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As we watch the Olympic 
games, it is exciting to see the very 
best athletes in the world compete. 
I often find myself wondering how 
they perform so magnificently. 
The noted psychologist Abraham 
Maslow argued that if we want 
to really understand how to excel 
in a given endeavor, we should 
identify those who are the best and 
carefully study them. In the case 
of the Olympic athletes, then, we 
should study the medal winners: 
how they prepare themselves men-
tally, how they train physically, 
how they set goals, how they deal 

Continued on page 2

Editor’s note: In 1988, in the first issue 
of Strategram, Don Deshler wrote about 
characteristics of master teachers. As we 
look back on all we’ve learned since then, 
Don’s early observations still hold true. 
Here, Don adds one more characteristic 
to the list he began 20 years ago. We also 
reprint that first article—a classic!

As I’ve continued to watch and learn 
from master teachers, I’ve discovered 
an additional factor that seems to 
define these extraordinary profession-
als. I overlooked this factor 20 years 
ago in part because the vast majority 
of the Center’s research focused on 
the interactions between teachers and 
students and we were studying what 
instructional behaviors contributed to 
optimal gains in student outcomes. But 
when we were focusing so much of our 
attention on what these masters did 
in their instruction with students, we 
overlooked how they performed in their 
role as a member of an academic depart-
ment, literacy team, or school faculty. 
When we shifted our attention from the 
classroom as our primary “laboratory” 
to the entire school or school district, 
we discovered a fifth factor that defines 
master teachers. Namely, master teachers 
are consummate team players.

Master teachers seem to have a clear 
Continued on page 2
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with setbacks, how they accommodate disrup-
tions in their training schedule, how they plan 
and execute a strategy for the final competition, 
and so on. By following Maslow’s principle of 
“carefully observing the best,” we can learn 
a great deal about how to be successful in 
teaching learning strategies to LD students by 
carefully studying teachers who are “medal” 
winners.

In recent years, several SIM teachers have 
been honored as “outstanding teachers.” For 
example, Mike Hock of Dubuque, Iowa, Sheryl 
Block of Louisville, Kentucky, and Marie Dillon 
of Shawnee Mission, Kansas, have all received 
“Outstanding Teacher of the Year” awards from 
the Council for Learning Disabilities, and Sue 
Gillman of Fayetteville, Arkansas, was honored 
as the Christa McAuliffe recipient in the state 
of Arkansas. At the same time, there are many 
others who haven’t received similar awards but 
who, nonetheless, have demonstrated remark-
able gains with their students through strategy 
instruction. To better understand why they’re 

so successful, we’ve spent a lot of time asking 
these teachers questions, studying their room 
organizations, noting how their philosophy 
of education is operationalized, and watching 
them in action. To date, we’ve learned a great 
deal about successful strategy instruction by 
studying and interacting with these masters! 
What follows is a brief description of some of 
the factors that seem central to their success.

Factor #1: They teach with the realities 
of tomorrow’s world in mind.

The world that LD youths will face in the 
coming decades will demand a high level 
of skills from its workers. With the dramatic 
decrease in the number of manufacturing jobs 
available to workers (over 2 million relatively 
high-paying manufacturing jobs were lost from 
the economy since 1979), those who lack skill 
proficiency in reading, following directions, 
writing, and problem solving will be relegated 
to low-paying jobs in the service economy, jobs 
that often fail to provide health and retirement 

Continued on page 3

What Makes a Master? (cont. from page 1)

understanding of the fact that 
the best educational environ-
ments for students are ones that 
are coordinated and aligned both 
within and across classes. Fur-
ther, they understand that prog-
ress on seemingly intractable 
academic deficits is best made 
when teachers problem solve 
together about specific students 
and deliberately coordinate their 
work so there is a measure of 
seamlessness as students move 
from one teacher, class, or grade 
to another. This is especially 
critical in secondary schools 
where most students have a 
highly fragmented educational 
experience. The core notion that 
teachers have a responsibility 

beyond their own classrooms is 
something that master teachers 
understand. They make invest-
ments of their time and energy to 
figure out ways to create a posi-
tive learning environment by 
working closely with their fellow 
teachers and school leaders. In 
short, they recognize the power 
of and work toward achieving a 
sense of collective efficacy (that 
is, a condition in which the fac-
ulty as a whole organizes and 
executes those actions that have 
a positive effect on students 
[Hoy, Tarter, & Hoy, 2006]).

In Susan Rosenholtz’s oft-
cited book, Teacher’s Workplace: 
The Social Organization of Schools, 
she describes how the most effec-
tive schools (she called them 

“moving schools”) were ones 
in which a collaborative culture 
existed with respect to planning, 
sharing ideas and resources, 
and overall support for prob-
lem solving. In contrast, “stuck 
schools” were characterized by 
a highly individualized culture 
with a lack of certainty about 
policy and roles, low morale, 
and generally poor academic 
standards. In stuck schools, 
teachers rarely take risks and 
develop quite inflexible patterns 
of working. 

One of the reasons that the 
Center has been doing so much 
work on the Content Literacy 
Continuum (Lenz, Ehren, & 
Deshler, 2005) in recent years 

extraordinary (cont. from page 1)

Continued on page 3
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benefits, for example. In short, their existence 
will be at or near the poverty level. In light of 
these realities, the instruction of many master 
teachers is characterized by a sense of urgency 
and intensity. They insist that students work 
very hard, and they constantly communicate 
their high expectations to them. The amount 
to be accomplished in the limited time avail-
able does not allow for loosely set or ill-defined 
goals.

Factor #2: They use “critical” teaching 
behaviors frequently.

Master teachers use a set of teaching behav-
iors and routines that help bring students to 
mastery quickly; the most common of these 
include helping students set and continuously 
focus on daily and long-term achievement 
goals, providing appropriately timed positive 
and corrective feedback to students, giving and 
eliciting from students rationales for why they 
are learning a given strategy as well as why 
each step or subroutine of a strategy is impor-
tant, insisting that students meet the required 
mastery standards, insuring that students 
make commitments to learn a strategy and 
try their hardest to reach their goals. Finally, 
these teachers carefully differentiate when it is 

important to emphasize teacher-mediation or 
student-mediation in the instructional process. 
The really noteworthy aspect of the masters is 
that they are very serious about their application 
of these behaviors in their teaching. They are 
open to feedback from outsiders as to how their 
teaching could be improved and often solicit 
such feedback. In short, they are always trying 
to hone their craft and become even better.

Factor #3: They “paint good pictures” for 
their students. 

For low-achievers, the schooling experience 
can be overwhelming. For example, many 
students lose sight of why they do what they 
do or where they’re headed, often resulting 
in low motivation. The masters have the abil-
ity to counter these feelings and reactions by 
“painting a good picture” about the “whys,” 
“wheres,” and “hows” of strategy instruction. 
“Painting a good picture” means communi-
cating so convincingly that students readily 
understand and accept what is said. These 
teachers are very effective in helping students 
see why it is important to learn a strategy and 
why that strategy will help them. They also help 
students recognize that getting there is going 
to be exciting and worthwhile! Master teachers 

Continued on page 4

What Makes a Master? (cont. from page 2)

is that it is a framework that 
deliberately attempts to coor-
dinate the work of teachers to 
support them so “the left hand 
knows what the right hand is 
doing.” This framework clearly 
recognizes the need to create 
an instructional synergy within 
schools, across classes, and 
among teachers. Students are 
making the greatest strides in 
those schools that have teach-
ers who are masters in their 
own classrooms also investing 
significant energy and time 

in sharing their expertise and 
engaging with their fellow teach-
ers in problem solving. In short, 
master teachers do outstanding 
work in their classrooms by 
engaging their students in high-
quality learning experiences and 
in their schools by engaging their 
colleagues in high-quality pro-
fessional learning and growth 
experiences. 
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Patty Graner
Director of Professional Development

Imagine! The University of 
Kansas Center for Research on 
Learning is celebrating its 30th 
anniversary, and Strategram is 
celebrating its 20th. I, for one, 
am grateful for the longevity of 
these two “institutions” in my 
professional life and eternally 
appreciative for each of the 
authors and contributors. 

I received my first Strategram 
when I was a Learning Strategies 
teacher and potential profes-
sional developer in Palm Beach 

County, Florida, in 1988.  As I 
read the pages of Vol. 1, No. 1, 
I was thrilled to see the blend-
ing of the researcher voice—
Don’s cover story (reprinted in 
this issue) and Jean’s Research 
Report—and the practitioner 
voice. I gobbled up Don’s charge 
to critically analyze my current 
practices and enhance them to 
make a winning difference, and, 
as my mother would say, “buck-
led down” to make sure that 
my students and I mastered our 
strategies. I took to heart, from 
Jean’s article, the value of the 
research and how understanding 

the processes could inform my 
instruction. The work of these 
intrepid researchers forever 
changed my life and the lives of 
the students that I taught. 

Over the years, both as a 
teacher and as a professional 
developer, I have tried to take 
full advantage of all that Strat-
egram has offered: the tips, ideas, 
and the messages. As each new 
edition arrived, I placed the tips 
and ideas with the appropri-
ate strategy or routine so that I 
could use it in my classroom or 
in professional development, 

clearly communicate the “hows” of strategy 
instruction to students by illustrating that a key 
formula for school and job success is Strategies 
+ Personal Effort = Success. In other words, they 
communicate that students will be successful if 
they consistently use the appropriate strategy 
in a problem-solving situation in addition to 
great personal effort. Finally, master teachers 
help students see what they can become if they 
seriously invest themselves in strategy instruc-
tion. In short, they raise the sights and aims of 
their students.

Factor #4: They effectively manage 
instruction. 

Because of the complexity of teaching and 
managing instruction in a strategy classroom, 
it is imperative that teachers be able to keep 
many balls in the air at one time! The flow of 
activities in a master teacher’s room during a 
typical class period is sufficient evidence that 
they are highly skilled at juggling! Specifically, 
these teachers are excellent at starting each class 
session quickly, having students make smooth 

transitions from one activity to the next, and 
insuring that students are engaged in produc-
tive activities through effective use of both 
strategy and support materials. The physical 
arrangement of the room is very deliberately 
planned to facilitate the teacher’s access to vari-
ous teaching stations, files, answer keys, and 
teaching aids such as overhead projectors. Even 
the posters and illustrations in the room serve 
either a management, instructional, or moti-
vational purpose that is supportive of strategy 
instruction. In short, master teachers are very 
adept at orchestrating an effective instructional 
environment.

The medal winners in strategy instruction 
clearly demonstrate that many factors contrib-
ute to student success in addition to careful 
adherence to the procedures outlined in the 
strategy manuals. Given the great challenge of 
teaching students who are at risk in school, we 
must critically analyze our current practices 
and, where appropriate, enhance them with 
some of the elements that make the winning 
difference for the masters among us!

What Makes a Master? (cont. from page 3)

Knowledge sharing at its best

Continued on page 5
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From the editor:
i want to add my voice to Patty’s: Please continue to contribute to 

Strategram. i joined the crl family in 1996, knowing very little about 
the good work all of you do. my journalism background prepared me 
to take the reins of this publication but did not equip me with a deep 
knowledge of the education field. through my correspondence and 
conversations with you, i have learned much. Although i now have a 
greater understanding of and respect for the issues, challenges, and 
triumphs of this field, i learn something new with each issue. You have 
made my job easier, and you have enriched my life. Please, keep up 
the good work! i look forward to hearing from each of you.

Julie (jtollefson@ku.edu)

always with the idea of sharing 
it to enhance my work and out-
comes for students. The articles 
from the researchers helped me 
to feel more closely connected to 
the work of the Center and gave 
me the boost I needed to rethink 
how my class and I were learn-
ing together when the mountain 
seemed too high to scale.

Strategram is a knowledge 
sharing tool in the best sense. It 
has allowed the Center, the Net-
work, and subscribers to create 
a truly collaborative environ-
ment in which ideas are valued, 
shared, and exchanged among 
the members of our community 
and beyond. Over the past 20 
years, you, as contributors and 
subscribers, have proven that 
knowledge is power and that by 
revealing the often deep, tacit 
knowledge that you possess 
and by opening that practice to 
others, you help us all to achieve 
greater success. 

Selfishly, I ask you to please 
continue to contribute to Strat-
egram because your wisdom and 
contributions help me and others 
realize that we do not have to 
reinvent the wheel because you 
already did. Continue to contrib-
ute, understanding the power 
of what you have learned and 
how sharing that knowledge can 
trigger more creative thinking 
and innovations. Continue to 
contribute because the more we 
all know, the better we can serve 
the youth and families who are 
our focus.  

At the Center, we recognize 
what a valuable asset Strategram 
is for sharing and creating infor-
mation and new ideas and for 
encouraging expertise.  I think 
it is also a tool that helps us to 
build trust in each other and 
belief in what we can accom-
plish collectively. Your voices 
and expertise are heard and 
appreciated; please continue to 
contribute and react.

knoWledge (cont. from page 4) snippets: 
20 years of 
knowledge 

sharing
As we celebrate our 20th year of 
publication, here are some totally 
random excerpts from Strategram 
issues of the past.

VoluMe 2, issue 2
(december 1989)
Biting the Bullet:  

investing in good trAining 
by gail cheever

“The worst thing that can happen 
when you go solo and learn on 
your own is that you can get easily 
discouraged, put the manuals on the 
shelf to collect chalk dust, and never 
realize the power of learning strate-
gies or the impact they can have on 
the learning of your students.”

VoluMe 4, issue 5 
(June 1992)

the nineties Buzz word: 
collABorAtion  

by karen Beeler and roe lundquist
“Collaboration may be to the nine-
ties what ‘New Math’ was to the 
sixties, but let’s enjoy it while it’s 
here.”

VoluMe 6, issue 2  
(deceMber 1993)

teAmwork: A strAtegY  
for the future  

by sue vernon
“Structuring cooperative work 
involves teaching students specific 
interpersonal skills that will enable 
them to be contributing members of 
the group as well as to become bene-
factors of what other group mem-
bers have to offer. Such instruction 
needs to be deliberately planned 

Continued on page 6
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and incorporated into ongoing 
educational experiences, and the 
skills related to being an effective 
team member need to be explicitly 
modeled and taught.”

VoluMe 8, issue 2  
(January 1996)

suPPorted inclusion:  
the chAllenge for secondArY 

schools  
by rosemary tralli

“Parental involvement in and 
support for the SIM program at 
Wethersfield has been a critical part 
of impacting student growth...They 
regularly prompt their children to 
use strategies they have learned to 
complete homework assignments, 
and they insist that the program 
emphasis be strategic instruction in 
each grade.”

VoluMe 9, issue 4  
(June 1997)

student motivAtion And 
commitment: A cornerstone 

of strAtegY instruction  
by mike hock

“We know a great deal about aca-
demic motivation. We know that 
most students begin their formal 
school experience motivated to 
learn...When children are given 
an appropriate learning task, they 
have great confidence that they can 
do it.”

VoluMe 10, issue 1  
(deceMber 1997)

keY fActors for reAding 
comPrehension: comBining 

elements for Powerful 
ProgrAms  

by Julie tollefson
“[SIM Conference keynote speaker 
Michael] Pressley believes empha-
sizing decoding to the exclusion of 
other instructional elements stops 
short of the final goal. ‘For some,’ 
he said of decoding, ‘it’s the end 
of everything. I’m going to argue 

that it’s just the beginning, that 
ultimately what we’re interested in 
is kids being able to understand.’”

VoluMe 11, issue 3  
(april 1999)

“Using the Paraphrasing Strategy 
has made a significant difference in 
my reading skills...Last semester, I 
made the Dean’s Honor Roll. This 
was an accomplishment that I never 
expected. My school years were 
full of failure...After learning the 
Paraphrasing and Test-Taking strate-
gies and using them, I took the ACT 
again and my reading score was a 
‘24.’ It was my highest score, which 
brought up the composite score and 
made it possible for me to be admit-
ted to the College of Education. ”

—Kim Pickett  
in a letter to Don Deshler

VoluMe 12, issue 4  
(March 2000)

A suPPortive leArning 
environment: creAting  

the invitAtionAl clAssroom 
with sim 

by vlacia z. campbell  
and John Jacobs

“The SIM instructional principles 
and process provided the tools to 
create and maintain an environ-
ment specifically designed to invite 
the development of the students in 
our classroom. The instructional 
steps of obtaining a commitment, 
describing, modeling, practice, 
and feedback provided the road 
map. The principles of providing 
choices, emphasizing the rationale, 
and empowering students to realize 
socially significant gains in achieve-
ment and status provided what was 
needed for a successful journey.”

VoluMe 14, issue 4 
(June 2002)

concePt comPArison  
by Janis Bulgren

“One of the challenges educa-
tors and students alike face more 

frequently is found in the con-
tent standards many states have 
adopted. These standards empha-
size higher-order thinking skills, 
such as making comparisons, in 
addition to the acquisition of factual 
information. The Concept Compari-
son Routine...has been developed to 
help teachers and students together 
explore similarities and differences 
between two or more items of con-
ceptual information.”

VoluMe 15, issue 2  
(deceMber 2002)

reseArch BAsed? sim is!  
by don deshler

“Center for Research on Learning 
researchers have found that the 
teachers who achieve the greatest 
gains with students are those whose 
instruction is consistently respon-
sive, systematic, and intensive. 
These teachers are not only knowl-
edgeable about what is involved in 
each of these instructional domains 
but, through much practice, also 
have learned to integrate them 
within all aspects of their instruc-
tion...It is our contention that these 
factors are at the heart of all effective 
instruction.”

VoluMe 16, issue 2 
(March 2004)

successes with reAding 
strAtegies  

by Paula hamp
“Forty-eight percent of our incom-
ing freshmen were not reading 
at grade level; this staggering 
number did not include the incom-
ing special education students, 
another 20 percent of our incom-
ing ninth-graders...I presented the 
idea of doing an intensive summer 
program teaching three of the KU 
strategies: Word Identification, Self-
Questioning, and Visual Imagery...the 
end result is that every one of these 
students completed their freshman 
year with the needed number of 

Continued on page 7
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January 12-14, 2009
instructional coaching institute,  
level 1
lawrence, kan.

January 15-17, 2009
instructional coaching institute,  
level 2
lawrence, kan.

May 26-30, 2009
sim learning strategies institute  
for Preservice educators
lawrence, kan.

May 26-30, 2009
teaching content to All: effective 
college teaching
lawrence, kan.

June 16-19, 2009 
sim strategies for reading and 
writing (formerly sim level 1)
lawrence, kan.

June 16-19, 2009
more sim strategies (formerly sim 
level 2)
lawrence, kan.

June 23-26, 2009
sim institute: introduction to teaching 
with content enhancement
lawrence, kan.

august 10-12, 2009
instructional coaching institute,  
level 1
lawrence, kan.

august 12-15, 2009
instructional coaching institute,  
level 2
lawrence, kan.

october 5-7, 2009
instructional coaching institute,  
level 1
lawrence, kan.

www.kucrl.org/institutes

credits. Not a single student failed 
a course during their freshman year, 
and the average student improved 
one year five months on the reading 
comprehension section of the ITEDS 
while the average freshman who 
did not take the summer program 
only improved an average of four 
months.”

VoluMe 18, issue 4  
(March 2006)

lAnguAge of literAcY: thinking 
ABout words & world views  

by Julie tollefson
“Among linguists, the Linguistic 
Relativity Principle holds that the 
words we use actually shape our 
thinking. Thus, this conversation 
about language and literacy among 
SIM professionals is important, Barb 
[Ehren] says, ‘because it may very 
well change the way we view the 
world of adolescents, especially 
those who struggle.’”

Got a SIM tip, activity, or 

suggestion  

for the classroom?  

E-mail jtollefson@ku.edu

snippets (cont. from page 6)
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New online

testimonials
In the spring, the Center ’s 

Communications Team inter-
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