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Harvard Education Press, 2013.
http://hepg.org/hep-home/books/strategic-inquiry

• What it is
• What we have learned
• Implications for ELLs 



First iteration

• SAM (Baruch & NVPS, 90 high schools, 2005 – 2012)

• Collaborative Inquiry (Citywide, Klein’s Children First)

More recently

• CLASS (SBL/SDL cert. at Hunter College)

• SI for Renewal High Schools (35 schools, 2014 – 2016)

SI in NYC

Writing is Thinking through strategic inquiry



Phase III:  
Move 

colleagues

Phase II:  
Move a 
system

Phase I:  
Move 

students

Get small to make a big difference



SMALL

• Team
• Target population
• Precise skill gap - Small enough that you know 

EXACTLY what to teach next!

Get small to make a big difference

BECAUSE…
 Makes the overwhelming manageable
 Illuminates flaws in the system
 Shifts hearts & minds, galvanizing teacher teams as 

leaders of continuous improvement



Writing is Thinking through strategic inquiry Flushing HS



• SAM (2005-2011, Stanford University)
• Annual teacher surveys (80 schools)
• 4-year case studies (12 schools)

Research supports theory of change

• SI for Renewal High Schools (In progress, 
Columbia University)



Strategic inquiry brings more struggling students 
on track to graduation & college readiness



Strategic inquiry shifts school culture

From To

Intuition-based practice Evidence-use

Individual accountability  (my kids) Shared accountability for 
struggling students (our kids)

“Star” leadership Distributed leadership -everyone 
has agency & responsibility to 
make change
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Strategic inquiry shifts teacher beliefs & 
practices

From To

Focus on teaching Focus on learning 

Summative assessments Formative assessments

Blaming students Self-efficacy 

Use of jargon Use of precise language
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An unexpected finding - Writing!



High-leverage strategies across content that develop writing 
AND:  

• Content knowledge
• Academic vocabulary
• Oral language
• Reading comprehension
• Knowledge of how the English language works!

Writing is Thinking (WIT)



because (tells why)

but (change of direction)

so (cause & effect)
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Pan American International HS

it’s the

energy source for our planet.

energy is

lost at each level of transfer.

even

carnivores are indirectly impacted.



Hillary Clinton lost the election because she did 
not win enough electoral college votes. 

Hillary Clinton lost the election, but she won the 
popular vote. 

Hillary Clinton lost the election, so Donald Trump 
is now the President of the United States. 

Task is receptive.

1. Circle the connecting word (because, but, or so). 
2. Underline the key ideas in each sentence. 
3. Talk with a partner. What do the sentences tell us 

about Hillary Clinton? 



Beehives were admired by ancient people because
它們代表了理想

的社會。

they were forgotten with 

the arrival of the “Age of Honey.”

Beehives were admired by ancient people, but

蜂窩 欣賞 因為

但是



*Banana Kelly HS
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66% Gen Ed





Why?

Especially promising  for SPEDs & ELLs…



• Collaborate (isolation hurts kids)

• Identify what students really need to learn 

• Don’t make assumptions about what students know or learn 
at home

• Believe all students can reach high levels

• Have or develop skills to break learning down!

Teachers that BEAT THE ODDS…

K. Chenoweth, “It Can Be Done, It’s Being Done, and 
Here’s How,” Kappan, September 2009, pp. 38-43.  

• Teach language explicitly!



• What are your thoughts?

• Questions?



Thank you!

nell@strategicinquiry.com
www.witworkshops.com
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