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they feel. And when students feel anonymous, they are more likely to 
disengage—in both conscious and unconscious ways. When students 
feel anonymous, they are consciously aware that they can shift their 
focus from the tasks at hand. What they shift this focus toward can 
range from completing homework for another class to playing on 
their phones. Regardless, this is a conscious decision, and they are 
aware and deliberate about where they choose to put their focus. 
But this shift in focus can also be unconscious, away from the task at 
hand. What that focus shifts to is often a sort of passive and automatic 
checking for social media notification on their phone—something 
students do often when they feel bored. But it can also consist of just 
drifting away, checking out, or zoning out, as was observed frequently 
by us and labeled by students upon seeing pictures of themselves.

Having students standing immediately takes away 
that sense of anonymity and, with it, the conscious 
and unconscious pull away from the tasks at hand. 
This is not to say that students feel outed or on 
display in any sort of way. When all the students are 
working on vertical whiteboards, they do not feel 
unsafe. They just don’t feel safe to get off task. This, 
coupled with the non-permanence afforded by the 
whiteboards, made the vertical whiteboards the 
best workspace for students to do their thinking.
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At the same time, vertical whiteboards offered an extra advantage from 
the teachers’ point of view. From our own observations during this 
experiment, as well as in numerous settings using vertical whiteboards 
since then, we know that this workspace provides teachers with an 
ability to see everything that is happening in the room, and this 
enhances their ability to know at all times where a group’s thinking 
is, how far they have progressed on the task, and when and where 
it’s necessary to provide hints and extensions—something that will 

Figure 3.3 Student groups utilize non-permanent surfaces.
Source: Photo courtesy of Alex Overwijk. Used with permission.
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