
FORMAT
Available as a printed book and as an 
eBook for computers and portable 
devices

AUDIENCE
K–12 teachers of any subject

SEQUENCING
Best used after teachers have engaged 
in a facilitated discussion of student 
work, for example, what happens 
during the Teaching Investigations in  
face-to-face Making Sense of SCIENCE 
professional learning courses  

RELATED MATERIALS
It is essential that the student work 
teachers analyze and discuss while 
using this protocol is rich. Because 
teachers are often lacking tasks that 
reveal students’ mental models, ways of 
thinking, and depth of knowledge kinds 
of tasks, Making Sense of SCIENCE offers 
collections of formative assessments 
tasks. These task banks are available for 
a variety of content areas and grade-
levels, including a task bank of NGSS-
shifted grade K–5 tasks, task banks for 
middle school physical, earth, and life 
science, and task banks for high school 
chemistry and genetics. 

MAKING SENSE OF STUDENT WORK

The Making Sense of Student Work protocol is a guide for groups of K–8 

teachers (anywhere from 3 to 24 people) working in professional learning 

communities. The protocol supports groups of teachers:

•	 Facilitating their own collaborative analysis of their students’ work and 

evidence-based discussions about student thinking

•	 Examining and coming to understand students’ ideas and the logic behind 

students’ correct and incorrect thinking

•	 Strengthening their abilities to make instructional choices in response to 

the specific ways students are thinking

•	 Analyzing and improving the formative assessment tasks used with students

The protocol is divided into five 2-hour sessions, each with a specific focus 

—  exploring mental models, investigating learning gaps, thinking through 

instructional next steps, analyzing tasks, and modifying tasks. 

The protocol is not science-specific and has been successfully used by 

teachers in a variety of contexts, including formal professional learning 

communities, weekly grade-level team meetings, and informal teacher-to-

teacher collaborations. 
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77
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81
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84

Limitations of Tasks 
87

Wrap Up 

88

  Materials�� A copy of one task from each teacher for each person

Note: No student work is needed.

�� A copy of specific objectives for your student learning  

(e.g., state or district standards, benchmarks, frameworks,  

or grade-level objectives)

�� Easel paper �� 2–3 dark blue, green, purple, or black markers

�� Bright red, pink, or orange marker

S E S S I O N

E
SESSION AGENDAGETTING STARTED

5 minutes

1  Confirm roles 
2  Get an overview of the session

2 min.
3 min.

MODIFYING THE 1ST TASK

29 minutes

3  Get to know the 1st task

4  Evaluate the 1st task 
5  Modify the 1st task

9 min. 15 min.
5 min.

MODIFYING THE 2ND TASK

28 minutes

6  Get to know the 2nd task

7  Evaluate the 2nd task
8  Modify the 2nd task

8 min. 15 min.
5 min.

MODIFYING THE 3RD TASK

28 minutes

9  Get to know the 3rd task

10  Evaluate the 3rd task
11  Modify the 3rd task

8 min. 15 min.
5 min.

LIMITATIONS OF TASKS

15 minutes

12  Identify shortcomings

15 min.

WRAP UP

15 minutes

13  Reflect on today’s discussion

14  Celebrate accomplishments and bring closure 6 min.
9 min.

TOTAL TIME

2 hours
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MODIFYING TASKS
  Materials

�� A full set of 9–12 pieces of student work for each person 

Note: If more than one person provides student work samples, 

it’s best to use the same task. There are tips for selecting 

student work in the Introduction. If you are unable to attain 

your own student work samples, WestEd has Sample Student 

Work Sets available as free downloads at WestEd.mssw.org.

�� A blank copy for each person of the task that students completed

�� A copy of specific objectives for your student learning  

(e.g., state or district standards, benchmarks, frameworks,  

or grade-level objectives)�� Easel paper 
�� 2–3 dark blue, green, purple, or black markers
�� Bright red, pink, or orange marker

FAST FIND

Getting Started 
57Today’s Task 
59Analyzing Student Work 62Wrap Up 

71
SESSION AGENDAGETTING STARTED

5 minutes

1  Confirm roles 2  Get an overview of the session 3 min.
2 min.

TODAY’S TASK

25 minutes

3  Get an introduction to today’s task
4  Work the task 5  Analyze the task 5 min. 

5 min.
15 min.

ANALYZING STUDENT WORK
80 minutes

6  Read and sort student work7  Evaluate the task8  Match learning objectives with the task
9  Identify characteristics of good tasks

26 min.
14 min.
20 min. 
20 min.

WRAP UP

10 minutes

10  Take care of housekeeping items
11  Reflect on today’s discussion 4 min.

6 min.

TOTAL TIME

2 hours

S E S S I O N

D
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ANALYZING TASKS
  Materials

�� A full set of 9–12 pieces of student work for each person 

Note: If more than one person provides student work samples, 
it’s best to use the same task. There are tips for selecting 
student work in the Introduction. If you are unable to attain 
your own student work samples, WestEd has Sample Student 
Work Sets available as free downloads at WestEd.mssw.org.

�� A blank copy for each person of the task that students completed

�� A copy of specific objectives for your student learning  
(e.g., state or district standards, benchmarks, frameworks,  
or grade-level objectives)

�� Easel paper 

�� 2–3 dark blue, green, purple, or black markers

�� Bright red, pink, or orange marker

SESSION AGENDA
GETTING STARTED 5 minutes

1  Confirm roles 
2  Get an overview of the session

3 min.
2 min.

TODAY’S TASK 25 minutes

3  Get an introduction to today’s task
4  Work the task 
5  Analyze the task

5 min. 
5 min.

15 min.

ANALYZING STUDENT WORK 70 minutes

6  Read and analyze the student work
7  Plan and evaluate instructional next steps

26 min.
44 min. 

WRAP UP 20 minutes

8  Reflect on our collaborative learning
9  Take care of housekeeping items
10  Reflect on today’s discussion

10 min.
4 min.
6 min.

TOTAL TIME 2 hours

FAST FIND

Getting Started 37

Today’s Task 39

Analyzing Student Work 42

Wrap Up 51

S E S S I O N

C

©2014 WestEd. All rights reserved.

NEXT STEPS

   Materials
�� A full set of 9–12 pieces of student work for each person 

Note: If more than one person provides student work samples, 

it’s best to use the same task. There are tips for selecting 

student work in the Introduction. If you are unable to attain 

your own student work samples, WestEd has Sample Student 

Work Sets available as free downloads at WestEd.org/mssw.

�� A blank copy for each person of the task that students completed

�� A copy of specific objectives for your student learning  

(e.g., state or district standards, benchmarks, frameworks,  

or grade-level objectives)

�� Easel paper 

�� 2–3 dark blue, green, purple, or black markers

�� Bright red, pink, or orange marker

FAST FIND

Getting Started 
19

Today’s Task 
22

Analyzing Student Work 25

Wrap Up 
33

SESSION AGENDA

GETTING STARTED

20 minutes

1  Confirm roles 

2  Get an overview of the session

3  Discuss hopes, fears, and norms

3 min.

2 min.

15 min.

TODAY’S TASK

25 minutes

4  Get an introduction to today’s task

5  Work the task 

6  Analyze the task

5 min. 

5 min.

15 min.

ANALYZING STUDENT WORK
65 minutes

7  Read and sort student work

8  Identify learning gaps

9  Reflect on learning gaps

21 min. 

39 min.

5 min.

WRAP UP

10 minutes

10  Take care of housekeeping items 

11  Reflect on today’s discussion

4 min.

6 min.

TOTAL TIME

2 hours

S E S S I O N
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LEARNING GAPS

FAST FIND

Getting Started 

3

Today’s Task 

5

Analyzing Student Work 
8

Wrap Up 

14

  Materials
�� A full set of 9–12 pieces of student work for each person 

Note: There are tips for selecting student work samples in the 

Introduction. If you are unable to attain your own student work 

samples, WestEd has a few Sample Student Work Sets available 

as free downloads at WestEd.mssw.org.

�� A blank copy for each person of the task that students completed 

�� A copy of specific objectives for your student learning  

(e.g., state or district standards, benchmarks, frameworks,  

or grade-level objectives)

�� Easel paper

�� Chart markers in a variety of colors

SESSION AGENDA

GETTING STARTED

20 minutes

1  Choose roles 

2  Get an overview of the session

3  Decide on our group norms

10 min.

5 min.

5 min.

TODAY’S TASK

30 minutes

4  Work today’s task

5  Share responses 

6  Analyze the task

5 min. 

10 min.

15 min.

ANALYZING STUDENT WORK

50 minutes

7  Read and sort stu
dent work

8  Compare and discuss findings

9  Identify misconceptions

30 min. 

15 min.

5 min.

WRAP UP

20 minutes

10  Prepare to bring in student work 

11  Reflect on today’s discussion

15 min.

5 min.

TOTAL TIME

2 hours

S E S S I O N

A
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Kirsten R. Daehler, Director of Making Sense of SCIENCE, is a 

chemist for sport, a lover of physics, and always a teacher at 

heart. Two of her greatest joys are professional collaboration 

and digging into how students think. 

Jennifer Folsom, Lead Curriculum Developer and Staff Developer 

with Making Sense of SCIENCE, has an ever-inquiring mind 

and a knack for fi guring things out. Developing rewarding and 

respectful learning opportunities for teachers is her passion. 

ABOUT THE AUTHORS

WestEd.org

Kirsten R. Daehler

Jennifer Folsom

LAY-FLAT BINDING

Making Sense of

STUDENT WORK
A PROTOCOL FOR TEACHER COLLABORATION 

“ Great teachers decide what and how to teach based on what their 

students already know and think. But making sense of student ideas 

is complex and challenging intellectual work. This protocol supports 

teachers who want to understand what their students know and how 

they reason so that they can leverage learning in productive ways.” 

– Linda Darling-Hammond, Charles E. Ducommun Professor of Education, Stanford University 

“ The Making Sense of Student Work protocol gave me an amazing 

opportunity to connect with other educators. It helped me analyze 

the strengths and limitations of the tasks my students were engaged 

in during class. After completing the process, I was able to create 

more rigorous assessments that are better matched to what I want 

my students to take away from each lesson.”

– Kyle Jenson, Classroom Teacher

“ This protocol helps groups of teachers get to the heart of formative 

assessment. Through authentic inquiry and professional collaboration, 

teachers come to understand the complexities of how students think 

and make evidence-based choices about their teaching practices.”

– Judith Warren Little, Dean, Graduate School of Education, University of California, Berkeley 
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STUDENT WORKMaking Sense of

A PROTOCOL FOR TEACHER COLLABORATION 

Making Sense of Student Work is a self-facilitated 

protocol, ideal for collaborative groups of 3–24 

teachers. It is divided into fi ve 2-hour sessions, 

each with a specifi c focus — exploring mental 

models, investigating learning gaps, thinking 

through instructional next steps, analyzing tasks, 

and modifying tasks. 

The Making Sense of Student Work protocol 

provides a framework to help teachers:

• Have evidence-based discussions about 

students’ work and students’ thinking 

• Examine and come to understand students’ 

ideas and the logic behind these ideas 

• Strengthen their abilities to make 

instructional choices in response to the 

specifi c ways students are thinking 

• Analyze and improve the formative 

assessment tasks they use with students 

The protocol has been successfully used by 

teachers in a variety of contexts, including 

formal professional learning communities, 

weekly grade-level team meetings, and informal 

teacher-to-teacher collaborations. It builds on 

more than a decade of development and 

research by the Making Sense of SCIENCE project 

at WestEd.

WestEd.org/mssw

More information about Making Sense of 

Student Work is available online.

GRADES K–12

WANT TO KNOW MORE? Visit us online at wested.org/mss or contact us at mssevents@wested.org.


