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“OK, we are going to pretend to

blow up a balloon,” says

Teacher Ashley Huffman to her

two first graders. “The balloon

gets bigger…and bigger…and

bigger….”

With outstretched hands hold-

ing the imaginary overinflated

balloon, Ashley asks, “and what

happens when a balloon gets

too full?”

The children say “Pop!” and

they all pantomime as if their

balloons had burst.

Though her students didn’t

know, Ashley was demonstrat-

ing sequencing (or “first, next,

last”) by explicitly teaching the

concepts.

“We were talking about first and

next,” she said. “The kids were

looking at two pictures.  They

had to determine which picture

came first and which one came

next.  In that particular in-

stance, there was one picture

of a balloon being popped and

one picture of a kid blowing up

a balloon.  They had to figure

out which one came first and

next.”

The special education teacher

at Hayes Elementary in Daven-

port said that before a district-

wide reading and literacy

Explicit instruction: ‘I do, we do, you do’
initiative was put in place, the

students’ needs were mostly

guesswork and hunches.

“Before, it was hard to pinpoint

precisely what it was the student

needed,” Ashley said. “Today,

we can ascertain exactly what

the child needs. And when

teaching, one particularly good

approach is explicit instruction,

which enables the students to

see and hear what it is you’re

teaching them.”

Explicit instruction is a key ele-

ment within Davenport’s reading

and literacy initiative, says Patti

Pace-Tracy, director of special

education in the 16,000-student

district. 

“One of the things that the

teachers learn is that a critical

component of instruction in the

classroom is being explicit,”

Patti said. “I do, we do, you do –

that is the process we use with

explicit instruction in the class-

room.”

The reading and literacy initia-

tive was put in place based on

abysmal performance among

students on Individual Education

Programs.

“When I came on board three

Continued on next page

Above, Patti Pace-Tracy explains her district’s initiative. To the

right, Ashley Huffman uses explicit instruction with her charges.
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years ago, the district had gone

through a special education audit

because students were not achiev-

ing,” she said. “Of the eight urban

education networks, we were last in

the education gap.  I was handed

the audit with understanding that I

needed to fix things – take this infor-

mation and fix what was going on in

special education.” 

Patti conferred with the Iowa De-

partment of Education about profes-

sional learning opportunities for

their special education teachers.

She was interested in professional

development that focused on liter-

acy instruction for persistently strug-

gling readers. 

Department Consultant Sandy Nel-

son said there are specific attributes

that literacy professional develop-

ment should contain to ensure a

change in teacher practices. Sandy

suggested   that it be based on the

research from the National Reading

Panel (2000) and the research that

has come out since that provides

the why and the how around literacy

instruction for struggling readers. 

“It also must address the five major

areas of literacy – fluency, compre-

hension, decoding, vocabulary and

phonemic awareness – and have a

Mental health has been the topic of

front-page news stories in the last

month.

The National Alliance on Mental Ill-

ness (NAMI) Greater Des Moines

chapter created an easy-to-use

what-to-do chart for those affected

by mental health issues. It is at-

tached to this newsletter.

This is provided courtesy of Teresa

Bomhoff, vice president, Great Des

Moines’ NAMI.

strong component that builds as-

sessment and matching to instruc-

tion skills for teachers,” Sandy said. 

Finally, it is important to provide

system-level support for change

and build into your professional de-

velopment embedded learning op-

portunities such as on-site

coaching and follow-up with teach-

ers in their classrooms. 

Back in Davenport, committees

were formed and an aggressive

plan was developed that focuses

on three main areas: literacy, orga-

nizational structures and Response

to Intervention (RtI). A major part of

the plan called for professional

learning for educators working with

students with disabilities. A central

focus of that learning has been the

use of a reading research-based

set of materials called Language

Essentials for Teachers of Reading

and Spelling, but more commonly

referred to as LETRS. For the Dav-

enport special education staff, that

meant a rigorous 16-day training

that starts from the theoretical

models of reading all the way

through to changing instruction in

the classroom. The outcome?

Teachers know when and why to

use an explicit instruction approach

with students who persistently

struggle with reading. 

“What it calls for is errorless

teaching in which the lesson

and the directions are laid out

specifically for what the teacher

does and the student does,”

Patti said. “It is very structured

in its delivery.”

Does it take away from the art

of teaching?

“No,” Patti said. “But we no

longer rely on ‘I think.’ We rely

solidly on data to drive our in-

struction, and if the research

supports it, we’re going to go in

that direction.”

The approach leaves few vari-

ables unattended.

“We have had to work with

teachers who wanted to wing

it,” Patti said. “Some teachers

would say that the ‘students

are struggling’ or ‘it’s just too

much for the kids.’ My re-

sponse: You have to maintain

the rigor. We know if we follow

what the program is telling us

to do, the students will achieve.

We have coddled special edu-

cation students far too long.”

Before the first cohort went

through the professional devel-

opment, the initiative received

a cool reception because of the

huge commitment out of the

classroom.  But after the first

four days of training, Patti said,

“word starting trickling out: ‘Oh

my gosh, this is incredible

stuff.’”

Though the initiative has been

in place for only two years and

fewer than half of the teachers

have gone through the profes-

sional development, it is al-

ready paying dividends.

“This past year, we moved up a

notch among the urban educa-

tion networks,” Patti said. “That

was like winning the lottery.” 

A chart for 

mental health issues

Continued from previous page



About the author

Dr. Edward J.

Kame’enui is Dean-

Knight Professor of Ed-

ucation, director of the

Institute for the Devel-

opment of Educational

Achievement and the

Center on Teaching

and Learning, and as-

Students who struggle

in school because they

can’t read the words in

a story, do math or even

pay attention and follow

directions, should bene-

fit from explicit instruc-

tion—instruction that a

teacher makes clear to

the eyes, ears and mind

of a child. 

So, “What does that

mean?” And, “Why does

it matter?”

Instruction that is explicit—clear to

the eyes, ears, and mind of a

child—requires a teacher to show

children what things look like and

explain to them in clear and simple

language what things mean or how

they work. Of course, this kind of

instruction is basic common sense,

isn’t it? 

However, it is simply not common

enough in classrooms and it is diffi-

cult to do without a great deal of

preparation and thinking before

any teaching takes place.

Why does explicit instruction mat-

ter? Well, in two words, the brain.

All learning takes place in the

brain, right? It’s kind of a “no

brainer.” However, getting learning

to “stick” in the brain is more diffi-

cult than you think. 

In order for human beings of any

age to learn, we must, as a first

step, pay very close attention with

our eyes, ears and mind, to what a

teacher is saying and doing. This is

especially important when what is

being taught is new and we don’t

know much about it. Why? Well, all

learning requires us to attend to

“sensory” information—information

that involves the eyes, ears and

mind. 

Explicit instruction makes very obvi-

ous what things a child must attend

to when the teacher is teaching.

For example, when the teacher

says, “Everyone, look at me,” or

Clear, Obvious and Orderly

The state of Iowa has

created a new tool de-

signed to combat bully-

ing and enhance suicide

prevention among our

youth.

The state now has a pro-

gram to help children,

parents, educators and

others get help in pre-

venting bullying and

youth suicides.

Your Life Iowa is a hot-

sociate dean for Research and Outreach in

the College of Education at the University

of Oregon.

Dr. Kame’enui has co-authored 17 college

textbooks, including books on teaching

reading, curriculum design, vocabulary in-

struction, higher order thinking, and class-

room management. He has more than 150

publications including 100 refereed re-

search articles and 50 book chapters. 

“Boys and girls, put your

finger under the word, bois-

terous, in the story,” the

teacher is stating in clear

and unmistakable terms,

what students should do. 

Explicit instruction also mat-

ters because it breaks big

and complicated chunks of

information into small bits

and pieces that teachers

can present, and the brain

can soak up more readily.

In order for the brain to

soak up information and re-

member it, the informa-

tion—in manageable

chunks or bits and pieces—

needs to be prepared so

that the brain can see a

pattern that is consistent

and repeated. Ex-

plicit instruction

makes this pattern

clear and consis-

tent to the ears,

eyes and mind of

the student. 

When instruction is

explicit, children

should know: (a)

what to pay atten-

tion to, (b) how to

respond, (c) when

to respond, (d)

what to expect, and

(e) why something

is important. 

Students should also be given

many, many chances to respond

correctly (including being told the

right answer when the wrong an-

swer is given) and to feel success-

ful. Why does this matter? The

brain likes it when it is successful,

doesn’t it? Now, that really is a no

brainer!

A bullying, suicide-prevention hotline for all

Why Explicit 

Instruction Matters

line set up by the Iowa

Department of Public

Health in partnership

with the Iowa Depart-

ment of Education and

others.

The service is avail-

able by phone or text

at 855-581-8111.

Counselors will be able

to answer questions

and provide help to

young people.



In the coming weeks, months and years, you are

going to be hearing about a lot about a research-

based decision-making model called Response

to Intervention, or RtI. RtI is about all students,

though there are plenty of implications for stu-

dents and educators within the special education

community.  

RtI will be rolled out statewide through a collabo-

ration among the Iowa Department of Education,

the area education agencies (AEAs) and local

schools called Collaborating for Kids.

RtI is a decision-making framework composed of

evidence-based practices in assessment and in-

struction. RtI is a process by which schools use

data to identify the academic and behavioral sup-

ports each student needs to be successful in

school and to leave school ready for life. The

process calls for schools to provide all students

with evidence-based instruction and interven-

tions matched to their needs, and monitors stu-

dent progress to improve their education. 

Included in this process is determining whether

struggling students need special education serv-

ices. In that realm, RtI also is used to help moni-

tor the progress of special education students

and to adjust special education interventions

when needed. 

RtI provides three levels of instruction.  In Iowa,

these tiers are labeled Universal, Targeted, and

Intensive. Each of these levels provides increas-

Response to Intervention is coming your way

ingly intensive instruction, based on individual stu-

dent needs, to support student progress toward profi-

ciency in the Iowa Core.

The critical components of RTI include:

• Robust, universal instruction in the Iowa Core; 

• Universal screening (where all students are

screened); 

• Evidence-based, instructional interventions at the

Targeted and Intensive levels; 

• Progress monitoring; and 

• Data-based decision-making

What is the Department doing to support RtI?

• Establishing a state implementation network;

• Reviewing and editing, as necessary, state policies

and procedures;

• Identifying and allocating financial supports;

• Developing statewide professional development; 

• Establishing a new RtI data system;

• dentifying reliable and valid universal screening and

progress monitoring assessments; and

• Conducting a research review to share information

with Iowa educators focusing on the Universal, Tar-

geted, and Intensive levels of instruction and support. 

Many of these activities are already under way and

will continue to be a priority of the Department. Time-

lines will be determined by Collaborating for Kids

group as this work moves forward.  For more infor-

mation, go to the Department’s RtI webpage at

http://educateiowa.gov/index.php?option=com_con-

tent&view=article&id=2562. 

The model offers precise diagnostics which leads to precise intervention tools

Research shows that only about 22 percent

of Iowa families with children with disabilities

feel as if they are engaged with their schools.

That’s particularly alarming considering that

family engagement is an important factor in a

student’s success.

What do you do to engage parents? Share

your thoughts by emailing

jim.flansburg@iowa.gov.

We will share your comments in an upcoming

issue of Each and Every Child.

Family engagement:

Do you have some tips?


