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[MUSIC:  T/TAC William and Mary Podcast Intro] 
 
Fritz GEISSLER: Hello, today I am joined with Dr. Todd Gravois, the director of ICAT Resources, and 
he has come to William and Mary to speak to our annual symposium. 
 
Todd GRAVOIS: Well thanks for having me. 
 
GEISSLER: And we are lucky to, in the state of Virginia, to work closely with Todd and ICAT in 
implementing instructional consultation teams here in Virginia. And one of the key points there is that 
you talk a lot about is the focus on importance of instruction and quality instruction, and I was hoping 
that you could just talk with us a little bit about first of all the importance of instruction in school and 
quality instruction teacher effectiveness.    
 
GRAVOIS: Well I think, um, I think as we moved over the last decade for sure the ... both the 
research and the accountability has converged. And we know that, what our teachers are able to do 
in the classroom has become both central in terms of um the research, its impact on students, and 
now with policy its becoming the focus of accountability. And so I think that we don’t have much of a 
choice but to look at quality instruction now. And for good reason, not simply because we are being 
held accountable, because the research says that when our colleagues in the classroom are feeling 
their most confident in delivering good instruction is when we see the best achieving results for kids. 
 
GEISSLER: So one of the things I heard you saying was um teacher confidence and so do you mind 
um elaborating on that little bit… that when teachers are confident you are saying they are doing their 
best work. 
 
GRAVOIS: I think we always go back to a piece of research that has really guided our own work, and 
that’s the work of Susan Rosenholtz and her research shows that the key variable in schools that 
produce quality outcomes is when teachers are certain. When they are certain about how to manage 
their instructions, how to deliver their instructions, when to do that delivery, and why they do what 
they do at any given moment, that’s the link to overall student achievement. 
 
GEISSLER: Okay. And so is ... teachers are becoming more certain and the students are achieving, 
what do you see, or what is research saying in terms of what it takes to get teachers to that point of 
certainty of feeling confidant in what they are doing in the classrooms? 
 
GRAVOIS: Well I think we have been really fortunate, because one of the things that we've been able 
to do in our own work with instructional consultation teams, my colleagues Sylvia Rosenfield and 
instructional assessment, my colleague at Gickling, is to recognize that teachers are … one of the 
greatest challenges for classroom teachers in delivering quality instruction for every student is the 
ability to manage how much challenge they are asking of students at any given time. And what our 
experiences that when teachers struggle with is not over-challenging or under-challenging kids. And 
so that's where certainty becomes central. You know how much challenge can I deliver, and how to 
do that in a class of thirty kids? 
 
GEISSLER: I was going to say… 
 
GRAVOIS: Yeah 
 
GEISSLER: You know looking at a large number in a classroom. 



 
GRAVOIS: So, so how do we help make sure that for ourselves that we know what the challenge 
looks like for any given student: be it an individual or small group. And the next part of the certainty is: 
How do you manage that in the classroom structure of thirty students? Teachers do this though; I 
think that is the piece we have to work from. That for a majority of kids those teachers have in their 
classrooms, they are able to hit sweet spot, the right amount of challenge. When they are not getting 
those kind of learning outcomes for kids, instead of us seeing that as a unexpected event, we should 
really treat it as the expected event. That we know there going to be the ends of those groups that we 
need to support each other and figuring out what that challenge is and how to integrate that back into 
the whole class. 
 
GEISSLER: Right, and so I guess for teachers there is some assessing that is going on in terms 
getting to know what is the appropriate amount of challenge for those students. 
 
GRAVOIS: Again, you know, I go back to our work in over the last 20 years and as we talk with 
teachers... When a teacher comes to some colleague and is not seeing the kind of learning outcomes 
they are looking for, one of the biggest challenges often that teachers face is not assessing what can’t 
do because there a lot of tests and a lot of assessments that are telling teachers that the kid still 
hasn’t meet the criteria hasn’t meet the benchmark. What we see the struggle is figuring out the skills 
that the student actually has and helping teaches engage in assessment that allows them to better 
define what skills and knowledge the student have coming into the learning situation. 
 
GEISSLER: And then as they understand what students know and can do and the knowledge they 
have coming in they are able to build upon that and manage the challenge moving forward? 
 
GRAVOIS: In our own work with instructional consultation teams, when a team member sits with a 
teacher and they actually conduct assessments together using the curriculum that the teacher is 
using seven times out of ten when the teacher is able to start seeing what the student knows and 
what skills the student has, they themselves are in a position to understand and be certain about the 
next step of their instruction. 
 
GEISSLER: Right 
 
GRAVOIS: So that missing puzzle piece sounds easy to get to. But for a teacher in a class of 30, 
going back to that classroom, you know knowing a kid is struggling is easy in a class of 30. But 
knowing what skills that students has or what he knows, that is the challenge for teachers often times 
when you are dealing with multiple kids all at the same time.   
 
GEISSLER: Sure. That is a lot for a teacher to undertake but I am sure they are able to manage that 
and find out what students know and what students can do. That leads to effective instruction and 
quality instruction for the students in the classroom. 
 
GRAVOIS: It’s a different way a looking at the idea of quality instruction. We often time think quality 
instruction is the delivery of the instruction. And that’s important no doubt. 
 
GEISSLER: Sure. 
 
GRAVOIS: There's good research on how we are supposed to deliver instruction and what kind of 
feedback system we should have, those are all critical. But, if a teacher is uncertain on where to start 
the instruction: What kind of demands? What kind of task demands? What kind of objectives? The 
delivery itself can't be maximized. So it’s really important in our view if we help teachers fully 
understand for themselves where student’s skills are. That becomes the starting point, not only 



planning instructions, but then using those good delivery features that so many of our teachers do 
have. 
 
GEISSLER: Sure... sure. So starting at the point and moving forward. And it sounds to that when 
teachers have that opportunity to step back and take a look at  what’s going on and ... start engage in 
collaboration with other professionals that its very helpful that problem, while defined, is half solved, I 
guess is kind of the... 
 
GRAVOIS: And, and some of this is kind of our conversation, kind of broad, kind of sounds 
amorphous, you know. We, we were talking earlier that metaphor of the coach who is coaching a 
football team or a baseball team. That coach has to look past the team at times and look at each 
individual. 
 
GEISSLER: Right  
 
GRAVOIS: And know what their skills are and then use that knowledge to plan the next level of skill 
development or practice development. And then they have bring all of that back together and have 
the team work together as a whole. And I think for teachers it’s the same issue. They know the 
curriculum is for the group, but at times you have to go in and look at each individual students skills. 
And then know what instruction will look like for that student or that group of students and bring that 
back and deliver in that whole class setting. And we schools can’t see that as an isolated activity. I 
think that’s what our work with instructional consultation teams is trying to get at. That if we can help 
teachers pinpoint where their instruction starts, help them think through how the delivery will look in 
the classroom, than that increases the students achievement but in the long term it gives teachers 
more certainty in how to address that for the next group of kids or for the next kid that is struggling in 
years to come. 
 
GEISSLER: Right, so building teachers skills and how to deal with that should they see that situation 
again and being able to be effective in meeting the needs of the students, not just with this class but 
next year’s class all the classes that come behind them. 
 
GRAVOIS: Absolutely. And I always want to flip this around, you know we take about this idea of how 
to help these struggling kids. Teachers have lots of students that are learning in their classrooms. 
Which means, they created those conditions and they are certain about those conditions for all of 
those kids. So it’s not about teacher not having the capactiy, or not having the knowledge or skills, 
because they are doing it for a large portion of their classroom. But it’s the same principles of creating 
the conditions that we have to work on that aren’t learning. 
 
GEISSLER: Right, right. Now one of the other things that you talk about is the research on the 
importance of instruction. I know some of the work of Sanders and I guess the sequencing of our 
teachers but then also looking at those students that responded first and responded best to quality 
instruction. And I was wondering if you would elaborate on some of that. 
 
GRAVOIS: Well I think all of this kind of converges. That teachers... when you look at the research, 
teachers who are considered most effective, and by that lets define, teachers who are able to create 
those instructional conditions that meet students where they enter the classroom. There are certain 
characteristics about them and certain impacts that they make on kids that really is pretty 
phenomenal. I mean the idea that if you have a teacher that can create quality instruction conditions, 
the research shows that at the extremes that teacher, that most effective teacher, can produce a 
achievement of 50 percentile points greater then a teacher who is not confident or certain about 
creating those same conditions. And so it’s a double edge sword. On one hand it says" "Teachers 
matter", and they matter, and on the other hand it’s says they matter. You know we can’t have it both 



ways. If we believe that we as professionals in the classroom are important to students learning in 
achievement, then we also have to take responsibility for that learning achievement on the other side 
when they are not learning. 
 
GEISSLER: Sure. So the other thing about that is looking at the students who had the greatest 
impact or the students who responded first to the quality instruction. 
 
GRAVOIS: So you are talking about low achievers? 
 
GEISSLER: Yes. 
 
GRAVOIS: The idea is that what the research shows is that when teachers have that certainty and 
they are able to really assess where students are entering, the students that make the greatest gains 
first are really are the lowest achieving kids. And so in some ways helping teachers become mores 
certain should be our first line in defense in helping our most struggling students. 
 
GEISSLER: Right. And then ... as they become more certain and provide quality instruction for 
students based on what they know and can do and their strengths that manage to challenge ... the 
achivement, the results that they obtain exceed other classrooms where that is not going on. 
 
GRAVOIS: Absolutely. 
 
GEISSLER: Right and so ... a lot of that starts with the teacher collaboration to work together and 
problem solve as professionals around their classrooms. 
 
GRAVOIS: I think we should see that when a student is not learning, that our first reaction, are first 
response should be: We must collaborate. We must problem solve. And unfortunately, I don't think 
that’s where we have been in education for the last 30 years. We've been so invested in trying to get 
the student assistance that we left our colleagues, our teachers in the classrooms, without a support 
structure. And I think we are all trying to do now is recognize that a student that is not learning 
becomes a vehicle for collaboration. Not just a reason to collaborate, but the vehicle by which we can 
collaborate. Because it’s under those points ... what the learning research shows is when we are 
struggling with a problem, we as professionals, that’s where we learn. And so when a student is in 
front of us, who is challenging us, because he is not learning the way we want. We have to treat that 
as our own professional development opportunity. And I think collaboration then, is a tool for us to 
really increase our professional functioning. 
 
GEISSLER: Sure, sure. Well Todd I appreciate you joining us this afternoon and we look forward to 
hearing you tomorrow at the symposium. Thank you very much for joining us. 
 
GRAVOIS: Well thank you, I look forward it tomorrow as well. 
 
GEISSLER: Alright.  
 
[MUSIC: T/TAC William and Mary Podcast Outro] 
 
  
              
  
 
 
 


