Making Learning Visible
In this era of globalization, our ability to learn and function as part of diverse groups is essential
to our capacity to survive and thrive. Yet almost all assessment and most aspects of instruction in
schools focus on promoting individual performance and achievement. You will investigate the
power of the group as a learning environment, and documentation as a way to shape, extend, and
make visible how and what we learn.
“Visible learning” is a ground-breaking concept. It establishes that learning must be seen and
obvious, not assumed. Let us understand this concept using height as an example. When
establishing a change or difference, it’s not enough to see the difference in height between one
person who is 5’3” and another who is 5’4”. Instead, a more obvious visible difference, like
between a person who is 5’5” and one who is is 6” tall, is a better teacher of height difference. It’s
exciting to think that with some scaffolding, and the intentional use of specific strategies and
assessment, you will be able to identify exactly what part of the teaching process worked, and
student learning will be visible.
To make this happen in classroom, “students have to know what they are learning, why they are
learning it, how they will know they have learned it, and what it means to have learned.” To achieve
this, teachers use learning intentions and success criteria on a daily basis. Learning intentions and
success criteria contribute significantly to teacher clarity, research shows that it can double or
triple student learning. Another critical part of increasing student learning is to attend to the three
phases of learning: surface, deep, and transfer. We’ve done the heavy lifting for you and come up
with nine tips for making learning more visible in your classroom:
Surface learning
This is learning in order to reproduce the same product, like multiplication facts. This kind of
learning gets a bad rap, but it’s a must. We can’t ask students to use information or knowledge
they haven’t learned yet. Here are three ways to scaffold and develop surface learning:
1. Use prior knowledge to enhance learning
Prior knowledge can help slide a student into the learning instead of creating a barrier. Be careful
though, just because a student already knows something, doesn’t mean they know it correctly. You
can use anticipation guides to help correct those misconceptions before asking students to build on
that knowledge. It’s not cheating to get kids connected to what’s about to be learned, it’s intelligent
teaching.
2. Incorporate vocabulary techniques
Learning words requires more than just exposure to the word. There are several successful
techniques for teaching vocabulary words to help kids problem-solve for themselves.


Mnemonics: using memory aids






Word cards: dividing an index card into four sections including: word, definition, opposite,
illustration
Model word solving: think out loud about how you word solve so that students can watch
thinking in action
Word and concept sorts: give kids opportunities to sort words and classify them on their own

3. Put reading comprehension into context
Teaching children to understand what they read requires you to use a mix of activities and
materials. Everything a teacher does is designed to help a student develop the ability to organize
and analyze information. That’s what makes it such a tough job! It’s important to help kids add
context to what they are reading as they read. Teaching them different strategies like brief
summaries, Cornell notes, and annotation can help them figure out what works best for their
comprehension.
Deep learning
This is learning in order to understand. “Deep learners,” according to Frey and Fisher, “seek to
interact with content and ideas, and actively link concepts and knowledge across content.” When
teachers activate surface learning, but expect deep thinking, students respond. Here are three
teaching tools for deep learning:
4. Concept mapping
Concept maps and graphic organizers scaffold students to be able to organize their information
and thinking. It is this intermediate step that supports extended writing and discussion of ideas.
Using maps to guide your students in the way you’d like them to begin thinking can help speed up
the time it takes to get them there. This can be helpful in class when you need to move them past
surface learning and into deep learning. Popplet is a cool online tool you can use to make concept
mapping easy and engaging.
5. Discussion and questioning
Both discussion and questioning in the classroom create a place to foster deep learning. The more
a student struggles with comprehension, the more value there is to asking questions and discussing
thinking. Make sure to focus on discussion questions that require deep thinking rather than those
that expect surface answers. “Can you tell us more about that?” allows students to understand that
you expect them to be showing evidence that supports their thinking.

6. Metacognitive strategies
Metacognition in literacy consists of:
 information about how we learn


understanding what we have to do in order to complete an assignment



a system for monitoring our own learning

It’s the way we watch ourselves learn. You can help your students learn this amazing skill by
teaching students to ask the right questions. One authentic activity that you can use right now to
engage kids in why this skill matters is to try out a website evaluation tool. This tool will help them
track how they think as they surf different websites.
Transfer learning
This type of learning moves students into owning their learning and applying that knowledge to
different situations. In this way, students are motivated by their own curiosities. You can tell when
a student has transferred knowledge when you hear that aha! Moment. That time when a child
says, “Hey, that’s just like when that different character in another book did this!” Those moments
of recognizing similarities and differences across subjects and literature makes teachers super
proud. Am I right? That’s what we live for. That’s the reason it’s so important to engage students
in all three types of learning. Here are three examples of transfer learning:

7. Reading across documents
Using this strategy, which you’ll find in many of the newer standardized testing products, students
read several different documents and then synthesize information. This fairly difficult activity
requires all three learning types: surface, deep, and transfer. If students don’t practice this skill
often, they won’t do well when they are required to do it independently. It does not come naturally,
but must be explicitly taught and experienced. When teachers give students appropriate and
immediate feedback during this process, students can be quite successful in their mastery of it.
8. Problem-solving teaching
Teachers have been using a version of problem-based learning forever. Many though, aren’t using
it correctly. Make this one tweak and you could be quite effective. Instead of issuing a problem
and inviting students to solve it, you can share conflicting information. Then, ask groups to identify
what they think the problem is, and how best to solve it, supporting their reasons with evidence.
Here’s an example: Should we protect undocumented immigrants in the U.S.? In asking this
question you aren’t defining the problem. Next, locate a few conflicting articles showing both how
undocumented immigrants take U.S. citizens’ jobs and how immigrants can make an economy
stronger. Then, share a problem-solving method like Woods’. Have them work together through
the steps to identify the problem statement and then work to solve it. They will have to move
flexibly between surfaces, deep, and transfer learning in order to accomplish this. No easy task to
be sure, but possible for all of them together.
9. Extended writing
Assigning writing activities that extend learning can be a rewarding way to move students into
transfer learning. The critical component that makes these extended activities successful is that
they involve the use of knowledge, deep thinking, and transfer of information across disciplines.
You’ll be able to observe and identify what type of learning a student is using at any stage in the
process. Your conferences can be used to name what they are doing and help them set goals to
move into a different type of learning.
While it’s nice to know that students liked an activity or lesson or that you thought it went well,
liking is not enough. You also need to know what impact the lesson had on learning—and that
impact should be visible. Start with lessons that have clear intent and make sure students know

what they should be accomplishing and how. Give them feedback very soon after a project or
lesson is complete so that they can use what they learned to improve their learning going forward.
This is the toughest work out there, but also the most rewarding.

The work of the schools in Reggio Emilia, Italy, has drawn international attention to children’s
capacities as individual and group learners. Based on a collaboration between Project Zero at
Harvard, Reggio educators, and over 100 U.S. educators, the Making Learning Visible (MLV)
framework extends key ingredients of the Reggio approach to primary and secondary schools and
learners of all ages. Documenting children’s and adults’ learning challenges our assumptions about
children’s
capabilities
and
what
thinking
and
learning
look
like.
In this course, you will examine rich examples of individual and group learning in a variety of
classrooms. Aided by extensive online and text-based resources, you will learn what the MLV
framework is, why and when it is useful, and how to apply it in your own setting to benefit students,
teachers, and your school community as a whole.
Visible Learners

A progressive, research-based approach for making learning visible
Based on the Reggio Emilia approach to learning, Visible Learners highlights learning through
interpreting objects and artifacts, group learning, and documentation to make students' learning
evident to teachers. Visible classrooms are committed to five key principles: that learning is

purposeful, social, emotional, empowering, and representational. The book includes visual
essays, key practices, classroom and examples.





Show how to make learning happen in relation to others, spark emotional connections,
give students power over their learning, and express ideas in multiple ways
Illustrate Reggio-inspired principles and approaches via quotes, photos, student and
teacher reflections, and examples of student work
Offer a new way to enhance learning using progressive, research-based practices for
increasing collaboration and critical thinking in and outside the classroom

Visible Learners asks that teachers look beyond surface-level to understand who students are,
what they come to know, and how they come to know it.
Welcome to the Making Learning Visible Resources Weebly! This site provides resources and
tools to support learning in groups in the classroom and the staffroom. Most of the tools you will
find here are intended for teachers, professional development designers and coaches, and
administrators, though some are also designed to help families support student learning. Many
also include ways to involve students more directly in teaching and learning decisions. Almost
all of the tools emphasize greater intentionality combined with careful looking and
listening. Making learning visible is not a recipe; it will take time to discover and adapt the tools
and resources for your own setting. We hope you will find this site useful and enjoy exploring
it. The site includes five kinds of tools and resources:
1.

Supporting Learning in Groups in the Classroom

2.

Supporting Learning in Groups in the Staffroom

3.

Documenting Individual and Group Learning

4.

Engaging Families in Supporting Student Learning

5.

Making Learning Visible Beyond the Classroom

Supporting Learning in Groups in the Classroom includes practical tools with suggestions for
creating learning groups at the beginning of the school year, forming study groups in classrooms,
and promoting a culture of dialogue. provides tools for forming adult study groups, hands-on
activities for adults to explore learning groups and documentation for themselves, and
conversation structures for discussing and reflecting on student learning.
Supporting Learning in Groups in the Staffroom provides tools for forming adult study groups,
hands-on activities for adults to explore learning groups and documentation for themselves, and
conversation structures for discussing and reflecting on student learning.
Documenting Individual and Group Learning includes resources for understanding, creating, and

sharing documentation with students and colleagues. Some tools will help you think through the
purpose of your documentation; others provide guidelines for gathering or sharing
documentation via video, computer, photographs, or powerpoint.
Engaging Families in Supporting Student Learning offers resources to inform families about
visible learning, involve families in supporting their children’s learning, and communicate with
families about learning. Tools range from a refrigerator reminder to guidelines for parents
interested in forming their own study group.
Making Learning Visible beyond the Classroom provides tools and templates for creating
bulletin boards, documentation panels, visual essays, and schoolwide exhibitions that make
learning and learners visible, with examples from preschool-high school.

