
 Questions Example Non-example Comments Instructional implications 

EXPLANATION Why is that so? 

What explains such events? 

What accounts for such action? 

How can we prove it? 

To what is this connected? 

How does this work? 

What is implied? 

A 10
th

 grade history 

student provides a well-

supported view of the 

economic and political 

causes of the American 

Revolution. 

A 10
th

 grade student knows 

the facts of the Boston tea 

Party and the Stamp Act 

but not why they happened 

and what they led to. 

*Dewey (1933) 

To understand something is “to see it in 

its relations to other things; to note how 

it operates, what consequences follow 

from it, what causes it.” 

 

*Newton – everyone knew the facts but 

he could explain them 

Balance knowledge  transmission – student theory 

building and testing 

Students should  

- Explain 

- Make connections 

- Justify connections 

- Support their conclusions 

- Link facts with larger ideas  

INTERPRETATION What does it mean? 

Why does it matter? 

What of it? 

What does it illustrate or 

illuminate in human 

experience? 

How does it relate to me? 

What makes sense? 

An 11
th

 grader shows how 

Gulliver’s Travels can be 

read as a satire on British 

intellectual life. 

A middle school student can 

translate all the words but 

does not grasp the meaning 

of a Spanish sentence. 

*Washington Post, 1997 

“Juzo Itami’s films revealed truths to the 

Japanese they never knew existed – even 

though they were right there in their 

daily life. He could express the inside 

story about things people think they 

understand but really don’t. “ 

*It is not explanation – a student who 

possesses this type of understanding can 

show an event’s significance, reveal an 

idea’s importance, or provide an 

interpretation that strikes a deep chord 

of recognition and resonance. 

It is the true meaning of constructivism – narrative 

building; a purely didactic teaching of THE 

interpretation is likely to lead to misunderstanding 

and forgotten knowledge 

 

We must teach students to build stories and 

interpretations, not just passively take in official 

ones – thus we educate students for autonomous 

intellectual performance as adults. 

APPLICATION How and where can we use 

this knowledge/skill/process? 

How should my thinking and 

action be modified to meet the 

demands of this particular 

situation? 

7
th

 grade students use 

their knowledge of 

statistics to accurately 

project next year’s costs 

and needs for the 

student-run supply store. 

A Physics professor cannot 

diagnose and fix a broken 

lamp.  

 

When we must negotiate different 

constraints, social contexts, purposes 

and audiences understanding is revealed 

as know-how. 

Call for an emphasis on performance-based 

learning, work that culminates with more 

authentic tasks. 

 

The situations for application should be new, 

unfamiliar. 

PERSPECTIVE From whose point of view? 

What is assumed and tacit that 

needs to be made explicit and 

considered? 

What is justified or warranted? 

Is there adequate evidence? 

Is it reasonable? Is it plausible? 

What are the strengths and 

weaknesses of this idea? 

A student explains the 

Israeli and Palestinian 

arguments for and 

against new settlements 

on the Gaza Strip. 

A bright but rigid student 

refuses to consider that 

there is another way to look 

at gun control. 

This type of understanding is NOT about 

any particular student’s point of view but 

the mature recognition that ANY answer 

to a complex situation/question typically 

involves a point of view. 

Perspective involves making tacit 

assumptions and implications explicit.  

Perspective involves the discipline of 

ASKING.  

Novices may have a revealing point of 

view BUT they lack e ability to take 

multiple perspectives.  

Set explicit opportunities for students to confront 

alternative theories and diverse points of view 

regarding big ideas.  

EMPATHY How does it seem to you? 

What do they see that I don’t? 

What do I need to experience if 

I am to understand? 

What was the …feeling/seeing? 

Imagine you are Juliet. 

Write your thoughts and 

feelings explaining why 

you have to take this 

desperate action.  

An accomplished basketball 

player-turned-coach 

berates his young players 

often because he cannot 

relate their struggles to 

learn the game. 

It is different from seeing in PERSPECTIVE 

which is to see from critical distance.  

It is a learned ability to grasp the world 

from someone else’s point of view.  

It is the deliberate act of finding what is 

plausible, sensible or meaningful in the 

Students need to learn how to overcome habitual 

responses, and need t see how habit can block our 

understanding of another person’s understanding.  

Confront students with strange or alien texts, 

experiences and ideas to see if they can go beyond 

what is off-putting about the work.  



ideas or actions of others, even If they 

puzzling or off-putting.  

(Stephen Jay Gould, anthropologist) 

“If we laugh with derision…we will fail in 

understanding of their world.” 

Empathy is NOT sympathy – it is a 

disciplined effort to understand what is 

different. 

Help student escape their ethnocentric and 

present-centered views. 

SELF-KNOWLEDGE How does who I am shape my 

views?  

What are the limits of my 

understanding? 

What are my blind spots? 

What am I prone to 

misunderstand because of 

prejudice, habit or style?  

A teacher uses more 

visual organizers with 

students who seem to 

struggle with complex 

text. 

“When all you have is a 

hammer every problem 

looks like a nail.” 

It is knowing one’s ignorance and how 

one’s patterns of thought and action 

inform AND prejudice understanding.  

 

Metacognition = self-knowledge about 

how we think and why 

The immature mind is not merely 

ignorant or unskilled, but unreflective.  

 

Create opportunities for student to self-reflect.  

 


