, and engagement in mind? 
It is our goal to bridge

the gulf between the research community and the practice community, 
because the former has not been able to develop a concrete manifestation of 
the concept that can inform practice. (Leet, 2000)

P.L.A.N. is a concrete teaching process that is replicable and accessible for 
teachers. This straightforward teaching framework will work in any classroom, 
regardless of content or grade level, and requires minimal in-service—with 
P.L.A.N. you can learn today, do tomorrow.

P.L.A.N. is made up of the following steps, which are integral to the learning/
teaching process. This does not mean all learning looks the same; rather, there 
exist underlying concepts that need to be present for learning. P.L.A.N. is not 

A research-based instructional 
model, the Sheltered Instruction 
Observation Protocol (SIOP) has 
proven effective in addressing the 
academic needs of English learners 
throughout the United States. 
It consists of eight interrelated 
components:
t� -FTTPO�1SFQBSBUJPO
t� #VJMEJOH�#BDLHSPVOE
t� $PNQSFIFOTJCMF�*OQVU
t� 4USBUFHJFT
t� *OUFSBDUJPO
t� 1SBDUJDF�"QQMJDBUJPO
t� -FTTPO�%FMJWFSZ
t� 3FWJFX���"TTFTTNFOU
	&DIFWBSSJB�7PHU���4IPSU�����


4."35�-FBSOJOH�BOE�JUT�JEFBT�
about instruction, leadership, and 
classroom environment has served 
as inspiration for both the content 
BOE�TQJSJU�PG�UIJT�CPPL��*G�ZPV�BSF�
interested in further enhancing 
ZPVS�UFBDIJOH�TLJMMT�QBSUJDVMBSMZ�JO�
UIF�SFBMN�PG�SFBEJOH�BOE�XSJUJOH�
XF�FODPVSBHF�ZPV�UP�WJTJU�UIF�
4."35�-FBSOJOH�XFCTJUF��XXX�
smartreading.ca
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a lockstep process; if you build on the foundational structure, there is infinite 
space to personalize this approach to individual teaching styles and situations. 
The non-negotiable or foundational part of the approach is that four steps need 
to be included in each presentation, to a lesser or greater extent:

1. Preparation for Learning
2. Learning Sequence
3. Authentic Application
4. New Thinking

In order to explain the P.L.A.N. approach in this book, we will use a variety of 
lesson examples, ranging from literacy, to math, to physical education. We will 
explain how flexible the P.L.A.N. approach is and how it can be used in any con-
tent or curricular area.

We will outline and detail a roadmap for educators to use in their classrooms, 
regardless of the resources, systems, or philosophies in place. Because we detail 
how to deliver high-quality, universal instruction, educators who implement 
Response to Intervention (RTI) will find this book invaluable. Schools work-
ing on developing 21st-century learning plans will likewise find that P.L.A.N. 
informs this conversation and supports the development of creative and critical 
thinking.

Kirk: Many years ago, I was teaching middle-school physical education. One 
of the units that I, like every other PE teacher, taught each year was basket-
ball. One year, as we were nearing the end of the unit, I decided to teach my 
Grade 8 class the pick and roll. In this staple play in the basketball world, two 
offensive players—the one with the ball and a teammate—work together to 
create a two-on-one play at the basket.
 I spent two full classes showing, drawing, and demonstrating the pick and 
roll to my students. At the end of the two lessons, the students were unable 
to produce a play even close to a pick and roll. I had failed. I had taught and 
taught and tried and tried, but to no avail. I had a choice. I could give up and 
move on (after all, I had met my curricular responsibilities by “covering” the 
concept), or I could try something else.
 This was when Kevin and I were working with SMART Learning in New 
Westminster. Our team was focused on reading strategies and how best to 
teach reading comprehension. We had been using a Connect/Process/Trans-
form/Reflect process with readers to great result. As I was prepping for my 
third lesson on pick and roll with my Grade 8 PE class, I made the connec-
tion between teaching reading and teaching basketball. What if I tried the 
same strategies that had been working in reading in my PE class?
 Guess what? It worked! From that day forward, I would never teach the 
same way again.

Kevin: I remember this basketball lesson experience a little differently and 
perhaps should refresh Kirk’s memory of the events. I had been involved in 
the SMART Learning research group and was convinced the steps of SMART 
Learning—Connect, Process, Transform, and Reflect—were key to
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effective learning. Kirk was extremely skeptical. He believed that for a learn-
ing theory to be really effective, its application should be universal. If it 
worked for literacy, it should also work for other areas of study. I pointed out 
that some of the steps of SMART learning were very similar to the steps an 
Olympic athlete takes to prepare for competition. Kirk was a World Games 
gold medalist and, when he paused to reflect on this new argument, he 
agreed that the processes were similar to those he used for his own athletic 
success. Mmm… Could this learning process be modified for use with other 
subjects? Kirk agreed to apply the method to his next basketball lesson (a 
complicated pick and roll play) and…Bingo! We then tried it in other classes 
(math, social studies, etc.) and our excitement about our evolving teaching 
method was uncontainable. We knew we were onto something—that the core 
processes of Connect/Process/Transform/Reflect would guide our teaching 
growth throughout our career, evolving into P.L.A.N.

Here’s the brief overview of the fateful basketball lesson plan:

t� 'JSTU�*�IBE�TUVEFOUT�VOEFSTUBOE�UIBU�PVS�HPBM�XBT�UP�CF�BCMF�UP�EFNPOTUSBUF�B�
pick and roll in a game situation.

t� 5IFO�XF�CSBJOTUPSNFE�FWFSZUIJOH�XF�BMSFBEZ�LOFX�BCPVU�UIF�QJDL�BOE�SPMM�
t� 5IFO�*�TFRVFODFE�UIF�MFTTPO�JOUP�NBOBHFBCMF�QSPHSFTTJPOT�TP�UIBU�TUVEFOUT�

could process the information in small groups. Each group of three students 
was told that, near the end of the lesson, they would have the chance to play 
half-court games versus the other three-person teams.
1. In the first sequence the team was to use pencil and paper to create a plan.
2. In the second sequence the team was to actually run some pick-and-roll 

drills with only one defender (who was guarding the ball carrier).
3. Finally, the team would meet again and illustrate their plan for the game 

with a pencil drawing.
t� &BDI�HSPVQ�T�BVUIFOUJD�UBTL�XBT�UP�BUUFNQU�B�NJOJNVN�PG�UISFF�QJDL�BOE�SPMM�

plays in their game against another team.
t� "GUFS�UIF�HBNFT�UIF�HSPVQT�PG�UISFF�XFOU�CBDL�UP�UIFJS�QBQFS�BOE�EJTDVTTFE�

their team’s effectiveness. Did they achieve their goal? Why or why not? What 
would they need to do better next time?

Once one knows what to look for, the steps of P.L.A.N. are observable in every 
situation and on every level where successful teaching and learning is taking 
place. In the basketball lesson description, each step of the P.L.A.N. was touched 
upon—and touched upon in order.

Over the last ten years of action research, the core concepts behind P.L.A.N. 
have, in various forms, been effectively used in classrooms, schools, districts, and 
board rooms. Whether in a single classroom, by a whole school, or supported by 
a school district, this process has produced meaningful and significant changes 
in student performance. These changes have been effectively measured through 
various class, schoolwide, and provincial/state assessments. The same positive 
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effects have been observed in classes composed of rural and urban, impoverished 
and wealthy school communities.

P.L.A.N. is a universal improvement maker. One school, Muheim Elementary 
in Smithers, British Columbia, adopted the core components of P.L.A.N. as their 
school strategy at a time when they were one of the lowest-ranked schools in 
their province. They chose the school goal of “improving thinking for all stu-
dents” and had four objectives:

1. Our students will Prepare for Learning.
2. Our students will be taught through planned Learning Sequences.
3. Our students will learn through Authentic Applications.
4. Our students will reflect on their learning to initiate New Thinking.

Following this strategy, the school went from being a bottom-level performer 
to a top-level performer, and it has stayed in the top tier ever since, despite its 
location in a community suffering from overwhelming poverty and challenging 
social issues.

We could list many examples, but what matters most is not what P.L.A.N. has 
managed to do for all the research classrooms, schools, playing fields, or presen-
tations we’ve witnessed. What matters is what P.L.A.N. can do for you—and the 
only way to find this out is to try it. P.L.A.N. has met with success in some of the 
most difficult circumstances possible and, because we’ve seen this success, we are 
confident you will find it works for you too.

When watching a practitioner of the P.L.A.N. format, workshop participants 
often respond: “When we watch them teach—it seems so easy… I just don’t think 
I could do it that way.” Or “Wow! The students were working harder than you were 
in that lesson.” Another common theme in comments is that the time just flies 
by: “I can hardly believe that our time together today is over already.” Observers 
are always impressed by the higher-level thinking students demonstrate in their 
authentic tasks and in their reflections, or new thinking.

These comments speak to the ability to implement purposeful planning, per-
sonalization, and engagement. It is not enough to talk about better teaching; it is 
about actually doing it.

When we truly prepare ourselves to teach powerful lessons, anxiety fades, con-
fidence builds, and we know that all we have to do is to trust our process. In fact, 
that is exactly what we say to each other (and to ourselves) minutes before deliv-
ering presentations to packed auditoriums of hundreds of people. “Don’t fret. Just 
trust the process.”

Whatever the subject, whatever the age of the learner, and whatever the cir-
cumstance of the learning, P.L.A.N. provides a replicable practicable structure 
that supports the growth of student thinking and metacognition.
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1
What Is P.L.A.N.?

Kirk: Recently I attended an educational conference where I had the privilege 
of listening to a keynote address by Andy Hargreaves from Boston College. 
The room was packed with more than 500 educators, and Hargreaves was 
charged with presenting material not only to inform our practice, but also to 
engage and push our thinking, in the hopes that when we left the conference 
we might be a little more enlightened.
 Before the presentation, we had an opportunity to talk to someone else 
in the audience. I ended up talking to a colleague from another jurisdiction 
and we discussed what might happen in the next couple of hours. I briefly 
explained that I was working on a project and the goal of the project was to 
illustrate that all engaging presentations follow a similar framework. I was 
hoping to be engaged that day, and I was curious whether the keynote would 
align with my previous experiences.
 In order to fall into the general framework, the start of the talk would have 
to contain some purpose statements of what we would accomplish together, 
as well as a number of connecting questions that would help the audience 
familiarize themselves with the content or topic. Next, the talk would break 
into a number of discrete, yet connected, stories that would build on each 
other to prepare us for a final activity. The final activity would be something 
that would include a call to action or a plea to go away and change our prac-
tice or thinking. Finally, at the end of the keynote, there would be some time 
set aside for new thinking. We would look at our initial goals and assess what 
we accomplished and learned together that morning.
 I had to talk fast, but in a couple of minutes I was able to communicate 
these stages to my kindly, but only vaguely engaged, talking partner.
 What followed did not surprise me in the least. Dr. Hargreaves set pur-
pose, posed us questions, and reminded us of how the work we were doing 
locally is connected to the work he was presenting. Then we were offered 
stories that were interesting, but that more importantly built on each other 
and were designed to push our thinking out of our comfort zone.
 When Dr. Hargreaves asked us to create an action statement of what we 
were going to do when we returned to work the following week, my eyes met 
those of my partner from 75 minutes earlier. His astonished expression left 
little doubt as to his thoughts. How had I known? I am sure at the time of our
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conversation he had thought I was just a little crazy. Amazing the difference 
75 minutes of solid teaching makes!
 The level of engagement that Dr. Hargreaves was able to elicit in a room 
of 500 participants was palpable: the time flew by, and learning occurred. So 
it was no surprise when the last portion of the keynote featured a wrap-up 
and conclusion of the ideas he presented, and we were asked to once again 
consider our own contexts and whether we found his ideas a fit for own 
unique situations. Thus we left the keynote with the learning “sealed in.” This 
completed the learning loop for the keynote address.

This anecdote highlights exactly why P.L.A.N. is so exciting to us—and we hope 
to the reader as well. It is simple enough to explain in the minute or two before a 
presentation, yet is sophisticated enough to support high-level engagement with 
difficult material. On the surface, P.L.A.N. is straightforward enough to allow 
for effortless use for every learning situation. But, as we shall see, this seemingly 
simple process is supported with complex, brain-friendly best practices.

Why P.L.A.N.?

All learners have questions. As a reader right now, you are probably asking ques-
tions! For instance: Why does P.L.A.N. matter to me? Why should I continue read-
ing? The answer that usually convinces educators to read on is this: This will 
reduce your stress and increase your effectiveness as an educator.

The success we have found with our teaching method makes us eager to share 
it with students and educators. Classrooms that have adopted the tenets—in fact, 
even just some of the components—of P.L.A.N. have had transformational results. 
Our experience supports that planning for instruction with these core principles 
in mind leads to increased student engagement, improved student achievement, 
higher teacher efficacy, and lower stress levels for students and teachers alike.

In his book Start With Why (2009), Simon Sinek talks about the importance of 
being able to answer the fundamental question of why we do what we do. He says 
that many organizations are unsuccessful because they create whys that match 
their actions instead of having whys that create their actions: We teach students 
(action), this is why we are a school. Sinek says that the why should drive our 
practice: We care about student learning (the why); therefore, we teach students in 
school.

Educators who have a strong brain-based understanding of the reasons or the 
whys for what they do are likely to be effective. They are able to communicate 
clearly to students, colleagues, supervisors, and parents. Educators who have a 
well-defined sense of who they are as teachers find it easy to respond to novel 
situations. Educators unclear of their philosophy often struggle, reacting to every 
new situation as an insolated event, one that is unrelated to the greater picture or 
to their core beliefs.

P.L.A.N.
��� PSFQBSBUJPO�GPS�-FBSOJOH
��� Learning Sequence
��� Authentic Application
4. NFX�5IJOLJOH
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Consider a lesson that you taught recently that was particularly effective. Now, 
ask yourself these questions about it:

t� 8FSF�UIF�TUVEFOUT�FOHBHFE 
t� %JE�UIFZ�MFBSO�XIBU�UIFZ�XFSF�TVQQPTFE�UP 
t� %JE�UIFZ�EFNPOTUSBUF�UIFJS�MFBSOJOH 
t� 8BT�UIF�DMBTT�PSHBOJ[FE 
t� 8BT�UIFSF�B�MPHJDBM�TFRVFODF�PG�BDUJWJUJFT 
t� 8BT�UIFSF�BO�PQQPSUVOJUZ�UP�DFMFCSBUF�UIF�MFBSOJOH�BU�UIF�FOE�PG�UIF�DMBTT 

Did you answer “yes” to each of those questions? If it was a particularly effective 
lesson, then likely you answered every question in the affirmative.

The power of P.L.A.N. is that it reflects good teaching! Master teachers already 
integrate components of P.L.A.N. intuitively. However, it is best to base teaching 
practices on conscious and intentional instruction rather than on intuition alone.

The Origins of P.L.A.N.

As we adapted Connect/Process/Transform to develop P.L.A.N., the works of 
many notable educators served as a springboard for our own ideas. We have 
already mentioned the important contributions of Susan Close and the SMART 
Learning research team. Other educators include Brownlie, Schnellert, and Miller 
(literacy); Madeline Hunter (lesson design); Maslow (Hierarchy of Needs); Piaget 
(zone of proximal development, scaffolding in particular); McTighe and Wig-
gins (backwards design); Covey (beginning with the end in mind); and Fitts and 
Posner (Learning Phases).

The varied works of Brownlie, Schnellert, and Miller are brain-based, class-
room-friendly, and structured on the use of explicit strategies to help students 
understand text. A common thread that connects these approaches is a belief 
that explicit instruction before, during, and after a learning activity is paramount.

Madeline Hunter’s work introduced the idea of the anticipatory set and learn-
ing objectives, emphasizing carefully constructed lessons with an end in mind. 
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs explains that human responses are driven by need 
fulfillment—starting with basic needs, moving to safety and security, then to love 
and affection, and finally to self-actualization. Piaget’s work includes the con-
structionist concept that new knowledge builds on previous knowledge, allow-
ing students to climb toward their goals. McTighe, Wiggins, and Covey promote 
being aware of objectives from the beginning of processes. Fitts and Posner’s 
work, while highly specific to movement-based skills, demonstrates the impor-
tance of visualizing learning; i.e., building the picture of the skill in order to com-
prehend it.

Also reflected in this book are ideas connected with Universal Design for 
Learning (UDL), Response to Intervention (RTI), and Professional Learning 
Communities (PLCs). There has been much work done in British Columbia that 
has been important in the development of our ideas: the BC Ministry of Educa-
tion’s work concerning performance standards in the areas of literacy, numer-
acy, and social responsibility was brilliant and ahead of its time; Reading 44, a 

5IF�HPBM�PG�UIJT�CPPL�JT�UP�
DPNNVOJDBUF�UP�UFBDIFST�IPX�UP�
JODPSQPSBUF�1�-�"�/��JO�UIFJS�EBZ�UP�
EBZ�MFTTPO�EFMJWFSZ�

'PS�NPSF�PO�35*�BOE�1�-�"�/��TFF�
QBHF����
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resource out of North Vancouver, and Adrienne Gear’s Power series of books, 
starting with Reading Power, also contributed to our thinking by outlining inno-
vative strategies to help students process text and ideas.

Learning Models

One of our favorite words is coherent—it means “logical” and “consistent,” as well 
as “united.” In their book Learning to Improve, authors Bryk, Gomez, Grunow, 
and LeMahieu (2015) write about “seeing the system” using a quote from Dr. Atul 
Gawande:

What if you built a car from the very best parts? Well, it would lead you to 
put in Porsche brakes, a Ferrari engine, a Volvo body, a BMW chassis. And 
you put it all together and what do you get? A very expensive pile of junk that 
doesn’t go anywhere.

Gwande’s point is that components must be designed to work together in order 
to be effective. The authors apply this idea of making visible the supportive struc-
tures of education to see where coherence or incoherence helps or harms educa-
tion.

In this section, we describe two models that together form the supportive 
complex structure of P.L.A.N. :

t� 5IF�6OJWFSTBM�-FOT�.PEFM
t� 5IF�*3 Model

Each of these models interacts with each other in a coherent learning theory. 
Put another way, P.L.A.N. is based upon observations of excellent master teach-
ers whose strengths and approaches, combined with brain research, have been 
refined to create models that can be drawn on to explain and produce engaging 
learning. This learning theory is coherent in two ways:

1. P.L.A.N. is logical and consistent. Its design can encompass any learning 
situation, topic, or subject.

2. P.L.A.N. pulls together observed behaviors of master teachers and demon-
strates from a science-based brain-friendly perspective why these teach-
ers are successful; in effect, it unites anecdotal experience with empirical 
research.

The Universal Lens Model

This model represents the importance of balance in all curricular areas. All 
learning can be broken down into three main components: skill, fluency, and 
comprehension. These three areas are interconnected, yet each must be taught 
explicitly. For instance, fluency without comprehension is useless. Fluency with-
out skill is even worse! As Wayne Gretzky said, “Practice does not make perfect; 
perfect practice makes perfect.” If the skill is not where it needs to be, it should 
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not be practiced—that is how bad habits are formed and optimal learning is 
 compromised.

Kevin: I grew up in a small town in Ontario where hockey was king. My 
friends and I played all year long. I was a half-decent player, but I had a 
strange little extra kick in my skating. The more I practiced (fluency) this 
wrong technique (skill) the more ingrained it became. I became really good 
at skating really poorly, which in hockey-hungry Canada is a hard thing for 
a young avid player. It took months of painstaking work by some excellent 
instructors (including, for some time a young Steve Yzerman) to undo this 
bad habit. How much easier it would have been if the skill had been corrected 
before I made it fluent!

A balanced and combined approach to lesson and curriculum design follows 
our Universal Lens Model. The model acts as a road sign to help educators ensure 
that they are focusing their efforts equitably. The idea of a shared emphasis of 
comprehension, skill, and fluency is very important in the purpose-setting phase 
of P.L.A.N., as it helps to specify the purpose of the lesson and sets the stage for 
an effective Learning Sequence.

The Enhanced Universal Lens Model

In order to communicate learning effectively, the areas of skill, fluency, and 
comprehension need to be amalgamated and demonstrated. This enhancement 
to the Universal Lens Model shows the importance of students demonstrating 
their learning through communication/performance. It models the connection 
between the Learning Sequence and the Authentic Application steps of P.L.A.N. 
Fluency, skill development, and comprehension are explicitly taught and prac-
ticed during effective lessons, and are thoughtfully scaffolded toward an Authen-
tic Application.

5IF�QVSQPTF�TFUUJOH�QIBTF�JT�
embedded in the Preparation for 
-FBSOJOH�TUFQ�PG�1�-�"�/�
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The I3 Model

We created the I3 Model to represent the learning process in a brain-based fash-
ion. This model demonstrates how the learner progresses from the concrete to 
the abstract in their thinking. The I3 Model has a significant impact on how we 
design our activities in our lesson planning, and is therefore an essential piece of 
the Learning Sequence step of P.L.A.N.

The student must be able to create an image in his or her brain, and re-create 
it concretely. This is why, as educators, we work with students on creating repre-
sentations, pictures, or models of their learning (see OECD, 2010). It is also why 
we use manipulatives in math. If students are unable to connect to the learning in 
a real fashion, they are unable to effectively move to inferring.

Once students are making hypotheses and predictions about their learning, 
they have moved to the inference step in the I3 Model. To help students get there, 
we need to teach explicit inferencing strategies.

The final stage of the I3 Model is where students are able to interpret the infor-
mation and understand the big idea or formulate a new idea.

P.L.A.N. and Other Learning Paradigms

P.L.A.N., because of its brain-based nature, is foundational to any learning expe-
rience and it is compatible with different learning paradigms.

5IF�*� Model is essential to the 
-FBSOJOH�4FRVFODF�TUFQ�PG�1�-�"�/�
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P.L.A.N. and RTI

RTI (Response To Intervention) is a layered approach to teaching students 
through differentiated instruction and intervention with the appropriate sup-
ports as necessary. This approach is based on a three-tiered model (Hierck and 
Weber, 2014):

Tier One: All students receive high-quality instruction.
Tier Two: Some students who need more help receive a double dose of 
 support.
Tier Three: A very few students who still need help are supported with very 
 targeted interventions.

Much of the research and work around RTI has focused on interventions in 
Tier Two and Tier Three. Numerous strategies and systems have been piloted to 
help students who are struggling. Interestingly enough, Tier One is often given 
little attention, as it is assumed that “high-quality instruction” is already happen-
ing in the majority of our classrooms and that we do not need to attend as closely 
to this tier as to the others.

This is where P.L.A.N. comes in. P.L.A.N. is a blueprint for high-quality 
instruction. It illuminates a path for teachers to follow to ensure that their lessons 
are focused on the outcomes that matter for their students. Tier One instruction 
begins with keeping students in the classroom. This is achieved through a combi-
nation of the teacher taking responsibility for student learning (i.e., not allowing 
students to be pulled out of the room during teaching) and teaching in a manner 
that engages students with exciting lessons, in which they also find success.

Using P.L.A.N. regularly to create lesson plans helps to ensure that lessons are 
aligned, engaging, and balanced. “Balanced curriculum” means a lot of things to 
a lot of people, but to us, it has a particular meaning: use of the Universal Lens 
Model ensures that all curricular areas (not just numeracy and literacy) recog-
nize and attend to comprehension, skill, and fluency. This is, to us, what keeps a 
program balanced.

Success rates are high with P.L.A.N., due to the scaffolding of learning during 
the Lesson Sequence portion. Scaffolding refers to the “careful use of guidance 
and support” (Braunger & Lewis, 2006) that takes place at the edge of the student’s 
individual independent capability (Applebee & Langer, 1983). Some students will 
need heavier scaffolding than others to reach success, but the important thing is 
that all students work in manageable progressions to achieve their learning goals.

How do we know that Tier One instruction is high-quality? If these questions 
can be answered, then we believe that we are on the right track.

1. What do we want the students to learn?
2. How do we know if they have learned it?
3. What will we do for those who did not learn it?
4. What are we doing for those who did learn it?
(Dufour et al, 2004)

What is missing in these questions, however, is how to teach. In our minds, we 
reorder the questions to look like this:

4FF�QBHF����GPS�NPSF�PO�UIF�
6OJWFSTBM�-FOT�NPEFM�
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1. What do we want the students to learn?
2. How will we scaffold the teaching so that students can learn?
3. How will we keep the learning engaging and applicable?
4. How do we know if they have learned it?
5. What will we do for those who did not learn it?
6. What are we doing for those who did learn it?
7. How will we do all of this in a practical and replicable fashion?

Numbered questions 2, 3, and 7 round out the answer to the question: What is 
high-quality instruction?

It’s important to note that question 4 in the list addresses knowing if students 
are learning and, if they are learning, then knowing what they are learning. It is 
a question of assessment. Assessment as a topic has filled many volumes but, for 
our purposes, it is divided into two main categories:

t� 'PSNBUJWF�"TTFTTNFOU��JOGPSNBUJPO�VTFE�CZ�MFBSOFST�BOE�JOTUSVDUPST�UP�UBJMPS�
the learning experience for the needs of the student.

t� 4VNNBUJWF�"TTFTTNFOU��JOGPSNBUJPO�UIBU�EFTDSJCFT�UIF�MFBSOJOH�BDDPNQMJTI-
ment, level, or performance of the student.

If we think of taking a road trip, formative assessment is made up of the check-
ins we perform as we travel—consulting maps, checking fuel levels; i.e., informa-
tion we use to plan routes and schedule breaks. Summative assessment looks at 
the final success at the end of the trip: have we reached the destination? Thus, 
formative assessment is used throughout the P.L.A.N. process to check in with 
student learning, while summative assessment asks if the students have reached 
the learning and understanding contained in the purpose of the lesson.

P.L.A.N. and 21st-Century Learning

21st-Century Learning is a response to the system of traditional education in 
which textbook series, worksheets, and answer keys are prevalent. A convert to 
21st-Century Learning looks to stamp out the kind of classroom shown in the 
film Ferris Bueller’s Day Off, which showcases a semi-literate, completely un-illu-
minated education. To do this, education reformers wish to promote a curriculum 
based on fewer concrete outcomes and greater learner flexibility than traditional 
models that focus on useful skills rather than subject-specific  knowledge.

The argument for the necessity of these reforms appears compelling. Technol-
ogy hasn’t simply changed the way we access information; indeed, it has changed 
information itself, as the sum of human knowledge continues to increase at expo-
nential rates. No longer can schools see students merely as empty vessels to be 
filled with knowledge; rather, each student must have all the skills necessary to 
think deeply and critically, using information to communicate, collaborate, and 
innovate. It is thought that the corporate culture of innovators, such as Apple 
and Google, must be mirrored on an individual level, and only this approach will 
produce citizens capable of taking on the challenges of the future, while staying 
engaged in the present.
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Of course, as with many education reforms, a piece of the 21st-Century Learn-
ing concept is simply an attempt to sell books and materials. There is, however, 
much of importance in the 21st-Century Education movement, as long as poli-
cies and actions are kept in balance with other practices. For our purpose, we 
agree that one concept might represent the best hope for our students—higher-
order thinking. The focus on higher-order thinking skills that comes with the 
21st- Century Learning is essentially what excellent teachers—from Plato and 
Socrates to modern educational philosophers—have been practicing for centu-
ries. The onus of teaching has always been to coach students to a place where 
they can think for themselves and do something important and good with this 
knowledge. One of the great values in 21st-Century Learning is that it can bring 
a clearer focus to the fact that thinking is the essential outcome and actual reason 
for education.

Current research points to a link between strong literacy instruction and 
improved numeracy achievement (Master, Loeb & Wyckoff, 2014). We assert 
a corollary of this theory, wherein the opposite takes place: improvements 
in math are later echoed by improvements in literacy. A key way to improve 
literacy scores, especially for students making limited or no progress, is to 
improve math achievement. We believe that this shift is due to improvements 
in student thinking, not in content-specific skills. In working with students 
who face challenges in learning, we have often found that learning break-
throughs happen in math first because of its natural focus on concrete exam-
ples. Once students have achieved success in math by increasing their skills 
and fluency, they begin working on improving their higher-order thinking 
skills; this, in turn, improves their thinking skills in other disciplines, such as 
reading or writing. The key is explicit practice.

B A L A N C E

21st-Century Learning is not about letting kids randomly do things; rather it is 
about the explicit practice of higher-order thinking skills in all disciplines at all 
times. There needs to be a balancing of subject skills, fluency, and the universal 
comprehension skills of imaging, inferring, and interpreting. The Universal Lens 
Model highlights the need for subject-specific skill and routine practice, but also 
shows exactly how higher-order thinking skills can be and must be blended into 
all learning opportunities. The P.L.A.N. process upgrades any learning experi-
ence to include skills and fluency and to focus on higher-order thinking and 
metacognition. By applying P.L.A.N., any subject or lesson can be taught to the 
21st-Century Learning standard.

When entering into any reform or change, it is important to maintain a bal-
anced approach; i.e., to have a coherent model of learning that is based on how 
learning takes place and that describes the components that make up best prac-
tices. The Universal Lens model is useful for this purpose, as it defines the com-
ponents of learning from the perspective of how brains work and how learning 
is built. A skill is the learned ability to carry out a task: e.g., a basketball skill 

4FF�QBHF����GPS�NPSF�PO�UIF�
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might be shooting the ball, and a reading skill might be sounding out letters and 
words, or knowing the word associated with a particular arrangement of letters. 
Comprehension is a set of general abilities that inform the sum of the specific 
abilities. The third piece of the model is fluency, the ability to use the skills at a 
sufficient rate for processing; fluency in this sense is like riding a bike—if you 
can’t pedal fast enough, you fall off (Lyon, 1997). Each of these areas must be 
explicitly taught within a subject area for learning to take place.

The Universal Lens model also demonstrates how subjects relate to each other. 
It shows how improvements and learning in one area necessarily affect others. 
These comprehension skills are general, shared by all subject areas and any area 
where learning is accomplished. For example, the welder who images in his mind 
the exact bend a pipe needs to make in order to line up with a condenser tank 
is using the same skill an Olympic athlete is using to visualize a race before the 
gun goes off. These general skills can be represented and remembered by the I3 

model: Image, Infer, Interpret. These three general skills are used in all areas of 
learning. Improvement in imaging or inferring in one area means the capacity for 
improvement in any other area as well.

It is important to note that the connection between subjects revealed by 
the Universal Lens Model is not the same as cross-pollination of ideas. Cross- 
pollination refers to the movement of an idea or concept from one separate silo of 
knowledge to another; for example, when the bicycle mechanic shows the quan-
tum physics researcher a process that explains how atoms work by explaining 
how the gears on bike work. In the Universal Lens Model, the higher-order skills 
are universal; they are accessible and useful no matter what the subject matter.

T E C H N O LO G Y

One of the fundamental pillars of 21st-Century thought is that technology has 
not merely evolved the educational environment, but has caused a shift in kind 
to take place. Necessarily then, technology itself, or at least mastering technology 
to accomplish goals, is a fundamental aspect of 21st-Century thought. Technol-
ogy has not altered the fundamental truths of learning and of using that learn-
ing to accomplish something good; rather, technology has given us a lever to 
make the good we accomplish better—and also potentially worse. Technology 
certainly allows better, quicker communication and lets us research ideas quickly 
and easily. However, these skills are useless or, even worse, dangerous when their 
use is not being governed by higher-order thinking skills.

Learning about technology through P.L.A.N. means that each learning experi-
ence is accompanied by an authentic task and new learning that automatically 
brings higher-order thinking and metacognition to bear. Knowing how to apply 
technology means practicing authentic applications, tasks designed to mirror 
the real world so that students can learn from their errors and successes before 
having them broadcast eternally on the Internet.

P E R S O N A L I Z AT I O N

Another tenet of 21st-Century Learning is personalization. Personalization is 
often used to counter the lack of engagement of students in their own learn-
ing; it is thought that allowing students greater choice in their tasks will increase 

4FF�QBHF����GPS�NPSF�PO�UIF�*� 
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their engagement. This is only a partially complete theory, as it ignores that the 
 presentation of information has much to do with the interest it generates. Subject 
matter that appears boring can be made an object of passionate curiosity, while 
more scintillating topics can be killed by poor presentation.

It can be argued that advocates of personalization to fix student engagement 
problems have chosen the wrong solution for a very real problem. Curiosity is a 
function of created interest, not of pre-knowledge. If we find interesting only what 
we choose to study, then we will never experience anything new or different out-
side our chosen topic. Indeed one of the most powerful creators of engagement is 
novelty. Clearly personalization is insufficient to guarantee engagement. Engage-
ment is engendered by teaching that stokes the fires of imagination through the 
very process or structure of the lesson, and it makes any subject palatable.

P.L.A.N., by its very nature, causes curiosity regardless of subject matter. The 
brain loves to understand and have answers, and P.L.A.N. uses this inherent 
desire by dangling questions that have to be answered during the Preparation 
phase. The brain also loves success, and the Learning Sequence section provides 
the scaffolding necessary to fulfill this need. The brain loves higher-order skills, 
and Authentic Application provides this, while the New Learning section creates 
closure with answers to the questions and goals. From beginning to end, P.L.A.N. 
is a mechanism designed to create engagement and curiosity.

Personalization of the level of instruction is important. It promotes engage-
ment and provides the skills and fluency necessary to reach for the skills of 
higher-order thinking. Students develop at different rates and at different times, 
and in any given classroom there exists a multitude of ability levels. When devel-
oping skills, students need to start at the level appropriate to them (see Design a 
Learning Sequence on page 69). This is also true of improving fluency, for which 
students must practice with at least a 95% success rate (Lyon, 1997). It is in these 
two areas—skill and fluency—that students need to find personalization in the 
classroom; therefore, each student needs time to work at his or her own level.

How do you structure a classroom in which skill and fluency needs vary 
greatly, and still make the learning time meaningful to everyone? P.L.A.N. offers 
the necessary tool. Students can practice together, using the P.L.A.N. sequence as 
a template. Once they have learned the foundations, they can engage in learning 
that is personalized to their skill levels, while still being part of the whole-class 
learning experience.

For instance, during math time, each student can be working on skills at his or 
her own fluency level: each student might have a different outcome or be work-
ing at a different level on the same outcome, but all take part in the same lesson. 
As they review their own material as Preparation for Learning, they can still have 
the same purpose as the class. The purpose might be using multiplication in real 
life. The students can all engage in a connecting activity about multiplication and 
where they have seen it before while asking questions about the activity. Then, 
after working on some practice questions at their own level, they can pause and 
explain to a partner their images, inferences, and interpretations. A few students 
might be working on single digit multiplication while others work with two-digit 
multiplication, and still others might have decimals in their equations. It doesn’t 
matter that each partner isn’t engaged with the same content. Their discussion 
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is about the higher-order thinking skills that they (and their materials) all share. 
After the Learning Sequence is completed, students engage in an Authentic 
Application: e.g., to describe real-life applications for multiplication or complete 
an ANIE math assessment (see page 55). The lesson would end for all students 
with a focus on New Learning. The result of this format is that all students in class 
participate in a high-quality thinking lesson supported by the P.L.A.N. struc-
ture—but each did so at his/her own personalized skill and fluency level.

Personalization is an important part of 21st-Century Learning, but not solely 
as an engagement tool. Personalization should be used for skill-building and 
fluency-building, and these can be done at an individual level. The processing 
effect of P.L.A.N. allows all students, regardless of specific skill or fluency level, 
to engage in the classroom learning.

The Steps of P.L.A.N.

Whatever we are teaching, no matter the concept or subject, our goal is to engage 
students in legitimate deep thinking. When designing teaching using P.L.A.N., 
we consider the following:

t� )PX�BSF�XF�HPJOH�UP�UFBDI�NBUFSJBM 
t� )PX�BSF�XF�HPJOH�UP�DPNNVOJDBUF�UIJT�DPODFQU 
t� )PX�BSF�XF�HPJOH�UP�NBLF�UIJT�NBUUFS�UP�PVS�TUVEFOUT 
t� )PX�EP�XF�MFBE�TUVEFOUT�UP�UBLF�UIF�MFBSOJOH�CFZPOE�UIF�MFTTPO 

P.L.A.N. provides a 4-step template structure to guide lesson construction and 
delivery:

1. Preparation for Learning
2. Learning Sequence
3. Authentic Application
4. New Thinking

The way to ensure the effectiveness of the learning experience—to ensure that 
students think—is to use the four steps of P.L.A.N. By mirroring the four aspects 
of thinking (connecting, processing, transforming, and reflecting), each P.L.A.N. 
step moves students along the steps of learning like stations on a train route 
toward the destination—understanding.

P.L.A.N. is meant as a progression, with each step building on the work of the 
previous one. This scaffolding of the learning experience is essential for students 
to reach optimal learning. In addition, these learning experiences must be of 
such high quality and so deeply embedded that they can be used again to scaffold 
on even more sophisticated concepts.

S T E P  1:  P R E PA R AT I O N  F O R  L E A R N I N G

In this first step of the lesson, the teacher sets the stage for learning. Generally, 
there is a hook or connection that creates interest and curiosity. This step includes 
setting a purpose and activating prior knowledge.

5IF�CSJFG�PVUMJOF�IFSF�TIPXT�IPX�
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To begin, teacher and students set a purpose for the lesson. The purpose helps 
keep focus and build anticipation; it should reflect the material to be learned but 
also the reason for learning the material. A relevant purpose is not only acquiring 
a skill or piece of knowledge (the what or purpose of the lesson) but also devel-
oping the understanding of the use and importance of that learning (the why of 
the lesson). At this stage of the lesson, only the first aspect of purpose is present: 
e.g., My purpose today is to learn how to reduce fractions and to find out why this 
important to know.

Next, the teacher finds out what students already know about the topic or skill 
by asking formative-assessment questions of the students: What does ________ 
remind you of that you might have seen, heard, or thought about? This section is 
all about preparing past knowledge to be the foundation of new knowledge, liter-
ally making the brain ready for new ideas to stick. Students can also be asked to 
make a prediction about the upcoming learning experience and to ask questions 
about the lesson (Close & Stickley, 2002). These questions are not to be answered 
at this point; put them aside unanswered until the material unfolds and revisit 
them at the end of the learning sequence. This is the hook, or Madeline Hunter’s 
Anticipatory Set, that gets students interested in the learning experience and also 
clarifies the learning objectives for the lesson.

S T E P  2:  L E A R N I N G  S E Q U E N C E

This is the portion of the lesson in which learners are taught strategies and skills 
to help them make sense of the material. It “invites students to construct mean-
ing” (Close & Stickley, 2002).

In this step, students are introduced to new material through processing strate-
gies to help them build images, make inferences, and reach interpretations. There 
are a variety of strategies to help students acquire these skills, and these strate-
gies need to be matched to the needs of the students. Some common examples 
of learning sequences include decoding for understanding, structured partner 
talk, and the use of graphic organizers to help students process text. This is often 
thought of as the “work” part of the lesson—i.e., building on the prepared foun-
dation of previous knowledge—and is usually broken up into manageable pieces 
to ensure student success.

S T E P  3:  AU T H E N T I C  A P P L I C AT I O N

This is the step where students are required to use the information they have 
processed in the Learning Sequence in a new or more complex situation. This 
section can be thought of as the performance or the summative assessment of the 
lesson, and demonstrates the effectiveness of previous steps—the preparation for 
learning and the scaffolding of the new knowledge. Students, if taught well in the 
previous portions of the lesson, should be able to show their learning during the 
application phase.

S T E P  4:  N E W  T H I N K I N G

This is the final step of the lesson, in which both student and teacher look back 
at the purpose, review the learning experience from the beginning, and decide 
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on whether they were successful in reaching it (Close, 2008). New Thinking asks 
What was learned from the lesson today?

This step in P.L.A.N. serves the dual function of increasing metacognitive 
awareness for students and helping reinforce and seal in the learning that has 
taken place. The assessment is reflective and summative, as the student asks 
“What have I learned?” and “Why have I learned it?”

Delivery of P.L.A.N.

We will discuss how to deliver each step of P.L.A.N. in the chapters that follow. 
However, let’s start at the beginning with a brief overview of how we set the stage 
for lesson delivery.

Creating the appropriate classroom environment for learning is a very per-
sonal endeavor. As teachers and instructors, we may have different perspectives 
on what an effective learning environment is. Understand that we are not writ-
ing this section to pontificate on what we believe to be best practice in this area; 
instead, we outline a few key pieces that need to be present in classrooms that 
find success with P.L.A.N.

First and foremost, the classroom needs to be a safe place. We don’t mean safe 
in a physical sense, since that is a given; we mean that all students need to be safe 
in terms of being able to share ideas and thinking, free of the fear of putdowns or 
judgment. The steps to create this environment will vary, depending on context, 
but here are a few strategies that we have found helpful:

1. Know your students’ names. If it is a workshop or a one-day session, have 
participants create name cards. Names are a powerful tool of classroom 
management for encouragement, praise, and, when necessary, correction.

2. Plan connecting activities in the Preparation for Learning portion of the 
lesson that relate to your purpose, but that also enable students to get to 
know each other better. This does not mean that students need to share per-
sonal information; rather, they are given time to discuss their connections. 
Very often students will find they have seen the same movies, read the same 
books, and perhaps had similar experiences (we once had two workshop 
participants discover they were first cousins). These connections between 
group members encourage confidence.

3. When engaging in partner and group work, be sure to assign roles to the 
group and keep the group accountable for their work. Accountability is 
obtained through reporting to the whole class, and is often a powerful moti-
vator for group work.

4. When students report out to the large group, do not offer an analysis or 
place a judgment on what they say. For instance, SMART Learning teachers 
are trained to say just “Thank you” to each response as a key to promoting 
a “low risk high challenge environment” (Close, 2006). The ideas that move 
students forward in their thinking will be reinforced by multiple responses, 
whereas ideas not well-founded will simply be forgotten. There is no need 
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for the teacher to make this forgetting happen and, indeed, intervention 
might serve only to deepen the hold of the idea in the collective mind.

5. The brain needs time (about five seconds, we have found) to move from 
one idea to the next (Rubinstein, Meyers, & Evans, 2001). Give wait time 
between activities to allow students to finish their conversation, thought, or 
bit of work before inviting them to focus on a new task. A simple five-second 
countdown works. Make the five seconds explicit: “Remember that our 
brains take five seconds to shift tasks. That’s why I give you five seconds.”

6. Model respectful behavior and responsiveness to the will of the group. 
For instance, don’t be afraid to stray from the lesson plan if things are not 
working as well as you had envisioned. Also, adapt the lesson plan on the go 
if things are going much better than expected. Sometimes a student share-
out from group work immediately jumps the whole class ahead. Indeed, as 
students grow familiar with P.L.A.N., this tends to happen more and more. 
Our advice is to run with it. P.L.A.N. is not a lockstep process, but a guiding 
framework.

7. Talk about P.L.A.N. and why it is being used. Use P.L.A.N. as often as pos-
sible so students get used to it and can practice the various stages. Be explicit 
about each section of the learning experience. This will provide a template 
for the lesson that encourages students and removes their anxiety because, 
even if they don’t know what will be asked next, they have already practiced 
the format and activities.

The P.L.A.N. template provided on page 28 is a quick reference to easily guide 
the learning process through the four steps. It can be used as a lesson-planning 
tool beforehand or as a student graphic organizer during the P.L.A.N. process. 
Visually organizing the learning experience has several advantages for teachers 
and students: it makes the learning design explicit, helping instructors move con-
sistently through the process; it gives students confidence in what is coming next; 
and it aids students in designing their own learning experiences and creating 
their own processes.

8IFO�B�UFBDIFS�NBLFT�FYQMJDJU�
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  The PLAN 
Prepare for Learning: What do we want our students to learn and how will we prepare them for learning

Purpose

Conecting Activities

Learning Sequences: Break lesson into sequenced sections

Authentic Task: How will we know our students have learned?

New Thinking: Did we achieve our purposes? Why or why not?



  29

2
Preparation for Learning

All journeys have a starting part, one that is conceived well before the actual 
travel begins. Think about a road trip: ideally it begins with a destination in 
mind—“Let’s go here,” or “Let’s do that,” or “This place looks good.” After the 
destination is chosen, there is a period of planning and preparing for the trip: 
determining what will be needed, what to take, what needs to be acquired, and so 
on. Without the planning and preparation stage, the outcome of the trip is left to 
chance and the excursion could end disappointingly, if not disastrously.

In the same way, learning experiences need preparation. Of course there are 
the physical parts of preparation: inflating basketballs, copying papers, ensuring 
supplies are available, and so on. But of even greater importance is the prepara-
tion necessary to engage students. Just as one wouldn’t leave a vacation trip to 
chance, one should not leave the activities of a learning experience to chance.

This isn’t to say that we believe in strictly scheduling learning experiences, fit-
ting them into spreadsheets, or tying them tight to timelines. P.L.A.N. is a foun-
dational support for a lesson, not the moment-by-moment scripting of what the 
teacher will say and how the students will respond. It is not like directing a film 
or giving instructions to robots; it is about providing the optimal mental space 
for performance. Foundational structures support spontaneous and creative 
experiences. For example, well-planned vacationers are prepared for all kinds 
of interesting side trips and experiences, not because they know exactly when 
the opportunity will present itself, but because they are properly prepared if and 
when it does!

When it comes to using P.L.A.N. to design a learning experience, then, the first 
aspect is Preparation for Learning, to ensure student readiness for new material 
to be shared. The Preparation for Learning portion of P.L.A.N. is broken into two 
sub-components that create optimal conditions for learning: setting a purpose 
and activating prior knowledge. These components make up the steps to prop-
erly prepare students for learning:

1. Set a purpose for the learning experience to increase motivation and focus 
attention.

2. Make connections by using clue words and images to prepare the brain to 
make connections between old learning and new material (Close, McClaren 
& Stickley, 2002). When students predict and question, this activates the 
natural curiosity centres of the brain.
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Clear articulation of the purpose before learning begins is very important 
(Wiliam, 2010). Once this lesson purpose is established, the next step is to begin 
a process designed to have students activate prior knowledge, ask questions, and 
make predictions. This process prepares the brain to develop meaningful con-
nections that, in turn, represent the physical links of learning (Duke & Pearson, 
2002).

Just as an athlete warms up his or her body before competition or training, 
so too must the brain be properly prepared. As we learn more about the brain 
through modern research and imaging techniques, we learn that the brain oper-
ates similarly to a mechanical machine performing a function, and that each of its 
processes is represented by actual physical change in its structure.

Preparation is the process of arranging the brain and getting it ready for learn-
ing. We know that new material will be remembered only if it is connected to 
already existing structures (Medina, 2008). Therefore it is important that the 
existing structures are made ready to receive new material and that we maximize 
the chance of new material sticking by thoughtful lesson design. Literally speak-
ing, we, as teachers, must attempt to increase the adhesive abilities of the brain to 
ensure the maximum numbers of connections are formed.

When learning takes place, many connections form between brain cells. These 
connections are the physical structures that support learning. A single learning 
experience might create hundreds of connections. Many will almost immedi-
ately disappear, but some will remain. The more pathways that remain, the more 
learning will have taken place. Maximizing these brain connections is the ulti-
mate goal of any teaching situation. If students are not provided with an appro-
priate time to prepare for the learning, we run the risk of the new information 
meeting a “cold system” with less-than-optimal adhesive properties. What this 
means in a practical sense is that the first section of the lesson might be com-
pletely lost because the brain is still in its warming stage. Since the first portion 
of a lesson, after setting the purpose, is often foundational, proper preparation is 
needed to maximize the effectiveness of the lesson and to retain the engagement 
of the students.

The Brain Connection

Connections between brain cells are aided by oils in the brain that help cells 
branch out to build bridges to each other. Warming up a brain has the func-
tion of increasing the adhesive ability of these cells. As the brain warms, the 
oils become more gelatinous and this transformation allows cells to make 
more connections. Omega 3 oils in the brain are essential to effective learn-
ing (Birch et al, 2007). Omega 3 has the lowest viscosity of any oil found in 
nature, and this makes it ideal for protecting cold-water northern species 
of fish like salmon. It also makes it the best natural substance for enabling 
brain-cell connections because even at low temperatures it can obtain 
the gelatinous state needed to build the cell connections so necessary for 
 learning.
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Properly preparing the brain involves engaging in a series of tasks, progres-
sions designed to activate different parts of our mental make-up. This progres-
sion is composed of two main steps:

1. Building from our present knowledge.
2. Preparing pathways where we expect to receive new knowledge.

We do this first by considering what we already know about a given subject. 
Secondly, we ask learners to consider a topic and then formulate predictions and 
questions related to that topic. These steps lead the learning brain to prepare to 
be in optimal readiness to find and create the connections needed for learning 
the new material.

Setting the Purpose

A planned journey begins with a destination or end point in mind. Similarly, 
purpose-setting is the starting place for a successful lesson. The purpose of the 
lesson must be shared so that students and teacher are cognizant of what will be 
achieved. Curricular goals need to be realistic and timely, and have their foun-
dation in strong formative assessment practices (Close & Stickley 2002). There 
needs to be a correlation between the material to be learned and the deficiency/
gap in the learner. This points to the need for the lesson or intervention and for 
the practical application of that intervention.

The Preparation for Learning step of the lesson plan starts with setting a pur-
pose. The purpose of the lesson is made up of two parts:

t� 5IF�HPBM�XIJDI�JT�B�TLJMM�PS�QJFDF�PG�LOPXMFEHF�CFJOH�UBVHIU�	UIF�what)
t� 5IF�SFBTPO�GPS�UIF�TUVEFOU�OFFEJOH�UP�MFBSO�	UIF�why)

The purpose needs to be aligned with the Authentic Application; it needs to 
connect explicitly to the learning outcomes that have been set for the lesson or 
the course. In our lessons, we share the what or purpose with students near the 
start of the class. This includes the explicit statement of the learning that is to 
take place. Most students in the class will share this same purpose, although some 
students might have slightly different versions of the same concept based on their 
own individual needs. These goals can be adapted in real time or might be for-
mally different if an Individual Education Plan (IEP) is called for.

Making Connections

Good lesson design means setting the purpose and then providing students with 
connecting activities to prepare their brains for the incoming information (Close 
and Stickley, 2002). Since new information must scaffold or stick to old informa-
tion, teachers use connections to guide and map their lesson to maximize under-
standing. Making connections before learning is an essential activity and can be 
a part of every complete learning experience.
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We revisit the purpose at the end 
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After setting goals, we want students to spend time activating information 
they might already have about the topic. A helpful guide for students is to con-
sider three common ways to connect to new ideas (Miller, 2002):

1. Content to Self
2. Content to Content
3. Content to World

These types of connections give students a frame of reference when consider-
ing new ideas. For instance, is the new material/content something that reminds 
them about a personal connection (to self)? Does the material remind them 
about something that they might have read or heard about (to other content)? 
Finally, are they reminded about something larger, something connected to the 
world in general?

As an example, we will discuss a lesson using “The Scream” by Diana J. Wieler. 
In this story, the main character has a talent that is hidden to everyone, including 
herself. This talent comes to light during a stressful drama class.

After setting a purpose, we lead students to begin activating their prior knowl-
edge by drawing their attention to an aspect of the material they are about to 
read. In the case of “The Scream,” we might use the phrase “hidden talent.” 
Alternatives to a phrase could be a teacher-selected image or even a sensory clue 
(Wadhwa, 2005). For instance, a picture of a girl performing alone on a stage 
might well represent the story and create a sense of engagement and curiosity. 
This engagement and curiosity then generate a physical reaction that results in a 
brain that is ready to receive new information.

Students are asked to think of everything they can about the phrase, image, or 
clue:

t� 8IBU�UIPVHIUT�DPNF�UP�UIFJS�NJOE 
t� 8IBU�JNBHFT�EP�UIFZ�UIJOL�PG 
t� 8IBU�NJHIU�UIF�XPSET�NFBO 

After some time brainstorming and discussion with partners, students share 
their ideas and thoughts.

Strategy: Connection Carousels

When beginning a new topic of study, take key words and write each one on 
a separate paper or poster. Divide students into groups and have them spend 
a few minutes with each poster, writing what they know or think they know 
about the key words. There are no wrong answers. As the lesson proceeds, 
have students periodically check back on their posters to make any additions 
or changes they see are warranted as a result of their new learning.

The phrase, image, or clue provided by the teacher triggers a mechanical pro-
cess in each student’s brain, causing electrical energy to pass through brain cells 
and associated pathways. This action has the effect of warming the cells, getting 
them ready to form new connections. At this point, students can be  encouraged 
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to think as widely as possible about the trigger. For example, students might 
rightly guess from the picture that the story is about a girl conducting a solo per-
formance. The image of a solo performer has the potential to trigger a vast array 
of emotions and sensations, and students should be encouraged to share these 
feelings with the class. Once this level of thought is achieved, encourage stu-
dents to “go deep and wide” in their connections to the trigger. Such prompting 
might help students feel like they are performing all the time, that, as Shakespeare 
wrote, “all the world’s a stage,” and we are merely actors on that stage. Such broad 
connecting activity can result in deep and far-reaching learning.

To encourage students to think deeply and widely when making connections, 
ask them to come up with connections and links that no one else in the class has 
thought of, or ones that are not obvious. For instance, a student triggered by the 
phrase “hidden talent” talked about a film she saw at the age of five, with a car-
toon rock that had the talent to be hard or soft as needed to help others. On the 
surface this might seem a little strange, but such connections provide the later 
mental latitude for the brain to discover novel and interesting interpretations in 
the text or material being learned.

This mental latitude might allow students to reach further into material than 
they might be ready to do otherwise. Often students will put forward an obscure 
connection, only to discover later in the material that the connection was abso-
lutely correct. For instance, for our story of the girl who feels anxiety entering her 
first drama class, the trigger word we ask students to connect with is “scream.” 
Surface connections for students are often associated with movies or roller coast-
ers. When pushed further, students might realize that screams can be internal 
as well as external. When they discover the line in the story about “Screaming 
in one’s head,” they are ready for this complex concept because of the extensions 
from the connection work.

Without the preparation for deep thinking, the story is simply about a girl in 
drama class. However, with deep, far-reaching connections, the student is pre-
pared to appreciate the story as one of a girl transforming her internal pain to 
an external performance in drama class, and thereby freeing herself from her 
anxiety. Real understanding is based on complete pre-learning preparation made 
especially explicit by developing deep connections.

Using Connections for Formative Assessment

Spending time preparing for learning prior to the start of delivering new mate-
rial in a lesson is also a valuable method of formative assessment. Teachers can 
use the connections created by their students to both inform and determine their 
teaching as they proceed. Connections inform teaching by providing the teacher 
with information on the student’s points of interest and level of understanding. 
This information can then be used by the teacher to select appropriate subject 
matter that has a good chance of being retained by the students. Since we know 
that new information has to be built on old information, a student’s current 
understanding can be considered as the best point of contact for introducing new 
information. For instance, when the internal screaming concept appears in “The 
Scream,” a savvy teacher would redirect students to their pre-reading connecting 
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activities. By making use of these already “sticky” contact points in thinking, far 
more understanding can be developed.

It is important to point out exactly how powerful these connection touch-
points are for teaching. A loose yet practical connection from Canadian history 
is knowledge about the early prairie lifelines used throughout central Canada 
during deep snowstorms. Often during the winter, snowdrifts would obscure the 
path from house to barn. Settlers would tie ropes through stakes so that, even 
with no visibility, they could follow the ropes back to the safety of shelter. Settlers 
who neglected this simple preparation could very well find themselves lost in a 
blizzard, only meters from shelter but facing potentially deadly consequences. 
A teacher who doesn’t use student touchpoints often similarly loses touch with 
landmarks and ends up lost in a completely ineffective lesson. Proper connective 
touchpoints form the path to take to ensure a successful lesson is delivered.

Preparing for learning activities should also take into consideration the needs 
of the students and the relevance of the lesson. If students are able to display in a 
connecting activity a sophisticated, already-existing understanding of the topic, 
the teacher would do well to change the lesson to present a more suitable learn-
ing experience. Conversely, connecting activities might show that the level of 
understanding of the students is too low to continue the lesson with any success. 
Since students can learn only what they can connect to their previous knowledge, 
delivering a lesson too far above their current level of understanding is not only 
useless, but also potentially frustrating.

Asking Questions and Making Predictions

A connecting activity can very naturally evolve into a questioning activity. These 
activities give students the opportunity to ask questions they are hoping to have 
answered during the lesson. Question creation continues to increase engagement 
and anticipation of learning (Close, 2011). The organization of the questioning is 
completely up to the teacher. Sometimes we create structured partner-talk situ-
ations, asking students to report their questions orally. Other times we might 
create a carousel activity, in which students move around the room, writing and 
organizing their questions on chart paper. All questions do not need to come 
from the students; the instructor can create them. Some of our favorite questions 
take the form of predictions: What do you think might happen next?

When students orally “report out” their questions, it is important to not 
answer them at that point. Instead, simply acknowledge students for their ques-
tions (Brownlie & Close, 1992). This is a very important step in the process, as 
giving more than a simple acknowledgment might derail your lesson by sending 
the class off on a tangent, and may create a feeling of judgment in the room.

Recently, we attended an excellent workshop by veteran presenters. However, 
there was a point in the workshop when the presenter asked for new ideas 
from the participants. The response of one of the participants elicited a jubi-
lant “Yes!” from the presenter and a high-five to the participant. That one
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response ended up being the only offering from the class, as no one else was 
comfortable in offering an idea. What if their idea was not as good? No one 
wanted to be compared to the first participant. It is important to remember 
that the climate and culture of the class is very much in the hands of the 
instructor.

Students should also pose questions that they have about the text itself, the 
learning experience, the author, or anything else related to the given task: How 
will the author develop the story? Why did the teacher choose this text? Will I find 
good inferences in the story? All these questions bring forward ideas of what might 
be in the story while also reminding students of what they have already learned. 
It is important, no matter how tempting it is, for the teacher not to answer the 
questions. These questions must be answered as the text proceeds.

Besides making connections to what they already know, students can prepare 
for a learning experience by making predictions (Close, 2008) about what might 
be coming in the learning experience. When making predictions about the learn-
ing activity, students can consider all the information they have, from possible 
clues for making connections, to reflecting on common classroom instruction. 
A good prediction consists of two parts, beginning with a statement and ending 
with evidence: I think this because of that.

Students getting ready to read a story might predict that their teacher will ask 
them to find a big idea from the text because they know that this is a common 
end task. Or perhaps the prediction will be about something they are expecting 
in relation to a word clue. For example, to the word clue “scream,” a student might 
respond, “I predict there will be something scary in the story because the teacher 
told us to connect to the word scream.”

By making predictions, students prepare themselves for the coming lesson, 
and also prime their brains to begin searching for evidence to prove or disprove 
their theories.

The Brain Connection

Sometimes teachers will skip pre-learning activities like connecting, asking 
questions, and making predictions to get right to the content of the lesson. 
Brain research shows us this is poor practice, as the unprepared brain will be 
less effective (Medina 2008), especially at higher-order skills. If time is tight, 
the teacher needs to use earlier connections or reflections from students to 
quickly prepare the students’ brains for learning. In other words, no matter 
what, the teacher should do some sort of connecting activity before present-
ing new information.

Questioning and predicting build anticipation for the student. The brain loves 
this, and anticipation is a symptom of the brain being ready and primed to make 
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connections. Having ideas confirmed or not confirmed during the actual activity 
keeps students interested and attentive. Engagement is also driven by the ten-
sion of not yet knowing, the intentional creation of curiosity. The brain naturally 
wants to fill in the blanks or find the answers. When questions like “Will this 
happen?” or “Am I right about the clue words?” are posed, the brain can’t help 
but crave the answers. The curiosity component of the brain is active, even if the 
material is mundane.

Here are some samples of predicting questions:

What do you think will happen next?
What do you think we will do in class today?
Why do you think…?
How do you think we might accomplish our purpose today?

Use every opportunity to teach powerful predictions. Predictions are very sim-
ilar to inferences (Zwiers, 2010). When students respond with their predictions, 
ask them to justify their answers, and to use evidence to support their justifica-
tion: I think this because… Thinking is bumped up a couple of notches when 
students are required to justify their answers with evidence. Can they identify the 
information that makes them believe one thing over another?

Delivery of Preparation for Learning

Purpose-Setting

As discussed above, the purpose of the lesson has two parts: the what of the goal 
or learning outcome; and the why or reason the learning is important. When 
delivering the purpose to students we focus on the goal or learning outcome, as 
the why part of the purpose will be revealed to the students through the lesson. 
The reason for sharing the goal portion of the purpose with the class is for every-
one to be clear on the learning intentions. This helps students (especially con-
crete sequential students who need clear direction) to buy into the purpose and 
importance of the class. Goals also generate curiosity, as our brains have a built-
in need for answers or completion. A well-chosen goal begs for a result, even in 
the most challenging situations, and this challenge leads to engagement.

We generally keep the purpose-setting part of the lesson fairly straightforward. 
Often we will have the purpose written on the board or embedded on a slide in 
a digital presentation.

The purpose will be revisited at the end of the lesson during New Thinking, 
when we ask the students to reflect on their learning. Did they achieve the pur-
pose or perhaps even surpass it?

Connections, Questions, and Predictions

When facilitating this part of the lesson, remember that the big idea around Prep-
aration for Learning is to do just that: prepare the students for learning. Do this 
by creating curiosity and desire in students to go deeper and find connections 
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that are meaningful to them. This is an opportunity for students to learn more 
about themselves and their classmates in a safe place while interacting loosely 
with the content—with no wrong answers. Indeed, sometimes the seemingly 
wildest connections can inform deeper meaning in stories and texts.

A common pitfall at this point in the lesson is for teachers to answer the ques-
tions that students are asking. If the need to acknowledge the questions is great, 
and a generic response will not suffice, then we recommend that the question be 
written on the board or interactive whiteboard, or on chart paper, so that every-
one can see it. The questions can then be revisited at the end of the lesson during 
the New Thinking step. We often refer to questions set aside in this manner as 
parking-lot questions; i.e., they are parked until it is time for them to be answered.

The fact that there are unanswered questions is actually a positive in creating 
a classroom full of curiosity and anticipation. The brain loves a challenge. Ques-
tioning done in this manner becomes a provocateur of thinking and entices the 
brain to be engaged.

During a vision-building session with a board of directors, we observed a 
skilled facilitator use the P.L.A.N. format (unintentionally, mind you). Everything 
was going well until, during the Preparation for Learning section of his talk, he 
tried to answer a few of the questions posed to him rather then let them hang and 
be answered in time by the knowledge presented during the rest of the session. As 
soon as he began answering the first question, the mood in the room shifted as 
political differences (previously suspended) were immediately reengaged. It took 
more than an hour for the group to settle and get back on track. Letting questions 
hang around unanswered is essential to an open learning experience.
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3
Learning Sequence

We have discussed preparing the brain for learning through a series of steps 
designed to warm up the brain before new information is introduced. For the 
students to obtain optimum retention of newly learned material and for them to 
maximize the usefulness of this material, their brains need to be ready to make 
the connection between new information and old (Medina, 2008). This warming-
up process isn’t just about having the new learning stick somewhere; it is about 
preparing the brain to make as many effective connections as possible to the new 
information. A new thought about a character in a story should do more than 
inform comprehension questions about the story itself. It should also connect to 
individuals in other ways, perhaps informing the reader about a situation in his 
or her own life or providing insight into a past event. Accomplishing a wide and 
broad readiness of the brain to receive new information makes the best oppor-
tunity for a wide and broad intake of the new information through a structured 
Learning Sequence.

To explain this deeper thinking and the related brain processes, we consider the 
I3 Model; see page 18. The premise of this model is that, in order to understand 
anything, we must first be able to create a concrete mental image of it. This image 
then allows us to make inferences about the concept. Once we have developed 
some inferences, we are then able to postulate interpretations. As its name indi-
cates, there are three important steps in the I3 Model:

1. Surface learning from exposure to the material is a first step in this learning 
process as it allows students to develop and visualize the image. Students will 
most certainly be able to answer concrete comprehension questions about the 
material, and the stronger the mental image the student is able to generate, 
the stronger his/her understanding of the subject matter will be. With this 
solid understanding, the student is able to produce thoughtful responses to 
comprehension and application tasks.

2. Deeper learning begins when students are able to make inferences from the 
material. These inferences are created when students draw out suppositions 
from their concrete images.

3. Through this previously masked information being brought to light, stu-
dents can provide a new interpretation of the material.
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It is important that learning be broken down into meaningful and manageable 
progressions. A manageable progression means that the extent (size or complex-
ity) of the material is not so great so as to cause the student frustration.

The Body Connection

When eating, we cut a piece of food, chew on it, and swallow. If this process 
is not effectively completed, we might have a number of issues. Digestive 
problems, choking, or simply the loss of the enjoyment of the meal can all 
be a result of impatience. This metaphor holds true for learning as well. Too 
much information or too little processing (chewing) time means the new 
information cannot be effectively integrated and digested.
 A student reading a chapter from a book might be able to pick out one 
or two key occurrences or quotes from freshly read material. However, after 
reading a whole novel, the student’s memory of events and quotes is general, 
at best. When time is spent processing little pieces of information, material is 
layered into the brain, creating a foundation for the next piece. This ensures 
that a greater volume of material is understood, and that smaller details are 
comprehended. This gives the student a much more complete picture of the 
information and meaning.

The optimum size for a piece of information depends on several key external 
and internal factors. Internal factors can include the overall ability of the learner, 
his/her maturity level, and his/her attention span. These are the factors that 
determine the finite ability the student has to hold and manipulate ideas in his/
her mind. If this limit of working memory is exceeded, a certain amount of infor-
mation will be forgotten even before processing begins. This forgotten material 
could be extraneous details not necessary for understanding the remaining tasks; 
on the other hand, it might be essential information. If presented with too large 
a piece of material, learners will choose (sometimes improperly) which parts to 
focus on and then, out of necessity, forget or ignore the rest.

External factors that influence what students focus on might include the time 
of the year or the time of the day, situations at home, or anything else that influ-
ences or uses up brain resources. Obviously, learners who aren’t safe, who are 
hungry, or who have pressing physical needs will not be devoting their full ener-
gies to remembering details of information. If instructors can’t immediately fix 
such student needs, they need to keep in mind the student’s decreased attention 
span and shrink the size of the information pieces being fed the student so as not 
to overwhelm his/her limited resources.

Each piece of material needs to be processed by the learner in order to accom-
plish the comprehension of the material. Deep understanding is not a mystical 
event. It is a physical process that takes place in the brain. If we were to take a 
picture of learning, it might look like bridges being built between brain cells. This 
is a physical process that can be encouraged.
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Imaging and Inferring

Understanding involves using images and inferences to make determinations 
about what’s important. The brain might be seen as a machine that determines 
what action should be taken from a given set of information. We use our set 
of information, gathered from images and inferences, to understand the world 
around us and choose a course of action.

For example, a hiker working his way through a forest spots a large depression 
beside the trail with a considerable amount of flattened grass. What could have 
made that impression? Images of a bear or deer might come to mind. An infer-
ence made about the size of the depression could lead the hiker to make the deci-
sion (action) to turn around and take a different path. The images and inferences 
have led to an action.

Improving understanding means improving the process through which infor-
mation is processed. This means that each piece of material must be imaged, 
inferences must be drawn from it, and important parts must be identified. This 
leads to the understanding of the big idea or interpretation. Each of these com-
prehension skills is necessary for deep understanding, and can be practiced sepa-
rately or together, in closed or open formats.

The practice of skills—intellectual or physical—can be accomplished in two 
different ways. In closed practice, the skill is isolated from any other skill and is 
repeated to gain technical proficiency. An example of closed practice is a hockey 
player practicing a slap shot as an isolated skill. The player first places a number 
of pucks in a line on the ice and then proceeds to shoot them into an empty net. 
The player is not challenged with any opposition, as she repeats the skill with as 
few variables as possible. In a closed environment, the player improves the flu-
ency of that individual skill.

When the player uses the closed skill in an open environment she demon-
strates an open practice. In this case, it could be a game situation where the situ-
ation demands the player shoot while skating and avoiding opponents. Open 
situations have many variables and require the integration of skill sets. Both 
closed and open practices have as their goal a desired action; in this case, the 
player playing well in a game. And both are important. Proper technique must be 
developed through practice in closed situations and then these closed skills are 
integrated into an open practice.

In the same way, comprehension skills in literacy need to be practiced in closed 
situations. Skills such as imaging, determining what’s important and why, and 
learning how to inference should be practiced first in closed situations. Exam-
ples of strategies for closed practice include the Picture Word Induction Method 
(PWIM) and guided observations. These two similar strategies use familiar pic-
tures to trigger students to use vocabulary from their receptive (listening) and 
productive (speaking) vocabulary.

When using this practice, be as explicit as possible to improve metacognitive 
understanding of the student: e.g., We are going to practice imaging by looking 
carefully at this picture and finding all the hidden information. In turn, compre-
hension skills should be practiced together, also explicitly.

$MPTFE�QSBDUJDF�JTPMBUFT�TLJMMT�UP�
EFWFMPQ�UFDIOJDBM�QSPGJDJFODZ�PG�B�
single action.
Open practice involves activities 
EFTJHOFE�UP�NBLF�VTF�PG�TFWFSBM�
EJGGFSFOU�TLJMMT�UIBU�DP�PSEJOBUF�UP�
DBSSZ�PVU�BO�BQQMJDBUJPO�

i18*.�JT�BO�JORVJSZ�PSJFOUFE�
MBOHVBHF�BSUT�TUSBUFHZ�UIBU�VTFT�
pictures containing familiar objects 
BOE�BDUJPOT�UP�FMJDJU�XPSET�GSPN�
DIJMESFO�T�MJTUFOJOH�BOE�TQFBLJOH�
WPDBCVMBSJFT�w��$BMIPVO�	����
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Interpreting

Each time a piece of material is introduced, students are guided and given the 
opportunity to use their comprehension skills to process the information. Encour-
age them to explicitly discuss the images the material creates in their minds, and 
to make inferences based on this shared information. Finally, encourage students 
to decide what is important about the information, what the big idea of the infor-
mation is, and how this big idea related to the purpose of the learning. This deep 
understanding leads to the transformational portion of the learning experience.

The Body Connection

The idea of processing information in sections or pieces is not a new idea. 
One has to look no further than the teaching of skills in sports. In teaching 
skill acquisition, a skill is broken down by the instructor, coach, or teacher 
into small actions, often referred to as progressions. Individually, these 
progressions are simple. However, they build upon each other and get more 
complex as the athlete advances through each step. The final step will bring 
all the progressions together and the athlete will (hopefully) be able to per-
form the new skill. We argue that methods used to teach athletes new skills 
can also be used to train people to learn just about anything. (Anson, Elliot, 
& Davids, 2005)

Delivery of the Learning Sequence

A well-constructed learning sequence is the vehicle for learning in P.L.A.N. At 
this stage, the sequence will be a series of steps—each built on the one before—to 
move student skills and/or thinking to a higher level. These progressions relate 
directly to the purpose of the lesson and build toward the successful undertaking 
of the Authentic Application.

It would be quite correct at this point to note that classes are always composed 
of learners with varying levels of skills and pre-knowledge. It would seem, on the 
face of it, very difficult to plan a starting point for lessons. Consider a physical 
education class focused on teaching basketball skills: some students in the class 
could have strong skills, play on the school team, and regularly shoot hoops at 
home; other students might have encountered basketball only during gym class; 
while a third group might never have played at all. Even holding the ball could be a 
new experience for this third group. Where does one start with such a varied class?

P.L.A.N. to Mimic

Mimicry is the first stage of learning and is an essential part of proper devel-
opment. If students struggle with a particular concept, include opportunities 
for them to mimic each other or the teacher in their learning: i.e., if a student 
is having trouble discovering the meaning or the importance of an idea, have

*O�$IBQUFS���XF�EFTDSJCF�JO�EFUBJM�
IPX�UP�CFTU�EFTJHO�MFBSOJOH�
TFRVFODFT�UP�NBYJNJ[F�MFBSOJOH�
impact.
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a classmate explain his or her thinking. Let the student in question borrow 
the idea. P.L.A.N. gives many opportunities for students to hear and borrow 
from each other, and it is important to encourage this exchange during the 
learning experience. Just make sure students give credit to those from whom 
they learn.

The solution that we’ve seen work most often, and work very well, is to use 
explicit scaffolded lessons to design an experience that accelerates students for-
ward. The more difficulty students are likely to have with a concept, the more 
carefully scaffolded the lesson needs to be. As we work with classroom teachers, 
they often discover that their lesson plans have omitted key steps in the learn-
ing process. Material that should have been carefully worked through has been 
leaped over, leaving some students unprepared for the next step. The remedy is to 
simply redo the learning experience, taking care to break down the steps of learn-
ing into even smaller progressions. Careful scaffolding of the Learning Sequence 
is essential to success.

To assist with practical planning, here are some of our favorite activities and 
strategies to assist in the processing and synthesizing of information. The activi-
ties are explained as structures to set the stage for learning, whereas the strategies 
are designed to be more exacting in their purpose.

Structured Activities

PA R T N E R  TA L K

In order to present their thoughts clearly, students need to develop listening 
and paraphrasing skills, and the best way to achieve these skills is through dia-
logue with a partner (Langer, 1997). Partner talk helps students develop self-talk 
about their learning. With practice, the external conversations a student has with 
a partner help him to form pathways in his brain that allow him to carry on 
such conversations internally, leading him to become a self-aware, metacognitive 
learner (Berk, 1994; Bird & Savage, 2014).

Partner talk is an integral part of the effective delivery of lessons based on 
P.L.A.N. The structure of partner talk builds accountability and helps students 
create new ideas and connections that are on topic. These conversations assist 
with deeper comprehension and retention of the subject matter.

Sometimes overlooked in the implementation of partner talk is the impor-
tance of holding both partners accountable for their conversation. To promote 
this accountability, make explicit the role of each partner in the discussion. For 
instance, Partner A will speak and Partner B will listen. Then Partner B will have 
to report to the class what Partner A has told them. This twist on “talk to an 
elbow partner” increases the accountability in the activity, and therefore bumps 
up the thinking and subsequent engagement (Close, 2011).

We take the opportunity to inject our lessons with student talk whenever we 
can, to capitalize on increased engagement and on the social factor. In particular, 

"�#�1BSUOFS�5BML��.BLJOH�POF�QBSUOFS�
A and the other B gives the teacher 
a management tool for discussion, 
TVDI�BT�BTLJOH�"�UP�SFQPSU�#�T�JEFBT�
UP�UIF�DMBTT�	$MPTF�����
�
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we often use this strategy any time we need students to process complex informa-
tion, or brainstorm new ideas or questions. It is also a useful tool for creating a 
safe climate for class discussion.

WA L K  A N D  TA L K

In order to keep classes upbeat and lively, we highly recommend integrating as 
much movement into your lessons as possible. This is more of a philosophy than 
a technique, as most activities can be adjusted to allow for some movement.

A favorite processing activity of ours combines partner talk and movement. 
Based on SMART Learning’s Walk to Talk (Close and Stickley, 2002), the Walk 
and Talk activity is simple. Students walk in partners and talk about the topic. 
The partners are still held accountable for their discussion in that they have to 
report their new thinking at the conclusion of the walking time frame, but they 
will have had the opportunity to move, and this movement helps to get their ideas 
flowing.

Of course, there are some potentially limiting factors when planning for this 
activity, namely context and environment. Younger students might need to be 
confined to walking in their classroom or in the hall; whereas older students 
could move about in a less restrictive environment.

Processing Strategies and Tools

Processing strategies focus on different pieces of the I3 model that represents a 
hierarchy of meaning-making (see page 18):

t� *NBHF
t� *OGFSFODF
t� *OUFSQSFUBUJPO

The list of processing tools here is a sample; we choose tools for their generic 
and easily adaptable format. We have found it very useful to simply adapt tools to 
our teaching context, as necessary. We encourage you to seek out more process-
ing tools—even better, to make your own.

T H E  E H ? ( E V I D E N C E / H U N C H )  S T R AT E G Y

This tool is a simple T-chart adapted from SMART Learning’s Fact/Inference 
strategy (Close, 2011). On one side of the chart, students place evidence from 
the text or information that has been presented. On the other side, they record 
a hunch or inference connected to that evidence. Adaptable to most teaching 
and learning situations, this tool is very helpful in helping students connect their 
inferences (guesses) with evidence.

This tool helps students process information and make meaning from it. After 
using this tool, students are better able to find the big idea in a piece of text or 
performance and are more likely to be able to transfer their new learning to a 
new context.

*G�ZPV�BSF�MPPLJOH�GPS�DPNNFSDJBMMZ�
BWBJMBCMF�QSPDFTTJOH�UPPMT�XF�
BSF�WFSZ�JNQSFTTFE�XJUI�UIF�UPPMT�
BWBJMBCMF�JO�"ESJFOOF�(FBS�T�3FBEJOH�
BOE�8SJUJOH�1PXFST�TFSJFT��"T�XFMM�
3FBEJOH����	BWBJMBCMF�BU�XXX�TE���
CD�DB
�JT�B�HSFBU�SFTPVSDF��4."35�
-FBSOJOH�BMTP�IBT�BO�FYUFOTJWF�
MJTU�PG�SFTPVSDFT�BWBJMBCMF�BU�XXX�
smartlearning.ca

4FF�QBHF����GPS�UIF�&) �UFNQMBUF�

*O�PVS�TBNQMF�1�-�"�/��MFTTPO�
	5IF�5ISFF�-JUUMF�1JHT
�XF�IBWF�
BO�FYBNQMF�PG�XIFSF�XF�VTF�UIJT�
TUSBUFHZ�BT�B�QSPDFTTJOH�UPPM�JO�UIF�
-FTTPO�4FRVFODF��4FF�QBHF����
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T H E  M O M E N T  T H AT  C H A N G E S  E V E R Y T H I N G

This processing tool is designed to help students identify key moments or shat-
ter points in learning; i.e., where something changes their understanding of the 
material as a whole. This tool is often used with literature when stories have sur-
prise endings or plot twists. It is especially useful to bring to students’ attention 
changes in characters after events take place. Students are encouraged to think of 
surface changes in the images but also to infer and interpret what deeper changes 
have taken place in the material.

Students first begin by identifying the moment of change. They draw and 
describe what the character or situation was like before the moment; then they 
do the same for after the moment. In the reflection part of the strategy, students 
can be encouraged to talk about the differences between the before and after, and 
how these differences came about.

T H E  I N V E S T I G ATO R

This processing tool helps students make informed inferences about specific 
situations. On the grid, possible outcomes or solutions inferred from the text are 
listed along the top. Next, students pick out specific pieces of evidence to place in 
the left hand columns.

Each piece of evidence is then compared to each possible solution. If the solu-
tion and evidence support one another, a checkmark is placed in that box. If they 
do not match, an x is placed in the box.

The magic of this tool is that, once the evidence pieces are included in the grid, 
students are left with possible solutions with ready-made evidence to support 
their decisions. Solutions with the most checkmarks are the most defensible and 
justifiable. Students can clearly see how to negate the proposed solutions with 
many xs as evidence. At this point in a lesson, it is a logical and attainable next 
step for students to write their own responses to a piece of text, problem, or sce-
nario, as they have sufficient evidence to support their thinking.

4FF�QBHF����GPS�5IF�.PNFOU�5IBU�
$IBOHFT�&WFSZUIJOH�QSPDFTTJOH�UPPM�

4FF�QBHF����GPS�5IF�*OWFTUJHBUPS�
template.
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EH? Strategy

Evidence Hunch

Adapted from Fact/Inference in Close (2011) BrainSmart Thinking Tools: powerful pathways for personalizing 21st century learning at www.
smartlearning.ca
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4
Authentic Application

Once students have acquired new skills or information through the Learning 
Sequence, it is necessary to then assess that new learning by applying the new 
information to genuine situations experienced by the student in the form of an 
Authentic Application. The closer this application gets to real life or relevancy for 
the student, the more likely the information will be retained. Pain information, 
for instance, is immediately relevant: touching a hot stove produces an immedi-
ate and indelible response that is well remembered. There is nothing abstract 
about the response or the stimulus. For learning to stick, it too must be ren-
dered explicitly relevant to the student. Real learning is something the student 
can clearly see and articulate as mattering; it is the Authentic Application of the 
learning that can provide this link in thinking.

Authentic Application tasks help students retain information, by linking learn-
ing to different parts of the brain and increasing the capacity for novel applica-
tion of the information. In other words, performance of authentic tasks works as 
a summative assessment of learning and expands the capacity of the student to 
think creatively with the new information.

We like to think of the process of the Learning Sequence as filling a reservoir 
with water. Adding to the level of the reservoir increases its power and pressure. 
However, if the water remains in the reservoir, it serves a limited function and 
eventually evaporates. Authentic tasks are the release of this resource. The water 
cascades down a river basin, floods different tributaries, and perhaps creates 
power or waters dusty fields to produce crops. Authentic tasks are about putting 
knowledge to use.

The Brain Connection

When it comes to brain structure, the goal of authentic tasking is to cement 
the brain connections that have been developed throughout the lesson and 
attach these connections securely enough that the student can retain and 
apply the new information to help him/her navigate life. If the student is suc-
cessful at authentic tasking he/she can find application for new learning in 
the real world and can demonstrate this learning.
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Authentic learning applications combined with scaffolded lesson sequences 
provide for transformational learning opportunities. Individually learned les-
sons and new ideas are fused with knowledge to produce new understandings 
for students (Willis 2008), for it is in the attachment of the learning to something 
that is real and actionable that causes transformational thinking. Transforma-
tion is proof of learning, as it means that an improvement—some progress or a 
change—in student thinking has happened.

The Enhanced Universal Lens Model (see page 17) connects directly with the 
Authentic Application step of P.L.A.N. Whereas skills, fluency, and comprehen-
sion are learned and practiced in the Learning Sequences of the P.L.A.N. lesson 
design, it is the communication and presentation of those skills and ideas that 
are important in the context of real life. For example, in basketball, if a person 
can only dribble a ball well, or only shoot from one spot on the floor uncovered, 
or only have an understanding of good defensive strategy, then that person will 
never be an effective basketball player. Good players cannot be good at just one 
thing; effective skills cannot be learned in a silo. Good players need to be able to 
bring it all together and perform! They need to be able to take their learning to 
the next level and communicate their abilities in context.

Different lessons and curricula will demand variations in performances and 
authentic tasks. An English 12 class might require an essay as a final performance; 
an Engineering class might ask for a CAD drawing; the final task in a drama class 
might take the form of a skit. The basketball player will be evaluated on how the 
athlete played the game. The evaluation process for each of the students in each 
of these classes is individual. For example, in the basketball class, players will 
fill different positions and will be evaluated on slightly different criteria. Some 
 players will take the important shots, and others will defend the basket. This situ-
ation mirrors the reality in our classrooms—when it comes to assessment, one 
size does not fit all.

Criteria for Authentic Application

The task for the Authentic Application portion of a lesson must contain some key 
pieces for it to be powerful:

t� 5IF�UBTL�NVTU�SFMBUF�EJSFDUMZ�UP�UIF�QVSQPTF�PG�UIF�MFTTPO�
t� 5IF�UBTL�NVTU�CF�SFMFWBOU�BOE�BT�BVUIFOUJD�BT�UIF�DJSDVNTUBODFT�BMMPX�
t� 5IF�UBTL�TIPVME�CF�PQFO�FOEFE�XJUI�UIF�TUVEFOU�BU�UIF�DFOUSF�
t� 6QPO�TVDDFTTGVM�DPNQMFUJPO�PG�UIF�UBTL�MFBSOJOH�TIPVME�CF�FWJEFOU�

Related to Purpose

A strong authentic application will directly relate to the purpose of the lesson. 
Can our students take what we have taught them and then, in a new situation, 
prove they have learned what we have set out for them? Can they take a skill they 
have learned in a closed environment and use it in an open opportunity?

4FF�QBHFT���o���GPS�HSBQIJD�BOE�
explanation of the Enhanced 
6OJWFSTBM�-FOT�.PEFM�
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If the application task does not correlate with the purpose of the lesson, this 
will cause confusion for the student and a lack of alignment in the learning. 
Lesson goals and final tasks must align.

Relevant

Authenticity is key to strong lesson design. This portion of the lesson is where 
we find a practical use of the skills learned and practiced during the Learning 
Sequence. Ideally, at this point of the lesson, students are adequately prepared to 
take their skills and knowledge to a new level of understanding and application.

If we, as teachers, want to influence student behaviors, thinking, or skill sets, 
then we must do so using authentic real-life situations, examples, and scenarios. 
Nothing less will stick and show true growth. When planning for meaningful 
tasks, be sure to keep them realistic and authentic. Students enjoy a challenge 
that is rooted in reality, and by creating something that is real you will engage 
all involved and allow for true celebration when the task has been accomplished.

When we talk about realistic tasks, we aren’t referring to the circumstances 
or the narrative of the task, but rather the fashion in which the learning is used 
and the ability of students to image or create the necessary picture of the task 
in their minds. For instance students learning about simple chemical reactions 
that produce hydrogen might be asked to design a use for their experimental 
discovery. The student who models a breathing system for aliens who live by 
respiring in hydrogen has completed a realistic task. The task is realistic in that 
it can be pictured in the mind, and the use of the learning (producing hydrogen 
through a chemical reaction) is real—it is just the narrative that is fascinatingly 
otherworldly.

Open-Ended

Tasks need to be authentic and tangible, but they also must be open-ended and 
challenging. An open-ended task is flexible, one in which students can go in a mul-
titude of directions to show their learning and achieve the objectives of the skill or 
knowledge to be learned. Quite often, in the Learning Sequence stage of the lesson, 
a student will be taken through numerous closed-practice sessions to help him/her 
with basic skill acquisition. However, in order to show true mastery of a learning 
outcome, students must be able to show their learning in novel situations.

Evidence of Learning

Authentic application is where we, as teachers, can see if students have made 
progress toward the purpose of the lesson, and if they are now able to take the 
new information and use it in an open activity. By placing the student in a situ-
ation in which the task aligns with the purpose of the lesson, the teacher assures 
the activity is as real-world as possible.

When students demonstrate creative thought by using newly taught informa-
tion to provide a novel and useful approach to a topic, they demonstrate evidence 
of learning.

5BTLT�TIPVME�CF�SFBMJTUJD�CVU�UIJT�
EPFT�OPU�NFBO�UIFZ�OFFE�UP�CF�EVMM�
or unimaginative!

8IFO�TUVEFOUT�UIJOL�DSFBUJWFMZ�JU�
NFBOT�UIFZ�IBWF�VTFE�JOGPSNBUJPO�
JO�B�XBZ�UIBU�JT�OPWFM�BOE�VTFGVM�
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Examples of Authentic Application

S E N I O R  H I S TO R Y

The outcome for the course: Evaluate the circumstances and events that led to 
World War II in Europe.

For this lesson, the teacher needs to consider the key pieces to an effective 
authentic task:

t� 1MBDJOH�UIF�TUVEFOU�JO�UIF�DFOUSF
t� "MJHOJOH�UP�UIF�MFBSOJOH�PVUDPNF
t� $SFBUJOH�B�TJUVBUJPO�UIBU�NJSSPST�SFBM�MJGF�BT�DMPTFMZ�BT�QPTTJCMF

So, a sample task could be this:

Imagine that you have travelled back in time to prewar England. Your current 
job has you working for the BBC as a news reporter. Write a persuasive essay 
for the paper on the dangers of Appeasement (allowing Germany to attain 
lands without stepping in) and what might ultimately happen as a result of 
that foreign policy.

M I D D L E - S C H O O L  S C I E N C E :  C H E M I S T R Y

The class is learning to measure substances and solutions according to pH, sol-
ubility, and concentration. Students have learned how to analyze various sub-
stances and solutions for acidic or basic characteristics.

An authentic task could be this:

Imagine that we all work for the local leisure centre. Our job is to check the 
quality of the water in the pool to ensure the safety and comfort of the swim-
mers. You will receive samples of the water to test and must create a report 
(complete with graphs) on the condition of the pool water over three sample 
days of testing. You will share the report with the pool manager.

S O C I A L  R E S P O N S I B I L I T Y

The teacher knows that a new student will be arriving in the class in the next 
day or two. The class has been learning the virtues of inclusion and sharing. The 
authentic task could be tracking how students respond to the new student. Do 
they include the new student in activities during break times and welcome him/
her to the class?

Authentic Application as Assessment

How will we know that learning has taken place? The greatest predictor of 
whether learning has happened is in the actions, behavior, or demonstration of 
the purpose of the lesson by the student, all of which take place through the 
Authentic Application.

Due to the open nature of Authentic Application, it can seem out of context  
to assess student work, since the answers given will vary greatly. The difficulty 
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occurs when the teacher focuses on the students’ answers rather than on their 
reasoning and supporting evidence. Authentic tasks are about higher-order skills 
and communication of ideas, and students need to be continuously reminded to 
support their ideas. The continual message during this step of the process is why: 
Why does this matter? Why did that happen? Why would you take that approach?

Value in the Authentic Application is found in the development of student 
reasoning abilities and the ultimate product (evidence of learning). For instance, 
in the Three Little Pigs lesson (see Chapter 7), students are asked to come up 
with a metaphor for the wolf and the houses, given that the pigs represent stu-
dents. In response, a student might say that the pig who took time to do things 
right ended up helping everybody; and so the wolf could represent a dangerous 
waste of time and the houses could represent schoolwork. While this response is 
adequate, the teacher can push the student to explain why this is the meaning the 
student selected. How can the student prove that the idea makes sense?

Delivery of Authentic Application

When students begin the Authentic Application section of the process, it is 
important that teachers provide

t� UJNF
t� DSJUFSJB
t� NJOJNBM�TVQQPSU

Adequate time must be allowed for students to compile the supportive evi-
dence they need to develop deep-thinking skills. If the time allotted for evidence 
research is too brief, the students’ answers will tend to be glib, unsubstantiated, 
or merely colloquial. Deep thinking and engagement are founded on evidence, 
on answering the why instead of just the what. Some students will need more 
time for evidence gathering than others, so flexible timing needs to be part of the 
lesson planning.

By providing criteria, teachers are able to provide a sense of security for stu-
dents as they progress toward clear targets. We prefer to create criterion-based 
tasks or rubrics that are related to performance standards based on the purpose of 
the lesson. Sometimes standards might be general, such as reading to understand 
text; other times a rubric might be built specifically for the given application.

During the Authentic Application stage, teachers should endeavor to provide 
as little assistance as possible, since the goal is for students apply their own knowl-
edge. Sometimes this is the point where lessons prove to have been ineffective, 
perhaps because the progressions were too great. The strength of the assessment, 
task, or assignment will be front and centre at this stage of the learning process. 
If a thoughtful task has not been designed for the lesson, then the chances of 
the students retaining the knowledge and transferring it dramatically decrease. 
Often, to help with this step, we create the final task first; this ensures that the 
task aligns with our learning intentions or outcomes. Then, using a backward 
design, we create the Learning Sequence. See Chapter 6 for more on using back-
ward design to plan lessons.
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An issue that can arise in the delivery of the Authentic Application is when 
one or more students are simply unable to meet the learning demand. Most often 
this takes place when the scaffolding has been incomplete or was started at the 
wrong level. If this happens, take note of this as a formative assessment for help 
in preparing future lessons.

The Brain Connection

When a student gets “stuck,” have him/her borrow an idea from a classmate. 
This is okay, as we know that mimicking is the first stage of learning. We 
begin to talk by mimicking the sounds we hear around us and we learn to 
behave (or misbehave) by following the behaviors of our siblings and par-
ents. Mimicking the ideas or actions of others forms pathways in the brain, 
“wiring” these actions through our mirror neuron system. A student who 
is stuck or a little behind can adopt the ideas of others and add them to his/
her own work, accelerating his/her growth. The student from whom the idea 
is borrowed also benefits through a boost in confidence and by having the 
learning gained and cemented from explaining ideas to another student. This 
type of sharing of ideas in the correct context builds collaborative skills and 
increases community growth.

Assessment Tools as Authentic Application

It is often appropriate to use assessment tools as Authentic Applications. On page 
56 is an example of the ALIE literacy assessment used as an Authentic Applica-
tion for our lesson on The Three Little Pigs. These tools give students a sense of 
security, in that they can practice the template design over time. This allows them 
to concentrate on their knowledge, rather than using brain resources to figure 
out how to physically formulate their answers anew every time.

We include here a number of performance-based standard assessments. While 
we do not give a full description of each, a brief discussion is enough to show how 
they adhere to the concept of being open, authentic, and practicable. There is the 
added advantage that these assessments can double as Authentic Application for 
those times when a more standardized assessment is needed.

On pages 57–59 are three different versions of our one-page assessment, the 
ALIE (Assessment of Literacy In Education): one for fiction text, one for nonfic-
tion text, and one for viewing material. As well, on pages 60–61 are reproducible 
copies of the ANIE (Assessment of Numeracy In Education) and ANIE Junior. 
Finally, on page 62 we have presented a copy of the SoRA, a one-page assessment 
of Social Responsibility.

A L I E :  F I C T I O N / A L I E  N O N F I C T I O N

These one-page assessments can be used with any fiction or nonfiction text. The 
text should be at the reading level of the student. If used with teacher support, 
this assessment can be at the instructional reading level of the student; without 
teacher support, the reading pairing should be at the student’s independent level. 

5IF�OVNFSBDZ�BTTFTTNFOUT�BSF�VTFE�
JOUFSOBUJPOBMMZ�BOE�BSF�NPSF�GVMMZ�
FYQMBJOFE�JO�PVS�QSFWJPVT�CPPL�The 
ANIE.

4FF�QBHF����GPS�UIF�"-*&��'JDUJPO�
UFNQMBUF��QBHF����GPS�UIF�"-*&��
/POGJDUJPO�UFNQMBUF�
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Note that students will need to be taught explicitly how to answer the types of 
questions in the assessment.

A L I E :  V I E W I N G

This one-page assessment can be used with any viewed material, such as a photo, 
a piece of art, a presentation, or a movie. Students will need to be taught explicitly 
how to answer the types of questions in the assessment.

A N I E / A N I E  J U N I O R

This simple-to-use one-page assessment can be used to assess specific math out-
comes. Whether you are looking for formative or summative feedback, the ANIE 
provides deep diagnostic information on student ability in math. Described by 
some as an “upside-down word problem,” it has students begin with the math 
question at the top of the template; by the time they have finished, they will have 
created a personalized math application. The ANIE Junior is designed specifi-
cally for primary-aged students who are new to reading and writing.

S o R A

This one-page assessment of social responsibility is easy to administer and pro-
vides transformational results in student behavior and thinking. It is completely 
open, repeatable, and short. Other strengths of the assessment include

t� B�QSPUPDPM�GPS�KVTUJGJDBUJPO�PG�UIJOLJOH
t� B�SFRVJSFNFOU�PG�TFMG�FWBMVBUJPO
t� B�QMBDF�GPS�UFBDIFS�BTTFTTNFOU

Because the teacher side of the SaRa can be folded over, it lets the teacher 
assess his/her student either with or without the self-assessment evidence pro-
vided by the student.

4FF�QBHF����GPS�UIF�"-*&��7JFXJOH�
template.

4FF�QBHF����GPS�UIF�"/*&�UFNQMBUF��
QBHF����GPS�UIF�"/*&�+VOJPS�
template.

4FF�QBHF����GPS�UIF�4P3"�UFNQMBUF�
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S A M P L E  A L I E :  T H E  T H R E E  L I T T L E  P I G S
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ALIE Literacy Assessment: Fiction 
/BNF�� Grade : %BUF��

While you read, choose a strategy to help you understand the text.

Explain why you chose this strategy.

Can you read between the lines of the text to prove something that you suspect?  
Explain your thinking.

What is the message (the big idea) of the text? Use details from the text to support your answer.

Reflect on your thinking.
Was it easy? 
Was it hard?

What did
you learn?

Strategies Response and Analysis Comprehension Notes Total:

1      2      3      4 1      2      3      4 1      2      3      4 1      2      3      4 
t� $PNQSFIFOTJPO 

Strategies
t� 8PSE�4LJMMT
t� -PDBUJOH�%FUBJM

t� $POOFDUJPOT
t� 3FBDUJPOT

t� *OGFSFODFT
t� 3FMBUJPOTIJQT
t� 5IFNF
t� %FUBJM

What does this text remind you of that you may have seen, heard, thought, or talked about?
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ALIE Literacy Assessment: Nonfiction 
/BNF�� Grade : %BUF��

While you read, choose a strategy to help you understand the text.

Explain why you chose this strategy.

Find some information in the text that you believe to be important. Write the words that made you 
think that. Explain your thinking.

What is the message (the big idea) of the text? Use details from the text to support your answer.

Reflect on your thinking.
Was it easy? 
Was it hard?

What did
you learn?

Strategies Response and Analysis Comprehension Notes Total:

1      2      3      4 1      2      3      4 1      2      3      4 1      2      3      4 
t� $PNQSFIFOTJPO 

Strategies
t� 8PSE�4LJMMT
t� -PDBUJOH�%FUBJM

t� $POOFDUJPOT
t� 3FBDUJPOT

t� *OGFSFODFT
t� 3FMBUJPOTIJQT
t� 5IFNF
t� %FUBJM

What does this text remind you of that you may have seen, heard, thought, or talked about?
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ALIE Literacy Assessment: Viewing 
/BNF�� Grade : %BUF��

While you watch, choose a strategy to help you understand the text.

Explain why you chose this strategy.

Find some information that the author may have hidden. Explain your thinking with evidence from 
what you have observed.

Based on your observations, what is important? Support your thinking with evidence.

Reflect on your thinking.
Was it easy? 
Was it hard?

What did
you learn?

Strategies Response and Analysis Comprehension Notes Total:

1      2      3      4 1      2      3      4 1      2      3      4 1      2      3      4 
t� $PNQSFIFOTJPO 

Strategies
t� 8PSE�4LJMMT
t� -PDBUJOH�%FUBJM

t� $POOFDUJPOT
t� 3FBDUJPOT

t� *OGFSFODFT
t� 3FMBUJPOTIJQT
t� 5IFNF
t� %FUBJM

What does this text remind you of that you may have seen, heard, thought, or talked about?
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The ANIE
/BNF�� Grade : %BUF��

Problem:

Make your best guess.
Explain your strategy.

Show how to solve.

Calculate Draw a Sketch

Explain your calculation and sketch.

Give an example of how to use the math in real life.

Reflect on your thinking.
What was easy?
What was hard?

What did
you learn?

%PNBJO�$PODFQU�� 4UBOEBSE��0VUDPNF�
Strategy & Reasoning Procedural Skill & Fluency Representation 

& Communication
Concept & Application Total:

1      2      3      4 1      2      3      4 1      2      3      4 1      2      3      4 1      2      3      4 
t� NBLFT�B�SFBTPOBCMF� 

estimate
t� VTFT�B�HSBEF�BQQSPQSJBUF 

strategy
t� FYQMBJOT�KVTUJGJFT�TUSBUFHZ

t� VTFT�B�HSBEF�BQQSPQSJBUF 
procedure

t� DBSSJFT�PVU�QSPDFEVSF 
efficiently and accurately

t� SFQSFTFOUT�UIF�NBUI 
accurately

t� FYQMBJOT�BOE�QSPWJEFT�� 
support

t� DPNNVOJDBUFT�DMFBSMZ� 
using mathematical  
language

t� BQQMJFT�UIF�DPODFQU�UP 
real life accurately

t� EFNPOTUSBUFT�VOEFSTUBOEJOH 
of concept

Notes



Pembroke Publishers ©2015 P.L.A.N. for Better Learning by Kevin Bird and Kirk Savage ISBN 978-1-55138-305-7 

Pe
m

br
ok

e P
ub

lis
he

rs
 ©

20
15

 P.
L.

A.
N.

 fo
r B

ett
er

 L
ea

rn
in

g b
y K

ev
in

 B
ird

 an
d 

Ki
rk

 Sa
va

ge
 IS

BN
 9

78
-1

-5
51

38
-3

05
-7

 

Th
e 

A
N

IE
 J

un
io

r
/
BN

F��
G

ra
de

 :
%
BU
F��

Pr
ob

lem
:

Gu
es

s.
Us

e n
um

be
rs

.

Us
e w

or
ds

 an
d 

pi
ct

ur
es

 to
 w

rit
e a

 m
at

h 
sto

ry
.

%
PN

BJ
O��

$P
OD

FQ
U�

4U
BO

EB
SE

��0
VU

DP
N

F�
Es

tim
at

io
n

Ca
lcu

la
tio

n
Re

pr
es

en
ta

tio
n 

Co
nc

ep
t &

 A
pp

lic
at

io
n

To
ta

l:
1  

    
2  

    
3  

    
4 

1  
    

2  
    

3  
    

4 
1  

    
2  

    
3  

    
4 

1  
    

2  
    

3  
    

4 
1  

    
2  

    
3  

    
4 

t�
N

BL
FT

�B�
SF

BT
PO

BC
MF�

FT
UJN

BU
F

t�
VT

FT
�B�

HS
BE

F�
BQ

QS
PQ

SJB
UF

 
str

at
eg

y

t�
VT

FT
�B�

HS
BE

F�
BQ

QS
PQ

SJB
UF

 
pr

oc
ed

ur
e

t�
DB

SS
JFT

�P
VU

�Q
SP

DF
EV

SF
 

ef
fic

ien
tly

 an
d 

ac
cu

ra
te

ly

t�
SF

QS
FT

FO
UT�

UI
F�N

BU
I 

ac
cu

ra
te

ly
t�

XS
JUF

T�O
VN

CF
ST
�BD

DV
SB

UF
MZ

t�
FY

QM
BJO

T�D
PO

DF
QU

�DM
FB

SMZ
�V
TJO

H�
m

at
he

m
at

ica
l l

an
gu

ag
e

t�
BQ

QM
JFT

�UI
F�D

PO
DF

QU
�UP

 
re

al 
lif

e a
cc

ur
at

ely
t�

EF
N

PO
TUS

BU
FT

�V
OE

FS
TUB

OE
JO

H 
of

 co
nc

ep
t

No
te

s

D
ra

w 
a p

ict
ur

e.



Pembroke Publishers ©2015 P.L.A.N. for Better Learning by Kevin Bird and Kirk Savage ISBN 978-1-55138-305-7 

SoRA: Social Responsibility Assessment
/BNF�� Grade : %BUF��

When I am involved in disagreements with others they end well.
Never       Some of the time       Most of the time       All of the time

When completing this assessment, consider your actions over the past week. Circle the best answer, 
then justify your answer with evidence in the space provided.

Over the past week I have been kind, have been helpful, and have 
cooperated with others in class activities.
Never       Some of the time       Most of the time       All of the time

Over the past week I have treated others fairly and respectfully.
Never       Some of the time       Most of the time       All of the time

I improve the world around me and help to make the world I live in a 
better place.
Never       Some of the time       Most of the time       All of the time

Contributing to the Classroom 
and School Community

– Usually welcoming, friendly, 
kind & helpful
– Takes responsibility, 
contributes and works 
cooperatively

Solving Problems in Peaceful 
Ways

– Tries to solve interpersonal 
problems calmly; often shows 
empathy and considers others’ 
perspectives.
– Can clarify problems or issues 
and generate and compare 
strategies and anticipate some 
consequences.

Valuing Diversity and 
Defending Human Rights

– Usually treats others fairly and 
respectfully; tries to be unbiased; 
shows some support for human 
rights.

Exercising Democratic Rights 
and Responsibilities

– Shows a sense of community 
and an interest in making the 
world a better place; tries to 
follow through on planned 
actions

Total:
1    2    3    4

1    2    3    4

1    2    3    4

1    2    3    4

1    2    3    4

Teacher Side
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5
New Thinking

American philosopher, psychologist, and educational reformer John Dewey said: 
“We do not learn from experience…we learn from reflecting on experience.” New 
Thinking is the step of P.L.A.N. that seals in the new learning and helps students 
“grow to new places” (Close and Stickley, 2002). It is where students reflect back 
on the lesson and, as they revisit the given information, they determine which 
main points they will take away and what is the why of the lesson. This revisiting 
has a rehearsal effect: essential learning is reviewed and the newly established 
brain pathways are strengthened. New learning also involves having the students 
plan for their next learning experience, explicitly detailing what they might do 
next time to be successful. Ideally the new thinking will be a direct result of the 
Authentic Application that clearly demonstrates that the goal of the lesson has 
been achieved.

The Brain Connection

Mirror motor neurons trick our brain into thinking imagined experiences 
are real (Medina, 2008). They trigger the same internal responses we would 
have if we were really performing the imagined action. Even a physical skill 
can be practiced mentally, triggering the same brain mechanisms that the 
actual action would trigger. Reflecting back on new learning causes the brain 
to relive the experience. This practice reinforces and strengthens the connec-
tions in the brain; in effect, sealing them in.

Reflection

New Thinking serves a summative self-assessment and a formative metacogni-
tive function, as students are asked not only to think about the information or 
skills they have learned but also to think back on the process of learning and 
what worked for their brains. This is where students explicitly articulate their 
understanding of the why portion of the purpose of the learning experience (see 
page 36). For example, New Thinking from a student taking part in the earlier 
mentioned basketball layup lesson might be expressed like this:
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t� i*�TVDDFTTGVMMZ�MFBSOFE�IPX�UP�QFSGPSN�B�MBZVQ�CZ�VOEFSTUBOEJOH�IPX�NBOZ�
steps to take before jumping towards the basket.”

t� i*�LOPX�UIJT�JT�JNQPSUBOU�CFDBVTF�JU�JNQSPWFT�NZ�BUUBDL�JO�B�HBNF��w

A student’s reflection on his/her own thinking processes is a powerful tool (Close, 
2011). Through this reflection the student can use his/her insights to address 
weaknesses and develop strengths.

The importance of taking time at the end of the lesson to revisit the learning 
cannot be overstated. Numerous studies point to a minimum loss of 80–90% of 
learned material if the material is not properly revisited and reflected upon (Bad-
deley, 1999). Another study through the Harvard Business School found that 
reflection significantly increased performance (Stefano, 2015). By thinking back 
on new learning, we help to cement this new knowledge in our mind and keep it 
intact for later use.

Unfortunately, because New Thinking necessarily happens after learning, it 
is often forgotten or omitted in lesson plans due to time constraints. As it is an 
essential piece of learning, we recommend that care be taken to include reflec-
tion time at the end of lessons, even if the time is brief. While reflecting on New 
Thinking, students can be encouraged to revisit the information and skills they 
have learned, and contemplate the learning process. By explicitly and purpose-
fully revisiting their learning and thinking training, students are better prepared 
to access their new skills and knowledge in a future setting.

Delivery of New Thinking

The most important rule about New Thinking is simple. Ensure that it happens! 
Too often the last step of the lesson gets neglected or is only half-done because of 
a ringing bell. Ensuring time for proper focus on New Thinking is essential to the 
ultimate impact of the lesson.

It is also important that, when they are completing their New Thinking, stu-
dents be pushed to continue to provide evidence for their thoughts. Since New 
Thinking will most likely be referenced in future lessons, teachers should check 
in with as many students as possible to ensure maximum comprehension of the 
material and to make sure that each student has a developed idea of why the 
learning was important.

Strategy: Ticket Out the Door

One of our favorite strategies for this kind of check-in we learned from 
Faye Brownlie; it is called the Ticket Out the Door. Before they leave the 
classroom, students are required to submit their completed New Thinking 
 reflection sheets. The teacher reads them and provides some instant feed-
back: e.g., “Why did you say this?” or “Can you fill in this part a bit? I don’t 
understand yet.” Students quickly learn how to compose complete ideas, and 
the continual instant feedback promotes their learning of, interaction with, 
and abilility to remember the material.

*U�JT�PGUFO�JO�UIF�/FX�5IJOLJOH�
portion of the lesson that true a-ha! 
NPNFOUT�UBLF�QMBDF��5IFTF�BSF�UIF�
JOTUBODFT�UIBU�XF�BT�UFBDIFST�MJWF�
GPS��XIFSF�UIF�MFBSOJOH�JT�WJTJCMF�BOE�
metaphorical light bulbs are flashing 
JO�TUVEFOUT��IFBET�SJHIU�JO�GSPOU�
of us!
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Reflection on the Learning Experience

In our lesson on The Three Little Pigs, common student reflections from one of 
our lessons include statements like these:

t� i/PX�*�SFBMMZ�HFU�JU�XIFO�*�TFF�BOJNBMT�JO�DBSUPPO�TIPXTyUIFZ�BSF�DIPPTJOH�
animals based on their characteristics to represent certain people.”

t� i8PX�TUPSJFT�BSF�SFBMMZ�NVDI�EFFQFS�UIBO�*�HJWF�UIFN�DSFEJU�GPS�w
t� i*�CFU�UIBU�BMNPTU�BMM�GBJSZ�UBMFT�DBO�CF�TUVEJFE�UIJT�XBZ�w

Common reflections from the Pick and Roll basketball lesson include

t� i*�GFFM�NPSF�DPOGJEFOU�JO�QMBZJOH�CBTLFUCBMM�XJUI�NZ�GSJFOET�w
t� i*�TUJMM�BN�TUSVHHMJOH�XJUI�SPMMJOH�UIF�SJHIU�XBZ��*�OFFE�UP�QSBDUJDF�UIBU�NPSF�w
t� i*�BN�HPPE�BU�EPJOH�MBZVQT�BOE�*�DBO�U�CFMJFWF�IPX�FBTZ�JU�JT�UP�NBLF�B�MBZVQ�

if your friend sets a pick for you!”

These learning moments are invaluable. Even if this is not the formal assess-
ment that students complete, it can be equally insightful and powerful as evi-
dence of learning.

But these types of responses do not happen by accident. Teachers need to work 
with their students and scaffold this learning—the same as they would any learn-
ing sequence. Not all people reflect deeply. The good news is that we all can learn 
to reflect deeply, we just need to be taught. There are two main pitfalls in the area 
of New Thinking:

1. The teacher has not left enough time at the end of the lesson and therefore 
reflection is missed.

2. There has not been explicit teaching in how to effectively reflect and “report 
out” on a student’s new thinking.

If we expect students to think deeply about their learning, then we need to 
provide them with the tools, strategies, and motivation to do so. If we want great 
results, we need to explicitly teach students how to achieve. A mini-lesson that 
takes between 5 and 10 minutes is enough to elicit deep responses from students 
at the end of any lesson.

New Thinking Mini-Lesson

Note that this format is a version of P.L.A.N. in miniature.

1. Your goal is to reflect on your learning today.
 Think about our activities today. Why did we do them? Was there an order 

to what we learned? Why? How did you perform in your final assignment 
(authentic task)?

2. Find an elbow partner.
t� 1BSUOFS�"�QMFBTF�UFMM�ZPVS�QBSUOFS�UXP�UIJOHT�ZPV�MFBSOFE�UPEBZ�UIBU�XFSF�

new ideas.
t� 1BSUOFS�#�QMFBTF�UFMM�ZPVS�QBSUOFS�UXP�UIJOHT�ZPV�MFBSOFE�UPEBZ�UIBU�XFSF�

new ideas.

1SFQBSBUJPO�GPS�-FBSOJOH

-FBSOJOH�4FRVFODF
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t� %JTDVTT�XIJDI�JEFB�ZPV�GFMU�XBT�NPTU�QPXFSGVM�GPS�FBDI�PG�ZPV�BOE�QJDL�
that one to speak about.

3. Report out your most powerful new idea.
t� 1MFBTF�TUBOE�POF�BU�B�UJNF�BOE�SFQPSU�ZPVS�QPXFSGVM�JEFB�

4. Exit Slip
t� /PX�UIBU�ZPV�IBWF�IFBSE�BMM�UIF�JEFBT�JO�UIF�SPPN�XSJUF�EPXO�ZPVS�OFX�

most-powerful idea on your exit slip and hand it in as you leave the class.

Authentic Application

/FX�5IJOLJOH
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6

Putting It All Together

Design a PLAN

This chapter is devoted to providing insight into the process of designing a learn-
ing experience and delivering that lesson using the P.L.A.N. format.

In the first step we will select a Purpose for the lesson. Then we will go through 
each of the P.L.A.N. steps in detail, following a backward design process: we will 
create an Authentic Application that closely matches the chosen purpose; follow-
ing this, we will generate a Learning Sequence that breaks the task down into its 
component pieces. By beginning, as Covey says, “with the end in mind” (2004), 
we will have the best chance of designing the learning experience to align with 
the end plan, of engineering the experience towards the New Learning necessary.

For demonstration purposes, we’ll walk through the Design a PLAN learning 
experience (see page 81 for template) using the story of The Three Little Pigs. 
We’ll design a lesson that will help students reach a full understanding of the big 
idea of the tale through inferential thinking.

On page 75, we show Design a PLAN, showing the lesson of The Three Little 
Pigs organized via a process similar to McTighe and Wiggins backwards 
design (1998). On page 77, The PLAN template shows that lesson organized 
into sequences. We find teachers newer to the P.L.A.N. process initially find 
the Design a PLAN template easier to use than the full The PLAN. Once a 
teacher’s fluency with P.L.A.N. improves, he/she usually prefers the template 
of the full The PLAN to the Design a PLAN template.

Design a Purpose

To begin planning the learning experience, we look first at what purpose the 
lesson needs to accomplish. The purpose is composed of two parts: the lesson’s 
learning goal and the reason why that goal is important. More often than not, the 
goal is based on curriculum requirements and formative assessment. We need to 
ask ourselves: At the end of the learning experience, what skills do we want students 
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walking out of the classroom with? Or What do we want students to believe to be 
the main idea?

For example, we have talked about a story called “The Scream” (see pages 
32–33). The story includes some big themes that would make for excellent reflec-
tions, but a key aspect to the story is how the author uses names to describe char-
acter traits. At the end of a lesson on “The Scream,” we might want students to 
realize that “Each name has been chosen carefully by the author to tell us impor-
tant information.” This is important (the why) because understanding literary 
devices is essential for developing a sophisticated understanding of texts. With 
this end in mind, we can begin crafting an Authentic Application that would 
direct students to this conclusion.

No matter what the subject area, we can follow this same format to produce an 
effective learning experience. If the example were a basketball lesson in a physical 
education class the purpose could focus on the ability of the student to consis-
tently perform a layup. Or imagine a principal presenting in a staff meeting: the 
principal might have set a purpose for staff to implement a new way of supervis-
ing a noon-hour activity. Whatever the subject or venue, by beginning the design 
with the purpose, we know what we are expecting from participants at the end of 
the learning experience.

For our lesson with the story of The Three Little Pigs, we want students to find 
the author’s message in the story. Our purpose is for students to understand the 
big idea of the story and connect that idea to context in their own lives. While 
individual students will differ in what they achieve in this lesson, our direction is 
to have them understand what is represented in the story.

What is the author’s message? What lesson could we learn from this story?

Design an Authentic Application

Choosing tasks that provide an Authentic Application is often the most difficult 
part of lesson design, especially when working with materials that are abstract in 
nature. A basketball lesson, like many skill-based lessons, has a natural Authentic 
Application: students are physically able to demonstrate a layup. Since authentic 
tasks are concrete displays of learning, the more concrete the skill, the easier it is 
to display. The more abstract a concept, the greater the challenge in translating it 
concretely. The secret to reducing the challenge of designing abstract Authentic 
Applications is reflecting on how the learning can be used in the real world.

When designing an Authentic Application, we look for an activity that gives 
students the opportunity to demonstrate that they understand the big idea of 
their learning experience and can use that information in new circumstances. 
Creating these tasks as much as an art as a science. But to assist with this task, we 
have developed the following guidelines to facilitate development:

1. Find an open real-life situation that aligns with the learning.
2. Place the student as the central fixture in the real-life situation.
3. Ensure the task relates to the purpose of the lesson.
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For the basketball lesson, the three guidelines are easily followed: the open 
situation would be a scrimmage or game in which the student is to perform a 
layup. In this scenario, all three conditions are met.

But these guidelines can also aid in more complex development of an Authen-
tic Application. In our Three Little Pigs example, you might task students with 
creating a new meaning for wolf and house, based on the idea that the pigs sym-
bolize students:

1. Find the open real-life situation that aligns with the learning: Students have 
the understanding that people are represented in the story; the task is wide 
open, as students choose what fits into the new reality they develop.

2. Place the student as the central fixture in the real-life situation: The story 
applies directly to the student, as the student can relate the actions of the char-
acters directly to his/her own actions.

3. Ensure the task relates to the purpose: The task directly demonstrates the 
student’s understanding of the author’s message.

The Authentic Application on the Design a PLAN can be filled in like this:

Students create new meanings for the wolf and the house, based on Pigs = 
Students.
They will create their own summary sentence that makes sense in their own 
context.

Design a Learning Sequence

We have created a goal and an Authentic Application that are aligned for the 
story of the Three Little Pigs. They clearly support the direction and destination 
of the lesson. The next task is to design the Learning Sequence that will provide 
the scaffolding that students will use to reach the planned destination. We know 
what we want our students to achieve; we now need to create a path to get them 
there.

Designing a Learning Sequence can be seen as a three-step process:

1. We need information about where students are in relation to the proposed 
learning outcomes or purpose for the lesson.

2. We need to evaluate how big to make each step in the learning process.
3. We need to check the alignment between the Learning Sequence and the 

Authentic Application.

Where Do We Start the Learning?

Finding out where students are in relation to the goal of the lesson is essential to 
ensure the Learning Sequence is not too difficult or—even worse—too easy. This 
is where the use of formative assessment tools will guide the development of the 
Learning Sequence. Formative assessment, whether formal or informal, gives us 
information about where the students are at now, so we know where to begin 
the Learning Sequence. Formal formative assessment takes the form of an event 
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like a test; it is often normed against age averages or graded with a tool, such as 
performance standards. Informal formative assessment is just as important: it is 
the information the instructor collects continuously from the class. It could be 
something the instructor notes in a conversation with a student, or something as 
subtle as a look of confusion or understanding on a student’s face. Whatever the 
source of assessment information, it guides the instructor to the correct level to 
start the learning sequence.

Sometimes lessons are designed without any thought to the key information 
provided through formative assessment. In instances like this, the learning activi-
ties will likely (at best) be ineffective or (at worst) will cause the student needless 
confusion and anxiety. It is important to plan your Learning Sequence so that the 
student’s new learning overlaps with the old. This overlap, which is included in 
the Preparation for Learning step of the lesson, refreshes the student’s established 
learning and sets the stage for new learning.

Students will begin the lesson with a sense of confidence, caused by the brain’s 
already-existing circuitry for the subject. A well-designed Learning Sequence 
will draw on this confidence and area of knowledge, and expand it at an appro-
priate rate with each planned step and conversation.

The best place to start a lesson is where learning left off. In the case of the 
basketball lesson, that would be with activities designed to review the students’ 
ball-handling skills. With properly scaffolded lessons, even poor ball-handlers 
can gain enough skill, or at least enough conceptual understanding, to be able 
to attempt to learn the layup—to achieve the purpose of the lesson. If you begin 
the lesson with layup instruction, you are courting failure because the students 
do not have the basic ability to visualize how to move toward the hoop, let alone 
shoot the ball. With scaffolded practice they will quickly learn these basic skills 
and be prepared, however shakily, for the next step.

It is important, even while they are learning the next step—perhaps shooting 
the ball—that they are still practicing initial ball-handling skills, so this initial 
learning is reinforced or spiraled into the next step of the Learning Sequence. 
True, a student’s limited ball-bouncing experience might take away from his 
chance of success in the next step, but at this point it becomes merely a lack 
of practice that holds him back. The students have already learned to visualize 
the targeted skill, so now, with only limited direct teaching and further practice, 
they can work at perfecting the skill. If all that needs to happen after a lesson, for 
everyone to achieve a level of success, is some skill development through prac-
tice, then the lesson can be considered successful. It makes common sense that 
every participant would benefit from further practice.

D I F F E R I N G  A B I L I T I E S

You may wonder, “What about the students who already play on the basket-
ball team? Doesn’t the low starting level of the Learning Sequence hold them 
back?” No, it doesn’t, if the Learning Sequence is constructed properly. We can 
provide two reasons: first, the students with low skill levels are advancing and 
being pushed to the level where they can participate with their more skilled class-
mates; secondly, and most importantly, no matter what the subject matter is, re- 
practicing the basics of the skill is of benefit to all students, as long as the  students’ 

Formative Assessment: Assessment 
PG�TUVEFOU�XPSL�XJUI�UIF�QVSQPTF�
of guiding future learning. Formal 
formative assessment is graded 
against a standard and often 
UBLFT�UIF�GPSN�PG�B�UFTU��JOGPSNBM�
GPSNBUJWF�BTTFTTNFOU�NBLFT�VTF�PG�
UFBDIFST��PCTFSWBUJPOT�PG�TUVEFOU�
performance.



  71

mindset is focused on skill advancement. Professional athletes still practice the 
basics; professional ballet dancers do the basic barre exercises daily. The trick 
here is for the instructor to recognize and plan activities for the advanced stu-
dents, so that they practice the same skills as their classmates but in different 
and deeper ways. In other words, the instructor starts the Learning Sequence at a 
place where all students can be included, but differentiates the sequence to meet 
individual needs.

When it comes to higher-order skills and knowledge, there isn’t a limit 
reached—we don’t get “too good.” There is no professional athlete who can’t 
improve, no writer who has reached the limits of expression, no reader who can’t 
make further inferences or provide better evidence for new ideas. When a lesson 
is properly concentrated on higher-order skills, each practice is, and can be, used 
as effectively in Grade 4 as in Grade 8. The complexity of issues and language 
will be different between the two groups, but the message will remain the same. 
Indeed, a discussion between a Grade 4 student and a Grade 8 counterpart could 
form a worthwhile lesson. What do the pigs show that is important? Who are the 
pigs in your life? Higher-order questions about a specific idea, though differing 
in complexity, are very similar, no matter the level of the learner. Because of this, 
the instructor starting a lesson need not worry about the overlap of learning for 
students who already hold part of the knowledge.

How Big Should Each Step Be?

Once the correct place to start the lesson has been determined, the next step 
is to think through how big each step in learning process needs to be. How big 
should each piece of material be to maximize processing? Each step or piece of 
material needs to be processed with an appropriate tool, such as time for dis-
cussion with an elbow partner, or with a framework to ensure that material is 
processed effectively. The route the lesson takes might have obvious milestones 
that need to be reached along the way in order to achieve the goal. If this is the 
case, breaking down the lesson into manageable pieces is easy. However, most 
lessons do not have obvious breaks, and this is where the skill and observation of 
the teacher comes into play. A few considerations on the part of the teacher can 
greatly improve the efficacy of this process.

V I S UA L I Z AT I O N

First, it is essential that a teacher visualize the planned lesson in his/her head, 
predicting the experience for students. This can be a rapid process, taking a 
minute or two for simple routine lessons with familiar materials, or it can be an 
almost real-time process, especially if the material is new to the teacher. This 
process, even in brief, triggers mirror motor neurons in the teacher’s mind that 
turn the lesson into a concrete practice of the lesson (Medina, 2008). In effect, 
the teacher has already taught the lesson—albeit virtually. Further, visualizing 
the lesson delivery creates a concrete reality or model that can then be manipu-
lated and contemplated in a much more profound and extensive way than an 
ethereal, abstract lesson plan could be. This concrete model provides an internal 
critique of the lesson, allowing the teacher to see potential flaws and pinpoint 
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places where the lesson can be strengthened. It also allows teachers to see natural 
shatter points in the segmentations of the lesson.

S H AT T E R  P O I N T

Our use of the term shatter point represents the concept of the moment that pro-
vides the greatest opportunity to open a flood of learning or understanding, often 
characterized by the phrases like “the light bulb going on,” or the a-ha moment. 
In his novel Shatterpoint, author Mathew Stover introduced the idea of a gem 
that is virtually indestructible; it can be hit with a hammer with maximum force 
and nothing dents or changes its surface. However, somewhere on that gem is a 
precise place where a slight tap from a tiny tool will cause the gem to split and 
come apart. Lessons have shatter points. A teacher can pound away at a learn-
ing outcome, especially a higher-order thinking one, and have that investment 
of time and energy produce few results. (Remember Kirk’s basketball pick and 
roll lesson.) Yet, at the right time, brought about by careful scaffolding, a slight 
nudge can cause the light-bulb moment, literally shattering students’ previous 
fixed understanding, allowing it to be rebuilt with new knowledge.

The finding and recognizing of shatter points is done by thinking the lesson 
through and consciously visualizing how the lesson will go. Once these points in 
the lesson are recognized, they will influence the content of each piece of material. 
In the basketball example, one thing students need to figure out is which foot to 
jump off when doing the layup. Once the student discovers the preferred foot, he/
she will be ready to acquire the additional skills needed to perfect the layup. This is 
a shatter point in the lesson, and therefore would form one of the learning pieces.

In our lesson on the Three Little Pigs, one of the important points of the lesson 
is for students to recognize that the pigs aren’t acting like pigs, so they must rep-
resent something else. This will form one of the pieces of the learning material. 
Another important point of the lesson is that the actions of the animals have a 
value; a third important piece of information might be the understanding that 
the pigs in the story might be like people. These are huge leaps of understanding, 
but with proper scaffolding they can be accomplished with even the youngest 
students.

The sections of the Learning Sequence might look like this:

Learning Sequence: Section 1
Is there anything out of the ordinary about the characters in the story? Part-
ner talk and report out. (Students need to realize that the pigs are engaging in 
non-pig activities.)

Learning Sequence: Section 2
Considering other books and movies, why do you think an author might use 
animal characters to tell a story instead of human characters? Tool: EH?

Learning Sequence: Section 3
As a class, write a summary of the story together.
Pigs = people; Wolf = bad things; House = life
“Pigs, when they work hard to build a strong house, are okay when the wolf 
comes.” “People, when they work hard to build a strong life, are okay when 
bad things happen to them.”
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Interestingly, and as is often the case, the learning sections represent informa-
tion presented quite early in the story. Within the first few lines, students dis-
cover that the pigs are not acting like pigs (building houses). Next, they find out 
pretty quickly that their houses are different from each other, and that there is 
significance in this finding. These are important moments of insight that will 
contribute to their later understanding. The sectioning of material does not mean 
breaking it down into equal-sized bits by volume of text or number of skills, but 
rather by the content. When creating sections of material, consider complexity 
rather then quantity.

Does the Learning Sequence Align with the Authentic Application?

As discussed earlier, it is essential that the skills learned during the Learning 
Sequence prepare students explicitly for the Authentic Application task. For 
instance, in our Three Little Pigs example, we are asking students to sort out 
a metaphor. The steps in the Learning Sequence develop or unveil the concept 
that things (pigs, wolf, and houses) can have different meanings in stories—the 
basis of metaphor. This directly prepares students to use their new understanding 
authentically to identify the meaning of the story.

Design the Preparation for Learning

The last step in lesson design represents the first step in the learning process. 
The Preparation for Learning section is where students warm up their brains 
to prepare to learn. The activities for Preparation for Learning don’t require a 
lot of planning, as students need only be asked to think up connections, make 
predictions, and ask questions about a trigger or clue regarding the forthcoming 
information. What is important is to make sure you have chosen your triggers 
well. The Preparation for Learning will set the groundwork and provide the foun-
dation for the learning experience.

Triggers must help students activate their prior knowledge about a subject and, 
importantly, stir up curiosity for the content. A well-built Preparation for Learn-
ing section activates students’ curiosity and engages them in the subject matter. 
Fortunately, even if the material to be covered isn’t the most scintillating, brains 
are conditioned to demand closure, to find answers. Preparation for Learning 
activates students’ brains by titillating them with hints of what is to come. Stu-
dents will respond with a desire for more information and we will have success-
fully triggered their curiosity. This strategy can work like a well-designed fishing 
lure, one that causes fish to bite even when they aren’t hungry. Carefully chosen 
triggers will cause students to instinctively become interested in the material 
being presented.

Designing the Preparation for Learning section means planning the triggers 
that will be used for the activities to follow. It is often helpful to think about the 
senses, and to use words or sensory clues to trigger students’ memories and pre-
existing knowledge. For instance, in one lesson we observed in a primary class, 
the teacher had prepared fresh bannock (a traditional fried bread) and placed it 
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in a box with some holes on top. As the students smelled the bread they talked 
about their connections to the smell and formulated questions related to the 
smell. They demonstrated a very deep understanding of the story that followed, 
based upon their shared sensory experience. Other kinds of triggers include pic-
tures, textures, sounds, or anything that triggers connections in the minds of 
students and raises questions related to previous sensory experiences. Words are 
also very useful, and can evoke excellent connections of a more thought-based 
nature.

If time is tight, a simple word or quick trigger is effective. However, if schedul-
ing allows, spending more time in preparation for the upcoming lesson is very 
valuable. When students are first exposed to the trigger, they usually come up 
with very surface connections. These are valuable, but teachers should push for 
deeper responses. For instance if we had been using the word “pig” as a trigger for 
our Three Little Pigs story, students might at first talk about pigs being animals, 
that they squeal, and that they have a curly tail. Encouraged to go deeper, stu-
dents might connect being called a pig to being called messy, or remember how 
lazy the pig at a farm they visited was. A student might then make a prediction 
that there might be a lazy pig in the story because many pigs seem to rest a lot. 
Questions from the class might include where pigs live or why pigs like mud. All 
these connections, questions, and predictions help students make the scaffold-
ing to come in the Learning Sequence more likely to be effective. This will result 
in greater success when students attempt to complete the upcoming Authentic 
Application.

For our example lesson, we wanted a trigger that would encourage the students 
to think about not just the pigs, but to consider the wolf and the houses as well. 
Once the students realized the pigs were a metaphor, we wanted them to under-
stand the wolf and the houses were metaphors as well. We needed something 
engaging to facilitate this thought process, so we used a picture of a snarling wolf 
and had students talk about their connections to the picture, make a prediction, 
and ask questions. This primed them to have a wider view of the story, and look 
at the wolf as an integral part of it, just as the pigs were. On our Design a PLAN, 
then, our Preparation for Learning looked like this:

Create a timeline on the board and review the story of The Three Little Piges 
with the class. What is the story about? Challenge their thinking.

In this example, we explain how to construct a lesson using backward design. 
Using the Three Little Pigs as the example lesson, we start with the purpose of 
the lesson paired with the authentic task. We then create the lesson sequence and 
finish the planning with activities that connect the learning to the material being 
used.
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S A M P L E  D E S I G N  A  P L A N :  T H E  T H R E E  L I T T L E  P I G S
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The Three Little Pigs Lesson: Expanded View

After designing with P.L.A.N. using backward design, we can present the lesson 
as a whole to the class in the order outlined using The Plan template on page 28. 
Note how expanded description shows more detail than is shown in the sample 
P.L.A.N. on page 77.

Preparation for Learning

One of our favorite lessons for students of all ages is one we use to teach the skill 
of inferring to help them understand the big idea in a story. In this lesson, we use 
a story that most students are familiar with: The Three Little Pigs.

We usually start the lesson by writing a line on the whiteboard that looks 
something like this:

Start End

We ask the class this question: “What is the story of The Three Little Pigs 
about?”

The students put up their hands and recall all they can about the story. They 
tell us there are three pigs that have to leave home. Then, each pig has to build 
his or her own home. One pig builds a home of straw, another builds a wooden 
house, and the third builds a house of bricks. The straw home is built before the 
other homes, so we scribe it on the timeline earlier than the wooden and brick 
houses.

Once the timeline is filled, we ask the question again: “This is all well and good 
(pointing at the board), but what is the story about?”

The class, at this point, usually looks back at us, confused. Have they not just 
provided all kinds of useful information that is now recorded on the board? We 
prompt for deeper thought:

When we talk about pigs and what they did in the story we are talking about 
what happened in the story. What a story is about is different from the list of 
things that happened. The events of the story are the surface level of the story. 
We want to figure out the real meaning so we can really understand the author 
and figure our what he or she is trying to tell us.
 The timeline helped you remember the details of the story, so it was useful, 
but we want more from you. What we are really after is for you to understand 
the author’s message, not the plot. Why did the author write this story? What 
is the big idea? What can we learn from this story? That is the purpose of the 
lesson today. Let’s see if we can help each other figure this out by the end of our 
time together today.

Although the one-page template 
HJWFT�B�RVJDL�PWFSWJFX�PG�UIF�
1�-�"�/��MFTTPOT�BSF�OPU�MJNJUFE�UP�
the boxes on a one-page template 
and should be expanded as needed 
to suit each individual teaching 
situation.

*U�UBLFT�BCPVU�GJWF�NJOVUFT�UP�
complete a timeline that includes 
NPTU�PG�UIF�FWFOUT�GSPN�UIF�TUPSZ�

5P�IFMQ�TUVEFOUT�QSBDUJDF�HFUUJOH�
CFZPOE�UIF�QMPU�MJOF�PG�B�TUPSZ�USZ�
VTJOH�UIF�&) �TUSBUFHZ�	TFF�QBHF�
����UFNQMBUF�PO�QBHF���
�XJUI�B�
HSPDFSZ�MJTU��4UVEFOUT�DBO�XSJUF�UIF�
items on the list as evidence and 
then develop a hunch about each 
item and extrapolate to build a 
QSPGJMF�PG�UIF�TIPQQFS��5IJT�JT�HSFBU�
practice for helping students use 
inferences to go deeper than surface 
understanding.
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Learning Sequence

We might start the first part of the Learning Sequence by asking the class

Is there anything out of the ordinary about the characters in the story? Anything 
that might give us pause and reason to question?

We give students an opportunity to have some elbow partner talk and table 
talk in small groups to help process the question.

Once students have an opportunity to process the question, we ask them to 
report out, one group at a time. We hope that students will begin to ask questions 
about why the pigs can talk, build houses, and have jobs. If students struggle to 
generate questions and specific answers on their own, we prompt them and give 
them some hints.

Once students realize that it is strange for the characters in the story to be 
engaging in “non-pig” activities, we move into Part 2 of the lesson. Here we ask 
students to consider other books, movies, or stories in which animals acted like 
a species unlike their own—notably humans. We might give them a processing 
tool like EH? (see page 44; template on page 46) to help them answer the ques-
tion: Why might an author use animals to tell a story instead of using real people?

In Part 3, we ask students to consider that each character and object in the 
story is actually a symbol or a metaphor for something else. We do some directed 
teaching to encourage this thought process by giving examples and evidence for 
each of the three symbols from the story. We might give the students another 
processing tool like The Investigator (see page 45; template on page 48) to assist 
with working through their ideas.

S A M P L E  T H E  I N V E S T I G AT O R
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We continue with the teacher-directed lesson as outlined:

t� What are the attributes of the pigs? Create a list with the class on the board. 
Examples could include:

They talk
They build houses
They have jobs

 A generalization could follow that they might represent people.
t� What are the attributes of the Wolf? Create a list with the class on the board. 

Examples could include

He blows down houses
Eats/hurts things
He is scary
He is powerful

t� Can we make a generalization of what the wolf might represent?
t� What are the attributes of the House? Create a list with the class on the board. 

Examples could include

Protection
Shelter
Takes time
Takes effort
Is important

t� Can we make a generalization as to what the house might represent?
t� #SJOH�UIF�TFQBSBUF�TZNCPMT�UPHFUIFS�

Pigs = People
Wolf = Bad Things
House = Life

t� Can we write a summary of the story together?

Pigs, when they work hard to build a strong house, are okay when the wolf 
comes.

t� Now, let’s substitute People for Pigs; life for house; bad things happen for the 
wolf comes.

People, when they work hard to build a strong life, are okay when bad 
things happen.

Authentic Application

For the Authentic Application portion of the lesson, we have the students fill in 
their own ideas, substituting Students, instead of People, for Pigs.
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Pigs = Students
Wolf =
House =

Can our students take what we have taught them in the lesson so far and use it in 
a new situation?

Our expectation is that students will be able to relate their new learning to 
their personal life scenarios. Maybe the wolf represents an exam or a challenge 
they have to overcome. Maybe the house represents how much effort they put 
into their studies or practice toward a meaningful goal. Here are some examples 
of students applying the lesson of the story to their own real-life situations:

Students, when they work hard to study for a test, are okay when they have to 
take the exam.
Students who work hard to be nice to others, get help when they fall down.
Students who work hard to have excellent attendance, are okay when they get 
sick and have to miss a class or two.

New Thinking

We now come to the New Thinking portion of the lesson. Did we achieve our 
goals? What worked and what did not? The big idea for us as teachers is whether 
or not students were able to internalize the learning from the lesson and make 
sense of it in a new context. If they could, we know that we can move on to 
more difficult material in subsequent lessons. However, if students were unable 
to complete the final task, then we need to do further teaching.
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7
Implementing P.L.A.N.

P.L.A.N. provides a template for any lesson that needs to be taught or any sub-
ject that needs to be learned, in or out of the classroom. With careful planning 
and sequencing of activities, the class will find flow and naturally move from 
one activity to the next. One of the great strengths of P.L.A.N. is that it acts as a 
template for teaching that helps instructors design great learning experiences. It 
also acts as a template for learning that helps students acquire skills efficiently 
and confidently.

Templates are structures that support repetition and practice, allowing students 
to master the skills involved in a lesson. For instance, times tables are a common 
tool teachers use to teach multiplication skills in the school setting. Students are 
taught to recognize each table and the foundational rules of each. They learn 
that there is an order, a pattern, and reason connected to the tables. Over time, 
students memorize the tables so that, when doing complex tasks, they don’t need 
any of their working memory consumed by simple arithmetic. P.L.A.N. works in 
a similar fashion by giving students an order and a pattern, and a competency 
with low-level tasks that allows them to access to higher-order thinking skills. As 
every component of P.L.A.N. can be practiced on its own, teachers can frontload 
the structure of learning so that during a lesson their students have plenty of 
working memory open and are ready for what they are learning. Students’ mental 
energy is not wasted on having to concentrate on how they are learning.

Through the practice of P.L.A.N. and its components, students become experts 
at the processes of learning and they develop skills at learning, which essentially 
leave their working memory and processing resources open for new material. 
Students who have practiced doing Preparation for Learning activities, who 
know that the Learning Sequence will present material in manageable pieces 
with adequate processing time, who know that they will be assigned an Authentic 
Application that will give them practice of the skill in a real-life, relevant situa-
tion—these students do not need to worry about what’s coming next. They know 
the process and can concentrate on the materials presented.

The delivery of a planned lesson should not be stressful. The substantial time 
and effort spent on frontloading the work will pay off in the delivery of the lesson, 
allowing the teacher to become a facilitator. A sign of a well-executed lesson plan 
is that students are engaged, learning, and creating, and the teacher is able to find 
the time to facilitate, observe, evaluate, and shape the lesson as needed in real 
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time. This is a shift, using the common jargon, from the sage-on-the-stage model 
to a model in which the teacher is a guide-by-the-side.

It is important to understand that none of the elements of P.L.A.N. should be 
taught in isolation, or in silos. All components are used, as much as possible, in 
partnership and they benefit from mutual reinforcement. However, this doesn’t 
mean that certain skills should not be focused on one at a time. A lesson designed 
to improve inferences will use strategies and teacher patter emphasizing infer-
encing, but other reading and thinking strategies should still be present in the 
lesson, if only in minor and supporting roles.

As your Skills become more fluid and practiced (i.e., you achieve Fluency), 
your ability to implement P.L.A.N. in varying contexts and situations grows 
exponentially. This deepening in the area of Comprehension is aided by the fact 
your brainpower is not being wasted on processing the skills. Instead, you are 
able to focus all of your processing power on the purpose of the lesson and on 
helping your students achieve their learning.

We have found the more often P.L.A.N. is implemented, the more effective the 
learning and the easier the learning process for students and teachers alike. And 
at the end of the day, improved performance is what really matters.

Sample Lesson

Here we fully articulate a lesson using a story called “What the VP Said.” Our 
purpose is to provide a thorough example of the application of P.L.A.N. using one 
specific lesson in one specific subject. We will discuss the underpinnings of this 
lesson and also give examples of student thinking throughout.

Language Skills: What the VP Said

G I V E N S  A N D  CO N T E X T

Prior to the lesson, the teacher will have done some pre-work.

Materials and Set-Up Checklist

t� ��HSPVQT�PG�TUVEFOUT�QSF�TFMFDUFE
 � Walk-and-talk partner list posted
 � Desks arranged in pairs to facilitate elbow-partner structured talk
t� $PQJFT�PG�QSPDFTTJOH�UPPMT�GPS�TUVEFOU�XPSL
 � EH?
 � The Moment that Changes Everything
t� 0UIFS�NBUFSJBMT
 � Lined paper for students to record the lesson as needed

The grouping of students referred to in the Materials and Set-Up Checklist 
are created to provide structured social contact and ensure that students will 
have differing perspectives in their dialogue with their classmates. Over preced-

4FF�QBHF����GPS�UIF�6OJWFSTBM�-FOT�
Model. 

5IJT�MFTTPO�JT�GPS�JOUFSNFEJBUF�
TFDPOEBSZ�MFWFM��8F�XJMM�QSFTFOU�
1�-�"�/��BT�UIPVHI�EFMJWFSJOH�UIF�
lesson in real time.
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ing lessons, you will have explicitly demonstrated appropriate partner conversa-
tion using strategies that ensure each student is able to share ideas. This practice 
will have also eased the anxiety a few kids in the class feel about sharing ideas; 
i.e., they have learned they can retell a partner idea if they can’t share their own 
idea. By now, students have experienced the acceptance of their own ideas by the 
group. This pre-lesson preparation has been explicit and you have practiced it 
routinely through the first few weeks of school.

P R E PA R AT I O N  F O R  L E A R N I N G :  S E T T I N G  P U R P O S E

The instructional purpose for this lesson is to have students use their inferencing 
skills to establish the big idea of the story. The students must be able to support 
their interpretation with evidence.

Purpose: For students to understand the big idea of the story and support their 
thinking with evidence.

P R E PA R AT I O N  F O R  L E A R N I N G :  ACC E S S I N G  P R I O R  K N O W L E D G E

Use three connection phrases to have students develop their connections:

School Roles
Assembly
Nervous Excitement

Write these terms on the board and ask students to write down as many things as 
they can about them. To begin, have them do this on their own. Some students 
will concentrate on only one term, while others will consider a combination or all 
three. The purpose of this activity is to have students start to make connections 
and prepare themselves for the learning ahead. There are no wrong approaches 
to this activity, as long as the students make some preliminary connections to the 
material.

Access Prior Knowledge: As a warm-up connecting activity, provide stu-
dents with three words/phrases to form the basis of a prediction: school roles, 
assembly, nervous excitement. What do they think the story might be about?

Next, circulate around the class reading some of the students’ ideas and 
encouraging students to challenge themselves for deeper and perhaps more far-
flung connections to the trigger phrases. Then ask students to talk with an elbow 
partner about some of their connections. Invite students to share with the class 
a couple of the connections they came up with while working in conjunction 
with their elbow partners. The purpose of this extension activity is to stretch 
student thinking. By collaborating, students are able to broaden the scope of their 
 learning.

P R E PA R AT I O N  F O R  L E A R N I N G :  A S K I N G  Q U E S T I O N S

Now that all students in the class have created connections with the words indi-
vidually and in small groups, and have heard suggestions from the larger group, 
they have formed questions. Students are given a moment to write some of their 
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questions down and then share one out with the group. Each student is asked to 
share one question.

Asking Questions: Students are provided a minute to create a question or two 
to share with the group. They may confer with their partner if they wish.

P R E PA R AT I O N  F O R  L E A R N I N G :  M A K I N G  P R E D I C T I O N S

Students are asked to make predictions about the story. They are reminded 
that good predictions are backed up by evidence (using the word because). Ask 
students to share their predictions with their walk-and-talk partner (walking 
around the classroom together while conversing with a new partner) instead of 
their elbow partner. Once the conversations end, ask for a few predictions, being 
mindful to always ask for justification through evidence. The students are then 
asked to return to their original seats with their elbow partners.

Making Predictions: Students (with walk-and-talk partner) create a 
prediction for the story: I think that _______ will happen, because of 
____________. Students report out their thinking to the group.

Having completed the Preparation for Learning part of the learning activity, 
the students are now ready to receive new information.

L E A R N I N G  S E Q U E N C E

The story is broken into three sections based upon the discretion of the teacher. 
You might choose to shorten or lengthen individual sections, based on the 
response of the students. For demonstration purposes, read the first section of 
text to the students. This allows all in the class, even if they differ widely in read-
ing abilities, to receive the material.

L E A R N I N G  S E Q U E N C E  PA R T  1

t� %VSJOH�UIJT�GJSTU�TFDUJPO�PG�UIF�MFTTPO�VTF�BO�JNBHJOH�TUSBUFHZ�UP�IFMQ�TUV-
dents process the concrete aspects of the introduction and capture the char-
acters and setting. Ask students to draw and describe the picture that appears 
in their minds from the text that you read to them. Encourage the students 
to listen to the whole piece before starting their drawing, perhaps by having 
them make notes in a corner of the page of important words or phrases.

Part 1: Read the first part of the story orally to the class, having the stu-
dents follow along with their own copy (or with one on the document 
camera). Once part of the story has been read for the first time, invite the 
students to draw a picture of what is forming in their minds. Have stu-
dents draw and describe to process the text. The piece of text can be read 
a second time aloud as the students are working. Finish this part of the 
Learning Sequence with a walk-and-talk partner discussion of the stu-
dents’ drawings.
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Learning Sequence Part 1 Reading Selection

I awake with a start to the incessant beeping of my alarm clock for the fifth 
straight day. Beep, beep, beep…could there be any worse sound? I fling my arm 
out and fortunately make contact with the Snooze button—the emergency is 
over.

Five days in a row. That means only one thing—Friday. TGIF, thank goodness 
it’s Friday. I finally understand what that acronym truly means. My body still 
feels exhausted from the week’s work that lay behind me and from the work that 
is still ahead. 

Responsibilities. 

I make my way to the bathroom, careful not to stumble on the strewn toys as I 
walk down the hallway. 

I stand over the sink, mundanely brushing my teeth as the mint flavor starts to 
permeate my senses. Consciousness is slow to arrive, but before long I am ready 
to step out and face reality. I snap to as I hear the urgency of my alarm going 
through its routine all over again. 

I hastily get dressed and grab a quick bite to eat. Time to get to school. I love 
getting to school early...before all the others get there. It gives me time to get 
caught up on work and allows me to mentally prepare for the day ahead. I 
needed to leave even earlier this week because our car is in the shop and I have 
to take the bus. Cabs cost too much and the dealership did not have any cour-
tesy cars. Why do they even bother to advertise them?

t� "GUFS�IFBSJOH�UIF�UFYU�SFBE�UP�UIFN�IBWF�TUVEFOUT�CFHJO�UP�VTF�UIF�ESBX�BOE�
describe strategy to show the picture that came into their head from the text. 
Students should be pre-taught that drawing in this case means to quickly cap-
ture the image. Teach students to label so they get practice in writing impor-
tant words from the text. If a student has poor drawing ability, labelling may 
be essential to draw meaning from his picture. Next have students describe 
their drawings, putting a comment or statement on their picture. This allows 
students who are shy about their drawing ability the chance to create a picture 
using words. It does not matter if all students get all three processes (drawing, 
labelling, commenting) done. What matters is that the students have thought 
about the images from the story and have recorded their thoughts.

t� 4JODF�NJNJDLJOH�JT�UIF�GJSTU�TUBHF�PG�MFBSOJOH�ZPV�TIPVME�GSFRVFOUMZ�DPNQMFUF�
your own versions of the different sequenced activities so that your personal 
examples can be shared with the class. This can be done beforehand and then 
revealed at the appropriate time, or you can work on your examples while the 
class works on theirs. Students should be encouraged to borrow ideas from 
the papers of others, including your example, especially if they aren’t sure 
about how to proceed. This part of P.L.A.N. is about learning and not about 
assessment; students should be encouraged to understand the material in 
whatever way works for them, including borrowing great ideas from others 
(as long as they credit the original creator).

8F�IBWF�B�GBWPSJUF�XBZ�PG�TIPXJOH�
PVS�JEFBT�PO�UFNQMBUFT�XIFO�XF�
BSF�EPJOH�QBSBMMFM�XPSL�XJUI�PVS�
students. We enlarge our template, 
using a document camera to 
QSPKFDU�UIF�QBHF�PS�XF�IBWF�HJBOU�
laminated posters made at a local 
PGGJDF�TUPSF��4IPXJOH�UIBU�XF�DBO�
learn alongside the students is a 
QPXFSGVM�NPUJWBUPS�



88  

Make Allowance for Different Rates of Learning

Let’s say you notice some students appear to have finished early. A closer look 
shows two students haven’t added labels, so you suggest a label or two that 
might be helpful. A third student is actually finished, so you engage that stu-
dent in a discussion about her own image on the board. The student makes a 
suggestion that the alarm clock is missing and that seemed important.

t� 0ODF�B�TVJUBCMF�QFSJPE�PG�UJNF�IBT�QBTTFE�BTL�TUVEFOUT�UP�KPJO�UIFJS�XBML�
and-talk partners to share their image, letting them know they’ll be asked to 
share something important from their partner’s image. Sharing the thinking 
of others reinforces excellent listening behavior, and also makes sharing in 
front of a group a little easier, since students aren’t presenting their own ideas. 
Students thank their walk-and-talk partners and head back to their elbow 
partners for the next section.

Most students talk about the morning routine in the story and figure that 
the story is about a vice principal of a school. One student isn’t sure though 
and thinks the story might be about the routine of a school custodian. As a 
teacher, you would encourage these statements and before moving on, explic-
itly note that the students have made inferences from the evidence in the text.

L E A R N I N G  S E Q U E N C E  PA R T  2

t� /FYU�DIPSBM�SFBE�XJUI�ZPVS�TUVEFOUT�B�TFDPOE�QJFDF�PG�UFYU��$IPSBM�SFBEJOH�JT�
especially useful to struggling readers who may have difficulty accessing the 
text otherwise (Tankersley, 2005). It helps students build fluency and confi-
dence in their reading. To facilitate the choral reading, project the text using a 
document camera or hand out copies of the text (it can be copied on the back 
of the Evidence/Hunch processing tool).

Part 2: Choral read the second piece of text. Use the EH? strategy to 
process the text. Have students create their own T-chart for this on the 
 template page.

Learning Sequence Part 2 Reading Selection

I have so much to do today: liaise with Mr. Merryweather about an issue that 
happened after school, present a viable alternative to vending machines at 
the school assembly, speak to one of the English teachers about the upcoming 
midterm, and attempt to smooth over a number of misunderstandings between 
people that I would like to consider friends—although I wonder sometimes. 

#Z�IBOEJOH�PVU�UIF�UFYU�POF�TFDUJPO�
BU�B�UJNF�ZPV�EFNPOTUSBUF�CSFBLJOH�
EPXO�NBUFSJBM�JOUP�NBOBHFBCMF�
bites.

$IPSBM�SFBEJOH�IBT�HSFBU�BEWBOUBHFT�
GPS�UIPTF�TUSVHHMJOH�XJUI�SFBEJOH�
TLJMMT�



  89

As I get off the bus I am joined by a number of students from the school. I guess 
that most of them are on their way to early morning basketball practice. A 
couple says hi to me as I walk the three blocks to the school, but I hardly notice 
as I am rehearsing the opening of the speech I have to make today. 

I am lost in thought as I climb the stairs to the front door of the school. I reach 
for the door and pull…alas, locked. Why is our school locked in the morning? 
How can students be expected to learn if they are barred from their own learn-
ing institutions? Does the school board really think that learning only happens 
between the hours of 8:30 and 3:00 on weekdays? As I ponder these questions 
and wonder if I will ever be able to change the way my school operates, the door 
opens! “Thanks, Ms. Tomkins,” I say. “I have a meeting with Mr. Merryweather 
right away about that incident yesterday after school.”

She laughs. “Well, sorry to disappoint you but he isn’t in yet. You beat him here 
again.” Ms. Tomkins continues, “Hey, Valerie, do we have an assembly today?”  
I flash the secretary a big smile, “You bet!”

After my meeting with Mr. Merryweather I make it to Mr. Morton’s math class. 
He is a good teacher. He gets the students involved with math games and part-
ner groups. His classes are generally a lot of fun. I don’t get too involved today 
and just sit at the back of the class and take notes. I can’t help thinking about 
my presentation for the assembly. I imagine there will be a ton of parents there 
too. Fantastic. 

Next I make my way to Mrs. Bigsby’s English class. She is doing a review today 
for the big midterm next week. I have been meaning to talk to her for a while to 
find out how she plans on marking it. She has been preaching about “no wrong 
answers as long as you justify your thinking” this term, but I heard a rumor 
that she was planning on making the test multiple-choice. How does that work? 
Needless to say, this review lesson is one that I plan not to miss.

t� "U�UIJT�TUBHF�ZPV�NJHIU�DPOUJOVF�UP�VTF�B�TUSBUFHZ�MJLF�ESBXJOH�BOE�EFTDSJC-
ing for all three parts of the sequence. However, this is an excellent opportu-
nity to build inferencing skills by using the EH? strategy. Have students work 
with elbow partners to find evidence/facts from the story and list these in the 
left column. Then have them work together to come up with a “hidden mean-
ing” for each of the facts and record these new ideas or hunches in the right 
column. Since this is a fairly high-order thinking task, make sure you circu-
late through the groups to provide feedback. Then have students report out 
with their partner some of hunches and supporting evidence. Record some 
on your own template on the board.
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Some students might remember thinking that the names of the characters 
had meaning. They notice that Mrs. Bigsby had some big ideas about tests 
but then just gave multiple-choice tests. One student interprets this to mean 
that the school in the story talks big but then doesn’t follow through. Another 
group realizes that Mr. Morton’s name is close to the French word for “death” 
and yet his ideas for teaching seem to engage his students. What could that 
mean? The teacher quickly asks students to discuss this with their elbow 
partners for a minute. One group comes up with the idea that Mr. Morton’s 
great ideas “die” outside his classroom, as no one else in the school is willing 
to try his methods.
 Another group of students note that the athletic department is open in 
the morning and wonder what this means for the school. Still another group 
wonders, if the vice-principal doesn’t like the rules, why doesn’t he work to 
change them.

L E A R N I N G  S E Q U E N C E  PA R T  3

t� 'PS�UIJT�QBSU�ZPV�DBO�DIPPTF�UP�SFBE�UP�UIF�TUVEFOUT��1SBDUJDF�UIF�SFBEJOH�
once or twice to make sure you get the pauses just right in order to build 
interest in the story.

Learning Sequence 3: Read to students the conclusion of the story. Use The 
Moment that Changes Everything strategy. Facilitate a classroom discus-
sion about how student thinking has changed and why.

Learning Sequence Part 3 Reading Selection

It’s eleven o’clock. I am definitely feeling anxious. Already students, teachers, 
and parents are filing into the gym for the assembly. I have never enjoyed public 
speaking. I have done it many times before, but standing in front of the class is 
very different from addressing a full gym. 

It is my turn. My heart thumps, my mouth is dry. I feel the red heat of a flush 
start over my neck and cheeks.

I slowly rise and, placing one foot in front of the other, I make my way to the 
podium. The pressure eases immediately as I open my mouth. I am surprised at 
my own stream of discernable consciousness. I speak of school culture, student 
health, and the importance of learning to make choices that are both meaning-
ful and important. 

I look over to some of the teachers of the school and see smiling and nodding 
faces.

I continue.

Time seems to stand still for me. I share my vision for our school with everyone. 
I cannot stop myself, as it seems so easy to speak about the current contradiction



  91

of our learning institution. I reference our school vision statement, where it is 
written that our school is “safe, open, welcoming, and available” when, indeed, 
before 8:30 in the morning and after 3:30 in the afternoon it is closed, empty, 
and uninhabited. I take a breath…pause. And then…applause. Thundering 
applause! 

Mr. Merryweather, the vice principal, moves to the podium as the cheering dies 
down. What will he say?

“Thank you Ms. Valerie Patterson, our student council vice president! Isn’t 
it fantastic when our students take such initiative?” The crowd roars their 
approval. “I think that we got a little more that we bargained for in that 
address, but I think that we have learned some valuable lessons today from 
 Valerie. I know that I have.” He looks straight at me as he concludes the 
sentence. I hold his gaze for an instant and in that moment I know that he 
understands.

t� 5IF�TUSBUFHZ�5IF�.PNFOU�UIBU�$IBOHFT�&WFSZUIJOH�	TFF�QBHF�����UFNQMBUF�
on page 47) will help students interpret the big idea of the story and the twist 
at the end. Hand out the template sheet. Working with their elbow partners, 
have students choose the moment when their understanding of the text 
shifted (Mr. Merryweather is the Vice Principal, not Valerie) and write this 
in the middle column. Then in the first box have students write what their 
understanding had been before the moment; in the third box have them write 
what their understanding is after the moment. Conclude the lesson with 
classroom discussion to reinforce the students’ understanding that the two 
earlier parts of the story led them to believe the story was about the vice-prin-
cipal of the school rather than a student.

AU T H E N T I C  A P P L I C AT I O N

The Authentic Application task should meet the requirements discussed earlier 
in the design section:

1. Find an open real-life situation that aligns with the learning.
2. Place the student as the central fixture in the real-life situation.
3. Ensure the task relates to the purpose of the lesson.

t� 'PS�UIJT�MFTTPO�ZPV�NJHIU�PQU�GPS�B�QFSTQFDUJWF�XSJUJOH�FYFSDJTF�JO�XIJDI�TUV-
dents are asked to write a few paragraphs imagining that they are a character 
in the story, other than Valerie. Students are given the criteria that their writ-
ing should include the big idea or interpretation of the story, to demonstrate 
that the goal of the lesson has been accomplished. The task is relevant, as the 
class is a literacy class, and authentic in that the story itself is about shift-
ing perspectives. The writing is open-ended and the learning will be clearly 
evident from the perspectives each student will share.

Task: To write from the perspective of one of the supporting characters in 
the story. Be sure to include a big idea from the story in what you write.
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t� 4PNF�TUVEFOUT�DIPPTF�UP�XSJUF�BT�.S��.FSSZXFBUIFS�BOE�EFUBJM�IJT�DPODFSO�
for the school. He is the vice principal and has a lot of responsibilities. 
They specifically note how his thinking changes as a result of Valerie’s talk 
and he reconsiders the role he should play how teachers’ focus on righting 
perceived wrongs.

t� "OPUIFS�TUVEFOU�XSJUFT�BCPVU�IPX�.S��.PSUPO�CFHJOT�IBWJOH�FBSMZ��
morning math groups before school officially begins and uses this strategy 
to unlock the doors.

t� 0OF�TUVEFOU�XSJUFT�GSPN�UIF�QFSTQFDUJWF�PG�.ST��#JHTCZ�XIP�BU�GJSTU�
applauds unlocking the doors earlier in the morning and leaving them 
unlocked until later in the afternoon, but then changes her mind when she 
gets to school one morning and finds a group of students outside her door 
with a question about her final exam.

t� "�TUVEFOU�XJUI�TFWFSF�EZTHSBQIJB�ESBXT�BT�BO�BEBQUBUJPO�PG�UIF�XSJUUFO�
story. She creates a picture of Mr. Merryweather and Valerie shaking hands 
and, with the help of a teacher’s assistant, chooses the word understanding 
to write at the bottom of the picture.

N E W  L E A R N I N G

As students finish their writing, collect it and ask them to complete their lesson 
by writing down what was new to them or what they learned from the lesson. Did 
they accomplish the goal of finding a big idea of the story?

Metacognition: Students consider what was new to them or what they 
learned from the lesson today and how they learned it. For instance, did they 
accomplish the goal of finding the big idea of the story and when did they 
figure it out and with what evidence? Talk to your partner. Report out as time 
permits.

Sample Lesson Outlines

Throughout the book we have shown you a range of applications for P.L.A.N. but 
we have concentrated on literacy examples because the format lends itself easily 
to that subject. We want to make it clear to you that P.L.A.N. works equally well 
in all disciplines and subject matters, from finger painting to calculus. Here we 
present a variety of lesson plan ideas to emphasize P.L.A.N.’s applicability in all 
ranges of study.

Basketball: Layup

Earlier on in the book we talked about how Kirk was convinced of the underlying 
effectiveness of the P.L.A.N. process through a basketball lesson. Similarly others 
have been convinced of the same by conducting a lesson in their own specialty. 
See page 94 for The PLAN. for the basketball layup lesson.

#BTLFUCBMM��-BZVQ�QBHFT������
)PNF�&DPOPNJDT��.BLJOH�B�(ZN�
#BH�QBHFT���o��
-FBEFSTIJQ�1SPGFTTJPOBM�
%FWFMPQNFOU��$IBOHF�"HFOUT�QBHF�
��
5IF�5ISFF�-JUUMF�1JHT��4ZNCPMJTN�
QBHF���
8IBU�UIF�71�4BJE��4IPSU�4UPSZ�#JH�
*EFB�QBHF���
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T H E  P L A N  S A M P L E :  W H AT  T H E  V P  S A I D
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T H E  P L A N  S A M P L E :  B A S K E T B A L L  L AY U P
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Home Economics: Making a Gym Bag

The following lesson was designed and implemented for a sewing class that was 
working on a typical (and useful) gym bag project:

t� 4FU�B�DMFBS�QVSQPTF�
t� %FWFMPQ�DPOOFDUJPOT�UP�XIBU�TUVEFOUT�BMSFBEZ�LOPX�BCPVU�TFXJOH�
t� 4DBGGPME�B�MFBSOJOH�TFRVFODF�UP�IFMQ�TUVEFOUT�CF�TVDDFTTGVM�
t� *NQMFNFOU�UIF�BVUIFOUJD�BQQMJDBUJPO�VTJOH�UIF�OFXMZ�MFBSOFE�TLJMM�PO�UIFJS�

actual  project.
t� 'JOBMMZ�XIFO�TUVEFOUT�NBLF�UIFJS�OFX�UIJOLJOH�FYQMJDJU�UIF�OFYU�QSPKFDU�JO�

the course is far easier for the students to tackle.

See page 96 for the PLAN for the gym bag lesson.
We observed the delivery of this sewing lesson and, just like in the basketball 

example, the number of successful students was impressive.

Leadership Professional Development: Change Agents

P.L.A.N. can also be used when conducting staff meetings, for professional 
development, and in other types of presentations for adult learners. Recently 
we were involved in a large regional session attended by teacher leaders 
(teachers with aspirations of entering more formal leadership roles as vice 
principals). The topic of study for the sessions was a Michael Fullan book: 
The Principal. For the session, we presented on a chapter of the book called 
“Change Agent.” The purpose of the session was to focus on preparing teach-
ers to make positive change in their schools.
 The P.L.A.N. model guided us through a process of providing a purpose 
and helping par ticipants connect to their prior knowledge. To start the 
workshop, we decided to play on the term “Change Agent” as “Secret Agent,” 
and themed the workshop as a spy movie. We created and presented a video 
starring some of the workshop participants in a Mission Impossible-style 
storyline. 
 As one of the steps to process the material, we asked a group of experi-
enced administrators (who were the stars of the video) to provide a panel 
discussion. For an authentic application, the participants made their own 
plan as to how they would be change agents in their schools. Finally, their 
new thinking focused on how prepared they felt they would be to lead change 
in their schools starting tomorrow.



96  

T H E  P L A N  S A M P L E :  M A K I N G  A  G Y M  B A G
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Final Word

We hope that you have identified with us in our concern for improved instruction 
and that you have been convinced that P.L.A.N. offers a strong, adaptable, and 
effective approach to instruction. But being convinced of this won’t be enough 
if action isn’t taken. If we have convinced you, what will you do about it? We are 
not talking about next year’s planning cycle or next week at an administration 
meeting. We are talking about right now. What will be different tomorrow when 
you step in front of a class of students or walk into your office?

We have provided a self-assessment tool called the Implementation Rubric, 
which succinctly details the elements of P.L.A.N. We challenge you to try using 
P.L.A.N., in some way, in the next 24 hours. If you are a teacher, use the frame-
work to plan your next lesson. If you are an administrator, prepare for your next 
staff meeting with new meaning. If you are none of the above, simply try applying 
the framework to your everyday life. You will be the most thoughtfully planned 
person in your circle of friends!

Good luck out there.

4FF�QBHF����GPS�UIF�1�-�"�/��
*NQMFNFOUBUJPO�3VCSJD�EFTJHOFE�GPS�
use as a reflective self-assessment 
tool for teachers.
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The P.L.A.N Implementation Rubric
1 – Not Yet 

Meeting
2 – Approaching 3 – Fully 

Meeting
4 – Exceeding

Prepare
t� 4FU�1VSQPTF
t� "DDFTT�1SJPS�,OPXMFEHF
t� 2VFTUJPOT
t� 1SFEJDUJPOT

Few lessons 
contain 
connecting 
elements.

Some lessons 
contain 
connecting 
elements.

Most lessons 
contain all 
connecting 
elements.

All lessons 
contain all 
connecting 
elements.

Learning Sequence
Learning Sequence is
t� #SPLFO�JOUP�NBOBHFBCMF�QJFDFT�UP�

help students process information 
and acquire skills

t� 4DBGGPMEFE�QSPHSFTTJPOT
t� #VJMEJOH�UPXBSE�UIF�"VUIFOUJD�

Application

Few lessons 
contain 
processing 
elements.

Some lessons 
contain 
some aligned 
processing 
elements.

Most lessons 
contain aligned 
processing 
elements and 
progress toward 
goal.

All lessons 
contain aligned 
processing 
elements; 
progression 
clearly evident.

Authentic Application
t� 3FMBUFT�EJSFDUMZ�UP�HPBM�PG�MFTTPO
t� .JSSPST�SFBM�MJGF�BT�NVDI�BT�QPTTJCMF
t� 1MBDFT�TUVEFOU�JO�UIF�DFOUSF
t� .BLFT�TUVEFOU�BDIJFWFNFOU�FWJEFOU
t� $BO�CF�DPNQMFUFE�CZ�TUVEFOU�XJUI�

minimal support
t� )BT�DMFBS�DSJUFSJB

Few lessons 
contain an 
authentic 
application or 
end task that 
contains required 
elements.

Some lessons 
contain an 
authentic 
application or 
end task that 
contains required 
elements.

Most lessons 
contain an 
authentic 
application 
or end task 
that contains 
all required 
elements.

All lessons 
contain an 
authentic 
application 
or end task 
that contains 
all required 
elements.

New Thinking
t� 3FGMFDUJPO
t� 8IBU�XPSLFE�BOE�XIBU�EJE�OPU 
t� 4FMG�"TTFTTNFOU

Few lessons have 
time dedicated 
at the end of the 
class to reflect 
on the learning 
and provide 
metacognitive 
opportunities 
to self-assess 
learning.

Some lessons 
have time 
dedicated at 
the end of the 
class to reflect 
on the learning 
and provide 
metacognitive 
opportunities 
to self-assess 
learning.

Most lessons have 
time dedicated 
at the end of the 
class to reflect 
on the learning 
and provide 
metacognitive 
opportunities 
to self-assess 
learning.

All lessons have 
time dedicated 
at the end of the 
class to reflect 
on the learning 
and provide 
metacognitive 
opportunities 
to self-assess 
learning.
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Glossary

21st-Century Learning: 21st-Century Learning is a response to the system 
of traditional education in which textbook series, worksheets, and answer 
keys are prevalent. Instead, 21st-Century Learning educators promote a cur-
riculum based on fewer concrete outcomes and greater learner flexibility than 
traditional models, and on a focus on useful skills rather than subject-specific 
knowledge.

A/B partner talk: a Smart Learning strategy in which students engage in pro-
ductive conversations about learning with a partner. Typically, one partner is A 
and the other is B. See also Partner Talk.

Authentic Application: the third step of P.L.A.N.; learners apply their new 
learning in a realistic way.

Comprehension skills: a set of skills needed to make meaning. They are 
detailed in the I3 Model:

1. Image: make mental pictures of content in ones mind for understanding and 
manipulation

2. Infer: draw out hidden information that is not directly and explicitly told

3. Interpret: use the information to analyze, critique, judge, and authenticate

Differentiating instruction: Adjusting instruction to address the needs of indi-
vidual students.

I3 Model: a way of defining the process of thinking, moving from concrete 
image, to evidence-based inferences, to abstract interpretation. This model is 
useful in the Learning Sequence of P.L.A.N. and describes the type of activities 
that should be used in it.

Learning Sequence: the second step of P.LA.N.; requires the scaffolding of the 
new learning through carefully breaking the material into manageable pieces.

Metacognitive skills: A set of skills related to awareness and understanding 
of one’s own thinking, or thinking about thinking. The development and use 
of metacognitive skills result in student improvement of long-term storage of 
information. Students explicitly taught to monitor their own thinking are aware 
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of their own strengths and weaknesses, which they can leverage to improve 
their learning.

Mirror motor neurons: Neurons that discharge electrical energy when a person 
acts and when a person observes an act. This process allows us to learn by 
observing others as our brain actually rehearses the activity it sees in the same 
way it would if it were actually physically doing the action.

New Thinking: the fourth and last step of P.L.A.N.; helps learners explicitly 
state their learning, which cements the new knowledge for future use.

Partner talk: a strategy in which students engage in productive conversations 
about learning with a partner. Students learn how to listen and summarize 
others’ ideas. Partner talk helps students develop self-talk about learning. The 
external dialogue helps form neural pathways in the brain to carry on such a 
dialogue internally. See also A/B partner talk. 

Performance standards: Standards that focus on performance. In perfor-
mance assessment, students apply the concepts and skills learned to complete 
a complex task. The performance criteria are often identified on a rubric that 
describes each student’s levels of achievement in key areas of learning. Teachers 
use the results to monitor student learning and plan instruction.

Preparation for Learning: the first step of P.L.A.N.; consists of setting a pur-
pose and completing activities that activate pre-knowledge to get the brain 
ready to receive new learning.

Processing tools: strategies and graphic organizers that give students the 
opportunity to develop their ability to make images in their mind, draw infer-
ences from material, and arrive at big ideas and interpretations. Processing tools 
are used with carefully segmented material in P.L.A.N. during the Learning 
Sequence.

Purpose: part of the Preparation for Learning step of the P.L.A.N.; composed of 
two parts: the curriculum goal and the why or reason that the goal is important.

RTI (Response to Intervention): a framework that assists teachers in planning 
instruction for students with different needs. The framework has three tiers 
that form a pyramid: Tier 1 represents the core instruction that all students 
receive; Tier 2 represents intervention for students who need extra support; Tier 
3 represents intensive intervention for those few students who need additional 
targeted support.  

Smart Learning: A constructivist approach to teaching developed by Susan 
Close. The approach improves students’ thinking and metacognitive skills, par-
ticularly in reading and writing.

Scaffolding: how learning is divided into progressions that support student 
learning by breaking down complex skills into manageable steps. Scaffolding 
considers the mastery of each step necessary to build on the next piece of 
learning.
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Universal Lens Model: A model that shows the relationship between different 
areas of learning: basic skills, fluency, and comprehension. A balanced program 
includes direct skill training, speed training of the skills (fluency), and the 
application of comprehension strategies.
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