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REDEFINING TEACHER 
AND STUDENT ROLES

?Essential Question:  
How do we share ownership of the 
learning process with students?

• Honor the ideas and opinions of 
students. Commit to avoid language 
that marginalizes students’ thinking.

• Provide scaffolds and options 
designed for English Language 
Learners and students with IEPs.

• Create opportunities for students 
to show and explain what they are 
learning to others- in and outside 
the school.

Challenging 
Questions

STUDENTS

TEACHERS

Students as Partners

Student-Led 
Learning

Productive Struggle

• Share your own mistakes, what you don’t know, and what you are learning. Ask your 
students to respond to the prompt, “I wish my teacher knew…”

• Model and teach students how to give each other quality feedback on their work. 
Provide time and practice.

• Support a student struggling with a task by asking who can help. Allow the student to 
choose a peer tutor.

• Express confidence that students can tackle challenging tasks. Celebrate their positive 
steps, even before the task is complete.

• Teach and celebrate persistence. Help students embrace mistakes and “do-overs.” 

• Ask students what they would like to learn.

• Provide structures for students to reflect on their own learning, such as exit passes, journals, 
3-2-1, and student-designed strategies.

10 Ways to Strengthen the 
Teacher-Student Partnership:
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Instead of…… Try….

Choosing learning goals for 
students.

Allowing students to set personal goals related to self-regulation 
and metacognition.

Explaining information.
Asking questions that require students to find and evaluate 
information.

Providing a graphic organizer. Having students design and share graphic organizers.

Asking questions and waiting for 
student responses.

Providing many opportunities for student-led classroom 
discourse such as student-led morning meetings and “hands 
down speak out” conversations.

Accepting a single method for 
problem solving.

Valuing alternative methods, including those that may vary due 
to cultural background.

Assuming that the teacher is the 
only available expert.

Finding situations in which students can be the experts. Can 
students review a new learning app for the class? Create a 
notetaking aid? Lead a song? Redesign your classroom space?

Rushing through the content.
Using strategies such as Genius Hour to give students time to 
develop their own ideas.

Giving step-by-step directions 
for a project.

Creating a makerspace and giving students a design 
challenge.

Correcting students when 
they fail.

Helping students find the next step when they fail.

Designing the lesson to be done 
one way.

Designing the lesson to include student choice, or letting 
students help with the design.

Implementing tasks and 
questions with one right answer.

Encouraging students to grapple with open-ended tasks and 
questions that promote flexible thinking.

Teacher-led parent 
conferences.

Student-led parent conferences.

Assuming students can’t really 
do the things on this list.

Believing they can.

OPPORTUNITIES FOR STUDENT-LED LEARNING
Student-led learning does not happen naturally or automatically. It requires instruction, 
support, practice, and feedback. It is worth it.
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Design Challenging Tasks and Questions:  
Increasing the level of challenge for students will in turn deepen their learning if 
they receive just the right amount of support. For us to get the balance between 
challenge and support just right, we must know our students well. Some students 
who are accustomed to tasks and questions where the goal is to match the 
teacher’s “one right answer” may need help getting started with something 
more open-ended. If needed, we can help them get off on the right foot using 
techniques like these:

CLARIFY
Ask students to describe and 

interpret the task before tackling it. 
Make sure they understand what 

they are being asked to do, even if 
they aren’t sure how they’ll do it.

VERBALIZE
As they are working, ask students 

to “think out loud”, verbalizing their 
process. This often helps students 

self- correct or realize gaps in their 
thinking or their plan.

PROVIDE RESOURCES
Ensure that students have access to 
information sources that can help 

them get “unstuck”.

PLAN
Give students time to think individually 

about their approaches to solving 
a problem, and then discuss their 
strategies with a partner or group.  
Plan for varied approaches and 

discourse preferences in a culturally 
responsive context.

ASK QUESTIONS
Use clarifying and probing questions 

while students are working to push their 
thinking and help them stay on track.

MODEL
Give feedback on the process instead 

of providing feedback that leads 
students to an answer.

LET THEM LEAD
Teach students what makes a good question, and ask them to develop questions of 

their own that they are curious to answer.
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Encourage Productive Struggle
We want students to become comfortable wrestling with challenging 
tasks and questions, learning that effort and persistence are important 
to success. This means that the task or question has to be just challenging 
enough to be out of reach at first but not overly frustrating so that students 

give up in defeat. Getting this level of challenge “just right” requires experimentation, 
time, and a bit of productive struggle for teachers themselves! 

• Be ready to support and reinforce students’ efforts if the task is just too difficult, while 
avoiding helping too soon.

• Emphasize learning over getting the answer.

• Instill a value of perseverance in the face of failure.

• Have students help you create rules and expectations for group work.

• Shift your planning focus from how you will deliver content to how you can inspire and 
coach students around the content.

• Monitor the proportion of classroom time spent on teacher talk vs. student talk. Design 
ways to increase students’ talk time.

• Instead of giving an answer, give more time.

• Instead of giving an answer, suggest seeking assistance from a peer.

• Instead of giving information, ask how the information might be found.

• Resist the urge to “over-help” because it’s quicker; exercise patience.

How Does Redefining Student 
and Teacher Roles Reinforce 
the Five C’s?

• Asking and answering their own questions 
encourages critical and/or creative thinking. 

• Opportunities to talk with each other and with 
audiences beyond the classroom helps students 
hone their communication and citizenship 
skills, expressing opinions and taking action on 
community issues.

• Student-directed classroom discussion helps 
students gain confidence as communicators 
and collaborators while strengthening social-
emotional learning.

• Student self-regulation and metacognition 
strengthen critical thinking.

• Open-ended questions and tasks promote both 
critical and creative thinking skills.
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Post a sign
 on the 

classroom d
oor inviting

 

colleagues 
to visit dur

ing 

your class. 
Talk afterw

ards 

to ask for 
impressions

, 

feedback a
nd ideas.

Teachers as Learning Professionals
As we work to design and support deeper, more relevant learning experiences for students, 
we are finding our own opportunities to learn differently.  In order to do their best work, 
teachers are expanding their roles to include professional learning activities like these:

Ask another teacher to examine work your students have produced. Ask what the work shows about their learning, and discuss where you see gaps or misconceptions.

Attend a conference with 
a colleague, and then 
commit to applying a new 
technique and sharing 
successes and feedback 
with each other.

Get to know colleagues 

from around the world and 

access valuable resources 

using social media.

Choose 
a book

 or ar
ticle to

 

read, a
nd hav

e a fo
llow-up

 

discuss
ion wit

h your
 team 

or depa
rtment.

Ask your instructional 
coach to support your 
use of a new, unfamiliar 
teaching technique.

Participate in a webinar.
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As teachers, we are called to continually adjust the sliders below to meet the changing needs of 
students while embracing the factors that reflect deeper learning classrooms.

STRUCTURE

TEACHER-LED

ACCOUNTABILITY

SURFACE KNOWLEDGE

ACADEMIC LEARNING

INTELLECTUALLY STIMULATING

FREEDOM

STUDENT-LED

AUTONOMY

DEEP KNOWLEDGE

SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL LEARNING

EMOTIONALLY SECURE

The PROFILE OF A CLASSROOM provides basic frameworks and prompts to guide 
teacher decision making. Content is based on these learning principles and pedagogies 
developed by Virginia educators. Access the documents at VASCD.org

Learning should…
…uncover student strengths through 
meaningful learning experiences.

…be defined by success criteria that are 
clear, attainable and cultivate future 
success.

…provide regular opportunities for 
students to make authentic contributions 
and connections.

…be active, driven by investigation, 
relevance, and application.

…foster productive struggle, persistence 
and growth through a feedback spiral.

…occur through meaningful interactions, 
partnerships, and shared decision making.

…ensure that all learners see themselves in 
the curricular experience.

…lead to maximum growth for every 
student regardless of background or 
limitations.

Teaching should…
…emphasize worthwhile experiences using 
essential knowledge, skills, and dispositions in 
pursuit of a solution or product creation.

…leverage interdisciplinary thinking and 
application to the world outside of school, 
including to career opportunities.

…utilize collaborative structures for learning 
and assessment with self, peers, and/or 
experts.

…include purposeful checkpoints where 
students set goals, evaluate progress, and 
plan next steps.

…structure time, space, and grouping with 
student needs in mind.

… cultivate classrooms communities where 
learners feel safe and confident.

…tailor learning experiences to be 
developmentally appropriate, aligned 
to learning science, and responsive to 
individual needs.

The Profile of a Virginia Classroom is a partnership between VASCD (vascd.org) 
and the Virginia Department of Education, with support from Jobs for the Future.


