
Students Say,
“I Can Do It!”

THE DAY I SAW THE BREAKTHROUGH

IN CLASSROOM INSTRUCTION

A few years ago, a principal and I (John) were making classroom
observations. We were providing feedback and coaching to teachers
and measuring implementation of training I had provided in effective
lesson design and lesson delivery. By the end of the day, I knew I had
the solution for increasing student learning for all students.

I held my jacket collar tightly as the middle school principal
held the door open against a chilling wind. Two quick steps and
I was glad to be inside the warm, portable bungalow. I looked around
to see students stuffed like sardines sitting shoulder to shoulder at
cafeteria tables that served as desks. Squeezing past the students, we
edged toward the back of the classroom. At first glance, the facilities
did not appear to be conducive to learning.

Mrs. B. stood at the side of the classroom chatting with her
students. She was a new teacher, and I was wondering how well she
would implement the Explicit Direct Instruction strategies I had pro-
vided during the school’s recent staff development training.

Suddenly, Mrs. B. stepped to the front of the classroom and
began teaching by telling her students exactly what they were going
to learn. It was a great start, and we watched with eager anticipation
as the lesson began to unfold.

It would turn out to be more than a great lesson. It was a
superbly crafted lesson and one that permanently changed my views
on education. We watched as she skillfully pulled together technique
after technique. All her students were engaged and learning.
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After about forty minutes, Mrs. B. began closing the lesson. She
wrote a problem on her overhead, projecting it onto a screen behind
her. She looked out at her students and announced, “Students, before
I assign tonight’s homework, I want you to show me one final time
that you know how to do these types of problems.”

Pointing to the screen, she continued, “Work this problem for
me on your whiteboards, and be ready to show me your work when
I ask you to hold up your boards, and cover your boards so your
neighbors can’t copy your work.”

A wave of pops and clicks went through the room as the students
uncapped their erasable marking pens and started working on their indi-
vidual 12" x 12" whiteboards. Mrs. B. walked slowly back and forth
across the front of the classroom waiting for the students to finish.

After a few moments, she asked the students to hold up their
whiteboards. She started scanning from one side of the classroom to
the other looking carefully at the whiteboards. Her eyes lit up as she
could see her students had the correct answers. Then the most amazing
thing happened.

The students in the back of the room started swiveling in their
seats, swinging their whiteboards away from the teacher and aiming
them directly at the principal and me instead. They started pointing
to their answers while excitedly whispering, “I can do it! I can do it!”

I almost melted in my chair. My mouth opened, but I couldn’t
say anything. I just sat there. The principal had a big smile on his
face as he slowly lifted his right hand and gave a big thumbs up to
his students. “You can do it,” he replied.

The bell rang, signaling the end of class. Mrs. B. quickly gave
the homework assignment as we gathered our observation forms and
clipboards in our arms. As soon as we stepped outside, the principal
blurted out, “Did you see how excited the students were at the end
of the lesson when they held up their whiteboards? They could do it,
and they knew that they could do it!”

Clutching my coat against the cold air, I replied, “Think care-
fully about what you and I just saw. No one would ever again say,
‘These kids can’t do it,’ not if they had just seen this lesson. It was a
perfect example of showing that kids can be taught to do it.”

I hesitated a moment, thinking about the cramped room, the
cafeteria tables serving as desks, and Mrs. B. in the front of the class
delivering content to her students. I turned and looked the principal
right in the eye and said, “You know, we have just witnessed something
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very important today. All over the country, educators are working hard
to increase student learning and student achievement, and we have just
seen the solution to the educational problem. It’s the well-designed,
well-taught lesson.”

I have thought about that day many times since. We had
observed what I call “the day the educational problem was solved”—
a well-designed, well-taught lesson, and the kids got it. “I can do it”
still rings in my ears.

Later on I was talking with (coauthor) Silvia about what I had
seen. She replied with a simple concept: “Students learn best from a
skillfully executed lesson.” I thought about activities I see at schools,
many in the name of school reform: afterschool tutoring, block
scheduling, hiring a new superintendent, buying new buses, school
modernization, parent bake sales, reorganizing the district office per-
sonnel chart, and buying program after program after program until
there is no room left to store them all. What is the one thing that’s
often missing from all these activities? A relentless focus on improv-
ing how students are taught in the classroom, the first time. That’s
what is missing.

And I knew we had just seen the answer. It’s the well-crafted lesson.

WHERE OUR RESEARCH BEGAN:
STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT

Silvia and I started our company, DataWORKS Educational
Research, in 1997 with the single purpose of using real data to
improve student learning, especially for low-performing students. In
fact, that’s why we selected the name DataWORKS. At first, we
thought that using real data meant disaggregating student achieve-
ment data, and that’s how we started. Our first disaggregations were
for Silvia’s doctoral dissertation. Then, starting with one district’s
state test results, we rapidly expanded mostly through word of
mouth to analyzing student achievement data for over six hundred
schools per year. Schools and districts loved our colorful disaggre-
gated data charts and graphs and our interpretations of what the data
meant. DataWORKS was off and running. In 2000, three years after
we started, Corwin Press published our book with Joan Ardovino on
assessments, Multiple Measures: Accurate Ways to Assess Student
Achievement.
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In the last few years, however, especially with the advent of No
Child Left Behind, the direction of education has shifted. Educators
are not talking about assessments in a general way anymore. They’re
focused on mandated, annual state testing. Plus, it’s no longer enough
to analyze test scores; we must improve test scores. This became crystal
clear when a principal told us, “Don’t show me the test scores. Show
me how to increase the test scores.” This got us to thinking: Do you
raise test scores by testing students or by teaching them? We realized
this whole idea of looking at test scores is backwards. We measure
students over and over but rarely measure how they are being taught.

At about the same time, I had been reading a business book on
process improvement. The book said that businesses improve product
quality by continuously improving the processes used to make them
not by improving the processes used to look for defects. In an instant,
Silvia and I completely redesigned DataWORKS, knowing that we
could improve education by focusing on how students are taught, not
by furthering our ability to analyze test scores. We needed to look at
teaching, not testing.

We then broadly expanded the “data” in DataWORKS to include
measurements of classroom teaching practices. We began collecting
student work to seewhat students were being taught.We began going
into classrooms to see how students were being taught.

As we switched our focus from outputs (student performance)
to inputs (teaching practices), we developed our own definition of
school reform—improving how students are taught. We coined the
phrase, “It’s better inputs that produces better outputs.” A teacher
once told us, “Better teaching, better learning, better test scores.”We
knew we had the secret to true school reform: Every time teaching
improves . . . even a little bit . . . students learn more, and that’s
how test scores go up. Or to put it another way, when students learn
more, test scores soar.

DataWORKS then made its second shift in direction. In addition
to measuring classroom instruction, we would show teachers and
administrators how to make classroom instruction better.

WHERE OUR RESEARCH LED: CLASSROOM INSTRUCTION

This is a book about classroom instruction—delivering effective
lessons to students. We’re going to present to you what we have
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discovered about education and what it takes so that students can
do it—and not just some students, but all students.

The essential classroom instructional skills presented in this
book are not all new techniques. Many are tried and true research-
based strategies that have been around for a long time. I like to think
that we “operationalized” one hundred years of educational research
into our own unique, easy-to-understand instructional model that
we call Explicit Direct Instruction. Throughout the course of this
book, we define what essential instructional skills are, show what
they look like in the classroom, and describe why they are important
to use.

Reading the research-based literature and even teaching in the
classroom was not what allowed us to be able to write this book
about classroom teaching. It wasn’t until we did our own classroom
investigations that we really understood educational processes and
were able to connect what research was saying to what should be
happening in the classroom. We did this by going into thousands
and thousands of classrooms to measure and quantify the actual
techniques being used, to see how students are, in fact, being taught.
What we found surprised us. Although most teachers know the
words of instructional methodology, such as Modeling, Learning
Objective, Guided Practice, and Checking for Understanding, there
are many different interpretations of what each technique looks like
in the classroom. In addition, we discovered that there are wide
variations in levels of implementation of instructional methodology
in the classroom.

Although Silvia and I originally started our company to use real
data to help students learn more, our unyielding focus on measuring,
monitoring, and improving educational processes is turning into one
of the largest educational research projects ever conducted. At
DataWORKS we and our staff of researchers have:

• Disaggregated four million state-level student test results.
• Collected and analyzed 2.3 million student assignments to
measure alignment to specific state content standards. This
DataWORKS-developed process is called CurriculumCalibration
and has been conducted in several states. One of our largest
projects included analyzing 646,270 student assignments
from 761 schools for the South Carolina Department of
Education. You can read about this project and see the results
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on their Web site http://ed.sc.gov/agency/offices/cso/enhance/
curriculumcallibration-overview.htm.

• Observed twenty-five thousand teachers. We developed a
process called Instructional Calibration, where we sit in the
back of classrooms to quantify classroom implementation
(and sometimes lack of implementation) of 119 specific class-
room practices, such as lesson design components, lesson
delivery strategies, cognitive strategies, English Learner
strategies, time-on-task, and use of higher-order questions.

• Surveyed more than one hundred thousand educational stake-
holders to collect perception data from students, parents, teach-
ers, and administrators.

Enough about data. Let’s turn the page and start thinking about
optimizing classroom instruction so your students will say, “I can do it!”
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