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PARTICIPATION OVER TIME

The Visibility Ladder
A participation map and ten-day observation guide

Iryna Liusik, MA
Developing practice guide

At a glance
1. Choose one learner and one recurring classroom context.

2. Record the task, response mode, audience, assistance, and actual contribution separately.

3. Try a relevant invitation, revisit it, and examine what it shows about the learning goal.

4. Use ten days as an observation window, not a timetable for public speech.

Some students walk into class ready to speak. Others enter quietly, scan the room, settle in, and
watch before they contribute. A student may point, write, move closer, organize materials, or share
an idea privately before choosing to speak in front of a group.

These contributions can go unnoticed when speaking aloud is the main way participation is
recognized. Silence can then be described as disengagement, lack of confidence, or poor
participation before the teacher has examined what else the student is doing. Quietness deserves
attention, but it does not, on its own, explain a student’s feelings, knowledge, or reasons for
remaining silent.

The Problem With How We Measure Participation
In classrooms where participation is counted mainly through public speech, students who are
learning a new language or adjusting to unfamiliar expectations may have fewer ways to show
what they can contribute. Language, timing, audience, task knowledge, and relationships can all
matter. A student’s limited response leaves a question to investigate, rather than a reason to
assume either refusal or hidden understanding.

The phrase “visibility budget” offers a practical metaphor for the effort involved in being publicly
seen and heard. It is not a measured capacity, a nervous-system threshold, or a score. The
metaphor asks a teacher to consider what the moment requires of the learner, including:

• decoding unfamiliar language;

• working out adult expectations;

• navigating peer dynamics;

• predicting routines and rules;
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• dealing with the possibility of being wrong in public.

If participation becomes harder, consider whether the task needs clearer teaching, language
support, another response route, or a different social setting. The aim is to make an appropriate
contribution possible while preserving the thinking the task requires.

How to Use This Tool
Choose one student and one recurring classroom context. Over ten observation days, try the
invitations in this guide and record which forms of participation occur, under what conditions, and
with what support. About three minutes may be enough to plan an invitation and write a short
note; the student’s response and follow-up may take longer.

The ten days provide an observation window, not a deadline for public speech. Keep useful options
available, repeat a day when appropriate, and listen to the student’s preferences. This is a
developing practice guide, not a validated scale or diagnostic protocol.

A map of participation invitations
The Visibility Ladder is used here as a participation map. The invitations below can be selected in
any order; they are not stages to complete. Some describe an action and others a setting for
sharing. Record what the student contributes, the communication mode, the audience, and the
assistance separately, so that a thoughtful written argument is not ranked below a brief public
answer.

Presence and joining

Being in the room, staying near an activity, or watching what is happening. Presence offers a
starting point for contact and invitation. It does not by itself demonstrate attention or
understanding.

A signal

A nod, a point, a gesture, a thumbs-up, or an eye movement that appears connected to the
exchange. Check the meaning where needed, without requiring eye contact or assuming that
agreement means comprehension.

A choice

Selecting between options, pointing to evidence, choosing an object, or indicating an answer
through another available mode. A choice can be informative; if the goal involves reasoning, make
room to find out how the choice was made.

A contribution to the task

Writing an idea, arranging relevant materials, tracking a discussion, finding evidence, or supporting
group work. Give a role connected to the learning, so that quiet participation includes an
opportunity to think rather than only a task of helping others.
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A private response

Sharing an idea privately with a teacher or partner through speech, a familiar language, signing, or
an established communication system. A written private response remains available when it fits
the goal. Record both the response mode and the audience rather than treating them as one skill.

A contribution to a group

Sharing with a small group or the whole class through an agreed, accessible communication mode.
Record whether the student spoke, showed writing, signed, or used another mode. A public
contribution and spoken-language proficiency are different things to examine.

A student may contribute thoughtfully in writing for weeks while choosing limited public speech.
Another may speak readily but need further instruction in the content. Look at the contribution
itself and the learning goal, rather than expecting an upward path toward public speech.

A Rule for Adjusting Demand
Where practical, change one main demand at a time. Avoid adding unfamiliar language and a
larger public audience together when the student is already having difficulty responding. A smaller
adjustment can make the next invitation more manageable and help the teacher describe what
changed.

Provide any support the student needs, even when several conditions must change together, and
record those changes. A workable invitation matters more than a perfectly isolated adjustment.

A Ten-Day Observation Window
Use the ten days to observe, try an appropriate invitation, revisit it, and review what happened.
The sequence below organizes the teacher’s inquiry. It does not schedule a student’s movement
toward public speech.

Days 1-2: Establish a reference

Choose a recurring activity and record the task, available ways to respond, audience, assistance,
and contribution. Listen to the student’s preferences. Keep ordinary teaching and support in place;
do not withhold an option just to create a baseline.

Days 3-4: Try a relevant invitation

Choose from the invitations below according to the learning goal and the student’s situation.
Change one main condition where practical. Record what was offered and what the student did,
including no response or a response that leaves the question open.

Days 5-6: Revisit and check the conditions

Offer a comparable opportunity and keep track of changes in content, language, familiarity,
assistance, or teaching. A different response may be useful to notice without identifying which
change caused it.
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Days 7-8: Consider another relevant setting

If it serves the learning goal, observe how participation appears in another setting. This might be
independent work, a partner exchange, a private conversation, or a group activity. A larger
audience is not inherently a better opportunity.

Days 9-10: Review and choose the next step

Review the notes with the student where appropriate. What contributions were easy to miss?
Which conditions seemed workable, and what evidence supports that interpretation? Choose what
to keep, teach, change, or investigate. Ten days may reveal a pattern or leave the question
unresolved.

Invitations to choose and revisit
Make room for a signal

Offer a meaningful activity while accepting a point, gesture, or other available response. “You can
show me.” “You do not have to say it aloud.” Check whether directions, materials, or language
support need attention.

Offer a choice

Provide two relevant options or invite pointing to evidence. “Point to your answer.” If a choice
would not show the required reasoning, make room for a further explanation through a suitable
mode.

Give a meaningful role

Offer a role such as note-taker, discussion tracker, evidence finder, or technology support when it
contributes to the learning. “Your role today is to track the strongest evidence.” Ensure the role
offers thinking, rather than only a way to keep busy.

Invite a private response

“Tell me privately first,” or “Would you like to write it and talk it through?” Agree on a mode that
fits the task. Keep ordinary opportunities for supported speaking available when speaking is the
learning goal.

Offer a peer bridge

Invite the student to share with one peer, then agree on what the peer or pair may share outward.
Keep any partner contribution visible, and check the student’s own understanding when the task
calls for independent evidence.

Offer a small audience

Invite a contribution to two or three students if that setting is useful. Keep a private option
available and ask what would make the exchange workable, rather than assuming a small group
feels easier.
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Agree on a brief public contribution

If welcome and relevant, invite the student to point to evidence, show writing, select an answer, or
share a short phrase. Agree on the invitation beforehand. Public participation is an option, not a
reward for completing earlier forms.

Extend a contribution when it serves the goal

A fuller contribution might be a longer written explanation, a more precise gesture with materials,
or a spoken sentence. Extend what the task requires, in a workable setting. If participation
becomes harder, revisit the invitation, check what changed, and provide teaching or support.

Six Ways to Participate Beyond Whole-Class Speech
1. Gesture

Pointing, nodding, or showing a number with fingers can communicate a response. “I see your
response.” Check what the gesture refers to, and invite further evidence if the task requires an
explanation.

2. Looking and tracking

A student may look between speakers, text, or materials. Describe only what you can observe: “I
noticed you looking between the diagram and your notes.” Looking away alone does not establish
inattention, and looking toward the speaker does not establish understanding.

3. Proximity

Moving closer to peers or an activity may be a way of joining. “I noticed you moved closer to the
group.” Offer an accessible next action without assuming that proximity reveals how the student
feels.

4. Object or response choice

Selecting a text, tool, material, or response option can be a meaningful decision. “I noticed the
choice you made there.” Examine the choice in relation to the task, and ask for reasoning through
an appropriate mode when needed.

5. Whisper or home language

A quiet response or a response in a familiar language is speech, even when it is not the speech the
whole class hears. “Both languages are welcome.” Use language support you can interpret reliably,
and do not confuse English fluency with knowledge of the content.

6. Movement and shared work

Organizing materials, helping a peer, building a model, or taking a structured role can contribute to
the group. “That was a real contribution to the group.” Distinguish practical help from evidence of
the particular concept or reasoning being taught.



Iryna Liusik, MA  |  irynaliusik.com 6

The Visibility Ladder

These actions deserve recognition as possible participation. Their value does not depend on
becoming public speech later. What they demonstrate about a learning goal still needs to be
examined.

Why This Matters
Recognizing more than public speech can help a teacher offer a wider range of invitations and
notice contributions that would otherwise be missed. The intended aims are to respect identity,
support engagement, examine evidence more carefully, avoid premature conclusions, make room
for confidence to develop, and provide useful language support.

Those aims are not established effects of this ten-day guide. It has not been shown to improve
assessment accuracy or reduce referrals. Necessary teaching, assessment, and specialist support
should continue; students do not need to complete the ladder before receiving them.

Closing
Sometimes a student moves closer to a discussion before speaking. Sometimes they contribute in
writing before answering aloud, or offer one quiet sentence that a teacher might easily miss. Honor
the contribution, look carefully at what it shows, and leave room for another attempt.

When quiet communication receives a thoughtful response, the invitation becomes clear: “There is
room for my voice here.”

A sample daily entry
Constructed example.

Task / goal: Explain a character’s change of plan. Setting / audience: Independent writing
followed by whole-class discussion. Language / mode: English writing; no spoken response
recorded. Assistance: Prompt read aloud to the class; no content prompts. Contribution: Linked
two relevant details to a plausible reason. The writing supports this inference; oral explanation
remains unassessed.

A Brief Daily Record
A brief note is enough to begin noticing patterns. Record one defined classroom moment each day:
the task and setting, the response mode, the audience, any assistance, and the actual contribution.
The record contains no rung numbers or participation score.

Describe the response conditions in words where they matter: unfamiliar vocabulary, preparation
time, a private exchange, or a whole-class invitation. “Not observed” means no usable observation
was recorded. It is different from observing a student stay near an activity without producing a
response. Include quiet days, unchanged patterns, and difficult moments.
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Useful details to retain

• Student initiated: the contribution began without an immediate invitation to respond. Note
prior preparation or prompting if relevant.

• Needed support: record what support was offered and accepted, without treating support as a
lower level of participation.

• Rejoined after a pause: describe a return to the activity using the student’s actions and words.

Reading the record after ten days

Look for differences across tasks, audiences, languages, and support conditions. Patterns may
become clearer, but ten days may also leave the question unresolved. More public speech is not
automatically better evidence, and a changed response does not show which condition caused it.

When speaking is part of the learning goal

Keep appropriate oral-language instruction and supported practice in the plan. Another response
route may reveal content knowledge without demonstrating spoken-language proficiency.
Likewise, when a student uses an established communication system, assess the intended learning
through an accessible mode and the relevant criteria.

Reflection after Day 10
Which conditions appeared to make participation more workable, and what supports that
interpretation?

Where did participation appear quietly, and what did it demonstrate about the task?

Which participation route did the student prefer? What remains uncertain?

What will you teach, check, or offer next?

Practice basis and limits
CAST’s UDL Guidelines support options for expression and learner variability. WIDA’s newcomer guidance emphasizes
access to language and content learning. These principles inform this observation guide; neither source validates the
guide or establishes a ten-day developmental sequence.

CAST. Universal Design for Learning Guidelines: Action & Expression. https://udlguidelines.cast.org/action-expression/

WIDA. Five strategies to welcome newcomers into your classroom.
https://wida.wisc.edu/news/five-strategies-welcome-newcomers-your-classroom

Ten-Day Participation Record
The record below gives each observation room for the task, communication mode, audience,
assistance, and actual contribution. Complete it here, or use the two-page fillable PDF, which can
also be printed for handwritten notes.

https://udlguidelines.cast.org/action-expression/
https://wida.wisc.edu/news/five-strategies-welcome-newcomers-your-classroom
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Use a learner code and keep completed records private. Use brief entries; for longer notes, use the online record and print
it. This practice record is not a scored assessment. Record distinct details; there is no rung score or deadline for speech.

Learner code, grade or subject, observer, and start date
Use one defined classroom moment per observation.

Day 1: task, conditions, participation, and assistance
Task / goal; setting / audience; language / mode; assistance; actual contribution. Mark a missing observation.

Day 2: task, conditions, participation, and assistance
Task / goal; setting / audience; language / mode; assistance; actual contribution. Mark a missing observation.

Day 3: task, conditions, participation, and assistance
Task / goal; setting / audience; language / mode; assistance; actual contribution. Mark a missing observation.

Day 4: task, conditions, participation, and assistance
Task / goal; setting / audience; language / mode; assistance; actual contribution. Mark a missing observation.

Day 5: task, conditions, participation, and assistance
Task / goal; setting / audience; language / mode; assistance; actual contribution. Mark a missing observation.

Midpoint note
What is worth checking next? Keep useful options available.

Iryna Liusik, MA  |  irynaliusik.com 1



Visibility Ladder: Ten-Day Participation
Record
Iryna Liusik, MA  |  Record 2 of 2

Use a learner code and keep completed records private. Use brief entries; for longer notes, use the online record and print
it. This practice record is not a scored assessment. Record distinct details; there is no rung score or deadline for speech.

Learner code and observation period
Use the same code as on page 1.

Day 6: task, conditions, participation, and assistance
Task / goal; setting / audience; language / mode; assistance; actual contribution. Mark a missing observation.

Day 7: task, conditions, participation, and assistance
Task / goal; setting / audience; language / mode; assistance; actual contribution. Mark a missing observation.

Day 8: task, conditions, participation, and assistance
Task / goal; setting / audience; language / mode; assistance; actual contribution. Mark a missing observation.

Day 9: task, conditions, participation, and assistance
Task / goal; setting / audience; language / mode; assistance; actual contribution. Mark a missing observation.

Day 10: task, conditions, participation, and assistance
Task / goal; setting / audience; language / mode; assistance; actual contribution. Mark a missing observation.

Reflection and next step
What did participation show about the task? What remains uncertain? What will you teach, check, or offer next?

Iryna Liusik, MA  |  irynaliusik.com 2


	participation-record-field-1: 
	participation-record-field-2: 
	participation-record-field-3: 
	participation-record-field-4: 
	participation-record-field-5: 
	participation-record-field-6: 
	participation-record-field-7: 
	participation-record-field-8: 
	participation-record-field-9: 
	participation-record-field-10: 
	participation-record-field-11: 
	participation-record-field-12: 
	participation-record-field-13: 
	participation-record-field-14: 


