 
Case Study: Citywide Instructional Expectations Implementation


The School
ABC Academy is a 6-12 school with an enrollment of 695. The middle school enrollment is 342. Thirteen percent of the students are white, 33% are black, 45% are Latino, and 4% are Asian. Sixty-three percent are eligible for free lunch and the average daily attendance rate is 92.6%. The student body is made up of 32% students with disabilities; 5% are English language learners (ELLs) and another 6% are former ELLs. The school has a goal of closing the achievement gap between students with and without IEPs.

The Teacher Team
The 7th grade humanities team consists of five teachers—two are licensed in social studies, one in ELA; the fourth is an ESL teacher and the fifth is a special education teacher, who are both part of ICT classes in the humanities. This team teaches 85 students in four sections of a double-block course for which students receive ELA and social studies credit. On early dismissal Wednesdays, grade and subject teams meet together to plan for 90 minutes. The AP for humanities supervises all the humanities teams across the school and checks in with each team during this common planning block. The 7th grade team invited their network achievement coach to its weekly common-planning meeting to help them identify the literacy task they would implement in the winter in order to meet the citywide instructional expectations and move their school toward alignment with the Common Core standards. 

The Context
During their two previous meetings, the teachers examined student writing samples collected at the end of September and identified gaps and needs. The writing samples resulted from students’ responses to the following in-class assessment task developed to explore the meaning of the 10th  anniversary of the September 11th attacks:
Using evidence from Firehouse by David Halberstam and what you learned from your own and your group members’ interviews with adult New Yorkers who witnessed or lived through the September 11th attacks, describe the impact that September 11th has had on ‘everyday’ New Yorkers.
This in-class assessment occurred after two and a half days of instruction during which students wrote words they associated with September 11th, wrote about what others have told them, and what they have read and seen about September 11th. Students then developed open-ended questions to prepare to interview an adult who lived through September 11th; the content of these interviews was later shared with a small group of peers. The teacher read aloud a section of Firehouse, an account of Engine 40/Ladder 35, located near Lincoln Center and its response to the September 11th attacks. Students then discussed and wrote about the ways in which Firehouse informed their understanding of the impact September 11th has had on ‘everyday’ New Yorkers. In a jigsaw reading activity, students read and took notes about other sections of the book. 
The teachers used a common rubric to assess the students’ work and the results follow:


	
	Exceeds
	Meets
	Approaches
	Needs Revision

	Ideas – topic/thesis (35%)
	17 of 85 students
20%
	39 of 85 students
45.8%
	23 of 85 students
27%
	6 of 85 students
7%

	Elaboration – evidence and details (35%)
	7 of 85 students
12%
	21 of 85 students 
24.7%
	42 of 85 students 
49%
	15 of 85 students 
17.6%

	Organization – writing structure and logic (20%)
	32 of 85 students
37.6%
	30 of 85 students
35%
	10 of 85 students 
11.7%
	13 of 85 students 
15.3%

	Conventions – punctuation, capitalization, grammar, spelling (10%)
	25 of 85 students
29.4%
	35 of 85 students
41.2%
	15 of 85 students
17.6%
	10 of 85 students
11.7%



An examination of the disaggregated data revealed that six of the 10 students who needed revision with conventions were ELLs or former ELLs and of the 13 students who needed revisions with organization, 10 were students with disabilities.

Given the school’s focus on reducing the achievement gap between students with and without IEPs, all teams couple their local assessment data with ARIS reports that compare these two populations. In this case, the teacher team decided to examine disaggregated 6th grade ELA assessments.
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Members of the team noticed and expressed concern about the difference between the percentages of level 3 students with and without IEPs. They were also concerned about the percentage of IEP students whose score indicated a level 1. 
To address the overall achievement gap between students with and without IEPs, the school has also chosen to focus on competencies 1e (designing coherent instruction) and 3c (engaging students in learning) on Danielson’s rubric. The rationale for this combination was that a focus on planning for ways to engage and advance all students through the content would improve outcomes for students with disabilities. However, teachers and administrators also determined that simply focusing on the planning would be insufficient; they actually wanted to see how planning played out in practice and therefore coupled 1e with 3c.  
In trying to understand what their Common Core-aligned task might look like, the team also reviewed the 7th grade literacy task posted on the Common Core Library, The Omnivore’s Dilemma. They used a protocol to examine the task and it resulted in low-inference observations and warm and cool feedback. Two of the teachers argued that they already did units like this and recommended using a project that had always been a highlight of the year—a newspaper about the American Revolutionary War.  Other team members were not comfortable using it and thought the team should use The Omnivore’s Dilemma even though it didn’t neatly fit into the team’s scope and sequence.
Because of their struggles to identify an appropriate unit and task, the AP suggested that they invite someone from the network who may be able to help them figure out where they need to go. The team agreed that network input would be helpful.

Teacher Team Meeting Preparation
In preparation for the scheduled meetings, the AP distributed the citywide instructional expectations to all her teachers, and brought extra copies to the meeting. The 7th grade humanities team leader (a social studies teacher) highlighted the following to share with the team:
Grade 3-8: Written analysis of information texts (Reading Informational Texts Standards 1 and 10)

OR

Written opinion or argument based on an analysis of informational texts (Reading Informational Text Standards 1 and 10; Writing Standard 1)

She also brought the page from the Common Core standards that details Writing Standard 1 for grade 7: 
1. Write arguments to support claims with clear reasons and relevant evidence. 
a. Introduce claim(s), acknowledge alternate or opposing claims, and organize the reasons and evidence logically. 
b. Support claims(s) with logical reasoning and relevant evidence, using accurate, credible sources and demonstrating an understanding of the topic or text. 
c. Use words, phrases, and clauses to create cohesion and clarify the relationships among claim(s), reasons, and evidence. 
d. Establish and maintain a formal style. 
e. Provide a concluding statement or section that follows form and support the argument presented.

Since the team is interdisciplinary, she also noted that the Writing Standard 1 in Literacy for History/Social Studies reads very similarly to the ELA standard, but requires discipline-specific content.  
The Teacher Team Meeting
The team leader begins the meeting with a review of the data from the previous meeting and says, “At our last meeting, we agreed that our students had the most difficulty with providing evidence and details, but I think this was because it was only September and we hadn’t prepared them sufficiently.” The other teachers wholeheartedly agree. She adds, “Given our school’s goal of reducing the achievement gap between students with and without IEPS, we really need to think about how to support those students.” The other members of the team nod in agreement.
The team leader then reminds them that the purpose of this meeting is to determine what the team will require of students to meet the citywide instructional expectations in literacy and how they will begin to address the gaps revealed by the September assessment. “When we have worked on this in the past, we have had lots of questions and concerns about what the Common Core-aligned task is supposed to be. That’s why we’ve invited our achievement coach today.”
“Since we couldn’t agree on a unit at the end of our last meeting, we thought it would be a good idea to apply the protocol we used to analyze The Omnivore’s Dilemma unit to the American Revolution unit. Remember we first made low-inference observations, then gave warm and cool feedback. I’ve charted the results so that we can have a side-by-side comparison.”
	The Omnivore’s Dilemma
	American Revolution

	Observations
· The task is to analyze how the author organized and developed his argument
· The task requires students to cite textual evidence
· The task requires students to reflect on their process for completing the task (StepBack Questions)
· The rubric asks student to provide a detailed analysis of textual evidence
· The unit includes suggestions for access points using Universal Design
· The unit contains a primary and secondary trait rubric
· The unit includes two formative performance-based tasks that lead up to the summative performance-based task
· The unit includes graphic organizers for note-taking, cause and effect, claim-evidence-interpretation, and point/counterpoint

Warm Feedback 
· The primary/secondary rubric structure requires teachers to focus on the content of the writing first
· The graphic organizer really helps students to organize an argument
· The unit contains ways to make the content more accessible to all learners (UDL)

Cool Feedback 
· The UDL suggestions are not specific enough
· The unit requires students to analyze the author’s argument rather than make an argument of their own about the content
	Observations
· The task is to create a newspaper that highlights important aspects of the American Revolutionary War
· The newspaper components are: Revolutionary War Battle Story, Revolutionary War Leader Story, Unsung Hero Story, Revolutionary War Facts, Revolutionary War Questions, and a Free Choice Option
· The unit contains approximately 20 recommended internet sources
· Battle Story requires students to answer the five “w” questions and a description of the action
· Unsung Hero requires a description of the accomplishments of the individual or group
· The rubric is points-based
· The unit includes a template for organizing the newspaper layout
· Students are required to use correct spelling and grammar in each section

Warm Feedback 
· Students would have to read a lot to complete the newspaper
· Students will know a lot about a battle and person associated with the American Revolutionary War

Cool Feedback
· The rubric doesn’t really indicate what students would have to do to receive all the points in a category 
· The unit doesn’t suggest access points for all students
· The task doesn’t require students to make an argument with points and counterpoints



The achievement coach begins the debriefing by saying, “So, what does this comparison reveal about the two units?” The ELA teacher replies, “We have the American Revolution unit planned for February and the beginning of March. We use tons of informational texts for the newspaper project where students write about a Revolutionary War battle and leader and then about an unsung hero and facts about the war. We have them debate the war from the perspective of the British and the colonists using information from the reading and there’s also a shorter writing assignment after the debate. It’s really challenging and engaging.”
The social studies teacher chimes in with, “The kids love the newspaper! They really get into it and even spend their lunch periods working. We should seriously consider sticking with what we’ve already got planned. I don’t see how we’d find the time to replace the unit with Omnivore’s Dilemma, or find time to revise the American Revolution unit, for that matter. What the two units have in common is that they both require the reading of grade-level informational texts and they require writing to assess students’ understanding of those texts.”
“Yes,” the achievement coach states, “if you decide to go with the first option that is described in the citywide instructional expectations for grades 3-8 then students’ understanding of grade-level informational text is assessed through a piece of writing, which could fall under Writing Standard 1 or Writing Standard 2. With both the units on the table, students are asked to write informative/ explanatory pieces so this addresses option 1. If you decide to go with option 2 and have students write argument pieces then we’d have to revise the task to align with Writing Standard 1.”  
Referring to The Omnivore’s Dilemma, the ELA teacher exclaims, “Our kids can’t do this. The task is asking them to trace the author’s argument. We’ve never taught them to do this. But I think we could ask them to make their own arguments and use claims and counterclaims. The graphic organizers will really help students with special needs with their ideas, note-taking, and writing.”
The achievement coach informs the team that tracing the way in which an author makes an argument is a step toward being able to write their own arguments. “In The Omnivore’s Dilemma, the initial assessment requires students to analyze how Michael Pollan uses comparison to make his argument. The formative assessment then asks students to explain what is meant by “the omnivore’s dilemma,” and use evidence, both explicit and implicit, to analyze the causes of the dilemma. It’s not until the final performance task that they have to trace how the author organized and developed his argument. As you can imagine, the initial and the formative assessments will help students with the final assessment.” 
The social studies teacher responds, “I’m concerned that we will lose the history content if we replace the American Revolution unit and the students really like and learn so much from the newspaper project; they often comment on how great their peers’ work is when they see it posted on the bulletin boards. The kids are always so engaged. They pay such great attention to detail and even try to make the newspaper lettering authentic to the time period.” 
The ESL teacher contends that again she is concerned about differentiation and scaffolding and would like to see graphic organizers like those in the Common Core Library unit incorporated into the newspaper project. At this point the ESL teacher observes: “We saw that ELLs and students with disabilities were overrepresented in our “Needs Revision” category in some of the data at our last meeting. Our ELLs are not doing well on these written assignments and I’m not sure that we are helping them.  I’m really concerned about differentiation and scaffolding for them with the reading and writing in the American Revolution unit. When we do these group projects, they’re too often assigned secondary roles like artist and timekeeper.”
“I agree, we really have to find a way to ensure that all students are producing a significant piece of writing, and then we can think about other roles,” the special education teacher adds. “And I think we need to consider the UDL suggestions in the Common Core Library unit. Using the UDL principles will provide more access to the curriculum for all students.”
The AP signals to the team that she has to leave to attend another team meeting. 
“I’m not sure how UDL is different from the differentiation that we’ve already incorporated into our units. We already use KWL charts, give students timely feedback and use rubrics. What’s the difference?” the social studies teacher continues. 
“UDL focuses on individual student learning, by simultaneously providing rich supports for each student and reducing barriers to the curriculum, while maintaining high standards for all students,” the special education teacher comments. 
“You know, I’m still trying to understand that as well, but my initial thought is that it’s more about access from the onset, instead of retrofitting. It also has more to do with using technology, and takes different areas of the brain into account,” the ELA teacher adds. 
“Some people would disagree with you about the retrofitting. Differentiation also wants to accommodate different learners from the onset. UDL is about providing multiple options for representation, action and expression, and engagement and each of these does correspond with a network in the brain,” the special education teacher explains. “Differentiation fits well within UDL. We could, for example, offer an alternative representation of print with a text-to-speech program. Or, we could use Dragon software so that those who have a writing disability can speak their ideas and have them turned into text.” 
The achievement coaches further explains, “UDL and differentiated instruction share the goal of instructing all students to high standards. They both emphasize providing students with multiple ways to learn. Part of my work with you next time could be on incorporating UDL principles into curriculum design.”  
The team leader then states, “We only have ten minutes left in our meeting and we need to decide how to proceed. From the comparison chart and from what I’ve heard, my biggest concern is that the newspaper project doesn’t require students to make an argument. If we’re really committed to preparing our 7th graders for college and careers, I think we should tackle option 2 in the citywide instructional expectations. In the American Revolution unit, I’m not sure that students are really analyzing texts and they’re definitely not making an argument. And some of our team members are concerned about differentiation and scaffolding for ELLs and students with disabilities.”
“Well,” the social studies teacher replies, “I do think we ask students to analyze the texts. They have to discern relevant from irrelevant information and this is a form of analysis. But I do agree that we need to work on differentiation and scaffolding for our students.”
The team agrees that UDL would be a good focus for the next meeting. As the team begins to pack up, the team leader says, “Over the next week, I think we should try out some of things we discussed today. Maybe we could work in pairs to address the rigor, access, and alignment in the newspaper project. Since I’m most concerned about alignment, I’ll take that on alignment to the Common Core, particularly for argument writing. Who would like to work on the access, you know, the UDL component?” The social studies and special education teachers agree to work on UDL and the ELA and ESL teachers agree to work on rigor.  
“Great, then at our next meeting, we’ll include Universal Design and a discussion of the unit revisions on the agenda,” the team leader states in closing. “And I’ll be sure to have a document ready that assesses the alignment to the Common Core. Would the rigor group have an assessment of the unit’s DOK levels ready?” 
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