STANDARD ON INSTRUCTION

Narrative Essay

Millenial High School’s recent development of a set of core values and beliefs about learning have provided a basis which teachers can now being to use for review of their instructional practices.  Whereas the former mission and expectations statement dealt in broader, non-specific generalities, the newly developed statement of core values and beliefs speaks directly to practices that are “individualized to students’ particular learning styles,” about “students…fully engaged and self-motivated,” and about “students learn(ing) best…by applying learned knowledge.”  The school’s supervision and evaluation process has always rested on a description of observable behaviors that were somewhat dictated by state department guidelines.  Those guidelines combined with the new specific emphases, especially in the beliefs about learning, have provided an excellent starting point for teachers’ discussions around improving instruction.  Department leaders have begun to emphasize the need for teachers to focus on improving student engagement in their instructional practices, and departmental discussions have recently focused on sharing of these effective instructional practices.  A logical following point is that administrators have begun using these beliefs about learning as they conduct observations and provide evaluative feedback to teachers on student engagement.  Teachers and administrators are now confident that as the core values and beliefs about learning are continuously examined, student performance will improve due to improved instruction.
Teachers’ instructional practices generally support the achievement of the school’s 21st  century learning expectations by personalizing instruction, engaging students in cross-disciplinary learning, engaging students as active and self-directed learners, emphasizing inquiry, problem-solving, and higher order thinking, applying knowledge and skills to authentic tasks, engaging students in self-assessment and reflection, and integrating technology; however, teachers across the various departments employ these practices to varying degrees.

Teachers personalize instruction but to varying degrees with some teachers relying far too much on instructional practices such as lecture or whole class activities that are not differentiated.  In some cases the school’s grouping practices drive the mode of instruction.  Although levels have been eliminated in some departments, homogeneous grouping is still present in several departments, while others use a combination of grouping practices.  In some cases the grouping practices encourage teachers to limit the variety of instructional practices in the belief that differences in motivation, in prior mastery, and in learning style are minimal within a given group.  At the other extreme are teachers who approach most of their lessons by providing options to students within the same class for how an assignment will be completed.  A significant number of teachers are responsive to students’ different learning styles, especially after the recent professional development focused on assessing and accommodating students’ learning styles; these teachers design projects or engage in instruction that addresses a wide range of learning modalities: verbal, spatial, visual, kinesthetic, and artistic.  They also provide choices with assignments that accommodate different learning styles.  Beyond the classroom and to a greater degree, Millenial teachers support students through a variety of roles as mentor, coach, and advisor to other important programs in the school that support learning.  Thus, personalization is present and growing and is recognized as a best practice while the degree to which every student experiences personalization in the classroom varies greatly.
Teachers formally engage students in cross-disciplinary learning more often when the curriculum creates a specific link:  the humanities course for all grade 9 students, the 11th grade English and US History program, and the project linking the technology education and science departments.  English teachers regularly use a general template for literature study that provides options to students to pursue a supplementary activity related to literature, anything from researching the economic climate of the 1920’s when Fitzgerald wrote The Great Gatsby, to producing a piece of visual art related to Macbeth, or researching the life of the author of a given work of literature.  Science teachers, through recent curriculum revisions, make far more connections to the environment, including topics such as global warming and the impact of volcanic eruptions and oil spills on society.    Social studies teachers (above and beyond the formal collaboration mentioned earlier) assign students to look behind the historical (factual) events to trends evident in literature, art, and science that are linked to the historical events.  Foreign language teachers regularly include the study of cultural, political and historical milieu of the countries where the language is spoken.   Finally, recent increases in the range of opportunities provided to teachers to share their instructional practices have already resulted in the expansion of the use of some of these cross-disciplinary instructional practices, and an idea has circulated among teachers regarding a school-wide theme for each year, in which all subject areas would provide monthly focus from the point-of-view of the specific content area.  Teachers hope to develop this theme with students as part of the process for the upcoming school year, thus creating a platform upon which more cross-disciplinary learning can occur.
Many teachers employ instructional strategies designed to engage students as active and self-directed learners.  The participatory nature of disciplines such as art, music, physical education, technology education, and lab-oriented instruction in science are natural places where students regularly are active as learners.  Students have reported activities such as student-led lessons, cooperative learning, project-oriented assessment, oral presentations, and the use of Socratic methodology as opposed to teacher centered question/answer format group are more frequently used by their teachers.  In fact, district-wide professional development over the past two years has been focused on increasing engagement, and teachers have been employing the new strategies they have learned.  At the same time, the full engagement of students as self-directed learners in every classroom at Millenial is a goal yet to be realized.

Coupled with efforts to engage students actively in their own learning, Millenial HS teachers are increasingly employing instructional practices that emphasize inquiry, problem-solving, and higher order thinking.  English teachers use essential questions from the curriculum to focus on major themes in literature which call for higher order thinking (e.g., “what do Shakespeare’s tragic heroes tell us about the longevity of political figures of our time?”) Science instruction is nearly always supported with appropriate inquiry-based labs.  Mathematics teachers are moving towards instruction  that is inductive in its approach with an emphasis on understanding how problem-solving activities relate to students’ lives.  Ninth grade social studies teachers use a weekly written assignment that requires students to identify an editorial or opinion piece of their choosing, to write a summary of the editorial, and then to write a support/rebuttal of the editorial’s point of view.  Where the curriculum prescribes essential questions, it is more that teachers will be focusing on inquiry, higher-order thinking, and problem solving approaches.
Some Millennial teachers ask student to apply knowledge and skills to authentic tasks, but this instructional practice is one some teachers use less frequently than others.  Nevertheless, the recent adoption of a capstone project as a graduation requirement illustrates the commitment to this instructional concept.  The capstone project requires students to identify a real world issue of import to the school community or the city, and to design a project to address the issue and to enlighten the city/school community to it.  As part of the project, they draw on the knowledge and skills learned from all of their courses, and students are required to address each of the 21st century learning expectations in some way.   While teachers recognize this project occurs at the end  of a student’s experience at Millenial, there are other approaches that teachers use with students in grades nine, ten, and eleven.  Math teachers are currently piloting a program that is totally designed around problem–solving and the application of concepts that have been learned inductively.  Numerous assignments which are field-based, including chemistry students’ development of a water-quality study which was conducted in the field and was later presented to town officials, and social studies students interviews of local veteran’s remembrances and their presentation of a film they developed to the town library, are illustrative of these practices.  Virtually all lab-based science instruction develops in students the ability to collect and interpret data.  
The need to use instructional practices that engage students in self-assessment and self-reflection is just beginning to be recognized at MHS.  The growing use of rubrics, particularly effective analytic rubrics, which provide students with a great deal of specificity relating to “where they are” with a given competency or skill and “where they need to get to” has great potential for increasing self-reflection as an effective instructional tool.  A generation ago, rubrics at MHS were simply guides on how points were awarded for a given assignment.  Currently, teachers are beginning to see how the use of the newly developed analytic rubrics provides their students with the opportunity to reflect on their work during the instructional process.  Some teachers provide students with opportunities for peer appraisal of projects, particularly with the use of rubrics, and students and teachers both report the use of logs, journals, and other similar writing experiences which lend themselves to self-reflection.   As well, there are teachers who provide opportunities for  students to re-write essay assignments and to re-take tests to demonstrate a higher level of mastery of the subject matter, but these strategies are not yet part of the general culture and practice of the school.  Adoption of those practices on a broad basis will lead to a greater and natural tendency for students to self-assess.
MHS teachers have made some significant strides in integrating technology into their instruction practices, based on some important training for teachers provided in recent years.  Still limited available technology resources prevent teachers from moving as fast as they might like with this integration.  While all teachers are expected to use technology in their lessons, there remain a few teachers who steadfastly maintain that its use is not important to their content area.  However, most teachers recognize the power of technology and create activities that mandate the use of technology to support oral presentations, for the purposeful collection of data, and the like.  Virtually all written assignments created by students require word-processing via the use of computers, either by students at home or at school.   Smartboards are available in some classrooms and those teachers who use them report more active engagement by students.  Some teachers employ the use of Web 2.0 resources such as blogs, wikis, Nings, and podcasts and other social networks, but these teachers are not in the majority.  However, science teachers have established a website to support the integration of astronomy with links to websites at NASA and the Harvard Geophysical Observatory.  Mathematics teachers use classroom computers and LCD projectors to graph mathematic equations. In some cases the technology is simply a step up to better visual presentations by more teachers and more enhanced teacher applications.  Teachers generally recognize that integrating technology into their instruction means more than using a computer and equipment.  To this end, teachers want  more time to observe their peers who are meaningfully integrating technology into lessons and more time set aside to collaborate with their peers about these practices.  
Some teachers regularly adjust their instructional practices to meet the individual needs of students, primarily through the use of additional support and by suggesting alternative strategies.     These teachers pair students who understand a topic with other students who do not; they provide extra-help sessions for students after school and within a given lesson, and they target students for these sessions rather than making them optional.  However, the use of formative assessment, while growing in its frequency, is currently being used by less than half of MHS teachers.   While many teachers provide students with specific and immediate feedback regarding their progress, this feedback often comes in terms of a grade on an assignment which is less useful to students in understanding what they need to do to improve.  Unit tests and end-of-chapter assessments are more than often the norm.  Therefore, students see which questions they got “right” or understood, but there is often little time to review where students need to improve with teachers believing there is pressure to move on to the next part of the curriculum.  Some teachers give mini-tests or quizzes that are ungraded and used to check in on student progress, emphasizing to students, “this quiz is designed to see how we as a class are doing with this material.”   Additionally, some teachers not only permit but encourage students to improve their work either by resubmitting work or by re-taking final assessments once students have had the opportunity to address identified areas of weakness.  English teachers have begun a portfolio system in which students are encouraged to place their best work, beginning in ninth grade.  While the portfolio is currently limited to assignments from English classes, there is discussion at the leadership level of expanding the use of these portfolios to include writing from other content areas.  Students must explain the manner in which they selected work for inclusion in the portfolio which also increases their reflective abilities.   
Special education teachers strategically differentiate their instruction regularly.  They review individual student assessment, often as a part of an Individualized Education Plan, and they provide specific instruction based on what they saw in the student’s work.  Few other teachers have been involved in the regular review of formative assessments.  However, there are some teachers who look at whole-class assessment results and make modifications to their instruction based on what they have learned.  Math teachers report looking at standardized assessment data in an effort to make modifications to the curriculum, but they are not looking at individual student data of formative assessments and then adapting their instruction for individual students.  Without being aware of it as a formal practice, more teachers are providing assignments varied in style and format for homework and projects as well as providing flexible due dates for some students for some assignments, but the majority of teachers still employ the same learning activity for all students.  Those teachers have not yet made the leap to making significant changes in their classrooms to practices that are driven strongly by differentiated instruction.  For example, some teachers regularly assess what students know and can do before teaching.   Then they design open-ended tasks and product/performance options for individual students based on the formative assessment.  These strategies are being employed by some teachers but not with any consistency across the entire faculty.
Most MHS teachers purposefully organize group learning activities for students.  Teachers have re-configured classrooms in order to move easily from whole group to small group to paired activities.  The newly created learning expectation which requires students to learn collaboration skills has increased the use of the collaboration rubric and many more students now understand via teacher practices that collaboration is an expectation.  Students report working with other students regularly in almost all of their courses.   
The school has adopted a number of models for the use of available meeting time that provide the opportunities for teachers, individually and collaboratively, to improve their instructional practices.  The restructuring of department and whole-school faculty meetings as well as the dedicated use of some full and half-day professional development time has provided teachers more collegial discussions focused on curriculum, instructional practice, and assessment techniques.  
As noted above, some conversations at the department level have focused on examining standardized assessment data.  While this data is summative rather than formative, teachers have discussed changes in instructional practices that might lend themselves to improving student performance based on their review of these assessments.  Almost all teachers have participated in assessing senior capstone projects; teachers not only enjoyed the event, but they also were able to observe students applying knowledge gained from across the content areas in a final celebration of learning at Millennial.  Most teachers also believe that the experience was beneficial in helping them to be aware of the school’s learning expectations via this summative assessment.  
The director of curriculum has developed protocols for the examination of student work and the resulting discussions about student achievement data have been important conversations for teachers.  Those discussions have led to parallels discussion about the sorts of instructional strategies that can be included in the ongoing revision of the school’s curriculum documents.  A more direct and short-term effect on instructional practices is coming from the “show and tell” activities that form the basis for department meetings under the new meeting format.  That discourse on instructional practice is having an immediate impact by spreading the use of new and proven successful instructional strategies.   
Teachers use feedback from a variety of sources and to varying degrees regarding improvement of their instructional practices.  Some teachers provide opportunities for students to critique course content and instructional practices but most do not have a formal process to solicit feedback from students.  Teachers report frequent conversations, often via email or phone, with parents regarding assignments and student progress, but parents do not believe that this communication is really about providing specific input on instruction to teachers.  While teachers agree that they talk about instruction with their colleagues both formally and informally, there is little peer observation that occurs where teachers could gain specific feedback from their colleagues.  Many teachers believe that most supervisors provide useful feedback regarding instruction through the use of the formal supervision and evaluation system, but some teachers wish the feedback were more timely.  Teachers agree that that a new supervision and evaluation system implement three years ago, if implemented in a timely fashion, is effective in providing helpful feedback.
A few departments have devoted some of the available time to examining current research by way of text-based discussions.  While these trends are fairly new, most teachers have found them interesting and look forward to more of them.  Teachers report that the principal regularly shares articles from education journals or references website that address instructional improvement, but they also suggest they would like to have more time to talk about these journal articles.  While the library/media specialist reports there is a professional library set aside in the library/media center, most teachers indicate they do not have time to make much use of this resource.  Department leaders report they have shared articles on content-based instructional strategies with teachers with great success.  
Teachers as adult learners maintain their expertise in their content area and in content-specific instructional practices in a variety of way.  While some teachers believe they are impeded by the lack of professional development offerings specifically focused on their content area, most teachers agree they are able to access information via the internet, through attendance at live or virtual conferences, and through collaboration with their colleagues.  The practice of sharing effective instructional strategies at formal meetings has been well-received, and teachers look forward to more time for this purpose.  Teachers express optimism over a greater commitment of time to the needs of the individual schools and their faculties and less to the previously central-office driven released time activities.  More than half of the faculty report that they regularly read content-specific journals regarding best instructional practice.
STANDARD ON INSTRUCTION
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Millenial High School has begun to use its new statement of core values and beliefs as a barometer upon which to gauge instructional practices.  The recent, formal adoption of those core values, which explicitly describes what those instructional practices look like in actual practice, has provided a clearly defined focus for instruction.  

Teachers’ instructional practices generally support the achievement of the school’s 21st century learning expectations but vary in degree from teacher to teacher.  Although all of the desirable instructional traits are generally present, personalization and making connections for students across the content areas are more widely used than are strategies which emphasize inquiry, problem-solving and which provide opportunities for the authentic application of knowledge and skills.  Even though personalization is very much present, teacher-centered instruction is still frequently practiced.  The general recognition by many teachers of the need to be aware of the diversity of students’ learning styles is strength.  The growing use of instructional practices that emphasize inquiry, problem-solving, and higher order thinking is a very positive development.  Additionally, the school’s adoption of the capstone graduation project has increased the number of opportunities for students to apply knowledge and skills to authentic tasks.  The increased level of use of school-wide and course-specific rubrics is leading to more opportunities for student self-assessment and self-reflection.  Finally, the breadth of the integration of technology as a tool for instruction is growing but that growth is being severely compromised by the lack of adequate access to technological resources to support that growth.

   Evidence points to growth in the use of formative assessment, the purposeful organization of group learning, and the use of alternative strategies within the regular classroom, but the movement to strategically differentiated instruction is making slower progress.


There has been a significant increase in the opportunity for individuals and teachers to collaborate to improve their instructional practices.  The school now devotes significant blocks of time to the examination of student work, the analysis of assessment results, discussions of research and best practices, and the exchange of ideas about successful instructional practice.


Teachers maintain their expertise in their content areas but are somewhat hindered by the lack of available options for maintaining and expanding their repertoire of effective course-specific instructional practices.  


Based on the CPSS Rating Guide for the Standard on Curriculum, Millenial High School judges its adherence to the Standard as ACCEPTABLE.

Strengths:   
· The embracement of the school’s core values and beliefs as the driving force for defining good instructional practice
· The use of a supervision and evaluation process based on the school’s core values and beliefs about learning
· The growing emphasis on and use of personalization strategies
· The strategies employed in the co-teaching model in several disciplines to accommodate the needs of individual students

· The adoption of instructional strategies by the English, science, social studies, and foreign language departments that encourage cross-disciplinary learning

· The commitment of the English, mathematics, and social studies departments to instructional initiatives that emphasize inquiry, problem-solving, and higher order thinking
· The use of the capstone project graduation requirement to focus on instructional practices that encourage students to apply knowledge and skills to authentic tasks

· The integration of the use of school-wide and course-specific rubrics in some classrooms as part of the renewed emphasis by teachers on strategies that encourage student self-assessment and self-reflection

· The increase, despite the general scarcity of technology, of instructional practices that integrate the use of technology as a tool for teaching and learning
· The purposeful use of group learning activities by most teachers
· The increase in the number of opportunities for teachers to meet collaboratively to improve instructional practices including time to examine student work, examine current research , analyze student assessment data from formative and summative assessments, and to engage in dialog focused on instructional practice 
· The implementation of a portfolio system by English teachers which can serve as a repository for student work
· The commitment by teachers to maintaining their expertise in their content area and in content-specific instructional practices   
Needs:
· Ensure that all teachers regularly evaluate their instructional practices based on the newly developed core values and beliefs about learning
· Increase collaboration across the content areas so that all teachers make regular connections with other content areas in order to make learning more meaningful to students

· Ensure that every teacher has and employs strategies to full engage students as active and self-directed learners and asks students to apply knowledge and skills to authentic tasks
· Provide more regular opportunities for students to engage in self-assessment and reflection
· Ensure that teachers have regular opportunities to observe and reflect upon their peers’ use of technology as an instructional tool

· Increase the frequency of the use of formative assessments as an instructional strategy
· Develop formal strategies for securing feedback from a variety of sources, including parents, students, and fellow regarding instructional practice 
· Develop a system to ensure teachers examine formative assessment data in order to make changes in instruction

· Ensure administrators and supervisors provide regular and timely feedback regarding instruction to teachers
· Ensure that all teachers read content-specific research in order to maintain expertise in their teaching area
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