
Praise for VISIBLE LEARNING® for Social Studies

As I read this book I became increasingly aware of my own self-talk saying, “yes, of course, that’s 
absolutely right, that’s what we must do, now I get it.” The authors reassert a vital humanist 
approach to what, how and why students learn about their societies, history, culture and the wider 
world around them. It reminds us that we have a duty to prepare young minds for complex global 
challenges with a deep, critical, and nuanced understanding.

—Neville Kirton, Deputy Head of Secondary (9–11),  
Colegio Anglo Colombiano, International Baccalaureate

Having a resource like this—with so many applicable strategies and examples—will assert a 
conversation around social studies education in my division. This resource aligns with our division’s 
goal of more rigorous and relevant assessment, paired with appropriate feedback.

—Vince Bustamante, Social Studies Curriculum Consultant

VISIBLE LEARNING® for Social Studies is an instructional treasure trove for teachers of social studies. 
The authors offer practical, usable, and specific instructional strategies that work best at the surface, 
deep, and transfer phases of learning with examples from kindergarten to grade 12. In today’s  
world of mass media, social studies lessons must engage students in learning at deeper levels and 
help them develop a fluency in critical literacy skills. With that purpose, this book is a must-have, 
must-use text for all social studies teachers.

—Cathy J. Lassiter, EdD, Former High School Social Studies Department Chair  
and Senior Director of Instruction in Norfolk, VA

This book is a wonderful addition to any busy teacher or curriculum writer’s library. Meant for 
K–12, it is easy to read and implementable at any point in the year. The strategies provided teach 
students to utilize their background knowledge but dare to think critically in unfamiliar situations.

—Heather Giustiniani, International Baccalaureate  
Primary Years Programme Coordinator

As a nationwide movement grows to provide greater support for K–12 social studies education, 
books like this provide first-hand, data-driven recommendations for how educators can enhance 
student learning in this space. If you are part of the effort to improve social studies education in 
this country, you should read this book.

—Julie Silverbrook, Executive Director,  
The Constitutional Sources Project (www.ConSource.org)
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VISIBLE LEARNING® for Social Studies will inspire teachers, guide curriculum coordinators and 
instructional coaches, and will help educators bring transfer and thinking back into the humanities 
classroom. This book will help humanities teaches rediscover the value of their subject and will 
revitalize their approach to designing learning.

—J. Rafael Ángel, Concept-Based Curriculum and Instruction Trainer  
and Consultant; MYP Coordinator, GIS Dubai

This is that unicorn of education books; it combines compelling classroom stories with accessible, 
relevant information about the research undergirding the change ideas. It is rich with resources 
and tools that teachers can use to make immediate changes in their units, but more than that, it 
will inspire teachers to pursue their own change ideas and research as they work to create just and 
equitable classroom communities.

—Angela Wilcox, IB MYP Coordinator, Hopkins Public Schools, MN

This book is a game-changer! I am so excited to have a Visible Learning book that speaks specifically 
to the daily challenges of social studies teachers! It has become clear that social studies education is 
vital to the health of democracy, but there seem to be many divergent views on what high-quality 
social studies education looks like. Based on high-quality evidence, the authors point us to a few 
key strategies that are especially important in the social studies classroom.

Instead of arguing endlessly about content versus skills, teachers now have an evidence-based 
guidebook to help understand which learning strategies are most effective at a specific phase in the 
learning. Why do my classroom discussions fall flat? Why did my historical simulation fall apart? 
How can I make my vocabulary activities relevant and engaging? This book can help be a guide for 
teachers at all stages of their careers to help understand when different learning strategies are going 
to be most successful!

Use this as a base text to springboard collaborative learning with colleagues in social studies. The 
book includes so many strategies that we can explore together to become real agents of learning 
and change.

VISIBLE LEARNING® for Social Studies targets disciplinary literacy and explains the common pitfalls. 
The authors include so many good tips, like modeling our disciplinary thinking, and describe 
the most common mistakes, like focusing only on surface knowledge or asking students deep or 
transfer questions when they haven’t acquired the basic content.

I was delighted to find that the authors used international content and vignettes. The examples 
and inclusive language reflect our Canadian provincial standards, outcomes, and expectations.

—Rachel Collishaw, President, Ontario History and Social Science Teachers’  
Association (OHASSTA) and Social Studies Educators’ Network of Canada (SSENC)

While most books on educational pedagogy focus on areas outside of social studies, VISIBLE 
LEARNING® for Social Studies takes John Hattie’s critical work and makes it accessible for social 
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studies teachers. The authors provide a clear and practical guide to implementing the most effective, 
evidence-based teaching strategies that will engage your social studies students. This book is a 
must-read for social studies teachers of all grade levels.

—Kevin Lopuck, President—Mantinoba Social Science Teachers’  
Association (MSSTA), Department Head—Social Studies, Lord Selkirk  

Regional Comprehensive Secondary School, Selkirk, MB, Canada

All teachers need access to research-based, high impact strategies, shared in a way that we can easily 
see how to put them to use directly in our classrooms. This book puts together the research-basis 
and the practical strategies in a way that will help teachers hit the ground running in increasing 
the impact of the work we do to help our students learn.

—Catherine McCall, Social Studies Education, University of Maryland

This book is a treasure trove of instructional strategies illustrated through compelling classroom 
vignettes and accompanied by the theories and research that enriched my understanding of how 
learning happens. With each chapter I felt both challenged and empowered to teach better. How 
rare it is to find a book so informative and inspiring!

—Krista Ferraro, History Department Chair, Thayer Academy

VISIBLE LEARNING® for Social Studies is a wonderful and needed addition to the VISIBLE LEARNING® 
series. Julie Stern’s Conceptual Understanding work enhances our understanding of how social 
studies learning could engage students in connecting big ideas in humanities to thinking about 
twentieth century challenges.

—Ainsley B. Rose, Corwin Author Consultant

A call for all social studies teachers, the book you have been waiting for has arrived. VISIBLE  
LEARNING® for Social Studies packages the most compelling research in education and some essential 
social science content knowledge into one book. The book is written in a way that a busy social 
studies teacher could pick it up, flip to the section relevant to their situation, and find answers that 
can be translated into their classroom immediately.

—Teresa Rensch, Director of Curriculum and Instruction
Konocti Unified School District

Lower Lake, CA

Hattie, Fisher, Frey, and Stern have provided a laser-like focus for social studies teachers. This book 
masterfully integrates why developing certain skills is critical to growing in an understanding of 
concepts with how to practically design an impactful curriculum to guide social studies students 
toward transfer of both. The authors expertly match specific strategies with the optimal time in 
learning to use them for the greatest impact and provide the perfect blend of “why,” “what,” and 
“how.” No stone is left unturned. Any social studies teacher that embraces VISIBLE LEARNING® 
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for Social Studies, novice or veteran, will quickly move from surface to transfer in their own skills 
and subsequently accelerate their students’ growth and love of the content. What teacher doesn’t 
want that?

—Steve Oertle, Assistant Superintendent
Roxana Community Unit School District #1

Roxana, IL

This is definitely a “just right” read for educators who want to deepen their knowledge about 
VISIBLE LEARNING® research, identify high-impact practices that influence student learning, and 
develop their ability to know which high-impact practices to implement at just the right time of 
their students’ learning phase—surface, deep, or transfer. With clear examples, strategies and tools, 
VISIBLE LEARNING® for Social Studies is a practical resource for educators who are ready for the 
challenge of improving their own practice and empowering students to own their learning.

—Meg Roa, Professional Learning Specialist
Volusia County Schools

Volusia, FL

At a time when conceptual understanding in social studies has been somewhat neglected, VISIBLE 
LEARNING® for Social Studies, Grades K–12 reminds teachers about the importance of surface level, deep, 
and transferable understandings of important social studies concepts. Further, the authors provide tools 
for teachers to build such conceptual understanding, along with disciplinary skills, at a time when both 
are vital to democratic societies.

—Jeffery D. Nokes, Associate Professor, History
Brigham Young University

The next content area impacted by the Visible Learning research has been released at an important 
time for teaching and learning in social studies. The authors have done a fine job connecting the 
research in the context of the social studies classroom. Most importantly, the authors spend an 
entire chapter guiding the teacher in the process of moving social studies from an area of static 
facts and repeated themes through history, to a depth of learning calling for students to synthesize 
and apply their learning at deeper levels.

VISIBLE LEARNING® for Social Studies guides the classroom teacher to create assessment capable 
learners in the context of the social studies curriculum at a time when citizenry benefits from deep 
learning in the social sciences!

—Dr. Terry Mootz, EdD
Associate Superintendent

J Sterling Morton HS District 201
Cicero, IL
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1

1

LAYING THE 
GROUNDWORK FOR 
VISIBLE LEARNING® 

FOR SOCIAL STUDIES 1

What does the future hold when the vast majority of middle and high 

school students are unable to tell the difference between an online news 

story and an advertisement (Wineburg, 2019)? Or when they fail to 

answer basic questions about slavery in the United States or about the 

Holocaust (Shuster, 2018)? Or when 24 percent of US millennials con-

sidered democracy to be a bad or very bad way of running the country 

(Levine & Kawashima-Ginsberg, 2017, p. 3)? Healthy, thriving democra-

cies depend upon an educated citizenry. Today’s social studies teachers 

face new challenges that have significant consequences.

Picture a middle school classroom where students begin their geography 

lesson by viewing images of an oil rig, a boat full of freshly caught fish, 

a pile of raw cut emeralds, a large freshwater lake, and a field of wind 

turbines. The students discuss what these images have in common and 

determine that they are all things we use from the earth. Their teacher, 

Katie Robinson, clarifies that these are examples of the concept called 

natural resources. She then defines natural resources and asks students 

to complete an elaboration activity to make meaning of the term for 

themselves. The next day, she provides several choices of articles to read 

about various natural resources so that students can see the application 

of this term. The students complete a short journal prompt to summa-

rize their understanding of the term natural resources.
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2 VISIBLE LEARNING® FOR SOCIAL STUDIES, GRADES K–12

What did you notice about these instructional strategies? Ms. Robinson 

does not jump straight to asking students to evaluate a country’s access to 

natural resources until she is sure that her students understand what the 

term natural resources means, helping them to identify the critical attri-

butes as exemplified across multiple examples. This is surface level learn-

ing done well, which we will focus on in Chapter 2. Surface level learning 

is when students explore new concepts and build initial understanding. 

The next day, students conduct similar activities with the concepts of 

scarcity and power. Ms. Robinson explains that they are going to look at 

situations in which there is a limited supply of natural resources and that, 

eventually, they will extrapolate the relationship that scarcity, natural 

resources, and power have in each situation. When students make gener-

alizations about the relationships between and among concepts, they are 

moving into the deep learning phase, which we will explore in Chapter 3.

Next, Ms. Robinson models how she analyzes primary and secondary 

source documents using a strategy called IREAD (Monte-Sano, Paz, & 

Felton, 2014), which we will describe in Chapter 2. The students prac-

tice annotating a primary source document in small groups while  

Ms. Robinson circulates to check their conversations and offer feedback 

on their work. In this case, the students are back at surface level learn-

ing for source analysis, even though they are simultaneously in deeper  

levels of learning as they examine the relationships among scarcity,  

natural resources, and power. Next, she introduces the scenario of the 

Nile River and students complete a jigsaw activity with both primary 

and secondary sources to find out more information about the water  

crisis on the Nile. While completing graphic organizers, students begin 

to notice that there is relative power among nations such as South 

Sudan, with proportionally little international power compared to 

Egypt. They begin to grasp the role that international power plays in 

situations where natural resources are scarce. Deep learning occurs when 

students start to generalize to broader rules about how concepts interact, 

and we will examine this phase in more detail in Chapter 3.

Ms. Robinson’s students are now ready to transfer their learning to a new 

situation where natural resources, scarcity, and power play a role. We will 

investigate the transfer phase of learning more carefully in Chapter 4.  
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3CHAPTER 1. LAYING THE GROUNDWORK

The point here is to see that Ms. Robinson is intentional about the phase 

of learning her students are in and plans accordingly. Surface level 

learning occurs when students gain initial understanding of the con-

cepts, terms, skills, facts, and vocabulary of a topic. Deep learning 

occurs when students begin to make connections between these ideas 

and generalize about broader principles based on their classroom expe-

riences. Transfer of learning occurs when students apply these con-

nections to new situations. The other key aspect is that students increase 

their independence from one phase to the next and begin to choose 

among their understanding and skills to suit the new situation at hand. 

See Figure 1.1 for a chart of the instructional strategies shown in each 

phase of the example above. The remaining chapters of this book will 

provide details about each of these phases and instructional strategies.

With limited instructional time and numerous standards or learning 

outcomes to teach, the question for social studies teachers is: How do 

we maximize precious time to ensure that students grasp enough to pre-

pare them for informed civic life? The discipline of social studies is far 

more than memorizing dates and facts. It involves the skillful ability to 

conduct investigations, analyze sources, place events in historical and 

cultural context, and synthesize various points of view, while recogniz-

ing our own biases. Recent developments in the field ask us to reorient 

our thinking about good social studies instruction—moving from one 

of passive memorization of facts and dates to a more dynamic process 

of disciplinary inquiry. We need to teach students how to evaluate and 

synthesize vast amounts of information, analyze divergent points of 

view, and work collaboratively to build prosperous and fair societies.

Doug remembers his US history class. We created pages and pages of 

outlines from the history textbook. We used the headings from the text-

book as the major organizer and included details under each heading. 

We were required to include each bold word in our notes. On Fridays, 

we watched a movie that was somehow related to the chapter and took 

more notes. Some of the movies were documentary and some were tan-

gentially related stories. On Mondays, we took a test on the information 

from the week before. And then the process started anew. The teacher 

never talked in class, other than when students misbehaved.
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EXAMPLE OF SURFACE, DEEP, AND  
TRANSFER STRATEGIES IN GEOGRAPHY

Phase of Learning Example Instructional Strategies

Surface level learning 
of the terms:  
natural resources, 
power, scarcity

• Vocabulary instruction of natural resources

• Wide reading about natural resources

• Summarizing understanding of natural resources

• Repeating above strategies with the terms of power and scarcity

Surface level learning 
of primary  
and secondary  
source analysis

• Teacher modeling source analysis using IREAD strategy (Monte-Sano  
et al., 2014)

• Teacher providing feedback on source analysis

• Jigsaw strategy with sources on the Nile river

Deep level learning 
about power, 
resources, and scarcity 
on the Nile as well as 
source analysis

• Completing graphic organizers about power, resources, and scarcity on the 
Nile River

• Close reading of differing opinion articles about the situation on the  
Nile River

• Engaging in a class discussion to generalize about the relationships 
between and among these concepts

• Thinking metacognitively about their understanding of the relationship

Transfer level of 
learning about  
power, resources,  
and scarcity as well  
as source analysis  
to new situations

• Students compare similarities and differences between the Nile river 
situations and another situation where resources, scarcity, and power play a 
role, such as the Tigris river that flows through Turkey and Iraq.

• Students debate about the role of international groups where resources 
become scarce

• Students compose an essay about an international conflict among scarce 
resources and make recommendations about solving the problem

Figure 1.1

The following year, Doug’s world history class was very different. Like 

the year before, we read a textbook. We also read many primary source 

documents. The teacher scheduled frequent short lectures. We created 

concept maps. We had debates. We put world leaders, portrayed by the 

teacher, on trial. We wrote essays in which we had to make a claim and 
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5CHAPTER 1. LAYING THE GROUNDWORK

support it. One memorable unit required that we explain the phrase: 

The sun never sets on the British Empire. We had to discuss the literal 

and figurative meanings of the phrase, identify if this was ever true, and 

note whether it remained true today.

How much history do you think Doug remembers? From which expe-

rience? What type of learning experiences work best to help accelerate 

learning and deepen understanding that can be applied to new situa-

tions? This book strives to answer that question, drawing on a very large 

database about what works best to improve students’ learning.

We have chosen the term social studies as we hope it serves as an 

umbrella term for the various aspects of the study of human society. 

This includes all of the content that students need to learn related to 

history, geography, economics, civics, anthropology, sociology, gov-

ernment systems, and political science—and we’ve included examples 

from kindergarten to grade 12. Yes, it’s a lot and it’s foundational to the 

ways in which people interact with each other, their communities, and 

the world at large. We would be remiss if we didn’t include the words 

of George Santayana: “Those who cannot remember the past are con-

demned to repeat it.” In other words, society’s progress is dependent 

on members of the community to know their past and to recognize the 

social systems in place in a society.

The Evidence Base
The starting point for our exploration of social studies 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 includes 1,800 meta-analyses, 

with over 90,000 studies and 300 million students. A lot of data, right? 

But the story underlying the data is the critical matter.
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6 VISIBLE LEARNING® FOR SOCIAL STUDIES, GRADES K–12

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 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 indi-

vidual 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.

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. For example, Murphy, Wilkinson, Soter, Hennessey, and 

Alexander (2009) conducted a meta-analysis on classroom discussion. 

They combined the findings from 39 studies that had over 84,000 par-

ticipants. They note that there are some discussion approaches that are 

more effective than others, but that “talk appears to play a fundamental 

role in text-based comprehension” (p. 761). Given that, it seems reason-

able to suggest that teachers integrate talk into their classrooms. Before 

you put down this book and run back to class to get students to talk 

about what they are reading, we caution that many of the instructional 

strategies found in the research work best at a specific phase of learn-

ing. As we will see, classroom discussion is particularly effective for deep 

learning but doesn’t do much good for surface learning. More on these 

distinctions soon. For now, let’s keep focused on the evidence.

Effect Sizes

In addition to the meta-analyses, the largest summary of educational 

research ever conducted (Visible Learning) contains effect sizes for each 

practice. 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 statistics class that studies report 

statistical significance. Researchers make the case that something worked 

when chance is reduced to 5 percent (as in p < .05) or 1 percent (as in 

EFFECT S IZE 
FOR CLASSROOM 

DISCUSSION =  0 .82

Many of the 
instructional 

strategies found 
in the Visible 

Learning research 
work best at a 
specific phase  

of learning.
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7CHAPTER 1. LAYING THE GROUNDWORK

p < .01)—what they really mean is that the effect that was found in  

the study was unlikely to be zero: something happened (but no hint 

of the size of the effect, nor whether it was worthwhile!). 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 some-

thing is statistically significant doesn’t mean that it’s worth implement-

ing. For example, say the sample size was 1,000, then 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.

Say, for example, that this amazing computer program was found to be 

statistically significant in changing student achievement. Sounds good, 

you say to yourself, and you consider purchasing or adopting it. But then 

you learn that it only increased students’ performance by 3 points on a 

summative assessment (and the research team had data from 10,000 stu-

dents). If it were free and easy to implement this change, it might be worth 

it to have students get a tiny bit better scores. But if it were time-consum-

ing, 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. We think about it 

like the Richter scale, which is used to measure earthquakes. In California, 

we have about 10,000 earthquakes per year. But we don’t feel all of them 

because their impact is small. They register very low on the Richter scale. 

In the language of learning, they have a very minimal effect.

Visible Learning provides readers with effect sizes for many influences 

under investigation. As an example, classroom discussion has a reason-

ably strong effect size at 0.82 (we’ll talk more about what the effect size 

number 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, 
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8 VISIBLE LEARNING® FOR SOCIAL STUDIES, GRADES K–12

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 more information on 

effect sizes, visit the companion website at http://resources.corwin.com/

VL-socialstudies.

Noticing What Works
If you attend any conference or read just about any professional journal, 

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 practices that do not work. In fact, 

we would argue that learning from what doesn’t work, and not repeat-

ing 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 0—as 0 

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 percent plus 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 (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 inter-

ventions that teachers use should extend learning beyond what a student 

can achieve by simply attending school for a year.

This is why John Hattie set the bar of acceptability higher—at the aver-

age of all the influences he compiled—from the home, parents, schools, 

Actions, activities, 
and interventions 
that teachers use 

should extend 
learning beyond 

what a student 
can achieve by 

simply attending 
school for a year.
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9CHAPTER 1. LAYING THE GROUNDWORK

teachers, curricula, and teaching strategies. This average was 0.40 and 

Hattie called it the hinge point. He then undertook to study the underly-

ing attributes that would explain why those influences 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:

Let’s focus on 1:1 technology initiatives, which are popular in some 

circles. In essence, students are taught using a laptop or tablet. This is 

an expensive intervention and yet one that parents feel is important, 

as computers are part of the world today. And there are sales people 

who claim that learning accelerates and there are testimonials about 

the students engaging in learning using devices. School systems have 

spent millions on technology. That’s where the meta-analyses and effect 

size efforts can teach us. The barometer and hinge point for one-on-

one laptops are presented in Figure 1.2. Note that at 0.16 this influence 

rests in the zone of developmental effects, which is below the average 

teacher effects and better than reverse effects. In other words, the evi-

dence suggests that this has a limited influence on student learning. The 

technology might make it easier to store documents and provide access 

to materials, sure. But there isn’t evidence that this is an accelerator of 

learning.

Our focus in Visible Learning for Social Studies 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 

effort extends beyond that which was expected from attending school 

for a year.

CAUTION. That does not 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, 

collaborative learning has an effect size of 0.34, almost ensuring that 

students gain a year’s worth of achievement for a year of education. 

EFFECT S IZE  FOR 1 : 1 
LAPTOPS =  0 . 16
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BAROMETER FOR THE INFLUENCE OF  
1:1 LAPTOPS
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Figure 1.2

We are not suggesting that collaborative learning be removed from 

the classroom. We are suggesting that it probably should not be the 

only thing that a teacher does to ensure deep learning. 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 and investigate, first, why it is so 

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 situations 

in which specific actions can be strategically used to improve students’ 

understanding.

Simulations are a good case. The effect size of simulations is 0.34,  

below the threshold that we established. But, what if simulations were 

really effective in deepening understanding but really, really bad when 

EFFECT S IZE  FOR 
S IMULATIONS =  0 .34
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11CHAPTER 1. LAYING THE GROUNDWORK

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 surface level learning versus 

deep 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
The majority of this book will focus on learning social studies, spe-

cifically. In this next section, however, we focus our attention more 

broadly. The learning of social studies is situated in a larger classroom 

environment and is contextualized in the general learning situations 

that students encounter. We believe that the following influences 

deserve attention from teachers in all classes, including those devoted 

to social studies.

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 of 1.09 is teacher credibility. Students know which teachers can 

make a difference in their lives. Teacher credibility is a constellation 

of characteristics, including trust, competence, dynamism, and imme-

diacy. Students evaluate each of these factors to determine if their 

teacher is credible, and if they are going to choose to learn 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 particularly 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 will think that a given teacher is a stress-

case. Not enough and they think their teacher doesn’t care. Similarly, 

students might think a teacher is weird when they fake excitement 

about a topic of study or realize that their teacher doesn’t care about 

the unit at all. Although not specifically focused on social studies, the 

dynamic of teacher credibility is always at play.

EFFECT S IZE  
FOR TEACHER 

CREDIBIL IT Y =  1 .09
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Consider Angela Conner. She’s always excited about everything. She 

knows her content well and works to establish trusting relationships 

with her students. But every time something happens, it’s as if it’s 

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 are ques-

tioning Ms. Conner’s credibility and thus compromising their ability 

to learn from her.

On the other hand, Brandon Chu exudes excitement episodically and 

his students wait for it. Certain things seem very important to Mr. Chu.  

He tells his students why they are important and explains 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 concept map [effect 

size 0.64] and are ready to write. If you haven’t had a peer review yet, 

let me know. We need to get these done so that they can be 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, importantly, 

they learn a lot.

Teacher–Student Relationships

Closely related to teacher credibility are teacher–student relationships, 

which have an effect size of 0.48. When students believe that the 

teacher is credible, they are more likely to develop positive relation-

ships with that teacher, and then learn more from him or her. But rela-

tionships go deeper than credibility. Of course, relationships are based 

on trust, which is part of the credibility construct. But relationships also 

require effective communication and addressing issues that strain the 

relationship. Positive relationships are fostered and maintained when 

teachers set fair expectations, involve students in determining aspects 

EFFECT S IZE  FOR 
TEACHER–STUDENT 

RELATIONSHIPS =  0.48
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13CHAPTER 1. LAYING THE GROUNDWORK

of the classroom organization and management, and hold students 

accountable for the expectations in an equitable way. Importantly, rela-

tionships are not destroyed when problematic behaviors occur, either 

on the part of the teacher or students. This is an important point for all 

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.

Optimal relationships develop when the teacher establishes high levels  

of trust with and among students. When a student asks 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 this student 

is not ridiculed, does 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 then 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 

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. 

There always seem to be some students who can get away with problem-

atic behavior. Sometimes, these students are athletes, other times cheer-

leaders or drama students or musicians or students whose parents work 

in the district. It doesn’t really matter which group they belong to, their 

status allows them to get away with things that other students don’t. 

And it always compromises the trust students have with their teacher 

and the relationships that develop.

Video 1.1
Teacher–Student 
Relationships That  
Impact Learning

http://resources.corwin.com/
VL-socialstudies
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But we’re not saying that educators should be strict disciplinarians who 

mete out punishments and consequences for every infraction. We are 

saying that it’s important to be consistent, fair, and to repair relation-

ships that are damaged when problematic behavior occurs. To develop 

positive relationships, it’s important that teachers do the following:

• Display student work

• Share class achievements

• Speak to the accomplishments of all students

• Be sincere in your pride in your students and make sure that pride 

is based on evidence of student work, not generalized comments

• Look for opportunities for students to be proud of themselves 

and of other students or groups of students

• Develop parental pride in student accomplishments

• Develop pride in improvement in addition to pride in excellence

We’ve spent time on this because relationships matter and students 

achieve more and better when they develop strong interpersonal rela-

tionships with their teachers. It’s these humane and growth-producing  

conversations that help students grow in their prosocial behaviors. 

(Note, that the greatest effect on achievement when a student joins 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 a great learner 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 

development and maintenance, has an effect size of 0.35. A poorly run 

classroom will interfere with high quality learning.

Teacher Expectations

Another influence on student achievement that is important for edu-

cators is teacher expectations, with an effect size of 0.43. In large part, 

teachers get what they expect; yes teachers with low expectations are 

EFFECT S IZE 
FOR TEACHER 

EX PECTATIONS =  0 .43
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particularly successful at getting what they expect. The more recent 

research has shown that teachers who have high (or low) expectations 

tend to have them for all their students (Rubie-Davies, 2015). Teachers’ 

expectations become the reality for students. A kindergarten teacher 

who expects students to understand temporal order and be able to 

place days, weeks, and months in the proper order will likely have stu-

dents accomplish that goal. A high school history teacher who expects 

students to develop habits of debate and to argue with evidence will 

likely produce students who can do so. 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 principle can work to facilitate  

students’ learning.

This does not mean that teachers should set unrealistic expectations. 

Telling first graders that they are required to memorize the names of all 

of the state capitals 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 fifth graders when they are in seventh grade; the gap never 

closes. And students deserve more. When high yield instructional rou-

tines 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 

they achieve. And finally, analyzing the success criteria is an important 

way of determining the expectations a teacher has for students. A given 

Teachers’ 
expectations 
become the reality 
for students.
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learning intention could have multiple success criteria, some of which 

may be fairly low and others of which may be high. The success crite-

ria communicates the level of performance that students are expected 

to meet, yet is 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 time, trying to figure out 

what is expected of them and if they are trustworthy. Learning can be 

enhanced when teachers communicate specific, relevant, and appro-

priate expectations for students. From there, teachers can design 

amazing learning environments. But it’s more than instruction. 

Teachers should focus on learning. It’s a mind-set that we all need, 

if we are going to ensure that students develop their literate selves. 

A major theme throughout this book is about how teachers think 

(and also how we want students to think). Hattie (2012) suggests ten 

mindframes that can be used to guide decisions, from curriculum 

adoptions to lesson planning (Figure 1.3).

Taken together, these mindframes summarize a great deal of the what 

works literature. In the remainder of this book, we focus on putting these 

into practice specifically as they relate to social studies learning, and 

address the better question: what works best? (Hattie, 2009) To do so, 

we need to consider the levels of learning we can expect from students. 

Video 1.2
Mindframes of 
Assessment-Capable 
Teachers

http://resources.corwin.com/
VL-socialstudies
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How then should we define learning, since that is our goal? As John 

himself suggested, learning can be defined as

[t]he 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 primary 

and secondary sources who didn’t have an understanding of each of 

the texts. With appropriate instruction about how to relate and extend 

ideas, surface learning becomes deep understanding. Deep understand-

ing is important if students are going to set their own expectations  

and monitor their own achievement (effect size 1.33). But school-

ing should not stop there. Learning demands that students be able to 

apply—transfer—their knowledge, skills, and strategies to new tasks  

and new situations. That transfer is so difficult to attain is one of our 

MINDFRAMES FOR TEACHERS

 1. I cooperate with other teachers.

 2. I use dialogue not monologue.

 3. I set the challenge.

 4. I talk about learning not teaching.

 5. I inform all about the language of learning.

 6. I 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. I develop positive relationships.

Figure 1.3
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closely kept secrets—so often we pronounce students can transfer but 

the processes of teaching them this skill is too often not discussed. We 

will discuss it in Chapter 4.

Unfortunately, up to 90 percent of the instruction we conduct can be 

completed 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 despite teachers 

preaching deeper learning, the instruction we conduct does not match 

this value. We need to balance our expectations with our reality. This 

means more constructive alignment between what teachers claim suc-

cess 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 matter of all surface or 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 1.4).

When students reach this level, learning 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, test makers have to assume respon-

sibility 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 that are used 

to evaluate 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.

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

Importantly, there are teacher and student actions that work best at 

What and when 
are equally 

important when 
it comes to 

instruction that 
has an impact  

on learning.
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LEARNING DEFINED: THE THREE-PHASE MODEL

Transfer

Deep

Surface

Figure 1.4

each of these phases. For example, note-taking works well for surface 

level learning whereas class discussions and close reading probably work 

better for deep learning. A key point that we will make repeatedly is 

that teachers have to understand the impact that they have on students, 

and choose approaches that will maximize that impact. Mismatching an 

approach with the level of learning expected will not create the desired 

impact. What and when are equally important when it comes to instruc-

tion that has an impact on learning.

General Learning Practices
Before we dive into the levels of learning as they relate to social studies,  

there are three aspects of learning that transcend the three-phase  

model:

1. Challenge

2. Self-efficacy

3. Learning intentions with success criteria

Video 1.3
The Right Strategy at the  
Right Time: Surface, Deep,  
and Transfer Learning

http://resources.corwin.com/
VL-socialstudies
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These should be considered in each and every learning situation, as they 

are global factors that impact understanding. We will explain each of 

these in more detail below.

1. Challenge

The first of these global aspects is challenge. Students appreciate challenge.

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 learn-

ing, but the problem is that it differs for different students. There is a 

Goldilocks notion of not making a task too easy (or too boring), or too 

hard. It needs to be just right. As Tomlinson (2005) noted,

Ensuring challenge is calibrated to the particular needs of a 

learner at a particular time is one of the most essential roles of 

the teacher and appears non-negotiable for student growth. 

Our best understanding suggests that a student only learns 

when work is moderately challenging that student, and where 

there is assistance to help the student master what initially 

seems out of reach. (pp. 163–164)

How then can educators keep students challenged but not frustrated? 

There are several responses to this question, and our answer is embed-

ded in every chapter of this book. In part, we would respond that the 

type of learning intention is important to maintain challenge.

Surface, Deep, or Transfer

The teacher should know if students need surface, deep, or transfer type 

work—or what combination—while ensuring the parts are explicit for 

the student. In this way, the teacher can maintain the challenge while 

providing appropriate instructional supports.

Showing students near the beginning of a series of lessons what success 

at the end should look like is among the more powerful things we can 

do to enhance learning. There are many ways to do this, including

EFFECT S IZE  FOR 
APPROPRIATELY 

CHALLENGING  
GOALS =  0 .59
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• showing them worked examples of an A, B, and C piece of work, 

and discussing how they differ;

• giving them the scoring rubrics at the outset and teaching them 

what they mean;

• sharing last year’s students’ work in the same series of lessons; and

• building a concept map with them up front to show the interre-

lationships between the various parts they will learn about.

These tools help provide a coat hanger for students to know what good 

enough is, what success looks like, and how they will know when they 

get there. Not showing this is like asking a high jumper to jump the bar 

but not telling or showing them how high the bar is!

Student-to-Student Interaction

In addition, we would add that schools should be filled with stu-

dent-to-student interaction. As one of the mind frames (Figure 1.2) sug-

gests, classrooms should be filled with dialogue rather than monologues. 

We say this for several reasons, including the fact that no one gets good 

at something they don’t do. If students aren’t using language—speaking, 

listening, reading, and writing—they’re not likely to excel in those areas.

Further, as students work collaboratively and cooperatively (which has 

an effect size of 0.55) rather than individualistically, the assigned tasks 

can be more complex because there are many minds at work on solving 

the tasks. Of course, this requires clear expectations for group work and 

instruction about how to work with others. But the outcomes are worth 

it—students learn more deeply when they are engaged in complex tasks 

that involve collaboration (they don’t necessarily learn more from col-

laborating with others when the learning focuses on surface level con-

tent). Further, when students work together in groups, they have an 

opportunity to engage in peer tutoring, which has an effect size of 0.51.

2. Self-Efficacy

A second global consideration for educators is students’ self-efficacy. 

Hattie (2012) defines self-efficacy as “the confidence or strength of 

EFFECT S IZE  FOR 
STUDENT SELF-
EFFICACY =  0 .7 1
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belief that we have in ourselves that we can make our learning happen”  

(p. 45). He continues, with descriptions of students with high self- 

efficacy, noting that they

• understand complex tasks as challenges rather than trying to 

avoid them;

• experience failure as opportunities to learn, which may require 

additional effort, information, support, time, and so on; and

• quickly recover a sense of confidence after setbacks.

By contrast, students with low self-efficacy

• avoid complex and difficult tasks (as these are seen as  

personal threats),

• maintain weak commitment to goals,

• experience failure as a personal deficiency, and

• slowly recover a sense of confidence after setbacks.

It almost goes without saying that the impact of self-efficacy on learning 

is significant. Our emotions, the sense of failure, and our anxieties are 

often invoked in our learning—or more often in our resistance to engage 

in learning. Building a sense of confidence that you can indeed attain 

the criteria of success for the lessons may be a first critical step—without 

a sense of confidence, we often do not open our ears to what we are 

being taught. Most of us are more likely to engage in difficult, complex, 

or risky learning if we know there is help nearby, that there are safety 

nets, that we will not be ridiculed if we do not succeed—this is where the 

power of the teacher lies.

Students with high self-efficacy perform better and understand that 

their efforts can result in better learning. This becomes a self-fulfilling 

prophecy: the rich get richer and the poor get poorer. Students with 

poor self-efficacy see each challenge and setback as evidence that they 

aren’t learning, and in fact can’t learn, which reduces the likelihood that 

they will rally the forces for the next task the teacher assigns.
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In their study about ways to increase students’ self-efficacy, Mathisen 

and Bronnick (2009) suggested a combination of the following (each of 

which is addressed later in this book in more detail):

• Direct instruction with modeled examples

• Verbal persuasion through introductory information

• Feedback on attempts made by learners

• Guided use of techniques on well-defined problems

• Supervised use of techniques on self-generated problems

To which we add the following:

• Demonstrating your credibility by being fair to all

• Being there to help students reach targets

• Creating high levels of trust between you and the students and 

between student and student

• Showing that you welcome errors as opportunities for learning

• Others have made different recommendations (e.g., Linnenbrink &  

Pintrich, 2003) and our point here is not to endorse one 

approach over another but rather to confirm that teachers can 

change students’ agency and identity such that self-efficacy, the 

“belief that we have in ourselves that we can make our learning 

happen” (Hattie, 2012, p. 46), is fostered.

3. Learning Intentions With Success Criteria

The third and final global aspect that should permeate social studies 

learning relates to being explicit about the nature of learning that 

students are expected to do and the level of success expected from 

the lesson. Teacher clarity about learning expectations, including 

the ways in which students can demonstrate their understanding, 

is powerful.

The effect size is 0.75. Every lesson, irrespective of whether it focuses 

on surface, deep, or transfer, needs to have clearly articulated learning 
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intentions and success criteria. We believe that students should be able 

to answer, and ask, these questions of each lesson:

1. What am I learning today?

2. Why am I learning this?

3. How will I know that I learned it?

The first question requires deep understanding of the learning intention.  

The second question begs for relevance, and the third question focuses 

on the success criteria. Neglecting any of these questions compromises 

students’ learning. In fact, we argue that these questions compose part 

of the Learner’s Bill of Rights. Given that teachers (and the public at 

large) judge students based on their performance, it seems only fair that 

students should know what they are expected to learn, why they are 

learning that, and how success will be determined. The marks teachers  

make on report cards and transcripts become part of the permanent 

record that follows students around. Those documents have the power 

to change parents’ perceptions of their child, determine future place-

ments in school, and open college doors.

We’re not saying that it’s easy to identify learning intentions and success 

criteria. Smith (2007) notes, “Writing learning intentions and success 

criteria is not easy . . . because it forces us to ‘really, really think’ about 

what we want the pupils to learn rather than simply accepting state-

ments handed on by others” (p. 14). We are saying that it’s worth the 

effort. Clearly articulating the goals for learning has an effect size of 

0.50. It’s the right thing to do, and it’s effective.

Learning intentions are more than a standard. There have been far 

too many misguided efforts that mandated teachers to post the stan-

dard on the wall. Learning intentions are based on the standard, 

but are chunked into learning bites. In too many cases, the stan-

dards are not understandable to students. Learning intentions, if 

they are to be effective, have to be understood and accepted by stu-

dents. Simply writing a target on the dry erase board and then read-

ing it aloud waters down the power of a learning intention, which 

EFFECT S IZE  
FOR TEACHER  

CLARIT Y =  0 .75
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should focus the entire lesson and serve as an organizing feature of 

the learning students do. At minimum, learning intentions should 

bookend lessons with clear communication about the learning target 

early in the lesson and later reference to it as the lesson closes. In 

addition, teachers can remind students of the learning intention at 

each transition point throughout the lesson. In this way, the learn-

ing intention drives the lesson and students will develop a better 

understanding of how close they are to mastering the expectations. 

Most critical, the learning intention should demonstrably lead to 

the criteria of success—and if you had to use only one of these, we 

would recommend focusing on being more explicit about the success 

criteria. Both help, but it is the judgment about the standard of work 

desired that is more important than explication about the particular 

tasks we ask students to do. It is the height of the bar, not the bar 

itself that matters.

Figure 1.5 contains some learning intentions that teachers created 

collaboratively as they explored the value of this approach. Note 

SAMPLE LEARNING INTENTIONS

Grade Improved Version

K
Today, we are going to think about our classroom community. We are going to learn about 
the roles and responsibilities we each have in this classroom community. We are also going 
to learn about the different roles and responsibilities we have based on our classroom jobs.

5
We are learning about profits and how the need to profit influences sellers. We will learn 
about the relationship between prices of goods or services and the profit sellers gain.

7
We are continuing our learning about trade routes. Today, we are learning about spice 
trading and some of the Asian routes.

11
Today we are learning about religious intolerance. We will explore the impact of this type of 
intolerance on people in several different societies and will identify common themes about 
religious intolerance.

Figure 1.5
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that they became longer, more specific, and more interesting. The 

improved versions invite students into learning. Of course, learn-

ing intentions can be grouped. Sometimes an activity can contribute 

to several learning intentions and other times a learning intention 

requires several activities.

However, when learning intentions are spread over many days, student 

interest will wane and motivation will decrease. When teachers plan a 

unit of instruction and clearly identify the learning intentions required 

for mastery of the content, most times they can identify daily targets. In 

doing so, they can also identify the success criteria, which will allow for 

checking for understanding and targeted feedback.

The success criteria must be directly linked with learning intentions 

to have any impact. The success criteria describe how students will 

be expected to demonstrate their learning, based on the learning 

intention. That’s not to say that success criteria are just a culminating 

activity, but they can be. Consider the following ways that students 

might demonstrate success based on a learning intention that reads,

We are learning to analyze visual images presented in the text 

and determine how this information contributes to and clarifies 

information.

• I can discuss with a partner the way the author used 

visuals and how the author helped me understand  

the text.

• I can identify one place in the text that was confusing 

and how one of the visuals helped me understand that 

information.

• I can include annotations that show where visual  

information helped me understand the text itself.

• I can create a visual that will help another person 

understand the words in the text.

All of these work, in different situations. Clarity is important here. What 

is it that students should be learning, and how will they know (not to 

mention how will the teacher know) if they learned it? That’s the power 

of learning intentions and success criteria.
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Importantly, students can be involved in establishing the success criteria, 

and in many cases the learning intentions. Teachers can ask their students 

“How will you know you have learned this? What evidence could we accept 

that learning has occurred?” In these situations, students can share their 

thinking about the success criteria, and often they are more demanding 

of themselves than their teachers are. In a sixth-grade class focused on 

learning to come to group discussions prepared, the students identified 

several ways that they would know if they met this expectation. Several 

suggested that they should have their learning materials with them when 

they move into collaborative learning. Others added that they should 

have their notes and annotations updated and be ready to talk about their 

reading, rather than read while they are in the group. One student sug-

gested that they should practice vocabulary before the group so that they 

would be ready. Another added that they should each know their role in 

the group so that they can get started right away. None of these answers 

are wrong; they’re all useful in improving the collaborative learning time. 

In this case, the students established the success criteria and opened the 

door to feedback from the peers and the teacher in their successive approx-

imations in demonstrating mastery of their learning.

Further, when students understand the success criteria, they can be more 

involved in assessing their own success, and their progression toward 

this success. A simple tool allows students to put sticky notes in one of 

four quadrants to communicate their status (see Figure 1.6). This alerts 

the teacher, and other students, about help that is needed. It mobilizes 

peer tutoring (with an effect size of 0.51), cooperative versus  compe titive 

SAMPLE SELF-ASSESSMENT OF LEARNING

I do not yet understand. I need coaching. I am starting to understand.

I need coaching but want to try some on my own.

I understand!

I make a few mistakes so I’m working through 
those.

I understand very well.

I can explain this to others without telling them 
the answers.

Figure 1.6
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learning (with an effect size of 0.53) as well as building student- 

centered teaching (with an effect size of 0.36).

Other times, the tools used to create the success criteria involve rubrics 

and checklists. For example, students in a high school civics class were 

tasked with selecting a worthy cause, something that they cared pas-

sionately about and could explain the value to others. Students were 

encouraged to select topics that were personally relevant and to learn 

more about that topic. As part of the assignment, students wrote an 

analytic essay about their chosen topic. Another part of the project 

required that they develop a webpage, Facebook page, or other elec-

tronic way of communicating with a wider world about their cause. And 

still another part of their assignment required the development of an 

informational pamphlet that they could use to educate adults about the 

issue. Students selected a range of worthy causes, from Islamaphobia to 

endangered animals to mental health. Figure 1.7 contains the checklist 

SAMPLE PROJECT CHECKLIST

Pamphlet portion

Item
Date 

projected
Completed



Cover has the title, image, and your name

Description of your cause (minimum 10 sentences)

List 3–5 important facts

Map of where this is occurring

Demographics of who/what is impacted

Minimum of 3 images in your brochure

Contact information (websites, telephone numbers)

Upcoming events (celebrations, day, movie, anniversary date, races, etc.)

Pamphlet is attractive and well organized

Correct spelling and grammar

Figure 1.7
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that the teachers used to communicate their expectations to students. 

Note that many of these are compliance-related items that will subse-

quently allow teachers, and students, to determine if the experience left 

a lasting impact. The teachers were aiming to tap into creativity efforts 

(with an effect size of 0.64) and integrated curricular approaches (with 

an effect size of 0.47). They were also looking for evidence of learning 

transfer, asking students to mobilize their skills for a task they had not 

completed before.

Clearly articulating the success criteria allows errors to become more 

obvious. Errors should be expected and celebrated because they are 

opportunities for learning. If students are not making errors, they 

have likely previously mastered the learning intention. Also note that 

feedback thrives on the presence of errors. Errors should be the hall-

mark of learning—if we are not making enough errors, we are not 

stretching ourselves; if we make too many, we need more help to start 

in a different place.

Unfortunately, in too many classrooms, students who already know 

the content are privileged and students who make errors feel shame. 

In those situations, learning isn’t occurring for students who already 

know the content; they’ve already learned it. But learning isn’t occur-

ring for the students who make errors because they hide their errors 

and avoid feedback. Classrooms have to be safe places for errors to be 

recognized.

For example, a secondary world history class was focused on creating 

posters to review the Colombian exchange—there were images and 

glue sticks everywhere, with students printing and cutting out pictures 

of crops, animals, and cultural artifacts along with images of slavery 

and disease, some of which were historically accurate to the period of 

Columbus and some of which were not. But when they were asked how 

long had they being doing this task, they said two weeks (and that they 

enjoyed the project). What a waste of a week or more. Perfection is not 

necessarily the aim of lessons; the presence of errors is a better indicator 

of a successful lesson, and surely hints to the teacher and student where 

is the most likely place to go next.

Video 1.4
Viewing Errors  
as Opportunities

http://resources.corwin.com/
VL-socialstudies
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Feedback Strategies 
Can Vary In . . .

In These Ways . . . Recommendations for Good Feedback

Timing • When given

• How often

• Provide immediate feedback for knowledge of facts 
(right/wrong).

• Delay feedback slightly for more comprehensive 
reviews of student thinking and processing.

• Never delay feedback beyond when it would make 
a difference to students.

• Provide feedback as often as is practical, for all 
major assignments.

Amount • How many  
points made

• How much about 
each point

• Prioritize—pick the most important points.

• Choose points that relate to major learning goals.

• Consider the student’s developmental level.

Mode • Oral

• Written

• Visual/
demonstration

• Select the best mode for the message. Would a 
comment in passing the student’s desk suffice? Is a 
conference needed?

• Interactive feedback (talking with the student) is 
best when possible.

• Give written feedback on written work or on 
assignment cover sheets.

• Use demonstration if how to do something is an 
issue or if the student needs an example.

Audience • Individual

• Group/class

• Individual feedback says, “The teacher values my 
learning.”

• Group/class feedback works if most of the class 
missed the same concept on an assignment, which 
presents an opportunity for reteaching.

FEEDBACK STRATEGIES

Figure 1.8

online
resources  Available for download at http://resources.corwin.com/VL-socialstudies
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When errors are celebrated and expected, feedback takes hold. Feedback 

has a powerful impact on student learning, with an effect size of 0.66. But 

it’s only when the feedback is received that it works. Giving feedback is 

different from receiving feedback. Feedback is designed to close the gap 

between students’ current level of understanding or performance and 

the expected level of performance, which we call the success criteria.

For feedback to work, teachers have to understand

• students’ current level of performance;

• students’ expected level of performance; and

• actions they can take to close the gap.

Feedback, as Brookhart (2008) describes it, needs to be “just-in-time, 

just-for-me information delivered when and where it can do the most 

good” (p. 1). Figure 1.8 includes information about the ways in which 

feedback can vary in terms of timing, amount, mode, and audience. 

We’ll focus on feedback in greater depth in the chapter on deep learn-

ing. For now, we hope you appreciate the value of feedback in impacting 

student learning.

Conclusion
Teachers, we have choices. We can elect to use instructional routines 

and procedures that don’t work, or don’t work for the intended purpose.  

Or we can embrace the evidence, update our classrooms, and impact  

student learning in wildly positive ways. We can choose to move  

beyond surface level learning, while still honoring the importance of 

teaching students surface level concepts, skills, and strategies. We can 

extend students’ learning in deep ways and facilitate the transfer of their 

learning to new tasks, texts, and projects, if we want. We can design 

amazing lessons that mobilize the evidence and provide opportunities 

for students to learn. And we can decide to evaluate our impact, if we 

are brave enough.

EFFECT S IZE  FOR 
FEEDBACK =  0 .66
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We know a student named Monica who struggled with social studies at a 

school where teachers did not consider the appropriate strategy to match 

the specific phase of the learning journey. Nor did they teach Monica 

how to monitor her own learning or to think like a  disciplinarian in 

social studies. Monica was lucky enough to transfer to a school that 

embraced Visible Learning. Her teachers tried out the instructional 

ideas, monitored progress, and provided feedback to her and to each 

other. Monica went from a failing student, tracked in a class with low 

 expectations, to a lead learner providing support for her peers. Impact 

has a face. It’s not an abstract idea or ideal. Together, we can impact the 

learning of every student. Let’s make it so.
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