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Show and Tell

One of my colleagues teaches longitude and latitude by slicing up an orange in front of her students.
Another, a high school biology teacher, uses a ton of models to illustrate key concepts (e.g., 3D DNA
molecules, a plastic skeleton). And still another, an elementary math teacher, jumps to different digits on a
huge number line (one that covers the entire length of the classroom) to physically act out the problems
he is explaining.

Some students may not be able to follow a whole-class lesson at all without related visual supports, and
most others will be more engaged and interested if there are gestures, props, charts, diagrams, photos,
models, illustrations or other means of representation that support the content. By simply scanning
lesson plans and asking, “How can I show, demonstrate, or illustrate this concept or lesson?”, you may
come up with ideas you had not previously considered.

You can also engage in this planning process in reverse! One group of teachers I taught with had a habit
of looking for outrageous items (e.g., purple confetti, magic wands, singing toys) in the local discount
store and seeking ways to integrate the objects into their lessons.

In addition to props, models, and supplementary materials, be sure to
assess any slides. Ensure they are clear and easy-to-read, use sufficient
contrast between text color and background, and choose an accessible
font (e.g., sans-serif options) and font size (24 point or larger). Further,
try to use high-quality images and graphics that directly relate to the
topic and, when possible, add interest with relevant diagrams, video
clips, cartoons, memes, GIFs, and photos.

In a UDL-centered classroom, students can expect to experience a wide range of strategies, learning
experiences, and approaches. These strategies, formats, experiences, and approaches include, but are not
limited to, cooperative learning, partner work, peer tutoring, drama, simulations, group problem solving, self-
directed learning, project-based instruction, and games. Of course, even in the least traditional and most active
classrooms, students can also expect to see whole-class discussions and lessons.

Some educators may mistakenly believe that whole class instruction should
be avoided in the differentiated or UDL-focused classroom. While it is true
that these formats should not be the daily centerpiece of classroom
instruction, whole-class lessons have a place in the diverse, inclusive
classroom. It’s important to realize, however, that in order to reach different
types of learners, teachers may want to explore a range of strategies for
keeping this familiar form of instruction lively, engaging, and comprehensible.
Five such strategies are offered in this article.
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Keep Them Talking

In a landmark study, Ruhl, Hughes, and Schloss (1987) set out to explore what happens when students are
given structured opportunities to make meaning of classroom content by chatting with a partner. In the
study, two groups of university students received the same instruction in two different ways. In the
experimental group, an instructor paused for two minutes on three occasions (intervals between pauses
were approximately fifteen minutes) during each of five lectures. During the pauses, while students
worked in pairs to discuss and rework their notes, no interaction occurred between instructor and
students. At the end of each lecture, students were given three minutes to write down everything they
could remember from the lesson. Then, twelve days after the last lecture, students were also given a
multiple-choice test to measure long-term retention. A control group received the same lectures as those
in the “pause procedure” group and was similarly tested. The results of the study were telling. Students
who experienced more interaction and were more involved in the learning process did significantly better
on the daily assessments and on the final multiple-choice test. In fact, the magnitude of the difference in
mean scores between the two groups was large enough to make a difference of two letter grades. This
study suggests, therefore, that if teachers talk less (even six minutes less as in the aforementioned study)
students can learn more!

One quick and easy way to provide such opportunities is to implement a “turn and talk” technique. At
certain intervals in the lesson, ask students to turn to a partner and discuss the content just presented.
To make the exercise even more purposeful, you provide a specific prompt. For instance:

Ask your partner a question about                ;
Paraphrase what I just taught; or
Share the most interesting thing you just learned.

Keep Them Moving

Many learners do their best work when they are moving. These are the
students who wiggle in their chair or tap their feet while the teacher is
presenting a lesson. If this is an issue in your classroom, you may want to
create more opportunities for active learning during whole-class learning.
“Stop the Lecture & Start the Drama” (Udvari-Solner & Kluth, 2017) is one
technique teachers can use to blend content and movement. To engage in
this humorous and easy-to-implement activity, simply ask students to
engage in short skits at specific points in the lesson. These sketches can be
a serious rendition of important facts or can be developed as parodies and
satires of a situation. Props are optional. In social studies, students might
replay moments in history like the Boston Tea Party or the building of the
pyramids of Egypt. In an elementary math class learners might demonstrate
addition, subtraction, or the creation of sets and subsets.

You can also give opportunities for movement by asking for a physical response to a question. If you ask,
“What is 1/2 of 1/2?”, for instance, students can be asked to walk to the front of the room if they think the
answer is “one half”, walk to the back of the room if they think the answer is “one fourth”, and stay where
they are if they are not yet sure of the answer.
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Try Note Taking Alternatives Co-Teach with the Class

Instead of expecting students to sit quietly and
listen, give them a way to respond to the
material presented. Taking notes is one way to
do this, of course, but you may find that
students tire of the same routine day after day. 

Try new strategies to “shake things up.” Allow
students to take notes in pairs (one student jots
a note and passes it to their partner, that
student adds something and passes the
paper/device back). Teach new apps or formats
(e.g., doodle notes, mind maps, Cornell notes).
Teach skills like coding (e.g., adding a ? by
confusing aspects of the lesson; adding a ✔ by
ideas they deem most important) and
highlighting. Introduce new surfaces (e.g., cover
tables with butcher paper and invite them to
take collaborative notes with markers or colored
pencils) and tools (e.g., Evernote). 

Either formally (by bringing students to the
front of the room to discuss a few points) or
informally (by calling on individuals to share
perspectives) enlist the help of your students
as you teach. This will not only inspire
learning but add some novelty, as well.

To be sure that they are prepared to share
content, you might ask different students to
prepare mini presentations at various times
during the year. Alternatively, you can give
potential co-presenters “cheat sheets” to
review before they get to the front of the
classroom. To make lessons even more lively,
provide every student with a bit of content-
related material they can share with others,
and provide breaks in the lesson where
learners can teach their material to one or
more partners. 
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