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By David W. Denton, Ed.D.

Innovation Inspires 

A message from 
the editor

The theme of this edition of Cur-
riculum in Context is Improving Education 
through Innovation. A look at the table 
of contents shows that the articles in this 
edition are just as varied as the approaches 
educators are taking to improve student 
achievement in an era of reform. Variety also 
suggests complexity, and one of the reasons 
for this is that innovation means different 
things to different people. Nevertheless, ev-
eryone seems to agree that finding new ways 
to approach teaching and learning through 
innovation is critical if students are going to 
succeed in today’s complex world.

At its core, innovation means doing or 
inventing something new. Innovation can 
be radical, transcending traditional values 
and norms, or perhaps even revising them. 
Alternatively, innovation can involve the ap-
plication of familiar knowledge and skills in 
new situations producing novel outcomes. 
Whether radical or commonplace, effec-
tive innovation solves problems. It bridges 
gaps between present and future, reality and 
imagined possibilities. Innovation produces 
new opportunities and providing opportu-
nities is one of the characteristics of effective 
teaching and learning.

Readers of this edition of Curriculum 
in Context will find plenty of innovative 
ideas to inspire, enliven, and motivate as 
they consider their work, and the work 
being done by their colleagues around 

Washington State. The edition begins with 
Arthur Charity’s insightful analysis of dif-
ferentiation and the challenges teachers face 
as they work to transcend the traditional 
model of schooling, and realize the benefits 
of customizing learning experiences for 
all students. This is followed by Annema-
rie Gaudin’s summary of the differences 
between Finnish and American education 
systems, a topic which has received signifi-
cant attention in the media over the last two 
years.

Robert Eaker and Janel Keating provide 
several suggestions for overcoming resource 
gaps in order to do more with less, a theme 
familiar to most educators following revenue 
reductions caused by the Great Recession. 
Matthew Hamilton complements the article 
by Eaker and Keating through his descrip-
tion of teaching at Southwest Education 
Center, where doing more with less trans-
lates to life changing outcomes for students 
on the verge of dropping out. Similarly, Su-
zannah Calvery and Greg Fritzberg discuss 
their work with university students as public 
school tutors and the significant gains 
achieved by matching kids with young adult 
role models. Calvery and Fritzberg also 
identify strategies for educational leaders 
who are interested in establishing university 
tutor programs in their communities.

Montgomery et al. provide readers with 
several innovative approaches for improv-

ing students’ experience in the library, 
especially for struggling readers. This article 
is followed by the work of Joshua Schlegel 
and Charles Salina, which discusses efforts 
at Harrison Middle School in Sunnyside to 
align mathematics curriculum, instruction, 
and assessment.

This note would be incomplete without 
mentioning the insights provided by Kathy 
Clayton and Tim Nootenboom. Their 
messages from one edition of Curriculum 
in Context to the next are informative and 
thought provoking. Their commitment to 
CiC also serves as a reminder of the hard 
work each individual contributes through-
out the year on behalf of the association, 
and for educators everywhere in Washing-
ton.

David W. Denton, Ed.D., is an Assistant 
Professor at Seattle Pacific University. 
Before joining Seattle Pacific, David taught 
middle school students, in a variety of 
disciplines, for ten years. In 2005, David 
earned National Board Certification in 
early adolescent mathematics.
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A message from the president
by Tim Nootenboom

“Education Leaders are continually 
instituting innovative practices and 
implementing systematic reforms 
in their ongoing commitment 
to students’ success and school 
improvement.”

This is the headline from ASCD’s 2013 
Legislative Agenda and it raises an impor-
tant issue. Namely, as our leaders consider 
reauthorization of No Child Left Behind, 
it is critical that they preserve and promote 
the ability of educators everywhere to in-
novate. The success of children, and not just 
academic success, but success as it is defined 
according to characteristics of the whole 
child, depends on it. However, the grid-
lock we have all witnessed around national 
budget issues is translating to indifference 
toward any effort to revise federal school 
law. Inattention only serves to facilitate 
lock-step systems that align more with 
de-contextualized mandates, and less with 
the reality of what kids need. Nevertheless, 
ASCD’s 2013 Legislative Agenda serves as 
a reminder about critical public education 
priorities, including

•	 Use of meaningful accountability sys-
tems that embrace multiple measures 
of growth, and not just standardized 
test scores

•	 Integration of comprehensive im-
provement strategies that are derived 
from the whole child approach to 
education

•	 Support for educators as they engage 
in ongoing professional development 
to impact student outcomes

Link: 2012 ASCD Legislative Agenda

These are progressive priorities and our 
students deserve nothing less. Nevertheless, 
considering the array of state-level reforms 
over the last few years, such as implementa-
tion of CCSS and Teacher Principal Evalu-
ation, it is easy to become reactive, rather 
than proactive. The worst case scenario with 
reactive responses is to simply manage, and 
stagnate.

Consistency, accountability and effi-
ciency are important, especially within large 
and complex organizations such as schools 
and districts. However, leaders must make 
a way to deviate from standard operating 
procedures to meet the needs of those that 
remain on the margins.

One way to remain systematic, without 
abandoning the periphery, is to adopt a dual 
operational mindset. According to Thomas 
Bellamy from the University of Washington, 
organizations need to adhere to practices 
that are derived from the system’s standard 
operating procedures to ensure reliability 
across the organization and reduce vari-
ability. Simultaneously, the organization 
initiates “constrained improvisation,” which 
is essentially the ability to take innovative 
action.

The events surrounding Flight 1549 
best illustrate dual operational mindset. 
Captain Chesley B. “Sully” Sullenberger 
successfully landed an Airbus A320 plane 
in the Hudson River, preserving the lives of 
155 passengers. Sully had been trained and 
practiced according to the strictest proto-
cols and operating procedures, to manage 
innumerable problems involving mechanical 

failure and operational error. However, after 
thousands of hours of practice and training, 
and countless simulations covering all kinds 
of scenarios, he never had to land a plane 
in a river. Nonetheless, clear standards of 
operation, institutionalized in pilot train-
ing and practice, resulted in a moment of 
constrained improvisation, producing a 
superbly successful result.

The same dual operational mindset 
applies to educators. Standards, aligned cur-
ricula, research-based instructional practices, 
and ongoing formative assessment generally 
produce reliable gains in student learning. 
However, some students will occupy the 
margins and this is where educators need to 
exercise constrained improvisation.

Operating in a dual mode mindset 
is complex, but essential. Educators who 
are exceedingly inflexible are prone to lose 
students that do not fit predefined systems. 
Alternatively, educators who are exceedingly 
hasty tend to be associated with quick-fixes, 
unsustainable practice, and isolated change. 
Maintaining balance between consistency 
and innovation improves reliability, reduces 
variability, and leads to flourishing of the 
whole child.

Tim Nootenboom is President of WSASCD, 
and Executive Director for Learning and 
Teaching, Central Valley School District, 
Spokane Valley.

http://www.ascd.org/public-policy/Legislative-Agenda.aspx
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Educators are hungry for sound information and proven, practical strategies to help them make a difference in the lives   
of their students.  Researchers and practitioners across the country, as well as virtually every major educational           
organization, have endorsed professional learning community concepts and practices.  As schools and districts develop 
high-quality collaborative learning practices into their day-to-day culture, more is learned about the benefits of               
implementing Response to Intervention models that narrow the focus to each individual child’ s learning.   

Richland School District and 
Washington State ASCD 

present the 

4th Annual  
RTI-PLC Institute 

August 20-21, 2013 

7:30 a.m.—3:00 p.m.                               

Richland High School 
930 Long Avenue 

Richland, WA 99352  

Attention:  
Classroom Teachers, School and District-Level 

Administrators,  Instructional Coaches, Mentors, 
Teacher Leaders, and Professional Developers 

The RTI-PLC INSTITUTE is intended to: 

1. PRESENT information from school and district teams from 
across Washington State that utilizes concepts and practices 
relative to Professional Learning Communities and Response to 
Intervention. Strands relate to Assessment, Behavior/Social,  
Early Childhood/Parent Community, English Language 
Learners, Instruction, Literacy/Writing, Math/Science,      
Professional Learning Communities, Response to             
Intervention, Special Populations/High Needs Programs, and 
State/Federal Initiatives. 

2. INSPIRE institute participants to stay positive as they navigate 
change by networking with educators from around the state. 

3. Provide time to PLAN with your team to begin or continue   
working together toward the implementation of strategies,      
programs, models and/or policies that increase student learning. 

INSTITUTE SCHEDULE 
Tuesday Program  
 7:30-8:00 – Check In & Continental Breakfast 
 8:00-8:45 - Team Time 
 9:00-10:10 - Opening General Session  
 10:20-11:30 - Concurrent Session One 
 11:30-12:30 - Lunch 
 12:30-1:40 - Concurrent Session Two 
 1:50-3:00 - Concurrent Session Three 
Wednesday Program  
 7:30-8:00 – Check In & Continental Breakfast 
 8:00-8:45 - Team Time 
 9:00-10:10 - Opening General Session 
 10:20-11:50- Concurrent Session Four 
 12:00-1:20 – Lunch and Team Time 
 1:30-3:00 - Concurrent Session Five 

Registration information 
available at 

www.wsascd.org 
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Waiting for Differentiation:  
Or, How I Learned to Stop Worrying and 

Love the Educational Factory

By Arthur Charity

Moses saw the Promised Land 
from Mt. Nebo, but it was the Israelites who 
had to walk there – and that’s the trouble 
with visionaries. They win us over to their 
visions before anyone’s really sure how to 
make them come true. Over the past couple 
of decades several of the biggest names in 
educational theory – Lev Vigotsky, Howard 
Gardner and Carol Ann Tomlinson, among 
others – have shown us that one-size-fits-all 
teaching needlessly harms the self-esteem of 
many students, doesn’t produce the best re-
sults in learning and doesn’t even correspond 
to the structure of the brain (Tomlinson et 
al., 2003; Kapusnick & Hauslein, 2001). 
(This was an especially great achievement 
for Vigotsky, who has been dead for almost 
eighty years.) They’ve planted a phrase in 
the lexicon that’s now surely impossible to 
dislodge: “differentiated instruction.” We 
will do the best job for our students if we 
custom-tailor their education to their indi-
vidual level of readiness for a given block 
of knowledge, to the personal interests that 
drive them, and to the environment and 
manner of instruction in which they learn 
most efficiently (Tomlinson et al., 2003) – if 
in our class of 30 students we teach 30 dif-
ferent ways.

Of course the big names are right – to 
the extent that that’s important. Learners are 
and always have been unique. We were fool-
ing ourselves when we divided them into the 
talented and the untalented, the A-students 
and the D-students, while we taught to a 
single culture, a single readiness level and a 

single learning style. That was like putting 
a microphone and the lyrics to There’s No 
Business Like Show Business in front of a 
hundred Nobel laureates and asking them 
to sing: You could easily persuade yourself 
most of them had no talent at all. Kolderie 
and McDonald (2009) point out that, in 
any event, the factory style of education 
was never chosen for its pedagogical value 
but for cost-effectiveness, because in the 
age of brick schoolhouses, chalk boards and 
unamplified teachers’ voices, there simply 
wasn’t a feasible way to tutor thirty separate 
individuals; you had to herd them together 
to achieve economies of scale. Now that we 
are more enlightened, and see a classroom 
of students as a collection of laureates-to-
be, each evolving along his or her own path 
according to his or her own learning profile, 
is it any more feasible today? If resources 
in most American schools were already 
stretched thin, where can they find the extra 
time to plan and execute more stuff?

It’s good to stand back for a moment 
and grasp the scope of the planning re-
quired. Fortunately Tomlinson and her col-
leagues put together a pretty thorough list: 
A typical American classroom may contain 
“students with identified learning problems; 
highly advanced learners; students whose 
first language is not English; students who 
underachieve for a complex array of reasons; 
students from broadly diverse cultures, 
economic backgrounds, or both; students of 
both genders; motivated and unmotivated 
students; students who fit two or three of 

these categories; students who fall closer 
to the template of grade-level expectations 
and norms; and students of widely varying 
interests and preferred modes of learning” 
(Tomlinson et al., 2003, p. 119-20). This 
diversity calls for instruction that varies 
in everything from content, difficulty and 
standards of assessment to the place, time 
and format in which the instruction takes 
place, and Tomlinson makes it plain that 
mere tinkering around the edges – throwing 
in a couple of pictures for visual learners, 
slowing the pace for students with disabili-
ties – won’t do the trick (Tomlinson et al., 
2003). She calls for differentiated instruc-
tion that is pre-planned rather than reactive, 
that creatively sorts and re-sorts classroom 
working groups, that varies both content 
material and pacing, and that’s practiced 
by teachers who have already solved their 
other challenges as teachers – who possess 
a “sound knowledge base and clarity of 
learning priorities” (Tomlinson et al., 2003, 
p. 133).

It’s quite a challenge, but you only 
need to take a brief stroll through the recent 
literature to find a small army of inventive, 
subtle educators who’ve gamely taken it up. 
The exercises they’ve developed frequently 
tackle two or three of the variants in stu-
dents’ learning needs at once. Scigliano and 
Hipsky (2010) provide a better than average 
example. They propose that a teacher sign 
learning contracts with her students that as-
sign them exercises in accordance with their 
strengths on Gardner’s scale of multiple 
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intelligences (learning styles – check!). Or 
pre-test students on their prior knowledge of 
an upcoming topic, then divide them into 
working groups according to their readiness, 
giving each group study materials that are 
tailored to be moderately challenging (readi-
ness – check!). Or have each student take an 
interest inventory and then use what she’s 
learned from them to design a menu of final 
project possibilities, from which the stu-
dents can choose the one that most interests 
them (personal interests – check!).

A recent book claiming to draw on the 
best practices of the best teachers (Breaux 
& Magee, 2010) lovingly spells out twelve 
ways to differentiate, from “curriculum 
compacting” to “team teaching,” but men-
tions pithily and only in passing that “the 
hard work comes in the preparation.” Yes, 
and the 300-pound gorilla in the room is 
300 pounds, and a gorilla.

Only rarely does a DI writer take on 
the issue of overstretched time directly, and 
revealingly (for reasons I will explain) it 
is often one who sees the potentialities of 
new software for both differentiation and 
efficiency (e.g., Stanford, Crowe, & Flice, 
2010). Tomlinson herself (2004) suggests 
recognizing the student’s partial responsi-
bility for seeking out work that meets his 
or her personal needs, thus holding out 
the hope of crowdsourcing differentiated 
instruction, but her own brief stroll through 
the literature, nine years ago, led her to con-
clude that even teachers who thought they 
were differentiating were doing less than was 
minimally necessary, that most teachers are 
mystified by flexible, student-centered class-
rooms, and that we don’t yet know how to 
train teachers to be any different (Tomlin-
son, et al., 2003). Differentiation, she said, 
would require a thorough transformation in 
thinking, a system-wide change in organiza-
tion and, for teachers, “personal and profes-
sional discomfort and struggle” (Tomlinson, 
et al., 2003, p. 135).

Which leads me by a circuitous route 
back to the factory analogy for schooling. 
Educators, in general, have taken a dim and 
dismissive view of it (Nehring, 2007) – if 
not calling it Neanderthal and Dickensian 
outright, then suggesting as much with 
their eyes – but I think there may be some 
life in the old warhorse yet, especially as 
actual factories have undergone quite an 
amazing transformation themselves. Henry 
Ford once made a fetish out of standard-
izing his product (“Any customer can have a 
car painted any color that he wants so long 
as it is black”) but now you can customize 

your car before you order it, right on your 
home computer. Starting in the 1980s many 
great industrial corporations set aside the 
one-size-fits-all assembly line mentality in 
favor of more flexible techniques with clever 
names such as just-in-time sourcing, lean 
and agile manufacturing and mass custom-
ization, and at least a few recent scholars 
coming out of fields such as information 
technology and organizational behavior 
(Kolderie & McDonald, 2009; Waslander, 
2007) have begun to suggest putting those 
notions to work in an educational setting.

It has all been made possible by the 
data-processing and scheduling power of 
modern software – “until the IT revolu-
tion of the last decade,” say Kolderie 
and McDonald (2009, p. 5), “it was not 
economically feasible to produce custom-
ized products or services.” Now each order 
can be micromanaged individually as it goes 
through the manufacturing process – pulled 
off the main line at just the point where it 
needs to be custom-tailored, then put back 
when it can be treated like one more cut-
cookie in the big batch, and generally shift-
ed around from station to station to make it 
precisely what the customer wants. Workers 
no longer turn the same bolt, ad infinitum, 
like Charlie Chaplin in Modern Times; they 
move from task to task, letting the schedul-
ing software choose how to make the best 
use of their time. By organizing in flexible 
shifts and stations, adjusting hour by hour 
to the current flow, yet taking advantage of 
economies of scale wherever possible, “mass 
customization” can make products that are 
competitive in cost with mass-produced 
items (Kolderie & McDonald, 2009).

The Department of Education’s 
RESPECT initiative – which is exactly the 
paradigm shift and systemic reorganiza-
tion of education that Tomlinson and her 
colleagues called for – sounds in many ways 
as if it’s ingested the mass customization 
idea whole (U.S. Department of Education, 
2012). The discussion document Secre-
tary Arne Duncan released in spring 2012 
proposes schools in which fixed classrooms 
are replaced by flexible workspaces where 
individuals or small groups can work on 
differentiated projects; in which teachers 
move in and out of teams and assignments 
to focus now on the needs of one troubled 
student, now on team-teaching a large class 
with a novice assisting, now on observing 
other “master teachers” to deepen their 
skills; in which the school day and year may 
vary from individual to individual; and 
in which the whole complicated system is 

made manageable through the same dense, 
continuous stream of data on the needs and 
condition of each order (in this case, each 
student) – doled out to workers in the form 
of continually updated work schedules and 
to-do lists – that you find in the computer-
ized factory. “High-quality data measuring 
student learning would be made available 
and accessible to teachers on an ongoing 
basis – in real time where appropriate,” says 
the document (U.S. Department of Educa-
tion, 2012, p. 4) in language that might, 
with the alteration of a few words, have 
come right off the bulletin board of a Toyota 
assembly plant. “Teachers would be trained 
on how to use the data to inform and adapt 
instruction hour-to-hour, day-to-day, and 
year-to-year.”

Just as the city fathers in 1850s New 
England looked at their red-brick facto-
ries making guns and boots and then at 
their red-brick schoolhouse and hit on the 
pregnant notion “that the enterprise in all 
three buildings was essentially the same” 
(Nehring, 2007, p. 426), the advocates of 
differentiated instruction might be smartest 
to rest their hopes on mimicking the very 
latest and most modern means of economic 
production. Our vision of DI may be practi-
cal after all, but our schools aren’t enough 
like a good factory to bring it off yet.
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Thursday, March 28, 2013
5:30-7:30 p.m.
Wilson High School Auditorium
1202 N. Orchard Street
Tacoma, WA 98406

Registration fee for seminar: $20
Clock hours will be available onsite for $5 (cash only)
To register, click here for PDF form.

Jamie Vollmer is an award-winning advocate of public education. He 
has worked for the past twenty years to help schools and their communi-
ties remove the obstacles to student learning, both in and out of school. 
His goal is to help public schools and the communities they serve create a 
climate that supports rising  student achievement.

Vollmer teaches his audiences how to effectively implement a public 
engagement strategy called The Great Conversation. This coherent, com-
prehensive program is designed to produce the prerequisites of student 
success:

•	 Community understanding of the challenges facing our children and 
our schools,

•	 Community trust in their local schools to accomplish the goal,
•	 Community permission to make the changes needed to teach all chil-

dren to high levels, and
•	 Community support throughout the complex and emotional restruc-

turing process.

Audience members will learn what they can do to improve local condi-
tions for student learning. They will gain a practical understanding of the 
positive steps they can take to engage all community members –  with and 
without children in school – in the creation of schools that unfold the full 
potential of every child.

An Evening with Jamie Vollmer

The Great Conversation: 
Building public support for public schools 

one community at a time…

About Jamie Vollmer
Jamie Vollmer is president of Vollmer, Inc., 
a public education advocacy firm work-
ing to increase student success by raising 
public support for America’s schools.  
Jamie is the author of the highly acclaimed 
book, Schools Cannot Do It Alone, one of 
the “top ten books of the year” according 
to the American School Board Journal. He 
received the 2012 Friend of Public Educa-
tion award from the Ohio Federation of 
Teachers, and the 2010 Learning and 
Liberty award presented by the National 
School Public Relations Association. Both 
awards were given in recognition of his 
twenty year effort to strengthen school/
community partnerships. 
With a background in law and manufac-
turing, Mr. Vollmer entered the education 
arena in 1988 as a founding member of 
the Iowa Business Roundtable. He was, at 
the time, president of the Great Midwest-
ern Ice Cream Company, proclaimed by 
People magazine as the “Best Ice Cream in 
America!” In 1990, he changed careers to 
become the Business Roundtable’s Execu-
tive Director.

Tacoma Public Schools and Washington State ASCD present two Leaderhip Seminars

See page 21 for the second Leadership Seminar with Dr. Harvey Alvy

http://www.wsascd.org/downloads/profdev_reg_forms/Vollmerreg.pdf
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A significant amount of attention 
has been given to Finland’s success at edu-
cating its youth (Lederman, 2012). Interest 
only increases when comparisons are made 
between Finland and the United States, 
especially when American students consis-
tently show average performance on aca-
demic metrics in literacy, math, and science 
(Fleischman, Hopstock, Pelczar, & Shelley, 
2010). Students in Finland steadily produce 
results that rank them as top performers in 
science, math, and literacy in comparison 
to other developed countries (Fleischman et 
al., 2010). Moreover, Finland’s performance 
is often cited by educational critics and 
advocates of all types to advance or retreat 
from whatever reform policies educational 
leaders contrive. However, close inspection 
of Finland’s success in producing academic 
achievement shows that it is the result of 
long-term structural change, accompanied 
by elaborate government funded support 
systems.

According to Grubb (2007), some of 
the key factors that influence educational 
outcomes in Finland are small class size, 
residential stability in teacher and student 
populations, and responsive remediation 
for struggling students. In Finland, classes 
and schools are smaller. The typical class 
contains about17 students. The average en-
rollment in primary school is less than 200; 
in secondary school it is 300. Smaller enroll-
ments per site enable teachers to understand 
and manage the academic strengths and 
weaknesses of each student (Grubb, 2007). 
Likewise, teachers in Finland remain with 
the same group of students for two to six 

Improving Achievement: 
Structural Change or Superficial Tinkering

By Annemarie L. Gaudin

years (Grubb, 2007). These practices pro-
mote familiarity and stability and encour-
age development of close teacher-student 
relationships. Teachers know their students 
well and have a manageable number of them 
so that they can provide consistent and im-
mediate support (Grubb, 2007).

Other key factors include use of 
teaching assistants and additional training 
for special education teachers. Teaching as-
sistants receive specific preparation to work 
with struggling students, either through in-
dividualized tutoring or small group sessions 
(Grubb, 2007). Special education teachers 
receive a year of training to assist students 
with specific learning disabilities, in addi-
tion to the five years required for general 
licensure (Grubb, 2007).

A common statistic wielded by educa-
tion critics is that Finland and the U.S. 
spend similar amounts on education, ap-
proximately 5.6% of gross domestic product 
(GDP; World Factbook, 2012). However, 
this similarity belies the fact that each coun-
try funds social welfare programs at vastly 
different rates. In Finland, the government 
allocates 52% of all revenues on public 
goods and services (World Factbook, 2012). 
In the U.S., it is 16%. This enables schools 
to refer students, and their families, to a vast 
array of social support programs and profes-
sionals equipped to handle a variety of issues 
such as mental health (Grubb, 2007). One 
result of this is that teachers are relieved of 
the responsibility of solving problems that 
are beyond the scope of their training. For-
mulas and mechanisms for funding educa-
tion and social welfare programs in Finland 
are separate (Grubb, 2007). This means 

money intended for supporting academics is 
spent on learning, rather than ensuring stu-
dents are properly fed, clothed, and housed 
(Grubb, 2007).

An important benefit of these systems 
is that Finland’s population exhibits more 
residential stability, meaning that there are 
fewer students living transient lifestyles due 
to poverty (Grubb, 2007). One reason for 
this is provision of government subsidized 
housing (Grubb, 2007). Unlike the United 
States where low income families move 
frequently due to fluctuations in rent, low 
income families in Finland are free from 
most of these concerns. As a consequence, 
the negative effects of transience on educa-
tional outcomes are reduced.

Despite these differences in social 
welfare structures, Waller (2012) has argued 
that Finland’s educational reforms can 
be applied to other countries such as the 
United States and also Canada. According 
to Waller, Canada already follows some of 
Finland’s policies. For example, educators 
in both Finland and Canada use many of 
Dewey’s principles of progressive education 
(Waller, 2012). This means deemphasizing 
standards and testing and focusing atten-
tion on each student’s particular needs and 
talents (Waller, 2012). This is a significant 
departure from standards-based reform 
efforts in the U.S., which have fixated over 
the last decade on instructional objectives 
and aligned assessments.

Along with a progressive approach to 
curriculum and instruction, school systems 
in Canada have more autonomy in spending 
federal education funds, which means that 
money can be used to deal with context-spe-
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cific problems (Waller, 2012). This differs 
from the U.S., where federal dollars are de-
livered with specific spending requirements 
and compliance measures (Waller, 2012).

Although differences between Finish, 
Canadian, and U.S. education systems are 
significant, the Canadian model shows that 
adoption of Finish-like reforms are possible. 
One corollary of this is that reformers in the 
U.S. could also adopt similar improvement. 
Besides tripling social welfare spending to 
match Finish rates, some of these improve-
ments include

1. strengthening remediation programs 
for struggling students

2. providing extended training oppor-
tunities for educators who work with 
special populations,

3. investigating models for multiple 
year looping, and

4. reviving progressive pedagogy tech-
niques to teach critical thinking.

Identifying innovations and reforms 
to improve education in the United States 
is easy to do. A good example of this is the 

four recommendations shown above. Other 
countries, such as Finland, provide interest-
ing models and plenty of ideas. However, 
in the absence of conversation about the 
necessary and sufficient conditions upon 
which educational reforms are sustained and 
rendered effective, there is little hope that 
current changes in U.S. schooling will create 
the level of success found in Finland. It may 
be the case that efforts to improve education 
in the U.S. over the last two decades have 
attended too much to shallow symptoms, 
such as low test scores, and not enough to 
deeply entrenched social obstacles, such as 
poverty. Likewise, it could be argued that 
until time, energy, and resources are diverted 
to structural change that reform efforts 
will amount to little more than superficial 
tinkering.
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Bridging the Expectation-Resource Gap:  
High-Leverage Strategies for Achieving  

More with Less

With a nod to Winston Churchill, it 
can be said of today’s educators that “Never 
have so many, been expected to do so much, 
with so little.” There is little doubt that 
American public education is experiencing 
an ever expanding “expectation-resource 
gap”-- holding educators increasingly 
accountable for higher levels of student 
achievement, while at the same time reduc-
ing budgets year after year. Mere common 
sense would lead one to think that increased 
expectations would be accompanied by 
what Richard Elmore (2006) refers to as 
“reciprocal accountability” - that is, “For 
every increment of performance we ask of 
educators, there is an equal responsibility 
to provide them with the capacity to meet 
that expectation.” (p. 93). Yet, exactly the 
opposite is occurring. As politicians demand 
more from public schools, budgets for pub-
lic education are being slashed.

In many states, reduced budgets for 
public education have not been a one-time 
or occasional occurrence. Many local school 
districts have experienced state mandated 
budget reductions for consecutive years. The 
cumulative effect of these budget reductions 
has been severe. We should be crystal clear; 
it is unreasonable to think that the signifi-
cant reductions in state budget allocations 
for public education are not taking a toll. 
School districts simply cannot maintain the 
same level of service and program offerings, 
and at the same time continually reduce 
expenditures.

By Robert Eaker and 
Janel Keating

The Fierce Urgency of Now
The continuing reduction in resources 

from state legislatures is forcing district 
leaders to make a difficult choice - suc-
cumb to despair, engaging in random acts 
of desperation, or approach the challenge 
by looking though a different lens. After all, 
despite declining resources, students will 
still show up, and we have a responsibility to 
ensure they learn. The question we must ask 
is what would we expect for our own child? 
Would we accept the proposition that our 
child will learn less because of state man-
dated budget cuts? Would we accept putting 
our child’s education on hold until new rev-
enue sources can be found? We don’t think 
so! The times we live in must not dictate the 
values we hold dear. To borrow from Martin 
Luther King (1963), we must recognize the 
fierce urgency of now! We cannot choose 
to wait and hope for improved economic 
times.

Through New Lenses:  
The White River Example 

The White River School District in 
Buckley, Washington is typical of districts 
that have experienced consecutive years 
of significant budget reductions. The task 
of implementing these budget reductions 
has been complex and difficult. After all, 
students still arrive each morning, and the 
district has not experienced a decline in 
expectations from the parents or the state 
legislature. As in every district in Washing-

ton, the challenge has been to continue to 
improve student learning, and to do so with 
declining resources.

While the challenge of consecutive 
budget reductions has created considerable 
problems, White River has succeeded in 
continuing to improve student achievement. 
They have managed to do this through the 
hard work of a devoted and dedicated staff, 
a passionate and committed school board, 
and viewing the problem of declining re-
sources through two very important lenses.

One: Sharpening Our Core Purpose 
by Focusing on the Right Things

There are many consequences of budget 
reductions; the most obvious being that 
budget reductions force us to make choices. 
Granted, these are difficult choices, but they 
must be made. Ultimately, budget choices 
communicate what we care about, what we 
value, what we stand for, but perhaps more 
than anything, budget choices reinforce the 
message of our core purpose; above all else, 
this is what we’re about! Researchers such 
as Bardwick (1996), Champy (1995), and 
Senge, et al. (1994) stress the importance of 
a clear and focused purpose. Marcus Buck-
ingham (2005) argues that the one critical 
thing that effective leaders must understand 
is the importance of clarity; knowing how 
to clearly articulate and consistently com-
municate the purpose of the organization, 
the primary clients it serves, the future it is 
creating, the indicators of progress it will 
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track, and the specific actions members can 
take immediately to achieve its long-term 
purpose and goals.

If we choose, reducing expenditures can 
serve to sharpen our mission, our core purpose. 
The fundamental mission of public schools 
is to ensure that all students learn at high 
levels. The very nature of budget choices 
gives meaning to the question, “Do we 
really mean it when we say our fundamen-
tal purpose is student learning?” In other 
words, in the budget reduction process are 
other things being given a higher prior-
ity than the declared mission of ensuring 
student learning?

District leaders in White River ap-
proached the budget reduction process 
by making a commitment to protect and 
defend the “learning mission” of the school 
district above all else. On the one hand, 
this was easy to articulate. After all, no one 
wanted to take the position of being against 
protecting student learning, but as district 
leaders became engaged in the difficult and 
challenging work of actually cutting budgets 
in one place, while protecting (or even 
increasing) budgets in other areas, protect-
ing the learning mission became much more 
difficult.

This is where the importance of leader-
ship becomes critical. Budget building in a 
time of reduced resources must be more than 
merely agreeing on the least “painful” way to 
cut the budget. The question leaders must 
ask is this, “What budget reductions can 
we make that will have the least detrimen-
tal impact on our core purpose, so that we 
can continually improve student learning 
levels?” Promoting and protecting the core 
purpose of the school district often requires 
courage, even in the best of times. In times of 
darkness, the need for small acts of courage is 
magnified!

Sharpening a district’s focus requires 
putting declining resources on strategies 
that will make a difference. District leaders 
in White River made a conscious decision 
to devote scarce resources to initiatives that 
were likely to have the greatest positive 
impact on student learning. It is perplexing 
to say the least to observe states and school 
districts, in times of severe budget cuts, al-
locating significant dollars to initiatives that 
will have little, if any, impact on student 
learning levels. 

For example, in many states, and 
certainly in many districts, much emphasis 
is being placed on “teacher observation 
and evaluation” as a means for improving 
student achievement. In Tennessee, one of 

the first states to receive Race To The Top 
funding, the teacher observation and evalu-
ation requirements by school administra-
tors has been increased dramatically, and 
teacher evaluation has been linked, in part, 
to student achievement scores. Significant 
dollars are being expended in the state-wide 
training of principals in the new teacher 
observation and evaluation processes and 
procedures. 

Could the Race to the Top funds (ap-
proximately $500 million) be put to good 
use in Tennessee’s schools? The obvious an-
swer is a resounding “yes”! After all, Tennes-
see has not been immune from the effects 
of the current economic recession. On the 
other hand, there is little evidence, if any, to 
support the notion that state-wide initiatives 
to evaluate teachers by linking teacher evalu-
ation to student achievement scores will 
result in increased student learning. When 
the Teaching Commission (2006) examined 
ways to improve schools through improved 
teaching, it dismissed teacher evaluation 
as “arcane and ineffective” (p. 16). Richard 
DuFour and Robert Marzano concur. They 
conclude that, “Principal evaluation of 
teachers is a low-leverage strategy for im-
proving schools, particularly in terms of the 
time it requires of principals.” (p. 64). Most 
recently, a study by The National Center for 
Education and the Economy questioned the 
efficacy of the current approach of teacher 
observation and evaluation to significantly 
improve student achievement, and the Na-
tional Research Council has issued a report 
that demonstrates little, if any, correlation 
between high-stakes testing and student 
achievement, even when the results of the 
tests are linked to teacher evaluation.

Do principals in White River ob-
serve classrooms? The answer is “yes.” In 
fact, principals in the White River School 
District spend so much time in classrooms, 
meeting with teacher teams, and interact-
ing with faculty and students, it is seen as 
simply “the way we do things around here,” 
rather than an “event.” Here’s the difference; 
in White River the purpose of principals 
being in classrooms, and equally important 
- meeting with teams, is to focus on and 
support efforts to improve student learning, 
rather than observing teaching and “getting 
the required number observations and post-
conferences completed!”

Rather than viewing teacher obser-
vation as the primary means to improve 
student learning, the White River School 
District made the decision to use scarce 
resources to build the collective capacity 

of teacher teams to improve student learn-
ing - student-by-student, skill-by-skill. For 
example, district leaders realized that by 
putting resources into level two of their 
RTI plan, ultimately the costs for educating 
special education students would decline. In 
short, by making this fundamental cultural 
shift from a primary focus on “observing and 
evaluating teaching” to an intense and pas-
sionate focus on the aspects of schooling that 
are proven to have a strong impact on student 
learning, the district has continued to make 
steady gains in student learning levels, in 
spite of reduced resources.

Second: Utilizing Resources We 
Don’t See

Capturing the Power of Collaborative 
Teams

In addition to focusing their scarce re-
sources in areas that are most likely to have a 
positive impact on student learning, district 
leaders in White River have also sought to 
capture the power of resources that often 
go unseen, or at the least, are not typically 
viewed as resources. For example, capturing 
the power of collaborative teaming has had 
a significant positive effect on student learn-
ing in White River, at very little increased 
cost. This should not have been a surprise. 
This observation by National Commission 
on Teaching and America’s Future (2003) is 
representative of literally dozens of research-
ers and organizational theorists, both within 
and outside of professional education. “The 
key to ensuring that every child has a quality 
teacher is finding a way for school systems 
to organize the work of qualified teachers 
so they can collaborate with their colleagues 
in developing strong learning communities 
that will sustain them as they become more 
accomplished teachers.” (p. 7)

Even as annual budgets were being 
severely cut, White River organized every 
school into collaborative teams, and created 
a culture in which principals were respon-
sible for enhancing the effectiveness of each 
team. By viewing collaborative teaming as 
a resource, the district has witnessed a huge 
cultural shift, along with significant in-
creases in student achievement. Rather than 
focusing entirely on formal classroom obser-
vations and asking teachers questions such 
as, “What are you teaching today? What are 
your goals for today’s lesson? What methods 
will you be using? What should I be observ-
ing in today’s lesson?” principals in White 
River are asking teachers - and importantly, 
teams of teachers - questions such as, “Are 
your students learning? How do you know? 
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What are the areas in which they are doing 
well? Where do they seem to be struggling? 
How are students who are struggling getting 
additional time and support? As a team, 
what are some things with which you are 
struggling?” and, “How can I help?”

The Power of Common Formative 
Assessments

Of course, the question, “Are the 
students learning and how do you know?” 
implies that the learning of students is 
being monitored on a frequent and timely 
basis. The White River School District has 
found that collaboratively developed, com-
mon formative assessments are a powerful 
resource that has very little associated costs. 
Formative assessments are a powerful tool 
for improving student learning. An effec-
tive standards-based, formative assessment 
program can help to dramatically enhance 
student achievement throughout the K-12 
system (Marzano, 2006). Ainsworth (2007) 
concurs, asserting that, “Most importantly, 
common formative assessment results enable 
educators to diagnose student learning needs 
accurately in time to make instructional 
modifications” (pp. 95-96).

The collaborative analysis of the results 
of common formative assessments has 
enabled faculty and staff in White River to 
excel in two major areas. One, faculty and 
staff in each team identify areas of strength 
and areas of concern related to specific 
learning targets, and make decisions regard-
ing appropriate additional time, support 
and enrichment for individual students. Sec-
ond, the collaborative analysis of the results 
from formative assessments enables faculty 
and staff to reflect on the effectiveness of 
their instructional practices. This encourages 
the sharing of instructional strategies and 
resources. In short, the collaborative analysis 
of the results from formative assessments 
enables faculty and staff in White River 
to engage in deep reflection and dialogue 
related to the efficacy of their professional 
practice.

Increased Specificity and Precision
Often we can improve the outcomes 

of our work by simply doing what we do 
better! While this may seem like an obvious 
observation, for leaders in White River the 
word “better” means helping teams focus on 
individual student learning with increased 
specificity and precision. The good news is 
that increasing specificity and precision does 
not require increased resource allocation.

What is meant by “specificity and 
precision” in our work? In the White River 

School District this means drilling deeper 
into the right work of collaborative teams. 
For example, rather than teams merely 
collaboratively identifying the essential out-
comes (i.e. power standards) in each subject 
or course, teams are much more specific, 
focusing on such issues as determining what 
the standards, if met, would look like in 
student work, collaboratively developing 
unit plans and learning targets, as well as 
common scoring rubrics. Teams go beyond 
merely using formative assessments to 
determine strengths and weaknesses in the 
learning of their students, to monitoring the 
learning of each student, skill-by-skill. Impor-
tantly, schools in White River have moved 
beyond simply providing additional time 
and support for students who are experienc-
ing difficulty in their learning, to providing 
focused practice and feedback that is targeted 
directly to the specific unlearned skills of each 
student.

Simply organizing into collaborative 
teams will have little or no effect on student 
learning. Instead, it’s the power of collabora-
tive teams that are doing the right work that 
helps more kids learn more. White River’s 
experience demonstrates that ensuring that 
collaborative teams are focusing on the 
learning of each student with specificity and 
precision can contribute to major increases 
in student success.

Re-framing Time
It has been said that schools and pris-

ons are the only two institutions in which 
time is rigidly “fixed.” Of course, time is 
only “fixed” because of decisions that are 
made regarding how time is utilized. In the 
White River School district, leaders realized 
that “time” is a resource that must be managed 
and maximized. To this end, district leaders 
decided to view time through two fresh 
perspectives. First, administrative meet-
ings and teacher meetings that traditionally 
focused on “nuts and bolts” issues were re-
framed into “learning meetings” - meetings 
that focused on implementing practices that 
would likely have the greatest impact on 
student learning. Second, school schedules 
became much more flexible, providing for 
collaborative team time, as well as time for 
students to receive additional time, sup-
port and enrichment within the school 
day. District leaders realized that as long as 
time was rigidly fixed, and the same for all 
students, learning levels of students would 
vary greatly. By viewing time as a valued 
resource that should be flexible and aligned 
to support the district’s core purpose, White 

River has been able to better use the time 
resource on enhancing student learning at 
no additional cost.

Professional Learning: 
From Training to Doing

There are areas within district bud-
gets that should be re-framed regardless 
of declining resources. Reduced resources 
simply bring these issues to the forefront 
more quickly. There is no better example of 
this than the lens through which districts 
view professional development. For years, 
researchers, organizational theorists, and 
professional organizations have called for 
“job embedded” staff development, rather 
than the more traditional “cafeteria” or “sit 
and get” approaches. This reliance on train-
ing - and the associated costs that go with 
it - as the primary engine to move a district 
forward must be substituted with a culture 
that is characterized by learning by doing. As 
Pfeffer and Sutton (2000) have observed, 
“The answer to the knowing-doing gap is 
deceptively simple: embed more of the process 
of acquiring new knowledge in the actual do-
ing of the task and less in the formal training 
programs that are frequently ineffective. If 
you do it, then you will know it.” (p. 27, 
emphasis added).

Leaders in the White River School Dis-
trict made the conscious decision to follow 
the advice of DuFour, DuFour, and Eaker 
(2008) who summarized that,

The message is consistent and clear. 
The best professional development 
occurs in a social and collaborative set-
ting rather than in isolation, is ongoing 
and sustained rather than infrequent 
and transitory, is job-embedded rather 
than external, occurs in the context of 
the real world of the school and class-
room rather than in off-site workshops 
or courses, focuses on results (that is, 
evidence of improved student learning) 
rather than activities or perceptions, 
and is systematically aligned with 
school and district goals rather than 
random. In short, the best professional 
development takes place in professional 
learning communities (p. 370).

While there remains some specialized 
and focused training for the faculty and staff 
in the White River School District, the pre-
vailing idea is simply this, rather than con-
stantly training to get better results, faculty 
and staff work together to get results. Formal 
training in White River is limited to provid-
ing training to build shared knowledge of 
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effective strategies and skills in order to 
address specific student learning needs that 
have emerged from a collaborative analysis 
of student learning data. Not only has this 
allowed district leaders to reduce resources 
for training, but also it has been a key fac-
tor in moving from a culture in which the 
district was constantly training and preparing 
to get better, to one of continually getting 
better by doing the work!

Limiting Initiatives
The very nature of budget reductions 

causes district leaders to stop doing some 
things, and many district leaders lament 
the associated decline in initiatives, or even 
use budget reductions as an excuse for the 
lack of growth in student learning. Actually, 
in the White River School District, limit-
ing initiatives has not only helped reduce 
the budget, but has proven to be a positive 
factor in increasing student achievement! 
When district leaders decided to imple-
ment the concepts and practices associated 
with functioning as a professional learning 
community, they made the decision that the 
professional learning community concept 
would not be one of many initiatives the 
district would undertake to improve student 
learning, it would be the approach that 
would be implemented persistently and con-
sistently, over time, and all new initiatives to 
improve learning must be linked directly to 
the professional learning community frame-
work, and the critical questions associated 
with student learning.

Who Will Call The Parents?
A decline in resources does not mean 

the students will not show up for school. 
Parents still send their kids to school, and 
of course, parents have dreams for their 
kids. At the most basic level they want three 
things; they want their child to be safe, 
to feel special, and to learn. Rarely, does a 
parent hug their first or second grader and 
ask, “What were you taught today?” Rather, 
more than likely, the question will be, “So, 
what did you learn today?”

Declining resources do not exempt 
schools from the responsibility to do the 

things that will help students learn. After 
all, who will call the parents and say, “We’re 
sorry, but due to budget cuts we will no 
longer be able to clearly articulate what is 
essential for all students to learn? And, oh 
yes, you know how we should monitor the 
learning of each student on a frequent and 
timely basis? Well, we’ve decided we have to 
give that up too. We realize you would like 
for your child to receive additional time and 
support when they experience difficulty in 
their learning, but we’ve been forced to drop 
that practice.”

Does the decline in resources make 
our job of ensuring that all students learn 
much more difficult? Absolutely! Should 
we be strong advocates for additional 
resources for our schools? Yes! After all, the 
true measure of any society is how it treats 
its young. But, should we allow declining 
resources to dampen our resolve to do the 
things we know we can do to make sure our 
students learn? No! We began by referenc-
ing Winston Churchill. Perhaps Churchill’s 
wisdom can be an admonition to America’s 
educators. Through Britain’s darkest hours 
during WWII, Churchill passionately and 
persistently urged, “Never, Never, Never, 
Never give up!”
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Innovating Approaches to Dropout Prevention

Shifts in the economy are reviving 
concerns about the relatively high dropout 
rate of students in the United States. If 
current reports are any indication, the gap 
between skilled and unskilled workers is 
growing, and the education system has the 
potential to widen or narrow this gap. In 
order to narrow it, educators and com-
munity members who are collaborating to 
assist students in completing high school 
need to innovate and experiment with ways 
of reengaging students who are on the verge 
of dropping out. As a teacher at Southwest 
Education Center in Seattle (SWEC), I 
am part of a team of dedicated faculty and 
staff who have made it one of their primary 
goals to prepare students to reenter high 
school so they can earn a diploma. SWEC 
is a program sponsored by Southwest Youth 
and Family Services, and through my time 
at SWEC I have become more familiar with 
the complexities and challenges faced by 
students who struggle in traditional educa-
tional environments.

Although there is no clear evidence that 
the dropout rate in the U.S. has increased 
significantly over the past forty years, several 
scholars have expressed concern about the 
high rate because of increasing demand 
for skilled labor in the current job market. 
This statistic is best interpreted in light of 
the high unemployment rate for workers 
without high school diplomas. Darling-
Hammond (2007) reported that, “Today, 
about 70% of U.S. jobs require specialized 
skill and training beyond high school, up 
from only 5% at the turn of the 20th cen-
tury” (p. 2).

Shifts in the economy pose particular 
challenges for youth of color who live in 

urban neighborhoods that have de-indus-
trialized over the past 40 years. Blue-collar 
jobs in many areas have been automated or 
replaced with high tech work that requires 
significant amounts of post-secondary edu-
cation. As a result, in many urban areas the 
disparity between workers with advanced 
training and those who are unemployed is 
growing: ““The increasing economic and 
social marginality of urban dropouts in to-
day’s high-tech, information-based economy 
has fueled what some scholars have called a 
‘graduation rate crisis’ among urban minori-
ties” (Orfield, 2004, cited in Hirschfield, 
2009, p. 4). Evidence in the form of labor 
statistics supports this claim. According 
to the Bureau of Labor (2007), about 39 
percent of Black high school dropouts were 
employed at age 19 compared to about 60 
percent of White and Latino dropouts (cited 
in Hirschfield, 2009).

Unemployment trends, generalized 
according to ethnicity, are particularly 
alarming after examining correlations be-
tween dropout rates and incarceration rates. 
Between 1980 and 2000, three times as 
many African American men were added 
to the prison system as were added to U.S. 
colleges and universities (Darling-Ham-
mond, 2007, p. 2). In 2009, the Bureau of 
Labor Statistics reported that 68% of U.S. 
prison inmates had dropped out - 62% of 
white inmates, 69% of black inmates, and 
28% of Hispanic inmates (cited in Tyler & 
Lofstrom, 2009). Barton and Coley (1996) 
found that more than half the adult prison 
population had literacy skills below those re-
quired for employment (Darling-Hammond 
2007). Furthermore, an influential study by 
Lochner and Moretti found that education 

causally affects conviction rates for various 
crimes (Tyler and Lofstrom, 2009).

At SWEC many of our students are on 
the verge of dropping into this school-to-
prison scenario. Nevertheless, faculty and 
staff provide students with the community, 
support, skills, and tools necessary to reverse 
that process and create a second chance for 
themselves.

SWEC contracts with Seattle and 
Highline Public School Districts, provid-
ing credit retrieval services for students who 
have dropped out or fallen behind. Students 
can earn up to eight credits per year by 
taking classes at SWEC in the core subject 
areas of Language Arts, Social Studies, Sci-
ence, Math, Career Choice, and Health. The 
programs at SWEC assist students as they 
transition back to a comprehensive high 
school equipped with the skills and credits 
necessary to complete their coursework and 
graduate. Most of the students enrolled at 
SWEC qualify for free and reduced lunch 
and they live in working class neighbor-
hoods in Seattle and South King County. 
The majority are students of color from 
a wide variety of ethnic, linguistic, and 
national communities.

Students who enroll at SWEC cite a 
variety of reasons for why they fell behind in 
credits, including suspensions due to drug 
offenses or fights, pregnancy, family strug-
gles, juvenile incarceration, drug or alcohol 
addiction, lack of support from teachers, 
and curriculum that they perceive as boring 
or irrelevant. Although these reasons are 
complex, faculty and staff at SWEC work 
with students using the following strategies 
to overcome these challenges:

1) Because we are a program of South-

By Matthew W. Hamilton
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west Youth and Family Services, we are able 
to provide wrap-around services in addition 
to academic instruction. Students enrolled 
in the program can access mental health, 
case management, and family support ser-
vices in the same building. There is strong 
collaboration among teachers, social work-
ers, therapists, and counselors at SWEC.

2) Our small class sizes allow teach-
ers to provide differentiated instruction 
targeted to meet the specific academic needs 
and interests of each student. Instruction 
involves a mix of whole-class, small group, 
and individual learning, and in each case 
teachers can respond in real-time to student 
needs and questions. In practice, this means 
that instructors and program coordinators 
regularly monitor student progress and 
make interventions to determine whether 
students are succeeding. If students are ab-
sent, staff follow-up immediately with their 
family members, counselors, friends, and 
community members. The only time staff 
will allow students to use their cellphones 
is to call their friends to encourage them 
to come to school. In this kind of environ-
ment, students are much less likely to slip 
through the cracks.

3) Small class sizes also help foster a 
culture of community, camaraderie, and 
compassion among students. Instructors 
deemphasize competition and foster coop-
erative learning. The overarching message 
of the program is that everyone is going 
through a struggle and everyone deserves a 
second chance, so we are here to help each 
other. Instructors explicitly cultivate this 
culture through scaffolding norms and prac-
tices of respectful discussion, debate, and 
support for intellectual risk-taking. Faculty 
and staff also build this through social ritu-
als such as community meals.

4) The curriculum is aligned with 
the Washington State standards because it 
aims to prepare students for returning to 
comprehensive high schools. However, we 
also make curricular choices that promote 
intellectual, social, and personal motivation. 
For example, instructors and students read 
and analyze texts by organic intellectuals, 

authors from working class communities 
like the ones students call home. The goal 
of the program is to create a context where 
students themselves can grow as organic 
intellectuals. On the back wall of my class-
room there are posters of famous organic 
intellectuals like Tupac Shakur and Luis 
Rodriguez. Students add their own pictures 
to the wall, and when they complete the 
program, they earn an “organic intellectual” 
pin in a transition ceremony. These rituals 
are not simply gestures of good will. Classes 
provide rigorous lessons in reading, writing, 
public speaking, discussion, debate, and 
critical thinking in which students hone 
their own voices and perspectives as emerg-
ing intellectuals. Students who succeed in 
this process are invited to join our Summer 
Writers Workshop, where they receive a 
stipend from the Seattle Youth Employment 
Program to engage in intensive poetry writ-
ing classes culminating in a public read-
ing at the end of the summer, and online 
publication of their work (http://bootseattle.
blogspot.com/).

5) In addition to helping students hone 
their voices, the curriculum is culturally 
relevant and promotes values of solidarity 
and equality. The staff at SWEC come from 
a variety of cultural backgrounds and have 
extensive experience working with youth 
from urban communities of color; this cre-
ates a trusting environment where students 
feel comfortable communicating with staff. 
All of the instructors in the program have 
extensive content area knowledge in ethnic 
studies through formal academic training at 
UW, Brown, Notre Dame, and WSU. Most 
of our students express interest in learn-
ing about their own communities’ cultures 
and histories, and we integrate this process 
holistically into our lesson and unit plans 
throughout the year. We find that engaging 
students with non-Eurocentric, culturally 
relevant curricula increases their motivation.

Although faculty and staff at SWEC 
experience success with these approaches, 
challenges persist. Attendance can by incon-
sistent, especially when students face family 
crises or when they have to work to support 

themselves. While a core of students tend to 
stay for a year in the program, we also have 
some students who only stay for a short 
period of time to catch up on a few credits. 
The flux of students coming in and out of 
the program can make it difficult to sustain 
the kind of supportive climate faculty and 
staff work to build.

Nevertheless, faculty and staff at SWEC 
believe that these challenges can be over-
come, especially through collaborating with 
other educators who are doing similar work 
with students in difficult situations. It is easy 
to see that much more research is needed to 
solve the myriad of problems facing youth 
on the verge of dropping out of high school. 
However, every educator working with a 
young person can have a significant impact 
and one key element of this is to develop 
and deploy best practices. At SWEC, faculty 
and staff are using a number of best practice 
strategies, along with developing new ones, 
in order to lower the drop out rate and nar-
row the opportunity gap.

 

References
Darling-Hammond, L. (2007). Third Brown 
lecture in education research: The flat earth 
and education, how America’s commitment to 
equity will determine our future. Educational 
Researcher, 36(6), 318-334.

Hirschfield, P. (2009). Another way out: The im-
pact of juvenile arrests on high school dropout. 
Sociology of Education, 82(4), 368-393.

Tyler, J.H., & Lofstrom, M.  (2009). Finishing 
high school: Alternative pathways and dropout 
recovery. The Future of Children, 19(1), 77-103.

Since 2008, Matthew Hamilton has taught 
at Southwest Education Center, a program 
of Southwest Youth and Family Services. 
Before that, he taught at Seattle Prepara-
tory School. He holds a B.A. from Brown 
University and a Master of Theological 
Studies from Notre Dame, where he 
studied comparative religious ethics and 
political theory. He is currently completing 
a Master of Arts in Teaching from Seattle 
Pacific University.

Photo credit: iStockPhoto.com/Diane Diederich 102682

http://bootseattle.blogspot.com/
http://bootseattle.blogspot.com/


Curriculum in Context      Spring 2013

Page  
17

University Tutors: Partners in Education

By Suzannah Calvery 
and Greg Fritzberg

Dr. Greg Fritzberg spent years teach-
ing in public alternative school settings, 
working with students designated as “at-
risk” and those who had already seen them-
selves become unwelcome in the traditional 
public schools. Few of these students could 
point to role models in post-secondary edu-
cation settings who motivated them to move 
forward with their own education. Many 
had already given up on themselves. Society 
didn’t seem to want to invest in much more 
than public school “babysitting” for them.

Forward several years to the Seattle 
Public School District and contacts Dr. 
Fritzberg had made across its ranks of 
administrators and teachers. The district 
had been facing increasingly dire warnings 
under the NCLB laws and was seeking new 
partners to forge innovative opportunities 
working alongside their struggling students. 
Dr. Fritzberg’s previous work, his current 
role as professor at Seattle Pacific University, 
and his continued commitment to educa-
tional equality led him to devise a model of 
cooperation between the universities and 
public schools that would offer additional 
social and academic supports to the young 
students. The public school students would 
receive help and the university students 
selected to work with them would receive 
invaluable experience working as educators 
and mentors to the younger people.  Per-
haps most uniquely, university tutors were 
compensated for their classroom assistance, 
which helped them pay for college while 
increasing tutor commitment beyond what 
was possible in more common volunteer 
programs. The idea was to seek a “win-win” 
arrangement for both college students and 
urban kids while promoting relationships 
that implicitly encouraged K-12 students to 

aim for college themselves.
Fritzberg, along with Suzannah Cal-

very, a doctoral colleague at Seattle Pacific 
University (SPU) who helped him “grow” 
the program while completing her Ph.D., 
called their fledgling organization University 
Tutors, and in partnership with 4 Seattle 
schools received federal Department of 
Education (DOE) funding beginning in 
2009. As this three year DOE grant ended 
in 2012, funding support switched to 
Washington State and City of Seattle levy 
sources, the latter being the most expansive 
and holding the most potential for long-
term sustainability. Due to City of Seattle 
guidelines regarding public monies flowing 
to religious institutions like SPU, Fritzberg 
needed to create a non-profit entity which 
could legally accept city funding, and in 
the 2012-13 school year the organization 
became University Tutors for Seattle Schools 
(UTSS) with the approval of SPU’s School 
of Education and the broader university.

UTSS hires university students and 
matches them with public school needs 
to work in classrooms as floating tutors 
and with students selected for individual 
or small-group tutoring. What began 
with only a few schools and a handful of 
tutors has turned, several years later, into 
a growing intervention across the district. 
In 2012-2013, UTSS placed 57 tutors in 
eleven schools, with a couple outstanding 
requests yet to be filled as capacity grows 
or schools find resources in their individual 
budgets. Although it is true that City of 
Seattle levy funding is the largest source 
of UTSS support, awarded to individual 
schools that integrated the program into 
a competitive grant program, it is not the 
only source. Some UTSS tutors are paid 

with federal community-service work-study 
funds, and state work-study funds have also 
been utilized. Additionally, UTSS tutors 
have been financed in other ways by creative 
administrators seeking additional help for 
their students. Returning to the city fund-
ing component – easily the largest part of 
UTSS’ sustainability picture – it is impor-
tant to note that levy awards are reviewed 
or newly granted year-by-year, so it remains 
to be seen how long UTSS will maintain 
financial resources to pay graduate and 
undergraduate tutors in Seattle schools. At 
this point in time, however, there is reason 
to be optimistic.

While there is tremendous support 
from administrators and teachers for the 
work UTSS is doing across the district, 
some of the best testimony to its impact 
comes from the tutors themselves. Most of 
the UTSS tutors see themselves as mentors 
and we have received feedback again and 
again underlining the value of their experi-
ence with UTSS. Many of our tutors ex-
pressed original intent to enter the teaching 
profession, yet even those who hadn’t often 
report a sincere desire to continue working 
in education after they have worked with 
UTSS.

Those involved in UTSS see it as a 
bridge between university and lower schools 
through which young students gain access 
to role models and academic help and the 
hired tutor/mentors learn from the youth 
with whom they work and gain valuable 
field training from teachers in some of the 
highest need schools. UTSS expects to 
serve as academic support, but also learn a 
tremendous amount about the process of 
education in urban schools. Many tutors 
come from similar urban backgrounds and 
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seek to help lead young people along the 
path to college that they themselves have 
found. Teachers in classrooms report that 
the additional adult help in their class-
rooms enables more one-on-one work with 
students as well as generally assisting in 
classroom management. Administrators 
report gains in measures of academic success 
and UTSS has been able to grow each year 
as more school communities seek to partner 
with this innovative program.

In addition to the high level of aca-
demic prowess UTSS exhibits, they also 
offer a level of stability that is needed in 
many under-served populations. Tutors 
commit to work with the same students 
every week for the whole school year (when 
their own college schedules allow it). Teach-
ers and school personnel report that having 
additional stable adult presences in the lives 
of their students impacts them positively. 
Tutors and teachers both note that once 
trust is established, students are more will-
ing to put forth effort to work for “their” 
tutor than they may be for less consistent 
volunteers. This stability is a high priority 
for UTSS staff and tutors are recruited with 
the expectation that they will stay with the 
program as long as possible. UTSS has been 
fortunate to retain a high number of com-
mitted tutors, some of whom serve several 
years with Seattle students until their own 
college or graduate program graduation 
calls them in another direction. In these 
cases, these university tutors have assisted 
struggling urban students across the city of 
Seattle, while simultaneously gaining valu-
able experience and limiting their student 
loan debt through the income a UTSS job 
provides.  A true win-win!

Seven tips for other cities, universities, 
and school districts looking to start similar 
partnerships, modeled after UTSS, follow:

1. Create an efficient model for match-
ing employees to the assigned schools/
partner organizations, including transporta-
tion and scheduling needs. Do not under-
estimate the logistical challenges associated 
with aligning schools’ identified needs and 
university students’ availability and trans-
portation resources. Public transportation 
serves some routes better than others.

2. Provide sufficient training and 
support systems that can be maintained 
throughout the year.  Such training will 
obviously include information about pro-
ductive tutoring interactions, but must also 
include attention to all the laws relevant to 
adults working with minors in schools.

3. The most successful school-based 
tutoring programs have a “champion” of this 
approach in the school building. Seek out 
such advocates and partner with them in 
ways that serve their schools’ unique goals.

4. Recognize that tutors’ productiv-
ity is profoundly enhanced or limited by 
how teachers utilize them in classrooms. 
Consequently, conduct on-site training for 
participating teachers whenever and wher-
ever possible.

5. Ensure you have a communication 
utility that will meet your organization’s 
needs. Perform online surveys of both teach-
ers and tutors on at least a quarterly basis.

6. Be constantly vigilant about ongoing 
funding opportunities. The UTSS model 
pays tutors rather than relying on volun-
tarism, and thus fund-raising is an essential 
task. One critical resource to explore is 
work-study at the universities, both federal 
and state programs.

7. Be clear about what program evalu-
ation information you seek and who will 
track it. In many cases, schools will have 
their own focus students, priority subjects, 
and growth objectives and take responsibil-
ity for monitoring progress themselves.

Dr. Greg Fritzberg is a professor in the 
School of Education at Seattle Pacific 
University. Before joining the University, 
Dr. Fritzberg taught at an alternative 
high school in the Skyway neighborhood 
of South Seattle. His scholarly interests 
include school policy, and promoting edu-
cational opportunities for disadvantaged 
students.

Suzannah V. Calvery, PhD., is a Research 
Associate for the BERC Group, an educa-
tion research organization in Washington 
state. She has taught at the high school 
and college levels and has particular ex-
perience working with under-served and 
at-risk youth.
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Another visit to the library has 
arrived. You’ve been looking forward to it 
since it means you can exchange books, 
replacing the one you lost interest in a while 
ago. The teacher gently remindes you that 
you have 20 minutes to choose – probably 
not enough time to make a thorough search, 
but you’re familiar with quick decision-mak-
ing. You wander through the maze of shelves 
looking for something, anything, to read. 
All of the thin books are too easy, and the 
thick ones look boring. Ugh! The teacher 
just signaled, “ten minutes!” You glance 
at the shelf where you found last month’s 
book, the one with the dull stories about 
quilt makers. Better get as far away from 
that section as possible. There is no librarian 
on Fridays anymore and all of the comput-
ers are taken by other kids playing games. 
You see a few friends grab something from 
a shelf in the corner. Two minutes – time to 
abandon discretion and be impulsive! You 
run to the shelf and choose the book with 
the most interesting cover. There’s an old 
guy on top of a mountain in a lightening 
storm. You are not sure what a tempest is…
but it doesn’t look like it has anything to do 
with quilts, so at least there’s that.

Does the scenario sound familiar? It 
could be argued that most educators, at least 
any that have spent time around a library 
with kids, have experience with book choice 
issues. It may seem trivial, but book choice 
deserves renewed attention since selection 
of reading material is an important factor in 
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motivating students to read (Hurst, Scales, 
Frecks, & Lewis, 2011). With choice, how-
ever, comes responsibility for both teachers 
and students. Teachers must model how 
to choose books independently based on 
explicit strategies for selecting “just right” 
texts. Once students know how to apply 
strategies for book selection, students must 
read independently to participate as literate, 
informed citizens, but the key is motivation.

Nevertheles, according to Brozo 
(2002), choice and control are two in-
gredients often missing when it comes to 
instructing students not reading at grade 
level. One issue associated with choice is 
whether students can navigate through the 
library. Budget cuts resulting in unemployed 
librarians has a deletarious effect, especially 
for students unfamiliar with how a library 
works, or at-risk students with little or no 
experience with libraries or reading. Indeed, 
the classroom teacher may be the only avail-
able model for demonstrating why reading 
is important and how enjoyable reading can 
be. Certainly, classroom teachers can find 
what excites individual students in order 
to motivate reluctant readers and can help 
those students find books that are personally 
engaging while making connections to their 
lives. Although involving other adults in ef-
forts to increase literacy, especially librarians, 
is critical to long-term success.

When students gain self-knowledge 
and choose a book that interests them, their 
confidence increases. Increases in confi-

dence lead to a variety of positive affective 
outcomes, including increases in student 
perceptions of self-worth and pro-social 
behavior. Likewise, cognitive advances in 
reading and math achievement also result 
(Rimm-Kaumman,& Chui, 2007).

Success depends on multiple factors, 
and choosing the right book is one of these.
When students have frameworks that enable 
confident choices, motivaiton results. Some 
general strategies for assisting students with 
book choice include explicit instruction of 
text selection based on current reading level, 
followed by opportunity to apply newly 
learned skills independently. Other experts 
organize additional strategies into two broad 
areas, including library use and student sup-
port (Wurtz & Wedwick, 2005). However, 
one widely agreed upon approach is to 
inventory the interests of students.

Tip 1: Start with Student Interest
Interest inventories for students are 

an effective way to inform educators to the 
personal preferences of students, along with 
raising awareness overall about cognitive 
styles and personal preferences. Specialized 
inventories can target reading likes and 
dislikes, learning styles, or world knowl-
edge, among many other topics. As students 
become more aware of their preferences, 
they show increased independence and 
self-direction when selecting books. Reading 
inventories often contain questions that 
require self-reflection and meta-cognitive 
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habits, which further empower students to 
make focused choices.

Variations on reading inventories 
include activity ratings and assessment of 
multiple intelligences (Gardner, 1993; Hea-
cox, 2002). Adding these into an inventory 
enables students to make personal connec-
tions to their reading seleciton and provides 
insights to nearby adults to assist. The 
following list shows some sample items for 
writing student interest inventories.

Sample Inventory Items
Reading Preference Questions
What do you like to read for pleasure?
Do you ever share reading with an 

adult? How often?
Interest Inventory Questions
If you could learn about anything you 

wanted to, what would it be?
What items have you collected in the 

past?
Learning Style/Multiple Intelligences 

Questions
Think of a great teacher you had. De-

scribe what made the teacher so terrific.
What makes learning more difficult for 

you?

Tip 2: Useful Websites to Help Pro-
mote Student Interest

Websites can help provide a short list of 
titles a student might consider for inde-
pendent reading, avoiding that “lost in the 
library feeling.” When students arrive at the 
library with a list of possible books, precious 
library time is focused on locating a specific 
title rather than feeling overwhelmed by 
overloaded shelves. Using the internet, 
parents and book buddies can help students 
with book quests locating book titles and/or 
authors. The following list shows resources 
for supporting focused book searches:

http://bookwizard.scholastic.com

http://www.childrenslibrary.org

http://www.dawcl.com/search.asp

http://www.wegivebooks.org

http://books.google.com/

Tip 3: Enliven the Library Experience
The trip to the library has the potential 

to be the highlight of the day. Even in the 
absence of a librarian, teachers can make the 
library experience engaging and motivating.

It’s more than just books! For example, 
begin by having students complete a scav-
enger hunt or a library mapping activity 
to become more familiar with the layout, 
features, and secrets of the space. End the 

school year by having your class design 
the activity for next year’s group. Another 
engaging activity is to have students make 
“movie posters” of the books they’ve read to 
put on display. Constructing a “spine poem” 
is a kinesthetic project, which involves find-
ing a book from every section and stacking 
them so that their spines read as lines of 
poem is also engaging for students.

Example Spine Poem
Share the reading! Libraries are built 

around sharing, so why not have students 
share their opinions about books as well? 
Students can write brief recommendations 
for the book they have just finished on an 
index card. When they check the book 
back into the library, their recommendation 
can be tucked inside the cover for the next 
reader as a bookmark. The library staff can 
display well-written recommendations on 
the shelf. This gives students a chance to 
read and write a book report with a purpose 
and to publish their opinions for their peers.

Get competitive! Grade level teachers 
can make a poster displaying tallies (or some 
other graphic representation) of how many 
books each class has read. Posters displayed 
in the library are present and updated for 
all students to view as they visit. This adds a 
little competitive flavor to the library experi-
ence and ultimately, makes reading a group 
celebration.

Tip 4: Explicitly Teach Students How 
to Select “Just Right” Texts 

There are several methods students can 
choose when selecting “just right text.” Us-
ing the Goldilocks methods, teachers model 
what a reader will look like while reading 
a book that is too easy, too hard, and “just 
right.”

For example, whan a book is too easy, 
students might answer in the affirmative to 
the following question: “Is this book easy to 
understand (comprehension)?” Alternatively, 
when selecting a book that is too hard, a 
student might respond , “Do I understand 
what is happening in the story (comprehen-

sion)?” Finally, just right text selection 
means the student can read most of the 
words and comprehend the story.

Tip 5: Integrate Independent 
Reading into Larger Classroom 
Conversations

One way to allow students to include 
what they are reading independently into 
shared conversations about text is  

by using reading strategies as a means of 
grouping students. By organizing small 
groups around reading strategies, such 
as chunking or looking for key words, 
students can reach rich levels of discussion 
while focusing on certain skills. Therefore, 
teachers show students that independent 
reading can lead to both pleasure and help 
develop reading skills.

Conclusion
Successful text selection is not a 

given for struggling readers. Teachers at 
all levels must strive to teach students 
how to read independently so they are 
motivated to read throughout their lives. 
As Nagy (2007) observes in response to 
the National Reading Panel summary, it 
is not that independent reading is inef-
fective, rather that it has not yet been 
documented to be effective. He notes, 
“Given the strong correlational findings 
linking volumes of reading to vocabulary 
growth and numerous other benefits, 
it is reasonable for teachers to do what 
they can to increase the amount of time 
students spend reading, to the extent that 
this can be done without cutting into 
time devoted to effective instruction. 
Teachers can increase the effectiveness of 
time spent reading by supporting students 
in finding and choosing books of interest 
to them – and at an appropriate reading 
level” (p.13). Through these thoughtful 
techniques, educators can increase the 
effectiveness of independent reading class-
rooms and launch children into a world 
of insatiable readers and learners.

 

http://bookwizard.scholastic.com
http://www.childrenslibrary.org
http://www.dawcl.com/search.asp
http://www.wegivebooks.org
http://books.google.com/


Curriculum in Context      Spring 2013

Page  
21

References
Brozo, W. (2002). To be a boy, to be a reader. 
Newark, DE: International Reading Association.

Gardner, H. (1993). Multiple Intelligences: New 
Horizons. New York, N.Y: Basic Books.

Heacox, D. (2002). Differentiating Instruction 
in the Regular Classroom: How to Reach and 
Teach All Learners. Minneapolis, MN: Free Spirit 
Publishing.

Hurst, B., Scales, K.B., Frecks, E., & Lewis, K. 
(March, 2011). Sign up for reading: Students 
read aloud to the class. The Reading Teacher, 
64(6), 439-443.

Nagy, W. (2007). Understanding words and 
word learning. In S. Rosenfield, & V. Berninger 
(Eds.) Translating Science Supported Instruction 
into Evidence- Based Practices (pp. 1-34). New 
York, NY: Oxford University Press.

Rimm-Kaufman, S. E. & Chiu, Y. I. (2007). 
Promoting social and academic competence in 
the classroom: An intervention study examining 
the contribution of the Responsive Classroom 
approach. Psychology in the Schools, 44(4), 
397-413.

Wutz, J., & Wedwick, L. (2005). Bookmatch: 
Scaffolding book selection for independent 
reading. The Reading Teacher 59(1), 16-32.

Lincoln High School Auditorium
701 S. 37th Street, Tacoma, WA 98406

Registration fee for seminar: $20
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(cash only)
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President Lincoln’s influence endures and resonates 
with 21st century leaders because of the power and pas-
sion of his personal story and the journey our nation 
has taken toward a more perfect union. By examining 
Lincoln’s heroic life story—his words and deeds—we can 
gain inspiration and learn practical leadership strategies to 
improve our performance as school and community lead-
ers in order to make a difference in the lives of others. 

 
These strategies include pursuing a mission and vi-

sion, communicating with clarity, displaying courage, 
humility, and persistence, facilitating change, and lifetime 
learning.  Based on the presenter’s co-authored book, 
Learning From Lincoln: Leadership Strategies for School 
Success, we will examine these strategies while honoring 
the individual capacity that each of us bring to our leader-
ship work.  Thus, an important presentation goal includes 
affirming and refreshing one’s own voice and calling to 
leadership. 

An Evening with Dr. Harvey Alvy

Learning From Lincoln: 
Leadership Qualities that Make a Difference

About Dr. Harvey Alvy
During the past several 
years Harvey Alvy has 
been conducting presenta-
tions, both nationally and 
internationally, on the 
leadership of Abraham 
Lincoln for community 
groups, school leaders, 
and business organiza-
tions interested in how to 
apply Lincoln’s life to the 
realities of our 21st century 
leadership challenges.  The 
presentations are based on 
his book, Learning From 
Lincoln: Leadership Practices for School Success (ASCD, 2012)   
co-authored with Dr. Pam Robbins in 2010.  Harvey’s interest in 
Lincoln and leadership began with his work as a history teacher, 
international school leader, and principal at the American Inter-
national School in Israel, the American Embassy School in New 
Delhi, and the Singapore American School. As an international 
educator, Harvey was selected as a National Distinguished Prin-
cipal for American Overseas Schools and is   a founding member 
of the Principals’ Training Center for International Schools.  As 
a university professor, Harvey received the Eastern Washington 
University (EWU)  CenturyTel Faculty Achievement Award for 
Teaching Excellence and held the William C. Shreeve Endowed 
Professorship in Educational leadership until 2012.  Other books 
co-authored with Dr. Robbins include The New Principal’s Field-
book: Strategies for Success (ASCD), The Principal’s Companion, 
and If I Only Knew: Success Strategies for Navigating the Princi-
palship. With Dr. Jane Liu, Harvey co-authored a Mandarin only 
book for Chinese school leaders, The Principal Management 
Handbook: The American Principal’s Approach to Successful 
Administration.  Presently, Harvey is a Professor of Education, 
Emeritus, at EWU.

See page 8 for the first Leadership Seminar with Jamie Vollmer

Tuesday, April 23, 2013 • 5:30-7:30 p.m.

Tacoma Public Schools and Washington State ASCD present two Leaderhip Seminars

Photo credit: iStockPhoto.com/Ken Zirkel 1252735

http://wsascd.org/downloads/Registration_Form_-_Alvy_opt.pdf
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Impact of Deep Instructional Alignment on 
Student Achievement

By Joshua E. Schlegel 
and Charles Salina

Background
In 2008, math teachers at Harrison 

Middle School in Sunnyside, Washington, 
struggled with the reality that, despite their 
best efforts, only about one-fourth of their 
students were meeting standard on the state 
mathematics exam. Two years later, three 
times as many students passed. The innova-
tion of creating deep alignment between 
state standards and content taught made the 
difference.

Deep alignment is our phrase for a 
specific and intentional correlation between 
instructional content and state standards. 
The need for deep alignment at Harrison 
became apparent in 2008, when frustra-
tion among teachers was elevated due to 
the high percentage of students who were 
not meeting standard on high-stakes state 
tests. Although teachers were working hard 
and cared about their students, they faced 
significant challenges, including a high pro-
portion of ELL students and students with 
challenging socioeconomic backgrounds. In 
2009, only 25% of sixth-grade students and 
21% of seventh-grade students met stan-
dard. Faced with these challenges, the math 
teachers decided to innovate and address the 
what rather than the how of instruction by 
embracing deep alignment.

Methods and Results
Teachers asked themselves, “How 

closely does the content in our curriculum 
really match the content in the Washington 
State Math Standards?” The curriculum they 
were using, ostensibly in alignment with 
state standards, proved upon close examina-

tion to be aligned only superficially, without 
meaningful correlation with grade levels and 
state standards. Teachers responded to this 
by raising the level of alignment between 
instructional materials and the Washington 
State Mathematics Learning Standards and 
Test Item Specifications. They also raised 
their expectations of students and honed the 
focus of their professional development.

After these changes were implemented, 
a sharp improvement in student perfor-
mance at Harrison took place between 2008 
and 2010. According to the Washington 
State Board of Education’s 2011 Achieve-
ment Index, in 2 years, Harrison went from 
being outperformed in mathematics by 86% 
of schools to being outperformed in math-
ematics by only 3.6% of schools. In other 
words, Harrison moved from performing in 
the bottom 15% of schools to performing in 
the top 4%.

The improvement at Harrison was 
singular and extraordinary. Yet little change 
was made during this time in personnel, col-
laboration within the mathematics depart-
ment, frequency of monitoring of learning, 
and family and community involvement. 
Individual teacher results, as indicated by 
student test performance, were also within 
5 percentage points of one another, even 
though instructional practices varied signifi-
cantly.

What changed was that teachers 
became more informed about Washington 
State Mathematics Learning Standards and 
Test Item Specifications, and collabora-
tively designed and implemented curricular 
materials accordingly. As a result, teachers 

became empowered to help students succeed 
on state measures.

Low Level of Alignment
Fulmer (2010) found that the level of 

instructional alignment among teachers is 
consistently high across classrooms, districts, 
and even states. This suggests that regardless 
of a school’s location and demographics, 
educators are teaching lessons on similar 
content while using similar materials and 
instructional methods. In contrast, however, 
the alignment between the content teachers 
deliver and the state standards is low. Seem-
ingly, the content being taught in classrooms 
has not been significantly affected by the in-
troduction of state standards. Fullmer’s data 
suggests that the level of alignment among 
teachers’ instructional practices is greater 
than the level of alignment between content 
delivered and the state test, indicating that 
the focus on the how of teaching is eclipsing 
an important focus on the what.

Price-Baugh (1997) have shown that 
another problem is that many teachers do 
not know what the level of alignment is be-
tween the textbooks being used and the state 
standards; neither are they thoroughly con-
versant with the state standards or the state 
assessment. Insufficient knowledge regard-
ing the standards combined with textbook 
dependency creates a situation in which in-
structional alignment can be only as deep as 
that of the text. Unfortunately, according to 
Price-Bough, alignment between textbooks 
and standardized tests has historically been 
unacceptably low. But if teachers are to devi-
ate from texts upon which they rely, they 
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must first feel confident that alignment is 
likely to result in increased student achieve-
ment, and know what schools need to do to 
implement the practice successfully.

Impact of Instructional Alignment
Research shows that varying levels of 

instructional alignment produce varying 
results (Zellmer, 1997). When alignment 
is implemented in a thorough manner, 
however, student performance improves 
dramatically. These improvements have been 
shown to remain consistent across socio-
economic level, race, gender, and school 
size (Moss-Mitchell, 1998). Furthermore, 
desirable gains may be made in spite of the 
presence of predictors of poor achievement 
(Moss-Mitchell, 1998).

However, alignment must be deep if 
its benefits are to be maximized (Koczor, 
1984). Even slight differences between 
instruction and assessment can produce 
drastic disparity in student achievement, 
even among students who are typically high 
achievers (Koczor, 1984).

In 1986, Fahey found that low-aptitude 
students benefited from alignment even 
more than high-performing students. When 
students were given tasks that were con-
sidered easy, instructional alignment did 
not seem to have an effect. However, when 
students were given a misaligned assess-
ment containing more difficult tasks, those 
classified as having lower aptitude scored 
lower than those classified as having higher 
aptitude. When students were presented 
with an assessment deeply aligned with the 
content of the lessons and still including 
more difficult tasks, alignment was shown to 
increase the performance of lower aptitude 
students to the point that their performance 
exceeded that of higher aptitude students 
operating under misaligned conditions 
(Fahey, 1986). The study suggests that when 
deep alignment is present, students at all 
ability levels can be successful.

Development of Instructional 
Alignment

To achieve deep alignment, certain 
conditions must be met. First, instructional 
materials must have focus, direction, and 
accountability (Clarke, Stow, & Kayona, 
2006). Focus and direction may be derived 
from the state standards as well as from test 
item specifications, and accountability may 
be heightened through the use of district 
and state assessment systems. Second, 
expectations of students must be aligned 
with state standards (Clarke et al., 2006). 

Third, instructional leaders must monitor 
the development and implementation of 
curriculum, instruction, and assessment to 
ensure these elements are matching (Clarke 
et al., 2006). This role is most appropriately 
filled by a person with extensive knowledge 
of the subject matter, as well as of state 
standards and test item specifications. If one 
of these conditions is missing, alignment is 
not likely to be deep enough to produce the 
desired results.

Key attributes of successful instruction-
al alignment include the following:

•	 A match between curricular materials 
and state standards is ensured;

•	 Specific employees are charged with 
teaching and supervising the deep 
alignment model; 

•	 Professional development is of-
fered to support staff as they use the 
model; 

•	 Notebooks containing alignment 
information are developed and made 
available to the public;

•	 School principals are involved in the 
process (English & Steffy, 2001); and

•	 Once alignment has been established, 
a formal system for revising instruc-
tional materials and for communicat-
ing results with all stakeholders is 
developed (Clarke et al., 2006).

If all of these conditions are met, stu-
dent achievement is likely to result.

This focus on instructional alignment 
brings up some important questions: Should 
content be valued above method? Do reform 
efforts that emphasize instruction in com-
parison to subject matter miss the mark? If 
the answer to this last question is yes, then 
it is critical that alignment between content 
and assessments be used to inform instruc-
tional practices.

Recommendations
Washington State is currently tran-

sitioning from State authored numeracy 
standards to the Common Core Mathemat-
ics Standards. With this transition, the 
importance of achieving deep alignment 
cannot be understated. Schools that imple-
ment deep alignment are likely to see signifi-
cant improvement in student achievement 
that defies traditional barriers to success. 
In addition, school leaders can orchestrate 
the implementation of deep alignment by 
enlisting the support of teachers and admin-
istrators, developing a thorough knowledge 

of the standards and assessing current texts, 
writing or modifying curriculum, and work-
ing with teachers to plan the delivery of the 
common content assessed by the standards.

Buy-in from is achieved by asking ques-
tions that allow teachers to realize that deep 
alignment is both necessary and lacking, 
and by getting feedback from teachers about 
how to address the problem. Further buy-in 
will take place when teachers see the success 
achieved in one grade or school and want to 
replicate that success.

Administrators are likely to support the 
project when they realize that the resources 
they need are already in the building, elimi-
nating the need for costly new textbooks 
and outside consultants. Buy-in from the 
administration is also based on measures 
of student achievement. Nevertheless, this 
challenging work is led most effectively by 
leaders with the following characteristics:

•	 Strong relational trust with teachers, 
since the process may expose content 
knowledge deficiencies;

•	 A deep knowledge of mathematics 
learning standards;

•	 The capacity to develop curricu-
lar materials that are aligned with 
standards;

•	 The ability to lead teachers in the 
implementation of new materials; 
and

•	 The capacity to work closely with 
administrators, who must be willing 
to support the project through desig-
nated time and funding.

The individual leading the alignment 
process should also be capable of teaching 
the standards to other educators. Simulta-
neously, teachers must also adhere to the 
following activities and norms:

•	 Spend plenty of time immersed 
in the standards to develop a deep 
understanding;

•	 Examine each standard at least twice 
initially;

•	 Continually revisit standards, to 
make sure departmental knowledge is 
aligned; and

•	 Write assessment items for individual 
standards.

As a result of working through this 
process, teachers will know with exactitude 
what the standard is and will therefore be 
empowered to prepare students to succeed 
by those standards.



Spring 2013      Curriculum in Context

Page  
24

The next step in moving toward deep 
alignment is to examine the current curricu-
lum to assess whether it is aligned with the 
standards. If previous research is any indica-
tion, most analyses of this sort show some 
level of misalignment between curriculum, 
standards, and assessments. After assessing 
curricula, the math coach (or other desig-
nated individual) can work with teachers 
to develop a plan to address misalignment. 
Allowing teachers to do the work themselves 
builds their capacity and shows confidence 
in them, allowing them to connect with the 
material and the project. Assessments can 
be written first, and then the curriculum 
that matches that assessment can be created. 
Questions must be explicit and specifically 
designed to meet both the content and the 
rigor of the standards exactly.

Once new materials have been written 
(no small undertaking), the math coach 
can work with the teachers on how to teach 
the new lessons, emphasizing the precise 
content to be delivered. The coach and the 
teachers must have common planning time, 
during which the team can clarify critical 
elements of instruction, such as

•	 The intent of the lesson;

•	 How it addresses the standard; 

•	 Where it fits into the progression; 
and

•	 The key points that must be ad-
dressed when teaching it. 

Thus, what used to be the hard-copy 
teacher’s guide turns into collaborative 
discussion about what the lesson is and why 
it is important. Administrators must provide 
appropriate support and information to the 
teachers, and the teachers’ feedback must be 
welcomed throughout the process in order 
to maintain sincere participation.

Conclusion
The once-frustrated teachers at Harri-

son now experience a strong sense of accom-
plishment as a result of increased student 
achievement. Teachers report that they dis-
cuss instruction frequently, and find it easier 

to do so because they are all teaching com-
mon content. Furthermore, they report that 
students are more likely to help each other 
because they have a greater sense of mastery 
over the content. Students also appear to be 
more comfortable asking questions. Teach-
ers report that they are happier at test time 
because they are sending the students in 
prepared; students are likewise more eager 
to take the test, relishing the opportunity to 
“show off” their knowledge. “For our kids,” 
one teacher stated, “it’s revolutionary. It has 
changed the mind-set of the students.”

If implementing deep alignment at 
Harrison, a school with challenging cir-
cumstances, has resulted in a stunning level 
of improvement, it is likely that the same 
practice will produce constructive results in 
other schools with similar challenges, as well 
as perhaps slightly less impressive but still 
valuable gains in other schools with greater 
advantages. Deep alignment is one method 
that educational leaders can use to ensure 
that teachers and students are moving to-
ward increased achievement.
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A Systematic Approach to 
Implementing Innovations

By Hannah Gbenro

As a teacher, dozens of questions 
used to run through my mind when a 
leader returned from a conference with 
the latest ideas on how to transform our 
school and turn my world upside down. 
“How will this affect my planning? Do we 
even know if this innovation will make 
a difference for kids?! What about my 
lesson plans from last year? What profes-
sional development will I have to attend?”

Today, as a leader, I have learned to 
systemically approach the implementa-
tion of innovations. I have learned that 
it takes time to bring people up to speed 
with new thinking and that taking the 
time to attend to the needs of the people 
who carry out the work in classrooms is 
time well spent. You don’t have to invent 
implementation strategies to think sys-
temically! I’ve learned to utilize multiple 
change theories to inform my actions 
throughout implementation and to be 
constantly aware of the impact change has 
on educators.

The table [next page] is representa-
tive of the theories on which I often rely. 
As an innovation is introduced into a 
system, an organization begins progress-
ing through the Stages of Change. As a 
leader, I collaboratively focus on specific 
activities, while being aware of the evolv-
ing concerns of all faculty and staff in my 
sphere of influence.

Utilizing the Activities of Leaders and 
being conscious of the Stages of Con-
cern for Teachers throughout the change 
process provides the opportunity for a 

systemic approach to implementing in-
novations. As you read the table, examine 
the Stages of Change on the left and the 
elements associated with each stage to the 
right.
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Stages of change Activities of Leaders Stages of Concern for Teachers

 
Before the change is imple-
mented

•	 Talk about the shift

•	 Provide training to the man-
agement team

•	 Identify what people will lose 
due to change

•	 Plan communication process

•	 Design successes

0 Awareness: At the awareness stage, 
teachers often see the innovation as 
unrelated to their work and they have 
little concern for the innovation.

Impact

 
Ending: Each implementation 
of an innovation begins with 
a loss when things change. To 
accept and eventually celebrate 
a beginning, an ending must be 
grieved.

Communicate the 4 P’s (Purpose, 
Picture, Plan, and Part)

•	 Create temporary supports 
to regulate the neutral zone 
(roles, systems, policies, and 
processes)

•	 Set realistic measurements of 
success and expect flexibility 
with the timeline

•	 Provide professional learning 
experiences

•	 Encourage experimentation 
and collaboration

1 Informational: Teachers are gener-
ally aware of the innovation and would 
like to learn more information. For 
the most part, teachers are not worried 
about how the innovation will impact 
them; instead, teachers are primar-
ily interested in the general ideas and 
characteristics of the innovation.

2 Personal: Teachers question their 
ability to meet the demands as they 
analyze their role in relation to the 
innovation. Teachers are concerned 
about being inadequate in their roles. 
Teachers consider potential conflicts 
alongside existing structures or personal 
commitments.

Task

 
Neutral Zone: After grieving, 
people enter a neutral zone 
in which they are often worn 
down and become somewhat 
confused. While some people 
quickly adopt innovations, 
other people have a challenging 
time adapting and remain in a 
state of neutral uncertainty. 

•	 Over-communicate the 4 P’s 
(Purpose, Picture, Plan, and 
Part)

•	 Simplify and explain what is 
not ending

•	 Identify the end

•	 Openly recognize losses

3 Management: Teachers focus their 
energy on managing the processes 
and actualization of tasks associated 
with the innovation. Issues associated 
with efficiency, organizing, managing, 
scheduling, and time demands often 
rise to the surface.

Self

 
New Beginning: The dawn 
of a new beginning rises and 
people start identifying with, 
and accepting, the new reality. 
During the phase of new begin-
nings, people refocus themselves 
around their central purpose 
and goals with restored energy 
and clarity.

•	 Communicate 4 P’s (Purpose, 
Picture, Plan, and Part)

•	 Be open about stumbling 
blocks and invite others to 
support solutions

•	 Celebrate successes

•	 Encourage experimentation

•	 Revisit temporary policies

•	 Reflect on the journey

4 Consequence: Teachers focus on the 
impact the innovation has on student 
learning and how to improve student 
achievement.

5 Collaboration: Teachers concentrate 
on teaming with one another to sup-
port each other in using the innova-
tion.

6 Refocusing: Teachers explore collec-
tive and widespread benefits resulting 
from the innovation, including the 
possibility of significant adjustments to 
the innovation. Teachers have explicit 
ideas about alternative options to the 
current innovation.

Unrelated

(Bridges, 2009; Hall and Hord, 1984; Haneburg, 2005)
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by Kathy Clayton

A message from  
the executive director

Executive Directions

“The future belongs to young people 
with an education and the imagination 
to create.”

Innovation is crucial to competition, 
and creativity is integral to innovation. In 
today’s global economy, there is renewed 
emphasis on creativity, ingenuity and in-
novation, as employers seek a work force 
that exhibit these qualities. So what does 
that mean for education? While education 
leaders have instituted innovative practices 
and implemented systemic reforms in their 
ongoing commitment to support students’ 
success and school improvement, federal 
education policies have not kept pace, hin-
dering innovation and progress.

The reauthorization of the Elementary 
and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) is 
vital for our schools to be successful in the 
future because it provides regulatory and 
fiscal certainty so that districts can develop 
and implement proposals and policies that 
will drive improvements. At ASCD’s recent 
Leadership Institute for Legislative Advo-
cacy (LILA), their 2013 Legislative Agenda 
was unveiled. The agenda outlines policy 
recommendations for Congress that will 
help achieve the goal of educating students 
who are healthy, safe, engaged, supported, 
and challenged and who graduate ready for 
the demands of college, career, and citizen-
ship. Following are ASCD’s recommenda-
tions for Congress:

•	 Support meaningful accountabil-
ity systems – Any comprehensive 
determination of student proficiency, 
school quality, or educator effective-
ness must take into account student 
growth, use multiple measures of 

evaluation beyond standardized test 
scores, and differentiate among levels 
of performance.

•	 Promote comprehensive improve-
ment strategies - Methods to improve 
student achievement, educator 
effectiveness, or school quality 
must be evidence-based; engage all 
stakeholders, including families and 
communities; and be grounded in a 
whole child approach to education. 
Interventions for those not meeting 
expectations need to be commen-
surate with their level of underper-
formance and existing and needed 
support structures.

•	 Help educators support students – 
The foremost strategy and funding 
priority must be adequate and effec-
tive preparation and ongoing profes-
sional development for educators to 
improve student outcomes.

Inherent in these recommendations are 
the following guiding principles for success, 
intended to help policymakers address the 
recommendations of the legislative agenda.

•	 Whole Child Education - The 
demands of today’s global society 
require a new approach to education 
to fully prepare our nation’s youth 
for college, careers, and citizenship. 
A whole child approach to education 
enhances learning by addressing each 
student’s social, emotional, physi-
cal, and academic needs. Educators, 
families, policymakers, and commu-
nities have a collective responsibility 
to work together to provide engaging 
learning opportunities that meet the 

needs of each student in a safe and 
supportive environment. A compre-
hensive approach to learning recog-
nizes that successful young people are 
knowledgeable, healthy, motivated, 
civically inspired, engaged in the arts, 
prepared for work and economic self-
sufficiency, and ready for the world 
beyond their own borders. 

•	 Multiple Measures - The true mea-
sure of students’ proficiency, educator 
effectiveness, and school quality must 
be based on more than just students’ 
test scores on a few standardized 
tests. A comprehensive picture of 
student achievement should track in-
dividual growth over time, and could 
include portfolios, presentations, and 
summative assessments. Similarly, 
evaluations of educator effective-
ness should be based on a combina-
tion of elements and could include 
students’ performance, classroom 
observations, and staff feedback.  
Measures of school quality should 
also incorporate additional elements, 
such as school climate, availability 
of advanced courses, and graduation 
rates.

•	 Capacity for Success - All school 
improvement strategies - particularly 
interventions focused on the lowest-
performing schools - must inform 
and engage all stakeholders; support 
enriched curriculum; enhance the 
school culture; provide high-quality 
teaching with ongoing professional 
learning to improve the quality of in-
struction; be commensurate with the 
need; and offer engaging learning op-

President Barack Obama
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portunities that involve all students, 
families, and staff. Policymakers must 
provide sufficient time and resources 
for successful implementation of any 
capacity-building strategy, and such 
assistance must be mindful of and 
appropriate for local circumstances. 
In addition, districts and schools 
that consistently perform well, close 
achievement gaps, succeed in cohort 
comparisons, or improve educator 
effectiveness should receive rewards 
and incentives, including flexibility 
in the use of federal funds.

•	 Improving Student Outcomes - 
Like members of any highly skilled 
occupation, educators welcome 
professional standards, workplace 
accountability, ongoing training, and 
leadership opportunities.  Evalua-
tions of teachers and administrators 
must use multiple measures and lead 
to professional development op-
portunities that build the capacity 
of districts and schools to improve 
student outcomes. At a minimum, 
professional development for educa-
tors requires dedicated school time 

and adequate resources and must 
include the knowledge and skills for 
planning and preparation, class-
room management, instruction, and 
subject-area content consistent with 
standards that prepare students for 
college and career.

These recommendations and principles 
can also be utilized by school district policy 
makers and stakeholders in Washington 
State as we advocate for ensuring success for 
their own students, educators, and educa-
tion systems.

Receive:
•	 Curriculum in Context, an award-winning journal addressing timely and 

challenging issues, plus feature articles from Washington educators.
•	 On-line newsflashes (through MailChimp) furnishing current information about 

WSASCD events and activity, awards and board action.
•	 Reduced registration fees for all professional development programs.
•	 Practitioner’s Best Friend tips, strategies, and exchanges via the Web.

Connect:
•	 WSASCD Website offering 24-access to information on professional 

development, association activities and valuable resources.
•	 Leadership and diverse networking opportunities enabling members to share 

resources, face challenges together and explore new ideas.

Attend:
•	 Regional workshops covering topics relevant to the needs of local educators.
•	 The statewide Annual Conference, mixing national experts with statewide 

presenters and practitioners to share ideas and promising practices – one of the 
state’s premier education conferences.

Visit www.wsascd.org and click on Member Benefits for more information.

Become a Washington ASCD 
Member!

Over 2,000 Educators Have Joined 
WSASCD!

Washington State ASCD is the only educational organization in Washington 
State that reaches practitioners at all levels of education and your involvement 
is one of the keys to our success.   As a member of WSASCD, you can take 
advantage of our member benefits.

http://www.wsascd.org
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Engagement in Education
Engaging students is at the heart of effective teaching. Without engagement, interest withers, time wastes, and plans fail. Although it is 
at the core of meaningful classroom activity, it is difficult to define and perhaps impossible to prescribe. Engagement depends on careful 
proportioning of passion, knowledge, and skill. Nevertheless, educators across the State of Washington engage their students every day. The 
next theme of Curriculum in Context is Engagement in Education. How do you engage students? What kind of methods do you and your 
colleagues use to engage kids with special needs? What is your district doing to ensure students are continuously engaged to raise achieve-
ment?

These are some of the questions under consideration in the next issue of Curriculum in Context.

The editorial staff invites you to submit a manuscript on this topic by September 9th to David Denton (dentod@spu.edu). Final manu-
scripts are between 850-2500 words and citations are written in APA format.

SUBMISSION DEADLINE
September 9, 2013


