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INTRODUCTION



Let’s face it, some days teaching in elementary school feels like trying to herd cats—that is, if the cats talked way too much, constantly needed to use the restroom, and accidentally called you Mom half the time. This often leaves educators in the position of prioritizing. What is my most important task today? We may answer that we want to help our students feel safe and loved, understand and master the content, or learn life skills. Most of us would not often prioritize applying professional development or new strategies, especially on those days when we are confronting a frenzy of cats. But in the case of student-centered education, not applying this approach in our classrooms would be a disservice to our students and to ourselves as well.

Student-centered education developed from constructivist theories on learning. Constructivism started by looking at one of the most important concepts we learn in early childhood: language. We do not learn to speak our native language by sitting behind a desk while a teacher explains it to us. We learn our native language by hearing it modeled and trying it out ourselves. Along the way, we make many mistakes, some of which are corrected for us, but most of which we discover ourselves through our interactions. Our motivation for learning language is predominantly intrinsic, as the applications of language are apparent.

Constructivists looked at learning language as a prime example of individualized learning and wondered why this approach wasn’t being used in education. The blending of this theoretical base with the realities of the modern classroom created student-centered learning. In this type of education, rather than all learning originating from the teacher, students are given choices and opportunities to discover and create their own learning. The educator plays a large role by modeling and facilitating problem solving, as well as providing support throughout the learning process. Many teachers have already begun making the shift toward creating a student-centered classroom, and the results speak for themselves.


SUPPORT FOR STUDENT-CENTERED LEARNING

As educators, we want to keep students engaged in learning. Research has shown increased engagement is directly linked with increased student achievement. Student-centered education places great value on engagement and employs many engagement strategies. With this approach, students consistently explore their passions, monitor their learning, and make connections. So it’s no surprise that studies have found that greater student engagement, and therefore greater student achievement, are more apt to occur in schools with student-centered learning. A study of four schools that served a large proportion of low-income and minority students found that students who had a student-centered education were more likely to experience several positive effects (Friedlaender et al., 2013). Students who had this type of education were more likely to connect with and find purpose in school. They also were more likely to outperform similar students on standardized tests, graduate from high school, and attend postsecondary schools. Given the achievement gaps among students of different incomes and races in the United States, we must consider what educational methods best address these gaps (Friedlaender et al., 2013).

Another study, this one of more than sixty schools, found that in each school there was a positive effect on student achievement when student-centered learning practices were implemented (Pane et al., 2015). But because student-led learning comes in a variety of shapes and sizes, the size of the positive effect also varies. Schools and classrooms that had the largest and most consistent positive effects were schools that built in important supports to student-led learning. This included providing their students with social-emotional resources and encouraging the development of meaningful relationships between students and teachers. It was also important to have collaborative teamwork among educators so that they could fine-tune their approaches, create new ideas, and compare data. Additionally, schedules allowed for students to work on their explorative or project-based learning for larger blocks of time (Pane et al., 2015).

Specific components of student-centered education have been studied in depth. One such component is personalization. When students’ names or interests were included in instruction, direct increases in positive attitudes toward learning, motivation for learning, and demonstration of learning were seen. Student agency is another component of the student-centered approach that has research behind it. Researchers investigated the effects on students who were taught self-regulation and metacognitive strategies. These studies found that students who were taught such strategies exhibited improvements in performance and engagement. As there are many components that could be considered part of a student-centered approach to education, further research is needed to discover exactly what aspects of student-centered education are leading to what benefits (Kaput, 2017).


KEY COMPONENTS OF THE STUDENT-CENTERED APPROACH

The principles of student-centered learning vary with the source. But the general consensus is that student-centered learning should include at least some, if not all, of the following components:

STUDENT OWNERSHIP AND AGENCY. Perhaps the most important tenet of student-centered learning, student ownership and agency are what clearly make education revolve around students as individuals. Creating student ownership of learning requires educators to provide regular opportunities for students to self-assess the progress of their learning, what they are doing well, and what they need to improve upon. Therefore, students must become skilled at metacognition by seeing it modeled and by taking the time to reflect. Student-centered teachers show students what it looks like to think about their learning and recognize the steps that need to be taken to reach their goals. This means that students should be a part of setting goals and the expectations for reaching these goals. In contrast, with teacher-centered learning, students have their goals and expectations dictated to them. Student-centered learning converts goal setting into a collaborative process between students and their teachers, as well as their peers. Along with choosing goals or learning targets, students should also have choices throughout the learning process, whether it be how they convey their learning, what topics they specifically learn about, or the medium by which they learn. Providing chances for choice is the foundation of creating student agency, and thus an important factor in student-led education.

COLLABORATION. Collaborative learning can take place in a variety of manners. Group work, partner projects, peer feedback, and class discussions are all examples of collaboration that student-led learning often uses. Providing opportunities to work with their classmates by one means or another is a large part of getting students to connect with their learning, as well as practice life skills. Students often can explain and provide insight to one another in a way that is more accessible for some students. Collaboration also creates a sense of community, providing a comfortable classroom environment in which students feel a duty to participate. Although group work can be done in a teacher-centered learning environment, with student-centered learning everything is truly student-led. Rather than acting as the sole leader, the teacher helps facilitate and acts as a member of the team.

PERSONALIZATION AND DIFFERENTIATION. The steps educators take based on their knowledge of individual students are the components of personalization and differentiation. With student-led learning, educators may use a student’s interests, strengths, or other facets of their identity to personalize the learning experience. Examples include providing a math problem that uses a student’s name or putting a group of students together based on their interest in researching the same topic. Differentiation takes personalization deeper. Educators can differentiate the learning contents, processes, products, or environments to meet students’ readiness, interests, or learning profile needs. With student-led learning, teachers must have the flexibility to differentiate for student needs. They can meet with students individually or in small groups, make content accessible through multiple media, or give choices regarding the products that students create to demonstrate learning. Educators help students set their own individual goals based on where they are and what they want to accomplish. In this way, every student can grow from their own starting point.

CONNECTION AND APPLICATION OF LEARNING. The element of connection and application of learning is a large factor in what makes student-centered learning not only engage students but also help them attain long-term achievement. Educators introduce problems and skills that both explicitly and implicitly connect to the world outside the classroom. Students can identify why they are learning something and how it is relevant to their lives. For example, math concepts can be introduced that incorporate situations they could encounter in the real world, and reading strategies can be applied to stories about real-life events. In this way, not only do students see the content they are learning as applicable to society, but they also regularly practice life skills. Perhaps the most significant of these life skills is critical thinking. The problem posing and open-ended expression included in student-centered education allow students to gain an ability to problem solve as well as develop a growth mindset.

COMPETENCY-BASED ASSESSMENT. The type of assessments, specifically summative assessments, that we give in our classrooms is sometimes out of our control. Competency-based assessments, however, are a logical inclusion in student-centered education. To gather evidence of what students are understanding and currently capable of, there must be opportunities for students to show their learning. This means excluding most multiple-choice questions and providing options for students to demonstrate their knowledge through various media. Because these are not standardized assessments, many schools find this element the most difficult to apply. But as teachers, we can—where possible—include competency-based assessments in our formative assessments and summative assessments. Schools that used competency-based assessments had better student performance on standardized testing (Bell, 2010). Students were able to truly internalize their learning and critically think.

Some of these components are included in the activities of this book, while others are easy to include in or to use to accompany other activities, based on the needs of your students.


BENEFITS OF IMPLEMENTING STUDENT-CENTERED ACTIVITIES

RELATIONSHIPS. Student-centered learning provides many more opportunities for a student’s voice to be heard. This means we, as teachers, can have more insight into who a student is and what they need. Through class discussions, individual conferences, and student collaborative work, you will see more of the whole student and give them feedback to show that you see them as an individual and care about their growth. For many of us, relationships with students are what motivated us to be educators in the first place. But with traditional teacher-centered learning, it can take time out of the school day to develop meaningful relationships with students. In student-centered learning, this bonding time is built in, both between teacher and students and between students. Now that I am using more student-centered practices, I am much more connected with my students and what their capabilities are. I can kindly call students out when they are not giving me their personal best and celebrate with them when they overcome a challenge.

TIME. We all feel the pressure of time in our daily classroom experience. Prior to implementing student-centered learning, I found it difficult to balance the needs of my elementary students with the rigid pace of curriculum and the demands for student performance. In student-centered classrooms, learning takes place anytime and anywhere. Students learn to take initiative and regularly apply their learning across subject areas. This means less hand-holding on the part of the teacher and more time for the teacher to challenge and assist students in purposeful ways. It also means the teacher spends less time explaining the lesson to the entire class and giving direct instruction. Students spend less time relearning. And both teacher and students spend less time practicing for assessments. Once a foundation of solid classroom management is established, students can collaborate and work independently for long periods, leaving the teacher’s time available for small-group or individual conferences. At first, educators may have to devote more time to planning. Eventually, though, teachers learn to adapt in the moment to the feedback they receive from their students. Due to this flexibility, educators spend less time outlining a lesson and more time teaching students exactly what they need.

DATA. Data are essential to ensure the efficiency of groups, including classes. The process of student-centered learning provides large amounts of useful student data. Not only are teachers receiving regular information on student progress from formative and summative assessments, but they are also getting data via consistent student self-assessment and communication. These data give the teacher a more complete picture of students’ gaps in understanding, strengths and weaknesses, and perspectives. With this information, teachers can better address student needs through instruction and activities. I take the data I am constantly collecting and use it regularly to inform my teaching and to share in teacher team meetings. My data, along with data from my team teachers, create a picture of what is working in our curriculum—and what is not.

ENGAGEMENT. Due to the personalization, differentiation, and general student choice and communication that student-centered learning relies on, students are inherently more engaged in the learning process. Students see their interests and passions in what they are learning. They have a large role in and responsibility for choosing what they learn and how they learn it. They see the application of their learning to their lives. This buy-in to their learning is exactly what keeps students connected to their learning and interested in improving their academic skills and knowledge. I see this all the time, as my students tell me stories about how they used their learning outside the classroom or how they were excited to try something new in their project. We all want to help our students keep a fire burning for their learning, rather than feel like we are dragging them through the coals.

OUTCOMES. Not only do students meet expectations for performance and engage with their learning in student-led classrooms, but they also become more well-rounded individuals. With this approach, students learn to self-reflect and assess, build collaborative relationships, and problem-solve. All these skills are key to students’ success inside and outside the classroom. My students confidently navigate unfamiliar situations and try out new ideas. The more student-centered learning a student experiences, the more that student achieves these outcomes.
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CHAPTER 1 WHOLE-GROUP INSTRUCTIONAL ACTIVITIES




At first, when consciously approaching student-centered learning, I felt overwhelmed. How would I make whole-group instruction student-centered? Direct instruction had always been a key component of my whole-group instruction. But after developing and observing student-centered learning activities at the class level, I realized that using student-centered learning in no way meant eliminating direct instruction. In fact, many of the activities included in this chapter involve direct instruction. These activities complement or accompany direct instruction, so students are participants in the learning process.

With the student-centered approach, instruction at the class level allows students to receive information not only from the teacher but also from other students and through their own discovery. Consider professional development days at school. Many times a presenter stands at the front of the room sharing large amounts of information and perhaps posing the occasional question to the entire group. How much of that information do we participants remember? How many times do we actually take much of what we have been presented with and use it in our classrooms? Probably not as much as we, or our principals, would like. If we do not learn best in this environment, then our elementary-age students surely do not.

Student-centered whole-group instruction involves everyone as a participant in the learning process. With this approach, direct instruction empowers students by giving them the tools, strategies, and mindset to approach the learning target. The instructional activities in this chapter all use or can accompany this type of direct instruction. They involve the entire class in an adaptive learning process.


MODEL MINI-LESSON

In the model mini-lesson, the teacher teaches a brief lesson in which they model for students the ways that students could go about approaching the task, strategy, or content at hand. The goal of the mini-lesson is to empower students so they feel confident attempting the skill on their own following the lesson.

TIME: 5 to 15 minutes

POSSIBLE MATERIALS: Mentor text or example task, anchor chart

COMMON APPLICATIONS: Mathematics, reading comprehension and analysis, writing process and skills

Step-by-Step Guide


	
1. Provide an anticipatory set, one that connects what you will be teaching to life outside the classroom. This can be an anecdote, an interesting fact, or even a brief video or song.

	
2. Review the learning target or goal, that is, what you want students to be able to do after the mini-lesson. Make a direct connection between the target and the anticipatory set.

	If the learning target is one previously discussed, reiterate the expectations for what it would look like to meet the goal.





	
3. Model a specific strategy or concept using the mentor text or example task (4 to 8 minutes). Accompany modeling with a visual aid or anchor chart and walk through the task while verbally conveying what you are thinking as you go through the process. Address thought processes students could have and common mistakes they might make. As you do so, make sure to include students’ names, interests, and so on, to personalize the lesson. This step often requires materials or resources that you want students to be familiar with or use during their learning.

	
4. Provide a minute for students to either ask questions or discuss (with a partner, a small group, or the whole group) what they observed.

	
5. Give students a task or mission to which they can apply what they just saw modeled.

	
6. Review the learning target and the main ideas you want students to remember before dismissing students to complete their task or mission.



Teacher Prompts


	When I see this, I might think ___________________.

	I try to start by ___________________ because ___________________.

	I wonder if ___________________.

	What if I try ___________________?

	I can see that ___________________.

	I don’t understand why ___________________.

	Now I see that ___________________.

	This makes sense because ___________________.




VARIATIONS


	Give students a task or mission before the mini-lesson, give them time to work independently or through small-scale collaboration, and then review the specific task or mission through the mini-lesson.

	Allow a student to lead part of the mini-lesson by modeling their thinking as they go through a process.





Classroom Case Example

Mrs. Stuart calls her second-graders to the classroom’s front carpet area for a reading mini-lesson. Once everyone is settled and focused, she begins with a short anecdote.

“All right, as you know, I have a daughter, Brianna.” The class nods in agreement. “And Brianna loves to watch SpongeBob SquarePants. Two characters are Brianna’s favorites. One is Sandy the Squirrel and the other is Patrick Star. One day I asked Brianna which was her favorite, Sandy or Patrick. She said she didn’t know, but she began listing all the reasons she liked Sandy, all the reasons she liked Patrick, and all the reasons she liked them both. Brianna was comparing and contrasting without even realizing it.

“Put your hand up if you have heard those words before: compare and contrast.” Mrs. Stuart pauses as some students raise their hands. “So some of us have already heard of those words. Well, today our goal is to compare. We want to be able to compare two characters from our reading.” Then Mrs. Stuart has the students read aloud with her the learning target she has written on her anchor chart: I can compare two characters.

Mrs. Stuart continues, “So what does it mean to compare?” She gives students a few seconds to think before asking everyone to whisper their answer out loud to the class. Then she tells the class what she heard and uses these answers to define what it means to compare, writing students’ responses on the paper as she goes. Mrs. Stuart then draws a Venn diagram on the chart paper. She explains that this is a Venn diagram, its purpose, and how our story today has two main characters, Lola and Mitch. She writes the two names on each side of the Venn diagram and says that each has a side to himself or herself for things that are true about only that character.

“We will use these parts of the Venn diagram when we learn to contrast these two characters, but today we are going to focus on the middle, where we are going to write down things the characters have in common.” She pulls up a few pages from the story on the front screen. Mrs. Stuart has chosen these pages because they include dialogue and actions that show commonalities between the two characters. She begins reading the excerpt aloud to the class. After a couple of paragraphs, she pauses and speaks her thoughts aloud. “I noticed that Lola is speaking very kindly to the new student in the story and is offering to help a lot. She says ‘thank you’ and ‘please.’ This tells me that Lola is probably a friendly, kind, and polite character. I wonder if our other character, Mitch, will be the same way.”

Mrs. Stuart continues reading aloud. Reaching her next stopping point she says, “As I read how Mitch invited the new student to play and made her laugh by burping the alphabet, I was thinking this was good evidence for how Mitch is as a character. He’s being friendly, kind, and funny.” Mrs. Stuart then turns back to her Venn diagram. “So if I am focusing only on comparing my two characters, then I want to list only what they have in common. Lola is friendly, kind, and polite. Mitch is also friendly and kind, but I didn’t have any evidence for him being polite. I think I’ll list just friendly and kind in the middle of my Venn diagram.

“I want you to notice that I listed character traits that were the same. Characters can also have the same likes, such as baseball, or the same experiences, such as both being in second grade. But I wanted to make sure I was digging deep, so I was focusing on listing things about who the characters are.” Mrs. Stuart then asks the class to think about how they would answer these questions: What does it mean to compare two characters? How do you compare them? After a short amount of think time, she asks students to turn to their assigned carpet partner and share their answers. After students have begun wrapping up the discussion, Mrs. Stuart asks for someone to share their answers with the class.

“We said that comparing is finding out how the characters are the same,” one student answers.

“And how would you find out how the characters are the same?” Mrs. Stuart asks.

“By thinking about how they act the same and what they are like,” the student replies.

“Exactly,” Mrs. Stuart says and smiles. “Now I have a mission for all of you today. I am going to give you some time to go read on your own. You will need to find a fiction book with at least two characters. I want you to draw a Venn diagram just like I have up here and include the names of your two characters.” She points to where she has done the same. “Then I want you to list in the middle how those two characters are the same. You are going to compare them by finding evidence or examples in your book of how they are alike. Think about how those characters act and think and what they say.

“Are you ready for your mission? Does anyone have a question?” Mrs. Stuart waits some time to make sure the students don’t have any questions. She sees students’ heads nodding. “All right, go get focused on your mission!” Students stand up, get their supplies, and settle into reading.


ANCHOR TASK

The anchor task allows students to develop their problem-solving skills and growth mindset. Students are given a task that they are somewhat unfamiliar with or may find challenging. They then have a brief amount of time to try to complete the task independently without much instruction. Afterward, the class discusses methods or strategies they used to attempt the task. This anchor task allows students to feel comfortable and capable when attempting to solve novel problems.

TIME: 15 to 45 minutes

POSSIBLE MATERIALS: Student workspace materials (that is, personal whiteboards, paper, online document), presentable anchor task

COMMON APPLICATIONS: Mathematics, reading comprehension and analysis, scientific investigation, writing skills

Step-by-Step Guide


	
1. Ensure students have the materials necessary to complete the task.

	
2. Present a brief anchor problem or task, usually one that attempts to draw upon students’ prior knowledge. Make sure the task can be completed in more than one way or has more than one answer.

	
3. Give students time to attempt to complete the task. Provide a backup task or prompt for students who finish well before the others.

	
4. Move throughout the classroom to provide positive feedback, make minor suggestions, and verify that all students are making their best attempt.

	
5. Regain students’ attention once the majority of students have completed the task.

	
6. Allow several students to share out or demonstrate not only their completed task but also their process for completing that task. Hand off as much or as little explanation as you like to the students.

	
7. Give time for students to process or discuss the task further.

	
8. Review the various approaches used and their strengths.



Teacher Prompts


	What do we know about ___________________?

	Can you try another way?

	I love how you are trying more than one strategy.

	Let’s think about what it’s asking.

	There is more than one way to think about this.

	You started by ___________________.

	I see, you tried to do this by ___________________.




VARIATIONS


	Use the anchor task to review previously taught tasks that haven’t been visited for a while.

	Give students the same task or similar tasks several days in a row to make students more comfortable with the multiple ways to attempt a task and discover what is most efficient.

	Share in partners or small groups first or instead of a whole-group share-out.






Classroom Case Example

Mr. Keller is getting ready to teach his fourth-graders two-digit multiplication. He gets the students’ attention and ensures they have their whiteboard and supplies ready at their seats. Then he asks if students remember what the word product means. Students give various answers before one student says, “It’s the answer to a multiplication problem.”

Mr. Keller acknowledges that this is the type of product students will be working with today. He reminds students that they have solved multiplication problems before. This time, he says, they will be finding the product of a two-digit number multiplied by a single-digit number.

“In a second, I’m going to put a problem on the board. You may not have solved a problem exactly like this before, but I want you to try your best, and use what you already know, to attempt this. Everyone should be able to come up with at least one strategy, and maybe more, for solving this problem.”

Mr. Keller then presents a brief word problem on the board. He reads it aloud to the group and tells them to take their time to try to solve the problem. He also states that if they solve the problem with one strategy, then they should try another strategy or multiple other strategies.

“Each of you should be working the entire time to understand what the problem is asking and solve the problem using as many strategies as you can,” Mr. Keller says. “Now please begin working.”

The students uncap their markers, ponder the question, and begin solving the problem in various ways on their whiteboards. Mr. Keller circulates throughout the room. He pauses to give students praise, such as “Thanks for trying another strategy” or “I love that you wrote out the equation,” just loud enough for students nearby to hear and apply his comments to their own work. He also stops to help his struggling students find a good starting point and his successful students to get motivated to attempt the problem another way.

After about six minutes of work time, Mr. Keller asks students to set their markers down. He then asks four students, each with a different strategy, to come to the front of the room with their whiteboards. He asks them to stand in a particular order. The student farthest to the left is the one with the most literal, least efficient take on the problem. The student farthest to the right is the one with the most abstract, most efficient strategy. One by one, each student at the front flips their board over, and Mr. Keller asks the class to identify what strategy the student used and how well it worked.

“First, let’s look at Claudia’s board. What strategy did Claudia use to solve this problem?”

Students answer that she drew a model or picture.

“Yes, exactly! Claudia drew a model that allowed her to visualize the problem in order to solve it. This is a wonderful way to start to understand what the problem is asking and solve it. So how did Claudia lay out her model?” Mr. Keller probes. He calls on a student.

“Claudia drew six equal groups, each with the label of forty-five cupcakes. So she knew that she could add each of the groups of forty-five together to get how many cupcakes there were in all,” the classmate explains.

Mr. Keller picks back up: “Yes, so we can see that Claudia used her model to repeatedly add the groups together to find the answer. This strategy is great for seeing our problem and helping us write our equation. But it can take a while to add each group as we start getting into larger numbers. Thank you, Claudia, for sharing with us. Let’s take a look at Jakoby’s board. What strategy did Jakoby use?”

Mr. Keller leads this process for each of the student examples. He presents these strategies in this order so that students can see the connections between strategies. Each can be used to solve the problem and has certain key elements that are the same. He wants his students to be able to find a strategy that works well for them and yet be challenged to at least understand how other strategies may work to solve the same problem.
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