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CHAPTER 1

An Introduction to Collaborative Learning Teams and Data Talks


Despite our best efforts, no one individual has all of the knowledge and skills to resolve every educational dilemma (Fisher et al., 2020; Marzano, 2003; Mattos, 2016).  Together, however, peers can resolve any problem they encounter.  This happens when they contribute their unique perspectives, specific skillsets, and varied experiences toward creating solutions. Collaborative learning teams (CLTs) validate this idea by capitalizing on the knowledge and skills of their individual members. 





Collaborative Learning Teams and Data Talks

CLTs are not new in the educational environment as teachers have been using them for years. The CLT process is effective because it provides a structure for creating clear goals, closely monitoring progress, and systematically responding when expectations aren’t met (Bailey & Jakicic, 2012).  This same structure can be used to benefit high school counselors who work with off-track students. Data Talks is a counseling adaptation of the collaborative learning team process for the purpose of moving off-track students to on-track status.  It maximizes counselors’ individual expertise by having them engage in peer collaboration to improve student outcomes.




A Deeper Look at Collaborative Learning Teams

For all intents and purposes, collaborative learning teams (CLTs) are sophisticated study groups.  Think back to high school, when you and a group of like-minded classmates got together to prepare for a major test.  In the weeks leading up to the test, you likely got together on a regular basis to engage in several important processes.  First, you determined the course material that would be represented on the test.  To do this, you all compared your accumulated work in the course – notes, previous tests, syllabus, etc. – and made determinations about what was most important and what the teacher would include.  Next, you likely spent a good deal of time ensuring you had the answers to those areas you had identified.  If the answers were already covered in your notes, great!  If not, you all researched them.  Finally, you spent your remaining time practicing.  After all, the whole point in figuring out the test content and determining answers was to ensure that you could perform well on test day.


These same conditions – setting a goal, figuring out how to reach it, and implementing a plan – provide the basic structure of a collaborative learning team, where professional peers engage in recurrent cycles of collective inquiry and action research in order to make the best decisions about students (DuFour et.al., 2016).  The biggest difference in the two teams – the high school study group vs. the CLT - is the recurrent cycles of action research.  What separates action research from mere action is the sequenced steps that are designed to solve a problem.  Researchers (Kemmis & Wilkinson, 1997; Cole & Knowles, 2009; Hendricks, 2017) detail this sequence to include some iteration of the following four stages: planning, action, reflection, and revision.  Given the reflection and revision portions of this design, there is actually no end to action research.  That is to say, the process repeats itself as educators continuously respond to the emergent data that demonstrates the need for additional or different strategies.


The idea that educators’ collective actions improve students’ outcomes is grounded in John Hattie’s work on effect sizes (2009).  Effect sizes place a value on the relationship between a given educational practice and student achievement.  In Hattie’s research design, those values are located along a single continuum of achievement effects – from a low of -0.34 to a high of 1.57.  Based on a synthesis of thousands of studies, he found that collective teacher efficacy had an effect size of 1.57, indicating it significantly increases student achievement. His definition of teacher efficacy – “collaborative conversations based on evidence” – embodies the spirit of collaborative learning teams, and the verbiage in it points to the two components that make up the foundation of CLT work: 1) a reliance on peer group members (i.e., “collaborative conversations”) to contribute their expertise; 2) a reliance on data (i.e., “evidence”) to inform decision-making.  Collaborative learning teams are where this behavior is most evident as counselors analyze data and vet each other’s ideas to improve student outcomes. 




Vocabulary for Counseling CLTs that focus on Off-Track Students

The terms below will be used throughout this book to describe the work done in a counseling CLT that is focused on moving off-track students to on-track status. 




●	Beyond-the-Day (BD) Courses – These are supplemental courses that take place in addition to a student’s regular high school schedule (e.g., online evening classes) or after the school year has ended (e.g., summer school) and normally require payment.




●	Credit Recovery (CR) – This is a BD platform that uses only test averages to calculate the course grade.  To qualify for CR, students must have previously failed a course with at least a 50.




●	Data Talk Template (DTT) – This is the common chart that houses all of the off-track students and their individual graduation plans. It is used to measure off-track students’ movement toward on-time promotion or graduation.




●	During-the-Day (DD) Courses – These are the courses that a student takes within the school day.  They are a part of a student’s regular high school schedule.

●	Graduation Plan – This is the list of BD courses that an off-track student needs to get on track and the suggested platforms for taking those courses.




●	Off Track – This is a status that indicates the student needs more than the courses scheduled in his/her DD schedule to get promoted or graduate on time.  In addition to their DD courses, off-track students have to take BD courses to promote or graduate on time.




●	On-Time Graduation – This indicates that the student completed all graduation requirements within the allotted time, which is four years and a summer (U.S. Department of Education, 2017).  As such, a student achieves on-time graduation status if he/she completes all graduation requirements by either May or July.




●	On-Time Promotion – This indicates that the student has completed all requirements to promote to his/her correct grade level by either May or July. The strategies to secure on-time promotion and on-time graduation are the same.  Additionally, on-time promotion leads to on-time graduation, which is the goal of this counseling CLT.  For these reasons, on-time graduation will be used throughout this book unless otherwise noted.




●	On Track – This is a status that indicates the student doesn’t need anything more than his/her DD courses to get promoted or graduate on time.




●	Open Campus – This is an alternative school that offers flexible scheduling and shortened time periods to complete courses.  It can function as a BD platform if students remain enrolled in their home school and take supplemental classes at Open Campus.  It is an alternative educational setting if students withdraw from their home school and enroll at Open Campus as full-time students.




Components of a CLT

Collaborative learning teams are designed to ensure student success.  To that end, there are certain components that are needed to facilitate the intended outcomes for students.  The four components of a CLT are 1) a structure for collaboration, 2) a guaranteed viable plan, 3) progress data, and 4) a homogeneous team. 

This section details the components of a counseling CLT by using an instructional CLT as the backdrop.  To this end, three paragraphs are presented for each component: one that defines the component, one that details how it works in an instructional CLT, and one that details how it is altered to be effective for a counseling CLT that focuses on getting off-track students to on-time graduation.


Component 1:  A Structure for Collaboration

In their book titled Learning by Doing: A Handbook for Professional Learning Communities at Work, DuFour et al. (2016) specify four questions that provide a structure for doing CLT work.  Such a structure results in improved decisions for students.

The four questions are designed for an instructional CLT, and the authors explain the CLT actions associated with each one.

●	What do we want students to learn?  Team members identify the essential knowledge, skills, and dispositions they expect each student to acquire at the end of an instructional unit or course.




●	How will we know if students are learning?  Team members determine how they will monitor each student’s learning during daily instruction and during a given unit.




●	How will we respond when students don’t learn?  Team members identify or create systems that provide struggling students with additional time and/or support for acquiring essential knowledge, skills, and dispositions.




●	How will we extend learning for students who are highly proficient?  Team members identify or create strategies that extend learning for students who have already learned the essential standards (p. 59).

In a counseling CLT for off-track students, DuFour et al’s (2016) critical questions are slightly altered to focus on the counselors’ actions that facilitate students’ movement toward on-time graduation.  The word ‘learn’ is replaced by the word ‘achieve’.





● What do we want students to achieve?  Team members identify the BD courses and the platforms that each off-track student will need in order to achieve on-track status by May or July of that school year.  These are called graduation plans.




● How do we know when they’ve achieved it?  Team members determine how they will monitor students’ progress toward completing their graduation plans. 

●What do we do when they don’t follow their plans?  Team members create strategies that address the reasons why students don’t complete their BD courses and/or pass their DD courses.

●What do we do when they do follow their plans?  Team members determine ‘next steps’ to ensure each students’ continued success and revise post-secondary plans as needed.

Component 2: A Guaranteed Viable Graduation Plan

In 2003, Marzano coined the phrase “guaranteed viable curriculum” to specify a set of tasks that instructional collaborative teams perform to ensure student learning.  As counselors, we slightly alter the phrase by replacing the word ‘curriculum’ with the words ‘graduation plan’.  By doing so, we make it specific to the work that counseling collaborative learning teams do to move off-track students to on-track status.  Whereas teachers create guaranteed viable curriculums to ensure student learning, counselors create guaranteed viable graduation plans to ensure student movement toward on-time graduation. 


In an instructional collaborative learning team, a guaranteed viable curriculum ensures that all students will get the same learning, regardless of their teacher, within the school year (Marzano, 2003).  The ‘viable’ term in the title refers to the feasibility that the state standards can be effectively taught within the timeframe that teachers have to teach them (Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 2005).  Marzano, Kendall, and Gaddy (1999) determined that teaching all of the state standards would require 71% more instructional time than is available and extend schooling for students by approximately 10 years (Marzano et. al., 2005). To correct this problem, instructional CLTs “trim” the standards by, first, studying them to get a clear understanding of what they mean and, second, agreeing on which ones are the most essential to teach (Reeves, 2002; Marzano et. al., 2005; DuFour et al., 2016).  When every team member agrees to teach those standards, they ‘guarantee’ that every student will learn the same information, regardless of the teacher they have. 



In the same way that teachers create a guaranteed viable curriculum, counselors create a guaranteed viable graduation plan.  A graduation plan consists of two parts: 1) all of the BD courses that an off-track student must complete to achieve on-track status; 2) the platform/s (e.g., online school) the counselor thinks the student should use to complete those BD courses.  For off-track seniors, the graduation plan is designed to get them graduated by May or July.  For off-track underclassmen, the graduation plan is designed to get them promoted to the correct grade level by May or July.  The viable term in the title refers not only to the timeframe of a graduation plan, but also its suitability to each student.  To create viability, counselors first agree on a maximum number of BD courses that all off-track students can complete by May or July of the school year.  Next, they match the platforms (e.g., Credit Recovery) for completing BD courses with each student’s educational profile.  For example, a student who needs a lot of academic support would not be matched with an online platform because it requires students to be independent learners. The ‘guaranteed’ term refers to counselors’ outreach efforts to ensure that students actually employ their respective graduation plans.  When team members construct outreach efforts (i.e., programs, strategies, and interventions) and agree to implement them with fidelity, they ‘guarantee’ that every student will get the support they need, regardless of the counselor they have. 


Component 3: Progress Data

The most important component of a collaborative learning team is the data that shows student progress.  Teams collect this kind of data using a common measuring tool so that the members can engage in processes to improve student outcomes. 

Teachers measure students’ acquisition of knowledge and skills using common assessments that focus on the standards taught in each unit.  Based on data from the assessments, team members identify students’ learning problems, discuss the impact of various instructional strategies, and plan interventions to ensure students continue to make progress toward mastery.  

Counselors measure off-track students’ movement toward on-time graduation using a common chart that houses all of the off-track students and their individual graduation plans.  Based on this information, the team evaluates student movement, discusses reasons for slow or no movement, and determines strategic pivots to ensure on-time graduation.  The Data Talk Template (DTT) in Figure 1.1 is an example of a common chart, and it will be referenced throughout this book. 





Component 4: A Homogeneous Team

Educators in a CLT rely on each other throughout the CLT process.   As such, the construction of the group is essential to its success.  Think back to the study group example used at the beginning of this chapter.  You chose individuals from your own class to help you prepare for the test because they had the most intimate knowledge of teacher expectations, course material, and possible test items.  You didn’t choose to study with a friend from a different class who happened to be preparing for his/her own upcoming test because that wouldn’t have given you the help specific to your course.  Jim Collins (2001) refers to this as “getting the right people on the bus” and contends that it is a necessary step for effecting change.  


In an instructional CLT, the “right people” are the teachers who teach the same course (DuFour et. al, 2016).  Remember that the work in instructional CLTs consists of prioritizing standards, creating common assessments, and sharing instructional practices.  These activities are most effective when teachers are teaching the same curriculum because every member has the curriculum expertise and interest to significantly contribute to the team’s learning.

In the same way that teachers specialize in a subject, counselors specialize in a grade level; thus, homogeneous grouping is equally important for counseling CLTs.  The work to move off-track students to on-track status is directly linked to each member’s knowledge of grade-level considerations: student motivations and age limitations or allowances.   When all team members have intimate knowledge of those factors, group activities, such as creating the list of BD platforms, become more efficient. 




Summary

High school counselors can benefit from collaborative learning teams just as much as any other educator. CLTs can help counselors better serve students through the use of the four components: collaborative structures, guaranteed viable plans, a reliance on progress data, and a reliance on homogenous teams. However, before we dive into the specific types of CLT meetings that can help counselors thrive, we need to understand why data is such a vital aspect of the collaborative learning team process.


CHAPTER 2

The Importance of Data in Counseling CLTs


The bedrock of any collaborative learning team is the effective use of data.  Data is information, and it provides educators with opportunities to make good decisions for their students.  Counseling CLTs that focus on on-time graduation use data to create plans for their off-track students, measure their progress toward on-time graduation, and address challenges when progress is stagnant or slow. 





Ensuring Data Shares

Sharing data can be uncomfortable, and one reason for this focuses on the structure of the school environment.  As Earl and Katz (2006) describe it, “Schools have operated on a performance orientation where success is defined in terms of recognition and errors are unacceptable.  Data, in this context, [is] punitive or rewarding.  Mistakes are to be avoided, and admission of a mistake is regarded as a weakness” (p.4).  Such a view describes a competitive environment where data is used as a ranking system rather than a resource for inquiry and support.  Thus, if someone is perceived to be in “first place” when data is displayed in a group setting, someone else is perceived to be in “last place,” with the assumption being that the person in last place did the worst job.    

The design of CLTs helps educators to discard the idea that data sharing unveils some sort of weakness.  It’s not the data sharing itself, but rather the discussion around data that makes the difference.  Unlike the environment detailed above, there is no first and last place.  Instead, everyone shares the strategies related to their data and provides reasons for the successes and challenges that they experienced.  Team members benefit from this interaction by gaining insights into the strategies that were successful, identifying pitfalls to avoid for the strategies that weren’t, and determining ways to apply specific procedures to their own plans.  At the same time, they get to help their teammates by detailing ideas to revise plans that didn’t work and suggesting ‘next steps’ to extend plans that did.  In this way, data sharing serves as a mechanism for opening conversations and thinking, which ultimately leads to improvement (Earl & Katz, 2006).

Let's look at an example that illustrates how sharing data can benefit everyone involved in a counseling CLT.  During a CLT meeting, everyone’s data is displayed (see Figure 2.1).  The number near the top of a box represents the number of on-track students; the next number represents the number of possibly on-track students; the last two numbers represent the number of off-track and dropout students, respectively.  Using Adrienne as an example, we can see that, in July, she had ‘0’ on-track students, 30 possibly on-track students, 5 off-track students, and 6 dropouts.  Marcia, a new counselor, sees that Adrienne significantly increased her number of On-Track students between August and September and asked what she did.  Adrienne explained that the vast majority of her students qualified for the school-based Credit Recovery (CR) Program.  To ensure that they participated, she employed a four-part process – 1) called in students individually and shared both the CR flyer containing the dates of the upcoming CR session and a colored course history chart that highlighted the missing courses, 2) emailed each student’s parent with the same information, 3) followed up the emails with a phone call on the day that registration opened, 4) checked the CR registration dashboard to see if the students actually registered and followed up if they didn’t.  Marcia tried Adrienne’s plan with her own students and experienced so much success that she expanded it to include other beyond-the-day platforms (e.g., online school and Open Campus).  To keep everything organized and to track her data between meetings, she created a data book.  Once Marcia began to lead the team in student movement, she shared her methods. 
















 

If Marcia had been working independently, she wouldn’t have had the opportunity to learn about a new strategy for increasing her students’ enrollment in CR classes, and she could have become discouraged by the fact that, despite her hard work, she wasn’t making any gains.  Instead, the CLT model allowed her to grow from the dialogue and eventually use her own experiences to help other members of her CLT. So, we see that the act of sharing data and the conversations surrounding it have exponential benefits for team members.




Data Sets

The remainder of this chapter focuses on explaining the data sets needed to answer DuFour et. al’s four questions that provide the structure for CLT work.  As a reminder, here are the four questions that make up the counseling CLT structure as detailed in Chapter 1: What do we want students to achieve? How do we know that they’ve achieved it? What do we do when they don’t follow their plan? What do we do when they do follow their plan?  


Question 1: What do we want students to achieve? 

The answer to this question is to have off-track students reach on-track status. The graduation plan identifies the requirements for achieving on-track status because it details all of the BD courses and the suggested platforms for each off-track student.  To create the graduation plan, counselors use three data sources at the beginning of the school year: the BD platforms sheet, each student’s course history, and each student’s contextual information. 


The first source is the BD platforms sheet that allows counselors to see the available options for off-track students to make up missing or failed courses.  At the beginning of the school year, counselors study all of the BD platforms that are accepted in their school district to create the BD platforms sheet. Figure 2.2 is a portion of a sample BD platforms sheet.  In addition to listing registration information, the sheet specifies key details that counselors would consider when determining the best BD platform/s for their students.  For example, let’s say a counselor has an off-track student with an Individualized Educational Plan (IEP).  The student’s failing course grades qualify him for Credit Recovery, but this BD platform does not provide IEP accommodations.  Given the information on the BD platforms sheet, the counselor would determine that the most viable platform for this student is Open Campus because the student would get the academic support he needs to be successful.







[image: ]
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The second data source is the student’s course history; it is the quantitative component of a student’s educational profile.  A great source for viewing the course history is the transcript because it includes course grades and standardized test information.  Counselors can use this information to make a match between the student’s educational profile and the BD platforms.  For example, if a student’s transcript shows a consistent pattern of low but passing course grades in English and ‘below proficiency’ scores on standardized tests in that subject, the counselor would seek a BD platform with extra support for English and possibly history to increase the viability of the graduation plan.

The third data source is a collection of contextual information that creates the qualitative component of the student’s educational profile.  This type of information does not come from a school report; it comes from counselors’ interactions with their students.  The information is important because of its significant impact on a student’s graduation plan.  Take, for example, a student-athlete who qualifies to take a course through Credit Recovery (CR). If the student intends to play collegiate sports at a Division 1 (D-1) or Division 2 (D-2) school, completing a course through this platform would not be a viable option because the National Collegiate Athletics Association (NCAA) does not recognize CR courses. Of course, the only way for the counselor to know the student’s post-secondary plans is through personal contact.
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