VOLUME 36 NUMBER 7 MARCH 2004

FOCUSON
EXceptional
iidren

High-Access Instruction:
Practical Strategies to Increase
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Determining how to enhance teaching and motivate students to learn continues to present
a challenge for educators. The challenge today is, perhaps, greater than ever, as more
diverse students with complex academic and emotional needs look to teachers for social
support and academic assistance. Adding to the problem is the fact that creating opportu-
nities for students with learning challenges to access the district’s or school’s core cur-
riculum of study requires a significant shift in teaching attitude and focus. Research-vali-
dated instructional methods have made a substantial difference for students with diverse
learning needs, but all too often, creating the time for teachers to learn these methods is
not of high priority for the district or school. Further, the organization of schools is some-
times structured in a way that prevents powerful teaching, innovative organizational
arrangements, and new curricular approaches. As Peter Senge, organizational expert,
stated, “Schools may fail to incorporate research-validated practices for students with
learning disabilities because schools themselves suffer from learning disabilities™ (cited in
Knight, 1998, p. 1). To truly meet the academic and social needs of a diverse population
of students, organizations will need to re-create themselves to meet this diversity head-on,
or they will be left sideswiped by an anachronistic system geared for a student who no
longer exists (Katz & Denti, 1996).

The ensuing discourse challenges schools to redesign themselves based on the given
that every classroom contains a diverse group of students with large variances in prior
knowledge, skills, motivation, and ability in English. More specifically, it responds to the
demands of classroom diversity by providing empirically valid and practical learning
strategies that teachers can implement without extensive training. Further, it suggests that
traditional approaches (e.g., undifferentiated curriculum, “sage on the stage” teaching,
removing children who do not fit) only serve to widen the gaps between successful and
struggling students. Challenging the notion that schools are for those students who “do
school well,” this article offers teachers a view of powerful instruction that empowers all
students. The focus of the article is the following question: How can teachers more effec-
tively respond to classroom diversity and help all students improve or “get smarter” ?

Kevin Feldman is the director of reading and early intervention for the Sonoma County Office of Education,
and he is an adjunct professor of special education at Sonoma State University. He also serves as a leadership
team consultant to the California Reading and Literature Project. Lou Denti is a Lawton Love Distinguished Pro-
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University at Monterey Bay. This article was adapted from New Ways of Looking at Learning Disabilities: Con-
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WHY CHANGE THE WAY WE TEACH?

The data over the past 25 years suggest that lower level
classes and special classes for students with learning diffi-
culties often produce an opposite effect from the original
intent, which was to provide intensive individualized
instruction to improve or ameliorate the identified problem
(Ensminger, 1991; Stainback & Stainback, 1984; Steinberg,
1991; Wang, Reynolds, & Walberg, 1986). By their very
nature, these classes dilute or supplant the core curriculum,
often rescuing or enabling students via a tutorial or remedial
approach (Deshler & Schumaker, 1986). The result has been
a less capable learner unequipped to deal with the exigen-
cies of the general education classroom or the real world
(Zigmond & Thorton, 1985). Just as distressing, many stu-
dents with learning problems give up, give in, act out,
become indifferent, or drop out—an indictment, so to speak,
of a system unable to adapt to meet students’ needs.

To offset the negative aspects of separate schooling for
students with learning disabilities, educators in the past
decade have touted inclusion as educationally sound and
“right.” Though inclusionary efforts have been meritorious,
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they have not garnered the necessary support and resources
to gain unilateral acceptance at most schools. Further, teach-
ers lack the training and time to develop an appropriate
opportunity structure for students with learning disabilities
in general education classrooms (Denti, 1994). Whether a
school is using pullout programs or inclusive programs, the
need to provide more intensive focused instruction to stu-
dents labeled learning disabled and other low-achieving stu-
dents is critical.

On that note, we now turn to what we have called high-
access instruction (HAI). High-access instruction is a
method of teaching that uses instructional strategies
designed to ensure that all teachers and students are actively
engaged in the learning process. The remainder of this arti-
cle defines HAI, contrasts high- and low-access strategies,
and describes how high-access instruction can be imple-
mented by classroom teachers.

THE CHALLENGE OF INCORPORATING
HIGH-ACCESS INSTRUCTION IN SCHOOL
CLASSROOMS

As a society, we can legislate and mandate opportunity—
think, for example, of desegregation and inclusion—but leg-
islation does not ensure access. That is, we can place stu-
dents with learning disabilities in general education
classrooms and tell ourselves that they have expanded
opportunities, but the actual research data (Vaughn &
Schumm, 1995; Vaughn, Schumm, Jallad, Slusher, &
Saumell, 1996; Zigmond & Baker, 1995) document that stu-
dents with learning disabilities do not have the same access
to classroom activities as their peers.

According to a growing body of research (Mclntosh,
Vaughn, Schumm, Haager, & Lee, 1993; Schumm, Vaughn,
Gordon, & Rothlein, 1994), general education teachers have
provided opportunities for students with learning disabilities
to participate in the same activities as nonlabeled peers, but
few adaptations or enhancements have been made. Differen-
tiation of the curriculum to support students with learning
challenges has rarely been observed. Moreover, Vaughn and
Schumm (1995) found that students with learning disabilities
participated minimally in general education classes. For these
students, they observed low levels of participating in class,
asking for help, answering and asking questions, engaging
with peers, participating in teacher-directed activities, and fol-
lowing through with homework. Further, they found that gen-
eral education classroom teachers expected less of students
with learning disabilities. The teachers asked the students
with learning disabilities fewer questions, interacted with
them less in discussion, provided them with less feedback,
and monitored their group work less. These findings occurred
across grade levels and were exaggerated at middle and high



school levels. The authors concluded that there appeared to be
a tacit assumption between general education teachers and
students with learning disabilities that went something like
this: “You don’t bother me, and I won’t bother you!”

Any rethinking of the learning disabilities paradigm must
go beyond concepts of inclusion and mainstreaming to
address learning activities in the classroom that empower
and engage all learners. Significant changes are required on
the part of general and specialist teachers to ensure that
high-access instruction becomes the norm in schools serving
diverse learners.

What we propose fundamentally challenges the very
nature of instruction in classrooms. High-access instruction
sees all students as potential assets rather than problems. It
also asks teachers to analyze their teaching and look for
areas where instruction may be “breaking down,” rather
than blame their students for not understanding the content.
By shifting the paradigm of instruction to variables the
teacher controls, high-access instruction lays the ground-
work for more interaction between teachers, students, ancil-
lary staff, and parent volunteers.

HIGH-ACCESS INSTRUCTION: WHAT IS IT?

High-access instruction is a way of teaching that uses empir-
ically sound and valid learning strategies to (a) actively
engage all learners in a classroom, (b) maximize student
participation, and (c) ensure that diverse learners focus their
attention on critical concepts and big ideas (Kameenui &
Carnine, 1998). High-access instruction combines many
strategies that have their roots in cooperative learning, direct
instruction, and critical thinking. These approaches have a
sound research base and can be effectively implemented in
almost any type of classroom at any grade level.

High-access instruction frames teaching from the per-
spective of “everyone does everything” in the classroom.
The teacher’s role shifts from disseminator of information to
choreographer of learning. The lesson/unit design incorpo-
rates dynamic interaction with students. The teacher’s job is
to get all students actively engaged and participating. Sim-
ply put, HAI encourages students to think, speak, write,
touch, build, listen, practice—to actively learn. It frames the
issue of student diversity in terms of variables that teachers
can powerfully respond to, rather than in terms of problems
to be eliminated via administrative fiat. As Keogh (1990)
indicated nearly a decade ago, major changes are needed in
the delivery of services to problem learners, and these ser-
vices need to be the responsibility of general and special
educators. She further pointed out that teachers are the cen-
tral players in bringing about change in practice and that our
most pressing challenge is to determine how to improve the
quality of instruction at the classroom level.

High-access instruction is an answer to Keogh’s cry for
change at the classroom level. It provides teachers with a
means for employing concrete learning strategies at every
stage of a lesson or unit, from brainstorming and predicting
before new content is taught to structured review after a les-
son. Many examples of high-access learning strategies are
provided in this article to help teachers gain an understand-
ing of how to employ these powerful teaching methods in
their classrooms. In addition, the article points out the lim-
ited viability of low-access instruction.

WHAT DOES NOT WORK: A BRIEF LOOK AT
COMMON LOW-ACCESS TEACHING PRACTICES

Before we examine the details of high-access instructional
strategies, we present a brief look at some common low-
access teaching practices to provide a point of comparison.
The majority of these low-access teaching routines are not
harmful or “bad” in and of themselves; however, they are
likely to be ineffective in today’s diverse classrooms
because they assume homogeneity among very diverse stu-
dents. Low-access practices tend to treat all students as if
they have the same skill levels, motivation, fluency in Eng-
lish, and prior knowledge about various content area sub-
jects. As such, they limit the ability of many students to
interact with the teacher, think critically, or construct new
meaning.

A significant first step to crafting schools and classrooms
that truly work for all kinds of learners is to ensure that
teachers’ instructional “tool kits” are well stocked with val-
idated strategies that engage every student in the learning
process so that teachers may better resist using low-access
strategies.

Hand Raising

The most powerful thing a teacher can do to ensure real
access to powerful learning experiences may be deceptively
simple: Stop the age-old practice of hand raising as the pri-
mary way to structure discussion and other forms of dis-
course in the classroom. It has been repeatedly documented
(e.g., Cohen, 1994; Goodlad, 1984) that dramatic inequity
exists in classroom verbal interactions as early as kinder-
garten and that these troubling social structures persist
through graduate school. Some students can’t get enough of
the teacher’s attention, continually having their hands in the
air, responding to every question, blurting out answers, and
so forth, while others sit quietly, either bored or daydream-
ing, fearful of looking inept, or otherwise disengaged from
the instructional conversation. It comes as no surprise that
the correlation between classroom interaction and student
achievement is significant and that the “die gets cast” at an
early age. All teachers know it is not the low-achieving
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student, the second-language learner, the student with dis-
abilities, or the less confident student who raises his or her
hand to contribute. Thus, a logical first step for a teacher
desiring to change this inequitable classroom sociology is to
stop engaging in the practice of asking questions and wait-
ing for students to raise their hands with a response.

Allowing Students to Blurt Out Answers

Blurting out answers as soon as the teacher poses a question
is the primary-grade “cousin” to hand raising. Eager stu-
dents often want to show their enthusiasm and intelligence
by shouting out the answer before much of the class has
even figured out the question! While teachers may admon-
ish students who blurt out answers, subtle cues often com-
municate that this behavior is acceptable and indicative of a
quick mind. However, the student who shouts out answers is
unwittingly depriving his or her classmates of the valuable
thinking time that they need to cognitively process the ques-
tion and construct a viable response.

Round-Robin Reading

One of the most common forms of passage reading in
schools is known as round-robin reading, where students
take turns reading aloud while the rest of the class or group
follow along. Though this is practice fraught with difficul-
ties, just one of which being that only one student is actively
engaged in the reading activity, it persists as a salient teach-
ing method in most classrooms. Teachers who dismiss this
method have reported that many students are so busy count-
ing the lines until their turn to read that they pay little atten-
tion to the student who is reading aloud. In addition, less
able students are often anxiety ridden awaiting their turn and
then humiliated by demonstrating to the whole class their
lack of skill in oral reading.

Unstructured Group Work

“Get into groups and discuss the meaning of the home-
work,” exhorts a well-intended middle school teacher. The
problem with this type of instruction is that, lacking a clear
objective, the groups will simply replicate the inequities of
the larger classroom. One student will likely dominate and
take over the conversation while others will be uninvolved
or off task. Group work can be a powerful alternative to
whole class instruction or independent seat work (Slavin,
1984), but only if the groups are carefully structured to
ensure positive interdependence and individual accountabil-
ity for learning the information.

Undifferentiated Curriculum—*“One Size Fits All”

Assigning everyone the same homework assignment, the
same stories for individual reading, the same format for pro-
jects, and so on, ensures frustration for students who do not

have the required prior knowledge and skills to derive ben-
efit from the activity. Yet teachers often find themselves
confronting the reality of using an elementary reading
anthology ordered by their district’s central office for use
with all students at their grade, regardless of the fact that one
half or more of their students cannot independently read the
books. Vygotsky (1978) and others have documented that
instruction must be provided at a student’s instructional
level, or zone of proximal development. This cannot be done
with a “straitjacket” curriculum that assumes homogeneity
in heterogeneous classrooms.

Undifferentiated Teaching—‘‘Sage on the Stage”

The corollary to undifferentiated curriculum is undifferenti-
ated instruction. The teacher who views teaching as essen-
tially communicating information via oral recitation to a
group of students limits opportunities for learning. Good-
lad’s (1984) groundbreaking study documented that “sage
on the stage” teaching was the most established and univer-
sal form of classroom instruction and was especially com-
monplace at the secondary level. Very little has changed
since that study. Yet oral recitation ignores the fact that
classrooms with many diverse learners require teachers to
do more than simply cover the material. They need to scaf-
fold new information via the effective use of various instruc-
tional strategies designed to teach students how to learn
(Simmons & Kameenui, 1996).

In sum, many of the most common general instructional
practices are not effective because they assume homogene-
ity among students. It is not enough, however, to simply stop
engaging in nonproductive instructional routines such as
hand raising; teachers need clear alternatives that increase
access to critical skills and information for the wide variety
of students in today’s classrooms. Classroom teachers of the
21st century need to be equipped with a “tool kit” of instruc-
tional tactics and strategies that have been documented to
work with diverse learners, including students labeled learn-
ing disabled. High-access instructional strategies are one set
of tools that research suggests can significantly assist teach-
ers in meeting the challenge of creating classrooms that
truly work for all students.

HIGH-ACCESS INSTRUCTIONAL STRATEGIES

The goal of high-access instructional strategies is to ensure
that all students have meaningful access to the content of
lessons through active-engagement learning activities.
The instructional tactics assume that diverse students will
have varying amounts of prior knowledge about any given
topic as well as varying proficiency in English and a wide
range of basic skills in reading, writing, and mathematics.



Additionally, high-access instructional strategies strive to
provide a safe, nonthreatening environment within which
students can practice developing skills and explore new
information. The following sections briefly describe the
high-access strategies and provide examples that demon-
strate how teachers can incorporate the strategies into their
lessons to effectively accommodate the needs of diverse
learners.

Choral, or Group, Responding

1. Ask a question and tell students, “Think—don’t blurt
out.”

2. Provide thinking time.

3. Provide a simple oral or visual cue that will signal all
students to respond together.

Choral, or group, responding is an age-old strategy that
works very well when the answers are short and the same
(Archer, Gleason, & Issacson, 1995; Carnine, Silbert, &
Kameenui, 1997). It provides a safe environment for prac-
ticing new skills while keeping engagement and attention
focused for all students. The teacher teaches the students
how to think first and then, upon a signal such as lowering
both hands, to respond as a group.

Consider, for example, a first-grade teacher reviewing
the sight word “was.” He or she could use choral respond-
ing to ensure that all students look at the word, think about
how to say it, and then say it together. The teacher would
point at the word on the overhead projector and ask every-
one to look at it and think about what it says. After a minute
or two, the teacher would give a signal for the class to
respond as a group. Individual mistakes in the group
responses would cue the teacher to review the sight word in
more detail before going on with the lesson.

Thumbs Up When You Know

1. Ask a question and tell students, “Think—don’t blurt
out, and put your thumb up when you know.”

2. Provide thinking time.

3. Check to see that most students have their thumbs
up.

4. Either call on students randomly or cue students to
respond chorally as a group (if the answer is short
and the same).

Thumbs Up allows students to demonstrate that they
know an answer without blurting it out, which, as noted ear-
lier, deprives other students of the critical time they may
need to cognitively process the question and form an
answer. Secondary teachers often use a modification of the
Thumbs Up approach by asking students to make eye con-
tact with them when they are ready to answer. Both

approaches provide all students with valuable thinking time,
prevent the blurting out of answers, and give the teacher a
quick and immediate assessment of student knowledge and
ability to respond successfully. In addition, they avoid the
pitfalls of calling on students who are not prepared or do not
feel comfortable responding.

A fifth-grade teacher might, for example, ask students to
reflect on the critical attributes of cold-blooded animals just
reviewed in a video on the subject and to put their thumbs
up when they can identify at least one. The teacher would
then randomly call on individual students or ask the students
to whisper the answer to their partners. Thus, all students
would be actively engaged in reflecting on key aspects of
the video and would have a nonthreatening opportunity to
participate in the class dialogue.

Classroom Whip Around

1. Pose an open-ended question. Answers must be a
word or a phrase, 10-word limit.

2. Provide thinking time, and model a response if
needed (partner responses can be used instead to bet-
ter ensure that all students have something to con-
tribute).

3. Start anywhere in the class and “whip around the
room” having students quickly share their answers.
Allow no discussion or comments.

4. Students have the right to pass.

The Classroom Whip Around is a fun, engaging strategy that
provides students with the opportunity to practice summa-
rization and oral recitation in a safe classroom environment.
The whip is particularly useful for encouraging students to
identify key big ideas, themes, and summative information
at the end of a lesson or activity. Teachers can modify the
whip by having students write their answer on a sheet of
paper and simply stand to show the class their written
response as the “wave” circulates around the classroom.

The following scenario illustrates the Classroom Whip
Around strategy. At the end of an eighth-grade geography
lesson, students are asked to reflect on one important
attribute of the region they have been studying. The teacher
provides thinking time, inviting the students to put their
thumbs up or make eye contact when they are ready to
respond. Then he or she “whips around” the classroom giv-
ing each student a brief chance to share one attribute. Fur-
ther discussion takes place after all students have the chance
to respond.

Partner Strategies

Perhaps the most flexible set of HAI strategies involves var-
ious forms of structured partner responding. In all of these
partner strategies, the teacher matches each student to an
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appropriate partner (i.e., high-performing students with
middle-performing, middle-performing with lower-per-
forming students) and provides the partners with specific
roles for the activity. Partner responding works well across
the educational spectrum, from kindergarten through gradu-
ate school classrooms.

Think—(Write)-Pair—Share

1. Pose an open-ended question (no single answer).

2. Provide time for students to think of answers (it can
be useful to have older students write responses in a
notebook/double-entry journal).

3. Have students form pairs. Designate students in
each pair as a “one” or a “two.” Direct “ones” to
share answers with their partners for a minute or two,
then reverse the process.

4. Randomly call on individuals to share with the class.

Think-Pair-Share (Kagan, 1992) is a versatile high-
access strategy. It is particularly useful for open-ended ques-
tions that have many possible answers, such as used in
brainstorming. Success with this and other partner strategies
revolves around carefully structuring each detail involved in
the activity. Care should be taken, for example, to structure
the time frame (start short, 1-2 minutes), topic, role, and
social expectations.

This example illustrates the Think-(Write)-Pair-Share
strategy. A high school English teacher asks students to
reflect on a character in a novel they are reading and then to
individually write a list of as many attributes as they can that
are distinctive about the character. After a few minutes, the
teacher directs the students to work in pairs. The teacher
instructs the “ones” to share what they have written about the
character while the “twos” practice good listening skills. At
the end of 2 minutes, he instructs the “twos” to share what
they found distinctive about the character. He encourages
the students to add useful items learned from their partner to
their own master list. The teacher carefully monitors student
responses by listening to selected pairs as they converse.
This provides him with an opportunity to informally assess
how well students understand the information and if more
examples or practice would be helpful. After Think-(Write)-
Pair-Share, the teacher asks the students to compose, as a
homework assignment, a brief essay comparing and con-
trasting the key attributes of this character with the protago-
nist of a novel they read earlier in the semester.

Tell-Help—Check

1. Assign partners. Designate students in each pair as a
“one” or a “two.”

2. Pose a closed-ended question (one right answer).

3. Give thinking time.

4. Have one partner in each pair tell the other all he or
she can recall about the topic/subject/question
(encourage students to make educated guesses—tell
them to “give it a go”).

5. Explain that the other partner helps by adding any-
thing the “teller” left out, by correcting, by elaborat-
ing, and so on.

6. Explain that both partners will then check in the
book, notes, overhead, etc., and validate, correct, or
elaborate on their answers.

Research (Rosenshine, 1987) and common sense suggest
that review of critical information is vital for all students,
especially those most at risk for school failure. Evidence
also suggests that teachers and higher-achieving students
actually do most of the reviewing that takes place in the typ-
ical classroom (Schumm & Vaughn, 1995; Thomas &
Rohwer, 1987). In fact, the students who most need to gen-
erate a response or practice their emerging English are the
very students least likely to be actively engaged in class-
room treview activities. Tell-Help-Check (Archer, 1999)
offers teachers a robust strategy for ensuring that all students
are actively involved in systematic review of critical infor-
mation, regardless of their prior knowledge or proficiency in
English. This strategy works well when reviewing factual
information that has discrete right and wrong answers.

As an example, a high school science teacher could ask
her students to describe the key phases of the convection
cycle they have been studying. “Ones” would tell “twos” all
they could, and “twos” would help by adding, correcting, or
elaborating on “ones’” responses. Finally, the partners
together would check the responses by reviewing a graphic
in their text that summarizes the information. Whole class
discussion could then be conducted to provide additional
information or examples the teacher felt were necessary.
Tell-Help-Check is a textbook example of a high-access
instructional strategy that dramatically increases the active
participation of all learners, thus ensuring that the students,
not the teacher, are actually doing the cognitive work of
reviewing.

Do-Check-Teach

1. Assign students to partners with adjacent achieve-
ment levels.!

2. Pass out the problems/worksheet and the answer key.

3. Instruct partners to individually (independently) answer
the first question without looking at the answer key.

I'A quick format for determining adjacent levels in reading is to rank order
your classroom and then place the top student with the middle student and
so forth. For example, in a class of 30, Student 1 would partner with Stu-
dent 16, Student 2 with Student 17, and so on.



4. Have partners compare answers and compare their
answers to the answer key.

5. If either partner missed the question, the other
student should teach him or her how to work it out
correctly.

6. If both partners missed the problem, they should ask
another pair or you for assistance.

Do-Check-Teach is a simple partner strategy that is ideal
for enhancing independent seat work in math. Similar in
nature to Kagan’s (1992) Pairs Check, Do-Check-Teach
helps students focus on the purpose of practice by providing
them with the answers for checking their work. Students are
reminded that the reason for doing the worksheet is to
become fluent with the process or strategy recently covered
in class, not simply to arrive at the right answers. If both
partners struggle, they can ask a nearby pair for assistance
or summon the teacher. Use of Do-Check-Teach also gives
teachers time to circulate and provide individual pairs with
additional instruction, modeling, and other personalized
assistance.

A primary-grade teacher might use Do-Check-Teach
with her students to practice recently taught math skills. By
having the time to circulate, the teacher would be able to dif-
ferentiate her teaching and provide individual pairs with the
exact practice they need, thereby avoiding a “one-size-fits-
all” approach. Topics could range from single column addi-
tion to addition with regrouping to subtraction with borrow-
ing. The students would also benefit from the immediate
feedback by their assigned peers.

Classwide Peer Tutoring/Peer-Assisted Learning

1. Partner students via adjacent achievement levels.

2. Structure partner activity (e.g., for reading fluency,

“ones” could read for 5 minutes followed by “twos”

rereading the same passage for 5 minutes; continue

for 20 minutes).

Partners earn points for on-task behavior.

4. Tutors provide partners with error correction as
needed.

5. Team points are totaled weekly.

e

Classwide Peer Tutoring (CWPT) offers a wide range of
effective high-access instructional opportunities. An exten-
sive research base documents its effectiveness in heteroge-
neous elementary and secondary classrooms for developing
basic skills in reading, math, and spelling (Greenwood &
Delquadri, 1995). Peer-Assisted Learning Strategies
(PALS), elaborations of CWPT (Fuchs, Fuchs, Mathes, &
Simmons, 1997), are particularly helpful for teachers in
grades 2-8 facing the challenge of diverse reading levels
among their students. To implement PALS Reading, for

example, the teacher structures partner reading wherein stu-
dents take turns engaging in the following sequence of
activities to promote reading fluency and comprehension:

Peer-Assisted Learning Strategies Reading

1. Partner 1 predicts what will happen next in a reading
passage at the partners’ instructional level.

2. Partner 1 then reads the section of text orally and
monitors his or her prediction.

3. Partner 1 summarizes the text and says who/what the
section was about—that is, the topic.

4. Partner 1 tells the most important thing about the
topic, adding pertinent details.

5. Partner | paraphrases in 10 words or fewer the “gist”
of the section.

6. Partner 2 makes a new prediction about the same
section and repeats the sequence.

7. With PALS Reading, the partners take turns reading
and asking each other the comprehension questions
while the teacher monitors individual pairs.

Like CWPT, Peer-Assisted Learning Strategies allow
teachers to differentiate instruction by having students read
in texts at their instructional level while the whole class is
practicing the same reading strategy (e.g., prediction, sum-
marization). Mathes, Howard, Allen, and Fuchs (1998)
recently demonstrated that a modification of PALS is
equally effective for assisting first-grade readers in the
acquisition of beginning reading skills.

The following example shows how PALS can be used: A
fourth-grade teacher might set up PALS reading practice for
40 minutes a day. He would partner students with adjacent
reading levels and find appropriate texts to match their aver-
age instructional level, ranging from second- to seventh-
grade texts. The partners would take turns reading and prac-
ticing comprehension strategies using the PALS guidelines.
The teacher would circulate to listen to students as they read
orally and practiced their comprehension strategies.

Cloze Reading With Choral Responding

1. Read material from the text aloud to the class.
2. Have students follow along in their books.

3. Leave out selected words every sentence or so.
4. Have students read the left-out words chorally.

A powerful alternative to round-robin reading is cloze
reading with choral responding. This strategy gives all stu-
dents access to the information in the text, focuses their
attention, and allows for diverse reading levels among stu-
dents. The teacher reads aloud while the students follow
along in their books (primary students can use their fingers
as well). The teacher leaves out selected words that most
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students will be able to read, and the whole class reads those
words together chorally. Care should be taken to keep the
pace lively to encourage all students to read the words that
are left out.

Consider this scenario: A seventh-grade history teacher
realizes that one half of her class cannot independently
read the text. Moreover, when she reads aloud, many stu-
dents are inattentive. By leaving out a word every sentence
or two and prompting students to respond as a group,
attentiveness increases. She makes sure that the majority
of the words she leaves out are words that most of the stu-
dents can read independently. With this strategy, less con-
fident readers as well as English language learners have a
safe environment in which to practice their emerging lan-
guage skills without holding the class back from exploring
content area concepts.

Random Questioning With 3 X 5 Name Cards

1. Write all the students’ names on 3 X 5 cards.

2. Pose a question and give thinking time.

3. Use Thumbs Up or partners to ensure that all stu-
dents are prepared to respond productively.

4. Randomly select a student to give the answer by
picking the next card in the pile of 3 X 5 cards.

Students often enjoy game-like formats, which enliven
class discussion. The use of 3 X 5 cards adds an enjoyable
element to the discussion process while making students
accountable for their learning. Step 3 is the key to success
when using this strategy. It ensures that all students have
access to the information prior to the teacher having a stu-
dent answer the question.

A middle school teacher might conduct the review of
study questions at the end of a history chapter by combining
Think-Pair-Share and 3 X 5 cards to create a lively discus-
sion. If extra pizzazz is desired, the teacher could place half
of the class on one team and half on another and keep a run-
ning score of correct responses for each team.

Give One-Get One

1. Pose a question that requires a list of answers. Have
students brainstorm the answers individually and
write them down in a list.

2. Have students draw a line after the final idea they
noted.

3. At your signal, invite students to move around the
classroom to ger at least one additional idea to add to
their list and to give at least one idea from their list
to a classmate.

4. Have students return to their seats, review their new
lists, and discuss the items with a partner or the
whole class.

Brainstorming is an important classroom activity with
endless permutations. Give One—Get One provides an inter-
esting brainstorming variation by giving students a chance
to get up and move around the classroom in a structured
manner while at the same time holding them accountable for
a productive outcome.

For example, a sixth-grade teacher could ask students to
list all of the possible reasons people immigrated to the
United States in the 1840s. Then, using Give One-Get One,
she could give students 4 minutes to add reasons to their
lists (below the line on their papers) as they circulate
around the classroom. After 4 minutes, the teacher would
give a “wrap it up” signal, and the students would return to
their seats to review their new lists. Using Think-Pair-
Share, the teacher might then direct the students to select
the three most compelling reasons from their newly
expanded lists and discuss with a partner why they chose
them. Whole class discussion using 3 X 5 cards could fol-
low with the teacher helping students to grapple with the
key ideas behind immigration to the United States in the
mid-19th century.

Heads Together

1. Place students in heterogeneous teams of three or
four (combine two pairs if using partners regularly).

2. Have students number off (e.g., 1, 2, 3, 4).

3. Explain that you will pose a question and set a time
limit for the groups to discuss the answer.

4. Inform the teams that you will randomly select one
number and the person in each team with that num-
ber will be accountable for sharing the group’s
answer.

5. Pose a question that requires conversation and elab-
oration. Set a time limit.

6. Have the students put their heads together to find the
answer.

7. Randomly select one number. Have the “lucky’ stu-
dents share. answers with the class.

Classroom discussions are notorious for lack of equitable
student participation. At a recent conference session on cur-
ricular adaptations for secondary students, one teacher
quipped, “The same kids participate in high school who did
in third grade!” Unfortunately, the research data support this
observation. Heads Together offers teachers a simple, yet
elegant, alternative to traditional classroom discussions dri-
ven by hand raising. It provides all students with access to
critical information while making each student responsible
for responding to the question at hand. Heads Together
increases performance in content area discussions and con-
tent tests for all levels of students in diverse classroom set-
tings (Maheady, Mallette, Harper, & Sacca, 1988). Our



observations suggest that teachers may want to assign addi-
tional roles of “checker” and “discussion facilitator” to pro-
vide even more structure for the discussion. The checker
simply checks to make sure that all group members can
answer appropriately if called upon; the discussion facilita-
tor’s job is to ensure that all group members participate and
share information.

Here’s an example of classroom use of the Heads
Together strategy. A third-grade teacher places students into
heterogeneous teams of four and asks them to think about
and discuss four questions they would like to ask the author
of the novel they have just finished. After 7 minutes of
intense dialogue, the teacher brings the class back together,
using the predetermined signal of turning the lights oft and
on once to get student attention. After the signal, the stu-
dents stop talking and watch intently as the teacher spins a
spinner on his desk to see who the “lucky winners” will be.
The spinner lands on 4. All “fours” stand up, and the teacher
randomly calls on each to share one idea. The whole class
claps for each student after he or she shares an idea. After
each student shares, he or she takes a seat. At the conclusion
of the sharing, the teacher adds additional comments to tie
the ideas together. For homework, students compose indi-
vidual letters to the author using one or two of the questions
generated in their Heads Together team.

Ambassadors

1. Follow the same procedures as for Heads Together.

2. After choosing the lucky number, have each of the
selected students go to the group closest, clockwise,
to him or her. Explain that each group is a foreign
country and that each selected student is an “ambas-
sador.”

3. Have the ambassadors share their groups’ answers
with the “foreign country” and ask for one different
answer that they can take back “home” to share.

4.  Have the ambassadors return home to share what
they have learned with their team members.

Ambassadors can be a particularly effective strategy for
increasing access to learning in diverse classrooms. It allows
students to practice oral recitation in the relatively non-
threatening context of a small group, instead of before the
entire class. Like Heads Together, Ambassadors allows stu-
dents with less prior knowledge to benefit from the team’s
combined knowledge, while at the same time holds individ-
uals accountable for learning, because no one knows who
will be selected until the number is chosen. If the topic is
particularly open ended and complex, teachers may want to
have the ambassadors make rotations to two or more differ-
ent groups. Doing so not only expands the knowledge base
of each group but provides each individual ambassador with

repeated practice presenting his or her information. This
type of authentic practice is exactly what English language
learners, low achievers, and other diverse learners need to
master critical information in a safe learning community.

The following scenario shows a classroom situation that
is ideal for Ambassadors. A ninth-grade social studies
teacher is working with her students to understand why
Sumaria was an important civilization in the ancient world.
She assigns each team of four the task of determining the
four major reasons for why Sumaria was an important civi-
lization. At the end of a Heads Together—type discussion,
she randomly selects “threes” to be the appointed ambas-
sadors. All “threes” stand and “fly” to the country to their
right with a “visa” that expires in 5 minutes. They must share
their group’s four reasons and rationales and then must come
back “home” with at least one new reason learned from the
“foreign country.” At the end of 5 minutes the teacher gives
the signal for the ambassadors to return “home” and share
what they learned. A classwide discussion follows, bringing
to light interesting answers from all countries. For home-
work, each student writes a short paper describing why
ancient Sumaria was an important civilization.

Reciprocal Teaching

1. Demonstrate and model the four strategies of recipro-
cal teaching: predictions (cover what they are, why
they are useful, and what makes a good one); ques-
tions (cover how to phrase them and why they are so
he]pfﬁl in reading); clarifications (cover what they are,
how to phrase them, and why they are useful); and
summaries (cover what they are, examples of para-
phrasing, and how summaries help text understanding).

2. Read aloud, or have students silently read (if stu-
dents have the decoding skills), a section of text (a
paragraph or page).

3. Then lead students through a dialogue using the rel-
evant reciprocal teaching strategies, taking care to
model the thinking that would be used when apply-
ing each strategy.

4. Provide ongoing practice by shifting control for lead-
ing discussion to the students as longer passages of
text are being read.

Palinscar and Brown (1984) documented the effective-
ness of reciprocal teaching for developing reading compre-
hension with diverse students. The demonstrations and mod-
eling show students exactly how to perform a task so that
they can better comprehend narrative and factual text. The
key to success with reciprocal teaching, as well as other
reading comprehension strategies, is to overtly model the
thinking one might use when applying the strategy (Press-
ley, El-Dinary, et al., 1992).
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For example, a sixth-grade teacher modeling prediction
when prereading a science textbook might say, “Let’s see.
We know these plants capture insects to eat, but the author
hasn’t told us anything about how the plants actually attract
and seize them. I predict in the next section the author will
tell us . . .” As the class continued to read the selection, the
teacher would stop to model each of the four reciprocal
teaching strategies and would prompt the students to prac-
tice using the strategies with their partners. Over the next
4-6 weeks, the students would take more and more control
of the modeling and of directing the reciprocal teaching
process in content area texts.

LOW- AND HIGH-A CCESS INSTRUCTION
CONTRASTED

The purpose of HAI extends beyond incorporating a few
calculated instructional tricks into classroom instruction.
The challenge rests in the responsibility of the teacher to
create a classroom that honors active thinking and discus-
sion while at the same time advocates for and promotes stu-
dent construction of meaning either individually or as a
group. In high-access classrooms, teachers are accountable
for ensuring that all students are active participants in each
instructional activity. These teachers understand that “learn-
ing is not a spectator sport” (Archer, 1999). The differences
between high-access and low-access instruction are summa-
rized in Table 1.

SUMMARY

Low-access classroom activities go on in almost ever)y
classroom in America that unintentionally exclude many
diverse students from having meaningful access to learning.
This typical, or generic, instruction is a product of years of
creating schools as assembly lines, with the underlying
assumption that diversity was a problem to either ignore or
eliminate. Yet, American schools are continuing to become
more diverse in terms of achievement level, educational
background, home language, and ethnicity. Traditional
“teach to the middle” approaches to instruction and uninten-
tional tracking into high, middle, and low groups simply do
not work. Mounting research (Pressley, Harris, & Marks,
1992; Pressley, Hogan, Whareon-McDonald, & Mistretta,
1996) suggests that when teachers systematically apply
high-access strategies across the curriculum, learning gains
accrue for all levels of students. In essence, high-access
instruction offers educators an opportunity to capitalize on
the diversity in their classrooms without compromising the
integrity of classroom expectations and while meeting state
and district standards.

We believe that teachers need specific research-validated
instructional tools, such as those described in this article,
that will empower them to effectively respond to the chal-
lenges posed by increased academic diversity, including
serving students identified as learning disabled. Teachers
and other professionals are encouraged to use these and
other high-access practices, to dialogue with others who are

TABLE 1

Low-Access Strategies

_Engage students one at a time

Offer little or no thinking time

Assume adéquate prior knowledge and skills
Focus on coverage of content and skills

Create high levels of threat/discomfort for diverse
learners

Do not differentiate for skill levels (“one size fits all”)

Provide little or no structuring of student interaction
(“sage on the stage”)

High-Access Strategies

Engage all students simultaneously
Prioritize thinking time for all

Assume diverse prior knowledge and skills
Focus on learning of skills and content

Create low levels of threat; diverse learners are
“set up for success”

Differentiate instruction for different skill levels and
learning needs

Provide careful structuring of student interaction
(teacher acts as “learning choreographer”)
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attempting to implement them, and to work together to
transform the learning landscape from providing generic
opportunity to truly providing meaningful access for all.
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