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Introduction  
 

 
From December 2nd to December 13th, three teachers and their students took part in a 

research study to try to identify the classroom factors that make group problem 
solving work better. These teachers self-selected into the study, from a school that 

itself had self-selected. It became apparent that both the school and the teachers had 
self-selected because they were capable of taking on more challenge, eager to learn 

new things, and deeply passionate about education. 
 

This book presents four preliminary theories based on these two weeks of research. 
We detected several classroom factors that seemed to support the use of a whole-
class problem solving approach called ‘The Barriers and Strategies Protocol’ (see 
appendix). These factors are part of a larger model, proposed earlier by Canadian 
researchers Nancy Perry, Simon Lisaigo and colleagues (see appendix).  We used 

Nancy and Simon’s work to help guide our search for the specific factors that needed 
to be turned up to enable whole classes of children to engage in strategic thinking 

together. We knew that supporting children’s strategic was important, and also that 
teachers very rarely have time to do this one-on-one.  

 
Three teachers and a researcher met every morning for 45 minutes to discuss which of 
Nancy and Simon’s factors to tweak. Then, every day, the teachers rolled out a slightly 
different version of their lesson and the results were observed. The following day, the 
results were discussed and more tweaks were planned. The teachers’ skillful, rapid 

iteration of approaches yielded great insight in WEEK 1 of the study.  
 

In WEEK 2, a story like this was used as a tool to elicit student’s insights about the 
theories developed in WEEK 1. We enriched and expanded our story by integrating in-

depth insight from the children at the center of the study.  
 

Our team: One Ontario school board, three teachers and their students (36 Grade 3-4, 
27 Grade 6).  The study was designed by Dr. Laurie Faith (UT), Dr. Simon Lisaingo 
(UBC), and Chris Keane (HPEDSB). Dr. Rachel Ault (UT) will assist with analysis.  

 

For more information:  
Laurie.faith@utoronto.ca 
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Once upon a time, there was a little school. 
Its students and teachers were kind, 

helpful, and hardworking. 
 

  



  

At the school, there were good days  
and less good days. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  



  

 
Interesting days and less interesting days.  

 
  



  

 
Great days and less great days. 

 

 
 
 

It was a nice, normal school.  



  

Every day, the teachers taught the kids. 

Most days, 

the kids learned!! 
Every day, the teachers assigned work. 

Some days, 

 the kids did it!! 
 

 
Some days they did not. 

Yeah, no. Some days the learning and the work did not get done.  
But, like, not because the kids were bad.  

Nobody really thought that.  
It was something else.  

They were sure of it! 
 

 

Because the kids were great! 
They were funny, brilliant, creative, 

interested, kind, and caring. 
 

(But yeah. No... Sometimes the work didn’t get done.) 

 



  

The teachers had two good ideas  
for how to help:  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



  

They told the kids that their ideas counted! 
They told the kids that talking about their 

learning would help!  
 

When they assigned hard work, they asked 
the kids to talk about their… 

 
 
 
 
 
 

  



  

They wanted them to be READY for 
anything. So, they tried to help them to 

imagine barriers and plan strategies.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

If I’m 
distracted… 

I’ll move 

If I’m 
stuck… 
I’ll ask a 

friend 



  

 
As the kids talked, they got better at school. 

Also, the teachers learned a little more 
about what they needed.  

 
Their two good ideas worked!  

(…mostly, kinda) 
 
 
 

  



  

 

Oh, hey. Also… 
guess what  

the number one  
barrier was  

across  

all  
of the classes?  

  



  

 
 

Did you guess that?  
Anyhow, back to our story.   



  

Even though these Barriers and Strategies 
talks mostly, kinda worked,  

the teachers wanted them to work better. 
They wanted the kids to be ready for 

anything, so nothing could stop them. 
 

  



  

They wanted the kids to look into the future 
to see all of the problems,  

pitfalls, and challenges they might face  
and figure out how to smash them,  

like in a video game.  
They wanted the kids to win,  

succeed, and be happy.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

They really cared about the kids. 



  

So, every day, the teachers got up in the 
dark, had a strong coffee, and came to 

school extra early. They had meetings to try 
to figure out how to make it easier 
for kids to have great barriers and 

strategies conversations. 
They loved it.  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(mostly, kinda) 



  

 
They learned four important things, which 

they kinda, sorta understood.  
 

But they needed the kids to help them 
understand those four things.  

So get ready to tell part of this story.  
It is almost your turn! 

  



  

Kay. First idea. To predict barriers and 
figure out strategies, kids need MUCH 
clearer and simpler instructions than 

anyone realizes. Kids can’t be strategic if 
they didn’t know what the &%$#@!!  

they are trying to do.   
 
 

 
  



  

Ready, second thing! To have great barriers 
and strategies conversations, kids liked to 

do the same sort of activities a few times so 
they could get in a groove and feel 

confident. This also helped them to 
understand the task. The more they felt like 

confident experts on the task, the more 
strategic they could be. 

  



  

Thirdly, the kids needed the tasks to matter 
and count – they needed to know if they 

met expectations or didn’t. Otherwise, who 
cares about being strategic?  

 
They needed to know if they were on the 

right track.  
 

 
 

And then, they needed a little bit of help 
sometimes. 

 

You met the 
expectation! 

You did not 
meet the 

expectation! 

Let me tech you a 
second way to 

show 22-4 so you 
can meet 

expectations!!  

Do you 
understand 

the task?  



  

 
Fourthly, kids need smaller and more 

specific work. They needed stuff they could 
actually get done.  

 
Like, because, you know… if the task was 
impossible to get done, why even try to be 

strategic?  
 

Having a little bit of choice or differentiated 
options also helped with this.  

 

 
 

 
 



  

 
The teachers felt proud celebrated their 

learning. But… is there anything missing? 
What do kids need at school  

in order to smash their challenges?  
 
 

 



  

 
 
These factors were transformed for discussion by children based on resources created by Perry, N. E., Lisaingo, S., 
Yee, N., Parent, N., Wan, X., & Muis, K. (2020a). Collaborating with teachers to design and implement assessments 
for self-regulated learning in the context of authentic classroom writing tasks. Assessment in Education: Principles, 
Policy & Practice, 27(4), 416-443. Drawn by Kay Liang (2024).  
  



  

 

  



  

  



  

  


