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For every teacher it’s different, but 
you know who they are for you—the  
students who are “hard to teach.” 
Maybe they’re reading far below grade level. Maybe they’re English learners.
Maybe they have diagnosed learning disabilities or behavioral issues. Maybe 
they’re underachieving for reasons that are unknown. They have been 
overlooked or underserved or frustrated, and they’re not learning as they 
should. Until now. Until you.

How to Reach the Hard to Teach presents a thoughtful and practical approach 
to achieving breakthrough success with linguistically and culturally diverse 
students who struggle in school. Combining elements of the SIOP® Model 
and the FIT Teaching® approach, authors Jana Echevarría, Nancy Frey, and 
Douglas Fisher take stock of what we know about excellent instruction and 
distill it into five guiding principles:

1 Set high expectations.

2 Provide access to the core curriculum.

3 Use assessment to inform instruction.

4	Attend to language development—both English and academic.

5 Create a supportive classroom climate.

You’ll learn specific practices associated with each principle and see how
real-life teachers are employing these practices in their classrooms so that all 
students have the opportunity to learn and optimal support for that learning.

Every teacher has had the experience of seeing a “hard to teach” student 
in a new light and realizing all he or she might achieve. This book is about 
shining that light of possibility on the students who challenge us most, 
interrogating our beliefs, and taking action to ensure they receive the best 
instruction we have to offer. 
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1 

Every Child Achieves When  
There Is an Opportunity to Learn 

Rita Elwardi’s high school English students participated in an 
interdisciplinary unit organized around an essential question: 
Why do people move? The unit’s focus was migration and immi-
gration. It featured several informational texts and a literary one 
(a novel) and incorporated content related to geography, eco-
nomics, and climate studies.

On the first day of the unit, after introducing the essential 
question and the purpose for the day, Ms. Elwardi announced 
the opening activity—a quick-write that would tap into students’ 
background knowledge and prior experiences. She asked her 
students to write for 10 minutes about a moment when they had 
to say good-bye.

Ms. Elwardi’s students are a diverse group. Many of them 
speak a language other than English at home. A majority live 
in poverty and have a history of struggling in school. Although 
they attend school in a busy urban center a few miles from 
a prosperous downtown, in terms of their present lives, the 
region’s economic possibilities might as well be thousands of 
miles away. Student mobility is high, the result of families mov-
ing frequently in search of better lives for their children. Almost 
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2   •   How to Reach the Hard to Teach

every student enrolled in Ms. Elwardi’s English language arts 

classes has attended many schools and lived in many different 

neighborhoods. Saying good-bye has become a routine part of 

their young lives.

While the class began the quick-write, Ms. Elwardi walked 

about the room and spoke privately with students not yet put-

ting pencil to paper. With each, she followed a process designed 

to get them started, asking prompting questions (see Figure 1.1) 

and taking notes as they replied. “That’s just what I’m looking for, 

Horacio,” she assured one boy. “Write what you just told me, and 

continue writing down your thoughts, one after another, from 

that point on until the memory is complete.” 

Circling the room again, Ms. Elwardi scanned the responses 

of students who had stopped writing and asked them clarifying 

questions to prompt further exploration. Here is one student’s 

response, with the irregularities in grammar and punctuation 

preserved: 

On November 15, 1996, it was winter and too cold. At that time 

I was so sad because I was coming to America. I think I couldn’t 

see anymore my country, my cousins and relatives, my coun-

try’s church, also my mother. One word was hard to say for my 

mother. It was Good-bye. Because I never left my mother for a 

long time or even a few days before I came to United States. My 

feeling was bad like a sad for two weeks before I came to USA. 

I was counting each day and I thought how do I say good-bye 

for my mother, cousins, relatives and my country? I was looking 

all around and I was crying. 

At last the day, November 15, 1996, came. But at that time I was 

not sad and I was well. I thought, “Now I can to say good-bye for 

my mother,” and I told to myself. Each minute and hour were 

decreasing. I was ready and I went to my mother and I hugged. 

I was looking at the ground and I couldn’t say good-bye. Both of 

us were crying. I remember that time. I never forget I couldn’t 

say good-bye. 
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Every Child Achieves When There Is an Opportunity to Learn   •   3

With the quick-writes completed, the class went on to a 
collaborative oral language-building activity called the Three 
Step Interview (Kagan, 1994), which encourages active listen-
ing. Grouped into fours (Students A, B, C, D) and partnered 
within their group (A with B, C with D), the students read their 
quick-writes aloud, telling their own stories. Then they retold 
the stories their partners had shared. Afterward, the students 
revised their quick-writes to improve clarity, to make them more 
vivid, and to be sure the writing captured the memory’s key 
information and feelings.

Next up was a writing activity called Found Poetry (Dunning 
& Stafford, 1992). Ms. Elwardi used her own quick-write as a 
model, posting it on a document camera. She explained the pro-
cedure to the class: “As I read my quick-write, I’ll underline the 
important words and phrases that convey sensory details and 
express the tone of my writing. Then I’ll take those words and 
phrases and restructure them into an open-verse poem.”

As Ms. Elwardi walked through the classroom, giving indi-
vidual assistance and encouragement, her students “found the 
poetry” in the quick-writes they’d written and then revised. Here 
is the found poem in the quick-write we shared earlier: 

Winter
too cold, so sad,
coming to America.

F I G U R E  1 . 1
Guiding Questions That Elicit Details

• Where and when did this take place?

• Who was with you, and why?

• Why did you have to leave this place or say good-bye to this person?

• What did you say, and what did the others say to you?

• What were you thinking before, during, and after this moment?

• How do you feel now that you are looking back at the moment?
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4   •   How to Reach the Hard to Teach

one word was hard to say—
Good-bye.

How do I say it

to my mother,

cousins, relatives,

and my country?

I was counting,

the last day came.

I was counting

each hour, each minute

decreasing.

Looking at the ground,

crying,

I hugged my mother.

I remember that time,

I couldn’t say

Good-bye. 

There are several reasons we wanted to tell this story. The 

first is an obvious one: Rita Elwardi is an amazing teacher, one 

of the finest we have ever known. Her professional practice 

embodies every one of the principles we explore in this book. 

She sets high expectations of success, provides access to the 

core curriculum, monitors her students’ progress and provides 

necessary supports, attends to language development, and cre-

ates a supportive classroom climate. In the slice of classroom 

life we showed, Ms. Elwardi used a series of writing exercises 

to introduce her students to a novel they were about to read. In 

the unit’s culminating project, they went on to answer the unit’s 

essential question—Why do people move?—in writing, using 

evidence from several texts, including the novel. Her objective 

was for students to respond in ways that honored their personal 

experiences but also looked beyond the personal to analyze the 

perspectives presented in the various texts. For Ms. Elwardi, 

inviting students to write about their experience was a means of 

providing them access to the core curriculum. 
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The second reason we told this story has to do with the 
student writer, whom we’ll call Renata. She arrived in the United 
States at age 11, having been transported by human smugglers 
who had charged her mother an exorbitant amount of money 
to do so. Renata’s mother was desperate to protect her young-
est daughter from the crime that had spread through their 
rural village, a side effect of a thriving illegal drug trade. In the 
United States, Renata was cared for by an older sister; after a few 
months, the sister’s new boyfriend insisted that Renata move out 
of the house and into a moving box in the backyard, and that is 
what she did. 

When Renata joined Ms. Elwardi’s class, she was a largely 
silent girl who often disappeared into the background. But Ms. 
Elwardi saw a quick mind. Over the course of the year, Ms. 
Elwardi focused on helping Renata learn about herself, the world, 
and its possibilities. Through the advocacy of her teacher and the 
help of many others, Renata moved to a safe home, transferred 
to honors courses, and graduated from high school. Because 
she had the good fortune to live in a state where undocumented 
people are able to attend the university, Renata graduated from 
college and went on to earn an advanced degree in social work. 
Working through the legal system, she was able to obtain U.S. 
citizenship. Today Renata works for a nonprofit that specializes 
in advocating for young Latinas. 

Of course we would never say that Renata’s success is  
due entirely to one lesson that one teacher taught. But Renata 
has told us that on that day, Ms. Elwardi sparked in her a level  
of self-awareness that she hadn’t experienced before. In turn, 
after reading Renata’s quick-write and the poetry it contained, 
Ms. Elwardi looked at Renata in a different way. All teachers 
have had this experience—that moment when we see children  
in a new light and realize all they might achieve. This book is 
about shining that light on those who are too often overlooked. 
It’s about taking action to change the lives of the students 
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6   •   How to Reach the Hard to Teach

typically considered the hardest to reach and, therefore, the 
hardest to teach. 

Reaching the Hardest to Teach

The “hardest-to-teach” children who sit in our classrooms can 
make themselves known in obvious ways, chiefly by failing to 
make expected progress on academic measures. Some of these 
students have formal paperwork (e.g., an Individualized Educa-
tion Program [IEP] or a 504 plan) that identifies their specialized 
learning needs and articulates a plan for them to gain access to 
the core curriculum; others do not. Some of these students are 
growing up in English-speaking households; many others are not. 

This is where our look at the students who are traditionally 
thought of as the hardest to teach begins: with students who 
have disabilities and with students who are learning English. 
Until recent times, both were customarily served in separate 
classrooms or facilities, clustered with similarly labeled children. 
This approach was thought to be necessary in order to provide 
these students with access to the core curriculum, which is a 
foundational principle in public education. Because the needs of 
these students weren’t widely understood, it was thought that 
only a relatively small portion of the teaching force, armed with 
specialized training, could teach them. 

However, as society’s perspectives have shifted, so have 
teacher education and placement practices. Both social justice 
issues and a growing body of evidence about best practices 
have converged. While there is still much to be improved, spe-
cial education literature now emphasizes the general educator’s 
content knowledge, collaboration skills, and provision of access 
to the core curriculum as vital factors for student success (Villa, 
Thousand, & Nevin, 2013). These perspectives run parallel to 
current best practices for helping English learners access the 
core curriculum. We are not saying that learning a new language 
is a disability; it’s a gift. However, like students with identified 
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disabilities, English learners need skilled teachers who know 
how to provide them access to the general curriculum. 

Today, children identified as English learners are found in 
classrooms all over the United States, not just in regions histori-
cally associated with migration. Nancy, who has spent her teach-
ing career in Florida and California (two places with significant 
English learner populations), once found herself eating lunch at 
a conference held in a small city of 40,000 less than one hour’s 
drive from the Canadian border. She was joined by two local Eng-
lish as a second language (ESL) specialists who supported nearly 
100 children at 4 area elementary schools. Collectively, these 
students spoke 38 different languages and had widely varied 
educational histories. Some were the children of university pro-
fessors or oil and gas exploration executives, while others had 
interrupted schooling experiences because of war and violence 
in their countries of origin. 

According to these ESL specialists, they operated in a sys-
tem with outdated models of support for English learners that 
shortchanged children and marginalized teachers. As itinerant 
educators, they spent just a few hours a week with their stu-
dents, mostly providing pullout supports such as phonics and 
vocabulary instruction, or in some cases, content teaching. It 
simply wasn’t enough time. “I can’t keep doing this,” one said. 
“What I’m doing isn’t working for my kids, their teachers, or me.” 
When asked to elaborate, they cited having no time to work with 
classroom teachers on aligning instruction. “The [classroom] 
teachers would like to know how to support these kids better, 
but they say they don’t have the training,” said one. “Over time 
the English learners in their classes become ‘my kids’ instead of 
theirs. They hoped that the ESL specialist could address all of 
the needs, but it really will take us all.” As we discuss specifically 
in Chapter 5, all teachers must be language teachers, given that 
English learners are present in nearly every school in the United 
States and given the increased language demands that today’s 
academic standards place on all students. 
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8   •   How to Reach the Hard to Teach

Who else falls into the “hardest-to-teach” population? We 
also include the students who fly under the radar, undetected 
until an astute teacher spots them. We are talking about students 
like Renata, whose genius has been muted by difficult circum-
stances in addition to a new language. We’re talking about the 
boy who makes jokes all the time—not to “get attention” but to 
distract you from noticing he doesn’t understand the task. The 
girl who shrinks in her seat when you glance her way, not out of 
shyness but because she is hoping you won’t call on her for an 
answer she can’t supply. The child who repeatedly brings you 
small gifts from home because her dad is hoping you’ll regard 
his daughter kindly when she struggles to follow directions. The 
category includes all the students who do not have an identified 
disability and who are not learning English but, for a variety of 
reasons we may or may not grasp, underachieve. Perhaps they 
were slow to learn how to read. Perhaps chronic absenteeism in 
the primary grades, defined as 10 days or more in a school year, 
negatively affected their reading proficiency, grit, and persever-
ance (Ginsburg, Jordan, & Chang, 2014). Whatever the cause, 
these students have been unable to find themselves academi-
cally. Over time, they begin to engage in destructive self-talk that 
moves from “I don’t get this” to “I’m stupid,” and from “This is 
stupid” to “I don’t care.” 

What all children who underperform need, whether they 
have formal paperwork or not, is a clear path forward—an on-
ramp to the learning highway. Constructing that ramp requires 
intentionality. In other words, our struggling students cannot 
be overlooked, and they cannot be an afterthought. It is not suf-
ficient to design instruction for most, and then retrofit it for the 
few who are on the learning fringes. Nor is it enough to hope that 
geography and good luck bring the students who most need help 
into the classrooms of teachers who are equipped to help them. 
All of us need to be those teachers, and that requires us to take 
explicit action. 

00--HowToReachHardToTeach.indd   8 7/12/16   12:30 PM

ADVANCE UNCORRECTED COPY—NOT FOR DISTRIBUTION



Every Child Achieves When There Is an Opportunity to Learn   •   9

The Way Forward: The Five Essential Practices  
of Excellent Instruction

There is ample evidence that specific practices improve the 

outcomes for students who do not have a history of academic 

success. The simple fact that students who fail in one school 

will achieve in another provides additional reason to hope that 

a different approach can be the difference (e.g., Ross, McDonald, 

Alberg, & McSparrin-Gallagher, 2007). 

Our collective research, professional experiences in effec-

tive schools, and own teaching careers suggest that increasing 

the likelihood of every student’s success is a matter of adhering 

to five principles of excellent instruction. Doing so is absolutely 

essential if we hope to bring out the hidden genius in our under-

achieving students. 

1.  �Provide access to the core curriculum. Students who are 

learning English, struggling, or otherwise falling short of 

their potential don’t need watered-down, “dumbed-down,” 

curriculum. They don’t need isolated skills practice. A 6th 

grader who is taught 3rd grade standards will likely be 

performing as a strong 4th grader in 7th grade. What these 

students need are teachers who know how to remove or 

otherwise circumvent barriers to the core curriculum, and 

know how to support students’ development and acceler-

ate their growth. This requires differentiated instruction 

and scaffolded learning. Without access to quality cur-

riculum, students will stagnate, falling further and further 

behind; with access, they have the chance to explore 

complex ideas, think critically, and apply their learning 

creatively. Access is foundational, but access alone isn’t 

enough. 

2.  �Establish a climate that supports students as individuals 

and learners. Every student enters the classroom with his 

or her background knowledge, lived experiences, values, 
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10   •   How to Reach the Hard to Teach

beliefs, traditions, and ideas. These understandings factor 
into the learning experience, and they must be honored 
as scaffolds that will support new knowledge and under-
standing. A classroom learning environment that feels safe 
enough to encourage risk taking is especially critical for 
students with a history of academic struggle. For them, 
trying might very well mean failing (at first), and they 
must believe that their efforts won’t be mocked or belit-
tled, and that if they keep trying (and accept feedback), 
they will eventually succeed. It’s the experience of learn-
ing that builds students’ identity as learners. Students 
who find school difficult must have teachers who are 
both culturally sensitive and culturally proficient—willing 
to look beyond themselves and their own experiences to 
create a learning community that honors individuals and 
celebrates differences.

3.  �Set high expectations for success. Study after study has 
demonstrated that teacher belief in students’ capacity to 
achieve has a significant impact on actual student achieve-
ment. Students rise to the expectations their teachers set. 
All students must understand what they are expected 
to learn and why they should learn it. They need high 
expectations for academic language, critical thinking, and 
engagement. It’s essential that struggling students have 
teachers who acknowledge and support the aspirations 
they have for themselves. They need learning experiences 
that open their eyes to the vast array of possibilities that 
lie before them and present pathways to achieve short- 
and long-term goals. And, critically, there must be respon-
sive systems in place that teachers can readily activate 
when students fall short of high expectations.

4.  �Provide language instruction. Humans learn through lan-
guage. When we interact with others, through speaking, 
listening, reading, writing, and viewing, we acquire new 
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insights, skills, and experiences. Language should perme-
ate the classroom, and students who struggle in school 
should receive explicit instruction in language. Some need 
specific, dedicated time for English language instruction, 
and all need access to the academic language that will 
open the doors to classroom learning and facilitate their 
membership in the literate community.

5. � Provide assessment-informed instruction. Struggling stu-
dents need teachers who know how to uncover what they 
already know and can measure their evolving skills and 
understanding, stay abreast of their shifting needs, and 
take regular, informed action to keep their learning on track 
toward the identified goals. It’s critical that their teachers 
know and employ formative assessment techniques.

Together, these principles have the power to radically 
change lives, and not just the lives of students. When teach-
ers use these five principles, they feel more successful. They 
become empowered professionals who apply sound pedagogi-
cal know-how to make informed decisions that impact students’ 
learning.

The principles of excellent instruction outlined in this book 
draw on and extend our previous works: the Framework for 
Intentional and Targeted Teaching® (FIT Teaching®) and the 
Sheltered Instructional Observation Protocol (SIOP®). The FIT 
Teaching approach, created by Doug and Nancy, unifies nearly 
two decades of work on educational excellence to clarify the 
most effective planning, instruction, and assessment practices 
(Fisher, Frey, & Arzonetti Hite, 2016). SIOP, co-developed by 
Jana and colleagues (Echevarría, Vogt, & Short, 2000, 2017), is a 
widely used model of instruction for English learners empirically 
shown to improve their access to the curriculum and raise their 
achievement (Short, Echevarría, & Richards-Tutor, 2011). 

Learning is a complex process, and facilitating it requires 
teachers to apply pedagogical content knowledge—first to build 
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12   •   How to Reach the Hard to Teach

student knowledge and then to deepen it. Within FIT Teach-
ing, this staged approach is called Instructing with Intention. It 
means providing 

•  �Focused instruction that clearly communicates the pur-

poses for learning and the measures of success, and uses 

modeling and think-alouds to explicitly demonstrate how 

experts understand the content

•  �Guided instruction that gradually releases responsibility to 

the learner; provides questions, prompts, and cues to scaf-

fold learning; and takes note of when learning has stalled 

•  �Opportunities for collaborative learning where students 

use academic language in the company of their peers to 

resolve problems, propose solutions, and create products 

•  �Opportunities for independent learning where students 

deepen and extend their understanding through spiral 

review, application, and opportunities to self-regulate 

The SIOP Model has similar components that reflect excel-

lent instruction, but it also includes features that are critical for 

English learners, such as adapting content to students’ English 

proficiency levels and using visuals and other techniques to 

make the content understandable. 

FIT Teaching and SIOP intersect with our five targeted prin-

ciples in a number of ways, including the expectations we hold 

for students and the academic and linguistic supports we use 

to help them move through a learning progression and develop 

their capacity to meet the transfer goals necessary for meaning-

ful learning. Finally, in line with our belief that what happens 

in a school’s hallways and common spaces seeps into its class-

rooms, our approach also incorporates aspects of FIT Teach-

ing’s Cultivating a Learning Climate component, which focuses 

on solidifying students’ confidence that their teachers and the 

school administrators see every student’s potential and will do 

everything to nurture it. 
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Ensuring the Opportunity to Learn

Despite the media claims to the contrary, a majority of students 
in most U.S. schools do well (e.g., Berliner & Biddle, 1996). But 
most students isn’t all students. It certainly doesn’t include stu-
dents who don’t read well, many who are learning English, and 
many who live in poverty.

A growing body of evidence drawn from large-scale national 
and international data suggests that every school includes 
some students who have fewer opportunities to learn than their 
classmates (Schmidt, Burroughts, Zoido, & Houang, 2015). It is 
worth noting that opportunity to learn (OTL) requires exposure 
to rigorous and challenging content. Children who live in pov-
erty, English language learners, and students with disabilities 
are especially vulnerable to restricted OTL, which can also 
be attributed to organizational practices and policy decisions. 
Schmidt and colleagues go on to explicitly state that the “sys-
tematically weaker content offered to lower-income students” 
has a negative effect. “Rather than ameliorating educational 
inequalities, schools were exacerbating them” (p. 380). In other 
words, the unintended effect of watering down the curriculum, 
slowing the pace, and tracking students into remedial course 
work magnifies, rather than reduces, knowledge gaps. These 
gaps become more difficult to overcome with each year of a 
student’s schooling. 

Yes, work with human beings is complex, and education 
occurs within a web of social, organizational, and political con-
texts. Many of the factors that influence our students’ circum-
stances lie outside our sphere of influence, and it is tempting to 
throw up our hands in defeat. There is no question that poverty, 
adverse childhood experiences, and chronic health problems 
negatively affect learning. Having said that, as teachers and 
administrators, there is much that we can positively influence:

•  �We can form positive suppositions about the future suc-
cess of our students. 
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•  �We can provide high-quality instruction for them each and 
every day. 

•  �We can support students’ learning with linguistic and aca-
demic scaffolds to ensure full participation. 

•  �We can actively work on establishing, maintaining, and 
repairing relationships with struggling students to create a 
safe and healthy learning space.

•  �We can devote our resources—time, attention, caring, and 
services—unequally, if that is what it takes, to meet the 
unequal needs of the students we teach. 

•  �We can challenge ourselves to continually question 
whether current curricular, instructional, and organiza-
tional practices are sufficient to reach our students and 
support their success. 

If you share these beliefs, then you’re ready for this book. 
Providing students with access to the core curriculum; creating 
rich, culturally considerate learning experiences; setting high 
expectations; arranging for language development; and moni-
toring and guiding progress through formative assessment can 
change lives. We see the truth of this every day in the classrooms 
of caring educators who have made the commitment to reach 
students who are traditionally thought of as hard to teach. This 
book is filled with real-life stories of these excellent teachers and 
what they are doing to create learning opportunities for linguis-
tically and culturally diverse students and others who struggle  
in school. 

Excellent Instruction in Action

Let’s drop in on a teacher who has embraced the five principles of 
effective instruction—middle school math teacher Alicia Gomez. 

Mrs. Gomez previously taught at a school marked by apa-
thy and low expectations; it was routine for the school to offer 
remedial classes for the high numbers of students not making 
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academic progress. At her current school, which is located in 
a less affluent area of the city and enrolls a higher number of 
English learners and students with disabilities, things are differ-
ent . . . and better. It’s a vibrant, exciting place to work. Thanks 
to a deliberate effort to reach “hard-to-teach” culturally and lin-
guistically diverse students with a history of academic struggle, 
there’s been a positive effect on their performance and participa-
tion in school.

In her math classroom, Mrs. Gomez maintains a laserlike 
focus on high expectations and achievement. Her walls display 
pictures of successful individuals, both men and women, of vari-
ous ethnicities and races. Her teaching style is oriented toward 
preventing learning gaps, and she does this by offering the kinds 
of academic and linguistic supports that we will discuss through-
out this book. She believes that all her students can learn, 
because all her students do learn. But this doesn’t “just happen”; 
it’s a result of deliberate action she takes every day. 

When Mrs. Gomez teaches a lesson on measuring angles 
with a protractor, her plans include the language supports that 
her English learners and struggling learners will need—such as 
a visual reference to words that will be part of her instruction. 
Today, she’s written these words on a board at the front of the 
classroom: angle, ray, acute, vertex, obtuse, right angle, and 90˚. 
She asks her English learners how they say angle in their home 
languages and gets back many answers. She shows a right angle 
on the projector and writes 90˚ next to it as a review. “What do 
we call an angle that is less than 90 degrees?” she asks. “Please 
show me your answers on your whiteboards.” All but three stu-
dents write acute, and Mrs. Gomez points to the word acute on 
the classroom board to help the students who need it. When she 
asks what an angle greater than 90 degrees is called, she gestures 
to the word list again. It’s a way to hint that the spelling of the 
word is there, but she doesn’t give away the word. All students 
produce the correct answer, obtuse. 
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Once Mrs. Gomez finishes the terminology review, she puts a 
protractor on the projector and models how to line it up on the 
vertex of the right angle. She repeats the terms several times and 
prompts the class, “The first step is to place the protractor on 
the—” “Vertex!” the class responds. 

Mrs. Gomez sets up her class in teams, and each team mem-
ber is typically assigned a job during collaborative learning activ-
ities. Today’s task is to measure a series of angles. One student 
lines up the protractor with each angle, another student mea-
sures the angle, and a third team member writes the answer on 
the worksheet. After each problem is completed, team members 
rotate responsibilities so that all are equally involved in the pro-
cedure. As they work, Mrs. Gomez circulates among the groups 
to check for understanding and accuracy, keeping an especially 
sharp eye on those compliant students who may not understand 
but pretend to in order to please the teacher. This type of close 
observation of student work allows her to assist those who might 
otherwise slip through the cracks. 

Any time she judges that more guided instruction is needed 
to ensure understanding, she calls for the whole class’s atten-
tion and models another problem on the projector. When all 
the teams have completed their collaborative worksheet, Mrs. 
Gomez distributes a second problem set for everyone to solve 
as an individual assessment of understanding. Again, she circu-
lates through the room, looking over shoulders and checking in 
on the work. Although all the students demonstrate a general 
understanding of angle measurements, she notes that some will 
need more practice using the protractor and deciphering the 
measurements. 

As a culminating activity, Mrs. Gomez asks students to briefly 
discuss why measuring angles is important. She encourages 
students to use their own experiences as a basis for their con-
tributions to the discussion so that they realize the relationship 
between their life experiences and schooling. 
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Do you recognize aspects of Mrs. Gomez’s approach in your 
own practices—or in those of other teachers in your school? 
She and her colleagues give every child an opportunity to learn. 
They have used the five principles of excellent instruction to 
figure out what works with hard-to-teach students and, in doing 
so, they’ve become the kind of teacher struggling students need. 
Over the next five chapters, we will explore the five principles 
and share more stories of great teachers putting these principles 
into action. And that’s the key to this book—action.

Reading about good ideas is insufficient. Strengthening one’s 
instructional effectiveness isn’t a spectator sport. To that end, 
we have set up this book as a collection of actions that will help 
you transfer these principles from the page to your practice. The 
actions steps we recommend are short in terms of words, but 
they require thoughtful application and a willingness to interro-
gate your beliefs and practices. 

We have ordered the chapters to align with a logical and 
practical progression of ideas—the best way, we think, to begin 
putting the principles to work for your students. Therefore we 
begin, like Mrs. Gomez, with a focus on expectations, then move 
to access, assessment, language instruction, and climate.
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in Your School and Classroom; and Intentional and Targeted Teach-

ing: A Framework for Teacher Growth and Leadership. He can be 
reached at dfisher@mail.sdsu.edu.
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Related ASCD Resources: 
Effective Instruction for Struggling Students

At the time of publication, the following ASCD resources were avail-
able (ASCD stock numbers appear in parentheses). For up-to-date 
information about ASCD resources, go to www.ascd.org. You can 
search the complete archives of Educational Leadership at www.ascd 
.org/el.

ASCD Edge Group
Exchange ideas and connect with other educators on the social net-
working site ASCD EDge® at http://ascdedge.ascd.org

Online Courses
Literacy Strategies: Improving Comprehension (mobile-friendly) 

(#PD09OC51M)
Teaching with Poverty in Mind (#PD11OC139M) 

Print Products
Educational Leadership: Reaching the Reluctant Learner (#108025) 
Enhancing RTI: How to Ensure Success with Effective Classroom Instruc-

tion and Intervention by Douglas Fisher and Nancy Frey (#110037) 
Getting to “Got It!” Helping Struggling Students Learn How to Learn by 

Betty K. Garner (#107024) 
Hanging In: Strategies for Teaching the Students Who Challenge Us 

Most by Jeffrey Benson (#144013) 
How to Support Struggling Students (Mastering the Principles of 

Great Teaching series) by Robyn R. Jackson and Claire Lambert 
(#110073) 

Learning to Choose, Choosing to Learn: The Key to Student Motivation 
and Achievement by Mike Anderson (#116015) 

Unlocking Student Potential: How do I identify and activate stu- 
dent strengths? (ASCD Arias) by Yvette Jackson and Veronica A.  
McDermott (#SF115057)

Video
Breaking Through Barriers to Achievement (DVD and Facilitator’s 

Guide) (#605133) 
Educating Everybody’s Children (DVD) (#600228) 

For more information: send e-mail to member@ascd.org; call 1-800-
933-2723 or 703-578-9600, press 2; send a fax to 703-575-5400; or write 
to Information Services, ASCD, 1703 N. Beauregard St., Alexandria, 
VA 22311-1714 USA.
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