
THE POWER OF STUDENT TEAMS

glossary: key terms for academic teaming

Academic team: Teams consist of two to five students working to-
ward a common academic goal, with clear protocols for engaging in 
standards-based academic work. Teams are interdependent, relying on each 
other with minimal teacher guidance. Team members are accountable for 
each other’s learning and the team culture. Teams share a vision and values 
in a collaborative culture that fosters trust and empowerment. The learning 
of the team is based on collective strengths.

Aligned task: Task that requires students to think and produce evidence of 
their learning at both the target’s intent and taxonomy level.

Core instruction: Research-based instruction aligned to standards, designed 
to meet the needs of students, and delivered to all students in the class. It 
is the foundation of how students are expected to learn. Core instruction 
creates an academic culture in the classrooms with defined roles and expec-
tations of the teacher and students, along with specific routines to support 
the type of core instruction.

Group: A group is a number of students who use defined roles and norms to 
col-laborate and interact together about the content while working toward a 
learning target. Groups rely on the teacher for guidance and direction and are 
less dependent on each other. The success of the group is based on individual 
strengths. Individuals are accountable for their own learning. Groups can 
toggle between independent work and collaborative work based on the 
teacher’s direction.

Growth mindset: The belief that personal characteristics and abilities can be 
learned, developed, or cultivated. Success is dependent on hard work, grit, 
and determination rather than on abilities one is born with. (See Appendix 
D for more detailed information on how academic teaming helps cultivate 
growth mindset.)

Independent task: Task aligned to the intent and the complexity of 
the learning target(s) or standard that requires individuals to practice 
independently with no collaboration (working silently at their group table) 
to produce evidence of their learning.
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the power of student teams

Instructional routines: Routines used on a regular basis by teachers and 
students provide students with predictable structures to build knowledge 
and collaborate with their peers. These routines become nearly automatic, 
freeing the working memory of students and teachers to focus instead on the 
knowledge and skills needed to be successful rather than on the procedures 
for accomplishing the task.

Learning target: The academic standard, or lesson-size chunk of it, that 
includes the knowledge and skills students will be expected to demonstrate 
by the end of the lesson. Students use learning targets as goals to drive their 
learning in every lesson.

Micro-interventions: Brief supports, such as feedback, adaptation, reteach-
ing, and so forth, provided during a live lesson to assist an individual or 
group of learners struggling to attain the lesson’s learning target(s) before 
the lesson ends.

Positive interdependence: Students in a team share common goals and per-
ceive that working together is individually and collectively beneficial and that 
the team’s success depends on the participation and success of all the 
members.

Productive struggle: Students grapple with and solve a question or problem 
that is just beyond their current level of understanding and that requires 
them to examine multiple avenues of thought. Students wrestle with ideas 
yet persevere and come up with solutions themselves. This struggle, while 
challenging and requiring deep thinking, is not frustrating. Productive 
struggle leads to long-term benefits like intrinsic motivation, persistence, 
and critical reasoning, with students more able to apply their learning to 
different types of problem situations.

Real-world task: Challenging task with application to real-life scenarios, 
involving the outside world, workplace, current events, social causes, or fu-
turistic scenarios requiring examination and revision of knowledge, decision 
making, problem solving, and other complex skills. Students take on the per-
spective of a professional or expert role in order to meet the goals of the task, 
engaging in deep reasoning as student scientists, historians, poets, authors, 
mathematicians, artists, and musicians.
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THE POWER OF STUDENT TEAMS

Rigor: Academic rigor does not mean hard or more content. Rigor means 
having an academic culture in the classroom in which there are high expec-
tations for all students to achieve challenging core curriculum standards—
content and skills—through engagement and higher-order thinking with 
autonomy from the teacher.

Rigorous/challenging team task: Task aligned to the intent and the 
complexity of the learning target(s) or standard(s) that requires a team to 
collaborate to produce evidence of their learning with autonomy from the 
teacher. A rigorous task often has multiple ways to solve, requiring evidence 
of deeper reasoning from students and is challenging enough to cause pro-
ductive struggle, which leads to team interdependence.

Student engagement: “The amount of attention, interest, curiosity, and 
positive emotional connections that students have when they are learning, 
whether in the classroom or on their own. . . [Students’] willingness and de-
sire to participate in their work and take genuine pleasure in accomplishing 
their learning goals. Their degree of engagement often determines whether 
they will persist when encountering obstacles and challenges and be moti-
vated to pursue the new learning to higher levels for deeper 
understanding” (Sousa, 2016, p. 17)

Student evidence: Student products that the teacher can see or hear, which 
demonstrate the students’ progress toward the learning targets.

Success criteria: Characteristics and qualities that define mastery of the 
learning target. Success criteria help teachers decide if their students have 
achieved the learning target and are used by students to track their progress 
to achieving the learning target. Success criteria are not a list of directions to 
complete a task. They are a tool the students use to plan for and gauge their 
mastery of the learning target for the lesson.

Task: Tasks are often confused with activities for students. A task is 
specifically designed for students to produce a product or evidences that they 
have learned or are building toward learning the target. These evidences must 
be either seen or heard in order to ensure the learning target was achieved by 
all students.

Taxonomies of educational objectives: Hierarchical systems of classification 
(e.g., Bloom’s, Marzano’s, or Webb’s) that classify learning objectives into 
levels of complexity and difficulty. Taxonomies provide a research-based 
scheme to help teachers improve their learners’ thinking.
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Teacher verify: Through the use of learning targets and success criteria, the 
teacher checks for student evidence of learning and provides any needed 
feedback and support as the student progresses toward the learning target. 
Student verify is when the students take on the verifying role themselves 
and are confirmed by the teacher.

Team ownership: Students take responsibility for their own and for their 
team members’ learning through their use of success criteria and learning 
targets to verify their learning. This team accountability system leads to stu-
dents’ empowerment, self-efficacy, and self-actualization.

Team talk: Student teams express ideas, respectfully challenge each other’s 
thinking, honor each other’s opinions, and disagree without being offensive, 
with the purpose of advancing the learning of all members of the team.

Team task: Task aligned to the intent and the complexity of the learning 
target(s) or standard that requires a team to collaborate to produce evidence 
of their learning with autonomy from the teacher. Each student may 
produce the same learning product, but he or she must collaborate and 
agree that the learning meets the requirements of the success criteria.

Tracking: Documentation of students’ progress toward achieving the stan-
dard through learning targets and success criteria. Tracking is a joint effort 
by the teacher and student teams.
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