
What Your Colleagues Are Saying . . .

“Understanding what foundational skills are and how to support adolescents is critical in 
schools today. Teaching Foundational Skills to Adolescent Readers provides a much-needed 
resource for educators to learn how to teach foundational skills to adolescents in engaging 
and meaningful ways. In this text, Fisher, Frey and colleagues provide insight into adolescents’ 
literacy journeys and demonstrate how theories of effective literacy instruction apply to 
practice. Readers are provided with examples of how to teach foundational skills explicitly and 
with flexibility to support a variety of adolescent readers. This text is a must read for teachers 
as well as for all educational professionals who want to support adolescents’ self-efficacy, 
motivation, and the necessary foundational skills needed to be successful in middle school  
and beyond.”

Margaret Vaughn,  
Professor

Washington State University, Pullman, WA

“As a former middle school reading intervention teacher, I wish I’d had access to this 
book earlier in my career; its insights would have greatly benefited my students and made 
my teaching practice more impactful and fun. This book will undoubtedly become an 
indispensable resource for educators looking to enhance their instructional methods and 
support striving readers. I highly recommend this book to all educators committed to 
improving literacy outcomes for secondary students.”

Ryann Derington,  
Staff Development & Curriculum Specialist

Tulare County Office of Education, Visalia, CA

“Teaching Foundational Skills to Adolescent Readers is the book secondary educators have 
been waiting for. I’ve always known that many of my students struggled with reading, but I 
was never equipped with the knowledge of literacy or the tools to accelerate my students’ 
learning as readers. This book is unlike any other in that it provides us with the info and 
skills to make a difference for our students’ reading ability, which will in turn allow us to 
accomplish our mission as secondary educators of setting students up for a brighter future. I 
cannot wait to use this book to support my teachers and my students.”

Emily Brokaw,  
Assistant Principal

North Lake Early College High School, Dallas ISD, Dallas, TX
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“This thorough guide to adolescent literacy instruction provides educators with a rich array 
of practical strategies, offering educators a wealth of insights to enhance student learning 
and achievement. With its clear writing style, relevant examples, and actionable steps, this 
book is an invaluable resource for both novice and experienced teachers seeking to improve 
literacy outcomes in their classrooms.”

Jenean Bray,  
ELA/ELD Curriculum Specialist

Tulare County Office of Education, Visalia, CA

“There is no age limit on learning to read! This fact is even more critical for adolescent 
students. Students who have been unsuccessful face even greater challenges overcoming 
reading deficits. The good news is it is never too late to learn. Practitioners must first 
change their mindset and instructional practices. This book is research rich, providing a 
solid foundation of critical instructional practices, as well as providing easy-to-implement 
strategies. A must read for all practitioners!”

Lydia Bagley, Ed. S.,  
Instructional Support Specialist/MTSS Coordinator 

Cobb County School District, Marietta, GA
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1

Introduction
Who Are Adolescent Readers?

The Kid Who Doesn’t Try

I don’t see what the other kids see

They look at the words on the page

And it means something to them

Their eyes widen

Faces of understanding

Faces of meaning

My eyes hopelessly scan the page

Looking for what they see

But I can’t put it together

Desperately disconnected

Unable to see what they all see

—Carlos, Age 15
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2 Teaching Foundational Skills to Adolescent Readers

In this book, we delve into the lives of adolescent readers, 
exploring their struggles and the impact that reading skills 
have on their academic journey. We share stories like Carlos’s 
to shed light on the daily battles faced by students who, 
for various reasons, find it difficult to connect with written 

words. Educators of adolescents stand at the forefront of a monumental 
task: teaching content while nurturing the reading skills needed to access 
that content. And in the meantime, these same educators are often trying to 
rekindle the joy of learning for those who have lost enthusiasm.

Despite continued dialogue about the 
importance of literacy and literacy instruction, 
troubling reading data continue to hang 
over our nation. The National Assessment 
of Educational Progress (NAEP) scores for 
fourth- and eighth-grade students’ reading 
comprehension have been declining, reaching 
levels lower than those observed in all 
previous years since 2005 and 1998, respectively (NAEP, 2024). Substantial 
disparities persist according to race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status. 
However, the decline in scores is not limited to students of color or 
students receiving special education services. Lower-performing scores 
come from students from a variety of backgrounds (NAEP, 2024).

To make matters worse, secondary school learners with gaps in their reading 
skills often suffer from insecurities about their capabilities and intelligence, 

and many have lost confidence in their ability to 
learn. Some of these students are sitting silently in 
our classrooms, hoodies up and heads down, trying to 
disappear into their seats. Others who appear angry and 
defiant opt for confrontation as a distraction from their 
academic struggles. Some learners are chronically absent 
because they are frustrated and failing (Malkus, 2024).

Looking beyond these behaviors, we find students who do not want anyone 
to discover they cannot pull the words off the page. They are desperately 
trying to avoid being exposed as students who can’t read or who can’t read 
well enough to comprehend their academic texts. These students use a 
range of strategies to hide the fact that comprehending text is difficult 
for them. They tend to rely on verbal information—from the teacher and 
from their peers—to gain content knowledge. Some of these students may 
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3Introduction

get passing grades in their classes, 
but their relationship with school 
changes over time. School is less joyful 
for all learners who are continually 
compensating for not being able to 
read well. Thus, secondary teachers 
are required to teach content aligned 
with state standards, prepare students 
for state and national exams, prepare 
students for higher education and 
professional life, and teach reading 
skills so students can access the 
content.

The good news is that it’s never too late 
to learn. From an equity standpoint, 
we believe that all students can read 
and read well, and from an empathy 
standpoint, it is devastating that they 
can’t do so yet. Part of our role as 
educators is to first overcome this idea 
of “They should know this by now” and 
then move into the idea “But they don’t 
know it yet, so I’ll teach them.”

If we agree that people’s values influence their motivation to engage in 
tasks, then we can conclude that learners need reading proficiency to 
develop a positive self-concept around reading and the efficacy to tackle 
more challenging reading. For students to build a positive self-concept 
about learning, they need small but frequent wins in reading—little mental 
bursts of satisfaction that come from succeeding in a task that has proven 
challenging. As educators, how can we design learning experiences that 
allow students to experience success?

Fortunately, the evidence on the effective literacy components critical 
to supporting adolescent readers is well documented (Alexander & Fox, 
2011; Cantrell et al., 2018; Goldman et al., 2016). But understanding how to 
approach literacy instruction in secondary classrooms requires more than 
implementing a set of instructional approaches. Literacy research must 
be concretely and explicitly connected with the needs of teachers who are 
experts in their content areas. It also must be connected to a framework that 
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4 Teaching Foundational Skills to Adolescent Readers

considers the human aspects of learning. To connect literacy research and 
classroom practice, we will explore the following questions:

 • How do middle and high school teachers perceive and understand the 
challenges faced by struggling readers in their classrooms?

 • What approaches can educators use to simultaneously support  
the acquisition and consolidation of grade-level content and 
reading skills?

 • Which instructional approaches and strategies do secondary teachers 
consider effective in supporting struggling readers, and how do those 
perceptions align with existing research and evidence?

Extending What’s “Foundational”  
for Older Readers
There is a common misconception that an eighth-grade student who is 
assessed at the third-grade level on a measure of reading is able to read like 
a third-grader making expected progress. But older readers who struggle 

often possess a profile that is more scattered and uneven in terms 
of strengths and areas of need. For example, that thirteen-year-old 
possesses more content knowledge than the eight-year-old does. Or 
the older student may struggle when decoding multisyllabic words 
but have a higher-than-expected vocabulary. There is evidence that 
adult readers who do not possess solid foundational reading skills use 
the components they do have in ways that differ from children (Nanda 
et al., 2010). Likewise, Tighe and Schatschneider (2014a) found that 
models of reading development used with typically developing children 
proved to be a poor fit for adult readers.

The students discussed in this book are not adults, but they are not 
children either. Some of the approaches used in the early grades, 
such as attention to decoding, do not have exactly the same effect 
on older students. A series of four studies with students of different 
ages is instructive. The researchers provided 125 hours of small 

group intervention to students of different ages with reading disabilities, 
focused primarily on phonological awareness and decoding. As shown in 
Figure i.1, the impact of the intervention on reading comprehension among 
the second- and third-graders was statistically significant, but there was 
a decline on the impact on reading comprehension with middle and high 
school students (Lovett et al., 2022).
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5Introduction

Figure i.1 • Effect of Intervention Assignment by Age
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This should not be misinterpreted as meaning that developing the 
foundational reading skills of older students is a wasted effort. To the 
contrary, the foundational reading skills of phonological awareness, phonics, 
and fluency have rightly earned the name because they are crucial for older 
struggling readers to master; nothing replaces them. However, adolescent 
readers not yet making expected progress need more. They need background 
knowledge to read. They need stronger verbal reasoning skills to make 
sense of the logic of textual information and arguments. They must have 
opportunities across the school day to analyze passages from the level of 
a single sentence to much longer passages. When these are paired with 
traditional foundational reading skills, the impact on reading comprehension 
is amplified. Thus, we argue that foundational reading skills for adolescents 
include background knowledge, word recognition, word knowledge, sentence 
fluency, and verbal reasoning. Each of these plays a critical role in ensuring 
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6 Teaching Foundational Skills to Adolescent Readers

that middle and high school students continue to develop their reading skills 
as they progress from elementary school to college and career options.

In this book we explore the extensive research behind what works best for 
teaching older students how to read well. Students with reading abilities that 
fall below grade level fall into two categories (Archer et al., 2003):

1. Those who can read basic words and have memorized some high-
frequency words but struggle with decoding multisyllabic words

2. Those who have unfinished learning in foundational reading skills

We will address the needs of both groups. First, we will consider the needs 
of the learners who have basic word knowledge. Chapters 2 through 6 are 
dedicated to classroom practices teachers can use with the whole class or with 
small groups to integrate reading support seamlessly with content learning. 
In Chapter 7 we specifically address the requirements of learners who still 
need to attain or improve foundational reading skills.

Throughout this book we propose practical and systematic approaches 
to address this critical need and to reimagine a learner’s connection with 
school and learning. Following this introduction, we focus on how secondary 
educators can align the research with the needs of students in their 
classrooms. Our goal is twofold:

1. To equip you with the understanding of what might be happening with 
learners who are not comprehending grade-appropriate texts

2. To provide you with specific knowledge that can help you identify the 
barriers and design time-efficient, one-on-one strategies to help readers 
in both whole and small groups.

As we explore solutions to these pressing challenges, let us briefly turn our 
attention to the structure of this book and how we break down the complex 
nature of this topic into actionable insights and strategies.

Overview of Chapters and Framework
Let’s take a moment to familiarize you with the chapters and features of 
the book that can support your journey of recharging reading practices for 
adolescent readers. Figure i.2 illustrates the important concepts of teaching 
reading to adolescent students; it’s also the framework for this book. 
The energy source is self-efficacy, representing a student’s belief in their 
capabilities. As discussed in this chapter, educators play an important role in 
developing a student’s self-efficacy. That motivation energizes the battery that 
houses the critical components of reading instruction: background knowledge, 
word recognition, word knowledge, sentence analysis, and verbal reasoning.
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7Introduction

Figure i.2 • A Model for Adolescent Literacy
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Introduction: Who Are Adolescent Readers? In this introduction we 
begin to uncover the stories of students like Carlos. We present our 
understanding of the struggles faced by adolescent readers and the 
obstacles faced by the educators entrusted with their learning. This section 
sets the stage for a systematic presentation of the research intertwined with 
practical application.

Chapter 1. Self-Efficacy: Foundational for Adolescent Success. A 
holistic approach to adolescent literacy is represented by the connection 
to the plug labeled as self-efficacy, which sets the stage for students’ 
motivation and cognitive engagement. As students gain independence 
at each of these levels of literacy development, their belief in their own 
ability to read and comprehend effectively acts as the driving force 
that powers the entire system. In this chapter we explore the factors 
that contribute to self-efficacy and the actions that teachers can take to 
develop students’ efficacy.

Chapter 2. Background Knowledge: From the Known to the New. In the 
illustration of the battery, the concept of background knowledge surrounds 
word recognition, word knowledge, sentence analysis, and verbal reasoning. 
It represents the reservoir of knowledge essential for students to connect 
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8 Teaching Foundational Skills to Adolescent Readers

new information. This chapter explains how prior knowledge contributes 
to improved comprehension and engagement. It also explores how 
teachers can activate students’ background knowledge, build background 
knowledge, and teach students to activate their own knowledge to bridge 
new learning.

Chapter 3. Word Recognition: Free Up Cognitive Space, One Word at 
a Time. Word recognition is at the base of the battery; it is a foundational 
component of creating skilled readers, and it is strongly connected 
to spelling. This stage emphasizes the fundamental ability to decode 
individual words, especially multisyllabic ones, by understanding how to 
read units of words rapidly. In this chapter we examine techniques that 
enable students to read with accuracy and fluency, allowing them to focus 
more effectively on extracting meaning from the text.

Chapter 4. Word Knowledge: The More You Know, the More You Can 
Learn. Word knowledge involves recognizing words and understanding 
their meanings and the nuances. It includes knowledge of the morphemes, 
affixes, roots, and bases that comprise multisyllabic words. Word 
knowledge supports students’ understanding of both universally important 
and content-specific vocabulary. For learners, this involves not just 
knowing a word but also understanding the concepts it represents. In this 
chapter we explore the research on and practices for word learning and 
morphological awareness.

Chapter 5. Sentence Analysis: Unlocking the Structure of Language. 
Sentence analysis focuses on the ability to comprehend and extract 
meaning from sentences and see the connections between sentences. 
For students, comprehending within and across sentences is critical 
to understanding longer texts. Secondary textbooks and articles often 
contain complex sentences that are syntactically sophisticated. To gain 
knowledge from texts, readers connect ideas within sentences and across 
sentences. Sentence-level comprehension is often overlooked in secondary 
classrooms, but it can serve as a great scaffold to help students understand 
longer, complex texts.

Chapter 6. Verbal Reasoning: Thinking With Words Across Texts. 
Students must learn to use the skills they have developed at the word 
and sentence levels to comprehend longer texts. Understanding the 
logical flow of ideas is essential in spoken and written language. It’s 
known as verbal reasoning because this combination of skills allows for 
the transformation of ideas and information in the mind of the reader. 
Students need to be able to make inferences, connect concepts, and 
evaluate ideas to transfer their learning to new situations. Throughout 
this process, they are engaging with texts at a deeper level, making 
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connections from text to text, and thinking critically about the content. 
This chapter explores how we can help students navigate complex texts 
and extract meaning from extended passages.

We also would like to emphasize that although the vertical stacking of 
these components insinuates foundational pieces, it is in no way meant to 
send the message that students must attain a foundational level of mastery 
before attending to the other components. On the contrary, instruction and 
practice is critical for verbal reasoning regardless of a student’s current 
reading proficiency.

Chapter 7. Intervention: Supporting Readers to Develop Automaticity 
in Word Recognition. The reading strategies outlined in this book are part 
of quality instruction, but some students will still need supplemental or 
intensive reading interventions. We might think about this as a secondary 
source of power, or a supercharger, that fuels the components. This 
chapter is designed to familiarize classroom teachers with the hallmarks 
of multicomponent reading intervention (MCRI) programs outside the 
classroom for adolescents. As members of school organizations, it is 
crucial for all educators to be informed about evidence-based practices 
in intervention so they can advocate for and support the work done by 
interventionists in their schools.

While our primary focus in this book is on strengthening the reading skills of 
adolescents, at various points throughout the book we also discuss concepts 
or strategies related to writing and oral language development. Written and 
spoken language are interconnected and, to some extent, interdependent. It’s 
important to note that although these elements share connections, they each 
have their own set of processes that require specific direct instruction and 
practice. Our conceptual framework is designed to promote the development 
of reading skills so adolescent readers in our classrooms become critical 
consumers of content knowledge and perhaps even find a love of reading to 
gain knowledge and enjoyment.

Overview of the Book and Its Features
Throughout the book you will encounter several distinctive features that 
enhance your reading experience.

 • Plug Into the Research. Each chapter begins with an overview of the 
research that underpins the discussion and application of that section of 
the literacy model.

 • Power Up Classroom Practice. In these sections we connect the dots of 
literacy research, classroom practice, and the human aspects of learning.
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10 Teaching Foundational Skills to Adolescent Readers

 • Voices From the Field. These sections highlight secondary teachers and 
examine how they have chosen to apply a particular strategy to support 
grade-appropriate reading and comprehension.

 • Take Charge: Conclusion and Reflective Questions. Each chapter 
concludes with key ideas that summarize the essential concepts 
discussed. These sections also encourage you to reflect on the chapter 
and consider how you could implement the tools and methods presented 
in your specific teaching subject or department, or with the students 
you support.

Thankfully, students have you and other educators like you to help transverse 
the gap. The job of an educator is not just to see potential but also to

 • cultivate it,

 • acknowledge the big dreams of students and to excel well past what they 
think that they can accomplish,

 • disrupt the bell curve in education, and

 • believe in students who don’t yet believe in themselves.

In his convocation speech at the Harvard Graduate School of Education, 
graduate Donovan Livingston (2016) proclaimed,

To educate requires Galileo-like patience.

Today, when I look my students in the eyes, all I see are constellations.

If you take the time to connect the dots,

You can plot the true shape of their genius—

Shining in their darkest hour.

You are the teacher your students have been waiting for. You have the 
passion and the desire to help students exceed the expectations they have for 
themselves. Our goal for this book is to help you see how.
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In India, the traditional way of elephant training relies on using a rope to tie 
a baby elephant’s leg to a stake in the ground. Initially, the baby elephant 
spends days pulling and kicking in a vain attempt to break free. Eventually, 
the baby elephant realizes the struggle is useless and gives up—to the point 
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12 Teaching Foundational Skills to Adolescent Readers

that even when it is fully grown (five thousand to eleven thousand pounds), 
it no longer fights the rope, even when that rope is tied to a tree the elephant 
could easily snap. By that point, the elephant has been conditioned to believe 
that its effort will result in failure (Tracy, 1996). Thus, it doesn’t even try.

This passive behavior has been termed learned helplessness in the 
psychology literature (Maier & Seligman, 1976).

As you have probably witnessed, it applies to some of our students as well. 
You have likely encountered students who put forth very little effort. Perhaps 
that is because they have developed learned helplessness and believe their 
efforts will be futile.

Plug Into the Research
We don’t want students to feel helpless and hopeless. 
In fact, academic help-seeking is associated with 
higher achievement (Fong et al., 2023). Self-efficacy—
the belief that we have the wherewithal to accomplish 

our goals—is crucial for learning and for self-regulation, including help-
seeking (Bandura, 1977; Hole & Crozier, 2007). In general, people who have 
higher levels of self-efficacy experience more work satisfaction and less 
distress and anxiety about the tasks they must complete. For the classroom, 
our framework highlights how self-efficacy charges the components needed 
for secondary reading instruction. In fact, it is a crucial component for all 
learning processes (Cantor et al., 2019). Consequently, helping students 
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build self-efficacy is a critical aspect in fostering adolescent literacy 
(Alexander & Fox, 2011; Wolters et al., 2014).

There are several things educators must do to build students’ self-efficacy. 
First, they need to help students set a learning goal. What does the student 
want to accomplish? Goal-setting is a critical aspect of building efficacy. 
Students who do not have goals have significantly reduced efficacy and 
actually accomplish less than those who do have goals, in part because 
they do not devote the required effort needed to meet specific intentions 
(He et al., 2023). Of course, the solution is not for educators to tell students 
what their goals should be; rather, teachers should support learners with 
goal-setting tasks. For students, ownership of the goal is as important as 
understanding why it is worthy of attention.

Second, efficacy requires students to believe they have what it takes to 
accomplish the goal. In essence, at times we all ask ourselves, “Do I have the 
skills, the will, and the resources to accomplish this goal?” In the classroom, 
the answers to these questions should also guide the support that teachers 
need to provide to students.

Here it’s important to note that skills are different from resources, which is 
different from motivation. Providing a learning experience to someone who 
already has the skills but lacks motivation is not likely to have an impact. 
However, providing a learning experience to someone who needs  
skill-building can make a difference (Bassi et al., 2007). If we analyze what 
our students need to learn or to receive to be able to accomplish their goals—
and then we ensure they develop or receive it—we’re likely to increase their 
efficacy. Motivation as an instructional target is sometimes overlooked, at our 
own peril. In a reading intervention for middle school students, those who 
received instruction designed to promote motivation, along with foundational 
skills instruction, made significantly greater gains in word-reading speed, 
fluency, and comprehension, compared with students who received only the 
skills instruction (Lovett et al., 2021).

Third, it’s essential to recognize that for learners, self-efficacy is stifled by 
the absence of success. When students experience success by accomplishing 
their goal or by making progress toward that goal, their efficacy grows. 
Unfortunately, too many students fail to recognize the many successes they 
have achieved. Thus, it is also worthwhile to help students identify and 
celebrate their accomplishments along the way.

For learners, success leads to motivation and engagement,  
which we will discuss in the remainder of this chapter. For now, know that 
you can help students develop their sense of efficacy. The good news is that 
efficacy is situational, developing when it is nurtured (Hole & Crozier, 2007); 
it’s not a personality trait or an inherent characteristic that only some people 
have. This means you can be that nurturer and increase your students’  
self-efficacy and, in doing so, elevate their motivation to learn.
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Estimates show that motivation accounts for up to 30 percent of application 
and transfer of learning in adults and adolescents (Colquitt et al., 2000). 
However, despite its large potential to influence learning, motivation 
is not necessarily the cause of achievement but rather an outcome 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). Further, it can be engineered into secondary 
instruction (Shernoff et al., 2003). Self-efficacy, attribution of success to effort 
(rather than ability), perceived value of the task, and emotions all contribute 
to whether students are willing to engage and what level of mental effort 
they’re willing to exert (Clark & Saxberg, 2018). These psychological aspects 
are influenced by the complexity of tasks, past experiences of success and 
failure, interests, learning environment, and relationships.

When students experience academic success, they’re more likely to 
engage in behaviors that led to that success (Weiner, 1985). A large study 
of challenge-seeking and growth mindset among nearly fifteen thousand 
adolescents in two countries found exactly that (Rege et al., 2021). There’s 
something motivating about tackling a challenge, struggling a bit, and 

coming out a winner on the other side. When learners experience 
success, it feeds their motivation to continue, and they want to 
obtain that feeling again.

Conversely, there’s something inherently unmotivating about 
repeated failure when learners don’t get the incremental wins for 
which they strive. When students experience academic failure and 
attribute that failure to their own internal abilities, it initiates a 
vicious cycle of underachievement (Kirschner & Hendrick, 2020). 
Learners with poor reading ability don’t enjoy it, so they read less. 
When they read less, they don’t get better at reading because they 
are not engaged in sufficient practice for the instruction to stick. 
In the meantime, more-proficient classmates make further gains in 
part because of their higher reading volume. This phenomenon has 

been termed the Matthew effect, echoing the biblical story that “the rich get 
richer while the poor get poorer” (Stanovich, 1986). Consequently, negative 
emotions—including guilt, shame, and anxiety—as well as task-avoidant 
behaviors arise for these students, while their self-efficacy and motivation 
decrease. Then the cycle continues.

Studies of motivation suggest the one thing that influences motivation 
more than anything else is success. Students persist in activities where they 
experience success and avoid with passion those activities in which they’re 
not successful or believe they cannot be (Pintrich, 2003).

To illustrate, let’s look at the video game market. Players start a game at its 
most basic level. Maybe it takes a few tries, but then users achieve the level 
and move on to the next. Their sense of efficacy grows as they win, and they 
learn what moves to make next so they can win again. The players’  
self-efficacy fuels their motivation to continue engaging. Despite the 

Copyrighted Material 
www.corwin.com 



15CHAPTER 1 • Self-Efficacy

increased difficulty, the video game market has figured out how to balance 
the right amount of success and challenge to keep users coming back. 
Constant success is not the motivating factor; frequent incremental success 
balanced with failure is (Atkinson, 1957; Jeno et al., 2023).

In our classrooms, efficacy, motivation, and engagement must connect in an 
intricate web to encourage students to initiate, persist in, and exert mental 
effort in learning.

If learners in our classrooms do not experience success, it’s unlikely that 
many will continue to engage with challenging tasks, particularly reading. 
It’s not fun to fail; it’s even less fun to consistently fail. As educators, we need 
to create opportunities for students to experience quick wins to build 
their efficacy with learning. Whether we’re fostering word consciousness or 
building fluency, it’s important to design lessons so all learners experience 
success. Ultimately, we want to create those lightbulb moments for students 
that provide mental snaps of satisfaction, which increase learner motivation.

Increase Your Battery Life 
There is a lot to know about building student motivation 
and self-efficacy, but here are some important 
approaches to consider:

 • Help students become aware of their level of engagement and how 
it impacts their learning and the learning of others. When you spend 
time helping students understand how their effort and engagement 
matter in learning, you encourage ownership in the classroom.

 • Design lessons with the Goldilocks principle in mind. Lessons should 
be not too hard and not too easy—they should be “just right” so students 
can optimize failure and success (Hattie, 2023). Some lessons and 
students require scaffolds to access complex texts, and we will focus on 
various scaffolds in the chapters that follow.

 • Call attention to behaviors that lead to success so students attribute 
their success to their engagement and effort. Name successful moves 
students make when they experience success, such as, “I noticed you 
intentionally made connections with your background knowledge to help 
you make sense of this text.”

 • Empathize with failure and task avoidance, but don’t let 
disengagement become the norm. It is easy to see how the negative 
views students hold about themselves could trigger apathy, social 
withdrawal, task avoidance, disengagement, or disruptive behavior. 
Combine caring with high expectations and confidence in their 
abilities—a teaching characteristic referred to as being a “warm 
demander” (Sandilos et al., 2017).
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 • Teaching levels of engagement through the jigsaw protocol

 • Understanding cognitive barriers to engagement and learning

 • Understanding what students value as a means to increase 
motivation and efficacy

 • Mental effort check-ins to monitor students’ self-regulation

Video 1.1
Jigsaw
qrs.ly/eafya26
To read a QR code, 
you must have a 
smartphone or 
tablet with a camera. 
We recommend 
that you download 
a QR code reader 
app that is made 
specifically for your 
phone or tablet 
brand.

Power Up 
Classroom Practice 
Let’s apply research on motivation and 
self-efficacy to instructional practices 
that support students’ access to content. 
Here are the classroom practices we  
will explore:

Classroom Practice: 
Teaching Levels of  
Engagement Through 
the Jigsaw Protocol
  We argue that self-regulation and 
engagement should be taught 
in the classroom as explicitly as 
word decoding, writing, or content 
knowledge is taught. Think about 
the planning and designing a 
science teacher engages in when 
developing a unit on the systems 
of the body. In a lesson about 
the digestive system and normal 
regulation of blood sugar, a science 
teacher has thought carefully about 
the visuals, examples, vocabulary, 
direct instruction, and collaborative 
work needed to support student understanding. Similar processes should 
occur when we are teaching learners about student engagement, which occurs 
along a continuum. As Table 1.1 shows, students can be actively engaged or 
actively disengaged.
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Table 1.1 • Continuum of Engagement

ACTIVE PASSIVE ACTIVE

Disrupting Avoiding Withdrawing Participating Investing Driving 

 • stopping 
learning

 • distracting 
others

 • making loud 
or quiet 
interruptions

 • avoiding 
learning

 • not being 
physically 
present

 • looking for 
ways to get 
out of the 
work

 • mentally 
separating 
from the 
work

 • daydreaming

 • not working 
with the 
group

 • turning in 
assignments

 • answering 
questions

 • following 
directions 

 • asking 
questions

 • feeling like 
the learning 
is important

 • thinking of 
how the 
learning 
connects to 
other ideas

 • setting goals

 • seeking 
feedback

 • making self-
assessments

Disengagement Engagement 

Source: Adapted from Berry, A. (2022).

Have you ever procrastinated completing a difficult task? Or has your mind 
ever wandered during a professional learning session? As educators, we need 
to help students understand that we have all experienced different levels 
of engagement depending on various factors—and that it’s important to be 
aware of our engagement level. One way to address this in the classroom 
is through the use of the jigsaw reading technique, a collaborative protocol 
designed to empower students to serve as experts in a specific dimension 
of a topic and to prompt them to rely on each other for a more complete 
understanding of the topic.

Several research studies on the jigsaw reading technique from around the 
world have reported its positive impact on reading comprehension (Baneng, 
2020; Hattie, 2023; Hidayati & Rohayati, 2017; Namaziandost et al., 2020). In this 
technique, students work with classmates as part of an “expert group.” With 
this group, they work to specialize in their topic in preparation for teaching 
their fellow students from their “home group.” Within their home groups, 
students depend on the other members to give them insights into the other 
dimensions of the topic they didn’t study. This strategic approach proves 
beneficial throughout the school year as students are acquiring, consolidating, 
and working for deeper understanding of various topics. The resulting 
interdependence not only supports content knowledge acquisition and 
communication skills but also fosters collective efficacy as students engage in 
shared learning experiences.

The following instructions show how teachers can use the jigsaw reading 
technique to help learners understand the different levels of student engagement.
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1. Assign home groups. The teacher forms home groups of four to six 
students.

2. Divide expert group subcategories. The teacher assigns each 
student in the home group to become an expert in one of the following 
engagement categories: disrupting, avoiding, withdrawing, participating, 
investing, and driving.

3. Allow students to become the experts. Students meet with their 
expert groups (the other students assigned the same category) to read 
and analyze the text related to their assigned engagement level.  
Table 1.2 shows sample texts students could analyze. They discuss 
and agree on two to four key points that describe their assigned 
engagement level. They also discuss examples they will share back 
with their home groups to make the category more visible and 
comprehensible. Based on teacher preference and time available, there 
are several aids students could use to convey information, such as 
posters, digital presentations, skits, or other methods.

4. Ask students to teach and learn. Students meet with their home groups 
and take turns teaching their category they prepared for. Learners use a 
graphic organizer, like the one in Table 1.3, to take notes and process the 
information from each group.

5. Encourage reflection. After the teaching sessions, students reconvene 
with their expert groups and debrief the jigsaw process and consider 
additional insights after their teaching experience. Sample reflection 
questions include the following:

 • How well do you think you were able to communicate the key points 
about your assigned engagement category?

 • What went well during your presentation, and what would you do 
differently?

 • Were there any confusions or misconceptions? How did you help 
others understand the information?
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Table 1.2 • Six Text Selections for the Jigsaw Protocol for Each Level 
of Engagement

Disrupting
Imagine this: You’re in class, trying to focus on the lesson, but there are some 
classmates who are not really tuned into the lesson. They’re doing things that 
show they are not into the learning of that day—maybe even cracking jokes, 
being a bit too loud, or doing things that distract everyone.

Disruptions don’t just occur when someone is intentionally trying to 
disrupt learning. A disruption happens any time the flow of learning gets 
interrupted. For example, maybe you are following along with the math 
strategy the teacher is introducing and suddenly there is an announcement 
over the loudspeaker. That counts as a disruption because there is a 
temporary stoppage of learning. And it takes a while to get back into the 
groove of learning.

Quiet disruptions exist too. Imagine you are getting some feedback from a 
peer on your essay and someone innocently walks up and asks for a pencil. 
No harm is intended, but again, it takes a moment to refocus your brain.

So, disruptions can be noisy or subtle, intentional or unintentional. But all 
disruptions mean a temporary halt in the learning for both the disrupter and 
those being disrupted. You can think of a disruption like a small pebble thrown 
into a pond. The pebble can cause a ripple effect that impacts the tranquility of 
the water. It takes a while for that water to settle back to how it was.

Avoiding
Have you found yourself leaving class for a restroom break to avoid doing 
some work? Some students occupy themselves with tasks like unnecessary 
restroom breaks, organizing their materials, checking social media, or 
waiting for help. Often these actions signal that the student is trying to  
avoid learning.

Avoiding can be a result of big emotions or challenges. When learning feels 
overwhelming or confusing, students might avoid the work because the 
challenge feels uncomfortable. Sometimes a person might even avoid a hard 
task by working on an easier task. Sometimes it is helpful to get a smaller task 
accomplished before tackling the harder task, but it is important to recognize 
when you deliberately avoid a particular task so you can make the decision to 
refocus or to ask for help. What do you think the difference is between taking 
a break and avoiding work?

The most extreme form of avoiding learning is when students don’t show 
up to class at all. This is a significant problem in education right now. There 
are many reasons a student might be absent, but we need to figure out why 
some students decide not to come to school. We should pay attention to 
how students feel and to the atmosphere in the classroom. It’s important for 
students and schools to recognize when students are avoiding learning and 
figure out how to change that behavior.
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Withdrawing
Think about it: Our brains can’t stay focused on learning new information 
every second of the day. When we are learning, it is totally natural for our 
minds to drift off to other thoughts and ideas. What do you think about when 
you daydream or explore other thoughts in your mind?

Although it is natural for our brains to wander from the learning in front 
of us, being withdrawn involves a little more than getting wrapped up in a 
momentary thought. We can withdraw in two ways: physically or mentally. 
Physically withdrawing might look like sinking into your seat during your 
group’s collaboration time or physically stepping away from the learning 
happening in front of you. The good news is you are not stopping anyone 
from learning. But you are missing out on the learning. And your group is 
missing out on the valuable contributions you make.

Mentally withdrawing means that you are not connecting to the learning. 
You are not physically leaving, but you are not really engaged with what’s 
happening around you either. If you check out for too long, it can get really 
challenging to dive back into the learning.

It’s important to think of the reasons that you are withdrawing from the 
learning. Confronting the reasons can help you stay focused. Remember, 
reaching out for help to talk things through with someone can make a big 
difference. Don’t let the learning pass you by. Instead, find strategies to 
reorient yourself with the learning that’s happening.

Participating
If you are doing your work in class, paying attention, and even answering the 
teacher’s questions, how engaged do you think you are? How would you rate 
your level of engagement? Do those actions make you a stellar student? Would 
the teacher expect more from you, or are you doing enough?

Let’s explore the participation level of engagement. Let’s understand what 
participation is and what it is not. In addition to paying attention and doing 
the work, participation also means you are coming to school and passing 
your classes. At this level of engagement, you have started to be engaged in 
your learning. But notice the key word: started. That’s because participation 
falls under the idea of passive learning. Participation is passive learning 
because while you are following the classroom or school’s directions, you 
are not in control of your learning journey. Think about it like you are in the 
passenger seat of a car—you are along for the ride, but you are not in the 
driver’s seat.

Should participation be rewarded and seen as the ultimate goal of school?
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Investing
Picture this: In math class you are learning about percentages and ratios. You 
think to yourself, “When am I ever going to use this in real life?” Then you land 
your first job and see that percentages and ratios are everywhere. Your uncle 
even shares some wisdom with you. He says to save at least 15 percent of 
your earnings. Suddenly, math isn’t just numbers on a page. It applies to real 
life. Even the math that isn’t seen in everyday life is helpful because it helps 
you develop other skills, like critical thinking. That is what it means to invest in 
your learning—feeling that it matters. It’s important.

Investing in your learning also means that you are not just listening to the 
teacher but that you ask questions. You ask questions to clarify information, to 
learn more about a topic, or to check your own understanding. So, when your 
horticulture teacher is discussing the techniques of grafting plants and you are 
understanding the process but are not sure why someone would want to do 
this, you ask. You raise your hand and ask, “What are the benefits of grafting 
plants?” That is being invested in your learning. Asking questions is a key part 
of being successful in school and in life.

Driving
Driving your learning is not just about completing tasks and paying attention; 
it’s about being in the driver’s seat of your learning journey. Students who 
drive their learning go beyond the basics.

Students who drive their learning set personal goals aligned with what the 
class aims to achieve. First, you have to know what the learning goal is for 
the lesson. Then you can set a goal, such as this one: “Today I am going to 
ask questions to help me understand the purpose of the figurative language. 
I’m going to ask people to explain to me how they were able to figure out 
the meaning of figurative language. Also, I want to add more evidence to my 
informative essay.”

Students who drive their learning set goals, but they also seek feedback so 
they can get closer to those goals. A student might say, “Can you give me 
feedback on whether my evidence aligns with my claim?”

And it doesn’t end there. Students at this level do not wait for a grade to let 
them know how they are doing in their classes. They self-assess. They use the 
criteria or rubrics for the class to monitor their own progress.

Students who are at the driving level of engagement recognize that receiving 
an education means something. They also seize opportunities to teach others. 
They want to teach others for two reasons. One is that they enjoy helping their 
classmates, because learning is supposed to be hard, and we all need help in 
different areas. But also, they want to teach others, because they recognize 
that teaching others helps them solidify their own understanding.
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Table 1.3 • Expert Group Graphic Organizer for the Engagement Jigsaw

EXPERT GROUP NOTES FOR LEVELS OF ENGAGEMENT

SUBTOPICS DESCRIPTION EXAMPLES Potential Reasons or Causes 
for Being on This Level

Disrupting

Avoiding

Withdrawing

Participating

Investing

Driving

Personal Reflection
1. In this classroom, what do you think your typical level of engagement is?

2. Why do you think that is?  
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Notice the personal reflection questions provided in the final step of the 
jigsaw protocol and located at the bottom of Table 1.3. Students need to reflect 
on how the recent learning applies to them personally, self-assess their level 
of engagement, understand why it may vary, and determine how to progress 
along the continuum of engagement to levels that are more conducive to 
reaching their goals. Prompt students to check in with their levels frequently. 
Once you know the amount of effort students put into learning, you can tailor 
the material or psychosocial interventions to help them with content or to 
build their confidence accordingly.

Classroom Practice: 
Understanding  
Cognitive Barriers Survey
Often educators find that students who enter 
middle school or high school and struggle 
academically have difficulty expressing why 
they have had varied success with school. 
Sometimes students may be hesitant to express 
their concerns. In addressing this issue, we draw 
upon the work of Stephen Chew and William 

Cerbin (2021), who conducted a systematic review of the existing research 
literature on student disengagement and identified nine cognitive barriers 
to learning. They describe a cognitive barrier as “a characteristic or aspect 
of mental processing that can affect the success or failure of learning” (p. 3). 
Utilizing their insights, teachers can facilitate conversations with students 
by presenting a series of statements designed to help them articulate their 
feelings and experiences. Table 1.4 provides a list of the cognitive barriers to 
learning.

Table 1.5 provides a list of statements you can share with your students 
to help them identify the specific cognitive barrier they might be facing. 
This tool also helps teachers identify the reasons for learning challenges 
and disengagement, which will then allow you to take action to invite your 
students back into learning.

Video 1.2
Cognitive Barrier 
Survey Interview
qrs.ly/rffya3s

3. What would you have to do to move one level up from your typical level? 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
online

resources  This resource is available for download at https://companion.corwin.com/courses/TeachingFoundationalSkills.
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Table 1.4 • Cognitive Barriers to Learning

CHALLENGE DESCRIPTION

1. Student mental mindset

 • Students hold attitudes and beliefs about a course or topic, such as how 
interesting or valuable it will be and how capable they are to master it through 
their own efforts.

 • Students may believe that a course is irrelevant to them or that they lack the 
ability needed to learn the content.

2. Metacognition and  
self-regulation

 • Students monitor and judge their level of understanding of concepts, and they 
regulate their learning behaviors to achieve a desired level of mastery.

 • Students may be overconfident in their level of understanding.

3. Student fear and 
mistrust

 • Students come to a course with a certain level of fear of taking it. Students 
may interpret the teacher’s behavior as being unfair or unsupportive of their 
learning, resulting in a certain degree of mistrust.

 • Negative emotional reactions, such as fear or lack of trust in the teacher, can 
undermine motivation and interfere with learning.

4. Insufficient prior 
knowledge

 • Students vary in how much they know about course content at the start of the 
course.

 • Some students may have little to no knowledge about the content, putting them 
at a disadvantage compared to students with a strong background.

5. Misconceptions

 • Students often hold faulty or mistaken beliefs about the course content at the 
start of the course.

 • Students may cling to misconceptions even when taught accurate information.

6. Ineffective learning 
strategies

 • Students can employ various methods to learn course concepts, and these 
methods vary widely in effectiveness and efficiency.

 • Students often prefer the least effective learning strategies.

7. Transfer of learning

 • Students can vary in their ability and propensity to apply course concepts 
appropriately outside the classroom context.

 • Students often fail to apply knowledge beyond the end of a course.

8. Constraints of selective 
attention

 • Students can focus their awareness on only a limited portion of the 
environment, missing anything outside that focus.

 • Learners mistakenly believe they can multitask, switching attention back and 
forth among different tasks.

9. Constraints of mental 
effort and working 
memory

 • Students have two major limitations in cognitive processing: the amount 
of mental effort or concentration available to them and the ability to hold 
information consciously.

 • Students are easily overwhelmed by trying to concentrate on too complex a task 
or to remember too much information.

Source: Adapted from Chew, S. L., & Cerbin, W. J. (2020). 
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Table 1.5 • Student Interview to Identify Specific Barriers to Engagement

“Here are some statements 
that students think about. I’m 
going to read you a sentence 
and you tell me if you think 

that way often, sometimes, or 
rarely.”

OFTEN SOMETIMES RARELY 

 1.
I wonder, “Why do I need to learn 
this?”

 2. I don’t know how to do the work. 

 3. I’m not really good at school. 

 4. 
I already know how to do the 
work; I don’t really need to pay 
attention. 

 5. 
It’s hard to focus in class because 
I don’t feel comfortable asking 
questions when I’m confused. 

 6. 
I’m trying, but I don’t understand 
the work. 

 7. 
I study, but I still don’t do well on 
the tests. 

 8. 
I think I’ve learned something,  
but then I can’t do the work on 
my own. 

 9. 
I have a hard time paying 
attention. 

10. 
There is a lot of information 
to remember, and it’s hard to 
remember so many things. 

11. 
I use my phone during class, but I 
think I can still do my work at the 
same time. 

12.
When I’m doing my work, I get 
confused or lost. 

13. 
I don’t think my teachers really 
like me. 

14.

I notice that my understanding 
of a topic is different from the 
information being presented  
in class. 

online
resources

This resource is available for download at https://companion.corwin.com/courses/
TeachingFoundationalSkills.
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26 Teaching Foundational Skills to Adolescent Readers

Table 1.6 aligns the survey questions to Chew and Cerbin’s nine cognitive 
barriers to learning (2020), and it provides approaches for how you can 
address each one.

Table 1.6 • Survey Statements Aligned With Cognitive Barriers

COGNITIVE BARRIER 
DESCRIPTION

QUESTION  
FROM SURVEY 

POTENTIAL  
APPROACHES

1. Student mental mindset Question 1, Question 3

Explain the value and importance of the 
learning, increase students’ ownership of 
their learning, and explore the habits of 
minds and mindsets. 

2. Metacognition and  
self-regulation (they may be 
overconfident about their 
knowledge or skills and 
therefore they don’t devote 
attention to it)

Question 4

Create reflection assignments; teach 
students about planning, monitoring, 
and adjusting their learning; and use 
practice tests.

3. Student fear and mistrust Question 5, Question 13
Focus on teacher credibility, restructure 
feedback, and create a safe climate for 
learning and making mistakes.

4. Insufficient prior knowledge Question 2, Question 6

Use initial assessments, provide the 
lesson’s background knowledge and 
key vocabulary in advance, and use 
interactive videos.

5. Misconceptions Question 14

Use advance organizers, recognize 
common misconceptions for students 
at a specific age or in a specific content 
area, and invite students to justify their 
responses to that thinking.

6. Ineffective learning strategies Question 7
Teach study skills, model effective 
strategies with think-alouds, and use 
spaced practice.

7. Transfer of learning Question 8, Question 12

Plan appropriate tasks, model 
application in different contexts, and 
tailor feedback to include processing of 
the task.

8. Constraints of selective attention Question 9, Question 11

Increase teacher clarity, use breaks 
and reorientation strategies, and teach 
students to avoid multitasking, especially 
with media.

9. Constraints of mental effort and 
working memory 

Question 10, Question 12
Organize information and chunk it, use 
both visual and auditory cues (dual 
coding), and use retrieval practice.
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Classroom Practice: Understanding  
What Students Value
As teachers aiming to foster the self-efficacy of adolescents, we must 
acknowledge and support our students’ identity and sense of belonging. 
Belonging isn’t just about students fitting into an established organization; it 
also involves understanding that the organization is continually shaped and 
reshaped by the students who enter the building. This process can’t be left to 
chance; rather, we need to purposefully cultivate classroom experiences and 
interactions that affirm our students’ personal and academic identities.

A good start is to understand the values of each of our students—values that 
have been shaped through their culture, family, and personal experiences. 
However, some students may find it challenging to spontaneously share their 
core values. So, a practical activity involves providing students with a list of 
potential values they can consider, such as the list in Table 1.7.

Video 1.3
Value Activity
qrs.ly/jffya40

Table 1.7 • Values

honesty loyalty optimism courage generosity

success empathy kindness independence teamwork

knowledge boldness spirituality patience patriotism

confidence
making a 
difference

being the best justice persistence

fame power cleanliness
problem-
solving

risk-taking

creativity humor harmony friendships community

leadership learning faith
health 
consciousness

equity

When we understand a student’s values, we can leverage those values to 
promote stronger social, emotional, and academic identities. Once our 
students have reflected on the values most important to them, we can 
choose from many extension activities to help them deepen their thinking 
around their values. For example, teachers can use the following questions 
as part of class discussions, independent writing activities, or identity 
presentations:
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 • Which values are most important to you?

 • Where do your values come from?

 • What do your friends, classmates, and loved ones consider to be a 
value you embody?

 • What values are important to you in your friends?

 • Can you provide specific examples from your life where your actions 
aligned with the values you’ve identified as important to you?

 • Can you provide specific examples from your life where your actions did 
not align with the values you’ve identified as important to you?

 • Why would it be helpful to understand someone else’s core values?

 • Why would it be helpful for other people to understand your values?

 • How can embracing your core values help you positively impact the way 
you interact with others?

 • What is one thing you would need to change to live out your values?

 • How does knowing your values help you live a more authentic life?

These questions can help learners articulate their values more thoughtfully 
when they are communicating their identity with their teachers and peers. 
Then, by leveraging the students’ core values, we can promote stronger social, 
emotional, and academic identities. This approach creates a more inclusive 
learning experience, which sets the stage for a meaningful education.

Classroom Practice: Mental Effort Check-In
Middle and high school students are learning to strengthen their self-regulation 
skills, which is their ability to manage their own actions. The amount of mental 
effort it takes learners to complete a task or achieve a goal is one measure of 
their self-regulation (Van Gog et al., 2012). Prompting our students to help 
them develop an awareness about the role of their mental effort (Dweck, 2007) 
is key to helping them interrupt a negative fixed mindset (e.g., “I’m not smart 
enough to understand this reading”) and transform it into a growth mindset 
(e.g., “This reading is challenging but I can persist”). Consider asking students 
the question shown in Figure 1.1 to check in with their effort after they read a 
challenging text.

Figure 1.1 • A Measure of Mental Effort

How much effort did you invest to complete the reading task?

1

No  
effort

2 3

Moderate 
effort

4 5

Extreme 
effort

Source: Adapted from Van Gog et al. (2012).
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Asking students to assess how much effort they applied to complete a 
particular task can be telling. Students who succeed with low effort are 
unchallenged; students who succeed with high effort attribute success to 
effort. Students who do poorly on an assignment and exert no effort versus 
extreme effort might need a different course of action. Students with low 
effort may have a low efficacy and need some psychosocial support to engage; 
students with high effort may need a reteach or an intervention.

Voices From the Field
A group of ninth-grade students took a class inventory involving ten 
questions about their learning, habits, future plans, perceptions, strengths, 
and weaknesses. Consider the student responses shown in Table 1.8.

Table 1.8 • Responses to a Class Inventory

WHAT I WANT MY TEACHER  
TO KNOW ABOUT ME

MY AREAS OF WEAKNESS IN  
ENGLISH CLASS

I don’t get it the first time. Everything

I need stuff step by step and I learn slow. Reading i be stuttering when i read i be nervous

I actually am trying just reading is difficult for me. Don’t finish reading on time.

I hate reading out loud in front of other students.
I struggle to understand things and I struggle with 
pronouncing words and spelling.

I am a slow learner so it might take me a little bit to get 
stuff figured out.

Reading out loud/spelling

I may need a little extra help. Comprehension skills

I am going to need more examples to learn. My weakness in English is reading.

I give up fast but just need a push. Reading comprehension and writing

I get stressed and mad when I don’t understand things. This is my worse subject. Im not good in this class.

I like to speak in private so I can understand better.
Remembering what I read right after I read it or when 
im reading im not actually reading something is going 
thru my head

I am not very good at English. Reading out loud/spelling

I try my hardest. I get anxiety when I have to read out loud.

I didn’t go to 6th grade so I might be behind. Reading aloud
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Do these students seem like kids who don’t care about school? Do they 
seem like they are unmotivated or unwilling to learn? No. How many of your 
students would identify with these statements? By the time students reach 
middle and high school, many have developed negative identities about 
themselves as learners: slow learner, poor reader, struggling student. Notice 
the number of students who think learning is supposed to be easy, who think 
needing help or extra time is a mark of shame, or who believe that struggle is 
a sign of weakness.

Struggle is situational; it’s not an identifier or a label we should cast on 
students. Our role is to foster positive academic identities where students see 
themselves as mathematicians, historians, authors, analysts, entrepreneurs, 
and scientists. But how do we help shape these identities when students don’t 
yet see themselves as belonging in the world of academics?

These same students who self-reported weakness in reading, writing, 
vocabulary, and learning also responded to another statement: “I want to earn 
my high school diploma so/because . . .” Their responses appear in Table 1.9.

Table 1.9 • Responses About Earning a Diploma

I WANT TO EARN MY HIGH SCHOOL DIPLOMA SO/BECAUSE . . .

I want to go to college and be a 
sportscaster.

I want to be successful when  
I grow up.

If you don’t have one people think 
you’re dumb.

I want to have a good job, and it can 
help me go to college.

I want to get a good job and have a 
good life.

I can get a good job and be able to do 
something I want to do.

I want to be a travel nurse.
I want to be successful and go to 
college.

It’s important because it opens up jobs 
and college.

I want to make my mom proud.

I want to make my family proud.

I want to go to college and do 
something with my future.

I want to go to music school.

Did you hear it? Despite their self-proclaimed difficulty in learning, they 
still have big dreams for themselves. A 2018 study by The New Teacher 
Project (TNPT) had similar findings: Ninety-four percent of students 
surveyed in diverse urban, rural, and charter districts aspired to attend 
college, and 70 percent of high school students in the survey had career 
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goals that required at least a college degree. Our goal as educators is to help 
students meet and exceed the goals and potential they have for themselves. 
Once we understand how they view themselves, we can be the catalyst that 
accelerates their journey.

Take Charge: Conclusion and 
Reflective Questions
Educators can consider the psychological aspects of efficacy, motivation, 
and engagement in the context of student learning. Little, satisfying wins—
like the ones players experience in video games—can energize students 
to search out more of those wins. The Goldilocks principle suggests that 
designing lessons with the right amount of challenge can optimize the 
learning experience by providing students with the energy that comes with 
succeeding on a challenge.

We recognize that cognitive barriers to learning can hinder academic 
progress, but understanding and then addressing our students’ specific 
barriers can help learners feel valued and supported in achieving goals.

Choose one of these questions to reflect on your practice and take charge to 
support learning for all students:

 • Think about the experiences of students who have struggled to connect 
with school. How can you show students that their unique identities and 
values are integral to their classroom community?
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 • Consider the depth in which you plan and design content lessons. How 
can you explicitly teach students about their level of engagement with 
the same intentionality?

 • Reflect on the importance of shaping positive academic identities for 
students. In what ways can you encourage a classroom culture that views 
struggle as situational rather than as a permanent identifier?

 • Consider the importance of quick wins in fostering motivation. Think of 
an upcoming learning experience you’ve planned. How can you design 
for quick wins so all students experience academic success?
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