
Teacher Skill Drives Common Core Success
How Responsive Classroom® Helps
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E ffective implementation of the Common Core State
Standards calls for essential changes to teacher prac-
tice. Mapping curriculum content to the standards 

is just half of the work of implementing the Common Core.
e second crucial half is providing teachers with the high-
quality, sustained professional development that enables
them to shi their instructional practices as needed so that
students learn in the ways intended by the Common Core. 

“Without dispute, the single most important factor in
achieving the standards is teachers with instructional
prowess,” says Lora Hodges, executive director of Center
for Responsive Schools, developer of the Responsive Classroom approach to teaching. 
“We need teachers who engage all students, li them to high levels of content mastery,
provoke critical thinking and deep analysis, and coach students into becoming strong
communicators and collaborators.” 

Among U.S. teachers, there is no shortage of passion for helping every child succeed. e
Common Core makes it clear, Hodges notes, that there must also be no shortage of profes-
sional development in helping teachers translate this passion into practice. “What a teacher
believes, knows, and does has a major influence on how students learn,” she says. “Teachers
are at their best when they have not just passionate beliefs but also knowledge of how stu-
dents learn best, and a body of evidence-based practices that enable them to deliver high-
quality instruction.”

Since 1981, teachers have been turning to the Responsive Classroom approach to increase
their knowledge of teaching and their capacity to deliver high-quality instruction. Teach-
ers’ use of this approach is associated with students making academic gains while building
vital social and emotional competencies—competencies such as a calm focus that enables
deep thinking, interpersonal skills for collaborating with diverse classmates, and a stick-to-
itiveness that helps them persist in the face of difficulty. ese are among the crucial skills
students need to achieve the rigor inherent in the Common Core and to successfully navi-
gate our increasingly complex world.
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What Is the Responsive 
Classroom Approach? 
Responsive Classroom is a research-based approach
to education that gives teachers highly practical
strategies for developing competencies in four 
crucial domains: 

� Engaging Academics: Teachers offer lessons 
and assignments that are active and interactive,
appropriately challenging, purposeful, and con-
nected to students’ interests so that students reach
higher levels of motivation, skill mastery, creativity, 
critical thinking, and problem-solving.

� Effective Management: Teachers establish and teach behavior expectations,
handle behavior mistakes, manage the schedule, and organize physical spaces
in ways that enable students to work with autonomy and focus.

� Positive Community: Teachers create an environment in which every child
feels safe and fully included, teacher and students share a common purpose,
and a sense of joy envelops hard work, which together enable children to take
the risks necessary for learning.

� Developmental Awareness: Teachers have knowledge of child development
and use that knowledge, along with regular observations of students, to create 
a developmentally appropriate learning environment.

As schools and districts increasingly recognize that academic and social-emotional
learning go hand in hand—that social-emotional competencies improve academic
outcomes and academic competencies improve social-emotional outcomes—they 
are providing Responsive Classroom professional development for their teachers. 

As a result, an estimated one million students each year are impacted by Responsive
Classroom practices. School leaders report that aer staff receive Responsive Classroom
training, their school sees increased teacher effectiveness, higher student achievement,
and an improved school climate. 
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thinking; for thinking, then speaking; for translating curiosity into well-thought-out ques-
tions and arguments; for building on others’ ideas and taking a conversation and train of
thought to a higher and higher level.”

Students don’t come to school automatically knowing how to speak this language. Nor can
we expect them to gradually pick it up by themselves. Instead, we need to deliberately teach
the language of learning to students from the earliest grades onward, guiding them in the
specific skills, words, and social conventions that make up this language.

But just as students don’t automatically know this language, teachers may not automatically
know how to teach it. Many may think there’s nothing to this language, and so there’s noth-
ing to teach. Others might think the opposite—that the language of learning can’t be taught,
that some people just think and communicate in this way and some just don’t. “Both would
be dangerous assumptions,” says Hodges. “Speaking, listening, reasoning, and intellectual
curiosity are proficiencies that students must have as they work on curriculum that’s mapped
to the Common Core. When they come to the table without this set of proficiencies, or come
with any of these proficiencies underdeveloped, teachers can and must teach them what they
need to know.” 

Responsive Classroom solution: Teaching the language of learning

e Responsive Classroom approach gives teachers ways to explicitly teach the language 
of learning. It addresses core speaking and listening competencies such as: 

� Listening with respect and to fully understand

� Speaking clearly, concisely, and confidently

� Asking purposeful questions and answering others’ questions thoughtfully

� Backing up assertions with sound evidence

� Agreeing and disagreeing respectfully to advance powerful exchanges of ideas

All Responsive Classroom teaching practices help build children’s speaking and listening
skills, and teachers receiving training in the approach learn how to use these practices 
in concert to introduce the skills, give students multiple opportunities to practice, offer
meaningful feedback, and address common mistakes.

Importantly, teachers learn how to integrate this teaching and practice into activities
throughout the school day—during math and language arts and other academic lessons, 
in Morning Meeting, during recess and lunch, and at dismissal—rather than treating them 
as an add-on to the teaching of academic content. 

When teachers systematically teach the language of learning in this way, classroom discus-
sions and presentations take on new depth and nuance. Not only does this mean meeting
the Common Core standards, it also means that students get practice in the speaking and
thinking skills they need for navigating life outside of school. 










