




Powerful Learning Network Meeting #4: 
Effective Teaching in Every Classroom

Time: 9:00 AM – 3:00 PM​
Audience: Teachers, Instructional Partners, School Leaders, District Leaders, State Leaders 

PLUACLD1355 Powerful Learning Network (PLN) 2025-2026 
9:00–9:15 | Welcome, Overview  
• Agenda, Overall Learning Plan
• Norms for Collaboration Review, Retrieval Practice, Recursive Learning

9:15–9:45 | Section 1: Essential Questions 
• Looking Back at Phases 1-4
• Connecting Professional Learning to Student Engagement
• Instructional Playbook Revisited

9:45–10:15 | Section 2: Phase 5: Practice & Reflect 
• Repetition
• Types of Practice
• Planning for Intentional Practice

10:15–11:30 | Section 3: Phase 6: Extend & Apply 
• Ways to Extend the Learning
• Opportunities to Apply Learning
• Planning for Extension and Application

11:30–12:15 | Networking Lunch 

12:15–1:15 | Section 4: Learning Showcase 
• Preparation
• Three Rotations
• Processing the Showcase with Teams/Whole Group

1:15–2:00 | Section 5: Looking Ahead  
• Five Leadership Lessons from Chef Ina Garten
• Pause, Reflect, Process
• Professional Learning Goals for 2026-2027

2:00–3:00 | Reflection & Wrap-Up 
• Year in Review
• Exit Survey
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Protocol: “Harvest → Bridge → Launch” 

Purpose: Surface past learning, make meaning together, and intentionally connect it to what’s 
coming next. 

“Before we move forward, let’s harvest what stuck, bridge what matters, and launch 
into what’s next.” 

Time: 20–35 minutes​

1. HARVEST (Individual/Pair)

Goal: Capture what’s stuck from previous learning. 

Prompt (3–5 min, silent):​
Participants jot responses to: 

One idea I’ve actually used since our last session…​

One idea I resisted or struggled with…​

One question that’s still nagging me…​

Pair Share (3–5 min): 

● Share one item from the list

● Partner listens only—no fixing

2. BRIDGE (Small Group Sense-Making)

Goal: Turn reflection into shared insight. 

Group Task (6–8 min):​
 In groups of 3–4, create a bridge statement: 

“Based on what we tried, struggled with, or questioned, we are ready to learn more 
about…” 
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3. LAUNCH (Whole Group/Forward Focus)

Goal: Open the door to new learning with earned curiosity. 

“What happens when we…?” 

“How might this help with…?” 

“What would it look like if…?” 

Write a prediction: 

 “If today’s learning works, I expect to see…”

4



9. RETRIEVAL PRACTICE

* An improvement index score is the standard measure in the What Works Clearinghouse. It translates an effect size into a percentile 
score, indicating how much better an average student (i.e., at the 50th percentile) would perform after receiving the treatment intervention.

What Is It?

Retrieval Practice (“Quizzing To Remember”) supports retention of new factual (declarative) 
knowledge by compelling students to recall new learning.
What Research Says

Eleven studies of classroom interventions that incorporated retrieval practice to support 
student learning in multiple subject areas and grade levels reported improvement index 
scores* ranging from 11 to 37 percentile points.
What’s The Point?

• Retrieval practice is more effective in the retention of factual knowledge (e.g., math facts,
word conjugations, vocabuarly knowledge) than most other forms of studying, including
re-reading, reviewing notes, or constructing concept maps.

• Learning correct answers immediately after quizzing strenghtens recall.

• Speeded retrieval practice (e.g., rapid recall of prior learning during a timed trial) supports
basic fluency, but not more complex skills.

• Retrieval supports retention of basic facts, but not more complex skills; in short, it is
necessary, but not sufficient for deeper learning.

How Should Teachers Use Retrieval Practice?

• To build students’ fluency and automaticity with factual knowledge by encouraging them
to search their memories for prior learning and then providing timely correct answer
feedback to strengthen newly forming neural pathways.

• To support student learning, not to evaluate it (i.e., quiz more, grade less).

• To build students’ initial mastery of new factual knowledge by ensuring they achieve at
least three correct recalls during the first practice session followed by three additional
practice sessions spread over a few weeks.

How Do Students Use Retrieval Practice?

• To develop fluency with essential knowledge and skills through low stakes speeded
practice (e.g., timed trials) that encourage automaticity and competing with one’s own
self.

• To solidify new learning by racking their brains to recall prior learning, thereby
strengthening newly formed neural networks in their minds.

• To become more efficient learners by engaging in at least three correct recalls during
initial practice sessions and then disrupting their “forgetting curves” by engaging in at
least three more practice sessions spread over a few weeks.

• To engage in deeper learning by first becoming fluent with basic knowledge, which allows
them to devote mental bandwidth to more complex problem solving and thinking.
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RETRIEVAL PRACTICE CHECKLIST

1. Identify key knowledge students need to embed In long-term memory

Steps Example(s)

Identify the key factual 
knowledge students must 
commit to memory to achieve 
mastery.

Surplus, scarcity, capital, supply, demand, 
production, import, export, resources, inflation

2. Create short quizzes to engage students In retrieval practice

Create simple (even 
spontaneous) quizzes that 
prompt students to retrieve new 
factual knowledge.

“We’ve been talking about supply and demand today, 
so get out a sheet of paper and define, from memory, 
in complete sentences, supply and demand.”

3. Provide students with immediate correct answer feedback after quizzes

Provide students with correct 
answers immediately 
following each quiz (i.e., quiz 
more, grade less)

“Here’s how we define supply in terms of the 
economy: Supply is the total amount of a specific 
good or service that producers are willing to offer to 
sale for buyers at various prices. Demand is the 
amount of a good or service that consumers are  
wiling and able to purchase at various prices. 
Compare your response with these definitions. Are 
you missing any key words or ideas?”

4. Ensure students can correctly recall new learning during initial practice.

Involve students in re-learning 
during initial practice sessions to 
achieve at three correct recalls.

[A few minutes later]. “Put away your answers from 
before and once again write a definition of supply and 
demand, this time filling in anything you might have 
missed before.”

Below is step-by-step checklist to plan for and provide retrieval practice for students.
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REFLECTING ON & MEASURING THE IMPACT OF 
RETRIEVAL PRACTICE

Use these questions to reflect on the impact of retrieval practice.

Here are some examples of measures that you might use to assess the impact of cognitive 
writing on students’ ability to extend and apply their learning.

Brief Post-Learning Surveys Of 
Students
•Do you notice your recall improving with each
practice session?
•On a scale from 1 to 5, how effective is “quizzing
to remember” for you?
•Do you use “quizzing to remember” on your own?

Assessed Learning
• Do students develop greater fluency / recall with

each practice session?
• Do students demonstrate better performance on

unit assessments?

Does retrieval practice …
• Engage students in racking their brains to recall new factual

knowledge?
• Provide students with immediate correct answer feedback to

solidify learning?
• Build fluency with foundational factual knowledge to help

students engage in more complex learning?
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10. SPACED, MIXED INDEPENDENT PRACTICE

What Is It?
Spaced, mixed practice sessions help students embed skills-based learning into long-term 
memory by engaging in practice sessions spread over time that reflect a mix of problem types.

What Research Says
• Seven studies of classroom interventions that incorporated spaced, mixed practice to

across multiple grade levels reported improvement index scores* ranging from 9 to 47
percentile points.

What’s The Point?
• Repetition—repeating and re-learning new knowledge and skills in practice sessions

spread over weeks—is the key to building long-term memory.
• Engaging students in interleaved practice—practicing a mix of skills (versus the same skill

in “blocked” practice) further enhances long-term memory.
• Performance increases through deliberate practice, which engages students in meta-

cognitive reflection on learning to improve accuracy and precision.
• Encountering “desirable difficulties”—such as seeing problems presented in different

formats (e.g., 17=9+8 vs. 9+8=17)—supports deliberate practice and retention.
• In general, at least three additional practice/re-learning sessions are needed to embed

new learning to long-term memory.
• Conversely, cramming seldom works because “fast learning” leads to “fast forgetting.”

How Should Teachers Use Spaced, Mixed Practice?
• To help students develop fluency with new skills (procedural knowledge) by engaging

them in structured independent practice opportunities spread over a period of weeks.
• To engage students in practicing a mix of skills and/or solving problems presented in

slightly different formats during the same practice session to support deliberate (“hands
on and minds on”) practice that accelerates the development of their new skills.

• To develop students’ fluency with foundational skills so that they can engage in deeper
learning and application of those skills.

How Do Students Use Spaced, Mixed Practice?
• To force their brains to switch back and forth between solving different types of problems,

thereby experiencing “desirable difficulties” that strengthen learning.
• To disrupt their “forgetting curves” and hone new skills by engaging in subsequent,

deliberate practice sessions (at least three) spread over several days and weeks.
• To develop automaticity and fluency with new skills, which allows them to devote mental

bandwidth when engaging in deeper learning and application of their skills later.

* An improvement index score is the standard measure in the What Works Clearinghouse. It translates an effect size into a percentile 
score, indicating how much better an average student (i.e., at the 50th percentile) would perform after receiving the treatment intervention.
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SPACED, MIXED INDEPENDENT PRACTICE 
CHECKLIST

A Process For Engaging Students In Spaced, Mixed Practice

1. Identify key skills students need to embed In long-term memory

List the skills students need to use fluently to demonstrate mastery at the end of a 
unit of learning.

2. Intentionally build spaced, mixed practice sessions into unit plans

Build in at least three opportunities for students to practice the new skills they 
need apply fluently.

During these sessions, engage students in practicing a mix of new and previously 
acquired skills. 

Mix up the format and representation of problems to create “desirable difficulties” 
to solidify learning.

3. Shift from reflective, process feedback to correct answer feedback as learning
progresses

Initially, provide students reflective feedback (is that right approach?) to support 
deliberate practice.

Once students understand how to apply a skill, shift feedback to correct answer to 
support fluency.

Below is step-by-step checklist to plan and provide spaced, mixed practice for students.
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REFLECTING ON & MEASURING THE IMPACT OF 
SPACED, MIXED INDEPENDENT PRACTICE

Use these questions to reflect on the impact of spaced, mixed independent practice.

Here are some examples of measures that you might use to assess the impact of cognitive 
writing on students’ ability to extend and apply their learning.

Brief Post-Learning Surveys Of Students
• After spaced, mixed practice, ask students to rate on a five-

point scale their responses to such questions as
• Did you master more learning when you spread your

practice sessions out (e.g., use the 3+3 strategy)?
• Did you find that mixed practice ultimately helped you to

master your new learning?
• How do you feel about your learning when you apply

structured practice (e.g., do you feel more confident in
your abilities?)

Assessed Learning
• Improved individual abilities over time as evidenced in formative

assessment (e.g., class quizzes, homework assignments) and
end-of-unit assessments

• Class-wide improvements or trends in assessed learning
following spaced, mixed practice (e.g., Do previously low-
achieving students achieve at higher levels)

Does spaced, mixed practice …

• Help students develop fluency by engaging them in at least three practice
sessions spread over time?

• Support deliberate, “minds on” practice by engaging students in rehearsing a
mix of skills and/or problems presented in different formats?

• Provide students with reflective feedback to help them engage in deliberate
practice?

• Help students apply the 3 + 3 format to develop fluency with new skills?
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11. TARGETED SUPPORT (SCAFFOLDED PRACTICE)

What Is It?
Targeted support provides students at-risk of failure with intensive strategy instruction, guided 
practice, and formative feedback to enhance conceptual understanding, procedural fluency, 
and consolidation of learning.
What Research Says
• Seventeen studies of classroom interventions that provided targeted supports to

students to across multiple subject areas and grade levels reported improvement index
scores* ranging from 16 to 48 percentile points.

What’s The Point?
• Targeted support significantly reduces achievement gaps.
• Targeted support gives students who struggle opportunities to re-learn and re-practice

new material so they can get back on track.
• Students can often get back on track with a few weeks of brief (e.g., 30-minute) small

group interventions that target their learning needs.
• These interventions typically include brief episodes of direct instruction followed by

opportunities for students to practice what they are learning while being observed by, and
receiving feedback from, teachers, teacher aides, or specialists.

• These supports for students should targeted (based on formative assessment data) and
temporary (students should not languish in target support or be labelled “Tier II” kids).

How Should Teachers Use Targeted Support (Scaffolded Practice)?
• To “catch students before they fall” by using formative assessment and regular checks for

understanding to identify students with additional learning needs and delivering brief,
just-in-time episodes of re-teaching and re-practicing to get them back on track.

• To closely observe students who struggle during their processing and practicing of new
learning to better understand learning gaps and provide them with targeted feedback.

• To provide regular, brief (e.g., 20-30 minutes per day) short cycles of learning (re-teach,
re-try, re-observe, and re-coach) to small groups of students to help them catch up.

• To supplement (not supplant) high-quality best first instruction.

How Do Students Use Targeted Support (Scaffolded Practice)?
• To re-learn and re-practice knowledge and skills they struggle to understand or master.
• To develop greater confidence and sense of efficacy by mastering learning that initially

challenges them.
• To learn both new skills and habits of mind (e.g., persistent and productive struggle) to

achieve mastery.

* An improvement index score is the standard measure in the What Works Clearinghouse. It translates an effect size into a percentile 
score, indicating how much better an average student (i.e., at the 50th percentile) would perform after receiving the treatment intervention.
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TARGETED SUPPORT CHECKLIST
Below is step-by-step checklist to plan and targeted support for students.

A Process For Providing Targeted Support (Scaffolded Practice) For Students
1. Identify students who struggle to master key concepts and skills
Use classroom assessment data to identify students struggling to master key 
concepts & skills.
Use regular checks for understanding to identify students struggling to master 
key concepts & skills.
2. Provide targeted cycles of learning for students
As others engage in independent practice, provide targeted support to students in 
need of support.

Use strategy instruction, visualizations, and modeling to re-teach the targeted skill 
or knowledge.

Provide students with opportunities to re-try the new skills and knowledge.
During these attempts, re-observe students to identify possible misconceptions or 
error patterns.

Provide students with encouraging, yet formative and progress feedback to re-coach 
them.
3. Use data to determine (and celebrate) when students no longer need supports
Track student progress so that you (and they) can see when extra support is no 
longer needed. 

Congratulate students on their progress and help them connect their extra effort 
with their success.
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REFLECTING ON & MEASURING THE IMPACT 
OF TARGETED SUPPORTS

Use these questions to reflect and guide the use of targeted supports.

Here are some examples of measures that you might use to assess the impact of cognitive 
writing on students’ ability to extend and apply their learning.

Do targeted supports …

• Rely on data to identify specific knowledge and skills students struggle to
master?

• Provide students with structured support to re-learn and re-practice key
knowledge and skills?

• Provide students with targeted feedback to help them improve their
knowledge and skills?

• Rely on data to identify (and celebrate) when extra supports are no longer
needed?

In-class observations
• Do students appear to better understand and/or demonstrate greater

automaticity after receiving targeted supports?
• Do students demonstrate more persistence after receiving targeted supports?

Student interviews
• How would you describe your growth as learner?
• What helps you grow and improve?

Real-time measures of learning
• Do students demonstrate improved individual abilities over time as evidenced

in formative assessment (e.g., timed trials, homework assignments)?

Formal measures of learning
• Do students demonstrate improved learning on formal measures of learning

(e.g., classroom assessments, interim assessments)?
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12. COGNITIVE WRITING

What Is It?
Cognitive writing engages students in extended writing assignments that supports their 
comprehension through high-order processing of new learning.
What Research Says
• Eight studies of classroom interventions that incorporated peer-assisted consolidation to

support student learning in subject areas and grade levels reported improvement index
scores ranging from 14 to 49 percentile points.

What’s The Point?
• The act of arranging our thoughts, concepts, and ideas into sentences and paragraphs

help us to arrange them in our brains.
• Engaging students in writing assignments that prompt them to explain processes and

phenomena, analyze and evaluate evidence, develop original ideas, and develop
arguments supported with evidence helps them to consolidate and retain new learning.

• Thus, writing is a powerful tool for deep learning in all subject areas as it engages
students in thinking about their learning, sharpens their understanding, and helps them
make multiple connections to new learning

How Should Teachers Use Cognitive Writing?
• To engage students to cognitive processing of new learning (e.g., connecting ideas,

comparing and contrasting concepts, developing and defending arguments).
• To provide students with direct instruction in thinking skills associated with writing (e.g.,

setting goals, identifying main ideas and expressing them in one’s own words, developing
original ideas, revising one’s own thinking).

• To model for students the process writers use to synthesize ideas and develop original
ideas by providing guides and tools (e.g., “thinksheets”) that support the writing process
and rubrics that help them self-assess and revise their writing.

• To give students opportunities to share their ideas with others.
How Do Students Use Cognitive Writing?
• To engage in cognitive processing of new learning to enhance the storage and retrieval of

their learning.

• To engage in deep learning by aggregating disparate concepts into big ideas and mental
schema that support retention and retrieval of new learning.

• To sustain curiosity and interest in learning by making personal connections to it and
having opportunities to express their own ideas (finding “voice” in their learning).
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COGNITIVE WRITING CHECKLIST

A Process For Engaging Students In Cognitive Writing
1. Identify What Students Should Think About To Deepen Their Learning.
Identify the enduring understandings, big ideas, key concepts, or themes students should 
think about.

Identify the high-level thinking skills (e.g., comparison, analysis, synthesis) student should 
employ.

2. Design A Writing Exercise That Prompts Students To Think About Their Learning
Create a writing prompt that engages students in cognitive processing of their learning.
3. Teach Students The Thinking & Writing Skills Needed To Engage In The Assignment
Provide strategy instruction and modeling in the thinking and writing skills students need to 
use.

4. Provide Students With Explicit Guidance For The Writing Assignment
Create tools and guides (e.g., “thinksheets”) to students through the process of thinking & 
writing.

Provide students with a rubric they can use to assess and improve upon their work.
5. Provide Students With Opportunities To Share And Revise Their Writing
Engage students in sharing their writing, using the rubric to receive feedback and revise 
their writing.

Below is step-by-step checklist to engage students in cognitive writing.
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to set goals, 
organize thinking, 
find the gist.

• Provide students
with graphic
organizers to guide
thinking & writing. B
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g • Provide

opportunities to
extend and apply
prior learning.

• Can build on
guided
investigations and
structured problem
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KEY PRINCIPLES OF COGNITIVE WRITING
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Use these questions to reflect on the impact of cognitive writing on students.

Here are some examples of measures that you might use to assess the impact of cognitive writing on 
students’ ability to extend and apply their learning.

Observations of Visible Learning
• Depth of classroom discourse following cognitive writing (e.g., Do students

demonstrate deeper understanding / original thinking in their responses? Do
new questions or ideas emerge?)

Brief Post-Learning Surveys Of Students
•After cognitive writing exercises, ask students to rate on a five-point scale
their responses to such questions as
•Does writing about your learning help you to develop a deeper/
clearer/better understanding of what we’re learning?
•Are you more interested in what we’re learning after having the opportunity
to express your own ideas about it?

Student Work / Assessed Learning
• Improvement in individual writing abilities over time based on provided

rubrics (length and complexity of responses, articulation of original ideas).
• Class-wide improvements or trends in assessed learning following cognitive

writing (e.g., Do previously low-achieving students make their thinking and
learning more visible?)

Does cognitive writing …
• Prompt students to engage in cognitive processing of (thinking deeply about)

their learning?
• Help students develop high-level thinking and writing skills?
• Provide students with adequate support and guidance to complete the

assignment effectively?
• Give students opportunities to develop their own ideas and have “voice”?

REFLECTION ON & MEASURING THE IMPACT OF 

COGNITIVE WRITING
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13. STRUCTURED PROBLEM SOLVING

What Is It?
Structured problem-solving helps students develop mental schema by teaching them step-by-
step processes for using mathematical and quantitative skills to solve complex, real-life 
problems.

What Research Says
• Twelve studies of classroom interventions that used structured problem solving to

develop students’ mathematical and quantitative skills demonstrated improvement index
scores* ranging from 16 to 48 percentile points.

What’s The Point?
• Anchoring learning in real-life problems enhances student motivation and problem-

solving skills.
• Many students benefit from direct instruction to learn how to recognize problem

structures of real-world problems and retrieve appropriate methods for solving them.
• The ability to recognize problem types, retrieve and apply methods for solving them is

known as mental schema and is what distinguishes experts from novices.
• Thus, helping students develop the mental schema needed to apply foundational

knowledge and skills to solve real-world problems reflects the culmination of learning.

How Should Teachers Use Structured Problem Solving?
• To increase student interest and motivation in mathematics and quantitative reasoning by

engaging them in solving meaningful, real-world problems.
• To help students embed math and quantitative skills into long-term memory by calling

upon them retrieve and apply these skills in multiple situations.
• To show students how to solve complex problems by providing them with graphic

organizers and mnemonics to guide them through the process (e.g., read the problem
carefully, identify the problem type, solve the problem, check my answer).

• To help students develop mental schema by encouraging them to think aloud as they
solve problems (What kind of problem is this? Have I solved something like it before?).

How Do Students Use Structured Problem Solving?
• To better understand the purpose of mathematics by seeing how the math and

quantitative skills they learn in the classroom can be used to solve real-world problems.
• To develop mathematical reasoning skills by developing the mental schema needed to

recognize and solve complex quantitative problems.
• To develop important habits of mind (e.g., productive struggle, positive self-talk) that are

needed to solve complex problems.

* An improvement index score is the standard measure in the What Works Clearinghouse. It translates an effect size into a percentile 
score, indicating how much better an average student (i.e., at the 50th percentile) would perform after receiving the treatment intervention.
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STRUCTURED PROBLEM SOLVING CHECKLIST
Below is step-by-step checklist to engage students in structured problem-solving.

A Process For Engaging Students In Structured Problem Solving

1. Identify ways to anchor math learning In complex and relatable problems

Identify a meaningful challenge (e.g., sports, environment, building, health) 
for students to solve. 

Pose the challenge(s) as a realistic scenario that requires math skills and 
quantitative reasoning to solve.  

2. Provide guidance and memory aids to help students solve complex problems

Teach students how recognize and categorize problem types (grouping, 
change, compare).

Teach a problem-solving process (e.g., grasp problem, make plan, work 
problem, review answer)

Provide students with graphic organizers/memory aids to recall these steps.

3. Teach students meta-cognitive skills/positive self-talk needed to solve
problems

Model what positive self-talk during productive struggle looks like (What’s my 
goal? Don’t give up!)

4. Involve students in presenting and explaining their answers

Engage students in brief cognitive writing exercises to defend their answer and 
explain their strategy. 
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REFLECTING ON & MEASURING THE IMPACT OF 
STRUCTURED PROBLEM SOLVING

Use these questions to reflect and guide the use of structured problem solving.

Does structured problem solving …

• Engage students in solving a meaningful, realistic problem?
• Scaffold students’ ability to solve the complex problem?
• Help students develop the mental schema needed to solve other similar

problems later?
• Help students develop the positive self-talk needed to engage in productive

struggle?

Here are some examples of measures that you might use to assess the impact of structured problem 
solving to help students extend and apply their learning.

Observations of Student Engagement & Learning
• What level of student engagement do you observe in students when they have

opportunities to solve complex, real-world problems?
• What level of understanding / strategic thinking do you hear in student

explanations for how they arrive at their solutions?
• Do students appear to be internalize problem-solving processes?

Brief Post-Learning Student Surveys
•After structured problem solving, ask students to rate on a 5-point scale
(1=not at all, 5=to a great extent) responses to such questions as
•Do feel this problem challenged you in a positive way?
•Did your confidence in your problem-solving abilities grow as you worked the
problem?
•How relevant do you find the skills you learned to be?

Student Work / Assessed Learning
• Were students able to solve the problem accurately?
• Can they effectively articulate how they arrived at their solution and why it

was an effective approach?
• Based on their responses, are students developing schema (or mental

models) they can use to solve similar problems in the future?

19



14. GUIDED INVESTIGATIONS

What Is It?

Guided Investigations engage students in experiments, inquiry-based learning, and research 
projects that require high levels of cognitive engagement.
What Research Says

Eight studies of classroom interventions that incorporated investigations to support learning in 
multiple subject areas and grade levels demonstrated improvement index scores* ranging 
from 10 to 49 percentile points.
What’s The Point?

• The more ways we return to new learning—reflecting on it, applying it, connecting it to
prior learning—the more richly we encode it in our minds.

• Thus, guided investigations support deeper learning by engaging students in returning to
new learning in multiple ways—exploring compelling questions, closely observing real-
world phenomena, analyzing evidence, and reporting on their discoveries.

• Accordingly, the key purpose of guided investigations is to engage students in learning
that is both hands-on and “minds on,” engaging them in thinking about their learning.

• Notably, though, minimally guided instruction—students conducting experiments,
research, or solving complex problems with little direction from teachers—has been
shown to be detrimental for younger and lower-performing students.

• Thus, guided investigations aim to balance direct instruction with independent learning.
How Should Teachers Use Guided Investigations?

• To anchor units of learning by helping students to extend and apply the foundational
knowledge and skills they acquire during classroom-based, direct instruction.

• To involve students in hands on (and “minds on”) experiences that pique their interest,
extend their learning into the real world, and help them become self-directed learners.

• To help students consolidate and deepen knowledge by combining guided investigations
with cognitive writing—inviting students to observe and analyze scientific and social
phenomena and reflect on their learning through cognitive writing.

How Do Students Use Guided Investigations?

• To think deeply about their learning and thus, form richer neural networks that support
greater retention and retrieval of new learning.

• To better understand social and scientific phenomena by observing and/or investigating
them, compiling and analyzing data, and developing and defending original ideas drawn
from evidence.

• To extend and apply concepts, academic vocabulary, and thinking skills they learn in the
classroom to real-world settings, thereby deepening their personal connections to
learning.

* An improvement index score is the standard measure in the What Works Clearinghouse. It translates an effect size into a percentile 
score, indicating how much better an average student (i.e., at the 50th percentile) would perform after receiving the treatment intervention.
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GUIDED INVESTIGATIONS CHECKLIST

1. Identify the essential knowledge students should think about to deepen
learning
Identify the enduring understandings, big ideas, and insights you want students 
to think about.
2. Identify what essential knowledge you’ll teach and what students should
discover
List the concepts, vocabulary terms, and skills are best learned through direct 
instruction.
List the concepts, phenomena, and skills are best learned through discovery 
application 
3. Guide the investigation
Identify a purpose & guiding question for the investigation and how to engage students 
in goal setting
Design & deliver a direct instruction portion of the unit (strategy instruction, 
vocabulary instruction)
Provide step-by-step guidance for conducting investigations/research in small groups 
or as individuals
4. Anchor student learning to a performance task that reflects mastery learning
Create structured opportunities for individual students to share/write about their 
findings
Ensure students can connect what they learn and observe back to essential 
knowledge

Below is step-by-step checklist to engage students in guided investigations.
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REFLECTING ON & MEASURING THE IMPACT OF 
GUIDED INVESTIGATIONS

Use these questions to reflect on and guide the use of guided investigations.

Does the guided investigation …

• Engage students in a challenging learning task that prompts them to think
deeply about learning?

• Offer an appropriate balance between teacher guidance and student self-
directed learning?

• Engage students in extending and applying key concepts, academic
vocabulary & essential knowledge?

• Ensure students return to thinking about key concepts, big ideas, and
enduring understandings?

Here are some examples of measures that you might use to assess the impact of structured problem 
solving to help students extend and apply their learning.

Observations of Student Engagement & Learning
• What level of student engagement do you observe in students when

they have opportunities to engage in inquiry-based learning?
• What depth of understanding / strategic thinking do you hear in how

students talk about their learning?
• Do students appear to “own” their learning?

Brief Post-Learning Student Surveys
•After a guided investigation, ask students to rate on a 5-point scale
(1=not at all, 5=to a great extent) responses to such questions as

• Do feel this investigation challenged you in a positive way?
• Did your interest in this topic grow as you explored it?
• What new learning do you think you’ll carry forward from this task?

Student Work / Assessed Learning
• Were students able to demonstrate deep understanding of the content?
• Were they able to demonstrate mastery across multiple elements (e.g.,

multiple components of the scoring rubric)?
• Based on their responses, are students engaging in deep thinking about

essential questions and developing durable skills?

22



Le
ad

 C
ol

le
ct

iv
el

y:
 F

ro
m

 B
el

ie
f t

o 
A

ct
io

n 
to

 Im
pa

ct
 1

st
 E

di
tio

n 
(D

ew
itt

, N
el

so
n)

23



Le
ad

 C
ol

le
ct

iv
el

y:
 F

ro
m

 B
el

ie
f t

o 
A

ct
io

n 
to

 Im
pa

ct
 1

st
 E

di
tio

n 
(D

ew
itt

, N
el

so
n)

24



Learning Showcase 

Directions: 

1. Take this page with you as you visit other schools/districts.
2. Record the names of schools/districts and any contact information for follow-up networking.
3. As you visit each station, record key thoughts that might be helpful to you in the future.

School/District/Contacts Key Points/Concepts/Ideas 
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OUR MISSION
Driven by our relentless belief in every child, we

partner with educators, communities, and
policymakers to expand access  to a high-quality

education  so that every student can thrive.

OUR VISION
A world-class education for

every Alabama student,
regardless of circumstance.

OUR THEME
The  2025-2026 theme for both the
A+ Best Practices Center and A+

College Ready is 
"Build”

We are excited to build a better
future for all students together!
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