
Leadership, Collaboration, Expertise Lead To ‘Becoming A Learning School’

By Mary Adcock
Publications Coordinator

Learning schools make it their prime  
responsibility to engage in continuous 
professional learning in order to expand 
and enhance teaching and increase  
results for students, according to Joellen 

Killion, deputy     
director of Learning 
Forward Kansas. 
They are “driven by 
a single driver and 
that driver is learn-
ing.” Killion shared 
her remarks as part 
of a presentation    
on “Becoming a 

Learning School,” at the KSDC/Learning 
Forward Kansas annual conference. 
About 100 educators from across the 
state gathered for the conference, which 
was held April 19-20 in Wichita, KS.

Killion challenged educators to become 
more aware of where and when profes-
sional learning occurs in their schools. 
She says professional learning can  
permeate into all areas of the work day: 
team teaching, collaboration through 
technology, at-the-elbow coaching. Plus, 
it can involve a range of activities:    
sharing, demonstration, discussion, data 
analysis, use of protocols, lesson study, 
examination of student work.

“Professional development exists…in 
every professional conversation you 
have,” Killion noted.

continued on page 2   
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Wherever you go, go with all your heart.               -- Confucius

                            

The vote is in: it’s official! Kansas Staff Development Council is now Learning Forward 
Kansas. The vote to change KSDC’s name was held April 19 as a part of the annual   
conference. In order to make this change, members voted to amend the bylaws specific 
to the organization’s name. 

Along with a new name, Learning Forward Kansas now has a new website URL, 
www.learningforwardkansas.org, and a new group page on Facebook under the name, 
Learning Forward Kansas.
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Leadership, Collaboration, 
Expertise Help Grow    
Learning Schools
continued from page 1
Professional development goes beyond 
talk and activities, though, according to 
Killion. She says becoming a learning 
school involves a focus, a moving from 

congeniality to collegiality. Killion then 
cited three principles as essential to  
fostering that focus: leadership, collabo-
ration, and expertise.

Leadership
Leadership begins with defining who 
takes on leadership roles within the 
school, according to Killion. District   
office personnel, principals, coaches, 
teacher leaders: all have a place in  
contributing to the process of change. 

Indeed, “how we envision the notion of 
who a leader is…” impacts a school’s 
process in becoming a learning school, 
Killion explained.

Killion further encouraged educators to 
work toward developing leadership ca-
pacity in others.

“In many cases we put teams together 
and we hold the expectation for them to 
be brilliant in practice,” Killion said, “but 
then we just expect them to have the 
tools to do that.”

Collaboration
Although “collaboration” seems to be 
the current buzz-word in schools. Killion 
warned against a blanket expectation of 
teaming.

“The notion of collaboration is not    
natural for every educator,” she       
explains.

Killion instead encouraged educators to 
give opportunities for staff to experience 
collaboration, while respecting “the 
stance of each person, and where he   
or she is on the continuum of collabora-
tion.”

“Always invite participation,” Killion 
added. “…Work toward building collec-
tive trust.”

Expertise
Just as leaders emerge at the district and 
building levels, Killion said she sees  
expertise in every corner of schools. As 
challenges arise, she encouraged educa-
tors to look within for expertise, rather 
than reaching outward.

“The more we can tap into each other’s 
expertise, the better we will be. Examine 
what works and what doesn’t and trust 
yourself” to make the changes you see 
are needed, Killion said. “Turn inward. 
Use your expertise.”

“When you rely on others, you may get 
a small bump for a few years, but it’s 
just a few 
years and it’ll 
end,” she 
added. “…
My belief is 
that those 
who are 
working each 
and every 
day in 
schools have 
the capacity, 
the ability to 
enact change 
and to sus-
tain it.”

Becoming a 
Learning 
School by 
Joellen    
Killion and  
Patricia Roy offers further insights into 
changing school culture, scheduling 
time, planning, using data, designs for 
professional learning, facilitating col-
laborative professional learning teams, 
and evaluating learning. The book is 
available through Learning Forward at 
www.learningforward.org.   DC
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Members Elect 
2011-2012 Board 
During the annual conference, 
members of KSDC, now Learning 
Forward Kansas, elected new 
board members for the 2011-2012 
term. 

President-Elect
Sheri Thomas

Secretary
Jill Lachenmayr

Higher Education Representative
Dr. Gina Marx

Teacher Representative A
Grant Jones

Representative A 
East of Hwy 281
Ben Smith

Representative A 
West of Hwy 281
Lana Evans

Central Office Representative
Pam Irwin

Pictured Above (from left to right): 
Lana Evans, Ben Smith, Jill 
Lachenmayr, Pam Irwin, Sheri 
Thomas, Grant Jones, Dr. Gina 
Marx.

The position of Classified        
Representative remains open.

Joellen Killion

http://www.learningforward.org
http://www.learningforward.org


By Jan Neufeld
Learning Forward President
 
How are things in your school district? 
Are you looking forward to warmer 
days ahead, spring sunshine and 
breezes? What are your plans for   
summer learning? As this is my last 
President’s column for Direct Connec-
tion, I want to focus on some learning 
challenges we face in the future: How do 
we get the word out on the true meaning 
and definition of professional learning? 

Recently, I have been a part of some 
interesting conversations about profes-
sional learning.  At times, we seem to 
equate high quality professional learning 
and educator effectiveness as measured 
by smaller class sizes or schedules. Let’s 
take a long, hard look at what we mean 
by professional learning.  

Here is one interpretation of the saying, 
“Don’t throw the baby out with the bath 
water!” The saying served as a warning 
to take care, when getting rid of outworn 
and unnecessary things, not to throw out 
something important along with the rub-
bish. We must be judicious when having 
good dialogue about professional learn-
ing that we highlight the parallels be-
tween the definition of professional 
learning and best practices in profes-
sional learning. 

In this article, I highlight three pieces of 
guidance that were developed as a part 
of a series of articles in the December 
2010 Learning Forward “JSD.” We need 
to be careful that we continue to educate 
our learning colleagues, board mem-
bers, parents and community about what 
is quality professional learning, what it 
looks like and where it takes place. Let’s 
review the definition of professional 
learning that has been created and sup-
ported by Learning Forward. 

(34)Professional Development—The term 
“professional development” means a 
comprehensive, sustained, and intensive 
approach to improving teachers’ and 
principals’ effectiveness in raising student 
achievement—
(A) professional development fosters 
collective responsibility for improved 
student performance and must be com-
prised of professional learning that:

(1) is aligned with rigorous state student 
academic achievement standards as well 
as related local educational agency and 
school improvement goals;
(2) is conducted among educators at the 
school and facilitated by well-prepared 
school principals and/or school-based 
professional development coaches, men-
tors, master teachers, or other teacher 
leaders;
(3) primarily occurs several times per 
week among established teams of 
teachers, principals, and other instruc-
tional staff members where the teams of 
educators engage in a continuous cycle 
of improvement that—
(i) evaluates student, teacher, and school 
learning needs through a thorough re-
view of data on teacher and student 
performance;
(ii) defines a clear set of educator learn-
ing goals based on the rigorous analysis 
of the data;
(iii) achieves the educator learning goals 
identified in subsection (a)(3)(ii) by im-
plementing coherent, sustained, and 
evidenced-based learning strategies, 
such as lesson study and the develop-
ment of formative assessments, that im-
prove instructional effectiveness and 
student achievement;
(iv) provides job-embedded coaching or 
other forms of assistance to support the 
transfer of new knowledge and skills to 
the classroom;
(v) regularly assesses the effectiveness of 
the professional development in achiev-
ing identified learning goals,

improving teaching, and assisting all 
students in meeting challenging state 
academic achievement standards;
(vi) informs ongoing improvements in 
teaching and student learning; and
(vii) that may be supported by external 
assistance.
(B) The process outlined in (a) may be 
supported by activities such as courses, 
workshops, institutes, networks, and con-
ferences that:
(1) must address the learning goals and 
objectives established for professional 
development by educators at the school 
level;
(2) advance the ongoing school-based 
professional development; and
(3) are provided by for-profit and non-
profit entities outside the school such as 
universities, education service agencies,
technical assistance providers, networks 
of content-area specialists, and other 
education organizations and associa-
tions.

According to guidance from the U.S. 
Department of Education, here is the 
definition of job-embedded professional 
development.

What is job-embedded professional de-
velopment?
Job-embedded professional development 
is professional learning that occurs at a 
school as educators engage in their 
daily work activities. It is closely con-
nected to what teachers are asked to do 
in the classroom so that the skills and            
              continued on page 4   
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continued from page 3  
knowledge gained from such learning 
can be immediately transferred to class-
room instructional practices. Job-
embedded professional development is 
usually characterized by the following:
• It occurs on a regular basis (e.g. daily 
or weekly);
• It is aligned with academic standards, 
school curricula, and school improve-
ment goals;
• It involves educators working together 
collaboratively and is often facilitated by 
school instructional leaders or
  school-based professional development 
coaches or mentors;
• It requires active engagement rather 
than passive learning by participants; 
and
• It focuses on understanding what and 
how students are learning and on how  
to address students’ learning needs,  
including reviewing student work and 
achievement data and collaboratively 
planning, testing, and adjusting instruc-
tional strategies, formative assessments, 
and materials based on such data.

Job-embedded professional development 
can take many forms, including, but not 
limited to, classroom coaching, struc-
tured common planning time, meetings 
with mentors, consultation with outside 
experts, and observations of classroom 
practice. When implemented as part of  
a turnaround model, job-embedded  
professional development must be     
designed with school staff.
Source: U.S. Department of Education. 
(2010, June 29). Guidance on School 
Improvement Grants under section 
1003(g) of the Elementary and Secon-
dary Education Act of 1965.Washington, 
DC: Author.

Here are Criteria for Effective               
Professional Development:
• Focuses on a well-articulated mission 
or purpose anchored in student learning.
• Derives from analysis of student learn-
ing of specific content in a specific set-
ting.
• Focuses on specific issues of curriculum 
and pedagogy.
• Derives from research and exemplary 
practice.

• Connects with specific issues of instruc-
tion and student learning in the context 
of actual classrooms.
• Embodies a clearly articulated theory 
or model of adult learning.
• Develops, reinforces, and sustains 
group work.
• Involves active participation of school 
leaders and staff.
• Provides sustained focus over time and 
continuous improvement.
• Provides models of effective practice.
• Utilizes assessment and evaluation.
• Provides timely feedback on teacher 
learning and practice.  Source: Elmore, 
2002.

And last but not least, what does our 
professional learning community look 
like.  

5 Essential Characteristics of a           
Professional Learning Community
Shared mission: The professional learn-
ing community demonstrates a high de-
gree of commitment to continuously im-
prove student math achievement, agree-
ment on best practices for math instruc-
tion, eagerness to implement best prac-
tices, and commitment to collaboratively 
improve math instruction through the 
learning community structure.

Learning-focused collaboration: The pro-
fessional learning community collabora-
tively shares ideas and strategies, plans 
learning and teaching activities, and 
works together to solve problems.

Collective inquiry: The professional learn-
ing community confidently uses a wide 
range of methods to investigate learning 
and teaching, using findings to inform 
and develop its practice. The community 
collects, analyzes, and uses data to sup-
port this process.

Action research: The professional learn-
ing community seeks to improve instruc-
tional practices for teaching mathematics 
and works collaboratively with others to 
improve instruction.  Effects on student 
learning are the primary basis for assess-
ing improvement strategies, and mem-
bers constantly turn their learning and 
insights into action, rigorously assessing 
their efforts, demanding evidence in the 
form of student learning.

Results orientation: The professional 
learning community evaluates efforts 
based on tangible results, and stays 
hungry for evidence of student learning. 

Members continuously use this evidence 
to inform and improve their practice.
Source: Math: Getting It Project,	
www.upsd.wednet.edu/16131010121430
43530/site/default.asp.

Professional learning is a calculated 
combination of teamwork in reviewing 
goals, vision, data, practice and aligning 
our professional learning to create    
results. Professional learning should be 
combined with an ongoing teaching and 
learning cycle to drive teacher and   
student knowledge and learning,     
promote peer observation and collabo-
ration, study results and adjust to create 
continuous improvement in teaching and 
learning. 

What has become a “hot topic” in many 
conversations is the speculation on who 
does the learning, where does it take 
place and how is the knowledge carried 
out in our classrooms. When profes-
sional learning is embedded in our work, 
it is “done by us” rather than “done to 
us.” We must also understand, as listed 
in the professional  (vii), professional 
learning may be supported by external 
assistance. This means, on occasions, 
answers not available inside the school 
must be sought by outside experts. We 
need great ideas inside and outside an 
organization and promote improvement 
for all  (King and Newmann, 2000). 
With district dollars decreasing and ever 
more speculation on how those dollars 
are being used, we must use every    
opportunity to inform, share data and 
promote improved pedagogy and     
dialogue with our learning partners.  

As we ever more evolve in the theory of 
professional learning, let’s make sure we 
don’t throw the baby out with the bath 
water. Let’s have every conversation be 
a learning conversation. We want to 
create a sense of urgency with our    
colleagues and community partners  
regarding a luminous sense of vision and 
partnership to bring about increased 
knowledge and support for teachers and 
students. We must make perfectly clear 
the difference in a leading and learning 
classroom is teacher knowledge.  

Our goal is to do everything in our 
power to ensure that every educator 
engages in effective professional 
learning by creating the conditions that 
result in aligning the work and learning 
of adults around improving the learning 
of every student.   DC
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By Mary Smith
Hutchinson USD 308

Professional learning opportunities for 
para-educators have been evolving and 
improving over the last several years in 
USD 308. Para-educators have joined in 
professional learning days to learn 
about instruction in reading and mathe-
matics. Ten early release 
days at the  district’s 
elementary buildings, 
added into the district 
calendar beginning with 
the 2010-2011 school 
year to allow for col-
laboration among certi-
fied staff, provided ad-
ditional opportunities     
to expand professional 
learning for para-
educators. On these 
afternoons, para-
educators met together 
for professional learning 
and joined in     col-
laboration with their 
supervising teacher or 
general  education staff. 

The benefits for this time were two-fold: 
• Para-educators were able to gain  
required professional development 
points without having to leave the class-
room during instructional time.
• Para-educators were able to join in 
quality collaboration with the teaching 
staff, and as a result, instruction was 
more targeted and specific for students.

Given Hutchinson USD 308 has eight 
elementary buildings, a rotating sched-
ule was developed to deliver profes-
sional learning opportunities on early 
release days. Para-educators were    
divided into two groups, with half     
participating in professional learning 
experiences while the other half joined 
in collaboration time at the building  
level with special education and general 
education teachers. 

Five modules were created for the     
professional learning experiences.    
They include:

Instructional Support – What Does it Look 
Like?  Paras had an opportunity to    
review five, mock IEP’s and examine 
present levels of educational perform-
ance. Based upon that information, they 
examined the student’s needs and what 
support would be provided in the     
general education classroom.

Learning Strategies - Styles: Methods of 

delivering instruction were studied – 
auditory, tactile / kinesthetic, visual. The 
learning preferences of students were 
examined.

Assistive Technology: A hands-on demon-
stration of light tech/high-tech devices 
for providing greater access to the    
curriculum was shared. All participants 
were able to access a multitude of tech-
nology devices – i-pads, i-pod touch, wii,  
quicktionary reading pens, Franklin Dic-
tionary,  and switches. Various web-sites 
to enhance and provide greater access 
to the curriculum were shared. Partici-
pants learned how apply those sites in 
their day-to-day work with students.

Behavior Management / Conflict Resolu-
tion: Methods / techniques for monitor-
ing / management of behavior and  
various techniques were discussed.   
Scenarios presenting common behav-
ioral challenges were shared and    
techniques to address those issues      
            continued on page 6 
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Calendar      

Countdown

KSDC Board Advance
June 8-9, 2011
The Barn
Valley Falls, KS

Partnership For 21st 
Century Skills Training

June 14-15, 2011
Washburn Rural
Middle School
Topeka, KS
Download event flyer at
learningforwardkansas.org
  

Embrace the Journey 
For School-Based      
Professional Learning

Learning Forward 
Summer Conference
July 17-20, 2011
Indianapolis, IN
www.learningforward.org
Register at 	 	 	

	 www.learningforward.org

Capture the Magic!
Learning Forward
Annual Conference
Dec. 3-7, 2011
Anaheim, CA
www.learningforward.org
Pre-register by May 31 and   
save $75.00
www.learningforward.org

Learning, Collaboration Keys To Success 
Classified Personnel                       

Professional Development Award Winner

http://www.learningforward.org
http://www.learningforward.org
http://www.learningforward.org
http://www.learningforward.org
http://www.learningforward.org
http://www.learningforward.org
http://www.learningforward.org
http://www.learningforward.org


continued from page 5  
were discussed. 

Relationship building and communication 
skills were addressed in final module.

Many of the techniques utilized in these 
professional learning experiences were 
from The Adaptive School – A Source-
book for Developing Collaborative 
Groups. Para-educators were given time 
to collaborate with their colleagues    
during these training modules. Modules 
were interactive, not a “sit and get” type 
of training. There were opportunities for 
sharing experiences, successes and  
challenges, tapping into other’s 
strengths, and developing relationships 

with their colleagues. 
Para-educations also 
asked great questions, 
demonstrating their 
buy-in of the informa-
tion. They are now in 
the process of develop-
ing notebooks of ideas 
for modifications / ac-
commodations / instruc-
tional strategies that 

are student, classroom and/or content 
specific.

During the final module for 2010-2011, 
para-educators were given an opportu-
nity to evaluate their learning and help 
plan for next year’s modules. Feedback 
was extremely positive, plus, the paras 
noted they are looking forward to next 
year’s learning opportunities!   DC
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Organism Mania Synopsis
By Brandi Leggett
USD 232, Prairie Ridge Elementary

In the summer of 2008, I had the privilege of participating in a three-week science professional devel-
opment workshop at the Franklin Institute in Philadelphia, PA. In this professional development, I 
learned innovating and       engaging ways to teach about living organisms. The main component that I was able to take away 
from this workshop was that building inquiry through hands-on methods had a direct correlation to increased student learning 
and understanding of living organisms.

In the fall of 2009, I created Organism Mania in my classroom. Through this project, students use live organisms to study ecosys-
tems, habitats, and classify/categorize organism characteristics.  Students apply their inquiry skills by conducting their own inves-
tigations where they incorporate each step of the scientific process.

Students write from the point of view of their organisms through Blabberize.com and Fotobabble.com to work on voice, expres-
sion, and creativity. They also create data tables where they can implement minimum, maximum, range, mode, and median. This 
allows them to analyze their data findings to form sufficient conclusions. 

While conducting their investigations, students use flip videos and digital cameras to create digital stories summarizing and retell 
their investigations. To incorporate community service, students create class organism books to send to children in high poverty 
countries.

Through this project, students are able to take charge of their own learning and develop inquiry at their own pace.  Ultimately, 
each student becomes their own scientist.  DC



By Michelle Flaming
Service Center Representative

The Common Core Standards are sweep-
ing across the nation. As states are gear-
ing up to apply these new standards, I 
deeply hope they give due diligence not 
only to “what” students should learn, but 
also to “how” it should be learned.   
Research used for the Common Core 
includes the NCTM process standards 
and the strands of mathematical profi-
ciencies as specified in Adding It Up.

Principles and Standards for School 
Mathematics describes a future in which 
all students have access to rigorous, 
high-quality mathematics instruction:  …
knowledgeable teachers have adequate 
support and ongoing access to profes-
sional development. The curriculum is 
mathematically rich, providing students 
with opportunities to learn important 
mathematical concepts and procedures 
with understanding…

One strong component necessary to 
make this vision become a reality is 
through the use of increasing communi-
cation in the classroom. One of the five 
process standards expresses what      
this communication should look like in 

PreK-12 classrooms. As we explore the 
“processes and proficiencies” outlined 
by the Common Core Standards, one 
must recognize that the skill of communi-
cation is the common denominator.
	
Instructional programs from Prekinder-
garten through grade 12 should enable 
all students to-- 
• Organize and consolidate their 
mathematical thinking through        

communication; 
• Communicate their mathematical think-
ing coherently and clearly to peers, 
teachers, and others; 
• Analyze and evaluate the mathemati-
cal thinking and strategies of others; 
• Use the language of mathematics to 
express mathematical ideas precisely. 
So what would this communication look 
like in the mathematics classroom?     
Students would be asked to justify their 
reasoning, to formulate questions about 
something they find challenging or   
puzzling, to communicate their under-
standing and/or confusion to others, to 
organize their thinking, and to reflect on 
their own learning. 

Getting students to express themselves 
clearly and coherently is not an easy 

task. This article is an attempt to give a 
practical idea of how we can increase 
communication in the classroom through 
the sound practices of asking open 
higher-level questions. If communication 
is the goal, the questions become, “How 
do we get them there?” and “How do 
we make this goal a reality?” 

Have you noticed students, as well as 
adults, don’t like to share how they solve 
problems? They will just say, "I did it in 
my head." Then we must follow up with, 
“What did you do in your head?” But 
even this does not retrieve the necessary 
information from the student. If we   
want to increase communication and 
dialogue, including justification in the 
classroom we are going to need to   
become much better questioners. I    

believe questioning  
is the key to make 
this goal a reality    
in the classroom.

I remember taking a 
questioning class in 
college, or maybe it 
was embedded into 
one of my methods 
courses, but it was 
only taught/learned 
at the knowledge 
level. I could name 
Bloom’s Taxonomy 
hierarchy of ques-
tions but I did not 
internalize or prac-
tice these types of 
questions when 

placed in my own 
classroom setting.       I had the knowl-
edge but I didn’t know how to apply this 
information to my classroom. Does this 
sound familiar?  This failure to apply is 
the same thing  we often notice about 
students. If we only teach knowledge-
type of content, they don’t necessarily 
know how to   apply that information in 
real-world  settings or to other content 
areas. 

This article describes a process I use  
with teachers to help them identify and 
develop different types of questions and 
successfully implement them into their 
classrooms to increase the communica-
tion and dialogue of their students.
            continued on page 6
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Increasing Mathematical Communication 
Through Open Questioning

Common Core Standards

Searching for a way       
to stay connected        
with a network of               

staff developers 24/7? 
Learning Forward Kansas 

is now on Facebook. 
Find a link  on the         

KSDC website.

www.ksdc.us
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continued from page 5 
The Process to Move From 
Knowledge to Classroom Application

I was working with a group of fourth 
grade teachers who wanted to increase 
the level of questioning in their class-
rooms. I knew they were already doing 
a great job at questioning, but they 
wanted to continue to grow and become 
even better. As we began the process 
below, we realized not only did they 
need to become better questioners but 

the goal was also for their students to 
become better questioners. I believe the 
following steps could also be used with 
students.
 
Step #1: Open Sort
Give teachers/students (in groups of two 
or three) a large sheet of paper and a 
stack of small cards containing different 

types of questions. I usually have the 
questions printed or written on card 
stock.  It is important that you have a 
large piece of paper under the cards, 
because later in the process the group 
will be taping their question cards to the 
paper.

Sample questions:
• Can you describe your method to us 
all?
• Can you explain your work?
• How did you tackle similar problems?
• Would it be helpful to draw a picture, 
or make a table?
• How would you describe the problem 
in your own words?
• Can you think of a counterexample?
• What have you learned or found out 
today?

For a complete list of all the question 
cards used in this process, contact me at 
michellef@essdack.org. 

The teachers/students are given time to 
sort the cards into categories of their 
choice. This is called an open sort. After 
sorting, groups quickly share how they 
chose to sort, and identify similarities 

and differences in the groupings. Either 
verbal sharing or a visual sharing is  
appropriate.

Research by RobertJ. Marazano says,  
“Ask students to identify similarities and 
differences on their own.” While 
teacher-directed activities focus on   
identifying specific items, student-
directed activities encourage variation 
and broaden understanding, research 
shows. Research also notes that graphic 
forms are a good way to represent   
similarities and differences.* Engage 
students in comparing, classifying, and 
creating metaphors and analogies. (1) 

Step #2: Closed Sort
Give groups the category titles that you 
would like for them to sort. This is re-
ferred to as a closed sort. These cards 
are also on card stock but in a different 
color than the question cards. The cate-
gories, I ask them to sort by are:

• To help students build confidence and 
rely on their own understanding.
• To help students collectively make 
sense of math.
• To help students learn to reason.
• To encourage conjecturing.
• To help when students get stuck.
• To check for student progress.
• To promote problem solving.
• To make connections among ideas.
• To encourage reflection.

Sometimes the questions may fit into 
more than one category. If this is the 
case, the placement is irrelevant. The 
process of the group discussing where 
they go and why is much more important 
than where it truly fits. The power is in 
the discussion and the thinking. 

At the end of step 2, groups can quickly 
share their results and ask questions of 
other groups.

Step #3: Understanding Open 
vs. Closed Questions
In this step, teachers/students will discuss 
the differences between open and 
closed questions and understand the 
potential value of using open questions 
with students.
             continued on page 9
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Effective Questioning 
Brings Change To 
Math Classroom 
continued from page 8 
In some research these differences in 
question types are referred to as fat/
skinny questions or divergent/convergent 
questions. Whichever terminology you 
are familiar with and would like to use   
is up to you. The concept, not the      
terminology is what is important. 

Closed questions can be answered with 

a simple one-word answer. For example, 
the question “Could you try using a 
number line?” could be answered with a 
simple “No”. 

Research shows that most questions we 
ask our students are closed. Closed 
questions have their place, but in most 
classrooms they are vastly overused. The 
type of question needs to be determined 
by the purpose. Closed questions are 
great for quick and easy ways to check 
comprehension and retention of impor-
tant information. 

Open questions, on the other hand, 
should be used when wanting to encour-
age discussion and active learning in the 
classroom. Open questions tend to be 
warm and inviting. Open questions are 
great if the goal is to clarify a vague 
comment, to prompt students to see a 
concept from another perspective, to 
support their conjectures, to respond to 
one another, to investigate an alternative 
strategy, to make predictions, to organ-

ize information and make connections, 
or to reflect on their own learning. 

Sanders (1966) stated, "Good questions 
recognize the wide possibilities of 
thought and are built around varying 
forms of thinking. Good questions are 
directed toward learning and evaluative 
thinking rather than determining what 
has been learned in a narrow sense.”

With this in mind, teachers need to be 
very intentional about the purpose of 
their questioning and design a process  
in which they can be cognitive of their 
own questioning skills and purpose. I 

also believe that to 
truly create a cli-
mate of discussion 
in the classroom, 
this should also be 
a goal for our stu-
dents.

Step #4: Identify-
ing Open and 
Closed Questions
Ask groups to go 
through the ques-
tions and if it can 
be answered with 
a one-word an-
swer, turn over the 
card. For example, 
a card that says, 
“Can you guess 
and check?” (Yes) 

would be turned over. If the question can 
only be answered with more than one 
word (“Why is that true?”), it should 
remain face-up. 

Groups now look for  similarities among 
the open and closed questions. It is   
extremely important that the groups 
identify the similarities through their  
discussions. They should notice that 
closed questions seem to start with Can, 
Could, Would, and Does. Open ques-
tions typically start with What, How, and 
Why. Once this pattern is noticed move 
onto the next step.

Step #5:  Changing Closed 
Questions into Open Questions
In this step, groups will rewrite the 
closed questions and make them open 
questions. This asks them to apply the 
new knowledge that open questions 
typically begin with what, how, and why. 
They may choose to keep the question 
closed, but add a follow-up question that 
is open. For example:  

“Do you agree with_______?” (Closed) 
“Why or why not?” (Open). 

Once all questions have been re-written 
to become open questions, groups tape 
the cards onto the white paper. At this 
point, the teacher collects the posters 
chooses a sampling of questions to   
include on a poster which will be hung  
in the classroom. Until we (teachers and 
students) become better at asking open 
questions, we need a visual aide to   
help us. 

The poster shows students that question-
ing and communication are important 
and essential tools in our classrooms. It 
also provides prompts that allow teach-
ers (and students) to practice these ques-
tioning skills until they become more 
proficient.

Conclusion:
Effective questions can almost instantly 
change the level of communication and 
the climate in the classroom. Using open 
questions and closed questions at just the 
right time and based upon the purpose 
of the questioning will usually provide 
the response that you are looking for 
from your students. Closed questions can 
be used to simply attain one or more 
pieces of information. Open questions 
will be needed to reach the goals of the 
Common Core Standards and the Princi-
ples and Standards for Mathematics 
(NCTM):
• Organize and consolidate their 
mathematical thinking through communi-
cation; 
• Communicate their mathematical think-
ing coherently and clearly to peers, 
teachers, and others; 
• Analyze and evaluate the mathemati-
cal thinking and strategies of others; 
• Use the language of mathematics to 
express mathematical ideas precisely. 
To make this vision a reality, open   
questions must become the norm for 
both teachers and students. It’s time to 
take our knowledge and apply it each 
and every day in our classrooms.

Research:
1) McRel – Classroom Instruction That 

Works
2) http://www.middleweb.com/MWLre

sources/marzchat1.html
3) http://standards.nctm.org/document

/chapter3/comm.htm
4) http://www.teachers.ash.org.au/res

earchskills/dalton.htm     DC
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Learning Forward Kansas...A New Name, A New Challenge

By Jo McFadden
Membership Chair

Summer is a time to reflect upon the last year and renew ourselves with learning and 
relaxation as we prepare for the coming year. It’s also a great time to get connected. 
Learning Forward Kansas provides a networking opportunity with educators through-
out Kansas to share instructional strategies, morale builders, research, resources and 
much more.   

Take the Learning Forward challenge: Share this newsletter with at least five co-workers 
and recruit at least one new member over the summer.

Learning Forward Kansas promotes effective staff development practices, provides 
assistance with the design and implementation of staff development programs,       
collaborates with other organizations, and expands training opportunities for staff 
development leaders.  

Learning Forward Kansas has a multitude of benefits for our members: professional 
networking, dynamic learning and leadership conferences, bi-monthly newsletters, 
recognition opportunities, skill development seminars, and a 24/7 connection with 
educators statewide. 

But, Learning Forward Kansas needs your help in sharing news about our mission and 
about the benefits of joining our organization. So take on the challenge! Share this 
newsletter – it’s as easy as forwarding on the link to our website. Then recruit at least 
one new member over this summer. 

Join or Renew Learning Forward Kansas membership at 
www.learningforwardkansas.org
$40 Agency Membership (with $15 for each Building Membership in conjunction   
with the Agency Membership); $40 Building Membership (if joining separately);           
$15 Individual Membership

Download or print the application at www.learningforwardkansas.org. After complet-
ing it, mail it with your check or purchase order # to Tom Jerome, Treasurer, Box 616, 
Eudora, KS 66025.
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Beliefs of Learning 
Forward Kansas

The ultimate purpose of staff   
development is to improve student 
learning.

A staff developer is anyone who 
systematically enables others      
to change their professional     
behavior.

Effective staff developers use a 
research base to continually    
define and refine best practices.

Collaboration strengthens staff 
development.

Effective organizational develop-
ment is required if all students are 
to learn.

Organizational development   
requires individual change.

Each educator has a moral     
responsibility to improve profes-
sional effectiveness through life-
long learning.

Reinforcement and support sys-
tems are critical to the transfer    
of learning into practice.

Ongoing assessment is critical    
for effective staff development 
decisions.

Kansas Learning   
First Alliance

“Making Kansas first         
in the nation                      

in teaching and learning”

www.klfa.org

Dr. Gina Marx shares information on 
Leadership Coaching during a breakout 
session at the annual Leadership     
Conference.

http://www.learningforwardkansas.org
http://www.learningforwardkansas.org
http://www.learningforwardkansas.org
http://www.learningforwardkansas.org
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