
For more information about this Heinemann resource, 
visit http://www.heinemann.com/products/e08878.aspx



Heinemann
361 Hanover Street
Portsmouth, NH 03801–3912
www.heinemann.com

Offices and agents throughout the world

© 2018 by Patricia Vitale-Reilly

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, 
including information storage and retrieval systems, without permission in writing from the publisher, except by a 
reviewer, who may quote brief passages in a review, and with the exception of reproducible pages, which are 
identified by the Supporting Struggling Learners copyright line and may be photocopied for classroom use.

“Dedicated to Teachers” is a trademark of Greenwood Publishing Group, Inc.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Vitale-Reilly, Patricia, author.
Title: Supporting struggling learners : 50 instructional moves for the 
classroom teacher / Patricia Vitale-Reilly.
Description: Portsmouth, NH : Heinemann, [2017]
Identifiers: LCCN 2017020661 | ISBN 9780325088785
Subjects: LCSH: Remedial teaching.
Classification: LCC LB1029.R4 V57 2017 | DDC 371.102—dc23

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2017020661

Acquisitions Editor: Holly Kim Price
Production Editor: Sean Moreau
Cover Design: Suzanne Heiser
Interior Design: Valerie Levy, Drawing Board Studios
Typesetter: Valerie Levy, Drawing Board Studios
Manufacturing: Steve Bernier

Printed in the United States of America on acid-free paper
21 20 19 18 17 PAH 1 2 3 4 5

The author has dedicated a great deal of time and effort to writing the 
content of this book, and her written expression is protected by copyright 
law. We respectfully ask that you do not adapt, reuse, or copy anything on 
third-party (whether for-profit or not-for-profit) lesson-sharing websites. 
As always, we’re happy to answer any questions you may have.

—Heinemann Publishers

For more information about this Heinemann resource, 
visit http://www.heinemann.com/products/e08878.aspx



This book is dedicated to Patricia Hoy— 

my mother, my first teacher, my mentor, my friend.

For more information about this Heinemann resource, 
visit http://www.heinemann.com/products/e08878.aspx



vii

Contents

Acknowledgments xiii
Introduction xv

What You Will Find in This Book xvii
Why This Book for Classroom Teachers? xviii
Who Are Struggling Learners? xviii

Chapter 1 Create an Inclusive Culture Through Structures and Environment 1 

 #1 Make Your Room and Walls Clutter Free (K–8) 2

 #2 Offer Multiple, Flexible Seating Arrangements (K–5)  4

 #3 Present Information in Multiple Media (K–8) 6

 #4 Allow Students to Show Understanding in Multiple Forms (K–8) 8

 #5 Embrace the Power of Yet (K–8) 13

KEEP IN MIND 15

Chapter 2 Harness the Power of Collaborative Learning 16

 #6 Practice Collaborative Work in Centers (K–8) 17 

 #7 Establish a Culture of Collaboration to Support Peer Learning (1–8) 20

 #8 The Power of Two: Use Partnerships (K–8) 23

 #9 Model Collaboration by Using a Fishbowl Technique (K–8) 26

#10 Scaffold Student Talk with Scripted Options (2–8) 28

#11 Introduce Student Work Plans (2–8) 30

KEEP IN MIND 33

Chapter 3 Use Visuals in Teaching and Learning 34

#12 Incorporate Virtual Field Trips (K–8) 35 

#13 Rethink Anchor Charts (K–8) 37

#14 Improve Retention with Sticky Note Prompts (1–8) 44 

#15 Offer Support with Formula, Cue, and Goal Cards (2–8) 46 

#16 Create Response Sheets (2–8) 49 

KEEP IN MIND 50

For more information about this Heinemann resource, 
visit http://www.heinemann.com/products/e08878.aspx



viii Contents

Chapter 4 Scaffold Instruction Through Pre-Teaching 51

#17 Activate and Build Knowledge with an Updated KWL Chart (K–8) 52

#18 Pre-Teach so Students Can Pre-Learn (2–8) 54 

#19 Incorporate Text Previewing and Introductions (K–8) 57

#20 Hook Students Through Authentic Digital Resources and Experiences (K–8) 59 

KEEP IN MIND 62

Chapter 5  Incorporate Small-Group Instruction 63

#21 Decide on the Most Responsive Form of Small-Group Instruction (K–8) 63

#22 Implement Teaching Intensives (K–8) 72

#23 Use Planners to Manage Instruction (K–8) 75

#24 Make Small-Group Instruction Matter: Ask, What Is Getting in the Learner’s Way? (K–8) 79

#25 Record Keeping That Is Simple, Succinct, and Specific (K–8) 84

KEEP IN MIND 92

Chapter 6 Develop Learning and Study Skills 93

#26 Teach the Concept of Time Management Through a Reading Record (1–8) 94

#27 Provide Tools to Help Schedule and Manage Work and Projects (K–8) 96

#28 Introduce and Cultivate Focus (K–8) 98

#29 Develop Task Initiative (K–8) 100 

#30 Develop Expertise Through Review and Study Guides (3–8) 101

#31 Explicitly Teach Study Strategies (1–8) 103

#32 Develop Note-Taking Skills (3–8) 104

KEEP IN MIND 108

Chapter 7 Teach Communication Skills 109

#33 Develop Conversation Skills Through Whole-Class Conversations (2–8) 110 

#34 Support Auditory Understanding (K–8) 112

#35 Teach Students to Self-Advocate (K–8) 114

#36 Cultivate Presentation Skills (2–8) 115

#37 Teach Nonverbal Communication (K–8) 117

KEEP IN MIND 119

For more information about this Heinemann resource, 
visit http://www.heinemann.com/products/e08878.aspx



ixContents

Chapter 8  Writing Instructional Moves That Help Students Across the Day 121

#38 Model in a Variety of Ways (K–8) 122

#39 Add Kinesthetic and Tactile Support for Writing (K–8) 123

#40 Get Writing Started by Offering Choices (K–8) 124

#41 Support Generating Ideas (K–8) 126

#42 Get Words on the Page Through Freewriting (3–8) 129

#43 Rehearse Writing to Plan, Organize, and Brainstorm (K–8) 130

#44 Use What They Know to Revise (3–8) 133

#45 Create Opportunities for Feedback (K–8) 137

#46 Scaffold Through Paper Choice and Tools (K–2) 139

KEEP IN MIND 141

Chapter 9 Home Support 143

#47 Establish Communication Protocols and Communicate Often (K–8) 144

#48 Make the Most Out of Back-to-School Nights (K–8) 146

#49 Help Parents and Caregivers Understand Their Child as a Learner (K–8) 147

#50 Help Parents Create Supportive Home Environments (K–8) 151

KEEP IN MIND 152

Chapter 10  If . . . Then 153

If You Need More Support 154

If You Need to Progress-Monitor a Student 157

If You Have a Co-Teacher or Teacher’s Aide 172

Final Thoughts 179

References 181

For more information about this Heinemann resource, 
visit http://www.heinemann.com/products/e08878.aspx



xiii

Acknowledgments

Iam so happy to have this book out in the world, having been writing it on and off 
for over five years and working on the ideas it contains for many decades. I am 

deeply grateful to all of the educators who have inspired me, pushed my thinking, 
and allowed me into their classrooms, offices, and schools. In doing so they have 
had such a positive and profound impact on this book. In particular, my deepest 
thanks to:

Meaghan Arias, Diane Baker, Susan Cooper, Marissa DePalma, Jean DeSimone, An-
thony DiNoto, Tammy Ficarelli, Talysa Glogower, Janine Grosso, Lisa Horst, Alisa 
Kadus, Mary Mark, Amanda Melican, Erin Murphy, Betsy Peterson, Jody Skidd, and 
Crystal Tuozzolo.

I would also like to thank the following schools and districts for our professional 
collaborations:

The Cathedral School of Saint John the Divine, Emerson Public Schools, Fort Lee 
Public Schools, Nyack Public Schools, Princeton Day School, Saddle River Day 
School, and the Warwick Valley Public School System.

A big thank you to my colleagues and friends who support me in so many ways, big 
and small: Lindsay Agar, Lisa Eickholdt, Bev Gallagher, Jaime Margolies, Marybeth 
O'Connor, Sally Rubin-Richards, and Elena Skinner.

Many thanks to my editor, Holly Kim Price, for believing in this book, supporting my 
thinking, answering all of my questions, and shaping my ideas. Thanks to the amaz-
ing Heinemann team of Steve Bernier, Amanda Bondi, Suzanne Heiser, Pam Hunt, 
Valerie Levy, Sean Moreau, Jane Orr, and Elizabeth Silvis who make this process 
as seamless as possible and for supporting this book from idea, to draft, to edits, to 
design, and to production.   

And most especially, I thank my family — Kevin, Rhiannon, and Jack Reilly. Thank 
you for always believing in my work, for giving me time at my desk and knowing when 
to pull me away from it, and for your love and support, always.

For more information about this Heinemann resource, 
visit http://www.heinemann.com/products/e08878.aspx



xv

Introduction

s teachers, our days are filled with many things—everyday minutia, grand suc- 
cesses, endless mandates, and joyous small moments. And in those full days, 

we live alongside our students . . . ALL of them. Some students live in our minds 
easily. They are growing, they are happy, learning is going smoothly for them. Yet for 
other students, learning is not going so smoothly. They are not happy and not grow-
ing in the ways we want them to. 

These students are always on our minds. We take them home with us and think 
about them at odd moments. I was young when I began teaching, barely a decade 
older than the students I taught, and that first year together was part trial by fire, part 
camp counselor, part experiment. During that year, it was Stephen who occupied my 
thoughts and plagued me with worry.

Is he learning?

Is he happy?

Is my classroom the right place for him?

Am I doing what I need to be doing to help him achieve 
his goals as a learner?

Is there something else I could be doing?

Stephen was, on many fronts, a struggling learner. He had an attention deficit hyper-
activity disorder diagnosis, coupled with some mild processing and anxiety issues. 
He struggled to organize his thinking in writing, which affected not only reading and 
writing but social studies and science as well. He had trouble with handwriting, so 
he struggled to get his ideas down in legible ways. He had some social difficulties, 
too, and had trouble connecting with the other boys in the class. Many times at the 
beginning of the year, he came back from recess angry or upset. Once, he actually 
left the playground during recess and came up to my classroom to spend recess with 
me instead of playing with his classmates. He couldn’t quite understand why the 
other students wouldn’t play his version of dodge ball or why he should try to work 
out conflicts.

Stephen was also one of the most curious and creative learners I have ever met. 
His capacity for understanding texts and his interpretations of characters, events, 
and themes was unparalleled. When I realized that Stephen could not sit in our 

A
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xvi Introduction

meeting area for lessons and for read-aloud, I let him do laps in the back of the 
classroom. Yet the thinking he shared about either the lesson or the text was always 
right on and insightful, bringing our work to another level. 

Stephen was just the first. There were Anna and Tomeo, Michael and Odin, 
Amy and Malachi, Stephanie and James and . . . you see what I mean. As you are 
reading this, your own list of names might be running through your head.

As Stephen’s teacher, I was plagued with questions. And I knew that for him, 
and for myself, I needed to find answers. So I took this on, really on, as an inquiry 
into my personal professional development, and discovered things that have shaped 
my beliefs about how struggling learners learn best. 

Many times, we think of struggling learners based on a deficit model. When I 
was teaching Stephen, I constantly worried about supporting him as a learner. Could 
I help him harness his thoughts in a coherent way? Would I be able to find a reading 
and writing partner with whom he could work? What about all of the materials I was 
introducing him to? Would he be able to use these? And what about when he got to 
the middle school—what would happen then?

I understand that we teachers are “fixers,” and finding what is getting in a stu-
dent’s way will help us determine what he needs. However, let’s not allow this idea 
to frame how we support struggling learners. Instead, let’s use what positive psy-
chology has taught us about student success: Every student has strengths—whether 
resour ces, talents, skills, or motivations—and those strengths should be the pillar 
on which we stand (Anderson 2005). We don’t ignore the deficits but capitalize on 
the strengths (Clifton, Anderson, and Schreiner 2016) so we can design teaching 
moves, including specific interventions, that are grounded in what students can do 
well to propel them forward. 

Tomlinson (2014) reminds us that learners are different. In turn, our classrooms 
must be laboratories where differentiated learning can exist.

Thus, teachers in differentiated classrooms accept and act on the 
premise that they must be ready to engage students in instruction 
through different approaches to learning, by appealing to a range of 
interests, and by using varied rates of instruction along with varied 
degrees of complexity and different support systems. In differen-
tiated classrooms, teachers ensure that students compete against 
themselves as they grow and develop more than they compete 
against one another, always moving toward—and often beyond—
designated content goals.

In other words, teachers who differentiate provide specific alter-
natives for individuals to learn as deeply as possible and as quickly 
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as possible, without assuming one student’s road map for learning is 
identical to anyone else’s. (3–4)

I started off big. I thought about different curricula, different placements for  Stephen 
and others, and drastically different approaches. I had my heart in the right place, 
but those big changes weren’t working. Stephen certainly was not going to learn to 
handle collaborations positively if he was isolated from his peers. As I got to know 
Stephen, I began to realize what a critical thinker he was. He did not need any modi-
fications to the curriculum; he needed me to accommodate him and his learning to 
match his challenges. I realized that small changes—instructional moves geared to 
what the learner needs most in that moment—implemented inside my classroom, 
alongside our learning and learners, could make a big difference. 

What You Will Find in This Book
The classroom environment can either support or impede learners, so in Chapter 1, 
I propose small instructional moves that you can make to enable learners to access 
ideas and learning.

I learned that peer support helps all learners, especially those who struggle. In 
Chapter 2 I tackle peer learning—learning centers and group projects—and suggest 
ways to use everyday structures to support our struggling learners.

Many students are visual learners, so in Chapter 3 I lay out simple ways to use 
visuals in instruction and practice for both teaching and learning.

One of the ways I supported Stephen and other struggling learners was with pre-
teaching. Pre-teaching can feel hard to implement. We wonder: When will I have 
time to pre-teach? How will I pre-teach? Whom will I pre-teach and why? In Chapter 
4, I offer easy yet powerful pre-teaching strategies.

One of the most profound ways I have been able to support struggling learn-
ers is through small-group instruction in reading, writing, math, and content areas. 
 Chapter 5, which tackles small-group instruction, is chock full of samples of small-
group instruction, classroom examples, and planners and other record-keeping tools. 

Building certain academic and life skills can benefit students who struggle, so I 
devoted Chapters 6 and 7 to study skills and communication skills, respectively. 

Another place where we can implement instructional moves that have huge ben-
efits is to support all students as writers. Writing is a discipline that stands alone, yet 
it travels with us across the day and across other disciplines. Providing students with 
specific writing strategies—planning, brainstorming, and organization—can help 
them be successful learners. Chapter 8 tackles writing across the day and includes 
effective strategies for our struggling students.
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xviii Introduction

Chapter 9 embraces the idea that strong home-school connections support every 
learner. In this chapter I share my thinking around collaboration and communication 
as a wrap-around approach to supporting students who struggle. 

Chapter 10 offers my final thoughts and suggestions organized in an If/Then 
structure. If a student needs more support; if you need to progress-monitor a student; 
if you have a co-teacher, specialist, or an instructional aide in your room with you; if 
your teaching is not sticking, then take a look at my go-to list of tried and true solu-
tions, which include instructional approaches, accommodations, tools, and protocols. 

Why This Book for Classroom Teachers?
I have been thinking of writing a book about struggling learners for many years and 
for many reasons. I’m sure a tiny seed was planted even when I was a young child, 
and that seed began to grow as soon as I started working with children and young 
adults. We will (unfortunately) always have students in our classrooms who struggle. 
They struggle in many different ways—different in both the reasons why they strug-
gle and the ways in which they struggle. Since each and every classroom will have 
struggling learners, it is helpful to define the kinds of struggling learners we might 
encounter in our classrooms and then plan moves to support them. 

Who Are Struggling Learners? 
The term “struggling learners” is a widely used and incredibly broad term. When 
teachers and schools use the term, they do so to describe special education students 
mandated to receive services, students identified as struggling learners who receive 
mandated or nonmandated supplemental academic intervention services, and other 
students who receive no additional support or services as well. Let’s look carefully at 
what I see as the three cohorts of struggling learners.  

SPECIAL EDUCATION STUDENTS
Students who qualify for special education services are struggling learners. These 
students have been classified as students who are to mandated to receive special 
education services, delivered by a certified special education teacher. The laws gov-
erning these mandates are most recently through IDEA, the Individuals with Dis-
abilities Education Improvement Act of 2004. According to this legislation, special 
education is defined as “specially designed instruction, at no cost to the parents, to 
meet the unique needs of a child with a disability.” 

To deliver specially designed instruction that will meet the unique needs of a 
child with a disability, it is important to determine not only the learner’s disability 
but, more importantly, the learner's strengths and what the learner struggles with. 
For example, a student may have a classification of “Specific Learning Disability,” 
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which according to IDEA (1997) is defined as “a disorder in one or more of the basic 
psychological processes involved in understanding or in using language, spoken or 
written, that may manifest itself in the imperfect ability to listen, think, speak, read, 
write, spell, or to do mathematical calculations. The term includes such conditions 
as perceptual disabilities, brain injury, minimal brain dysfunction, dyslexia, auditory 
processing disorders and developmental aphasia.”

This broad statement, meant to describe the classification of “Specific Learning 
Disability,” is helpful in determining what classification the student will receive and, 
in turn, can determine pertinent services. Yet to develop specific techniques and 
strategies that will most effectively teach this student, it is essential to determine 
what specifically the student struggles with. Does this learner struggle with reading? 
If so, with what aspects of reading—decoding? Inferring a main or central idea? Re-
sponding to reading? Does the learner struggle with math? If so, with what aspects of 
math—remembering math facts and equations? Applying the correct mathematical 
equation to solve the problem? Understanding multistep word problems? All of the 
above? Identifying the specific struggles of special education students is essential for 
creating the most effective instructional moves you will implement for this learner. 

STUDENTS DESIGNATED TO RECEIVE MANDATED OR 
NONMANDATED SUPPLEMENTAL INSTRUCTION
Struggling learners are also those students who have been identified as needing 
additional support. These students are typically designated to receive support in a 
variety of subjects through programs titled “basic skills instruction” or “academic in-
tervention services.” These are the students in our classrooms who do not meet the 
requisite benchmarks we have put forth for our students, including yearly standard-
ized tests, local diagnostic and formative assessments, and other school-based met-
rics. Students who receive supplemental instruction usually do not meet the above-
mentioned metrics in reading and math and therefore are given additional support.

Marie Clay, innovative educator and founder of Reading Recovery has stated 
that, “70 percent of students will learn to read without struggle.” Approximately 
10 percent of our population is identified as learning disabled. This leaves some-
where around 20 percent of our students who are typically—and, more importantly, 
should be—identified in this cohort of struggling learners: learners who need sup-
plemental instruction.

INTERMITTENT STRUGGLERS
This last category of struggling learner is not as easy to define. These students are 
not mandated for special education services and typically do not fall into the cohort 
of students who receive ongoing, systematic supplemental support. Yet they—and 
potentially any student—can struggle at any time in their school career.
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These struggles may be related to an incident or event in a student’s life, such 
as a home, personal, or social situation, that causes the learner to struggle and inter-
feres with the typical progress he or she might make.

Other times, the struggle is contextual: There is a topic, course, or specific 
learning context that is challenging for the student. This is not to say the struggle is 
not real; it is just contextualized around a topic, moment of learning, or context that 
amplifies a weakness in the student’s memory, organization, time management, or 
other skills.

Sometimes, students just occasionally struggle. We have all had them in our 
classrooms; you know who they are. They are always on our radar, our “watch list,” 
but we know they will never qualify for services and do not need special education 
or supplemental services. They do, however, need instruction and support that inter-
venes in their learning and enables them to get past the struggle.

I have been thinking about struggling students for decades. You see, my journey 
didn’t start with Stephen. It started with Tommy. In September 1968, two parents 
meet with the elementary school principal. Their son, Tommy, has a learning disabil-
ity, yet no one is quite clear what it is. Although Tommy’s parents are unclear of what 
he needs or what is getting in the way, Tommy is already struggling in school. During 
kindergarten, he has trouble following directions, and emergent literacy skills (such 
as learning letters, sounds, and how books work) are a challenge for him. Tommy’s 
parents want to investigate the options for him. The principal leads them down a set 
of stairs to the basement. There, next to the boiler, is a room for children who are 
“different.” 

One child is in a wheelchair. He appears to be a capable student academically 
but is physically handicapped. Next to him are two students with Down syndrome. 
Across the room is a child who is there for behavioral concerns. He is identified by 
the teacher as a child who is a “lot of trouble” for his teachers.

Tommy’s parents aren’t sure why they are being shown this classroom. The 
learners are all quite different. In addition, Tommy, like all children, possesses many 
strengths. He is the fifth child in his family, and having lived with four older sib-
lings, all close in age, and a large extended family, he is quite verbal. His expressive 
language skills are age appropriate, including his articulation and content, and he is 
able to hold interesting conversations with both peers and adults. He is also a curi-
ous learner with a great imagination. Tommy spends long afternoons in his backyard 
and in the accompanying woods playing many a game of make-believe and learning 
to play sportslike games such as Red Rover, kickball, and manhunt. He has age-
appropriate gross and fine motor skills and enjoys group games and board games of 
all kinds. In addition, Tommy has an incredible memory. He can remember dates 
and experiences far beyond what a child of his age typically can.
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His strengths are not a part of the conversation, or even part of the decision-
making used to inform Tommy’s placement or education. Tommy’s parents ask the 
principal what Tommy’s other options are. The principal looks at them, confused. 
He says, “There are no other options. It is here in this room, or in one of the first-
grade classrooms.”

Tommy went on to one of the first-grade classrooms and struggled for many 
years in school.

You see, Tommy is actually my brother. In the 1970s, I did a lot of learning along-
side him. I learned what he was learning, and even though he is six years my senior, 
I took it upon myself to teach him what he needed to learn. This experience forever 
shaped me and led me to a career in education.

At the end of the day, they are all our students, and I think sometimes we forget 
that. We want so much for Tommy and Stephen to be successful that we think we 
can find a place, a program, or a person who can help them. And those things may 
indeed help our struggling students in some way, but as classroom teachers, we can 
implement moves and make a difference in our students’ learning and in their lives. 
All we need to do is make some small changes.
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CHAPTER ONE
Create an Inclusive Culture
Through Structures and 
Environment

Last year I went to my son’s middle school to meet with his English language arts 
(ELA) teacher. As I entered Susan Cooper’s sixth-grade ELA room, I immediately 

felt that this was a room in which he could learn. There were many tangible elements 
I could point to: the seats were arranged in collaborative structures, technology was 
available and clearly a part of the fabric of the classroom, and evidence of teaching 
and learning existed in the environment through anchor charts and student work. 
However, many elements were much harder to identify. This room, which exuded 
the feeling of a place that welcomed and embraced all students,  represented what 
I like to call an inclusive culture.

I define culture as the tone of the room—both the tangible and the intangible 
vibe, ethos, or spirit of a community of learners. Building an inclusive culture means 
that you create a space—both physical and social-emotional—that not only welcomes 
each student but also works for each student. The room fits them and their needs.

Research supports this. The universal design for learning (typically referred to 
as UDL) initiative was first defined by Harvard educator David H. Rose (1998) but 
was originally an architectural design framework called universal design. It informed 
and influenced the way architects designed buildings to be inclusive of all individuals 
(Story, Mace, and Mueller 1998). This included building ramps at the entrance of 
buildings, incorporating automatic doors, and using voice technology in elevators. 
What they discovered was that many people benefitted from this inclusive design. As 
Conn-Powers, Cross, Traub, and Hutter-Pishgahi (2006) explain in “The Universal 
Design of Early Education: Moving Forward for All Children,” 

At first these design applications may seem solely intended for people 
with disabilities. But developers of the universal design framework 
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#1

recognized that usability would increase as special needs features 
began to serve all. People who use wheelchairs benefit from curb 
cuts and ramps, but so do bicycle riders, parents pushing strollers, 
and travelers pulling wheeled luggage. Elevators that announce floor 
numbers assist individuals with impaired sight along with shorter 
people who may not be able to see the light indicators when the 
elevator is crowded with riders. Doors that open automatically aid 
those not strong enough to open them as well as individuals whose 
arms hold packages or young children. 

After becoming aware of universal design, the field of education took on the idea 
of incorporating its seven principles into the fabric of our classrooms. In particular, 
the principle of “size and space for appropriate use” translated into the idea of recre-
ating spaces to be inclusive of all students. 

Considering how to create the most appropriate and useful environment for 
learning is essential. In “Instructional Theories Supporting Universal Design for 
Learning—Teaching to Individual Learners,” Mason, Orkwis, and Scott claim 
“Classroom environment and the organization of curricular materials allow for varia-
tions in physical and cognitive access by students as well as for variations in in-
structional methods; classroom environment allows for varied student groupings; 
classroom space encourages learning” (2005).

The first moves you can make to support struggling learners will enable you to 
create a learning environment that is conducive for all students. And although tone 
and culture can sometimes seem intangible, we can make tangible moves to create 
an inclusive culture that will enable our struggling students to thrive. 

Make Your Room and Walls Clutter Free (K–8)

This concept is simple yet profound. My belief in creating an uncluttered, visually 
supportive environment that would not overstimulate students started many years 
ago when I first began teaching. I taught in a Waldorf school, an the Waldorf peda-
gogy closely matches the UDL principle that design should be “simple and intui-
tive.” This means that we do not overcomplicate our environment and fill it with 
every imaginable tool, thought, material, and decoration. We carefully curate our 
materials and have students interact with them in simple and intuitive ways.

I believe the classroom environment can be considered an additional teacher, 
so begin with the materials. Students do need a variety of materials for learn-
ing, but we do not need to present all the materials to our students, all of the 
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3Chapter One Create an Inclusive Culture Through Structures and Environment

Figure 1.1a:  Lisa Horst’s Grade 3 Writing Center

time. Figure 1.1a shows how class-
room materials can be organized and 
clutter-free. Rotate materials as they 
are needed throughout the year. This 
can include materials for labs and sci-
ence experiments, manipulatives for 
math, and even books for our class-
room libraries. I am a book junkie and 
this one took me a long time to em-

brace, but having such a busy library can chal-
lenge many of our students. Add and subtract 
books as the year goes on, perhaps adding 
books of increasing complexity for primary 
or middle elementary students, or adding 
genres, subjects, and themes as they become 
pertinent across the year for upper-elemen-
tary and middle school students. You might 
even consider splitting up the library. For ex-
ample, keep multiple sets of books (text pairs, 
certain genres or themes, or book club selec-
tions) in another section of the room. This will 
allow students to access different types of ma-
terials in different spaces—a much easier task 
to manage. Figures 1.1b, 1.1c, and 1.1d show 
how second–grade teacher Anthony DiNoto 
has multiple sections to his classroom library. 
Classrooms are crowded, and removing mate-
rials from the room creates a better flow and 
an increased chance for access and indepen-
dent use of materials.

This principle applies to our walls as well. I 
often encourage teachers to think about how 
the wall space is used up. Consider removing 
any store-bought or premade visuals—they 
may not feel relevant to our students and 
frequently distract them. Do not hang every 
anchor chart from every discipline on your 

Figure 1.1b–1.1d:  Anthony DiNoto’s Grade 2 

Library Center
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Figure 1.2:  Standing Desk

walls at all times. For struggling students, visual stimulation actually impedes 
learning. If possible, consider the color choice of walls and materials, and use 
warm, soft, and/or muted hues instead of bright, loud colors. Chapter 3 provides 
more moves that address the use of visuals in the environment, especially the use 
of anchor charts.

Offer Multiple, Flexible Seating  
Arrangements (K–5)

Students spend many hours in school, sometimes more than they spend awake 
at home, so it is important to keep the environment in which they learn functional 
and comfortable. Unfortunately, many of our schools still have traditional environ-
ments that do not work for many of our students. Although altering the architec-
ture and layout of our classrooms might be difficult, changing seating options is 
one move that we can make to support all of our learners.

During the course of a day, students should be allowed to sit on chairs of differ-
ent sizes, styles, and heights, on the floor, leaning on a secure surface (such as the 
wall), or on special seats (such as balls or seats designed to support posture and 
focus). Where a student sits should be his choice and should be part of the early 
discussions that you have with students regarding where and how they will work 

in your classroom. Once these conversations occur, students 
can sit in that “seat” for a predetermined amount of time 
until seating options can be changed—for the day, for the 
week, or even for the unit of study if that makes the most 
sense. 

Where students sit can impact how they learn, so it is im-
portant to recognize that this seemingly innocuous element 
can affect student success. For some students, sitting in a 
typical school chair for an entire day can actually be tortur-
ous. So too can sitting on the floor unsupported. Young 
learners who have postural weaknesses (in simple terms, 
weak core muscles and control), sitting on the floor unsup-
ported actually taxes their body, and attention, focus, and 
understanding are compromised. Therefore, it is important 
to provide multiple seating options for various times of the 
day. For example, when I gathered my students in a central 
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Figures 1.3a–1.3c:  Flexible Seating

area for a minilesson or class meeting, they 
could sit on the carpet unsupported or lean-
ing on the wall, on a chair (that they brought 
to the meeting area), or on the floor on a sup-
portive seat (sometimes called a wiggle cush-
ion). They even had the option to stand. My 
fourth-grade student Stephen would stand for 
the entire read-aloud, sometimes in one place, 
but frequently lapping the back of the class-
room. Now there are standing desks, some 
with a movable bar below that students can 
pedal while working, that work very well for 
struggling learners. Figure 1.2 shows an ex-
ample of a standing desk with a pedal. In fact, 
you can now purchase an inexpensive, stretch-
able band, called Bouncy Bands (www.bouncy 
bands.com), that can be attached to any chair 
or desk to allow students to bounce and stretch 
their legs. 

Having varied workspace options is also impor-
tant. Teachers frequently ask my thoughts regard-
ing desks and tables and where students should 
sit during independent practice. My answer is: 
anywhere and everywhere. Regardless of the 
discipline, my students could be found in every 
available space in the classroom. This includes on 
the floor (on their bottom, a seat, or even on their 
stomachs, leaning on a clipboard), on one of the comfortable nontraditional seating 
options (large pillows, rocking chairs, and so on), at a desk (I always had a few of 
those in my room), or at a table (I had a few, in various places, of different heights, 
sizes and shapes). I called where they chose to work their “smart spot,” and I put a 
lot of stock into thinking carefully about seating arrangements and how I could sup-
port my struggling students by providing them comfortable options. I even offered 
my desk as an option. As the years went by, I realized that I did not want a traditional 
teacher’s desk placed front and center in my classroom. I gradually reduced the size 
of the desk until it was the smallest desk we had in our building (slightly larger than 
a typical student desk, but wooden, with drawers), and I put my desk in a corner 
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facing a board or wall. This actually became a great option for students who needed 
a little help “tuning out” the working hum and visual stimulation of the room, and I 
shared this seating with many a struggling student over the years. Figures 1.3a, 1.3b, 
and 1.3c show a classroom with multiple, flexible seating arrangements.

Present Information in Multiple Media (K–8)

Learners are different, and as such, they will process information differently. Al-
though we want our classrooms to be active, student-centered environments, 
sometimes we will need to present information to our students. Therefore, when 
we are in minilesson mode, we want to make sure that we have multiple media 
for teaching and learning, not just presenting information orally. This move to 
presenting learning in multiple media stands on the shoulders of one of the three 
UDL principles defined by the Center for Applied Special Technology—incorpo-
rating multiple means of representation (Mason, Orkwis, and Scott 2005). When 
we impart knowledge to our students by demonstrating, using a model, or in-
structing, we provide an additional medium through which students receive and 
process the information.

This is about more than providing visuals, although that is always a great start. 
In Chapter 3 I unpack the moves around using visuals in teaching. Here, I am also 
talking about providing students with physical, tactile, and kinesthetic materials 
and opportunities to learn.

For minilessons that involve texts, have extra copies of these texts available for 
student use. Sometimes, all students might have a text, or the text is visually dis-
played during reading, as in the case of a shared or close read. However, during 
read-aloud, the teacher is typically the only reader with a copy of the text. Be sure 
to have extra copies of read-aloud texts (especially chapter books for middle- and 
upper-grade students) so students can follow along. For certain struggling learners, 
this move provides the visual support they need to engage with and understand 
the text.

We understand the impact of success criteria on student achievement (Hattie 
2009), so we want to incorporate rubrics and checklists as often and as clearly as 
possible. Therefore, when contemplating multiple means of representation, con-
sider incorporating a visual rubric in your writing center (or area of the classroom 
designated to writing). A visual rubric demonstrates the differences between a 1, 2, 
3, and 4 in writing, using a teacher-created example. Figure 1.4 shows an example 
of a visual rubric.

For more information about this Heinemann resource, 
visit http://www.heinemann.com/products/e08878.aspx



7Chapter One Create an Inclusive Culture Through Structures and Environment

Figure 1.4:  Visual Writing Rubric

When teaching math, keep manipulatives within 
students’ reach. I had a variety of math materi-
als in small caddies on tables and surfaces during 
the minilesson. Sometimes, all students used the 
materials, but other times, they were available 
for individual use. For example, Tammy could be 
using the base-ten blocks on a mat during our 
place-value lesson, while Phillip could be using 
the fraction circle during a lesson on fractions 
and decimals. And the same was true of science 
materials during science lessons. I gave students 
time at the beginning of the year to get to know 
the manipulatives/tools and to “play” with the 
 materials. After that they were able to use them 
well, at appropriate times, and with intention.

I am a firm believer in the power of kinesthetic 
movement for learning, especially for struggling 
learners. Why? For them, understanding multiple 
parts to a story, multiple steps to a process, and 
remembering the multiple steps necessary to com-
plete a task (whether in a text to be read or writ-
ten, a historical event, a math problem, or a series 
of directions) can be challenging because of weak 
working memory. What is working memory?  It is a 
part of the short-term memory system that takes in 
visual and auditory input and processes and stores 
the input in the short term. Information does not 
go into long-term memory until it is processed in 
our working memory. 

Research on ways to support students with weak 
working memory supports the notion that it is best 
to use strategies that decrease working memory 
stress and overload, rather than try to improve 
working memory. How can we decrease working 
memory overload without decreasing the expecta-
tions we have for students?  We can chunk information and provide students with 
tangible ways to process this information in the short term. One way I do that is to 
add kinesthetic movement to the processing procedure. For example, I allow stu-
dents to add physical movement to reading and writing when they are interacting 
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Figure 1.5:  Multiple Means of Expressing Understanding

ROLE PLAY Demonstrate scientific conclusions (such as the movement of 
molecules or the change in rock formations), plot elements 
or character change in a text, or depict an event of historical 
significance through a short skit or even pantomime. Role 
playing can happen individually, in pairs, or in small groups.  

with texts. In reading, you might add movement to retellings, or even allow them 
to act out a sequence of events, a problem or solution a character had, or even a 
reaction or motivation to the problem. In writing, you might allow students to touch 
the page while planning their writing, literally adding the tapping movement while 
stating the parts to the text. In math, I incorporate kinesthetic movement while 
teaching division. Although I have a variety of algorithms and “tricks” for both com-
pleting equations and understanding the concept, I find that the movement around 
the basic steps really supports learners who are struggling with the concept. For 
those of you who know the jazz “step ball change” move, it is a variation of that 
to the words: “divide, multiply, subtract, get the remainder.” Chunking the steps 
of division—divide, multiply, subtract, get the remainder—and putting those steps 
to song and dance decreases working memory demands and enables learners to 
process and use the steps necessary for solving the equation. In Math on the Move, 
Malke Rosenfeld writes, “when children harness their innate body knowledge for 
mathematical sense making, they also harness their whole selves in the pursuit of 
new ideas and understanding” (2017). Adding kinesthetic movement is quite effec-
tive (and fun)! 

Allow Students to Show Understanding in  
Multiple Forms (K–8) 

Allowing students to show understanding in multiple forms also plays off of one 
of the three UDL principles—incorporating multiple means of expression. For a 
variety of reasons, expressing understanding is hard for many struggling learn-
ers. Sometimes, a learner has trouble putting thoughts to words and is unclear 
of what he or she wants to say. Other times, the learner knows what he or she 
wants to say but has trouble expressing it clearly and succinctly. And in other 
cases, a learner is taking time to process input and just needs time to express 
understanding. Regardless, we serve all our learners well when we provide stu-
dents with multiple ways to demonstrate understanding. Examples are shown 
below in Figure 1.5. 

(continues)
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VERBAL EXPRESSION  
WITH CONFIRMATION

When a student expresses thinking, an opinion, or under-
standing, offer verbal confirmation. One way to offer verbal 
confirmation is to state back to students what you heard: “So 
what I believe I hear you saying is . . .” This helps acknowl-
edge students’ thinking (I never stray far from their original 
thoughts), model expression, and confirm their thoughts as 
valid and important. 

NONVERBAL  
COMMUNICATION

Using nonverbal communication is efficient, represents a dif-
ferent medium, and creates an inclusive tone in your class-
room. At the beginning of the year, your students can come 
up with three to five nonverbal signals to represent their 
thinking. Signals might represent: I agree, I have a question, 
I am thinking, I need a break, I am confused, or I need help. 
Students use these signals in unobtrusive ways and are able 
to communicate thinking, needs, and requests to you and to 
their peers. Varying the form of expression through signals 
allows all learners to express their thinking in tangible, acces-
sible, and powerful ways. See Figure 1.6 as an example of a 
nonverbal chart to represent thinking.  

VISUAL UNDERSTANDING  
THROUGH SKETCHING

Include art and visual representation as a medium for 
learning and expression. During instructional read-aloud, 
allow students to “sketch to stretch” to represent their 
thinking about the text through pictures. Or, demonstrate 
math solutions or process, scientific conclusions, and their 
understanding of a historical event through sketching or 
pictures. You might create historical murals so students can 
demonstrate their understanding of the nuances of a histori-
cal event (the causes of an event, and the effects shown 
through actions and the expressions on the faces of the 
patriots during the Boston Tea Party as an example). See 
Figures 1.7a and 1.7b as examples.

VISUAL UNDERSTANDING  
SCAFFOLDED THROUGH  
ORGANIZERS

Use visual organizers to express ideas and understand-
ing. Quick and simple organizers provide all students, 
especially struggling students, with an accessible option 
for expressing ideas and understandings. Organizers can 
be premade or quickly made by students. One example 
is the “3-2-1”—three big ideas (from the book, experi-
ment, lesson, concept), two questions, and one element 
or place where you need help. Another is a basic box 
with a line and bullets. On the line students jot the big 
idea (or conclusion or solution), and next to each bullet, 
they share details. See Figures 1.8 and 1.9 as examples of 
visual organizers.

Figure 1.5 (continued)
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Figure 1.6:  Sample Classroom Chart of  Nonverbal Signals

For more information about this Heinemann resource, 
visit http://www.heinemann.com/products/e08878.aspx



11Chapter One Create an Inclusive Culture Through Structures and Environment

Figure 1.7a–1.7b:  Historical Mural of the Reasons Behind the Boston Tea Party
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Figure 1.8:  Visual Organizers That Can Demonstrate Understanding

3-2-1 Thinking
3 Big Ideas

_____________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

2 Questions

Q1 __________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

Q2 __________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

1 Way You Need Support

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________
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#5

Figure 1.9:  Visual Organizers That Can Demonstrate Understanding

BIG IDEA AND DETAILS ORGANIZER
Big Idea

Details:

• 

• 

• 

Embrace the Power of Yet (K–8)

Believing in and teaching the transformative power of yet is perhaps my favorite 
of all moves. Life, learning, progress, and success is always about yet. What you 
can’t do now is not what you can’t do, but what you can’t do yet. 

Wrapping your mind around yet is not always easy. This summer, I got back into 
my yoga practice. Since I tend to go in and out of the practice, when I start back up, 
I am usually out of shape, and the yoga poses are hard for me. It doesn’t help when 
I am sitting in child’s pose (completely bent over, head and body on mat, lying 
there) and the guy next to me is in a one-handed plank (envision a one-handed 
push-up). I am unable to move, and the person next to me is basically supporting 
his body weight with one arm. But in yoga, the teacher says, “Yoga is about learn-
ing to fly. If you can’t fly, run. If you can’t run, walk. If you can’t walk, crawl. Wherever 
you are is where you are. You will get there. Embrace where you are and believe 
that you will learn to fly.” These words are exactly the kinds of words we need to 
say to our students. 

Begin by acknowledging that students are where they are. Embrace that, and 
believe that they will learn how to fly. Truly. Believing in the power of yet is not 
some touchy-feely ideology but is grounded in the belief that when we have a 
mindset that trusts that all students can grow, we can move our students to a place 
of great joy and success.

For more information about this Heinemann resource, 
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For me, embracing yet is a four-part process:

1. Acknowledge struggles. Don’t shy away from them; don’t try to smooth them 
over or pretend they don’t exist. Have honest and authentic conversations with 
students (developmentally appropriate to the age and maturity of the student), 
and let students know that it is absolutely okay that something is hard for 
them. Something is hard for everyone. Use yourself or other people students 
may know as an example or model. You could say: I know that _______ doesn’t 
come easily to you right now. That’s okay. We all have something that doesn’t 
come as naturally to us the first time we learn it. The trick is to keep at it, and 
use our community to support you. Remember how we were talking about 
how we all have strengths and struggles?  And about how even famous people 
have struggles?  Well, I want you to be thinking about that now. I think that 
_____ is feeling hard for you. Let’s talk about that.

2. Rephrase their challenge as something that they cannot do yet. Put language 
around the struggle, as a yet phrase, and discuss this with them. Perhaps even 
posit this as a goal or in connection with a positive. For example, You cannot 
yet read that text you want to read independently, but you are able to identify 
the genre and text elements that you like, and so here are three texts that are 
just like that one you want to read. They will move you toward being able to 
read that text independently.

3. Set goals. Setting goals is about moving students from not yet to yes. This 
can include really breaking down steps or providing them with a process that 
will enable them to reach their desired results. For example, if a student wants 
to read a text that is too complex for him to both understand and enjoy, then 
perhaps set a goal to eventually read that book and lay out books that will lead 
him to success. Lay out a trajectory of reading that gets him from the reader he 
is today to the reader he wants to be. Literally, set the goal to read the more 
complex text (Harry Potter, for example), and lay out the reading that will move 
him there (reading Sea of Monsters, then reading The Forgotten Door, and 
then moving to read The Secret Garden).  

4. Celebrate. We have far too few celebrations in our classrooms, and celebra-
tion is key to moving struggling learners. Celebrate milestones, celebrate 
successes, and definitely celebrate hard work. We don’t necessarily have to 
achieve something to celebrate. I am not talking about “carrots and sticks” or 
any type of external reward, but a celebration of their work. Hard work is just 
that—hard to accomplish, but it will lead to success. At the end of yoga class, 
there is shavasana. It is a few quiet moments at the end of class where you sit 
on your mat in quiet meditation and acknowledge all your hard work. You will 
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pull your knees to your chest in a hug, bow to yourself, and acknowledge your 
work on the mat for that day. Remember to create moments of shavasana in 
your classrooms to acknowledge and celebrate the hard work of our students 
to move them from where they are and what they can’t do yet to where they 
want to be.

KEEP IN MIND
Considering the environment is the first set of moves that will support struggling 
learners. To ensure the environment supports our students in the most positive way, 
keep in mind a few key ideas across grade levels and across disciplines:

● Represent ideas in simple ways. This would include using images for directions
and anchor charts, and color-coding areas of the room.

● Organize materials so that they are accessible and can be found independently.
● Set and post goals daily. Be sure students are always clear about what is expected

and what they are going to do.
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