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Professional Books
of Interest
by Kathy Highfield and Laura Pardo
Dear Readers,

As we prepare for this issue, we are experiencing significant
shifts in the way that students are being assessed academically in our schools. There is much uncertainty and each new
staff meeting brings the latest updates about political changes
that are impacting our daily lives as we strive to do our best
to educate the children in our care. With great thought, we
have chosen four books that focus on improving instructional practices in ways that transcend the shifts of the political
landscape. As teachers, we strive for excellence and hope to
prepare students to be successful in this ever-changing world. Dr. Kathy Highfield
Indeed, this is where the focus should rest.

Dr. Laura Pardo

In this issue's column, we review two books focusing on the popular concept of improving academic rigor in the classroom. These titles, Rigor is Not a Four-letter Word, and Rigor for Students with Special Needs,
focus on practical and helpful ways to wrap our minds around this buzzword. However, we would argue
that rigor is much more than a buzzword. It is an obligation and a challenge for every educator to increase rigor for all students. Blackburn and Witzel provide practical and helpful ways to increase rigor in
these resourceful books.
Next we spend some time sharing Truebridge's book, entitled Resilience Begins with Belief: Building on
Students' Strengths for Success in School, which supports teacher and student belief systems that can hinder or support learning. In order to support an atmosphere where students move toward more rigorous
learning, we cannot overlook the importance of building teachers' and students' capacity by examining
the underlying belief systems that enable deep thinking and learning.
And finally, we look closely at Dayna Laur's new book, Authentic Learning Experiences: A Real-World
Approach to Project-Based Learning. This book challenges and inspires us to enact powerful, life-changing
experiences for students. Here, Laur provides a wealth of structure and real examples that will inspire
teachers to motivate classrooms of students to impact the world around them, and, in the process, engage in meaningful, complex, rigorous learning experiences.

As always, we welcome your e-mailed suggestions for future reviews. (Note: We will consider titles published within the past 2 years.) We plan to review at least four professional books or digital resources for
each future issue of MR].
Happy reading,
Kathy and Laura

kathy. highfield@has-kl2. org
pardo@hope.edu
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Blackburn, B.R. (2013). Rigor is not a four-letter
word (second edition). New York, NY: Routledge.
ISBN 978-1-59667-226-0 $34.95
The emergence of the
Common Core State
Standards (CCSS) and the
next generation of testing
(e.g. PARCC or Smarter
Balanced) have drawn
attention to the word rigor
in education in the United
States. One need only to
enter any teacher's lounge
in any K-12 school in
America to hear teachers discussing, or lamenting,
how they can make their classes more rigorous and
wondering (against all odds) if rigor will be the
solution for all that ails public schooling.
A problem that encompasses most of these discussions is founded on the premise that we, as an
educational community, lack a common understanding of the term rigor. In her book, Blackburn
encourages educators at all levels to have conversations about rigor. To support this endeavor
she lays out her argument (quite persuasively) by
providing helpful strategies, tools, and techniques
to help every teacher understand and implement
rigor in their respective areas of teaching.
Blackburn's core premise is that ALL teachers and
ALL students need rigor. She defines rigor as
"creating an environment in which each student
is expected to learn at high levels, each student is
supported so he or she can learn at high levels, and
each student demonstrates learning at high levels."
To create this environment, Blackburn suggests
that teachers ask higher-level questions, increase
text complexity, provide scaffolding, use formative
assessments, and facilitate problem-based learning.
The strategies Blackburn discusses are aligned
with the CCSS and are based on three of her own
life lessons that she considers foundational to

increasing rigor in classrooms. First, Blackburn
stresses that an individual classroom teacher can
make a difference in the lives of his/her students
by empowering students. Second, she notes that
students reflect the perceptions and perspectives of
their teachers; and therefore, the expectations that
teachers have - both explicit and implied - matter.
Her third lesson states that teachers should focus
on the things they can control and quit worrying
about what they cannot control.
Blackburn has included interactive features in the
text such as templates of particular teaching tools
(which are also available in downloadable formats
from Routledge), a myriad of actual classroom examples, graphics to illustrate specific points, and spaces
for teachers to write and reflect on their own practice
through structures entitled It's Your Turn, Try it Out,
and Final Insights. These features help teachers personalize and document their growing understanding
and application of rigor while supporting teachers
in applying what they are learning. The book would
make an excellent text for a school- or departmentwide Professional Learning Community.
The content of the text focuses on deconstructing
seven myths that teachers often hold about rigor
and that can impede their desire to tackle the task
of increasing rigor in classrooms and courses. The
myths include the following.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Lots of homework is a sign of rigor
Rigor means doing more
Rigor is not for everyone
Providing support means lessening rigor
Resources equal rigor
Standards alone take care of rigor
Rigor is just one more thing to do

If you find yourself agreeing with any of these
myths, then this is the book for you. Blackburn
carefully constructs each chapter to address these
myths and to provide numerous options for supporting teachers to be successful in this work. The
chapters include the following.
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Digging into rigor
Raise the level of content
Increase complexity
Give appropriate support and guidance
Open your focus
Raise expectations
Assessment and grading
Collaboration and PLCs
Opportunities and challenges

As the marketplace is now inundated with texts
to help teachers employ rigor, this one is unique
because it allows teachers multiple opportunities
to engage in the text as active readers. Combining with clear writing and an author with obvious
expertise, the book is one that teachers will want to
read and add to their professional libraries.

Blackbum, B.R. & Witzel, B.S. (2014). Rigor for
Students with Special Needs. New York, NY: Routledge. ISBN 978-1-59667-248-2 $29.95

BARBARA R. BLACKBURN
BRADLEY S. WITZEL

In a follow-up book,
Blackburn and her colleague, Bradley Witzel,
respond to the requests
from teachers who work
with studen ts with special needs who found the
previous book helpful,
but lacking in specificity
for working with students

~ - - - - - - - - - ' with special needs.
The premise and foundation of this book replicates
that of the first volume, tackling some of the same
myths and foundational lessons, while including
additional topics such as motivation, working
with parents and the IEP, and rigor in math and
literacy. The focus on practicality and authentic
examples will support the teacher who utilizes this
book in growing in his/her understanding of rigor
as it relates directly to working with students with
special needs.
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Blackburn and Witzel have also included features
that make the text interactive and personal. These
features include Avoid the Roadblocks and Reflective
Moments where teachers are asked to think about
their own classrooms and apply the examples to
the students with whom they work. Other features include graphics/tables/ charts, indicators,
and summaries, which were added in response to
requests for greater specificity from teachers of
students with special needs.
This volume can be read alone or as a companion
piece to the first; but it is an absolute must-read
for teachers who are passionate about increasing
rigor with the students with special needs in their
classrooms.

Truebridge, S. (2014). Resilience begins with
beliefi: Building on student strengths for success in
school. New York, NY: Teachers College Press.
0807754846 $29.95
We all face adversity in
our daily lives; some of
us are able to overcome,
others fail to do so. Sara
Truebridge defines resilience as the ability to
spring back from adversity. In this book, she posits
that resilience is a process,
not a trait-one that is
dynamic and negotiated,
both internally and with
others.
She further claims that acknowledging one's beliefs about learning, teaching, poverty, ethnicity,
and parentage (just to name a few) influence the
way that teachers interact with their students in
schools. She proposes that beliefs are mindsets that
affect our behaviors, and that supporting teachers
in understanding their own beliefs through pre-service learning and professional development can
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bring about changes, thereby impacting how they
think about resilience. For example,
•
•
•
•
•

Do you believe that all children (people) have
the capacity for resilience?
Do you believe that you can help your students
tap into their resilience?
Do you believe that all children can learn?
Do you believe that behaviors and processes
can be learned, thereby producing growth? Or,
Do you believe that behaviors and intelligence
are fixed?

Because students do not know what they will face
in their futures, teaching students how to be resilient in schools should be a goal of all educators.
Truebridge inspires us to create, provide, support,
and sustain environments that nurture the development of the whole student, including cognitive,
social, emotional, physical, and spiritual development. In these mutually respectful settings, a
student's capacity for resilience can be tapped and
nurtured.

Early in the book, Truebridge explores the concept of self-fulfilling prophecy and examines how
students who hold a fixed mindset rather than one
of growth, are unlikely to have resiliency, believing instead that they are failures. This is a thread
woven throughout the text, which culminates in
Chapter 5 when she suggests that teachers might
better understand student resilience by embracing
the following beliefs (p 49):

• Resilience is a process, not a trait .
• All people have the capacity for resilience .
• Most individuals do make it despite exposure
•

•
•

•
•

Truebridge shares tools, techniques, and strategies
to make beliefs concrete by drawing on previous
research and noting that there are three key protective factors in building resilience in students: a
caring teacher who builds real relationships with
students; setting high expectations for learning
and behavior; and providing students with opportunities to participate, contribute, and take
responsibility.

•

•
•

While she acknowledges that most teachers would
claim they believe in these three factors, she also
believes that schools are stressful places, filled with
adversity; primarily, she suggests, because of our
focus on test preparation and student achievement
on tests. In order to move away from a stress-filled
school/ classroom, True bridge encourages teachers
to focus on problem solving, perseverance, empathy, flexibility, creativity, confidence, decision
making, self-awareness, relationships, collaboration, and navigating.

•

to severe risk.
Coming from a risk environment does not
determine individual outcomes.
Bad behavior does not equate with being a bad
person.
One person can make a difference in the life of
another person.
Challenging life experiences and events can be
opportunities for growth, development, and
change.
Many personal strengths are associated with
resilience.
Three major environmental protective factors
can be identified that mitigate adversities and
nourish personal strengths, they are
o caring relationships,
o high expectations, and
o opportunities to participate and contribute.
As a practitioner, it is how you do what you do
that counts.
To help others you need to help yourself; resilience is a parallel process.
Resilience begins with beliefs.

Additional features that make this book a must-read
for teachers include reflection questions at the end
of each chapter. The:se allow the reader to personalize the ideas and they also provide a springboard
for discussion (this book would work well as the
focus of a PLC). The Appendices contain additional
resources to help teachers, teacher educators, administrators, and professional development providers
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including a list of strengths that resilient people have
(Appendix A) and a checklist of observable behaviors
for each of the three protective factors (Appendix E).
In this era of high-stakes tests, scripted curriculum,
and frequent policy mandates, teachers are often
left feeling like they have very little control over
what happens in their classrooms. Truebridge offers a rather simple concept - grounded in research
and common experiences - which teachers will not
only find appealing, but also concrete and applicable; leading to higher levels of success with their
students, and for that reason this book should be
added to every teacher's wish list.

Laur, D. (2013). Authentic Learning Experiences:
A Real-World Approach to Project-Based Learning.
New York, NY: Routledge. ISBN 978-1-59667245-1 $34.95

Authentic
Leaming
Experiences

In her book, Authentic
Learning Experiences: A
Real World Approach to
Project-Based Learning,

First, Dayna examines the traditional classroom research project and challenges the reader to envision an
Authentic Learning Experience where students frame
and address complex problems using critical thinking.
She guides classroom teachers toward challenging investigations that have an impact on the real world (such
as Angela Zhang, high school student who developed
a potential cure for cancer - one of many inspiring
examples from her book). Dayna provides a framework that is aligned to standards, supports building
appropriate questions to investigate, supports teaching
critical thinking skills, and integrates Common Core
State Standards into meaningful, deep learning.
The chapter titles provide hints to the depth and
breadth of the book. They focus on Creating
Challenging Investigations (chapter 2), Creating
the Community/Career Connection (chapter 3),
Justification of One's Work (chapter 4) which covers
brainstorming and researching, Creating a Meaningful Outside Audience (chapter 5), The Common
Core and Other State Standards (chapter 6), Designing Interdisciplinary Learning Experiences (chapter
7), Authentic Assessment (chapter 8), and Facilitating Authentic Learning Experiences (chapter 9).

A Real-World Approach to
Project-Based Leaming

Dayna Laur provides support for teachers to design
project-based learning
which moves beyond classroom simulations and scenarios into the real world.
In this shift of focus, Laur
explains that the students
take the lead in solving real world problems while
the teacher becomes a facilitator, enabling students
to move forward with their work. While simulations take place with some aspects that are pretend,
Laur's framework moves teachers and students to
engage in authentic learning experiences which
are motivating, real, purpose-driven and involve
real experts. "The (real world) simulation is most
frequently designed to require active learning by
the student as opposed to the passive consumption
of content" (p 6).
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Each chapter focuses on an aspect of the framework for depth and detail. After exploring a specific aspect, Laur shares three full sample Authentic
Learning Experiences (one each at elementary,
middle, and high school level - representing a variety of content areas) that help the reader keep the
entire process in mind. The book is sprinkled with
helpful web links, tables and charts, and resources.
This book provides a wealth of information; interesting, thought-provoking ideas; and a challenge to
increase the rigor of our instruction. This book is
appropriate for all classroom teachers who seek to
improve student engagement, inspire learners, and
move toward real-world solutions to our difficult
problems. Dayna Laur invites you to "transform
your teaching and transform the lives of your
students as your classroom gains meaning and your
students bring about community change" (p. 12).
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