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and Engagement for Diverse Learners

By Robert Meyer, Educational Consultant

Learning Series

Abstract: This paper introduces a new supplemental instructional model that anchors the core
content area curriculum for the entire class. Individual teachers can easily implement the approach

in their classrooms in order to boost student understanding and engagement. The approach combines
short original films and student-led collaborative learning activities. The films build background
knowledge and provide a common experience so that each student begins instruction with the
same mental model. The combination of anchoring and collaborative learning enables learners with
a wide range of abilities to demonstrate similar levels of understanding and reasoning through writing
and discussion.
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Frontloading the Core Curriculum

The Learning Conundrum in the Content Areas

As any 4-8" grade teacher can attest, a significant percentage of students fail to establish
sufficient understanding and engagement in the core subject areas. Teachers routinely
describe their students as having difficulty with tasks that require reasoning and interpretation.
They often describe with frustration the students who are able to read expository texts

with automaticity, but “10 seconds later, have no idea what they just read”. Such observations
are borne out by the data: fewer than 3% of 8" graders can analyze and extend information
which is required for reading at an advanced level' (Donahue et al, Figure 1).

Figure 1
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Educators know how important motivation and engagement are to learning. According

to a recent NREL survey, “Helping students become self-directed learners™ was ranked “Helping students become
near the top of identified priorities by 75% of teachers and 83 % of administrators. self-directed learners”
However, adolescents tend to be interested in the Internet and various forms of interactive was ranked near the top
communication (games, chat rooms, text messaging, blogs), yet many who actively engage of identified priorities by
in complex reading and writing activities on their own fail to connect in any personal way 75% of teachers and 83%
with their school work. of administrators.

2. Widely-ranging levels of ability. Today’s students are more diverse than ever through
a complicated set of dimensions. In addition to ability, level of preparation and socio-economic
circumstance, students’ oral language, vocabulary and interests also vary, as do their abilities
to self-regulate and concentrate. Large diverse classrooms place tremendous pressure
on teachers to meet a wide range of individual needs, and many content area teachers
simply aren’t adequately prepared or equipped to meet that instructional challenge.
According to the Reading Next report, “A full 70% of U.S. middle and high school students
require differentiated instruction—that is, instruction targeted to their individual strengths
and weaknesses.””
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3. Insufficient background knowledge. Students also bring highly varying levels of prior

“The single most knowledge to the classroom. For those who lack the general knowledge necessary to acquire
important variable and integrate new information, the textbook content can assume an unrealistic depth

in learning with texts and variety of background knowledge” (Beck and McKeown). Insufficient background

is a reader’s prior knowledge hinders learning because students lack the vocabulary and frame of reference
knowledge "® necessary to form appropriate mental pictures® (Hasselbring and Goin). Not surprisingly,
(Vacca and Vacca). multiple research studies have identified a strong relationship between academic background

knowledge and achievement’ (Marzano).

4. The “stand-and-deliver” teaching mode. While the traditional lecture and
question-answer mode of instruction is probably the most time-efficient mode for covering
content, students need to go deep into material and make connections in order to learn

with understanding. Unfortunately, many content area teachers tend to be most comfortable

...figuring out how and familiar with the lecture style which can undermine students’ motivation to participate

to close this gap in terms
of broad knowledge
and reasoning is the

academically as it can bore students when they don’t have opportunities to interact with
texts, other students and the teacher™ (Lee).

thousand-pound gorilla In sum, these factors present a complex and daunting conundrum for teachers, many
in the system” " of whom “feel bewildered and frustrated, almost paralyzed, about how to teach”" (Blintz).
(Torgeson).

The situation has been made worse by the standards and accountability era’s demands

to spend more time covering the curriculum and engaging in test preparation drills.

Today’s content area teachers need innovative classroom approaches and resources

that provide the background knowledge, differentiated support and engagement students
need to assimilate knowledge and develop higher-order thinking skills. To be effective,

such approaches need to integrate with the curriculum and provide an alternative to
teacher-centered instruction and passive learning'? (Alvermann). They also must be feasible
in terms of time-efficiency, ease-of-use and overall cost.

Research Basis for a Solution

The following research-based methodology can help teachers solve the content area
conundrum. These essential approaches are feasible for content area teachers to implement
in their classrooms, in conjunction with their existing teaching materials, methods and

time constraints.

Engagement and motivation

Engagement is the most important aspect of instruction related to academic outcomes,
and it requires students to be actively involved in their learning'* (Guthrie and Wigfield).
Engagement is the ability to sustain deep learning once students have been motivated
and enabled to feel good about their ability to accomplish specific tasks (self-efficacy).
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Figure 2

Self-efficacy

Self-efficacy is critical to establishing
motivation because adolescents’” perceptions
of how competent they are as student learners
affect how motivated they are to learn in the
content area classes (Figure 2). Students
need explicit instruction and support in order
to be able to establish self-efficacy. Anchoring
and collaborative learning activities can
facilitate that process.

Competency Perception of Student

Motivation of Student

Anchored instruction

Because students construct new knowledge and understanding based on what they already
know and believe'® (Bransford, Brown and Cocking, 10), and many students lack the
foundation necessary to assimilate new facts and ideas in the context of a conceptual
framework, teachers need to ensure that each student has sufficient, relevant and correct
background knowledge for instruction, discussion and reading. Anchoring is one method
for building and utilizing background knowledge. Through the anchored instruction model,
the class begins with a common experience so everyone starts on the same page'’
(Hasselbring). This provides each learner with an accurate mental model that often can’t
be provided with textual or verbal descriptions alone.

One particularly effective method to create a shared experience is through film. Film anchors
provide contextual supports that can make learning more meaningful for students who lack
knowledge or hold misconceptions'® (Bransford, Sherwood and Hasselbring).

Anchoring can make content more engaging for all learners by establishing a rich context
that facilitates shared learning experiences® (Rieth et al). This has important implications
for developing higher order thinking through discussions with groups of students who have
widely varying skill levels.

Collaborative learning

The traditional teacher-centered lecture/textbook mode of instruction is the most prevalent
approach in secondary classrooms” (Wade and Moje). The approach is time- and
resource-efficient for large classrooms of students because it centers attention on the subject
expert: the teacher.

Unfortunately, teacher-centered instruction has its limitations. Participatory (student-led)
approaches are much more effective in actively engaging students in individual and small
group learning, promoting the peer interaction and scaffolding that many students need
in order to learn with understanding. Collaborative learning activities such as student-led
discussions also facilitate metacognition which is necessary to incorporate into the
content areas (Figure 3).

Frontloading the Core Curriculum

“Goal setting and students’
self-efficacy beliefs and
academic and personal
goals at the beginning

of the semester served

as predictors of students’
final course grades in
social studies” '
(Zimmerman et al).

"There is a good deal

of evidence that learning
is enhanced when teachers
pay attention to the
knowledge and beliefs
that learners bring to

a learning task, use this
knowledge as a starting
point for new instruction,
and monitor students'
changing conceptions

as instruction proceeds""
(Bransford, Brown and
Cocking, 11).
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Figure 3
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Discussion is an integral part
of the anchoring process
and is perhaps the most
neglected language art in
schools. Through discussions,
teachers need to use
structured questioning
supports in order to move
learners from lower to
higher cognitive processes®
(Nystrand et al). Questioning
as a comprehension strategy
is often overlooked by even
the best teachers.
Questioning needs to begin
while information is being
previewed and continued
during and after instruction.

Despite the benefits of student-led discussions, students actually spend a very small
amount of time engaged in generating questions, setting the purpose for learning
and other student-led activities” (Harvey et al).

A Practical Classroom Approach

Based on engagement, anchoring and collaborative learning methodology, Don Johnston
Incorporated developed a practical classroom approach designed for individual content area
teachers to easily implement in

their classrooms. Commercialized

as the Incite!” Learning Series,

the approach combines original

short films developed specifically
to build background knowledge
and anchor the regular curriculum

in key topic areas, with a

supplemental instructional model

that integrates student-led

discussion, thinking, questioning,

writing, organizing, listening

and viewing (Figure 4).
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Each Incite! lesson is presented at the beginning of a key curriculum topic for the entire
class. The lessons anchor and complement the existing core instructional materials.
The publisher’s goal for the Incitel program is that it be very easy and time-efficient

for teachers to implement, and that students at every level of ability achieve deeper levels
of engagement and learning in the core curriculum.

Anchoring instruction with short topic-driven films

Each Incitel lesson begins with the entire class viewing a 5-7 minute film produced
specifically to “frontload” and anchor the curriculum by providing a common
background knowledge on which to base instruction. The films were developed from
standards, shot at historical sites around the world and cast (in many instances)
with young characters who students can relate to. The scripts were created with particular
attention given to the development of language, vocabulary, general knowledge and the
introduction of background knowledge. Specifically, the films assume very little background
knowledge, which helps students build a common foundation for subsequent learning.

Because the films are short and on DVD, they can be viewed repeatedly by the entire class,
small groups or individuals, both at school and at home. Students can check out the films
for viewing on portable devices. The films can be viewed for review and make-up assignments.

Establishing purpose with Thought Sheets

Immediately following the film, students take several more minutes to write

down their thoughts using an Incite! Thought Sheet. Rather than recalling facts

or summarizing information, they are specifically directed to write down what

the film made them think of, what emotions they felt, and what questions or
opinions may have come to mind. Each Thought Sheet (Figures 5 and 6) provides evidence
of the students’ own thinking; there are no wrong answers. Students can write or illustrate
their ideas and opinions. This exercise, which enables students to make a personal
connection with the content, engages them, cements their knowledge and facilitates
memory and achievement** (National Institute of Child Health and Human Development).
As students formulate their own questions, they drive purpose-setting which builds intrinsic
motivation.

Frontloading the Core Curriculum

Each Incite! lesson is
presented at the beginning
of a key curriculum topic
for the entire class.

The lessons anchor

and complement the
existing core instructional
materials.
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When teachers later review the Thought Sheets, they can see what prior knowledge their
students have and what misconceptions might need to be changed. Teachers can assess
what types of connections each student has made and how each student’s thinking and
questioning is evolving.

Making connections through paired and group discussions

Once the Thought Sheets
are completed, each student
shares and discusses his
or her work with a partner. This interactive
discussion helps them clarify their opinions
and questions, make new connections
and deepen their learning. Each pair
“rehearses” what they would like to say
to the larger group, and writes down
their most important (to them) comment,
opinion or question on a sticky-note
(Figure 7). This process promotes

re-evaluation of information, analysis
and synthesis.

Each student’s sticky-note comment becomes public during a whole-class discussion,
which is the final step in the Incite! lesson. Someone volunteers their sticky-note which
launches a discussion. Those with similar sticky-notes participate. They place their stickies
on an “anchor” poster.
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Figure 8
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During the discussion, the teacher needs to facilitate questions that lead students through
Bloom’s taxonomy (Figure 8) and help students see how their thoughts relate to larger
concepts. This process further supports making connections and relationships between

thoughts and ideas, and the teacher can ensure that each student is actively participating

and part of the process.

As the entire class puts their
notes up on the poster
(Figure 9), the teacher and
students group their thoughts.
The result is a poster
containing the Class Thoughts
and Class Questions that
documents and becomes

the anchor and student-driven
purpose for learning. As the
teacher proceeds with the
core instruction, the class can
refer back and add to the
poster as students read texts,
listen to lectures, participate
in other discussions or view
additional anchor films on
the topic to see how the new
information relates to the
posting and how it may answer
their questions. The poster
becomes a reference document
for students as they proceed
with the lesson.

The Incite! writing activities
explicitly support students
to make personal sense
out of their learning

by compelling them to
explain, reason, integrate
knowledge, question

and organize their
thoughts. Writing also
helps them become

more metacognitive

and self-directed in their
learning.
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Results in the classroom

The Incitel model was implemented in a 7" grade social studies pilot classroom in Illinois.
Following the exercise, the teacher reviewed the students’ Thought Sheet writings from
the perspective of metacognition, connections, and discussion and reported her surprise
at the sophistication of each students’ thinking (Figures 10 and 11).

Remarkably, two students wrote very similar passages in their Thought Sheets even though
one student is considered a “struggling student” and the other “gifted” by the teacher.
Even though students struggle with certain academic tasks, i.e., reading or writing, their
thought processes are often on par with their peers.
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Conclusion

Students are failing to adequately engage and learn in the content areas for a combination
of reasons including diverse levels of engagement, prior knowledge and ability, and the
over-reliance on stand-and-deliver instruction. In response, Don Johnston Incorporated
developed an approach that frontloads the core curriculum with short original anchor

films and collaborative learning strategies. The approach shows promise for significantly
impacting learning and engagement deficiencies evidenced in today’s classrooms of diverse
ability students.

The company’s Incite! Learning Series is a supplemental instructional program designed

to enable individual teachers to anchor the curriculum for every student regardless of
ability or level of knowledge. The program establishes a foundation of common background
knowledge and helps students connect what they are learning to what they already know.
Teachers can increase engagement by having students learn together, participate in
purpose-setting and connect classroom assignments to real-world learning experiences.

Most importantly, the approach’s combination of anchored and collaborative learning
instruction enables students across a wide range of abilities (including mainstreamed
special needs and ELL students) to acquire the same knowledge, thinking and reasoning
skills, and to participate meaningfully in shared learning activities.

The approach is easy to implement, enabling teachers most comfortable with lecture

mode to implement meaningful, time-efficient instruction that is student-led. That said,

the fidelity of the Incite!l approach depends on each teacher developing his or her discussion
facilitation skKills.

The Incite! Learning Series facilitates differentiated instruction by organizing materials,
processes, assessments and learning in ways that address individual student needs based
on ability, interest and prior knowledge. The discussion-based approach should also facilitate
improved reading and writing skills in the content areas as improved understanding can
contribute to higher achievement in reading and writing” (Applebee et al).
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