
This guidebook provides a package of instructional materials and methods teachers can use to help a diverse group of students develop breadth and depth of 
understandings of key ideas associated with the various NCSS C3 and NCGS standards for Civics/Government. These resources are designed for use with 
structured-inquiry based instruction. 

OVERVIEW OF STRUCTURED-INQUIRY DVT RESOURCES

Each of the DVTs is accompanied by a rubric that students and teachers can use to both guide the construction of responses as notes are added to the 
DVTs and later, to evaluate their quality. Likewise, rubrics for evaluating students’ use of research literacy strategies and permanent products are included. 

The Rubrics

Teachers implement the PROBE Phases when facilitating structured-inquiry 
learning experiences. Initially, a dialogue about an issue related to the topic 
addressed by the DVT is  facilitated. Then a challenge is issued to set up 
subsequent structured-inquiry investigations. Fundamental background 
information about the topic is co-constructed by the teacher and class. 
After students are provided the project requirements, teams establish goals 
conduct their research, and create permanent products designed to 
communicate their findings in compelling ways. Finally, students and the 
teacher evaluates the effectiveness of the processes students used during 
their work as well as their permanent products. 

The PROBE Instructional Phases

Each of the Compelling Question DVTs is accompanied by a set of 
Instructional Tips that includes suggestions for both Essential and What 
If…? Questions, suggested vocabulary terms, sample debate topics,  
sample issues to discuss to engage students at the beginning of a lesson, as 
well suggestions for stratagems to employ when co-constructing knowledge 
that is fundamental to the DVT topic.  These tips also provide suggestions 
for use of various Literacy DVTs  that can be used to supplement instruction.

The Instructional Tips for each of Literacy DVTs provide key considerations 
for guiding their use as well as tips for integrating their use in PROBE 
projects. 

Instructional Tips for Individual DVTs

Stratagems are high-student engagement activities employed during initial 
instruction as fundamental background knowledge about the topic of 
investigation  is co-constructed with students. Some are used at the 
beginning of this phase of instruction, some during, and some at the end of 
this phase.

The Cue * Do * Review Stratagems

The PROBE Planner is a is relatively quick and easy-to-use tool for planning 
structured-inquiry instruction. The planner focuses on a range of key 
decisions teachers make when designing inquiry projects that are 
compelling to students, yet sufficiently structured to ensure depth and 
breadth of learning.

The PROBE Planner

DVTs are visual tools individually designed to address specific learning 
standards. Two types are provided 
• Compelling Questions DVTs target key C3 Civics / Government 

Standards.
• Research Literacy DVTs target key reading, writing, &  listening 

standards. 

The DVTs

Each of the DVTs is accompanied with a sample of how it might appear 
after notes have been added to it. The samples should be viewed as 
illustrative; the notes that result from teachers and students co-constructing 
ideas or from student team investigations will differ. The samples are 
intended for teachers and should not be copied and distributed to 
students.  

The DVT Samples
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A series of visual devices called 
Differentiated Visual Tools (DVTs) serve as 
the centerpiece of this program. Each of the 
Essential Questions DVTs is designed to 
promote understanding and recall of the key 
essential understandings associated with one 
of the seven civics/government Essential 
Questions.

The Literacy DVTs
address key literacy 
standards (e.g., 
learning vocabulary, 
argumentative thinking 
/ writing, researching). 
These DVTs  can be 
used when integrating 
content instruction

(i.e., civics standards) with literacy instruction 
(i.e., language arts standards).

The DVTs can be used in multiple ways. For 
example, when providing explicit instruction, 
the DVTs can be used to provide guided 
note taking during presentations as well as 
guide text analysis when reading. The DVTs 
serve to structure various in-class 
collaborative learning activities and can also 
be used a study guides and as a pre-writing 
organizers when planning expository essays.  
Likewise, the DVTs can be used in 
conjunction with the PROBE to structure 
various inquiry-based learning activities. 

Civics / Government Essential Questions DVTs

Research Literacy DVTs

NOTE: eBook version of this guidebook (Differentiated Visual Tools for Strategic instruction in National Civics 
/ Government Standards: Grades 9-12) includes interactive DVTs (Power Point slides & Fillable PDF files). 

The

s
Why does the U.S.

Constitution limit powers?
What is life like in countries that have 

limited vs. unlimited governments?

Vocabulary Connections Reasons & Support Goals DRAFT Plans

Is the U.S. form of constitutional 
government that best type?

Are government and 
politics necessary?

How can purposes 
of government conflict?

Why is the Rule of 
Law important?

Why do we have 
a constitution?
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Are government and politics necessary?Each Compelling Question DVT targets 
specific C3 Civics / Government standards

Each DVT includes essential information that  
provides learners with a framework for analyzing 
ideas. These typically address foundational 
information taught prior to having learners use 
the DVTs when researching topics.

Embedded prompts serve a variety of 
purposes, including…
…cuing learners to make connections between 

the critical information and real life

…cuing learners to analyze information in 
specific ways 

When foundational information is being 
explicitly taught, DVTs can be used to structure 
note-taking as ideas are explored and co-
constructed. 

When inquiry-based learning projects are used 
following instruction in the foundational 
information, students use the DVTs to structure 
their research.

Teachers do not necessarily use every 
Compelling Question DVT provided in this book. 
Rather, the select those that best match their 
instructional needs

Pages XX-XX provides blackline masters of each 
DVT, samples of completed DVTs, rubrics, and 
instructional tips. 

Are government and politics necessary?

Features of
Compelling Question

s
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Reasons and SupportEach Research Literacy DVT targets specific 
language arts standards associated with 
finding, making sense of, and evaluating 
information, collaborating with others on 
projects, and communicating.

The Research Literacy DVTs reveal thinking 
structures for applying specific information 
processing strategies. The embedded prompts 
serve to cue learners to engage in specific 
tactics that, together, provide a systematic 
approach to performing the overall learning 
strategy, such as analyzing information, 
developing an opinion about it with clear 
rationales and supporting evidence.

The Research Literacy DVTs are used at the 
discretion of teachers (or at times, students) 
when teaching C3 Civics / Government content 
standards.  

For example…
A teacher might use the Compelling Question 
DVT,  Why is Government and Politics 
Necessary? when teaching the civics content; as 
a follow-up homework assignment, have 
students use the Research Literacy DVT, Reasons 
and Support, to form an opinion about what 
they believe to be the most important purpose 
of government, and then defend their opinion 
by providing a rationale and conclusion.

Pages XX-XX provides blackline masters of each 
Research Literacy DVT, samples of completed 
DVTs, rubrics, and instructional tips. 

Reasons and Support

Features of

s

Research Literacy
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Are government and politics necessary? RUBRIC
DVT Rubrics serve two important functions: 
• Establish expectations and guidelines for 

constructing quality DVT notes -- teachers can 
preview the DVT Rubrics with students before 
the process of formulating the actual notes 
begins. 

• Provide a quick and easy to use resource for 
formative assessment – teachers and students 

can use the rubrics to 
evaluate the quality of 
the completed DVT 
and use this data as 
evidence of student’s 
depth and breadth of 
understanding of a 
topic  or evidence of a 
research literacy 
competence..

Each DVT textbox addresses a specific 
type of information

OR
. 

…type of reasoning.

Thus the criteria for each matches the  specific 
information or reasoning type 

Reasons and Support RUBRIC

Teachers can use data from rubrics to:
• Provide teams and/or  individual students with 

feedback and coaching in specific areas of 
need

• Identify over-all patterns or trends of a class 
that indicate  areas of excellence as well as 
areas the teacher may need to provide more 
focused instruction and guidance.

The

Rubrics
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The
PROBE

Steps

STRUCTURED-INQUIRY      

• Begin by briefly discussing a current issue that students can emotionally relate to and that is also tied in with the 
lesson’s Compelling Question. 

• Once students are engaged in discussing the issue, introduce the Compelling Question (noted at the top of the 
DVT) and then briefly explain the relationship between the question and the current issue. 

• Present the “Challenge” (problem, task, and/or topic that addresses the Compelling Question about which the 
student teams investigate and later communicate results of their research in a range of ways).

• Communicate the requirements for undertaking the investigation and for creating permanent products designed to 
communicate findings.

• Include specific information about how the teams will be evaluated (e.g., use of rubrics to evaluate permanent 
products, evaluation of collaboration and research strategies the teams employed, evaluation of individual 
students’ work as well as understanding of content information addressed by the Essential Question). 

Reveal parameters

Optimize goals

E valuate

B e the coach

P resent the challenge

• Facilitate student-development of goals related to use of investigative processes (e.g., use of collaboration skills, 
work habits, project planning,  finding, evaluating and assimilating  information) as well as goals pertaining to  
project-outcomes (e.g., quality of permanent products and/or performances such as presentations).

• Provide background information fundamental to the Compelling Question; co-construct DVT notes as needed
• Participate in the research process to model and guide critical research strategies as needed.
• Fade assistance as soon as possible; monitor the processes students are using while serving as a guide-on-the-side.
• Resist temptations to jump in uninvited to direct the process for students. 
• Structure times for teams to receive feedback (e.g., due dates for teams to make progress reports, submit drafts of 

permanent products, etc.). 

• Using rubrics, teams evaluate team-processes (e.g., how well the team collaborated) as well as evaluation of team-
produced products (e.g., quality of DVT notes).

• Using rubrics, individual students engage in self-evaluation (e.g., contributions to the project; quality of 
presentation / individually composed essays).

• Using a variety of formative  assessment tools and strategies, teacher evaluates evidence of students’ knowledge of 
essential understandings of content associated with the Essential Question, and use of targeted skills.
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Each DVT has a set of “Instructional Tips” that 
provide suggestions for how one might use it when 
facilitating structured-inquiry instruction. 

These are terms likely to require defining and that 
may be important for students to learn and 

remember. These are suggestions, thus, you should 
modify this list based on your expertise and the 

unique needs of your students.

In-class can be fun and highly engaging activities. If 
you decide to include a debate, you can use the 

suggested  prompt or create your own. Consider 
using the DEBATE Strategy DVT (pp. XXX).

A powerful way to motivate students at the beginning 
of the lesson  is to engage them in a dialogue about 

an issue closely related to the compelling question 
targeted by the DVT.

The nature of  PROBE Inquiry Projects is limited only 
by your own imagination and that of your students.  
Noting here is a sample “Challenge” for students. 

Feel free to use the sample 
“Challenge” provided or make up your own.

“ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS” are based on the C3 and 
NCGS standards related to the targeted DVT’s 

Compelling Question

“WHAT IF” QUESTIONS can be used at the 
beginning of a lesson to spur curiosity or 
interest in the topic and/or near the end of 
a lesson extend learner’s understanding

Parameters establish the specific 
expectations  that the investigating teams 

are expected to meet and include 
information about specific required 

assignments teams will complete and be 
evaluated.  Listed here are sample 

parameters that might accompany the 
sample Challenge listed above it. Feel free 

to use it or establish your own based on 
the characteristics of your students.

Effective coaches provide instruction in 
important background “fundamental 
information” needed to set the stage for 
extending the knowledge into the realm of 
application. This section provides suggestions 
for how to address the fundamental 
information targeted by the DVT and provides 
recommendations for specific DVT Stratagems 
that may be particularly good to use when 
addressing the fundamental information.

The

s

Instructional Tips 
for individual 

© 2021 Edwin Ellis       edwinellis1@gmail.com     (205) 394-5512



© 2021 Edwin Ellis       edwinellis1@gmail.com     (205) 394-5512



Select the high-student 
engagement stratagems to 
employ when facilitating 
instruction in fundamental 
knowledge targeted 
by the DVT.

11

Note the “Challenge”
(problem, task, and/or topic 

that addresses the Essential 
Question about which the 
student teams investigate 

4

Identify fundamental 
information that will require 
explicit instruction…

… and critical-to-learn  
vocabulary terms 

10

Select one of the 
Compelling   Questions
1

Note Related 
Essential Questions
2

Identify a contemporary 
issue students will emotionally 
connect with that is related to 
the Compelling Question 

3

FIGURE 3

Select goals for 
types of knowledge 
that students will 
demonstrate

8

Determine skills that 
will become the focus of 
students’ goals

9

Select formative 
assessment tools that 
to be used by individual 
students, teams, and/or 
the teacher to assess 
knowledge of key ideas 
and literacy skills 

12

Select types of 
permanent products 
teams will produce to 
communicate results of 
their research

7

Select types of 
information sources 
student will be expected 
to access during research 
process 

6

Determine Time  
Frame parameters
5The PROBE Project 

Planner is used to plan 
inquiry-based learning 
experiences. Figure 3 
illustrates the steps for 
completing the organizer. 

The extensive use of 
checklists on the Probe 
Planner significantly 
reduce cognitive load 
when planning and 
minimize the amount 
writing.

See pg. XX for a blackline 
master of the project 
planner

PROBE
Project
Planner

The
STRUCTURED-INQUIRY      
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Figure 4 illustrates a 
sample of a completed 
project planner. 

See pg. XX for a blackline 
master of the project 
planner

FIGURE 4FIGURE 4

PROBE
Project
Planner

The
STRUCTURED-INQUIRY      
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The
Big Picture

Putting it all 
together

Phase 1 :  Planning DVT Instruction 

Phase 2 : Facilitating Structured-inquiry Learning

Phase 3 : Evaluating outcomes 

1. Select a Compelling Question DVT that addresses C3 and/or NCGS Civics / Government learning standard you 
wish to teach (see pp. XX-XX)

2. Review the targeted Compelling Question DVT Sample  (see Appendix A:  DVT Samples pp. XX-XX)  

3. Complete the PROBE Project Planner
Review the Instructional Tips (pp. XX—XX) provided for the targeted DVT; feel free to incorporate these ideas into 
your plan, adapt them, or use your own ideas when developing your plan.

Review the Cue * Do * Review Stratagems (pp. XX—XX) to decide which might be used to enhance student 
engagement when teaching foundational information associated with the targeted  Compelling Question DVT.

Review the Research Literacy DVTs to decide which might be integrated into the instructional sequence; see 
Instructional Tips (pp. XX—XX) for ideas about each might be used. 

4. Determine compositions of student-teams. 

• Teams of 4 or 6 students each.
• Never more males than females on a team
• Mixed-ability level team members
• Carefully consider students who should and should 

not be placed together on the same teams.

• Roles of each team-member assigned by the teacher 
Team Facilitator
Materials Manager
Scribe Recorder

Group Speaker
Time Keeper
Quality Keeper

The PROBE Steps reflect the recommended instructional sequence.

Keep in mind that, in most instances, you will need to provide  a degree of explicit instruction that addresses 
fundamental knowledge associated  with the targeted DVT. The extent of explicit instruction required will vary, 
depending on your students’ background knowledge and learning characteristics. As a general rule, the less 
background knowledge students have, coupled with the greater degree of struggling they experience with learning, 
the more explicit instruction will be required. 

Maximize opportunities for students to use the various DVT Rubrics to self- (or group-) evaluate their knowledge, 
research literacy skills,  performances, and permanent products. 

Via class discussion, encourage students to reflect on the usefulness of various learning tools (e.g., the DVTs, the 
Rubrics, etc.) as well as learning activities you employed during instruction. 

Use multiple sources of information (rubrics, team presentations, written products) as well as class discussions about 
their learning experiences to guide future instruction.
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