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The Value of Positive Feedback
Sarah LaFrancis and Megan Kelly

Student Services Division - Adlai E. Stevenson High School - Lincolnshire, IL

E. Stevenson High School are 
females in grades 9 through 12 
who report having low self-es-
teem and struggling to find 
their worth. Over the 12 weeks 
of group, we engage in activ-
ities that help students focus 
on their positive attributes and 
reframe negative self-thoughts.

Positivity Waterfall 
One of the students’ favor-
ite components of group is 
something we have deemed 
the Positivity Waterfall. This 
activity consists of three parts. 
First, group facilitators reach 
out to each students’ teach-
ers, Student Support Team 
members, coaches, and/or 
club sponsors. We ask these 
individuals to provide positive 
feedback on their experiences 
with each student. The second 
piece of the Positivity Water-
fall includes a group session 
where each student takes a 
turn sitting in front of the dry 
erase board in the group room. 
At this time, all of the other 
group participants take turns 
writing on the board around 
the student. Their writing in-
cludes  encouraging words and 
positive qualities that they see 
in the seated student. Once the 
students are finished writing, 
we take a photo of the student 
in front 

You are amazing. You are 
capable. You are inspirational. 
Doesn’t it feel phenomenal 
to read these words? The 
benefits of positive feedback 
are vast. Research shows that 
receiving positive feedback 
and praise results in improve-
ments in both physical and 
mental health states.
Regarding one’s physical 
well-being, increased positiv-
ity can lead to better cardio-
vascular health, bolstered 
immune systems, and even a 
longer lifespan. The mental 
health benefits are equally 
profound. Receiving posi-
tive feedback can result in 
better academic performance, 
healthier decision-mak-
ing, stronger relationships, 
increased coping skills, and 
more resilience in the face of 
adversity.

Be You Group
With these benefits in mind, 
as mental health profession-
als, we felt it imperative to 
create a social-emotional 
skill building and process-
ing group that focuses on 
helping students strengthen 
their positive self-concept, 
build confidence, and achieve 
personal and academic goals. 
The students who participate 
in our Be You group at Adlai

of her board of positivity. 
Following group, we create a 
booklet for each student that 
consists of all of the feedback 
from the adult staff members. 
We use each student’s pho-
to from their positivity wall 
experience as the cover for 
their booklet. The Positivity 
Waterfall culminates at the 
next group session when we 
provide each student with their 
booklet. Students are then able 
to read through their books 
and see all of the positive feed-
back from the adults and peers 
in their school lives.

Potential Impact
It is clear from the students’ 
responses that the Positivity 
Waterfall has been an incred-
ibly useful tool in enhancing 
the students’ self-perception 
and self-esteem. Following 
the distribution of the book-
lets, it is common to see an 
increase in students’ feelings 
of connectivity to each other, 
to the school, and themselves. 
One student reports, “having 
the positive feedback that I 
received has helped me gain 
confidence. I have also learned 
how to be more comfortable 
with confiding in my friends 
and support systems when I 
face struggles in my life. stu-
dents regularly. 

Be You group has shown me 
that there are true benefits 
in doing so! One of the best 
experiences in the group 
was receiving the positivity 
book because I would never 
use some of those words to 
describe myself, but having 
others do so made me feel 
loved and supported. No 
matter what obstacles I face, 
it made me feel like I could 
accomplish anything!”
Positive relationship build-
ing is imperative in our 
role as educators. While 
we acknowledge that there 
is limited time within the 
school day, there are numer-
ous ways in which we can all 
foster positive connections 
with As members of Student 
Services, we are privy to 
hearing the impact of these 
seemingly small efforts in the 
classroom. We have seen a 
student’s entire perspective 
of a class or the school, as a 
whole, change based on one 
affirming interaction with 
an adult in the building. We 
encourage you to be an agent 
of positivity for your students 
daily. Imagine being a student 
and having such positive, 
supportive comments come 
from an adult at school or a 
peer in your life. Let us tell 
you; the result can indeed be 
beautiful.



If not, 
see a technology coach in room 3024 and find out how they can 

support your instruction!

Are you Canvas Ready?



How many times have you programmed your GPS and tracked the blue dot to your destination?  In 2014, Rinkema and 
Williams explained their GPS metaphor for knowledge and grading. They describe a learning target as the destination 
and the blue dot as the student’s position relative to the goal. In a standards-based classroom, teachers have the job of 
figuring out what roads to take and what pitstops to make on their way to the destination. However, that’s not enough. 
For students to truly own their learning, they each need to follow their blue dot, and our job is to help them locate it.

Finding your Blue Dot – Decision-Making Through Assessment

Seeing and using structure is at the heart of mathematical reasoning.  When helping students find their blue dot while 
learning to reason mathematically, it is essential that we design assessments that emphasize an awareness of structure in 
decision-making. Providing students with feedback on their strategic decisions, as well as their computation, will help 
them learn to see and use structure. Often this can be done without having students do any math at all.  When the teach-
er responds to the assessment data with specific opportunities for new learning or practice, students will see the impor-
tance of refining their generalizations about the structure-strategy connection so they can move along the learning scale. 
The following are two examples where a teacher is using assessment to help a student find their blue dot.

In this clip from a formative assessment, the teacher has asked students to identify keywords and what opera-
tion they would perform:

Helping Students Track Their Blue Dots
Monica Carter and Jessica Lemieux

Champlain Valley Union High School - Vermont



This next example asks students to sort equations into strategy categories and explain their choice.

In each of these examples, the assessment prompts students to attend to their decision-making and allows for a built-in 
self-checks where a student can identify a strategy or operation that they are avoiding.  This feedback on the location of 
their blue dot will enable students to intentionally look for opportunities to apply or practice the neglected skill. 

Knowing Your Destination - Benchmarks

For students to be successful, they have to locate their blue dot about the class learning expectations.  The need 
two things to do this: an understanding of where they’re going and where they are at any given moment. Our 
Integrated Biology course at Champlain Valley Union High School focuses on eight skill-based learning scales 
written to align with the Next Generation Science Standards Science and Engineering Practices. While all eight 
skills require critical thinking, some concentrate on accessing scientific information (e.g., Interpreting Models, 
Reading for Purpose), and others focus on communication (e.g., Developing Models, Scientific Reasoning). 

In science, models are used to represent a system of study, to aid in the development of questions and explana-
tions, to generate data that can be used to make predictions, and to communicate ideas to others.  Models rep-
resent complex interactions between components, therefore being able to interpret visual representations is a 
critical skill for scientific literacy.  Here is the scale for “Interpreting Models.”



When first introducing this scale to students we provide them with a “Benchmark Sheet” that describes all of the bold 
words in the scale and shows examples of work at all levels of the learning scale (Rinkema and Williams, 2018).  Students 
can refer to the Benchmark Sheet as they complete practice assignments and assessments; however, without intentionally 
building in time for reflecting on their work concerning the scale, the tool is not effective long-term.  Benchmark sheets 
show students the destination. 

Finding Your Blue Dot - Self Assessment

Once students understand where it is they are going, and how to get there, they need to figure out where they are.  Instead 
of students receiving written feedback from a teacher, which they will undoubtedly take little time to read and internalize, 
students are given a 4.0-level exemplar and asked to highlight information in the exemplar that is missing in their work.  
They are then asked to assess their work using language from the scale to justify their score. One student can say, “This 
work is a two because I have the accurate and general information, but I am missing some of the vocabulary and details.”  
Another student can say, “This is a three because I have all of the details to explain one model, but I didn’t incorporate 
details or relationships from the second model to expand my explanation.”  The next time this learning, the teacher assesses 
the scale, students can look back on their formative work to avoid the same mistakes.   As teachers, we can include more 
self-checks on the assessments to pull students into a more metacognitive place

These examples provide insight into the way teachers can grow learners with strong self-efficacy skills.  By intentionally 
designing practice assignments and assessments with clearly defined learning destinations and pit stops to self-check, we 
are developing metacognitive skills in our students, which is primarily teaching them how to find their blue dot.



Are your students developing 

independent reading habits?

 
Discuss with a Literacy Coach in Office 1304.



STRIVE – Growth Mindset to Self-Efficacy
Irina Kogan and Dan Puglisi

Adlai E. Stevenson High School - Lincolnshire, IL

our group. In addition to mindset, the 
development of skills is another com-
ponent of the group.  A constant topic 
of discussion among the students cen-
ters on the difficulty of the readings 
required to understand the signifi-
cance of content.  As facilitators, we 
knew the students’ Evidence-Based 
Reading, and Writing score was below 
the College Readiness cutoff.  How-
ever, support, open discussion, and 
identification of resources collectively 
allow students to identify tools that 
will enable them to succeed based 
on their strengths.  Moving forward, 
reading literacy will be a significant 
component of STRIVE as we team 
with Stevenson’s literacy coaches to 
further develop reading supports that 
aid understanding of the content to 
increase confidence.

STRIVE- Semester 1
During the first semester, counselors 
use their lessons to help students 
develop accurate self-perceptions 
through consistent check-ins, goal 
setting and reflection, and application 
of available resources.  During one 
particular experience, students iden-
tify areas of concern and approach 
each from a fixed mindset and a 
growth mindset.  Through thoughtful 
discussion of their responses to the 
growth mindset approach, students 
set personal goals for the current 
unit, semester, and year.  These goals 
allow students to put their learning 
into practice as they reflect upon and 
adjust goals with support from others.

Often, students have the best in-
tentions when they complete their 
course selections.  They are eager to 
challenge themselves, take courses 
that others have recommended, and 
explore new opportunities.  A bal-
anced course load that provides rigor 
and an appropriate level of challenge 
is the primary focus of course selec-
tion meetings.  To support and foster 
the success of our students desiring 
an Advanced Placement (AP) course 
for the first time, Stevenson coun-
selors collaborated with Maine West 
High School to discuss how their 
group for a similar population could 
be transformed to meet the needs of 
our students.  This resulted in the im-
plementation of STRIVE, a yearlong 
psychoeducational group for first-
time AP students, and specifically, 
those enrolled in AP United States 
History (APUSH).  Group sessions 
focus heavily on the shift between 
the growth mindset and self-effica-
cy during the first semester and AP 
United States exam review during the 
second semester.  STRIVE’s ultimate 
goal is to assist students in develop-
ing the tools needed to be successful 
in their first AP course, while si-
multaneously encouraging a growth 
mindset that leads to self-efficacy.

During STRIVE, counselors, and 
teachers actively support students 
as they navigate AP course require-
ments, explore the future AP exam, 
and build on the belief they can be 
successful in any endeavor with the 
dedication of time and effort. Carol 
Dweck, a leading researcher in mo-
tivation, says, “No matter what your 
ability is, the effort is what ignites 
that ability and turns it into accom-
plishment” (Dweck, 2016, p. 41).  
This essential belief is at the core of 

uses various handouts and takes 
students through effective strategies 
as they complete practice questions, 
both written and multiple choice.  
Students engage throughout the 
review with questions about the 
content and discuss best practices to 
achieve the highest possible score.  
Additionally, familiarity with the var-
ious sections of the exam increases 
overall confidence.

Self-Efficacy
Maintaining self-efficacy can be 
extremely difficult; therefore, 
through STRIVE, we identified the 
importance of consistent support, 
progress monitoring, specific read-
ing tools, and small group tutoring 
sessions that focus on the ability to 
decode test questions.  Whenever 
the students from the group feel 
like giving up, we not only have a 
group conversation but also review 
the strategies from their toolbox 
that would support a shift toward a 
growth mindset. These conversations 
enable us to build connections with 
students, another essential factor 
in student achievement.  A healthy 
teacher-student relationship ground-
ed in trust and support is inevitable, 
with discussions focused on ways 
to foster student success.  Students 
desire to be heard and supported by 
their efforts.  Ultimately, if students 
can identify someone who believes 
in them, self-efficacy can become a 
natural result (Bandura, 1997).

References:
Bandura, A., (1997). Self-efficacy: The Exercise of 
Control. New York, NY, US: W H 

Freeman/Times Books/ Henry Holt & Co.
Dweck, C. S., (2016). Mindset: The New Psycholo-
gy of Success. New York: Random House.



Supporting a Graduate
Patty Martin

Adlai E. Stevenson High School - Lincolnshire, IL

They will meet their counselor, dean, 
social worker, and school psycholo-
gist, all of their teachers, and they will 
start meeting new first-year students 
in their advisory classroom.  They 
will be taken care of by their FMPs, 
upperclassmen who will teach them 
the ways of Stevenson High School, 
invite them into the culture and begin 
to make school feel like home. 
As their first year continues, Fresh-
man Patriot meets diverse people, 
makes new friends, and steps out 
their comfort zone once or twice.  
They live Evidence-Based Reporting, 
and although it is slightly different 
than middle school, they can show 
competency in standards and realize 
that just because homework is not 
counted for points, completing it is 
still crucial in learning. They learn 
how to manage their time (some 
better than others), to find ways to 
be involved, get good food, sleep and 
exercise, spend time with family and 
friends, and do their school work.

As Freshman Patriot looks forward 
to summer, we ask them about their 
experiences. We find that they can 
look back on a year where they took 
advantage of the opportunities to be 
involved in a community service ac-
tivity, attended a sporting or fine arts 
event as a participant, a spectator, or 
audience member, and got involved in 
a club or other extracurricular activity 
that they will continue into next year.

I want to tell you a story about a 
person that I meet every year.  Their 
last name is Patriot, and even as 
they come into the building for the 
first time, we think of them as fami-
ly.  They will usually be here for four 
years, some of them less time, some 
of them more depending on their 
challenges and goals. Some will 
find this to be the best four years of 
their lives, but most will find they 
struggle at one time or another with 
things that might seem trivial to 
an outsider but are all consuming 
to our students. A smaller group of 
students will find they struggle with 
more substantial challenges such as 
physical or mental illness, anxiety, 
depression, learning or emotional 
disabilities, substance abuse, or fam-
ily dysfunction.  We in the Student 
Services Department are here to 
help them learn to adapt, cope, and 
grow through the next four years to 
graduation.

Freshman year – Self-Discovery and 
Self-Reliance

When school starts in the middle 
of August, some of our Patriots 
will already have been on campus 
performing in the stadium as part of 
the marching band or as a member 
of the football team or Patriettes.  
On their first day of school, Fresh-
man Patriot will ride the bus to 
orientation day and will find junior 
and senior leaders that are FMPs, 
riding their bus and greeting them 
at the door in crazy themed outfits.

They find their counselor friendly 
and easy to talk to and have an adult 
that they feel they can go to with a 
non-academic concern. Teachers 
academically challenged them with 
course material, sometimes for the 
first time in their lives, have needed 
help with a subject and have learned 
how to access the many academic 
resources that are available at Steven-
son.  When they had a concern about 
a friend or a situation, they found 
that many adults care about them, 
learned what a Student Support 
Team is and found them available 
when they needed help.

Freshman Patriot might have a 
different experience altogether.  They 
might seek out their counselor or 
social worker because they have not 
found a place to fit in, have not found 
friends, or are finding the academics 
and the social pressure to excel to be 
overwhelming. They might struggle 
to cope with the slightest setback 
or see that, with all of the clubs and 
activities to experience, they lack the 
time management skills to fit it all in. 
They will learn in our Signs of Sui-
cide that their Student Support team 
members are here to help and need 
to know when they or one of their 
friends are struggling.



 They will find, many times through 
their SST but also through a student 
panel they attend in health class, that 
seventeen student support groups are 
lead by the mental health profession-
als here at Stevenson. They will join 
a group where they will connect with 
an adult, find a community of stu-
dents that struggle with some of the 
same issues, discover their strengths, 
and learn new ways to cope.  Soph-
omore Patriot will find that the 
No-Homework night in the fall is a 
great time to study the coursebook 
and participate in a “Let’s Talk About 
Your Future” discussion with their 
caregivers.

They will realize that junior year 
is another opportunity to explore 
interests and find passions while chal-
lenging themselves academically and 
performing to their highest poten-
tial. We concentrate our discussions 
with Sophomore Patriot on interests 
and careers when they might want 
to focus on college. Whether that is 
a member of Peer Helpers, FMP or 
PE, Dance or Theater Leadership or 
the opportunity to serve on an exec 
board next year, Sophomore Patriot is 
weighing these options against all of 
the other responsibilities they might 
have as a junior including a part-time 
job, increased commitments for varsi-
ty sports or higher

They are experiencing what a 
commitment to self, commit-
ment to others, and learning 
means and they are ready for the 
adventures of sophomore year.

Sophomore Year – 
Self-Awareness and Goal Setting

Once Sophomore Patriot starts 
school in the fall, things might 
seem a little different.  They have 
more freedom with a full lunch, 
a bit of room in their schedule 
for electives and they can hit 
the ground running with their 
sports, clubs and other extracur-
ricular activities. It might be the 
first year that they try an Ad-
vanced Placement class or anoth-
er class that will prove to be very 
challenging.   They will find that 
the pressure to succeed at this 
higher level can be daunting, and 
many will rise to the challenge. 
There are times when members 
of our Patriot family have chal-
lenges that impact their learning, 
whether they are changes in 
home and family, struggles with 
coping, or wanting to find a place 
where they feel at home instead 
of an “other.”

level performance-based activities. 
Counselors will address these in the 
SCoPE (Student/Counselor Parent 
Engagement) meeting that the school 
counselor will have with Sopho-
more Patriot and their caregivers in 
the spring of their sophomore year. 
We will have a conversation about 
balance and self-advocacy, challenge 
and self-care, and we will encourage 
the utilization of the many resourc-
es that Stevenson offers. As their 
sophomore year comes to a close, our 
Patriot is looking forward with slight 
trepidation but excitement for the 
next two years at Stevenson continu-
ing to commit to self, others, and 
learning. 

Junior Year – Self-Appraisal and 
Self-Evaluation

As Junior Patriot starts their third 
year of school, they have the most 
challenging schedule they have ever 
encountered. Like many of their fel-
low students, they are taking multiple 
AP classes, many for the first time. 
Leadership positions are also taking 
center stage as those applications that 
took up hours one-weekend last year 
take hours per week or even hours 
per day now.  There are standardized 
tests to take- PSAT/NMSQT in the 
fall and SAT in the spring are man-
datory, but Junior Patriot will take 
these a couple of times more with 
a random ACT thrown in for good 
measure. In the fall, they will attend 
the “Finding the Fit” presentation 
hosted by our Post Secondary Coun-
selors.  We will try to convince them 
that rankings don’t mean anything 
and fit means everything. We don’t 
care what a leading magazine says 
after taking various measurements 
and metrics about a college, but we



care deeply about how they feel 
when they walk on to the campus or 
how they will fit in with the people 
there.

Other Junior Patriots are finding 
their college prep or accelerated 
classes challenging and as they are 
not taking AP classes, feel they are 
being left behind by some of their 
seemingly more talented peers. Still, 
others are experiencing so many dif-
ficulties outside the classroom that 
if they were taking the more rigor-
ous classes that they are capable of, 
they would not find the success they 
are hoping for.  We know that these 
students might need help to find 
their strengths or need an adult to 
believe in their capacity to succeed.  
We provide that encouragement and 
help Junior to discover the possibili-
ty in themselves. 

As Junior is continuing through the 
year, they will have more chances to 
give back to the school and com-
munity with volunteering opportu-
nities as we hope they embrace the 
idea of giving back for the good of 
others instead of the accumulation 
of hours. 

They are participating in job 
shadowing with our CEO program, 
applying for summer research 
opportunities with SPARK and find-
ing that the sleep, exercise, eating 
right and stress management that 
counselors emphasized freshman 
and sophomore year are even more 
critical now. Junior Patriot finds 
themselves touring college campus-
es, making preliminary lists of the 
target, reach and safety schools and 
getting assistance

 from their counselor, the college 
career center and college represen-
tatives to get the best fit possible. As 
the year winds down culminating in 
the SAT and AP tests, Junior Patriot 
is ready for summer and senior year. 

Senior Year – Self-Efficacy and De-
cision Making

In the fall of this year, Senior Patriot 
(and most of their peers) is finishing 
applications to their list of colleges. 
If not, they might be making plans 
to attend a trade school, military, 
or work after high school. Senior 
year is arguably is one of the most 
stressful times in Senior Patri-
ot’s high school career as they are 
continuing to take a rigorous load 
of classes, are serving as leaders in a 
variety of clubs, sports or activities, 
or are writing personal statements 
that they hope will persuade the 
Office of Admissions at their college 
of choice. They will request letters of 
recommendation from counselors 
and teachers, send transcripts, and 
write supplemental essays all by Oc-
tober 15th so that they can wait un-
til colleges start accepting students, 
which can take until spring break. 

Some Senior Patriots are not as 
sure of their path forward. They are 
hoping to pass enough classes to 
graduate. They were not big fans of 
Stevenson and are happy to be leav-
ing the building but not the adults 
that they have forged relationships 
within our department. They are the 
students we have continues to see 
throughout the year. When most of 
their classmates are done with their 
counselor, this Senior will see

members of their student support 
team every few weeks for a grade 
check, a support group, a post-sec-
ondary planning meeting or a 
motivational check-in. 
They will attend Prom, the Senior 
Boat Trip, and Spring Fling and 
at graduation, we will shake their 
hand, watch them walk across the 
stage, look on proudly as gather 
their diploma cover, a rose and a 
shoe pin and get back to their seat 
without falling down the stairs. 
My favorite part of the senior exit 
survey is the question we ask about 
the adults in the building- Name 
any adults in the building (that you 
saw both inside and outside of the 
classroom) who made a positive 
impact on your high school ex-
perience. It is in the responses to 
this and other questions that I find 
myself confident in our work. 



Do you know what the 
three stars represent?

Hint, think about our 
Portrait of a Graduate...



Cristina Cortesi & Kate Pennypacker
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Many of you have most likely had students in your classrooms at one time or another struggling with sub-
stance abuse.  While there is a range in the degree of damage, as well as impairment caused by use, the fact 
remains the same; the student is using.  Maybe you noticed a change in behavior or saw a JUUL or vape pen 
drop to the floor from the student’s pocket.  Do you address the concern directly?  Refer the student to SAP?  
Do you turn a blind eye, giving the student a “break”? 

While confronting the student may be uncomfortable and referring the student to SAP may feel rash; 
turning a blind eye or giving the student a break is ultimately a missed opportunity for intervention. Under-
standing that hindsight is 20/20 imagine what we could do if we had not looked the other way and seized 
the opportunity to prevent or intervene. What are the ways that classroom teachers can be a part of prevent-
ing and intervening on behalf of students?

Prevention

Adolescents use substances for various reasons, including as a way to cope with issues with friends and 
family, perform better academically, to fulfill the desire for new experiences, to define themselves, to fit into 
social groups or give into peer pressure.  

1.    Learn each student’s baseline by standing at the door and having brief conversations. Relationships 
are key. 

2.    Ask students to assess the way they feel about themselves in general and relative to the course itself 
multiple times over the semester.  

3. Speak to students with the respect you want them to return to you.  

4.    Provide regular positive feedback that is personalized (formal or informal) about their qualities rath-
er than just their specific work. 

5.    Share information with parents frequently (mainly positive information).  One positive phone call 
home will increase a student’s drive to excel in your class and exceed your expectations.  

6.    Actively search for areas in your curriculum where substance use could come up as a topic and part-
ner with school resources to address it.

Intervention 

As we know, the adolescent brain is wired to take risks and seek out new experiences.  While substances 
may serve as a way to fulfill these normal developmental drives, the consequences of these unhealthy choic-
es may result in severe, long-term addictions. Intervention can be as easy as a brief conversation

Hindsight is 20/20



about concerns over changed behavior or walking the student to the SAP office for an opportunity to learn 
more.

1.    Remind students of their resources in the building.  

2.    Take the opportunity to intervene. Don’t doubt your intuition. Utilize the Patriots Care Referral Form 
(can be anonymous) on Stevenson Links or ICE emails as appropriate.

3.    Refrain from judging the student’s behavior; share your concern and clearly state the negative impact 
you see the action is having on their life. Denial and treatment resistance may be due to an inability (not a 
lack of desire) to know the truth and the impact. 

Changing the Conversation

Studies show, by the end of high school, well over half of the students have tried alcohol; close to half have 
smoked cigarettes, and half

will have experimented with illegal drugs.

People may dismiss studies and statistics with the sweeping generalization that everyone experiments with 
substances in high school; or that this type of use is a rite of passage for adolescents.  This normalized idea that 
all high school students will experiment with alcohol and drugs ends up sounding to our students like accep-
tance of this behavior, thus feeding the statistics. In reality, the vast majority of students at Stevenson high 
school report not using regularly, and this is a more accurate message to promote.   

1.    It is essential to think about how our students process the messages we send.  Let’s not normalize use as 
a rite of passage.  Refrain from referring to alcohol as a coping strategy or typical adult behavior. 
 
2.    Adults drink more frequently than adolescents due to access.  Adolescents have a misperception about 
the way adults drink, based on lack of experience, and they are more likely to binge drink. While you may 
refer to typical adult drinking, you are inadvertently promoting binge drinking.

3.    Using clear non-use statements is helpful. This practice is more natural if you have multiple conversa-
tions about health and wellbeing. Beginning the semester with a comment about how much you care for 
them and their future makes it easier to have conversations about non-use as it comes up later.

4.    Focus on adverse health impacts rather than the potentially questionable morals or ethics of substance 
use. 

5.    Provide accurate information and reinforce the fact that most students do not use.

Helpful Resources

1.    40 Developmental Assets: http://page.search-institute.org/40-developmental-assets
2.    SAMHSA (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration):  https://www.samhsa.gov/

3.    OMNI youth services:  http://www.omniyouth.org/counseling/



Overcoming the Invisible Barrier to 
Quality Reflection

Brady Reinke
Ronald Reagan Elementary - New Berlin, Wisconsin

The crown jewel of the learning process is the ability to reflect upon what one is doing, figuring out what is go-
ing well and what is not, and then finding ways to gather needed information to continue to improve, moving 
toward the desired outcome.  A summation of the relationship between reflection and learning comes from 
the work of John Dewey where a synthesis of some of his arguments about experience and learning indicate 
that we do not learn from experience, we learn from reflection on those experiences. Reflection is a deliberate 
critical practice for educators to work on with students so that they may be expert learners.  

If you think back to the last time you learned something new, it probably went something like this.  First, you 
identified what you needed to do.  Then you gathered information in some form or another; maybe you talked 
to someone who knew more than you, Googled it, watched a video, or read a book.  Once you felt like you 
had enough information you put that information into practice and more than likely it did not go well.  You 
recognized that it did not go well, identified what did not go well, and gathered more information about that 
specific area so that you would improve for the next time (or fix the mistake to finish what you started).  This 
process has played itself out throughout my life in multiple ways, ranging from home improvement projects, 
career improvement, and even being a husband and parent.  As an educator, I am not sure if that learning cy-
cle ever entirely played out in my classroom- I always had a lot of really great knowers, but not a ton of expert 
learners!

Reflecting seems like it should be pretty straightforward: deliver some instruction, let the students develop 
their skills in some way, and then ask some reflection questions and see what they have to say.  However, re-
search argues that even adults are not very good self-reflection and that in general, most people believe them-
selves to be better than they are.  Often we can be oblivious to our ignorance, and even our best self-reflection 
can be fruitless.  If, as educators, we want to promote student self-reflection as a valuable part of the learning 
process we must accept the fact that our students’ reflections may not be accurate and set up an environment 
that allows for more accurate reflection.

The Barriers to Quality Reflection

To set up an environment to promote student reflection, teachers must be aware of three barriers and seek to 
overcome them.  First, students must be allowed the opportunity to struggle and reflect.  Many teachers have 
fallen in love with promoting a growth mindset with students.  We have been in classrooms where there are 
bulletin boards with the growth mindset lingo and have seen teachers talking about its importance.  In those 
same classrooms, we repeatedly observe students doing activities from the textbook or worksheets that have 
a single correct answer.  Typically the second a student struggles the teacher swoops in to help out.  It is hard 
to see kids struggle, but to help them develop that growth mindset and to give them things to reflect upon, as 
educators, we must let them make decisions and give them experiences that foster their need to be creative, 
critical thinkers.

A second barrier is what Dunning (2011) refers to as unknown unknowns.  If we asked you to generate a list 
of all of the words that you could make with the letters ERST and gave you some time to do it, you would 
come up with a pretty good list.  Then if we asked you to reflect upon your progress, you would probably say 
“pretty good.” However, when we told you that there are 133 words you could make, your reflection might 
change.  Similarly, if we asked you to rate your driving ability as either poor, below average, average, or above 
average, you would more than likely say that you were average or above.  Interestingly, probably about 90% of 
the teachers in our school would say the same.  When people lack the appropriate information, they see them-
selves as more competent or knowledgeable than they are.

Dunning (2011) goes on to explain that another barrier to people’s ability to accurately notice their compe-
tence or skill is that everyone harbors domain specific misbeliefs or have had other experiences that have 
caused them to be misinformed. When people have misinformation or misbeliefs, it is easy for them to fill the 



gaps in their learning with what they think they know causing them to believe that they know more or can 
do more than they actually can.

Strategies for Overcoming these Barriers

As educators are seeking to get our students to reflect accurately, we can do a few crucial things to help them 
address the problem of unknown unknowns.  First, we can be explicitly clear about what it is we want our 
students to know and learn and what the criteria for success are.  If we are not clear about these things with 
our students, it will be virtually impossible to give an accurate assessment of their ability.  Another helpful 
tool is to show students examples of what good looks like so they can have a frame for their reflections.  Fi-
nally, we must give them ample opportunities to show what they know and can do so that they can continu-
ously compare it to what is expected to try to eliminate the unknown unknowns.

Educators can try to mitigate the effects of these misbeliefs in a few ways.  First, be aware of the misconcep-
tions you might be perpetuating amongst your students. For example, most kindergarten classrooms have 
a straw chart where each day of school they add a straw, and after ten days they bundle the straws in the 
one’s place and move the set to the tens place because there cannot be more than nine in the one’s place.  It 
is a way to start teaching place value.  Fast forward to second grade when students start regrouping (used 
to be known as borrowing) to subtract.  Since they have been told that there cannot be more than ten in the 
one’s place (by their kindergarten teacher to help teach place value) some students struggle with the concept.  
Another thing that teachers should do before a unit is to collaboratively list of all of the misconceptions or 
misbeliefs a student might have so that they can be aware of these and call them out in their delivery.  Final-
ly, a quick pre-assessment is a great way to draw out student’s thinking so that teachers can be prepared to 
understand and challenge the misconceptions that students may bring.

One cannot argue that the world in which our graduates are going into is significantly different than the 
world that we (educators) grew up in.  In the closing decades of the 20th-century author and futurist Alvin 
Toffler mad the prediction that, “The illiterate of the 21st century will not be those that cannot read or write, 
but those that cannot learn, unlearn and relearn.” Often in school, we have done an excellent job of making 
our kids expert knowers, but not so much expert learners.



The Value of Differentiated Reflection
By Anthony Reibel

Adlai E. Stevenson High School - Lincolnshire, IL

In many classrooms, it is common for teachers to differentiate instruction, where they engage students in 
many ways ranging from whole class discussions to individual contemplation based on the needs of the 
individual student. While teachers typically consider personal learning profiles in the timing, structure, and 
purpose of their instruction, it is less common for teachers to do the same for reflection events. 

If we are confident that students learn in different ways (Bandura 1997, Marzano 2002), why would we not 
consider that students also reflect in different ways? This consideration is important because of something 
called the Dunning Kruger effect. This concept is defined by researchers of the same name as “those who 
are incompetent, for lack of a better term, [should] have little insight into their incompetence.” (Dunning & 
Kruger 2011). Essentially the researchers state that low performing students do possess limited efficacy of 
reflection. They call this the double burden of incompetence (2011). 

What Dunning and Kruger conclude is that on any given assessment, there are top performers (competent 
students) and low performers (incompetent students). The low performers typically do not have the slight-
est clue as to why they performed so low. In fact they would acutally articulate that they did well; citing that 
it was the questions or test that was flawed (2011). On the other side of the performance spectrum, the top 
performers feel more insecure about their performance and potentially overreact to errors, taking them to be 
bigger deals than they are. 

Dunning and Kruger represent this concept on the graph below. The blue line represents a student’s actual 
performance score and the green line represents a student’s perceived performance score:



By intentionally differentiating reflection students can begin to see more clearly their competencies, and gain 
confidence in those competencies. With the appropriate reflective activity, students will be able to articulate 
much more clearly what is happening cognitively and emotionally as they learn, which can lead to more proac-
tive pro-social behavior in the classroom (Bandura 1997). If we pay attention to these profiles when engaging 
our students in reflective experiences, we may be able to move learning even farther forward. 

Resources

Bandura, A. (1997). Self-efficacy: The exercise of control. New York: Freeman

Kruger, J., & Dunning, D. (1999). Unskilled and unaware of it: How difficulties in recognizing one’s own incompetence 

lead to inflated self-assessments. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 77(6), 1121-1134.

Marzano, R. J. (2003). What works in schools: Translating research into action. Alexandria, VA: ASCD.

If bottom performers struggle with overconfidence and top performers by insecurity, shouldn’t teachers modify 
the reflective experience to meet the needs of these profiles.? We say yes! If teachers consider differentiated re-
flection as a valuable practice, we may be able to provide a more personalized and meaningful reflective experi-
ence our students. 

One teacher after recently differentiating her reflection activities stated, “I’ve noticed that my students are get-
ting better at talking with one another about their development. They are getting better at evaluating one anoth-
er’s skills and offering better suggestions to one another during the reflection process. During my lessons, I’ve 
structured more time to nurture these higher levels of reflection, introspection and collaboration.”

On the following chart we see how each performance profile intersects with the Dunning  & Kruger research as 
well as a suggested reflective questions and an appropriate reflection activity for each profile.



Which grade book option is 
right for you?

Remember to email Data Processing which 
format your team is using next Fall. 



Let’s make Assessment Personal
Building Students’ Efficacy with Assessment Experiences.

Anthony R. Reibel
Adlai E. Stevenson High School - Lincolnshire

Many experts define personal efficacy as “The confidence or strength of belief that our capabilities can 
lead to goal attainment and realized achievement.” (John Hattie 2015 et al.). Many researchers continue 
to find that the higher one’s efficacy, the stronger the motivation, confidence, and drive to learn (Mad-
dux, J. E., & Stanley, M. A. 1986). The lower one’s efficacy, the more apathy, and indifference a student 
will have toward learning (Bandura 1986). 

Besides academic achievement and goal attainment, personal efficacy can have a positive impact on 
our wellbeing. Efficacy has been shown to correlate to many health and wellness benefits such as right 
actions & choices, increased effort, perseverance, ability to handle adversity, healthy thought patterns, 
lower stress, and depression, and increase the level of realized accomplishments (Bandura 1997).

The connection between student achievement, personal wellbeing, and efficacy was theorized by many, 
including Wood, R. E., & Bandura, A. (1989) and Goddard, Hoy, and Hoy (2000). In their Research, 
they demonstrate that efficacy is more important in explaining overall life satisfaction and realized 
achievement than IQ, race, and socioeconomic status. The development of personal efficacy is par-
amount to one being able to function as a contributing adult citizen. (Bandura 1982) Possessing a 
growth-mindset as well as a drive for social engagement is contingent upon one’ level of personal-ef-
ficacy (Schunk, D. H. 1989). When a student has high personal efficacy, the more likely they are to be 
actively engaged in their learning and life (Schwarzer 1992). 

For educators, assessments are the perfect opportunity for a student to begin to develop this efficacy and 
personal agency.  Teachers can use assessment events to achieve this in the following ways:  

1.    Using Assessment to Build Self-Trust 
2.    Using Assessment to Cultivate Learning Stamina
3.    Using Assessment to Develop the Skill of Self-Deliberation
4.    Using Assessment to Promote Personal Ownership

Using Assessment to Build Self-Trust 

Efficacy and agency are primarily dependent upon the building self-trust. (Bandura 1994) Assessment 
can be a safe event for a student to realize one’s actual abilities in the context of the larger world. Ulti-
mately, it is through an assessment that students can begin to trust what works and also trust themselves 
to grow what doesn’t. 

Assessments can provide the space needed to explore one’s selfhood. Outside of the ACT, SAT, or Fi-
nal Exams, many teachers use assessment in a manner that allows students to explore the thresholds of 
their learning with minimal learning consequence. It is through an assessment that students can begin 
to negotiate the conceptions or beliefs they have about themselves to gain a proper perspective of their 
learning (Bandura 1989). It is this internal negotiation that builds a self-trust, and students need this 



trust to function as a competent and self-reliant adult (Bandura 1982).

Using Assessment to Cultivate Learning Stamina

We all know life throws us into many unforeseen situations, and sometimes these situations end in less 
than desirable results. When this occurs, the people involved tend not to have the cognitive and emo-
tional stamina to engage responsibly or respectfully (Bandura 1997). Assessments can be an opportunity 
for students to build a learning and emotional resiliency that they will need when they encounter new 
and unfamiliar situations.

With this in mind, Teachers should create assessment systems that promote the continual process of 
self-appraisal and evidence-based reflection. When teachers use assessments in this way, they can help 
students gain the ability to self-sustain, to self-direct, and to remediate problems. Students will need 
these skills to participate in society meaningfully and appropriately. (Bandura 1997). When teachers use 
assessments to build a student’s academic and emotional stamina, the student can create a solid founda-
tion from which to learn how to make a difference in their own life (Reibel 2018).

Using Assessment to Develop the Skill of Self-Deliberation

Ideally, students should be encouraged to act, explore, fail, investigate their actions during an assess-
ment. If teachers use assessment as mechanisms for a student’s reflective development, they can promote 
the skill of self-deliberation. Self-deliberation is the act of being introspective about one’s actions and 
experiences (Bandura 1989). When a student develops healthy introspection habits, they are more likely 
to show healthy personal growth, show a higher sense of self-satisfaction, possess more efficacious traits, 
and apply better self-regulatory skills (Schwarzer R. 1992).

When teachers create assessments that contain pauses for self-deliberation, they can help make students 
highly aware of their strengths and weaknesses, which can lead to more appropriate emotional man-
agement and regulation as they age. (Bandura 1997) Without self-deliberation ability, a student is more 
likely to develop impulsivity or despondency as they confront the realities of their performances and 
competencies (Graham, A. & Fitzgerald, R.M. 2010).

Using Assessment to Promote Personal Ownership

Too often, students follow highly organized lessons that lead to an isolated assessment moment. Because 
of this structure, students are less likely to develop the ability to self-direct. Instead, students tend to wait 
for someone to tell them what to do, where to go, and how they should be doing during the class period.

Teachers should consider, especially their formative assessments as self-directed mastery experiences 
(Bandura 1994). Teachers can use assessments to show students how to react to the consequences of 
their decisions and actions appropriately. When students have higher levels of self-regulation, they are 
more likely to have efficacy and feel empowered (Maddux 2009). To this end, teachers should resist the 
urge to navigate students through lessons and toward assessments, but instead, create experiences and 
assessments that require self-reliance.

Teachers can achieve this by adding in intentional, reflective pauses during the assessments which ask 
the student to reflect if they are learning anything new while engaging in the assessment event or even 
what they may adjust for the next section of the assessment. 



When teachers add these self-navigation components to assessment and instruction, it can provide an 
opportunity to develop one’s agency. When students self-navigate, they can begin to feel more in control 
of their learning and use this feeling of personal agency to make new connections and insights poten-
tially and eventually to self-grow. 

The more control a student feels they have over their social and academic competencies, the more confi-
dent they become in their ability to achieve goals, they will participate more confidently in social set-
tings and can develop more personally rewarding relationships (Bandura 1989). The belief that one can 
successfully navigate any situation is invaluable as it tends to lead to higher levels of confidence, person-
al satisfaction, and realized achievement (Schunk, D. H. 1989). 

When teachers can use assessment experiences that allow students to experience the natural fluctuations 
in their learning, they can learn how to create their competency, which helps students gain the skills and 
awareness to become self-reliant individuals. 
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