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Welcome back to another edition of our HRCSD Instructional Newsletter! 
 

This month our instructional focus is on increasing 
Academic Language Production through group 

discussion.  Below are a few instructional 
strategies you can try in your classroom to elicit 

more academic language from your students.  To up 
the level of rigor with these discussions, try 

having students use evidence in their discussion 

by referring to reading, video, or listening sources. 
 

It’s almost Spring…Have the BEST time 
teaching and learning, 

Neely Kirwan 
Director of Curriculum & Instruction 
 
Buzz Groups 

 Class size: any  

 Time frame: 3-10 minutes  

 Setting: no limitations  

 Purpose: generate ideas/answers, re-stimulate student interest, gauge student understanding  

Description: These groups involve students engaging in short, informal discussions, often in response to a particular sentence starter 
or question. At a transitional moment in the class, have students turn to 1-3 neighbors to discuss any difficulties in understanding, 
answer a prepared question, define or give examples of key concepts, or speculate on what will happen next in the class. The best 
discussions are those in which students make judgments regarding the relative merits, relevance, or usefulness of an aspect of the 
lecture (Brookfield & Preskill, 1999). Sample questions include, “What’s the most contentious statement you’ve heard so far in the 
lecture today?” or “What’s the most unsupported assertion you’ve heard in the lecture today?” Reconvene as a class and have a 
general discussion in which students share ideas or questions that arose within their subgroups.  
Comments: This method is very flexible: it is easy to implement in any size of class and in most classrooms, even the most formally 
arranged lecture hall. Consider how to regain the attention of a large group: turning the lights off and on is one simple yet effective 
method.  
 
Think-Pair-Share  

 Class size: any  

 Time frame: 5-10 minutes  

 Setting: no limitations  

 Purpose: generate ideas, increase students’ confidence in their answers, encourage broad participation in plenary session  

Description: This strategy has three steps. First, students think individually about a particular question or scenario. Then they pair up 
to discuss and compare their ideas. Finally, they are given the chance to share their ideas in a large class discussion.  
Comments: Think-pair-sharing forces all students to attempt an initial response to the question, which they can then clarify and 
expand as they collaborate. It also gives them a chance to validate their ideas in a small group before mentioning them to the large 
group, which may help shy students feel more confident participating.  
 
Circle of Voices 

 Class size: any  

 Time frame: 10-20 minutes  

http://www.edcite.com/


 Setting: moveable chairs preferable  

 Purpose: generate ideas, develop listening skills, have all students participate, equalize learning environment  

Description: This method involves students taking turns to speak. Students form circles of four or five. Give students a topic, and 
allow them a few minutes to organize their thoughts about it. Then the discussion begins with each student having up to three 
minutes (or choose a different length) of uninterrupted time to speak. During this time, no one else is allowed to say anything. After 
everyone has spoken once, open the floor within the subgroup for general discussion. Specify that students should only build on 
what someone else has said, not on their own ideas; also, at this point, they should not introduce new ideas (Brookfield & Preskill, 
1999).  
Comments: Some shy students might feel uncomfortable having to speak. Lessen their fear by making the topic specific and relevant 
or by giving each person a relevant quote to speak about. A variation to this method, which encourages students to listen more 
carefully to each other, involves requiring each person to begin by paraphrasing the comments of the previous student or by showing 
how his or her remarks relate to those of the previous student. For this variation, students will need less preparation time before the 
“circle” begins, but they may need more time between speakers.  
 
Rotating Trios  

 Class size: 15-30  

 Time frame: 10 or more minutes  

 Setting: a fair bit of space, moveable seating helpful (they could stand). Purpose: introduce students to many of their peers, 

generate ideas  
Description: This strategy involves students discussing issues with many of their fellow classmates in turn. Beforehand, prepare 
discussion questions. In class, students form trios, with the groups arranged in a large circle or square formation. Give the students 
a question and suggest that each person take a turn answering. After a suitable time period, ask the trios to assign a 0, 1, or 2 to 
each of its members. Then direct the #1s to rotate one trio clockwise, the #2s to rotate two trios clockwise, and the #0s to remain 
in the same place; the result will be completely new trios. Now introduce a new, slightly more difficult question. Rotate trios and 
introduce new questions as many times as you would like (Silberman, 1996).  
Comments: This type of group can be arranged with pairs or foursomes and works well with most subject matter, including 
computational questions. It would be difficult to implement in a large class, however.  
 
Snowball Groups/Pyramids 

 Class size: 12-50  

 Time frame: 15-20 minutes, depending on how many times the groups “snowball”  

 Setting: moveable seating required  

 Purpose: generate well-vetted ideas, narrow a topic, develop decision-making skills  

Description: This method involves progressive doubling: students first work alone, then in pairs, then in fours, and so on. In most 
cases, after working in fours, students come together for a plenary session in which their conclusions or solutions are pooled. Provide 
a sequence of increasingly complex tasks so that students do not become bored with repeated discussion at multiple stages. For 
example, have students record a few questions that relate to the class topic. In pairs, students try to answer one another’s 
questions. Pairs join together to make fours and identify, depending on the topic, either unanswered questions or areas of 
controversy or relevant principles based on their previous discussions. Back in the large class group, one representative from each 
group reports the group’s conclusions (Habeshaw et al, 1984; Jaques, 2000).  
Comments: This method takes time to unfold so should be used only when the concepts under discussion warrant the time. Also, 
depending on the amount of time allotted, students may feel that certain nuances of their discussions are lost.  
 
Jigsaw  

 Class size: 10-50  

 Time frame: 20 or more minutes  

 Setting: moveable seating required, a lot of space preferable  

 Purpose: learn concepts in-depth, develop teamwork, have students teaching students  

Description: This strategy involves students becoming “experts” on one aspect of a topic then sharing their expertise with others. 
Divide a topic into a few constitutive parts (“puzzle pieces”). Form subgroups of 3-5 and assign each subgroup a different “piece” of 
the topic (or, if the class is large, assign two or more subgroups to each subtopic). Each group’s task is to develop expertise on its 
particular subtopic by brainstorming, developing ideas, and if time permits, researching. Once students have become experts on a 
particular subtopic, shuffle the groups so that the members of each new group have a different area of expertise. Students then take 
turns sharing their expertise with the other group members, thereby creating a completed “puzzle” of knowledge about the main 
topic (see Silberman, 1996). A convenient way to assign different areas of expertise is to distribute handouts of different colors. For 
the first stage of the group work, groups are composed of students with the same color of handout; for the second stage, each 
member of the newly formed groups must have a different color of handout.  
Comments: The jigsaw helps to avoid tiresome plenary sessions, because most of the information is shared in small groups. This 
method can be expanded by having students develop expertise about their subtopics first through independent research outside of 
class. Then, when they meet with those who have the same subtopic, they can clarify and expand on their expertise before moving 
to a new group. One potential drawback is that students hear only one group’s expertise on a particular topic and don’t benefit as 
much from the insight of the whole class; to address this issue, you could collect a written record of each group’s work and create a 
master document—a truly complete puzzle—on the topic.  
 
Fishbowl  

 Class size: 10-50  

 Time frame: 15 or more minutes  

 Setting: moveable seating and a lot of space preferable; if necessary, have inner group stand/sit at front of lecture hall and the 

outer group sit in regular lecture hall seats  

 Purpose: observe group interaction, provide real illustrations for concepts, provide opportunity for analysis  



Description: This method involves one group observing another group. The first group forms a circle and either discusses an issue or 
topic, does a role play, or performs a brief drama. The second group forms a circle around the inner group. Depending on the inner 
group’s task and the context of your course, the outer group can look for themes, patterns, soundness of argument, etc., in the 
inner group’s discussion, analyze the inner group’s functioning as a group, or simply watch and comment on the role play. Debrief 
with both groups at the end in a plenary to capture their experiences. See Jaques (2000) for several variations on this technique.  
Comments: Be aware that the outer group members can become bored if their task is not challenging enough. You could have 
groups switch places and roles to help with this. Also note that the inner group could feel inhibited by the observers; mitigate this 
concern by asking for volunteers to participate in the inner circle or by specifying that each student will have a chance to be both 
inner and outer group members. Although this method is easiest to implement in small classes, you could also expand it so that 
multiple “fishbowls” are occurring at once.  
 
Learning Teams  

 Class size: any  

 Time frame: any  

 Setting: no limitations  

 Purpose: foster relationships among students, increase confidence in participating  
Description: For this type of group, students are divided into groups at the beginning of the term. When you want to incorporate 
small group discussion or teamwork into your class, you direct the students to get into these term-long learning groups. Groups of 
four work well, because each foursome can be subdivided into pairs, depending on the activity. 
Comments: Students get to know a small number of their classmates well over the course of the term, and may come to see their 
teammates as study partners even outside the classroom. Using learning teams eliminates the time it takes to organize students into 
groups each time you wish to use group work. However, because students will be working with each other over an extended time 

period, be very careful about how you assign them to groups. Have students submit data cards about themselves at the beginning of 
term, possibly even completing a short personality inventory. You might want to ask them also to suggest the names of two or three 
classmates with whom they would and would not like to work with.  
 

 
 

Smarter Balanced Assessment Support  
 

The SBAC Assessments Support (Summative, Interim  

and Digital Library) is delivered through the OAKS portal. 

 

                          

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Go to www.oaksportal.org 

 

  
 

You can access 

 

through   

 

     

 

   

Click on Test Administrators  

Scan here for HRCSD Support Page 

http://www.hoodriver.k12.or.us/Page/6521 

 

 

 

http://oaksportal.org/
http://www.hoodriver.k12.or.us/Page/6521
http://www.hoodriver.k12.or.us/Page/6521


 
                       

  
  

Interim Assessments 

 Interim Comprehensive Assessments (ICAs) use the same blueprints as the summative 

assessments and assess the same standards. The ICAs include the same item types and 

formats, including performance tasks, as the summative assessments. The ICAs give 

overall scale scores, overall performance level designations, and claim-level 

information. (Think of these as CLONES to the end of the year test) 

 Interim Assessment Blocks (IABs) focus on smaller sets of targets and therefore provide 

more detailed information for instructional purposes. The IABs yield overall information 

for each block. (Think of these as CHUNKS of the end of the year test.) 

           Elementary ELA Block tests to choose 
                                                      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Click on Digital Library 

and Interim Assessments 

From this page you can get to: 

        • Test Administration (starting an Interim 

           Assessment (ICA and IBA) session) 

 

        • The Digital Library (a search engine to find 

           interventions or professional learning 

           resources) 

 

         • Teacher Hand Scoring for the Interim 

            Assessments  

Elementary Math Block tests to choose 



        Secondary ELA Block tests to choose 

               
 
      
 
 
      Secondary Math Block tests to choose 

 
 

1.   This is a full performance task as students experience in the summative assessment 



 
 

After you go into Test Administration, you have to set up a testing session for an Interim 

Assessment (ICA-Clone or IAB-Block). 

 

Scroll Down… The Interims are at the bottom of the list. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Then post the session ID code for students. 

Please find Hand Scoring supports if needed. (for writing items and constructed responses)  
 



Words from our District Librarian 
 

This month has been filled with the anxiety of a new job, and the lingering “sprinter” a.k.a. spring plus 
winter.  It gets me thinking about etymology and the acronyms that we throw around these days, the massive 
amounts of slang and text messages, and the ability of our children and adults to have entire conversations 
without ever spelling out an entire word, LH A CTA IYKWIM.**   
   

I was reading an article published in the Guardian on January 18th, “Why the modern world is bad for 
your brain”  by neuroscientist Daniel J Levitin, and it got me thinking even more than usual about the 
dependence and the isolation that technology has brought into our lives.  Our everyday actions of 
multitasking, which if you don’t already know, causes us more stress, makes us  less receptive to the tasks at 
hand, and scrambles our thoughts by sending information to the wrong places in our brains where they are 
inputted improperly says Levitin.  The idea of carpe’ diem in our everyday lives has seemed to dwindle to me 
a little as we move back and forth from one task to another, our phone to our food and back again as we chew 
and swallow between bites sending messages to our friends while eating with others, checking our gps 
coordinates being updated about our podcasts and snapping a selfie to sum it all up.  

 

       As a librarian, a teacher, and a parent, I find that my role is always growing and changing to keep up 
with life, the lives of my children and family.  Changing hats can be as difficult or easy as we make it.  A great 
place to begin devoting undivided attention is with the simple things in life, like shopping for groceries, 
balancing the old checkbook or finding that extra 20 minutes in the day to read to our kids, garden, paint a 
picture, or write grandma a letter.  Taking that time with care, uninterrupted, is so important and beneficial, 
not only for ourselves but for those observing, i.e. our kids.  After all, we are our children’s number one role 
model.  They look up to us as the amazing parents that we are; they copy us, and yes, we as parents and 
guardians, are and always will be their first and best teacher.  Owning a responsibility like this is what makes 
us the great role models we become.  I encourage you and your family to take time to reflect on your lives, 
your habits, your dreams and aspirations and work toward them together with more focus and less 
distractions.  One thing at a time. 
 

Matthew Gerlick 
 

**Lets have a call to action if you know what I mean.  
 

Hood River Academy Teacher Spotlight 
 
Every day I see educators in Hood River County School District who have a passion for what they do. The goal of 
this blog post series is to shine a light on that passion, celebrate what we do, and connect ourselves to the other 
professionals in this district. http://hoodriveracademy.org  

 
Patrick Getchis, Wy'east Middle School | CLICK HERE 
 
“Patrick has become the enrichment king in our school. Providing students with opportunities to shine and explore through 
project based learning has proven to get kids excited about science and math.” — Kate McGeeney, colleague 
 

 
Shannon Monroe, Parkdale Elementary School | CLICK HERE 
 
“Shannon willingly shares and collaborates with other staff members. I love being in her classroom. Kids are actively 
making sense of the concepts she’s teaching.” — Jane Osborne, colleague 
 

Check out all of our teacher spotlights HERE 

 

http://hoodriveracademy.org/
http://web.hoodriver.k12.or.us/HRAcademy/teacher-spotlight-patrick-getchis-wyeast-middle/
http://web.hoodriver.k12.or.us/HRAcademy/teacher-spotlight-shannon-monroe-parkdale-elementary/
http://web.hoodriver.k12.or.us/HRAcademy/category/teacher-spotlight-series/

