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Preface

Literacy educators have been in search of “what works” for decades. As
a group, we've dedicated ourselves to students’ reading and writing (and
speaking, listening, and viewing) development because we know that
literacy can change lives. Our collective search for better ways to reach
students and ensure that they develop literacy knowledge and skills has
resulted in thousands and thousands of books, hundreds of thousands
of research articles, and countless websites. So why another one?

For us, the answer is simple. Nearly all the things teachers do work when
we ask what improves student achievement. But only a few things work
at ensuring that students gain a full year’s worth of growth for a year of
enrollment in school, and we think it’s time we focused on what works,
what doesn’t work, and what can’t hurt. And we’ve turned to Visible
Learning (Hattie, 2009) for help.

In part, this has been a personal journey. We (Nancy and Doug) engaged
in literacy instruction in a wide range of settings, including preschools,
elementary schools, middle schools, and high schools, for many years
before we read Visible Learning. We have taught students who live in pov-
erty, a wide range of English learners, students who are highly engaged
in their own learning, students who are homeless, students with disabil-
ities, students who grasp concepts almost instantly, and students who
are not so motivated to be in school. Over the years, our classrooms
have been wonderfully diverse and complex places for learning to occur.
And we did a reasonably good job with developing students’ literacy.

Of course, we made mistakes as well, but all teachers do. Doug wishes he
could find Anthony, a ninth grader from 2009, who just never got good
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xii VISIBLE LEARNING FOR LITERACY, GRADES K-12

enough writing instruction to pass his classes. Today, Doug would do a
better job. Nancy remembers a particular first grader who would only
work on his onset and rime cards if Nancy played background music.
Whatever it takes—that’s the job of the teacher. We tried just about any
instructional strategy that we could find to engage students in learning.

But then, along came Visible Learning. We've read the research, and we
knew, for example, that vocabulary instruction works to improve stu-
dent learning. We read the book and were pleased to see that many of
the literacy approaches we recommended were included in this list of
“what works best.” We congratulated ourselves on knowing the research
literature and trying to translate that into classroom practice. The list
of effect sizes was useful in making the case that literacy educators can
have a powerful impact on students’ learning when they engage in spe-
cific actions. And it was useful to know that a great deal of students’
learning was under the control of the teacher (so that we could help
teachers take responsibility and reduce finger-pointing).

We started focusing on influences on student learning that had a reason-
able impact. But we didn’t have them organized in any particular way.
As a result, we noticed that not all of these approaches worked equally
well. We thought it had to be us because the research was there to sup-
port each of the routines we used. We weren’t sure what to do, so we
kept at it, engaging students in the best learning opportunities we could.
We shared responsibility with them and guided their learning, such that
more and more of our students became their own teachers, which is one
of the major lessons learned from Visible Learning.

A chance encounter with John Hattie took us to the next level. John
talked about the value of matching specific instructional routines, pro-
cedures, or strategies with the appropriate phase of students’ learning.
Of course, we knew about Bloom’s taxonomy and Webb’s depth of
knowledge. But this was a bit different. John said that students have to
develop surface-level learning if they are ever going to go deep. And we
know that deep learning can facilitate transfer, which has been our goal
all along.
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PREFACE xiii

So we updated our lessons and started thinking about which instruc-
tional routines worked at the surface level. With our colleagues, we
focused on some specific instructional approaches early in units of
study, when students needed to expand their surface-level skills. And
then, importantly, we stopped using these procedures when students
moved into deeper learning. And it worked. We all had more students,
more often, engaged in deeper learning. And students were transferring
their learning from class to class, grade to grade, and year to year.

So there we sat, realizing that it was time to write another book. This
time, we needed to explore the ways in which the Visible Learning influ-
ences could be mobilized at three levels—surface, deep, and transfer.
And who better to collaborate with than John Hattie himself? Together,
we hoped that the literacy world might be open to rethinking strate-
gies and shifting focus to the alignment of these strategies in tune with
phases of learning.

The result is this book that you're holding right now. It’s our best think-
ing to date about being an effective literacy educator. Knowing how to
match instructional approaches with specific phases of learning, know-
ing your impact, and taking action when the impact is not sufficient has
become our newest and most robust effort to help students inherit the
world of literacy.
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2 VISIBLE LEARNING FOR LITERACY, GRADES K-12

Every student deserves a great teacher, not by chance, but by
design.

Who can disagree with that? Who doesn’t believe that every student, in
every classroom, deserves to be educated in ways that build his or her
confidence and competence? Let’s take apart that sentence and explore
some of the thinking behind each word or phrase.

e Every student (not just some students, such as those whose par-
ents can afford it or those who are lucky enough to live on a
street that allows them to attend an amazing school)

e deserves (yes, we believe that students have the right to a quality
education)

e qa great teacher (one who develops strong relationships, knows
his or her content and how to teach it, and evaluates his or her
impact. This is where a lot of debate enters the picture because
people differ in their understanding of what great teachers do
and how they think)

e not by chance (meaning that we have to move beyond the luck
of the draw that permeates much of the educational landscape.
Children’s education should not be left to chance, with one year
being amazing and another average or awful. Further, children’s
education should be left not to whatever sense of challenge or
level of expectation a teacher may have, but to an appropriate
high level of challenge and expectation)

e but by design (yes, there are learning designs that work, when
used at the right time. In fact, the literature is awash with evi-
dence of designs that work and those that do not work)

The design we're talking about, the one that has great potential for
impacting students’ learning and allowing all of us to be great teachers,
is John Hattie’s Visible Learning (2009). So what do we mean by visible
learning? In part, it’s about developing an understanding of the impact
that instructional efforts have on students’ learning. Notice we didn’t
limit that to teachers. Students, teachers, parents, administrators—
everyone can determine if the learning is visible. To do so, students
have to know what they are learning, why they are learning it, what it
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CHAPTER 1. LAYING THE GROUNDWORK 3

means to be “good” at this learning, and what it means to have learned.
The adults also need to know what students are learning, why they
are learning it, what it means to be “good” at this learning, and what
it means to have learned. Some things are learned at the surface level,
others at the deep level, and still other knowledge is available for trans-
fer to new situations. Each of these surface, deep, and transfer levels of
learning is important; each of these is the focus, in turn, of one of the
following three chapters.

We believed that it was time to apply John's previous work with visible
learning to the world of literacy learning. We think that visible learning
for literacy is important for several reasons:

1. Literacy is among the major antidotes for poverty.
2. Literacy makes your life better.

3. Literate people have more choices in their work and personal
lives, leading to greater freedom.

4. Literacy is great at teaching you how to think successively—that
is, making meaning one step at a time to then build a story.

5. Literacy soon becomes the currency of other learning.

Visible learning for literacy requires that teachers understand which strat-
egies and instructional routines are useful in which teaching situations.
There is no single right way to develop students’ literacy prowess. But
there are wrong ways. In Chapter 5, we will turn our attention to a spe-
cific list of practices that do not work in the literacy classroom. For now,
we will focus on those that do.

There are certain things that great teachers know:

e Great teachers understand that different approaches work more
effectively at different times. For example, a great approach for
developing students’ surface-level learning is not likely to ensure
deep learning, much less transfer. But there are times when their
surface-level learning is what students need.

e Great teachers know that different approaches work for some
students better than for other students.
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4 VISIBLE LEARNING FOR LITERACY, GRADES K-12

e Great teachers know that different approaches work differently
depending on where in the learning process a student may be.

e Great teachers intervene in specific, meaningful, and calculated
ways to increase students’ learning trajectories. This requires
that they understand and share challenging, yet specific and
appropriate, goals with students; monitor progress toward those
goals; provide and receive feedback; alter their actions when
learning is not occurring; and share in the joy that comes from
working with students to meet the learning goals.

Visible learning asks teachers to go even a step further. It asks us to create
the conditions necessary for students to become their own teachers. We
mean not that classrooms should be surrendered and the students be
told to teach themselves, but rather that the expectation of the instruc-
tion students receive involves student engagement to the degree that
they want to, and do, learn more and better—even beyond the class-
room walls. This requires that teachers become learners of their own
teaching, which is the major focus of this book.

The Evidence Base

Meta-Analyses

The starting point for our exploration of literacy learning is John Hattie’s
books, Visible Learning (2009) and Visible Learning for Teachers (2012).
At the time these books were published, his work was based on over
800 meta-analyses conducted by researchers all over the world, which
included over 50,000 individual studies that included over 250 million
students. It has been claimed to be the most comprehensive review of
literature ever conducted. And the thing is, it’s still going on. At the time
of this writing, the database included 1,200 meta-analyses, with over
70,000 studies and 300 million students. A lot of data, right? But the
story underlying the data is the critical matter.

Before we explore the findings and discuss what we don’t cover in
this book, we should discuss the idea of a meta-analysis because it is
the basic building block for the recommendations in this book. At its
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CHAPTER 1. LAYING THE GROUNDWORK 5

root, a meta-analysis is a statistical tool for combining findings from
different studies with the goal of identifying patterns that can inform
practice. It's the old preponderance of evidence that we're looking for,
because individual studies have a hard time making a compelling case
for change. But a meta-analysis synthesizes what is currently known
about a given topic and can result in strong recommendations about
the impact or effect of a specific practice. For example, there was com-
peting evidence about periodontitis (inflammation of the tissue around
the teeth) and whether or not it is associated with increased risk of cor-
onary heart disease. The published evidence contained some conflicts,
and recommendations about treatment were piecemeal. A meta-analysis
of 5 prospective studies with 86,092 patients suggested that individ-
uals with periodontitis had a 1.14 times higher risk of developing
coronary heart disease than the controls (Bahekar, Singh, Saha, Molnar,
& Arora, 2007). The result of the meta-analysis was a set of clear recom-
mendations for treatment of periodontitis, with the potential of signifi-
cantly reducing the incidence of heart disease. We won'’t tell you too
many other stories about health care or business, but we hope that the
value of meta-analyses in changing practice is clear.

The statistical approach for conducting meta-analyses is beyond the
scope of this book, but it is important to note that this tool allows
researchers to identify trends across many different studies and their
participants.

Effect Sizes

In addition to the meta-analyses, the largest summary of educational
research ever conducted (Visible Learning) contains effect sizes for each
practice (see Appendix, pages 169-173). An effect size is the magnitude,
or size, of a given effect. But defining a phrase by using the same terms
isn’t that helpful. So we’ll try again. You might remember from your sta-
tistics class that studies report statistical significance. Researchers make
the case that something “worked” when chance is reduced to 5% (as in
p <0.05) or 1% (as in p < 0.01)—what they really mean is that the effect
found in the study was unlikely to be zero: something happened (but
there’s no hint of the size of the effect, or whether it was worthwhile!).
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6 VISIBLE LEARNING FOR LITERACY, GRADES K-12

One way to increase the likelihood that statistical significance is reached
is to increase the number of people in the study, also known as sample
size. We're not saying that researchers inflate the size of the research
group to obtain significant findings. We are saying that simply because
something is statistically significant doesn’t mean it’s worth implement-
ing. For example, say the sample size is 1,000. In this case, a correlation
only needs to exceed 0.044 to be “statistically significant”; if 10,000,
then 0.014, and if 100,000, then 0.004—yes, you can be confident that
these values are greater than zero, but are they of any practical value?

That’s where effect size comes in.

Effect size

represents the Say, for example, that this amazing writing program was found to be sta-
magnitude of the tistically significant in changing student achievement. Sounds good, you
impact that a given say to yourself, and you consider purchasing or adopting it. But then you
approach has. learn that it only increased students’ writing performance by 0.3 on a
5-point rubric (and the research team had data from 9,000 students). If it
were free and easy to implement this change, it might be worth it to have
students get a tiny bit better as writers. But if it were time-consuming,
difficult, or expensive, you should ask yourself if it’s worth it to go to all
of this trouble for such a small gain. That’s effect size—it represents the

magnitude of the impact that a given approach has.
EFFECT SIZE Visible Learning provides readers with effect sizes for many influences
FOR DIRECT under investigation. As an example, direct instruction has a reasonably

INSTRUCTION = 0. . .
STRUCTIO 0.59 strong effect size at 0.59 (we'll talk more about what the effect size num-

ber tells us in the next section). The effect sizes can be ranked from
those with the highest impact to those with the lowest. But that doesn’t
mean that teachers should just take the top 10 or 20 and try to imple-
ment them immediately. Rather, as we will discuss later in this book,
some of the highly useful practices are more effective when focused on
surface-level learning while others work better for deep learning and
still others work to encourage transfer. Purpose, context, and timing of
practices all matter and must be considered. For general discussion of
effect sizes, see Figure 1.1.
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A PRIMER ON EFFECT SIZES

— e = . — —

Let us get a sense of what an effect size means. There are two common ways to calculate an effect size:
first, when two groups are compared—such as comparing a class receiving a literacy program with a similar
class not receiving this program—and second, over time—such as comparing the performance of a group
of students at the outset and again at the end of a series of literacy instruction. In both cases, the effect size
represents the magnitude of the difference—and of course the quality of the comparison, the measuring
instruments, and the research design to control extraneous factors are critical.

An effect size of d = 0.0 indicates no change in achievement related to the intervention. An effect size
of d = 1.0 indicates an increase of one standard deviation on the outcome (e.g., reading achievement), a
d = 1.0 increase is typically associated with advancing children’s achievement by two to three years, and this
would mean that, on average, the achievement of students receiving the treatment would exceed that of
84% of students not receiving the treatment. Cohen (1988) argued that an effect size of d = 1.0 should be
regarded as a large, blatantly obvious, and grossly perceptible difference, and as an example, he referred to
the difference between the average IQ of PhD graduates and high school students. Another example is the
difference between a person at 5’3" (160 cm) and one at 6’0" (183 cm)—which would be a difference visible
to the naked eye.

We do need to be careful about ascribing adjectives such as small, medium, and large to these effect sizes.
Cohen (1988), for example, suggested that d = 0.2 was small, d = 0.5 medium, and d = 0.8 large, whereas it
is possible to show that when investigating achievement influences in schools, d = 0.2 could be considered
small, d = 0.4 medium, and d = 0.6 large (Hattie, 2009). In many cases, this attribution would be reasonable,
but there are situations where this would be too simple an interpretation. Consider, for example, the effects
of an influence such as behavioral objectives, which has an overall small effect of d = 0.20, and reciprocal
teaching, which has an overall large effect of d = 0.74. It may be that the cost of implementing behavioral
objectives is so small that it is worth using them to gain an influence on achievement, albeit small, whereas it
might be too expensive to implement reciprocal teaching to gain the larger effect.

The relation between the notions of magnitude and statistical significance is simple: Significance = Effect
size x Study size. This should highlight why both aspects are important when making judgments. Effect sizes
based on small samples or small numbers of studies may not tell the true story, in the same way that statistical
significance based on very large samples may also not tell the true story (for example, a result could be
statistically significant but have only a tiny effect size). Similarly, two studies with the same effect sizes can
have different implications when their sample sizes vary (we should place more weight on the one based on
the larger sample size). The most critical aspect of any study is the convincibility of the story that best explains
the data; it is the visible learning story that needs critique or improvement—to what degree is the story in this
book convincing to you?

Figure 1.1

S— e —s —S—— e T —— S
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8 VISIBLE LEARNING FOR LITERACY, GRADES K-12

The effect size of direct instruction doesn’t mean that classrooms should
be composed of all direct instruction any more than they should be

EFFECT SIZE FOR fully cooperative versus individualistic (which has an effect size of 0.59).
COSEPSQC;'VE Direct instruction likely works better during surface-level literacy learn-
INDIVIDUALISTIC ing whereas cooperative learning can deepen students’ understanding of

LEARNING = 0.59 content (provided that students have sufficient surface knowledge to then

make relations and extend ideas). Both can be effective when used for the
right purpose. The effect size list also includes some things that don’t work.

Noticing What Works

If you attend any conference or read just about any professional jour-
nal, not to mention subscribe to blogs or visit Pinterest, you'll get the
sense that everything works. Yet educators have a lot to learn from prac-
tices that do not work. In fact, we would argue that learning from what
doesn’t work, and not repeating those mistakes, is a valuable use of time.
To determine what doesn’t work, we turn our attention to effect sizes
again. Effect sizes can be negative or positive, and they scale from low
to high. Intuitively, an effect size of 0.60 is better than an effect size
of 0.20. Intuitively, we should welcome any effect that is greater than
zero—as zero means “no growth” and clearly any negative effect size
means a negative growth. If only it was this simple.

It turns out that about 95%+ of the influences that we use in schools
have a positive effect; that is, the effect size of nearly everything we
do is greater than zero. This helps explain why so many people can
argue “with evidence” that their pet project works. If you set the bar at
showing any growth above zero, it is indeed hard to find programs and
practices that don’t work. As described in Visible Learning (Hattie, 2009),
we have to reject the starting point of zero. Students naturally mature
and develop over the course of a year, and thus actions, activities, and
interventions that teachers use should extend learning beyond what a stu-
dent can achieve by simply attending school for a year.

This is why John Hattie set the bar of acceptability higher—at the
average of all the influences he compiled—from the home, parents,
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CHAPTER 1. LAYING THE GROUNDWORK 9

schools, teachers, curricula, and teaching strategies. This average was
0.40, and Hattie called it the “hinge point.” He then undertook to
study the underlying attributes that would explain why those influ-
ences higher than 0.40 had such a positive impact compared with
those lower than 0.40. His findings were the impetus for the Visible
Learning story.

Borrowing from Visible Learning, the barometer and hinge point are
effective in explaining what we focus on in this book and why. Here’s an
example of how this might play out from literacy:

Let’s focus on sentence-combining efforts, which are popular in literacy
education circles. In essence, students are taught to use punctuation,
compound sentences, subordination, reduction, and apposition to take
two or more sentences and produce one. For example, students might be
given the following three sentences and asked to combine them:

John F. Kennedy was inaugurated into office in January 1961.
He was assassinated in November 1963.

He spent only 1,000 days in office.

There are a number of correct responses to this task, but students
may incorrectly think that the combined sentences are better, that
sentence complexity is important above all else, or that combined
sentences maintain the same meaning and focus as uncombined sen-
tences. But as with much of the educational research, there are stud-
ies that contradict other studies. For example, Wilkinson and Patty
(1993) compared sentence-combining instruction with a placebo
treatment and found significantly better results for sentence combin-
ing. But did their sentence-combining approach raise achievement
over that which was expected from simply attending school for a
year? That’s where the meta-analyses and effect size efforts can teach
us. The barometer and hinge point for sentence combining are pre-
sented in Figure 1.2. Note that this approach rests in the zone of
“developmental effects,” which is below the teacher effects and better
than reverse effects.
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THE BAROMETER FOR THE INFLUENCE
OF SENTENCE COMBINING
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Medium

Zone of
Desired Effects

Sentence Combining d = 0.15

Source: Adapted from Hattie (2012).

Figure 1.2

Our focus in Visible Learning for Literacy is on actions that fall inside
the zone of desired effects, which is 0.40 and above. When actions are in
the range of 0.40 and above, the data suggest that the learning extends
beyond that which was expected from attending school for a year.

Caution: That doesn’t mean that everything below 0.40 effect size is
not worthy of attention. In fact, there are likely some useful approaches
for teaching and learning that are not above this average. For example,
FOEFSEEL AS}ZAI;TS drama and arts programs have an effect size of 0.35, almost ensuring
PROGRAMS = 0.35 that students gain a year’s worth of achievement for a year of educa-
tion. We are not suggesting that drama and art be removed from the
curriculum. In fact, artistic expression and aesthetic understanding
may be valuable in and of themselves. Another critical finding was
the very low effect of teacher’s subject matter knowledge. While we
may accept the evidence that it is currently of little import, surely this
means we should worry considerably and investigate, first, why it is so

10
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CHAPTER 1. LAYING THE GROUNDWORK 1

low and, second, how we can change what we do in the classroom to
ensure that the knowledge teachers bring to the classroom has a much
higher effect.

It is important to note that some of the aggregate scores mask situ-
ations in which specific actions can be strategically used to improve
students’ understanding. Simulations are a good case. The effect size
for simulations is 0.33, below the threshold that we established. But,
what if simulations were really effective in deepening understanding

EREECTRSZEREER
SIMULATIONS = 0.33

but really, really bad when used with surface learning? In this case,
the strategic deployment of simulations could be important. There are
situations like this that we will review in this book as we focus on sur-
face-level literacy learning versus deep literacy learning and transfer
learning. For now, let’s turn our attention to actions that teachers can
take to improve student learning.

Learning From What Works,
Not Limited to Literacy

The majority of this book will focus on literacy, specifically. In this next
section, however, we focus our attention more broadly. Literacy instruc-
tion is situated in a larger classroom environment, and learning to read,
write, speak, listen, and view is contextualized in the general learning
situations that students encounter. We believe that the following influ-
ences deserve attention from teachers in all classes, including those
devoted to literacy.

Teacher Credibility

A few things come to mind when we consider actions that teachers
can take at the more generic level. On the top of the list, with an EFFECT SIZE
effect size of 0.90, is teacher credibility. Students know which teach- FOR TEACHER

) ) Lo o CREDIBILITY = 0.90
ers can make a difference in their lives. Teacher credibility is a con-
stellation of characteristics, including trust, competence, dynamism,
and immediacy. Students evaluate each of these factors to determine

if their teacher is credible, and if they are going to choose to learn
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12 VISIBLE LEARNING FOR LITERACY, GRADES K-12

from that teacher. Teachers can compromise their credibility when
they violate trust, make a lot of errors, sit in the back of the room,
or lack a sense of urgency. They compromise their credibility partic-
ularly if they are not seen to be fair. Of course, each of these needs

- to be held in balance. For example, too much pressure, and students
Our focus is on

. will think that a given teacher is a stress case. Not enough, and they’ll
actions that fall _ ) o _ )
o think their teacher doesn’t care. Similarly, students might think a
inside the zone

of desired effects.
When actions are

teacher is weird when he or she fakes excitement about a topic of
study, or realize that their teacher doesn’t care about the unit at all.
Although not specifically focused on literacy, the dynamic of teacher

in this range, the credibility is always at play.

data suggest that
the effort extends Consider Angela Conner. She’s always excited about everything. She
beyond that which knows her content well and works to establish trusting relationships

. . . ') D)
was expected with her students. But every time something happens, it’s as if it’s

from attending
school for a year.

the most important and exciting thing ever. She is over the top with
enthusiasm. This worked well for her with her kindergarten students,
but her fifth graders think she’s a fake. As one of the students said,
“Yeah, Ms. Conner pretends to be excited, even when we get a test
back. Really? It’s important, but it’s not like she should be jumping
around like she does.” This student, and likely many more, is ques-
tioning Ms. Conner’s credibility and thus compromising her students’
ability to learn from her.

On the other hand, Brandon Chu exudes excitement episodically,
and his students wait for it. Things seem very important to Mr. Chu,
and he tells his students why things are important and how the class
builds on itself over the course of the year. In one lesson, Mr. Chu
said, “We’ve got some pressure on us to get some major work done.
It's crunch time, people, and we need to support each other in our
learning. Please make sure that each of you has completed the con-
EEFECT SIZE cept map and are ready to write. If you haven’t had a peer review
FOR CONCEPT yet, let me know. We need to get these done so that they can be
MAPPING = 0.60 included in the upcoming e-zine. If we miss the deadline, we’re out
of the issue.” Mr. Chu’s students trust him and know when it’s time
to focus. They appreciate his dynamic yet not overzealous style. And,
parenthetically, they learn a lot.
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CHAPTER 1. LAYING THE GROUNDWORK 13

Teacher-Student Relationships

Closely related to teacher credibility is teacher-student relationships,
which have an effect size of 0.72. When students believe that the teacher

is credible, they are more likely to develop positive relationships with
EFFECT SIZE FOR
TEACHER-STUDENT

go deeper than credibility. Of course, relationships are based on trust, RELATIONSHIPS
=0.72

that teacher, and then learn more from him or her. But relationships

which is part of the credibility construct. But relationships also require
effective communication and addressing issues that strain the relation-
ship. Positive relationships are fostered and maintained when teachers
set fair expectations, involve students in determining aspects of the
classroom organization and management, and hold students account-
able for the expectations in an equitable way. Importantly, relationships
are not destroyed when problematic behaviors occur, on the part of
either the teacher or students. This is an important point for literacy
educators. If we want to ensure students read, write, communicate, and
think at high levels, we have to develop positive, trusting relationships
with students, all students.

The optimal relationships also include when the teacher establishes
high levels of trust among the students. When students ask a question
indicating they are lost, do not know where they are going, or are just
plain wrong, high levels of peer-to-peer trust means that these students
are not ridiculed, do not feel that they should be silent and bear their
not knowing, and can depend on the teacher and often other students
to help them out.

Unfortunately, in some cases, specific students are targeted for behav-
ioral correction while other students engaged in the same behavior are
not noticed. This happens often across the K-12 grade span. We remem-
ber a primary-grade classroom in which a student with a disability was
repeatedly chastised for a problematic behavior, but other children
engaged in the same behavior were ignored and allowed to continue.
Yes, the children noticed. As one of the students said, “Mr. Henderson
doesn’t want Michael in our class.” It’s hard to develop positive relation-
ships, and then achieve, when you are not wanted. But, perhaps even
more importantly, the poor relationship between Mr. Henderson and
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14 VISIBLE LEARNING FOR LITERACY, GRADES K-12

Michael spilled over to the rest of the students who didn’t think their
teacher was fair or that he was trustworthy.

We have also observed this phenomenon in secondary classrooms.

Video 1.1 There always seem to be some students who can get away with prob-
Teacher-Student

Relationships That
Impact Learning they're cheerleaders or drama students or musicians or students whose

lematic behavior. Sometimes, these students are athletes; other times,

) parents work in the district. It doesn’t really matter which group they
http://resources.corwin.com/

VL-Literacy belong to; their status allows them to get away with things that other
To read a OR code, you must students don’t. And it always compromises the trust students have with

have a smartphone or tablet with their teacher and the relationships that develop.
a camera. We recommend that you

download a QR code reader app

that is made specifically for your But we’re not saying that literacy educators should be strict disciplinar-

phone or tablet brand. . . . .
ians who mete out punishments and consequences for every infraction.
We are saying that it’s important to be consistent, to be fair, and to repair
relationships that are damaged when problematic behavior occurs. To

develop positive relationships, it’s important that teachers

e Display student work
e Share class achievements
e Speak to the accomplishments of all students

e Be sincere in their pride in their students and make sure that pride
is based on evidence of student work, not generalized comments

e Look for opportunities for students to be proud of themselves
and of other students or groups of students

¢ Develop parental pride in student accomplishments

e Develop pride in improvement in addition to pride in excellence

As we mentioned above, teachers also have the responsibility to repair
harm to relationships. These restorative practices allow students to take
responsibility for their behavior and to make amends. This can be a sim-
ple impromptu conference, a class meeting or circle, or a more formal
victim-offender dialogue. Regardless, the point is to ensure that students
understand that their actions caused harm and that they can repair that
harm. Figure 1.3 contains questions, developed by the International
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RESTORATIVE CONFERENCING

Questions to Ask the Offender Questions to Ask the Victim
e "What happened?” e “"What was your reaction at the time of the
incident?”

e "“What were you thinking about at the time?”

e “What have you thought about since the * "How do you feel about what happened?”

incident?” e “What has been the hardest thing for you?”
e “Who do you think has been affected by your e "How did your family and friends react when
actions?” they heard about the incident?”

¢ "How have they been affected?”

Source: Restorative Conference Facilitator Script, Restorative Conferencing, International Institute on Restorative Practices,
http://www.iirp.edu/article_detail.php?article_id=NjYy

Figure 1.3

— e . e e e e T e = = g — ——

Institute for Restorative Practices, that allow people to figure out what
went wrong and how to repair the harm that has been done. We've
spent time on this because relationships matter, and students achieve
more and better when they develop strong interpersonal relationships
with their teachers. It’s these humane and growth-producing conversa-
tions that help students grow in their prosocial behaviors. (Note that
the greatest effect on achievement when students join a new class or
school is related to whether they make a friend in the first month—
it is your job to worry about friendship, counter loneliness, and help
students gain a reputation as great learners not only in your eyes but
also in the eyes of their peers.) And by the way, effectively managed
classrooms, ones in which students understand the expectations and are
held to those expectations in ways that are consistent with relationship

EFFECT SIZE

development and maintenance, have an effect size of 0.52. A poorly run FOR CLASSROOM

_ . . - . MANAGEMENT = 0.52
classroom will interfere with high-quality literacy learning.

Teacher Expectations

Another influence on student achievement that is important for literacy
educators, but isn't directly a literacy approach, is teacher expectations,

15
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16 VISIBLE LEARNING FOR LITERACY, GRADES K-12

with an effect size of 0.43. In large part, teachers get what they expect;
yes, teachers with low expectations are particularly successful at getting
EFFECT SIZE FOR what they expect. The more recent research has shown that teachers
EXPECTATIONS = 0.43 who have high (or low) expectations tend to have them for all their stu-
dents (Rubie-Davies, 2015). Teachers’ expectations of students become
the reality for students. Requiring kindergarteners to master 100 sight
words, and then aligning instruction to accomplish that, communicates
the expectations a teacher has for five-year-olds. Believing that ninth
graders can only write five-paragraph essays with 500 words sets the bar
very low, and students will jump just that high, and no higher than that.
Over time, students exert just enough effort to meet teacher expecta-
tions. Hattie (2012) called this the minimax principle, “maximum grade
return for minimal extra effort” (p. 93). And it gets in the way of better
and deeper learning. When expectations are high, the minimax princi-
ple can work to facilitate students’ learning.

This does not mean that teachers should set unrealistic expectations.
Telling first graders that they are required to read Tolstoy’s War and Peace
is a bit too far. Teachers should have expectations that appropriately
stretch students, and yet those expectations should be within reach.
Sixth graders who are held to fourth-grade expectations will be great
fiftth graders when they are in seventh grade; the gap never closes. And
students deserve more. When high-yield literacy instructional routines
are utilized, students can achieve more than a year’s growth during a
year of instruction. And that’s what this book focuses on—maximizing
the impact teachers have on students’ learning.

Establishing and communicating a learning intention is an important
way that teachers share their expectations with students. When these
learning intentions are compared with grade-level expectations, or
expectations in other schools and districts, educators can get a sense
of their appropriateness. We will spend a lot more time later in this
book focused on learning intentions and success criteria. Another way
to assess the level of expectation is to invite students to share their goals
for learning with their teachers—especially early in the instructional
sequence. If students have low expectations for themselves, they're
likely hearing that from the adults around them, and often this is what
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CHAPTER 1. LAYING THE GROUNDWORK 17

they achieve. And finally, analyzing the success criteria is an important
way of determining the expectations a teacher has for students. A given
learning intention could have multiple success criteria, some of which
may be fairly low and others of which may be high. The success criteria
communicate the level of performance that students are expected to
meet, yet are often overlooked in explorations about teacher expecta-
tions. We'll return to success criteria in the next section of this chapter,
but before we do so, it’s important to note that teachers establish expec-
tations in other ways beyond the learning intention.

The ways in which teachers consciously and subconsciously communi-
cate their expectations to students are too numerous to list. Expectations
are everywhere, in every exchange teachers and students have. When
teachers use academic language in their interactions with others, they
communicate their expectations. When teachers maintain a clean and
inviting classroom, they communicate their expectations. When teach-
ers assign mindless shut-up sheets, they communicate their expecta-
tions. When teachers provide honest feedback about students’ work,
they communicate their expectations. When teachers give one class two

days to complete work and another class one day, they communicate
their expectations. We could go on. Students watch their teachers all the X
Video 1.2

Making Learning Visible
worthy. Literacy learning can be enhanced when teachers communicate With Teacher Clarity
and Expectations

time trying to figure out what is expected of them and if they are trust-

specific, relevant, and appropriate expectations for students. From there,
teachers can design amazing learning environments. But it’s more than http://resources.corwin.com/
instruction. Teachers should focus on learning. It's a mindset that we all Vi-Literacy
need, if we are going to ensure that students develop their literate selves.
A major theme throughout this book is how teachers think (and also
how we want students to think). Hattie (2012) suggests 10 mind frames
that can be used to guide decisions, from curriculum adoptions to lesson

planning (Figure 1.4).

Taken together, these mind frames summarize a great deal of the “what

works” literature. In the remainder of this book, we focus on putting EFFECT SIZE
these into practice specifically as they relate to literacy learning, and FOR TEACHER
address the better question, what works best? (Hattie, 2009). To do so, we CLARITY = 0.75

need to consider the levels of learning we can expect from students. How,
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MIND FRAMES FOR TEACHERS
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1. | cooperate with other teachers.

2. | use dialogue, not monologue.

3. | set the challenge.

4. | talk about learning, not teaching.

5. linform all about the language of learning.
6. | see learning as hard work.

7. Assessment is feedback to me about me.
8. I am a change agent.

9. I am an evaluator.

10. | develop positive relationships.

Source: Hattie (2012). Reproduced with permission.

Figure 1.4

then, should we define learning, since that is our goal? As John himself
suggested in his 2014 Vernon Wall Lecture, learning can be defined as

[tThe process of developing sufficient surface knowledge
to then move to deeper understanding such that one can
appropriately transfer this learning to new tasks and situations.

Learning is a process, not an event. And there is a scale for learning.
Some things students only understand at the surface level. As we note
in the next chapter, surface learning is not valued, but it should be. You
have to know something to be able to do something with it. We’ve never
met a student who could synthesize information from multiple sources
who didn’'t have an understanding of each of the texts. With appro-
priate instruction about how to relate and extend ideas, surface learn-
ing becomes deep understanding. Deep understanding is important if

18
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CHAPTER 1. LAYING THE GROUNDWORK 19

students are going to set their own expectations and monitor their own
EFFECT SIZE FOR

achievement. But schooling should not stop there. Learning demands SELF-REPORTED
: : GRADES/STUDENT

that students be able to apply—transfer—their knowledge, skills, and R e

strategies to new tasks and new situations. That transfer is so difficult =144

to attain is one of our closely kept secrets—so often we pronounce that
students can transfer, but the process of teaching them this skill is too
often not discussed. We will discuss it in Chapter 4.

Unfortunately, up to 90% of the instruction we conduct can be com-
pleted by students using only the surface-level skills (Hattie, 2012). Read
that sentence carefully—it did not say that teachers do not ask students
to complete deeper analyses, and it did not say that teachers do not
ask students to complete tests and assignments that focus on deeper
learning. It said that students only need a high level of surface-level
knowledge to do well on this work. Why? Because teachers value surface
learning while often preaching deeper learning. We need to balance our
expectations with our reality. This means more constructive alignment
between what teachers claim success looks like, how the tasks students
are assigned align with these claims about success, and how success is
measured by end-of-course assessments or assignments. It is not a mat-
ter of all surface or all deep; it is a matter of being clear when surface and
when deep is truly required.

The ultimate goal, and one that is hard to realize, is transfer (see
Figure 1.5 on the next page). When students reach this level, learn-
ing has been accomplished. One challenge to this model is that most
assessments focus on surface-level learning because that level is easier
to evaluate. But, as David Coleman, president of the College Board, said
in his Los Angeles Unified presentation to administrators, test makers
have to assume responsibility for the practice their assessment inspires.
That applies to all of us. If the assessment focuses on recall, then a great
number of instructional minutes will be devoted to developing students’
ability to demonstrate “learning” that way.

As teachers, we are faced with a wide range of assessments used to evalu-
ate student achievement and teacher performance. But these come and
go. Teachers also make tests and should assume responsibility for the
practices that result from their own creations.
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LEARNING DEFINED: THE THREE-PHASE MODEL
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Transfer

Deep

Figure 1.5
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During an English department meeting at our school in San Diego, a
group of teachers proposed a cumulative final exam. One of them said,
“It would be better to mirror the expectations in college if we used a
final exam as part of our grades.”

As the discussion continued, another teacher asked, “How many days do
you think we’ll spend reviewing for the final?”

The range of answers was one day to two weeks. The assessment would
change practice. Another said, “What about building transfer tasks for
students to complete so that they would know that they had mastered
the content for our courses? If we asked them to apply their knowledge
to new tasks, we’d know they learned it, right? And we wouldn’t spend
hours reviewing the past.”

20
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The conversation continued, and this group of teachers made their deci-
sion. Our point here is not to debate the merits of final exams, but rather
to focus on the levels of learning and the fact that teachers can choose
to engage students in deeper understanding. It’s within our power, as the
mind frames suggest, to do so.

In this book, we devote time to each level or phase of learning.

Importantly, there are teacher and student actions that work best at each What and when
of these phases. For example, note-taking works well for surface-level are equally
learning whereas repeated reading and close reading probably work better important when
for deep learning. A key point that we will make repeatedly is that teach- it comes to

ers have to understand the impact that they have on students, and choose instruction that
approaches that will maximize that impact. Mismatching an approach has an impact

with the level of learning expected will not create the desired impact. on learning
What and when are equally important when it comes to instruction that

has an impact on learning.

General Literacy Learning Practices

Before we dive into the levels of learning as they relate to literacy, there
are three aspects of learning that transcend the three-phase model:

1. Challenge
2. Self-efficacy

3. Learning intentions with success criteria

These should be considered in each and every learning situation as they
are global factors that impact understanding. We explain each of these
in more detail below.

1. Challenge

The first of these global aspects is challenge. Students appreciate chal-
lenge. They expect to work hard to achieve success in school and life.
When tasks become too easy, students get bored. Similarly, when tasks
become too difficult, students get frustrated. There is a sweet spot for
learni