	Citywide Instructional Expectations – Case Study 

Context: ABC Academy
In order to implement the instructional expectations and support her teachers’ transition to the Common Core standards during the upcoming school year, Principal Jones of ABC Academy is planning to focus on articulating clearer expectations for effective teaching practices.  Last June, she and her staff spent significant time identifying key changes they would need to make in their curriculum maps to align them to the Common Core standards. Ms. Jones is looking forward to building on this work and supporting her teachers in developing additional skills to help them execute their plans.  Over the summer, she and her APs identified three teacher competencies in the areas of planning and instruction from Charlotte Danielson’s Framework for Teaching. They chose competencies they thought would help their teachers increase the rigor of student work while furthering their work around aligning curriculum to the Common Core: Designing Coherent Instruction, Engaging Students in Learning, and Using Questioning and Discussion Techniques.  

Choosing and Unpacking a Framework of Expectations for Teacher Practice
At a school-wide faculty meeting in September, Ms. Jones, her APs, and a teacher leader, who had done some PD planning with the leadership team over the summer, introduced the three prioritized competencies to the teachers. The team provided the rubrics for each competency and asked teachers to identify which important facets of their work were captured by these three rubrics, as well as which weren’t captured.  Teachers worked in teams and most agreed that the three rubrics captured a lot of their priorities.  They were then asked to identify which of the three they thought would be the most useful for the work they would need to do in implementing the Common Core. 
 	The staff decided competency 3B - Using Questioning and Discussion Techniques would be most useful for a number of reasons.  Some teachers felt it focused on the need to ask higher order questions to deepen thinking; others noted that developing assignments at high levels of DOK[footnoteRef:1]would help build their students’ independence, mental agility, and critical thinking.  The staff came to consensus that focusing on 3B would provide the most high leverage starting point to implement Common Core-aligned units and assessment tasks. [1:  Depth of Knowledge, a framework for evaluating the cognitive demand of a question or task] 

At their first professional development session later that week, teachers broke out into grade-level teams to establish a shared understanding for what competency 3B would look like when done at each of the performance levels defined by the state—highly effective, effective, developing, and ineffective.   The teachers decided that in a classroom where the teacher used highly effective discussion techniques, the teacher poses questions that prompt students to explore a complex problem, students share their solutions and build on each other’s responses with accountable talk and requests for further elaboration, and the teacher gradually moves from the center to the side of the discussion and supports students to maintain the momentum with protocols and discussion routines.  
In a developing classroom, discussion techniques include questions of uneven quality with insufficient time for thinking about an answer. The teacher plays a controlling role over the discussion.  At the ineffective level, the teachers agreed that the discussion would primarily be recitation, with students answering fact-based questions with single word correct answers, if they answered at all.   During this professional development session, the staff also considered what effective scaffolding and extensions would look like for ELL students, students with disabilities, and gifted students. They noted, for example, that they might create scaffolding questions to help some students analyze a text and also provide advanced questions for others, so that all students were challenged and could be successful.  The teams came back together to share their work and Ms. Jones compiled a list of concrete examples of what good questioning would look like at ABC Academy.  

Reviewing Student Work and Teacher Practice and Providing Feedback
In subsequent staff and grade-level meetings over the next six weeks, the staff watched videos of classroom practice together, discussing what they saw and how they interpreted the evidence of 3B along the Danielson continuum.   They also reviewed student work together in their inquiry teams and analyzed whether or not the work reflected the demands of the Common Core standards.  In addition to the work that teachers were doing in their teams, administrators set the expectation that they would be visiting all classrooms more often than they had the previous year for short observations, followed by feedback.  They explained that their goal was to provide every teacher with actionable, evidence-based feedback, either verbally or in writing, every four to six weeks to help them increase their effectiveness.  Because of the school-wide emphasis on 3B, administrators said they would focus their feedback on this area, but would comment on other areas of teacher practice as relevant.  
The administrative team had also planned to work with departmental teacher teams to analyze units, performance tasks, and student work for evidence of high-quality questioning, deep reasoning, and alignment to the Common Core.  However, given that time was a precious commodity and they had begun working more deeply with grade level teams, they decided to forgo department planning until the following year when they could more effectively restructure the schedules to accommodate both grade level and team planning. 
Ms. Jones and her APs committed to spending more time in classrooms and providing more feedback, and, when it was proposed at the September staff meeting, teachers were generally receptive to this idea.  However, by November, problems were emerging.  Not only was the supervisory team finding it hard to make the time to get into classrooms, teachers were expressing anxiety about the increased feedback.  For example, when one AP noted that a veteran teacher had missed opportunities to encourage students to respond to each other during a class discussion, the teacher responded, “I wish you had come into my classroom a few minutes earlier. We were having a great class discussion. ”  
Once the administrative team began focusing on Questioning and Discussion specifically, they also noticed that too many of the questions asked in their classrooms were understanding or comprehension questions and that few required more critical thinking.  One day Ms. Jones observed three different classrooms in one period and recorded questions like:  “Who was the first president of the United States?”  “When did the Revolution begin?”  “What body parts are involved in circulation?”  “What is the first thing we have to do when combining fractions?”  “Where did the fight take place?”  Very few of the questions she heard required creative thought.  
She only found one question that got students thinking: “If the Egyptians had no power tools or trucks, how could they have built the pyramids with so many massive stones?”  In that lesson students worked in teams to come up with theories and then shared them as a class to decide which theories they wanted to test first. The other APs concurred, noting that most classroom discussion was really the teacher asking recall questions and students answering, behaviors their staff had defined as characterizing ineffective to developing classrooms in the beginning of the year. 
As they communicated this feedback to teachers, some began to raise questions about this new approach and to resist the suggestions they were making.  One teacher interrupted the Assistant Principal as she suggested her questions fell in the Developing category, “I have worked for you for 10 years and you have always praised my teaching.  Why are you now telling me my instruction lacks rigor?”  
One day the Chapter Chair came in to see Ms. Jones.  She showed her a note a non-tenured teacher had received from an AP:  “Thank you for letting me sit in on your class on Thursday.   I really liked the way you had students work with partners.”  He then followed up, “Some pairs did not appear to be working together.  How are you grouping students?  This lesson was ‘Developing.’” 
 The note had been dropped off in the teacher’s mail box and the teacher was very upset and didn’t know what to do or how this note impacted her upcoming tenure bid.  This conversation prompted Ms. Jones to review the written feedback her team was giving teachers in both their formal observations and in response to their more frequent short observations.  She realized that some of her APs needed help identifying high-leverage strategies for improving teacher practice and communicating their feedback effectively to teachers.  Ms. Jones realized that not only did she need to figure out how to improve questioning in her classrooms, she also had to work with her administrative team to establish norms for observation and feedback in order to help teachers improve their practice.  
At about the same time, Ms. Jones checked up on how Inquiry work was progressing in different grade teams.  She asked each team not only to look at student work, but also to review the assignments they were giving students through the lens of 3B to consider how improving their questioning and discussion techniques could increase the rigor and quality of student work.  Drawing on discussions with her grade team leaders, Ms. Jones worked with her teachers to develop a protocol for looking at student work to identify what students could do, what students needed to do, and how teachers could help them.  The team leaders had generated an excellent protocol; however, the outcomes surprised her.  One team had concluded that their students were not ready to do a performance task.  “They need to memorize a lot of procedures before they can begin to make predictions.  These tasks are fine for kids who come in well-prepared, but our students are generally behind and they can’t do this.”    
Realizing that teacher support for the instructional initiatives was waning and that the work was more challenging than Ms. Jones and her administrative team originally anticipated, they decided they needed to frame the work more clearly for their staff, as well as tighten up their own practices around providing feedback and communicating their goals and instructional priorities to teachers.  They also needed to make sure they were supporting all of their teachers and were mindful of teacher strengths as well as their growth areas.  The team generated a list of challenges around integrating the Common Core and performance tasks and increasing teacher feedback that they wanted to address in the next few weeks.  
As the list grew, one AP exclaimed, “I’m already staying here until 7 or 8 o’clock at night!  We all are!  I don’t see when we can do the things we’re listing.”  The outburst prompted the team to acknowledge that they couldn’t simply create new tasks, protocols or set new expectations.  They needed to use their time and resources better.  They then discussed the frustrations of their work—what seemed to waste time?  One team member noted that he had really devoted a lot of time to getting into classrooms and had seen all his teachers more than once in the first month of school.  However, he had not been able to provide feedback to teachers each time-either orally or written.  
“We all face this.  Let’s start troubleshooting here—how can we make sure we are focusing on instruction despite all the other responsibilities we have?”   
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