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Source: Mark McKelsey, Coos Bay School District, 
Coos Bay, OR 

Student “Talk Back” Memos to the Author 
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Source: Mark McKelsey, Coos Bay School District, 
Coos Bay, OR 
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Tiered “Talk Back” Memos 
    to the Author 
 
 
 
Grade Level Task 
 
P-Q-P 
 
Praise – Question – Polish 
 
 
 
Early Readiness Task 
 
P-Q 
 
Praise – Question 
 
 
 
Advanced Level Task 
 
P-Q- SS 
 
Praise – Question – Write a Sequel Scene 
 
 
 
More Advanced Level Task 
 
P-Q-PS 
 
Praise – Question – Write a Prequel Scene 
 
 
 
 
 
©2007 Larry Lewin Educ. Consulting, LLC 
larry@larrylewin.com    541•343•1577 
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Tiered Study Guide Booklet 
 

TIER 1 

TIER 2 
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Praise–Question–Polish 
The “PQP” Method of Critiquing an Author 

 
 
Here’s a teaching technique to assist strugglers with the memo feedback 

writing assignment:  the “PQP” method. I learned it from 7th grade teacher Tom 
Cantwell at Cal Young Middle School in Eugene, OR. Tom learned it in education 
grad school at the Florida State University, and he uses it to guide his students 
into a successful critique of an author. I tracked down the original source: Bill 
Lyons, former K-12 Language Arts Coordinator for Iowa City School District. 
(The English Journal , Mar., 1981,Vol. 70, No. 3) 

 
He explains that a “critique” doesn’t only mean “what you don’t like,” but 

rather “what you like, what you don’t like, and suggestions for improvement.” He 
coaches them in these three areas of feedback:  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Using sticky notes is a great way to train students. Maybe provide yellow 

stickies for Praises, blue stickies for Questions, and pink stickies for Polish 
suggestions. As students read a novel, textbook, short story, or article, they think 
about what the author is doing, and they record this as feedback to the author 
onto the color-coded sticky notes. 

 
This short, simple approach easily fits into a nice 3-parapraph memo 

format. Taking the three colors of sticky notes, they students compose memo to 
the author providing feedback in three categories. Or, they can use the stickies to 
write a postcard to the author. The structure provides struggling readers and 
writers a solid chance to succeed.  
 
 
 
Source: Larry Lewin, Paving the Way: Overcoming Reading and Writing Obstacles in Grades 6-12, 
Jossey-Bass, 2003. (877) 762-2974.   http://www.josseybass.com 
 

P = praise for what you like about the author’s writing  
style or ideas 

Q = question(s) for the author to remove any confusion  
you have 

P = polish ideas to the author for improvement in  
her/his writing 
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Student “Talk Back” Postcards to the Author 
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Design Options 
For Tiered Assignments 

 
Tiering = Taking a solid, “baseline” assignment that has worked 
well in the past (for most students), and then trouble-shooting it to 
convert it into different versions (to connect to all students). 
 
1. Tiering by Reduction and Amplification 
 
Evaluate the “baseline assignment” and anticipate: 
• problems for lower-achieving students that cause frustration; reduce them to increase 
 success; 
• problems for high-achieving students that cause boredom; amplify them to increase 
 enthusiasm. 
 
2. Tiering by Form 
 
As Carol Ann Tomlinson suggests, we can differentiate the content, the process, and/or 
the product. The products students create to “Info Out” their content knowledge and skill 
level can vary. For example, for a “Talk Back” to the author, students could write a: 
• postcard 
• memo 
• letter 
 
3. Tiering by Bloom’s Taxonomy 
 
Bloom can assist you. Use Diane Heacox’s idea of converting Bloom Hierarchy of 
Thinking into “challenge levels.” Design several tiers at different levels of thinking. For 
example 
• a tier that requires the student to reveal knowledge or comprehension 
• a tier that requires analysis and application 
• a tier that requires synthesis or evaluation. 
 
4. Tiering by Readability 
 
Readability is a measure of degree of reading difficulty based on a formula (ae). If the 
“baseline” reading assignment is over-the-head of some of your students, substitute it 
with a more accessible resource. These “easier reads” may be located: 
• school library 
• public or university library 
• on-line resources 
 
To measure the readability, use the free Lexile Analyzer from MetaMetrics available at 
http://www.lexile.com/DesktopDefault.aspx?view=ed&tabindex=0&tabid=1 
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Feedback Formats 
 
Teachers have options in assigning students to write a 
feedback to an author. The following formats all work to 
help students structure their response, but each has different 
benefits. Here are 4 options in increasing degree of 
difficulty: 
 
 
Post Card Probably the easiest form for students because it is the shortest; post cards 
also afford the option of an illustration on the front side to make a picture post card. 
 
 
Memo Probably the most intriguing option for students because most have never 
written a memo, much less know what they are; also memos offer students the coolest 
format to use      To:  From:   Date:    RE:    C/C: 
 
 
Letter Probably the most familiar form for students in that many of them have 
written letters both in and out of school; also, because of length, letters offer students 
more room to respond. 
 
 
Position Paper Probably the most challenging form for students because of its 
nature: take a position on the assignment, defend your position, and to so in depth with 
formal references to the material. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

NOTE: 
 
In a Differentiated Lesson, teachers could assign different 
students to write their author responses in one of the 4 
different formats. Or, teachers could allow students to 
choose a format to write in. 
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Source: Theresa Alexander, Calvary Christian Academy, 
Philadelphia, PA 
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What are Anchor Activities? 
 
 An Anchor Activity is a teacher-designed back-up assignment that is waiting in 
the wings for students who finish the primary assignment early. They are relatively short 
(5-10 min.), self-explanatory, and used at the end of a period. 
 Anchors are designed to be extension activities that take students deeper into the 
material by providing more depth, or a different perspective, or a review in a different 
format. Anchors not only give students another look at the topic or concept, they 
additionally provide a management tool that keeps students focused, productive, and 
quiet to the end of the period. 
 Anchors are similar to, but also different from, “early-finisher” assignments. Both 
are intended to fill up the end of a period with productive work, but an “early finisher” is 
a generic assignment that can be used in any unit, for example, “Study your vocabulary 
list,” or “Read a library book,” or “Begin your homework.” Anchors, on the other hand, 
are customized to be “anchored” to a specific assignment. While both serve the same 
purpose, Anchors are preferred, but they require more teacher planning. 
 
Other Definitions of Anchor Activities – “On-Going” 
 
“Anchor Activities provide ongoing assignments that students may work on 
independently when they are not engaged in classroom tasks. These activities help 
maximize academic learning time and allow students to explore topics at greater depth.” 
 ~ Francine Oliver and Matt Shields, Differentiation Toolbox, University of Virginia 
    http://people.virginia.edu/~mws6u/diff/resources.htm# 
 
“Specified ongoing activities on which students work independently ongoing assignments 
that students can work on throughout a unit.” 
 ~ Regina Public Schools and Saskatchewan Learning 
    http://www.saskschools.ca/~bestpractice/anchor/index.html   
 
“An Anchor Activity is a strategy that allows students to work on an ongoing assignment 
directly related to the curriculum that can be worked on independently throughout a unit 
or a semester.  An Anchor Activity is a logical extension of learning during a unit, an 
elaboration of important goals and outcomes that are tied to the curriculum and tasks that 
students are held accountable.  
The purpose of an Anchor Activity is provide meaningful work for students when they 
are not actively engaged in classroom activities (e.g., when they finish early, are waiting 
for further directions, are stumped, first enter class, or when the teacher is working with 
other students.) “ 
 ~ Wilmette Public School Dist., IL 
    http://www.wilmette39.org/DI39/iagc05lowprep/anchoractivitydef%20.pdf 
 
Anchor Vs. SideBar Activities 
SideBars as longer assignments (multiple periods) that allow quicker learners to move 
laterally across the curriculum instead of moving forward at an accelerated rate (aka 
“Curriculum Compacting”). SideBars are useful for adding a deeper degree of learning 
for advanced students. They should be timed to allow the other students to complete the 
regular assignment, so that everyone can then begin the next assignment / new unit 
together. 
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  Another way to differentiate instruction is to be ready for students 
who learn the material quickly and accurately. 

 
  Teachers can create a “sidebar activity” for these students who 

have demonstrated successful completion of an 
assignment (or unit). 

 
  A “sidebar activity” is an assignment that moves laterally across 

the curriculum to further strengthen student 
understanding and aptitude. It requires several class 
periods (or even longer, like an on-going project). 

 
  This is not “curriculum compacting” whereby the teacher 

accelerates faster students through the assigned 
curriculum. Rather, it is more of a “scenic turn-out” * 
from the assigned curriculum. (* Betty Shoemaker) 

 
  For example, here is a SideBar designed for US History 
 students who successfully completed a reading notetaking 
 assignment in their textbook. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Create a CliffsNotes study guide for a new student in Mr. Shannon’s AP History 
course. This booklet must assist the student in learning how to take notes for this 
chapter. If you’d rather, create a “Note Taking in History for Dummies.” 
 
Your guide should include helpful tips for reading the textbook. For example: 
 
• how to distill 3-4 paragraphs from the chapter down to a couple of summary sentences. 
 
• how to locate key details that shed light on a main idea 
 
• how to generate study-review questions at various levels of complexity 
  • quiz-type questions – recall basic information 
  • essay-type questions – deeper information processing 
 
Your booklet could also include: 
 • key vocabulary terms 
 • study tips for learning and remembering historical information 
 • illustrations / graphics to highlight important points 

S 
I 
D 
E 
B 
A 
R 
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Tiering Tip 
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No.    ROLE      AUDIENCE       FORMAT            TOPIC 

 
 

 
Note the verbs in the Topic Column – they come from Bloom’s Taxonomy. 
 
 
 
 

1 
 

ping pong 
ball 

golf ball invitation to a 
swim party 

Please come to my party, 
but I will explain to you 
why you must be careful of 
drowning. 

1b 
 

golf ball ping pong ball invitation to a 
diving contest 

I will tell you how to 
convert yourself into being 
able to dive under water 
and stay there. 

2 pH scale orange juice notice on a label I will record what you 
should understand about 
yourself 
 

2b Stomach 
indigestion  

Antacid product 
like TUMs® or 
PeptoBismol® 

S.O.S distress 
call 

Demonstrate what I need 
for you to do quickly to 
help me. 
 

3 lemon lime private note While we may look 
different on the outside, I 
will identify what we have 
in common on the inside. 

3b lemon lime F.Y.I. memo 
(For Your 
Information) 

I am tired of people 
confusing us, so here is 
what I am going to do to 
alter myself to become 
different from you.  

4 soap lemon phone 
conversation 

Listen up: We will discuss 
why we taste differently. 
 
 

4b     
 
 
 

Tiered RAFT Choices for Chapter 5.1 
Physical Properties 

Source: Dave Smith 
Briggs Middle School 
Springfield, OR 
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World Language  
Tiered Assignment 

 
 

 
 
 
Source: SEDL, Austin, TX 
http://www.sedl.org/loteced/communique/n06.pdf  
Used with permission. 
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Grade: 11 
Standard: #1 Functions  
 
Key Concept: Students use polynomial, rational, and algebraic functions.  
Generalization:Students make connections between a problem, its model as 
the equation of a function, and the graph of that function. Background: This 
lesson is adapted from the book A Watched Cup Never Cools, ISBN#1- 
55953-318-8, Writing Assignment 2.  This lesson should be presented about 
midway through the course. Students should already be familiar with 
functions and have modeled several physical situations using equations.  An 
example is given in Indiana’s Academic Standards for Pre-Calculus, page 3. 
Students should work individually to complete this lesson. This lesson is 
tiered in process and product according to readiness.  
 
Tier I: Basic Learners  
Students in this tier are given a problem which the whole class has already  
worked or which was used by the teacher for demonstration.  That is, 
students should be able to recall the problem and the related function.  The 
students are to use their text to write a mathematical definition of function, 
being specific about the function which is related to the problem.  Students 
are given a teacher prepared nonmathematical definition of a function from 
an everyday use of the word. Students prepare a graph of their function and 
compare/contrast diagram of the two definitions.  
Tier II: Grade Level Learners  
Students in this tier are given a problem which they have not seen before.  
Students have to determine and specify the related function.  The students 
writea mathematical definition of function in their own words, being 
specific about the function which is related to the problem.  Students are 
given a teacher prepared nonmathematical definition of a function from an 
everyday use of the word outside of mathemaitcs.  Students prepare a 
graph of their function and a venn diagram to compare/contrast the two.  
Tier III: Advanced Learners  
Students in this tier are given several related problems some of which they 
may have never seen before.  Students have to determine and specify the 
related general function which works for all the problems. The students 
write a mathematical definition of function using their own words,  being 
specific about the function which is related to the problem.  Students write 
a nonmathematical definition of a function from an everyday use of the 
word outside of mathematics.  Students prepare a graph of their general 
function and write a short description explaining  how and why it varies.  
Students prepare a short paper, 1-2 pages, which compares/contrasts the 
two definitions of function.  Source: Dr. Rebecca Pierce, Ball State University 

ideanet.doe.state.in.us/exceptional/gt/tiered_curriculum 
Used with permission. 
 

Mathematics - Pre-Calculus 
Tiered Assignment 
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Rolling the Dice 
Tiered Assignment 

Task 

A few students want me to play a game with them. They will give me a 
dime for each odd sum I roll with two die. I have to give them a dime 
for each even sum they roll with two die. I think I'm going to get 
cheated! I noticed that I can't roll one of my odd numbers - 1! I only 
get a choice of 5 odd numbers (3, 5, 7, 9, 11) but they will get a 
choice of 6 even numbers (2, 4, 6, 8, 10, 12). Should I play this game 
with the students? Using as much mathematical language and 
representation as you can, show me that this is or is not a fair game. 

Alternative Versions of Task 
 
More Accessible Version: 
A few students want me to play a game with them. They will give me a dime 
for each odd sum I roll with two die. I have to give them a dime for each even 
sum they roll with two die. I think I'm going to get cheated! I noticed that I 
can't roll one of my odd numbers - 1! I only get a choice of 5 odd numbers (3, 
5, 7, 9, 11) but they will get a choice of 6 even numbers (2, 4, 6, 8, 10, 12). List 
all of the possible ways of getting each sum using the digits 1 - 6. Then 
determine the probability of getting an even and odd sum. Use the information 
to draw a conclusion; is this a fair game to play with the students? 

More Challenging Version: 
A few students want me to play a game with them. They will give me a dime 
for each odd sum I roll with two die. I have to give them a dime for each even 
sum they roll with two die. I think I'm going to get cheated! Should I play 
this game with the students? Using as much mathematical language and 
representation as you can, show me that this is or is not a fair game. 
 
 
Source: Clare Forseth 
© Exemplars, 2008. Used with permission. 
To view additional sample tasks and rubrics visit www.exemplars.com 
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Tiered Lit Log Codes 
 
 

 Code Meaning Date/Page 
SR ♦ Simply retell what happened  
Q ♦ Questions you have about the book that you can ask the 

teacher or author 
 

CH ♦ Give reasons for choosing to read the book  
GU ♦ Give reasons for giving up on reading the book  
V ♦ In your own words, write a definition for new 

vocabulary you’ve found in this book 
 

 

S ♦ In your own words, describe the setting  
PE ♦ Connection between the book and your personal 

experiences 
 

EX ♦ Give an example of an observation you made about the 
book 

 

J ♦ Judge a characters action or attitude  
RR ♦ Give reasons for rereading a section  
P ♦ Make a prediction and explain your thinking  

CD ♦ In your own words, describe a character  
UE ♦ Tell us about an unexpected event and what you 

expected would happen. 
 

P ♦ Write about a problem in the story and tell how it was 
resolved. 

 

I ♦ If I lived in this setting…  

 

PK ♦ Do you have previous knowledge about a topic in this 
book – Share your information 

 

AA ♦ Advice you have for the author  
C ♦ Critique of the author’s work  
AI ♦ Give information about the author that you have learned  
M ♦ Draw a map to show the places in your book  
CC ♦ Compare and contrast this story to another you’ve read  
AC ♦ Give advice to a character in the story  

CDO ♦ Give a character a do-over, What would you change? 
What would the outcome be? 

 

WIC ♦ Why do you care?  Talk about an event in the book that 
you can learn from. 

 

 

CR ♦ Change the roles – write a portion from another 
character’s point of view. 

 

 
 
. 
 

Source: Laura R. Scruggs 
Briggs Middle School 
Springfield, OR 
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Tiering by Readability  
with a Teacher Written Adaptation 

“Students of the Game” 
Original Article by John Fox, Smithsonian Magazine, April, 2006 
 
When Aztec and Maya played this game 500 to 1,000 years ago, it wasn’t a 
good idea to lose!  Losers would sometimes lose their heads, literally!  In some 
remote areas in Mexico some scholars are trying to save Ulama, the oldest ball 
game in the Americas, from extinction. 
 
A nine pound rubber ball flies high across the sky one afternoon in Mexico.  Jesus 
“Chuy” Paez scampers after the ball and hits the ball with his hip.  He wears 
special shorts made out of deerskin for protection.  Chuy just passed the ball to 
a teammate running across the hard packed earth court. 
 
Next the opposing team intercepts the ball and launches it back toward Chuy’s 
side of the court.  The ball bounces between players like a giant pinball.  Each 
player hitting the ball with their hips.  After a few volleys, the ball whizzes past 
the defense and slams into the chain link fence at the end of the court.  Chuy’s 
team just scored. 
 
On the sidelines, 30 or so Los Llanitos hometown spectators erupt in cheers for 
their team.   
 
The oldest ball game in the Americas is called ulama (the Aztec word for it is 
ullamaliztli) Archaeologists say this game has bee played for the last 3,500 
years in communities from Honduras to the deserts of Northern Mexico.  Against 
all odds this game has survived the rise and fall of the Olmec, Maya and Aztec 
civilization, not to mention the devastation brought with the Spanish conquest. 
 
But, today ulama faces extinction.  The players are very poor and geographically 
isolated.  There isn’t very much rubber left to make the balls.  And competition 
from modern sports, like volleyball and baseball, has made ulama less popular.  
Yet, many groups have tried to save this dying sport.  Businessmen, athletes and 
academics are fighting to preserve the sport. 
 
Two professors at California State University at Los Angeles have formed the 
“Ulama Project”.  Archaeologist James Brady and historian Manuel Aguilar have 
formed the Ulama Project with their students to try to save ulama. 
 
Brady says that he and his team used to go out and dig up ancient ball courts, 
take down the location and date and move on.  But he is now interested in … 

Source: Tyler Nice 
Hamlin Middle School, Springfield, OR 
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How to Distribute Tiers 
Deciding on Who Gets Which Version of an Assignment 

 
This is a sticky issue for some teachers. While we recognize the theoretical value of 
putting doable assignments in the hands of our students, in practice we can feel 
uncomfortable about the potential reaction from students when they see that their 
classmates have a different assignment. 
 
I understand this feeling. But I also know that we can overcome it in order to increase the 
chances for success among the wide variety of learners we serve. As Rick Wormeli 
wrote, “No one learns faster or better with material and tasks not geared to where they are 
mentally.” * 
Option 1 Everyone Does Tier 1 
 
As an introduction to tiering, I recommend telling your class what it is and why you are 
doing it. Be up front about this. I give a little speech: “Class, you all know that it’s my 
job to teach each and everyone of you the material in this course, and it’s my job to do it 
to the best of my ability, so that all of you can learn the material and successfully 
complete this course. You may not know how much work that takes on my part. That’s 
OK. What is important for you to know is that I am always interested in learning new and 
better ways to teach you. Today we are going to try a new technique called Tiered 
Assignments. What does that mean? It means that instead of everyone doing the exact 
same assignment, I created different versions of it to better teach all of you what you 
need to learn. I have created 3 versions of our next assignment, and I call them ‘Tier 1, 
Tier 2, and Tier 3’. To make this easy to follow, let’s all do Tier 1 today. Here is a copy 
for each of you.” 
 Distribute Tier 1 to all students, explain it, and assist them as needed. The hope is 
that a student will wonder, “What does Tier 2 or Tier 3 look like?” If a student asks this 
question, great. Say, “I’m glad you asked. Here is a copy of Tier 2 for you to look at. 
Compare it to Tier 1 to see if you can find what is similar and what is different.” If other 
students also are curious, give them a copy as well. Discuss the differences; determine 
what is more or less challenging in the versions. 
 If no asks about the other Tiers, you can ask them, “Anyone wonder what Tier 2 
looks like?” The goal is to gently introduce the concept of Tiered Assignments, so that 
later when you do another one, your students will be familiar with them. 
 
Option 2 Let Students Choose a Tier 
Obviously, students appreciate the opportunity to decide on what work they will be 
doing, and Offering Student Choice is an important principle of Differentiation. (See 
Chapter 1). In this distribution option, give the same speech (see above), but introduce all 
the Tiers to the students. Then offer them a choice. “You can see that each Tier is 
basically the same, but each is somewhat different. Pick the one you want to work on 
today.” 
 The advantage to this method is obvious: Students will be happy. The 
disadvantage is equally obvious: Some students will select the wrong Tier – either pick 
one that is too difficult, or more likely, pick one that is not challenging enough. That’s 
OK, our goal here is to gently introduce the concept. 
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Option 3 Put the Students into Cooperative Groups 
By grouping students, we can provide them with peer support in accomplishing a task 
that they probably would not yet be able to do independently. Temporary, flexible 
grouping is a long-time instructional practice that has merit, and it is a key principle of 
Differentiation (See Chapter 3). 
 By placing your students in “readiness” (similar ability) groups of three, four, or 
five, they can help each other do the Tiered Assignment you give them. Obviously, the 
advantage is that help is readily available and the give and take amongst team members 
supports learning. The down side, of course, is that some groups may not be able to 
function cooperatively, may drift off-task, or may rely on one member to do the lion’s 
share of the work. Therefore, if you decide to employ this option, be sure to explain and 
train your students how to work cooperatively in a group, and tell them why you are 
assigning different versions to different groups. 
 
 
Option 4 All Tiers for All Students 
This distribution option allows students to seek their own level. Introduce the different 
versions of the assignment, and then assign all of them to all of your students. Explain 
that you realize that different students will approach the versions differently, and that not 
everyone will be able to do them equally. That’s OK. You want to see how each student 
does on each Tier. 
 Distribute all the Tiers to each student, and let them work on them. You circulate, 
as usual, checking in, offering assistance, giving encouragement. When a student reveals 
an inability to advance to a higher level Tier, say, “OK, what’s the difficulty here? If you 
want, I can help you try.” 
 Some teachers offer an incentive to advance to the next Tier. Typically, the 
incentive is more points earned. If you are comfortable with this offer, use it. If you have 
a better way of encouraging students to push ahead, use it. 
 
Option 5 The Teacher Decides Which Students Get Which Tier 
This is the preferred method of Tier distribution, and in fact is why Tiered Assignments 
were first invented. It is the teacher who can best determine the level of complexity for 
his/her students. How do we know this? We can use pre-assessments, on-going class 
work, and teacher observations to detect the current level of each student to match a Tier. 
 
The potential discomfort of having students realize that their classmates have different 
assignments can be mitigated by using this approach after using one or more of the above 
methods. By telling your class, “We have done Tiered Assignments a few times in the 
past, and today we will be doing another one. You remember why I am experimenting 
with Tiered Assignments, and you remember that last time you were the one who got to 
pick (or you were in a group to help you, or you were trying to do as many as you could). 
Today I get to pick, and I will give you the version I think you will do the best with. As 
always I will be moving around the room to assist you.” 
 
Remember: Tiered Assignments are only one aspect of Differentiated Instruction, and 
they are not used every period, every day. As Rick Wormeli, wrote, “It’s often OK for 
students to do what everyone else is doing.”  
* (Fair Isn’t Always Equal, Stenhouse, 2006, p. 73, 57.) 
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Distributing All Tiers to All Students 
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How to Grade 
Tiered Assignments 

 
Q. How do we grade student work when that work is done at different degrees of 
difficulty? How do we score the different tiers? The last thing we want is for students 
to complain that the tiered levels are not fair. So whatever system we employ, we 
better be able to explain it as fair, right? This is a very tough aspect of Differentiated 
Instruction. I wish I could provide you with the perfect answer, but I cannot. I can 
only offer you the consideration of three options. 
 
A1. My Compromise: 
 
1. When students are offered the choice of which tier they want to work on, we can 
urge them to seek the higher levels by offering more points. That is, for students 
who self-select the more demanding level, they can earn a higher maximum of 
points. The rationale for this option is obvious: dangle the bait to motivate them not 
to take the path of least resistance. 
 
2. When the teacher decides which students are assigned which levels, then all 
students can earn the same maximum amount for the assignment. The rationale 
here is equally obvious: no one gets punished for working on a level that the teacher 
deems appropriately challenging. 
 
Problem with this compromise: What if a student self-selects the lowest level of 
difficulty because the kid accurately knows his/her ability level in the class? This 
student is not copping out of work by taking the easy route, but rather is realistically 
self-assessing the ability level. How could we score this student’s work for less 
points? Doesn’t seem fair, does it? 
 
Possible Solution: Again, I am not totally satisfied with this answer, but here it is: 
What if the scoring / grading system we use allows for multiple levels of success? 
That is, if you score on a 6-point rubric, couldn’t a lower-level tier be able to earn a 
4-point score -- which is a “passing” grade?  
 
 
A2. Kathie Nunley’s Layered Curriculum™. In her book Differentiating the High 
School Classroom (Corwin Press, 2006), she writes,  
 
 “ What if I tied the actual letter grade to the elaboration of study? Looking at 
Bloom’s Taxonomy, I could see that the types of learning or thing could easily be 
divided into three blocks, or as I thought of them, three layers.” She invented the  
Layered Curriculum™ based on Bloom’s Taxonomy: 
 
   C Layer: Gather information 
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   B Layer:  Apply or manipulate that information 
   A Layer: Critically evaluate an issue (regarding that information) 
 
The letter grade the students would earn would be based on the complexity of their 
thinking.” (p. 28) 
 
For example, Kathie designed a Science lesson on Fish & Amphibians: Conflict and 
Change and layered it for her students to pick: C, B, or A level. 
 
Section I. Basic Knowledge       "C" level    65 points MAX.     

Section II. Application/Manipulation  "B" level   Choose ONE for 15 pts 

Section III. Critical thinking/Analysis "A" level    Choose ONE for 20 pts 
 
 
Check out her Web site to read more about this approach and to view / download 
hundreds of Sample Layered Curriculum Lesson Plans submitted by teachers on a 
wide range of topics.   
 
 
 
http://help4teachers.com   
 
 
 
A3. Mike D’Ostilo’s Point & Percentage Distribution. This a rubric, but each 
point-value is aligned with a %age. Mike and his colleague Carrie Crispin at 
Gateway Regional High School in Woodbury Heights, NJ, have created a 6-Point 
and 4-Point version. 
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Complexity Chart 
for Tiered Tasks 

 

 
 
Source: Anne Hettick, South Eugene High School, 
Eugene, OR 
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6.0 = 100 4.0 = 82 2.0 = 66 
5.9 = 99 3.9 = 81 1.9 =  65 
5.8 = 98 3.8 = 80 1.8 =  64 
5.7 = 97 3.7 = 79 1.7 =  63 
5.6 = 96 3.6 = 78 1.6 =  62 
5.5 = 95 3.5 = 78 1.5 =  62 
5.4 = 94 3.4 = 77 1.4 =  61 
5.3 = 93 3.3 = 76 1.3 =  60 
5.2 = 92 3.2 = 75 1.2 =  59 
5.1 = 91 3.1 = 75 1.1 =  59 
5.0 = 90 3.0 = 74 1.0 = 58 
4.9 = 89 2.9 = 74  
4.8 = 88 2.8 = 73  
4.7 = 87 2.7 = 72  
4.6 = 86 2.6 = 71  
4.5 = 85 2.5 = 70  
4.4 = 85 2.4 = 70  
4.3 = 84 2.3 = 69  
4.2 = 84 2.2 = 68  
4.1 = 83 2.1 = 67  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Mike D’Ostilo and Carrie Crispin 
Gateway Regional High School 
Woodbury Heights, NJ 
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4.0 =100 2.0 = 70  
3.9 = 98 1.9 = 66  
3.8 = 95 1.8 = 65  
3.7 = 94 1.7 = 64  
3.6 = 93 1.6 = 63  
3.5 = 92 1.5 = 62  
3.4 = 91 1.4 = 61  
3.3 = 90 1.3 = 60  
3.2 = 89 1.2 = 59  
3.1 = 88 1.1 = 58  
3.0 = 85 1.0 = 55  
2.9 = 81   
2.8 = 80   
2.7 = 79   
2.6 = 78   
2.5 = 77   
2.4 = 76   
2.3 = 75   
2.2 = 74   
2.1 = 73   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Mike D’Ostilo and Carrie Crispin 
Gateway Regional High School 
Woodbury Heights, NJ 
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Chapter Summary Review 
II. Creating Tiered Assignments 

 

 Definite 
Keeper 

Maybe 
Later I’ll 

Pass 
Tiered “Talk Back” 

Memo p.34-36    
Praise-Question-

Polish p. 38     
Tier Design  

 4 Options p.40    
Feedback Formats 

p.41    
Memo Templates 

p.42-43    
Anchors & SideBar 

p. 44-48    
Bloom’s Challenge 

Levels 
p.49-51 

   
Sample Tiered 

Assignments p.52-
56 

   
How to Distribute 

Tiers p.58-59    
“Fair Not Always 
Equal” Slideshow 

p. 61    
How to Grade Tiers 

p.62-63    
The Layered 

Curriculum p.64    
 

Comments to Myself: 
 


