Adjust Wisely
Look for patterns in student comprehension and consider whether those patterns suggest you should adjust your plan:

The majority of students do not yet grasp the material  

Some students grasp the material; others don’t
You’ve reached the end of guided practice and students still don’t get it
Other potential problems:

You’re running out of time
You still have time left
As any teacher will say with a smile, not everything can be planned.  A teacher’s day is made up of a whole string of quickly made judgments.  For example, a teacher might encounter the following questions:

· Should I add ten more minutes of guided practice to this piece of the lesson? [Perhaps my two-minute quiz just revealed that half the class failed to master the concept I was presenting, so I choose three of the other students to come up and help me re-teach that concept.]

· There are five students struggling during independent practice. Should I group them and re-teach a mini-lesson to just them or should I stop the whole class to re-teach the skill? 
Guided and independent practice provides a sheltered environment for students to shape their knowledge or skills—but it is your job to effectively determine (in real-time) whether or not the sessions are fundamentally working as intended. Excellent execution depends on knowing the realities of one’s situation, even when those realities reveal unpleasant truths. If students show signs of confusion, go back and review missed concepts or ideas that may need further clarification or practice. When a majority of students still do not understand a particular process or concept, stop, and re-teach. The costs of moving on, when confusion persists, can be costly and counterproductive. Knowing when and when you cannot move on (and what to do if you can’t) is paramount to effective student practice. 
The chart below outlines a few problems and some potential causes and solutions (but note: it doesn’t cover all possibilities). Use this chart as a catalyst for reflecting on the effectiveness of your guided and independent practice sessions.    
	
Identify the Problem

(Is it Working?)

	Determine the Cause

There are many possibilities, including:
	Respond Appropriately

	The majority of students do not yet grasp the material  

Back to Top
	1. Students do not understand the activity instructions. 
2. The intro to new material didn’t convey the skills/concepts effectively enough.

3. The guided and/or independent practice is not designed well enough to lead students to mastery. 
4. Students need more time to practice.

	1. Stop everything and explain the instructions again, and don’t commence practice until students demonstrate understanding of the instructions.

2. Step back and try introducing the new material in a more effective way.  Be clear and engaging (E-1) and check student understanding (E-3) as you re-teach the content.
3. If the activity is not accomplishing its purpose but with some slight adjustments it could accomplish its purpose, then get students’ attention and announce those adjustments.  If it seems to you that a different practice activity would better accomplish those purposes, reset the class and explain the instructions for the new activity. 
4. Students may generally understand the new material, but simply need more practice. If so, provide students with more opportunities for guided and then independent practice.



	Some students grasp the material; others don’t

Back to Top
	1. Students have different strengths (some have stronger mastery of pre-requisites, etc)
2. Initial instruction was not sufficiently differentiated to meet the needs of all students.
3. Guided and/or independent practice are not sufficiently differentiated to meet the needs of all students.

	1. Consider separating students into groups by mastery--reinforce skills with the students who have not yet mastered the objective, and assign an extension activity to the students who have already achieved the objective. 
2. If the majority understands the objective, but a few students do not, arrange a time before or after school to work individually with the small group of struggling students so that they don’t get farther behind when you continue to a new objective. Use a classroom aide (if you have one) to strategically assist the strugglers during independent practice. 
3. You may choose to group students heterogeneously so that those who have already mastered the objective can support those who have not yet mastered the objective.
4.  When a few students perform poorly during guided or independent learning, and you have determined that a poorly designed session is not the cause, you may need to develop specific instructional strategies to re-teach those students separately. 

Example


	You’ve reached the end of guided practice and students still don’t get it
Back to Top
	1. You didn’t allocate enough time for guided practice. 
2. You allocated enough time but kids struggled more with the material than you anticipated and/or had unanticipated misunderstandings. 


	1. Extend your guided practice if students still need your support—don’t rush it. This is the critical phase that will “shape” your students’ comprehension of the concepts involved. The more deliberate, substantial and in-depth is your shaping, the less independent practice your students will require.  Don’t feel pressured to proceed to independent practice if confusion remains (it wont be fruitful if they don’t get it yet).
2. If it doesn’t seem like additional practice will be sufficient to clear up student misunderstanding, consider re-teaching the material. 
Example


	You’re running out of time

Back to Top
	1. Your plan was over-ambitious and included unrealistic time frames. 

2. You underestimated how challenging students would find the task/activity/concepts. 

3. You lost time by being less efficient than you could have been.

 
	1. Don’t press on. It is better to know that your class has made measurable progress toward a less rigorous objective than rushing to finish, simply to “cover” the material.  

2. You will need to adjust your planned objective for the next day’s lesson, given that you did not meet your original goal. (If your students are really struggling, you may need extra time with some of them after school.)

	You still have time left
Back to Top
	1. Your practice content was insufficiently challenging and rigorous. 

2. You underestimated your students’ present mastery/understanding of the material. 
	1. Utilize Bloom’s taxonomy.  Challenge your students and ask more complex questions.  

2. Extend practice sessions to include a review of previous lesson objectives (but avoid the trap of reviewing material simply because the students “enjoy” the topic or because you think one more “fun activity” should be included before moving on.  Constantly push students towards your end goal) OR proceed to the next objective in your sequence 



	Note: It can be difficult to make accurate judgments about the root causes of what’s going on in your classroom, especially in the moment.  Read more about how to consistently reflect (CIE) on your classroom using the academic impact model (start by identifying problems, then reflect on causes of those problems, then devise aligned solutions).





Back to Top

	Example

Not So Effective: “I’m frustrated that you still don’t understand this. You really should be getting this by now.”

Effective: “I totally understand that this is new and challenging. Keep the questions coming so we can see what confusions you all still have.” 
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	Elementary Example 

Mr. Lopez’s students are practicing double-digit multiplication problems. After breaking down the process into a step-by-step formula, and demonstrating several problems on the board, he presents several examples to students. Referring to the steps outlined on the board, he verbally guides them through each example while students work on the problems at their desks. He circulates the room, noting common errors, returns to the board, points out the errors, and continues with more examples. He pairs two students, who seem completely at ease with the skill, and shows them how to perform triple-digit multiplication and presents them with more complex examples to work through. Some students seem to need more help, so he continues to model problems while others practice at their own pace independently. Still, three students are struggling. He breaks away with these students and provides intense, personalized assistance, while the rest of the class works independently.

After another day of in-class and at-home practice, he decides to work towards speed acquisition. The first day, he gives his students a list of problems and they time how long it takes for completion.  They chart both their time and accuracy results. For the next two days he gives them new lists of problems and tells them to complete as many as they can in 20 minutes. Time and accuracy are charted both days, and students start to comprehend the ways in which accuracy is affected by how quickly they work.
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