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Appendix A

Resources for 
Getting Started

I selected the resources in this appendix to offer you quick access to some useful, online 
knowledge repositories and programs that can greatly aid you as you do the work to 
change your teaching mindsets.

Boys Hope Girls Hope (https://bhghinternational.org): Boys Hope Girls Hope is an 
international organization focused on youth empowerment through academy and after-
school programs. It operates across a network of sixteen cities in the United States and 
Latin America. 

Brain-Based Learning (www.brainbasedlearning.net): Brain-Based Learning links 
practical strategies and powerful research to understand the brain and learning. Using 
its helpful resources, teachers will discover how to make their teaching more purposeful 
to reach a great number of students.

Jensen Learning (www.jensenlearning.com): Jensen Learning provides workshops, 
books, DVDs, and podcasts on succeeding with students from poverty.

Minds Matter (http://mindsmatter.org): Minds Matter advises low-income high 
school students. Working with a team of mentees, students in the program participate 
in a three-year curriculum to prepare for college.

Read to Them (http://readtothem.org): Read to Them is a nonprofit organization pro-
moting family literacy in every home.

Scientific Learning (www.scilearn.com): Scientific Learning provides optimal 
brain-changing tools to help students who struggle with reading.

Spark (http://sparkprogram.org): With Spark, seventh- and eighth-grade students 
have a chance for a ten-week career apprenticeship.

SuperCamp (www.supercamp.com): SuperCamp is an academic enrichment program 
for struggling students in grades 5–12.
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10 Minute Lesson Plans (www.10minutelessonplans.com): 10 Minute Lesson Plans 
offers a research-based program for building short, effective lesson plans.

YouthBuild (www.youthbuild.org): YouthBuild offers career advice for low-income 
dropouts. Participants learn construction skills while building affordable housing.
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Appendix B

Running Your 
Own Brain

Like most teachers, you don’t think about your brain every day because it is so you that 
it is hard to stand back and reflect about something that is, well, embedded in you. 
Yet, it absolutely runs the show. Everything in your life is run by your brain. This book 
introduced you to seven different mindsets to change your teaching outlook and more 
effectively reach your students from poverty. Now, I’m going to give you the toolbox to 
use all the mindset tools effectively. It focuses on who you think you are and what you 
can do about it. It is the Running Your Own Brain toolbox.

Learning to Run Your Own Brain
Your brain can change in an instant. If it is a bad change, it could come from drug 

abuse, a car accident, an addiction, or a traumatic event. Chronic stress brings impaired 
social skills, working memory, decision making, and diminished interest in fun things 
(Bogdan & Pizzagalli, 2006). Your brain activates both the sympathetic and parasym-
pathetic nervous system, so you feel stress everywhere in your body. Stress is a physio-
logical response to a perception of a lack of control over an aversive situation or person.

Your brain changes all day long, every day, as you input and record information, expe-
rience emotions, and store memories. These changes are small but cumulative. New 
memories gradually change your life story. To help students from poverty succeed, it’s 
good to know how to run your own brain. I want you not just to survive but thrive in 
a crazy, tough workplace. You’ll want to make the changes happen systematically and 
purposefully. Random changes rarely make miracles happen. This book is not a one-size-
fits-all guide; I focus on just one objective: helping you become sensational at your job.

I can show you how to navigate the process of running your own brain. Your brain 
processes countless inputs every day. Individual brain structures (like the cerebellum) 
do, of course, play a part in how your brain works. However, it is more accurate to talk 
of systems, which are aggregates of theme-connected parts. I have invested a lot of time 
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trying to figure out how my own brain works best and how to work with it, not against 
it. I’ve talked to neuroscientists and attended conferences, and I’m also a member of the 
invitation-only Society for Neuroscience with over thirty thousand members.

For the sake of brevity and potency, I will discuss just three systems. Each system 
has multiple, ongoing, powerful effects on your success as a teacher in a high-poverty 
school. They are actually designed by nature, and the way you live your life either pushes 
them one way (to thrive) or another way (toward struggle). The truth is, you can run 
these brain systems your way if you are purposeful about it. It’s your choice. These three 
brain systems are the critical neurobiological linchpins for high-performance teaching 
of students from low socioeconomic backgrounds. Great teachers likely have all three 
working in their favor.

1. The meaning-making narrative system (frontal lobes and left temporal lobe): 
This system creates ongoing stories in your brain. It helps develop part of your 
personality and character through your stories.

2. The stress-response system (hypothalamus, adrenals, and prefrontal cortex): 
This system is about your grit and persistence. What stress do you tolerate, 
how do you cope, and how well do you persist and function under stress?

3. The reward system (nucleus accumbens, ventral tegmental area, and 
prefrontal cortex): The reward system activates good feelings for you at work 
(or not). What is important to you? This system helps you stay focused on the 
daily and long-term events that make your brain happy.

Let’s learn how to activate each of these so that the changes you want to make after 
reading this book become more automatic and lasting. Your brain should value your 
work in ways that bring you joy (spontaneous pleasure as well as long-term satisfac-
tion—eudaimonic pleasure).

Your Brain’s Meaning-Making Narrative System
The meaning-making narrative system ensures you are a story maker. Your brain 

seeks the reasons for why and how something happens (Gazzaniga, 1998). Bert Cohler 
(1980), a pioneer in psychology, shows that our stories and narratives guide our lives. 
This system comprises the activity in your verbal language hemisphere (usually the left 
side) and the seamless activation of memories that support the narrative (your temporal 
lobes). When something bad happens, and someone says, “That must have happened for 
a reason,” it’s almost true; it’s just backward. The reason didn’t come first; the event came 
first. Then, we humans try to make sense of a world that is often random, chaotic, and 
certainly unfair. Meaning making is natural in people of all ages (Hammack & Toolis, 
2014). To maintain some sanity when things seem disconnected or unsettling, we create 
alternative explanations. We often stitch together a series of unrelated events, surprise 
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circumstances, and unusually good or bad events. Our brains need an everyday narrative 
about life; it is part of what helps us survive and thrive.

Your left hemisphere helps you create these stories about your life and others’ lives. In 
fact, every culture is built on the stories that the leaders tell and sell to others. See figure 
B.1 for a visual of this system.

The Meaning-Making Narrative System

Prefrontal cortex  
(goals, judgment, and 
working memory)

Temporal lobes  
(language storage)

Figure B.1: Your brain’s narrative system.

Everyone needs some kind of a narrative to move forward in life. Your brain’s sto-
rytelling function is the basis for all novels, campfire stories, pop songs, movie plots, 
amateur and research-oriented explanations, and even political campaigns. It is the way 
we process, understand, and remember the experiences of life. It is our mechanism, in 
many ways, for a personal form of sanity.

Teacher Implications
So, how does meaning making play out in your quest to become a more awesome 

teacher? Teacher narratives begin early in life. The experiences you had as an elementary 
student shape your teaching and what you do at work. As you go through the process 
to become a teacher, your classmates influence the narrative in your head about what to 
expect. Once you start teaching, your colleagues, books, conferences, district person-
nel, and school leadership all contribute new narratives about teaching. Over time, you 
amass a series of stories about how things should be, how things are, and how things 
will be in the future.

This is why, in each chapter, I remind you that your narratives influence your decision 
making. For example, what if you were considering switching to another school and the 
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buzz around your campus was that your favorite administrator was leaving? What if an 
unpopular candidate were likely to replace him or her? An uncertain future threatens the 
current narrative about who will stay at the school (good times in the past). As a result 
of this new narrative, you might give less effort. Alternatively, you might follow your 
favorite administrator to a new school and hope the new school is better. The narrative 
is already influencing your behaviors—for better or worse.

You can’t control everything, but you can control your response to nearly everything. 
The narrative system asks, “What is causing what?” and asks you, “Whose fault is it? 
What are you going to do?” Manage the story in your head more proactively (after all, 
it’s you making up the story), and you’ll manage your life.

It is counterproductive to allow other narratives that are negative, hurtful, and toxic 
to become your narrative; life is short. Add those narratives to your life, and soon things 
go downhill, unless, of course, you can manage your life by learning to run your own 
brain. Here’s how you can do it.

Action Steps
The world is simply full of narratives. You can create fresh life stories about your decision 

making. If you can take on the new narratives, consider the following two action steps.

1. Take on one new mindset each month. Write it down. Type it out. Print copies 
to post at home (next to your bathroom mirror) and in your classroom.

2. Ensure you read the new mindset twice a day. Once you read it, affirm it. Say, 
“Now that’s me. That’s what I’m talking about.”

Now, let’s work on your stress.

Your Brain’s Stress-Response System
This system stretches across multiple brain and body areas. Areas include the hypo-

thalamus, the pituitary gland, the cerebral cortex, the heart, and the adrenals. In 
addition, specific stress states activate memories in visual, temporal (for sounds), or 
amygdalar (for feelings) areas. In other words, much of your brain feels threatened when 
you feel stressed. That’s why it can influence you so much. See figure B.2 for a visual of 
the stress-response system.

Teacher Implications
Teacher stress impacts moodiness and job satisfaction (Serrano, Moya-Albiol, & 

Salvador, 2014). When you are relaxed and teach well, your body and brain are proactive, 
and you make better decisions. When you feel stressed, you’re being exposed to uncon-
trollable situations or people. You become reactive and less thoughtful. Life changes 
can be stressful. Staff can be stressful. Students can be stressful. Traffic and bills can be 
stressful. Accountability with minimal time to plan and learn can be stressful.
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Sympathetic 
nervous system 

(distress and 
threat)

Parasympathetic 
nervous system 
(normal to low 

stress)

+ Dilates 
   pupils

+ Accelerates  
   heart rate

+ Increases  
   force of your  
   heart

+ Dilates  
   bronchi

- Inhibits  
   activity

- Inhibits  
   activity

- Contracts  
   pupil

- Slows  
   heart rate

- Constricts  
   bronchi

+ Stimulates  
   gastric and  
   pancreatic  
   activity

+ Stimulates  
   GI motility  
   and secretion

The Stress-Response System
Activates 

amygdala and 
hypothalamus

Activates 
frontal lobe and 
hypothalamus

Figure B.2: Your brain’s stress-response system.

What you need is a renewed understanding (the truth) about stress, so here it is: there 
is no stress out there in the world. It’s all in your head. That’s right; on a weekend, there 
is no stress in your classroom (or on the campus). There is no stress at school, no stress 
from your staff, and no stress from your students. No one else stresses you out. Your 
brain, that you run, stresses you out.

Why would your brain stress you out all the time? In evolutionary terms, stressors 
were connected to survival. They included enemies, food scarcity, shelter, animals, water, 
safety, and health. Those factors remain to varying degrees, but new ones have joined 
them. We get stressed over who just got hired, new standards, someone cutting in line, 
what our children post online, and a missing bank statement. We get stressed when stu-
dents are tardy or when they mouth off or disengage in class. Add these daily stressors to 
hundreds of others, and you get a very stressed body. That’s bad—unless you can manage 
your life by learning to run your own brain. Until you do, you’ll never become awesome 
at teaching students from poverty, as your margin of error is thinner and your students’ 
stressors will exacerbate your own. What you tolerate, how you cope, and your grit are 
critical features of your future teaching success (Farr, 2010).
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Your brain makes a decision about whether to develop stress based on only two factors: 
relevance and control. First, when the brain notices an environmental (or internalized) 
adverse prompt, it asks, “Is this relevant to me?” If it is not, you will experience little or 
no stress. Second, if it is relevant, your brain asks, “Do I have any control or agency to 
influence the outcome of this situation?” If you have little or no control, you get stressed. 
If you have a good deal of control, you get energized to take action. Stress is that simple 
(and that complex). To minimize stress, you’ll need to minimize relevant factors over 
which you have no control. See figure B.3 for a visual.

How Your Brain Filters Stress

1. Is this relevant?

2. Will I have control?

Yes No stress

Yes No

Challenged  
or excited

Greater  
stress

No

Figure B.3: Stress filters.

What predicts success when teaching high-poverty students is a narrative of perse-
verance, stress regulation, and grit—having a strong, go-forward attitude (Duckworth, 
Quinn, & Seligman, 2009). Do you have those traits? If not, you can teach them to your-
self. After all, you’re going to teach them to your students.

Researchers have made very little progress in linking teacher effectiveness and 
retention to commonly known interview factors at the time of hire (Robertson-Kraft 
& Duckworth, 2014); however, the tough rigors of teaching at Title I schools suggest 
the possibility of specific qualities for thriving. In a study examining the predictive 
validity of grit in 457 teachers at low-income schools, teachers who scored higher in 
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grit outperformed their less hardy colleagues and were less likely to leave the school 
(Robertson-Kraft & Duckworth, 2014). These tenacious teachers were simply more likely 
to stay and succeed.

If you think being a highflier, a teacher in the top 25 percent academically in Title I 
schools, is way too much work, keep reading. A study surveyed twelve high-poverty 
schools on every imaginable topic, including hours worked per day at work, at home, 
and on weekends. Half of the high-poverty schools were low performing, and half were 
high performing. The overworked staff were the low-performing teachers, although they 
worked more hours per week than the high performers (Jensen, 2014). The key isn’t 
to work more hours; it is to work the same or fewer but be more thoughtful and make 
changes quickly when things are not working. The key is to work better. It will save your 
soul and help your students succeed.

Action Steps
Here are the optimal ways to reduce stress. First, start with this affirmation every 

day: “There is no stress out there; I can manage my own stress to become healthier and 
happier.” Second, stop the DATS (daily annoying triggered self-talk) that brings you 
down. For example, don’t say things to yourself like, “I don’t think she likes me. Maybe I 
shouldn’t sit with her.” Change that internal dialogue to something neutral: “I’m unsure 
of her. I think today, I’ll move along and enjoy the day.” Third, do what makes you 
happy and helps you feel in control; feed your soul. Consider the following activities: 
twelve-minute daily workouts, seven hours of sleep every night, ten minutes of stretching 
or yoga every day, brief talks or journal entries about your day, weekly gratitude sharing, 
and hobbies. Fourth, develop coping tools, and use the mind-over-matter strategy: “Will 
this stressor even matter a week from now?” Because if it won’t matter a week from now, 
you might reconsider the frustration and energy you’re expending now. Figure B.4 (page 
12) offers some strategies to rewire your brain’s stress-response system.

Pick one to add to your rotating list of options or write it down for later. Remember, 
take action to get control and redirect your attention to another, less stressful task 
(McEwen, 2002). In short, as you master your stress-response system, you’ll generate 
more joy, peace of mind, and energy. Now you have the attitude and the strategy to 
release yourself from debilitating stressors.

Your Brain’s Reward System
Rewards (or the anticipation of them) make you feel good. The type of reward varies 

from the unexpected surprise to a predicted good thing that was actually great, not mar-
ginal. Often, physical gifts can be a reward, but your brain is as likely to feel rewarded by 
a five-dollar ice cream cone as it is for a five-hundred-dollar ice cream maker. Rewards 
are typically about feeling good in the short term, but they run our lives (Fredrickson & 
Losada, 2005). Figure B.5 (page 12) is an outline of your pathway to rewarding behavior.
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How to Change Your Brain’s Stress Response Over Time
 � Change your daily narrative of what happens and why.
 � Exercise for at least fifteen minutes in two-minute intense 
bursts, with one-minute rests, repeated five times. 

 � Manage your daily self-talk to stop DATS.
 � Get seven hours of sleep every night.
 � Make less of life’s trivia relevant to you.
 � Talk about your day or journal it quickly to debrief.
 � Do more of what helps you feel in control of your life.

Figure B.4: Stress-response system checklist.

Visit go.SolutionTree.com/instruction for a reproducible version of this figure.

Your Brain’s Reward System

Frontal lobe

Cerebellum

Thalamus

Dopamine released 
(ventral tegmental area)

Cingulate cortex

Ventral globus 
pallidus

Dopamine 
received

Figure B.5: Your brain’s reward system.

When you anticipate something good, your brain generates dopamine, the neu-
rotransmitter of reward. Note the path starts at the center and bottom of your brain. 
Dopamine also helps you feel good with unexpected rewards. Knowing that this process 
is on your side (most of the time) is reassuring. Abuse of this system, though, can result 
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in addiction. For example, I love the aroma of fresh coffee in the can or bag, and even 
brewed coffee, but I am not a coffee drinker. However, I do like a morning drink.

Decades ago, after my first trip to Hawaii, I was hooked on drinking pineapple juice in 
the morning. I felt like I had to have it. Then, over time, I switched over to orange juice.

Soon, I felt like I had to have orange juice. Then, I switched over to energy drinks 
(mostly caffeine and sugar). I felt like I had to have them each morning. Then, my wife 
suggested that they are not as healthy as coffee (which she drinks). So, I switched over to 
coconut juice. I now feel like I have to have coconut juice each morning. The pattern is 
pretty clear; our brains can get hooked on almost anything, good or bad. Just be careful 
of what you’re hooked on, establish moderation, and consider the take-home reward 
and your health.

Teacher Implications
In school, your feel-good system drives many of your daily joys. Every student who 

struggles brings you another opportunity for a reward, because that student succeeds 
largely because of you. When you care about student achievement, every strategy you 
use that works triggers a reward for your brain. So does every song you play in class that 
works. Every time you help students raise their class scores, your brain gets a reward. 
The bottom line is this: the more invested you get in students’ success, the greater the 
rewards for you (as well as for them). This is why you’ll want to develop the positivity 
mindset; doing it for your students also benefits you too. Make it happen with fresh class 
routines, academic optimism, and a positive class culture.

Action Steps
You’ll need to take seriously the notion of noticing, creating, and accentuating the 

positives. This will not happen without your focus and intention. What policies, prac-
tices, and procedures are in place to help yourself and others notice and appreciate every 
single sign of progress in your class? Unless you set up multiple systems for feedback 
and acknowledgment, your class will have little or no positive energy and will become 
a chore to teach.

• When you ask students to raise their hands to contribute, do you 
thank them 100 percent of the time with eye contact and a smile?

• Do you establish a positive class climate daily? For example, when 
students finish a quiz, do you ask them to turn to their neighbors and 
say, “I’m flying to graduation!” when they receive a 70 percent or higher?

• When students arrive early or on time, do you notice it and thank 
them? When students help others, do you mention it and thank them?

In short, never let a chance to notice the good go to waste. You want to use every opportu-
nity you can to make your class awesome and help your students on the path to graduation.

With these three systems in mind, you can run your own brain.
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Appendix C

Rich Lesson Planning

Rich lesson planning is critical. When your lesson plans are rich, they include how you 
teach, not just what to teach. For example, in a lesson plan, you might write a note 
to yourself, “Be sure to ensure students make their own decisions on this—give them 
control!” or, your lesson plan says, “Stop complaining; build the skills they don’t have!”

Let’s be honest: planning is work. Fortunately, it will pay off, and I’ll show you how. I 
use a secondary lesson plan, but you can easily adapt it to a K–5 unit. This chapter dis-
cusses the benefits of collaboration, preassessment, relevance and buy-in, and attribution 
when planning lessons.

Collaboration
To develop high-powered lesson plans, work together in groups that fit your needs; 

these may be grade-level teams or content-level teams. This collaborative process is the 
key to success because you’ll be able to develop common goals, language, and a process 
for success. After developing goals and objectives, the process works backward into the 
lesson to ensure all the pieces are in play to get the outcome you want. Multiple studies 
show the value of higher levels of teacher collaboration and peer learning (Johnson, 2010).

However, teacher collaboration guarantees nothing. Collaboration works only when 
staff members focus on doing the right things well and following a staff-established 
success pattern. Collaborating about the right things, sharing ideas, solving problems, 
and planning lessons all support student achievement. There needs to be a list of norms 
in the staff lounge of how your staff run their meetings as well as how they accomplish 
their goals. This is the time to focus on the goal and make every minute count in your 
meeting time.

As in chapter 4, you must set gutsy goals for mastery learning. To develop a love of 
learning, students will need to learn how to learn in satisfying ways. Foster big challenges 
from big goals, and you can get big results. First, match the big goals with the standards 
necessary for academic success. Big goals would be: help every student graduate college 
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or career ready. Next, how do we do that? We meet or exceed the standards. Now, let’s 
ensure we have content in our lesson plans that matches. That’s what staff collaboration 
can help you do: match planning with the ultimate test objectives. Post your team’s steps 
for turning school problems into actionable solutions so you can easily replicate your 
prior successes. Check out the following ten steps.

1. Look at the data.

2. Turn data into meaning.

3. Discuss concerns.

4. Break down the meaning into actionable work.

5. Make learning goals.

6. Turn the work into lesson plans.

7. Use quality feedback standards for all.

8. Establish implementation goals.

9. Use frequent feedback from coaches or school leaders.

10. Get feedback on instruction from colleagues or leaders watching your lesson.

Once you’ve finished planning, you’re ready for the next step. Teaching is, of course, 
not a top-down profession. Teaching is a carefully orchestrated dance. You’re the pro, 
and the student is the amateur. The first thing the pro does is figure out what skills and 
attitudes the amateur has. That is called the preassessment. Without it, you have no clue 
where to start.

Preassessment
Deeper learning builds on basic skills and knowledge to gain expertise. Before a unit 

of instruction, give your students a unit preassessment to determine their level of back-
ground knowledge on the standards. Or you can just give them a short-and-sweet assess-
ment about a particular learning objective to determine what you need to teach before a 
lesson. You need to know which (if any) of the basic skills (or content) that your students 
already know before you begin planning. As long as you provide the resources, their 
brains love challenges, so let’s plan for them!

Naturally, you will begin by looking at student data. The data should tell you your stu-
dents’ current academic progress and appropriate targets. Be sure to plan lessons with 
mastery as the benchmark, not proficiency or compliance. First, ask yourself, “What will 
students need to know about this standard? At what level of thinking do I want them 
to engage with that standard? And how will they show it so their learning is visible?” 
The lesson plans must be objective driven for deep understanding. The initial objectives 
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will, of course, include vocabulary and the subtitles and titles for core labeling of under-
standing. These are your cognitive signposts for knowledge clustering. But there’s more.

As an example, if students read a story, what would be the evidence that they under-
stand it? Should they create an outline, write a summary, or complete a worksheet? That 
would constitute basic learning, not mastery. It’s a good start, but you’ll want more. 
Students should ultimately be able to create a personality profile of each character, make 
inferences about his or her decisions in the story, and then quote passages that support 
their claims. They should be able to talk about the plotlines, their value, and why the 
author chose them. They should be able to assess the substance, value, and significance 
of this particular literature (compared to similar stories).

In short, ensure that you include depth in your lesson planning. Students will need 
to be able to analyze information critically, develop explanations of the content, know 
alternative viewpoints, and explain concepts. They should understand the core relation-
ships within the learning and perform related tasks such as writing about, building on, 
showing, or speaking about the learning (Mehta & Fine, 2012).

To develop the mastery level, you’ll need to demonstrate the criteria for the goals and 
products that you want to see. This means student exhibits, objects, props, and student 
papers that show what the end product will look like. Show exemplars, provide a check-
list of criteria, and explain the criteria line by line for a rubric. Describe the product’s 
features. Then, ask students to summarize the key discriminating features of the end 
product to confirm their understanding. Now, our next priority is getting our students 
to care about the learning. Without this next section, most planning is wasted.

Relevance and Buy-In
There are two big reasons to ensure you have relevance and buy-in. Both are highly 

practical reasons. First, if the brain is not buying into what’s offered, it won’t save the 
learning; it is forgotten. Second, students view school through the relevance filter. They 
think, “Why should I care about this?” Unless you address this concern, your teaching 
time may be wasted. Be sure to plan on how to develop the motivational drive students 
will need to reach the mastery level. Consider the relevance for your students by review-
ing your lesson through their eyes. For the K–5 level, ways to make lessons relevant 
might include the following

1. Helping the homeless or needy

• Making friends

• Creating a garden to grow food for a homeless center

• Interviewing the elderly or documenting lives

• Helping stray cats and dogs
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2. For some at the secondary level, the relevance angle might be:

• Learning social justice in social studies or history (how to solve big problems)
• Helping others by teaching content to a lower grade level
• Focusing on using the driving essential questions (for ideas, use 

Essential Questions, McTighe & Wiggins 2013])
• Helping underclass students learn about jobs or colleges
• Building a theme park ride and preparing for travel
• Learning to run a business or rebuilding a city in mathematics or science
• Building a mentorship program for underclass students
• Competing with another class or school on projects
• Connecting goals to success

Because students work harder at behaviorally relevant topics, you can achieve further 
buy-in by having them consider projects from a list that are relevant to them, such as 
including social justice, a better neighborhood, better law enforcement, or less racism 
(Butler-Barnes, Williams, & Chavous, 2012). By getting students’ buy-in through rele-
vant topics, you’ll help students want to achieve deeper learning.

Relevance and buy-in are powerful hooks to get students interested. But a powerful 
teacher keeps the foot on the gas pedal. Attribution is the next tool to ensure students 
get the maximum value out of every moment in class. You’ll learn to make it a habit to 
give a reason why to nearly everything you do.

Attribution
Attribution is the linking of one thing to another, as in cause and effect. If you say, “You 

ran fast, Kelly,” that is a descriptive statement and maybe a compliment. But imagine you 
said, “You ran fast, Kelly; did your change in diet seem to help?” That is a link (attribu-
tion) where you linked the result (running fast) to an earlier action (different nutrition 
plan). In a classroom, you may say, “Eric, love your effort. That’s the kind of effort that 
will get you higher-paid promotions once you get your first job.” Now, the student under-
stands the attribution: more effort might equal more money later on.

Remember the amazing power of attribution. You must continually remind students 
that their success is tied to what they have already done or what they will do (factors over 
which they have control, such as effort, study time, and the use of appropriate strategies) 
and not tied to genes, luck, or circumstance. A struggling student is likely to attribute 
his or her weakness to a perceived low IQ, and he or she may withdraw effort when the 
challenge is great. But if the student attributes his or her poor results to lack of effort, 
then he or she may actually do something about it (Dweck, 1999). On a visceral level, 
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this particular attribution must help the student advance toward the goal of either college 
or vocation. Build this into your lesson plans and sprinkle as needed to foster effort.

Now that we have rolled out the starters, collaboration, preassessment, relevance and 
buy-in, and attribution, it’s time to start locking down our lesson plan. You might say 
to me, “Eric, that’s a lot of work!” Yes, you are right. But once you have done this over 
and over, it will become embedded in your brain. Soon, you’ll be doing all of this with 
no prompts at all. Your memory of it will be stronger, but also you will have the positive 
feedback of actually using it.

A Rich Lesson Plan in Action
Let’s get started with a sample lesson plan. Table C.1 (page 20–24) offers a sample 

lesson plan for a secondary science class. Be sure to review what you have learned about 
your students before you complete your lesson plan. There may be some students who 
got extra attention this week. You will review students’ information in their learning 
profiles from the school and previous teachers. Often, teachers see a specific need to 
connect better with certain students to understand why they might be struggling or to 
use a specific strategy that a colleague used successfully. I complete learning profiles at 
the start of each semester.

Many schools have district sites for developing lesson plans online. If you already have 
a site for it, use it. If not, visit 10 Minute Lesson Plans (www.10minutelessonplans.com). 
This free site will help you learn to create effective lesson plans in just a few minutes.

Did you notice how the lesson plan in table C.1 uses strategies from this book? Not 
a bad start for a single class lesson. Of course, once you have taught a lesson using the 
strategies in this book, you’ll start feeling more comfortable with them. You’ll be ready 
for a couple of new strategies over time. As you become a lifelong learner, your comfort 
with change will keep rising. Because of this, your students will do well too. Don’t forget 
that there are countless ways to accomplish the same objective. You can use the tools 
in this book in ways that would make a lesson seem completely different. But the core 
elements are the same. Here’s a true example from a high-performing secondary math-
ematics teacher, Victor (who is now retired), whose students typically progressed two to 
three years for each year he taught (Soloveichik, 1979). Before we begin, remember there 
is far more academic support for structured, guided lessons than unguided learning in 
the classroom (Kirschner, Sweller, & Clark, 2006). We’ll look at the steps he took before 
and during class.
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Table C.1: Middle School Science Lesson Plan

Planning Steps Details

Before Class

Collecting 
Student Data

• I have thirty-one students (fifteen boys; 
sixteen girls) in my ninth-grade science 
classroom. Ninety-two percent of them 
receive free and reduced meals. The data 
on my students from last year showed 
that 22 percent of my classroom achieved 
proficiency, 8 percent expert, and 70 
percent basic. My gutsy goal is for 100 
percent proficiency this semester.

• I review students’ information in their 
learning profiles, and what I need to do  
for this lesson.

• Yesterday’s exit passes showed that 
75 percent of my students across class 
periods did not distinguish among facts, 
reasoned judgment based on findings, 
and speculation in a text. They were 
also unsure of what was valid or invalid 
information.

• I created a plan for reteaching these 
concepts to those students in particular. I 
created extension activities for those who 
did master the concepts.

Planning the 
Lesson
Memory Recall 
Strategies

• I focused on priming students for one to 
two weeks before starting the science 
writing. The written arguments emphasize 
discipline-specific content. We will 
introduce claims about a science topic or 
issue, acknowledge and distinguish the 
claims from alternate or opposing claims, 
and organize the reasons and evidence 
logically.

• Next, I’ll ask students to do a three-minute 
content retrieval activity to see what they 
recall.

• Students will work with a partner I have 
chosen. (I have a student list of Lexile 
scores, and they have their own records.) 
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Creating a 
Positive Physical 
Environment

• Open windows and shades (if possible).
• Create a word wall with rich adjectives 

for writing and the Tier 2 words that my 
classroom is focusing on.

• Place anchor charts on the walls with the 
most important science concepts and the 
writing process.

• Play upbeat music. 
• Make posters and bulletin boards visible 

with content and skills students need to 
learn. 

• Bring in plants. 
• Write positive messages on the walls.

First Minute of Class Time

Building 
Relationships

• When students enter, I am always at the 
door with a smile and a handshake. I make 
sure to exude safety and excitement.

• Students sit with their teams. Team leaders 
check on the attendance to get things 
started. Then, before the learning begins, 
each team member gets thirty seconds to 
check in and update others on the most 
important thing on their mind. Then, the 
team leader shares today’s goals.

Core Class Time

Getting Started • Early in class, I ask students to do a three-
minute content-retrieval activity to see 
what they recall from yesterday. They turn 
this in, and I’ll look this over while they are 
working.

• I introduce the class objectives from the 
Next Generation Science Standards and 
Common Core State Standards, including 
the evidence for learning or success 
criteria.

Physical Science (Eighth Grade)
• Objective: Students will be able to write 

an argumentative paper about their 
perspective on cryobiology (study of living 
things at very low temperatures). (MS-
PS1-3)

continued on next page 
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Getting Started
(continued)

• Explanation: They will read several articles 
and visit many websites to determine the 
pros and cons of cryobiology. Then, they 
will formulate their opinions about it and 
argue for or against using the criteria 
for argumentative writing. (WHST.6–
8.1) Question: Should the cryobiology 
technique be used to preserve living 
things? I share relevance: “Students, you 
have to learn how to make a case for 
anything in life so you can be your own 
advocate (for a better grade, in the legal 
system, to get hired, and so on). Without it, 
you won’t get a fair shake.”

• Today’s hooks are that every student gets 
to pick a famous scientist from history 
(I have a list for them), and they will be 
that scientist while they are writing their 
argumentative piece.

• I write out and share sample arguments 
focused on the science content in the 
following order. I list these writing criteria 
so that students can self-evaluate, and 
peers can give feedback too.

Criteria from the Common Core State 
Standards in argumentative writing for middle 
school:
• WHST.6–8.1a—Introduce claims about a 

topic or issue, acknowledge and distinguish 
the claims from alternate or opposing 
claims, and organize the reasons and 
evidence logically. 

• WHST.6–8.1b—Support claims with 
logical reasoning and relevant, accurate 
data and evidence that demonstrate an 
understanding of the topic or text, using 
credible sources.

• WHST.6–8.1c—Use words, phrases, and 
clauses to create cohesion and clarify the 
relationships among claims, counterclaims, 
reasons, and evidence.

• WHST.6–8.1d—Establish and maintain a 
formal style.

• WHST.6–8.1e—Provide a concluding 
statement or section that follows from and 
supports the argument presented.
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Creating First 
Drafts

• First, I use a quick hook strategy. Students 
use a blank template that I provide with 
the writing criteria listed so they can keep 
track of my posted example to see if I have 
included all the criteria. Now, they have a 
sense of how it is done. They evaluate my 
writing and give me feedback on what I 
need to improve. My examples are about a 
different topic so that I don’t give away my 
perspective before they write. 

• Next, they write a rough draft in their own 
words using the content from the texts and 
in the format we have just learned. They 
will have a partner to exchange ideas with 
for this process.

• Yesterday’s exit pass reminded me that 
students were unsure of what was valid 
or invalid information. I will check their 
understanding of this concept and form 
a small group of students to guide and 
reteach this concept with the science topic.

• I will use this time to walk around and 
support the writing process, as well as 
to work with a small group of students 
who still need help with writing using the 
specific criteria.

Editing Time in 
Peer Group

• Next, students go back to their teams for 
editing again. They support each other 
and cooperatively work together to learn. 
Each team has a name, chant, or song 
with special movements, and a different 
leader each week. They get points for 
proper behavior, teamwork, homework 
completion, celebrations, and other tasks. 
Each team will peer edit other team 
members’ rough drafts. For homework, 
they will rewrite, using the peer comments 
for guidance. This feedback is critical. 

Connecting to 
the Real World

• I will share a personal story about how 
I learned to write and how I learned to 
respond to feedback with the growth 
mindset. 

• During my connection time at the end of 
each class, I review the day’s objectives 
and how they personally related to each 
student and the community.

continued on next page 
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Last Four Minutes of Class Time

Strengthening 
Memory and 
Closing the Day

Using an exit pass, I have students answer the 
following questions.
• What did you do well in your science 

writing summary?
• What was the single most important 

change you had to make in your paper?
Once they’re finished, I put on music as 
students leave and thank them at the door.

Source: National Governors Association Center for Best Practices & Council of Chief State School 
Officers, 2010; NGSS Lead States, 2013.

Visit go.SolutionTree.com/instruction for a reproducible version of this table.

Before Class
For each class Victor created a one-page graphic outline of reference signals (arrows, 

stars, and cartoons), key ideas, concise conclusions, and selected extracts of schemas and 
examples plus connecting arrows, which show relationships between ideas. He gave this 
key working document to each student to start the semester. The mind map in figure 
C.1 is similar to Victor’s.

During Class
For daily accountability, Victor asked each student to write out a key understanding 

from the previous class in a graphic organizer. He wanted to learn not just what his 
students got from yesterday’s lesson, but how they understood it. Their mind map also 
showed relationships between items and hierarchies. Students turned this in within ten 
minutes. While students were completing these, Victor wrote on the board the new 
daily graphic organizer, with missing pieces on it. (The gaps create curiosity.) Once the 
students completed their written retrieval work, they turned it in.

Students were then asked to copy the new graphic organizer on their paper. Victor 
collected them and sorted them quickly to identify any gaps in student learning from 
the day before. Both the teacher and the students completed their new task in the same 
amount of time. The students received their papers and saw how they did. To score 
them, Victor used a number from 1–5 (1 is low, and 5 is high). He asked students with 
low scores to rework their summary up front. His relationship with the class was strong, 
and there was no blaming or snickering. The learning culture of the class was “We all 
make mistakes, so let’s all learn from them.” He treated every student with dignity, so 
no student was embarrassed to rework his or her assignment. It was important for him 
to fix any mistakes from the previous day before moving ahead into new material. In 
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mathematics, every day is critical. Victor coached them along to ensure accuracy. This 
gave the students and Victor feedback on how well (or poorly) he taught the day before.

Then, he introduced new material to the whole class. Using the schematic shown up 
front, he condensed new class knowledge, and then detailed, again condensed, and again 
detailed in content pulses. He (and students) used color coding on the notes, with arrows 
and drawings to show different values and properties of the content. He always sup-
ported and never criticized students.

Victor’s class was always about understanding and memory. Students used the notes 
to cue their memories. He based grades on the aggregate of many weekly quizzes. His 
primary goal was to provide his students with the confidence and skills to succeed. With 
confidence, students kept trying until they got it. Homework was 100 percent optional. 
He gave his students 100 to 150 problems at the outset of the semester, and they could 
do any of them at any time. Most did all of them. To me, some of Victor’s strengths are:

• Structured and guided instruction (using schema, worked examples, 
and so on)

• Big-to-small picture (condensed and detailed)
• Sky-high expectations (100 percent success plus homework)
• Relationships (He is each student’s greatest ally.)
• Feedback (given to his students and to him, the teacher)
• Low threat (low stress; never any embarrassment for students)
• Choice (on homework and how students illustrate the learning)

Notice that he didn’t do everything in this book. But he was very good at the key 
things: high expectations, feedback, engagement, support, relationships, control, and low 
threat plus big picture and detailed schemas. Now, I have a question for you. If someone 
gave you the classroom-proven model for highly successful teaching, would you use it?

Action Steps
Many teachers do not do consistent lesson planning. The lesson plan has to include 

not just what you are teaching, but what the students should be doing and how you are 
teaching it. Most make the mistake of not putting the student achievement and mindset 
boosters in the lesson plan to ramp up results. Finally, most plan them collaboratively. 
You can be different.


