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M.S. 802, the Alexander Hamilton School, has approximately 600 students in grades 6–8. 21% of students are ELLs and 12% have IEPs. The principal, Donna Brown, has been leading the school since the summer of 2008. At that point, math teachers had been using the Impact Math program for several years, but there was no school-wide ELA curriculum. Ms. Brown provided per session time over the summer and throughout the 2008–09 school year for teachers to create ELA pacing calendars and units at each grade level. She also instituted weekly academic cabinet meetings of administrators and instructional leaders from each grade level to increase the cohesion of the school’s academic programs. After reviewing the Core Curriculum options during the spring of 2013, the academic cabinet decided to opt into a DOE-recommended Core Curriculum program in math, Connected Math Project 3, because it aligned with the school-wide goal of engaging students in more open-ended problem solving. In ELA, however, the cabinet decided to continue using the curriculum developed in-house, reasoning that it already had a strong focus on academic vocabulary and using evidence in discussion. While they recognized that it required modifications to support students in meeting the expectations of the Common Core, Ms. Brown was confident that her staff would be able to make any necessary adjustments. 


SPRING 2013
Ms. Brown mapped out several systems and structures to put in place during the upcoming school year to ensure Common Core-aligned curricula in ELA and math and shift classroom practice. Over the course of the next few months she took the following steps:
· Selected her AP (Mr. Goodwin) and math coach (Ms. Thomas) to oversee the curriculum work in ELA and math, respectively; ensured that they could attend all DOE-provided professional development sessions and share information with the rest of the staff.
· Made room in the budget for paid curriculum planning time over the summer. 
· Set up weekly 45-minute department meetings for ELA and math led by Ms. Thomas and Mr. Goodwin for the purpose of:
· Reviewing each unit before it is taught, identifying areas where students may struggle, and discussing possible adjustments to lesson plans as well as pedagogical moves.
· Analyzing student work to adjust planning and instruction.
· Provided time in the coming year’s schedule for Mr. Goodwin and Ms. Thomas to visit classrooms to give support and feedback in addition to regular administrator cycles of observation and feedback focused on Danielson competencies 1e (Planning Coherent Instruction), 3b (Questioning and Discussion Techniques), and 3d (Using Assessment in Instruction).
· Added weekly updates to the agenda of academic cabinet meetings to hear from Mr. Goodwin and Ms. Thomas about what is working well and what needs revising as teachers begin to implement their curricula.

SUMMER 2013
Mr. Goodwin led the math team in reviewing the Common Core instructional shifts and some PD modules from the Common Core Library to ensure they had a shared understanding of what the Common Core expects of students. They also reviewed the Curriculum Review Results for CMP3 on ARIS and the CMP3 Student Edition Samplers provided online to become familiar with the strengths and challenges of the curricular materials. 

Ms. Thomas led the ELA team in using the graphic organizer for assessing alignment to the Common Core from the Common Core Library to assess the strengths and gaps of the ELA curriculum in light of the Common Core’s expectations of students. They found that while the curriculum embodied some of the Common Core shifts, it did not include sufficiently complex texts and many of the tasks required only shallow reading of the texts. The team used the Text Analysis Protocol from the Common Core Library to determine which of their current texts to keep and searched for new texts to replace the others. After realizing the difficulty of finding appropriate texts, however, they decided to focus on finding at least one complex text for each unit around which they could engage students in close reading. With the little planning time they had left, they began to revise tasks to align with these new texts and to require deeper textual analysis. 
The social studies and science teachers reviewed the Instructional Shifts and then focused on finding purposeful places to integrate these shifts in their first two units of the year. 
FALL 2013
Academic Cabinet Meeting: September 25, 2013
Math Update: Ms. Thomas reported that most math teachers were implementing CMP3 with fidelity. In some classrooms, however, teachers would quickly follow up a challenging question with low-level questions such as, “What’s the formula for volume?” or “Isn’t it just asking for unit rate?” rather than allowing students to grapple with the mathematics and determine a strategy for solving it themselves. In addition, Ms. Thomas noted that she was seeing a wide range of content expertise across classrooms. Ms. Brown suggested that Ms. Thomas teach a model lesson that would help struggling teachers better understand what it looks like to have students grapple with mathematical concepts. 
ELA Update: According to Mr. Goodwin, the texts the ELA team had selected over the summer were proving challenging for most students. Results of the Common Core-aligned baseline assessment supported his observations: more than half of all students struggled to answer questions based on texts from the grade-level complexity band. Realizing that students needed more strategies to access the texts they had chosen, Mr. Goodwin decided to introduce the team to a close reading strategy at the following week’s department meeting.

Principal’s Informal Observations: Week of October 7, 2013
In her next round of observations and feedback, Ms. Brown attended to the trends that Ms. Thomas and Mr. Goodwin had mentioned. 
Math Observations: While teachers sometimes began their lessons with a series of recall questions, most lessons included challenging tasks that the students worked through in groups. Ms. Brown observed some teachers asking more open-ended follow-up questions when students were struggling, such as, “What do you know about the problem?” and “One of you says to cross-multiply and the other says to reduce—could both approaches work? Why or why not?” She noted this as evidence of progress in Danielson 3b. However, she also noted that other teachers were uncomfortable discussing more than one way to get a right answer and were therefore unable to support students in understanding the math more deeply. 
ELA Observations: Ms. Brown observed many teachers implementing the close reading strategy that Mr. Goodwin had shown them, with varying levels of success. In one classroom the teacher rushed through modeling the strategy, leaving students unsure of what to do. In a different classroom the large number of ELL students had trouble using the strategy despite effective modeling. 

By the end of October, the challenges seemed to be mounting. In one academic cabinet meeting, Ms. Thomas reported that only about half of students had achieved mastery on the first math performance task, according to the rubric. In ELA, Mr. Goodwin noted that many of the informational essays students had written during the first unit included sentences copied verbatim from the supporting texts. Both also reported that teachers were growing increasingly frustrated at not getting the results they wanted after putting in so much hard work. They were especially concerned about having enough time to review each unit in advance with their teams given how long they were spending looking at data and discussing various instructional strategies. 
