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INTRODUCTION






“Follow the science.”


Those three words became a rallying cry during the Covid pandemic. And at first blush, the message seems straightforward: identify best practice according to the evidence, and then do it.


But it’s not quite that simple in the real world, whether the subject is how to respond to a deadly virus, how to educate our children, or how to do both at the same time.


The first challenge is defining “the science.” As Jonathan Rauch of the Brookings Institution explains in his recent book, The Constitution of Knowledge, science is no stationary thing.1 It is constantly changing, as researchers publish fresh studies and new bits of knowledge are added to the old, and as old understandings are overtaken by new ones. We certainly saw this with the pandemic, as we learned over time how the novel coronavirus was transmitted (by air, not on surfaces), and thus how best to mitigate its spread (by avoiding poorly ventilated and crowded spaces, not by constant deep cleaning).


It’s also clear that “the science” is constantly contested, both by scientists and the larger public. That’s actually the essence of science: no one gets the exclusive right to claim what the evidence says, much less a permanent right to do so. As Rauch argues, the scientific endeavor is, by its very nature, a social exercise. It’s a process; a conversation. A community of informed individuals argues and debates until something approaching a consensus emerges, and then they start again. That’s why we need to “follow” the science—it keeps moving, it’s never static.


Following the science is seldom easy, especially in the realm of education. What science did we follow when we shifted American schools to remote learning in March 2020 and, for many schools, continued that well into the 2020-21 school year? While keeping kids at home reduced the spread of Covid, this decision also had an enormous negative impact on many students’ academic achievement and mental health. As experiences mount and evidence grows, our understanding grows more complex. Following the science involves trade-offs, value judgments, and the complications, compromises, and tough choices endemic in the real world.


Yet for all of its limitations and complexities, “following the science” is one of the primary ways that we humans have made progress over the centuries. It has allowed us to solve problems at a global scale and brought us lifesaving vaccines to counter Covid in less than a year. It is why drinking water in the developed world is almost always clean, why farms can feed billions, why infant mortality has plummeted and life spans have expanded in ways that our ancestors could have never imagined. And it is why we live with advanced technologies and living standards for the masses that surpass those of kings and queens of yesteryear.


“Following the science” is also one of the primary ways that we can improve our schools so that all American children finally gain the opportunity to fulfill their potential and thrive in the world they will inherit. The urgency of this goal only grew during the pandemic, which cruelly disrupted the home and school lives of children around the world.


Our hope with this book is to identify what the science tells us about evidence-based practices in elementary schools and, based on the experiences of highly effective elementary schools, describe what this looks like in the real world of classrooms. Following the science into its application in this way—and sharing how it works on the ground—enables us to suggest workable answers to key questions rather than challenging every teacher, school, or district, to figure out those answers on their own.


We’re talking here about the fundamental questions of elementary education, such as:




	How can young children make sense of the code that is the alphabet? How can we help them move smoothly from sounding out words to reading fluently and confidently?



	How does “reading comprehension” develop? Is it a skill to be learned? Or is it more like a process—driven by how much students know about the world via subjects like history and geography and science?



	How can elementary students be taught to write effectively? Should we worry about spelling, grammar, and punctuation right away, or can that come later? How can we teach children to write strong sentences, paragraphs, and essays?



	What about math? Should we simply teach kids to memorize 9 + 6 = 15 or is there a phase when it’s better to show them various strategies to figure out and understand why 9 and 6 add up to 15? Are there some ways to teach fractions that work better than others?



	Should we place students in small groups with peers at their same level in reading, writing, or math, or should we mix it up?



	Should students practice reading skills with books at their current reading level or at one that corresponds to their assigned school grade (and above)?



	How do we help low-achieving and high-achieving students both make as much progress as possible?



	What’s the appropriate role of homework?



	How should teachers manage their classrooms? What’s the best way to keep an orderly, yet friendly, environment?






Let’s get one thing clear right away: not everything that makes an elementary school great can be pinned to “evidence.” Great teaching and inspired leadership are an art and a science. And sometimes science can’t give us a single strong answer to every question.


But oftentimes, it does. The science is out there. The evidence can point the way. And there are good approaches to meeting the challenges that thousands of teachers and students encounter every day. When the adults in charge ask for evidence and put it into practice, we can do better by our students tomorrow than we did yesterday.




Why elementary education?


If we had to single out the most important institution in civic life, the one with the greatest potential to change a country’s course, it would be the humble elementary school. We see four big reasons why.


First, within our education system, we believe these schools have the greatest potential impact on kids’ academic, social, and emotional progress. Partly that’s just basic math: in America, most children spend almost half of their K–12 careers in elementary schools, usually six out of 13 years. And grades K–5 are also the years when kids tend to learn the most. The average student achievement gains during elementary school far outpace those seen in middle school or high school.


The second reason is the broad consensus, even in polarized times, regarding what elementary schools are supposed to accomplish. At the elementary level, almost everyone agrees that kids should learn to read, write, and do arithmetic, learn to get along with other children, and get a basic grounding in science, music, the arts, and the nation’s history and its civic institutions. That’s a consensus that’s far harder to find when it comes to middle or high schools. Of course, some parents want something more or different for their children. But as we learned when one of us surveyed parents years ago about their educational preferences, the vast majority just want a quality school that teaches kids the basics.2


Third, if we could dramatically improve our elementary schools, we would instantly transform our middle and high schools. That’s because the greatest challenges in secondary education relate to children who enter ill-prepared—it’s hard to build on the wobbly foundation of an inadequate elementary education. Alas, even America’s very best high-poverty elementary schools don’t get all of their students to grade-level academic achievement by the end of the fifth grade. Few even come close, which is why most middle schools have to try and make up for kids coming in two or three grade levels behind. Longtime education analyst Marc Tucker reports that other advanced nations have solved this problem.3 Imagine what it would mean if we did, too.


The fourth reason to focus on elementary schools is that is where we have the best research evidence about what works—which is to say, the closest thing to consensus and the strongest science to follow.


This is most clearly the case when it comes to reading, where we have decades of research that shows how systemically teaching students phonics and phonemic awareness is an essential step in early literacy development.4 We are also building a strong evidence base that content knowledge in subjects like history, science, geography, and the arts allows children to develop strong reading comprehension abilities.5


But it’s not just reading. In math, too, we now understand the importance of mastering basic math facts to automaticity, as well as the imperative of developing computational, conceptual, and problem-solving skills as students progress through the elementary grades.6 So too on other topics, from classroom management to effective professional learning to the power of small-group tutoring.


To put it bluntly, volumes on evidenced-based practices for middle schools or high schools would be much shorter, and weaker, than the one you hold in your hand!







The challenges ahead


How often have you picked up an education book to read how, according to the authors, the system is broken, failing and flailing—but their ideas for fixing it will bring about a miraculous transformation?


That’s not our approach.


Sure, we believe that the American system of education could achieve significantly better results than it has to date. But we also recognize that its schools have gotten better over time—especially elementary schools, and especially for the most disadvantaged students.


Consider this: from the mid- to late 1990s, and generally until 2010, scores on the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) improved for the lowest-achieving students and Black and Hispanic students in grades 4 and 8. The gains in reading, math, and most other academic subjects were greatest at the low end of the spectrum, with a big drop in the percentage of students scoring at the “below basic” level. By 2010 or so, Black, Hispanic, and low-achieving students were reading and doing math at much higher grade levels than their predecessors in the early 1990s—two and sometimes three years ahead. That’s historic, life-changing progress. And it surely contributed to more recent gains in the high school graduation rate for these groups, as many more kids came into ninth grade closer to being on track.


Schools can’t take all the credit for these improvements. Economic conditions were also getting better for poor families in the 1990s and beyond—and when that ended, due to the Great Recession of 2008, we saw many more kids in poverty, school budgets slashed, and other enormous headwinds.


Yet it’s also clear to us that one explanation for the historic educational gains of not so long ago was the progress our schools were making in “following the science.” Especially in early reading and math instruction, we know more about what works than we did in the past, and we see more schools putting that knowledge into practice. Our perspective is that we need to keep at it. We need to accelerate the pace and expand an evidence-based approach to more aspects of the elementary school experience.







What counts as “evidence”?


Yes, it’s a genuine challenge. If we set our evidentiary standards impossibly high and look only to gold-standard experimental studies, we risk limiting ourselves to questions that lend themselves to randomization or to practices, tools, and materials that have been on the market long enough (and have enough financial backing) to allow for robust, expensive evaluations. But if we set our standards too low, we risk encouraging practices that may look “promising” but might be ineffective—or even harmful.


Our approach is to turn to the core tenets of science that have served us well, in all fields, for hundreds of years. In Rauch’s words, those “rules for reality” are:




	The fallibilist rule: no one gets the final say. You may claim that a statement is established as knowledge only if it can be debunked, in principle, and only insofar as it withstands attempts to debunk it.



	The empirical rule: no one has personal authority. You may claim that a statement has been established as knowledge only insofar as the method used to check it gives the same result regardless of the identity of the checker, and regardless of the source of the statement.7






These rules mean that people can’t just make stuff up or claim that certain practices are “evidence-based” just because someone said they are. But they also leave room for many different approaches to identify plausible practices and test them against the rigors of the real world. And they certainly mean going beyond randomized experiments.


For example, in this book we will point to rigorous analyses that examine whether particular instructional materials are faithful to evidence-based practices that themselves have been validated by experimental studies. This approach is several steps removed from subjecting the instructional materials themselves to controlled experiments, but we think that’s OK. Likewise, we will laud rigorous attempts to chronicle what high-performing schools and highly effective teachers do in their classrooms, most famously the work of Doug Lemov and his colleagues on the Teach Like a Champion team.


We believe this approach is in line with the one embraced by the US Congress in the Every Student Succeeds Act of 2015. That law mentions the term “evidence-based practice” over 100 times, and defines the term via four tiers: strong, moderate, promising, and “under evaluation.”


And we will be transparent with you, our reader, about the strength (or fragility) of the research.







Keeping track of a moving target


Our goal in these pages, then, is to apply reasonable standards of evidence to the mountains of studies, evaluations, white papers, and advertising pitches that land every week on the desks of state and district administrators, elementary school principals, and teachers.


But let’s be honest: we can’t claim to read every single word that is published on the topic of elementary school practices. Nobody could. We had to take shortcuts, mostly by relying on other rigorous syntheses of the research.


Resources produced by the US Department of Education’s Institute for Education Sciences (IES)—especially its collection of practice guides and reviews by the What Works Clearinghouse (WWC)—have been especially helpful. Launched in 2003, the WWC is a repository of evidence for “what works” in education. In addition to setting standards for what is (and isn’t) considered high-quality research, the WWC examines existing research on “programs, products, practices, and policies in education” and issues reviews and “intervention reports,” all in a highly searchable database.


Since 2007, the WWC has also produced 24 practice guides, which summarize the findings and recommendations of expert panels about the literature, such as Organizing Instruction and Study to Improve Learning, or Teaching Math to Young Children.8 These practice guides attempt to codify the science when it comes to K–12 education. They form the backbone of our recommendations.


But we didn’t stop with the WWC. Also exceptionally helpful in our quest was the Annenberg Institute’s EdResearch for Recovery series, a set of short briefs for practitioners on topics that are particularly timely in the aftermath of the pandemic, as well as the “Evidence for ESSA” collection of reviews of K–12 programs published by Johns Hopkins University.


In this effort, we are not trying to break new ground. We are not researchers ourselves, but lifelong consumers of research; people who have long been interested in the promise of evidence-based education. This book is a comprehensive attempt to scour the highest quality resources and syntheses of evidence out there and communicate their findings with user-friendly language, with an understanding of the real-world complexities of schools and classrooms.


It is our sincere hope that this book’s first edition will not be its last. The research base will continue to evolve, and so too should this volume.


Indeed, this venture started as a crowdsourced document placed on a dynamic wiki. It would not have been possible without the efforts of multiple educators, academics, and other experts. The first draft was written with loving care by Barbara Davidson and Greg Woodward. That early draft was road-tested and readied for wide circulation after feedback from several staff members at the Thomas B. Fordham Institute, including Chester E. Finn Jr., Amber M. Northern, Robert Pondiscio, David Griffith, Chad Aldis, Victoria McDougald, Julie Fitz, and Melissa Gutwein. We solicited and responded to in-depth comments from more than three dozen instructional leaders, scholars, and other experts, who you’ll find listed in the appendix. Kathleen Carroll took this feedback and masterfully knitted it into a much stronger draft. Once the wiki went live, additional practitioners from across the US provided constructive feedback, leading to a second version of the document, called The Acceleration Imperative and available at www.CAOCentral.org. Fordham’s Brandon Wright continued to make significant improvements to the text as the content was serialized on Fordham’s Flypaper blog, and Fordham’s Pedro Enamorado did a marvelous job helping us turn the wiki into a book.


We cannot thank our reviewers enough for their insights and improvements. Together, they have recommended more than 1000 changes to our document to date. That’s the spirit of the evidence-based enterprise: it’s a group effort, and the bigger the circle of academics and practitioners sharing their knowledge and experience about what works, the faster and stronger our outcomes will be.







Curriculum is key


A constant drumbeat in these pages is the importance of high-quality instructional materials. We do not believe it makes sense for each one of America’s teachers or principals, or even chief academic officers at the district or charter network level, to try to interpret the research evidence on their own. Such an approach would be isolating, time-consuming, costly, and inefficient.


Instead, we believe that instructional materials are the ideal vehicle for turning evidence into practice. Curriculum developers—with insights from academics and practitioners—should develop evidence-based resources designed for the reality of the classroom, so educators can put them to their best purpose. We don’t have to be computer engineers in order to use computers effectively in our daily work. Likewise, teachers shouldn’t have to earn doctorates in education research in order to teach children effectively. If developers do their job well, then educators can focus on mastering the curriculum, rather than learning every intricacy of the underlying research studies.


Simply put, we think it is almost impossible to be an evidence-based elementary school without the adoption and implementation of high-quality instructional materials. Educators need tools that are aligned with the research, and quality instructional materials are the most critical of those tools.







Our vision for elementary education


The foremost job of elementary schools is to prepare students to succeed in middle school and beyond. That means their major focus should be on the development of academic skills and knowledge, as well as the social and emotional skills that contribute to success in school and in life.


But that doesn’t mean we dream of Dickensian education factories with “drill and kill” instruction and drill-sergeant discipline. Great elementary schools are joyful places, alive with wonder and a strong sense of mission, where relationships and curiosity flourish. There’s nothing about evidence-based practices that needs to imply a tension with what so many educators love about elementary schools, and the brilliant and beautiful children they serve.


In the wake of a horrific pandemic, even the best elementary schools are struggling to help their students make up for lost time, relearn forgotten skills, and get their momentum back again. You’ll find lots of ideas in this book, especially in the last section, about how we can help young children recover, regain, and thrive.


Enough with the preliminaries. Let’s dive in!

























CHAPTER ONE



SCHOOL CULTURE AND CLIMATE







1.1 – POSITIVE SCHOOL CULTURE


In schools with positive cultures, adults share clearly articulated values and beliefs, work purposefully together, and follow well-established norms to meet a common set of high expectations for teaching and learning.


The values and beliefs that a school community puts into practice each day define its culture. Schools with positive cultures have shared narratives, habits of mind, and effective ways of getting things done. They have articulated a coherent vision for excellence and can draw on that to flexibly respond to challenges, craft solutions, and reinforce practices that promote student success.


The conditions that support such cultures are influenced by the school’s climate—a distinct but related quality that determines the mood and feeling of a school community, the nature of relationships among adults and students, and expectations for physical and emotional security (see 1.4 – Safe and supportive climate for more).


The fast-moving changes and interruptions in schooling caused by the pandemic have highlighted the importance of maintaining a positive school culture. Systems and networks that had established shared beliefs and norms prior to the crisis had more tools to help in their response and recovery. Schools that entered the crisis without aligned structures and values in place were at a disadvantage that was only compounded by the inequities that accompanied remote learning in high-poverty areas.


School culture includes many interrelated parts and can be difficult to define and change. But that will be a critical task to a productive pandemic recovery. School leaders must assess the routine practices of teachers, staff, students, and parents, identify the values and beliefs that drive those practices, and create the conditions for long-term success.




Recommendations




	Administer a school culture survey to evaluate the current strengths and weaknesses across the community, such as those from Johns Hopkins University (which also assesses climate more broadly) and UChicago Impact.9 Do teachers and staff view the school as having clear, high expectations for teaching and learning? Do they feel that vision is aligned with school or network policies and practices?



	Work with senior leaders in your school community, including parents and teachers, to ensure a clear articulation of the school’s mission and values, and use that mission and vision statement to model actions and drive decision-making related to the pandemic and beyond.



	Conduct an audit of school practices, including curriculum implementation and scaffolding, teacher professional development, disciplinary codes, grading policies, and awards ceremonies, to ensure a through-line from the school’s mission to its institutional practices.



	Facilitate teacher leadership and collaboration to reinforce and share ownership of the school’s mission and vision.10 Providing more opportunities for staff to communicate directly with one another helps beliefs, values, and aligned actions take root and become stable norms.











Rationale


A strong and positive school culture is characterized by a clear sense of direction and shared accountability to advance a vision for success, which shapes how teachers and leaders do their jobs. It is built on mutual respect and trust, which are the foundation of learning communities.11


Scholars have identified the power of coherent culture in successful schools of all types. For example, a study of high-performing Catholic high schools attributed their impact on students to several aspects of school culture, including a decentralized structure that prioritized decision-making and leadership at the school level and a clear, common understanding of what all students should learn.12 Scott Seider’s exploration of how three Boston charter schools prioritize character development shows the impact of strong school culture as well as social and emotional learning.13 And Karin Chenoweth’s book looking at how beliefs and aligned practices support academic achievement in high-poverty district schools provides another distinct source of examples of school culture at work.14


Positive school cultures have already supported some early responses to the pandemic.15 For example, a consortium of high-performing charter schools drew on their earlier reform work and professional collaborations to create the National Summer School Initiative (now Cadence Learning).16 Guilford County Schools, an innovative North Carolina district that has run its own teacher-licensing program since 2008, enlisted its master teachers to build an online library of instructional videos, a natural extension of its teacher-leadership Opportunity Culture initiative.17


We note here that a strong culture cannot take root or thrive without a healthy school climate, and the values and actions that support these dimensions tend to go hand in hand.18 Schools must be safe from violence, both for students and teachers. Students from different socioeconomic, racial, or ethnic backgrounds should feel equally at home. Schools must support students’ emotional and social needs, while families must feel and actually be included as important members of the school community. Teachers must be respected by their principals, given the tools to lead rigorous classrooms, and be provided with opportunities to lead and collaborate with one another.










1.2 – ADULT MINDSETS


Adult mindsets are the beliefs and expectations about student achievement that influence school culture, drive decision-making, and accelerate or hinder student success.


Student outcomes are strongly linked to adult mindsets, and teachers and leaders at high-performing schools tend to share a common set of high expectations for success.19 That’s always been true, but may be more important than ever given the challenges created by the pandemic. Many students are contending with massive learning losses and emotional trauma, and caring adults may be inclined, even in subtle ways, to lower the bar and shield students from challenging work.


While educators should certainly demonstrate empathy, it’s essential that adult expectations for student progress remain high—among educators and parents alike.20 At school, instructional materials, teaching methods, teacher–student interactions, grading practices, and professional learning experiences should ensure mechanisms for expressing high expectations are in place. They also should identify and build on the strengths and assets students bring with them from their homes and communities, and emphasize student agency, growth mindset, and other “soft skills” that can support thriving futures. School culture should push back against the soft bigotry of low expectations—including bias related to race and class—and support students to set and achieve ambitious goals.21




Recommendations




	Articulate shared high expectations for student engagement, work, and mastery across the school, district, or network. Use common planning time to address current mindsets, assumptions, beliefs, biases, and prejudices that may influence staff’s ability to set and hold students to high expectations as the school focuses on recovery.



	Select high-quality instructional materials embedded with high expectations (see 2.1 – High-quality, knowledge-rich curriculum for more).



	Implement a school-wide approach to grading student work to ensure consistently high standards that are tied to exemplar student assignments (such as EL Education’s Models of Excellence), and establish rubrics and grading scales and common policies for accepting late assignments.



	Implement a school-wide approach to managing student behavior (see 1.4 – Safe and supportive climate for more).



	Administer student surveys to uncover the extent to which students believe that teachers hold high academic expectations for them. Survey instruments to consider include those from Tripod or Panorama Education.



	When hiring for teacher vacancies, look for teachers with a record of high expectations for children, and especially children of color. Given the studies showing that teachers of color tend to hold higher expectations for students of color, prioritize teacher diversity in hiring decisions as well.











Rationale


Teachers hold often unspoken beliefs about who they and their students are and what they both can do, and research shows that those mindsets matter.22 Several studies have found that students recognize when teachers hold high expectations for them and perform better academically when they do. Conversely, when teachers hold differentiated expectations for students, as opposed to uniformly high expectations for all students, these low expectations are correlated with lower academic achievement.


Tragically, some studies have found that teachers tend to have lower expectations for students of color; helping teachers see their own implicit racial biases and working to counteract them is essential.23 It is critical to discuss and recognize the difference between holding all students accountable to high expectations for learning and using high expectations to further inequitable practices and uphold inequitable or racist policies and practices. Research by David M. Quinn shows bias is pervasive in school grading, and research by Travis Riddle and Stacey Sinclair finds evidence of bias in discipline practices, for example. A rigorous approach to culturally responsive teaching also can support high expectations for all.24


One of the best ways to ensure that a culture of high expectations is in place is via the adoption and faithful implementation of high-quality instructional materials (see 2.1 – High-quality, knowledge-rich curriculum for more). Explicit support for teachers to understand and use these materials as designed is critical. Often, when teachers encounter a new, high-quality curriculum, they worry that it is too difficult for their students and substitute simpler content and instruction, which limits learning. When students are given lower-level reading assignments or less demanding discussion prompts, for example, it becomes impossible for them to catch up to grade-level expectations.


The best instructional materials are designed to give all students access to the same challenging content, including through robust scaffolds embedded to support student learning for students who do not possess the prerequisite concepts or skills. These materials also include professional development support for teachers, including opportunities to revisit their expectations and practice rigorous new instruction in professional learning communities (see 1.3 – Professional learning for more). Such a supported shift to more demanding content and instruction makes it possible for all students to master grade-level standards.


Connecting mindsets and materials to classroom practice is the next step. High-performing charter networks call this “intellectual prep.”25 They use teachers’ common planning time to review curriculum and evidence of student progress, establish common expectations and grading norms, and ensure lessons leave the heavy lifting to students, through productive struggling with rigorous, grade-level content. For example, the charter-school networks Achievement First, Uncommon Schools, and Success Academy have taken this approach to set the stage for high expectations.26


In addition, educators who model holding high expectations for all can inspire a “growth mindset,” which can positively influence student performance in school. A recent study by the OECD found that students with a strong growth mindset scored significantly higher on the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) in all subjects—32 points in reading and 23 points in math.27 In the United States, having a growth mindset was associated with a 60-point higher score in reading, compared to the scores of students who believe intelligence is fixed.


Many of the highest performing, high-poverty schools embrace specific pedagogical practices that convey high expectations, such as those identified by Doug Lemov in his highly influential book, Teach Like a Champion.28 These include four major techniques.








	Technique


	Technique description


	How it promotes high expectations











	No Opt Out


	Students are held accountable to always make an effort


	Students practice answering challenging questions and know that their teachers are not giving up on them







	Right is Right


	Partially correct answers from students are not “rounded up” to fully correct


	Students receive the message that they are capable of getting an answer completely right







	Stretch It


	OK/good verbal and written answers from students are pushed to be more robust


	Students are pushed to expand on “B” answers to make them “A” answers







	Without Apology


	The teacher does not ever apologize for the material being challenging


	The students never hear from the teacher that something is too hard for them


















1.3 – PROFESSIONAL LEARNING


Professional learning is an ongoing process in which teachers study, probe, and practice new instructional techniques, investigate curriculum, and collaborate with colleagues to enhance content knowledge and pedagogical skills.


Ongoing professional learning for educators that is well designed, based on the science of learning, responsive to teachers’ needs, and aligned with school-wide priorities is the bedrock of positive school culture. There’s simply no way any school can implement high-quality curricula and research-based instructional practices, or address students’ unfinished learning and mental health needs, without it.


Most professional learning should be tied directly to the high-quality curriculum a school, district, or network has chosen—including time for teachers to read the passages their students will read and practice the math exercises they will assign in class. Administrators also should schedule frequent opportunities for observation and feedback on teachers’ instructional practice by peers, coaches, and school leaders, using established frameworks and grade-level expectations for student achievement. In addition, during shared professional learning time in subject or grade-level groups, teachers should focus on developing deep content and curriculum knowledge, by studying curriculum, planning and practicing lessons, and carefully examining student work.




Recommendations




	Link professional learning and curriculum work together. When purchasing or procuring curriculum, also arrange for professional development services from the curriculum developer or from an expert training organization that specializes in supporting educators to use that curriculum. Our contributors and reviewers point to leading organizations such as SchoolKit, Teaching Lab, Instruction Partners, TNTP, and Leading Educators. Rivet Education is a trusted source of reviews for professional learning providers.



	Many schools have professional learning communities (PLCs) on the books, but these structures and times are not always well used. Avoid “PLC Lite” by building regular PLC time into the weekly schedule (see 4.3 – Implementation section for more).29 Provide skilled facilitators to lead those sessions and establish agendas that focus on curriculum study and candid discussions of student progress, including detailed reviews of work samples and data analysis. Districts can build on new technological expertise to establish more focused PLCs, such as by grouping teachers across schools, or giving teachers regular access to a content specialist during virtual meetings.



	Schedule time for teachers and instructional coaches to observe other teachers or watch videos of their lessons, and offer feedback, and normalize that as part of grade-level PLC work. In particular, coaches or PLC facilitators should ask questions and push teachers to think deeply about their instruction and impact on student learning. For schools shifting to new curriculum, this should take the form of intellectual prep, which focuses on the major ideas and exemplar student responses in a target lesson.30



	Ensure school or district leadership and decision-making is aligned to goals for ongoing professional learning and curriculum implementation. This could mean reassigning a staff member to handle oversight, or partnering with an external professional learning vendor to support change management, provide leadership development, or troubleshoot logistics. In all cases, maintaining a coherent approach to professional learning, using the school’s curriculum as a guide, is key.











Rationale


Components of strong professional learning


Strong professional learning focuses on what Richard Elmore terms the “instructional core”: the relationship between the content, teacher, and student. Each component of the core affects the others.31 To improve student learning at scale, schools can raise the level of the content that students are taught, increase the skill and knowledge that teachers bring to the teaching of that content, and increase the level of students’ active learning of the content. This framework establishes the imperative of putting what happens in the classroom at the very center of professional development efforts.


When a school has a high-quality curriculum to focus on, it also has a north star for professional learning. High-quality curriculum supports a teacher’s content knowledge and pedagogical skill, builds on the science of learning to present content and activities in a coherent way, and clarifies expectations for teaching and learning. Professional learning should focus on the ways the curriculum teaches certain content. Why does the curriculum emphasize certain skills or ideas? Why is it structured how it is? How can it be effectively implemented and scaffolded? This is in addition to mastering effective classroom practices and studying the learning science that underlies strong curriculum and instruction.


Given the infinite array of possible outcomes to any given lesson—which vary with each student’s level of preparation, how they are doing on a given day, what’s going on in the world around them, and so forth—teaching is ultimately a series of hundreds of granular decisions about execution and response. Curriculum-based professional learning focuses those decisions and helps to ensure that, over time, they are made with increased intentionality and consistency.


It’s important to note that this does not all happen over a summer; rather, it is the result of sustained work over time and requires aligned district and school leadership, the buy-in of union representatives, and stability at the school board and superintendent levels.


Another vitally important feature of effective professional learning and schools is the prioritization of time for intentionally structured PLCs. Numerous studies document teacher-perceived benefits of PLCs, and some also demonstrate positive student outcomes, including increases in academic achievement.32 By far the most compelling use and rationale for PLCs is the opportunity for teachers to collaboratively interrogate and intellectually prepare to teach the curriculum, as well as identify what is (or is not) working and why. PLC structures also can support observations by peers or instructional coaches. This is akin to the Japanese lesson study, which provides teachers with the opportunity to plan, teach, observe, and critique their practice with colleagues.33


Some districts and networks can serve as examples of this approach to curriculum-based, collaborative professional learning. For example, under the LEAP program at DC Public Schools, teachers meet weekly with trained leaders to unpack and rehearse lessons from the district’s Common Core-aligned curriculum and are regularly observed and given feedback from an instructional coach.34 Other examples and resources include IDEA Public Schools Days of Practice; Achievement First’s intellectual prep and unit unpacking protocols; EL Education’s protocols for studying the quality of student work; and Uncommon Schools’ Practice Perfect.35


Research review


The evidence base for curriculum-based professional learning is nascent, and more research is needed. But there is a strong base of research supporting our professional learning recommendations.


In a 2009 article, Thomas Guskey and Kwang Suk Yoon summarized findings from more than 1300 studies that looked at impacts of professional development on student learning.36 The research indicated several characteristics of effective efforts. These include a focus on content, with activities that “were designed to help teachers better understand both what they teach and how students acquire specific content knowledge and skill,” and on careful adaptation of varied instructional practices rather than a single set of “best practices.” Effective development also involves outside experts, without whom teachers tended to focus on practices they already considered effective, rather than those shown to produce results. They also found evidence that workshops are not necessarily ineffective, and that follow-up is crucial to success.


In addition, a 2017 research brief by Linda Darling-Hammond, published by the Learning Policy Institute, cites seven features of effective professional development, based on a review of 35 studies over the last three decades:37




	Content focused.



	Incorporates active learning using adult learning theory.



	Supports collaboration, typically in job-embedded contexts.



	Uses models and modeling of effective practice.



	Provides coaching and expert support.



	Offers opportunities for feedback and reflection.



	Is of sustained duration.






The Carnegie Corporation of New York recently released a challenge paper about the importance of curriculum-based professional learning that builds on this research.38 It calls for decision-makers at the system and school levels, curriculum designers, professional learning facilitators, and school-based personnel to begin to align their systems around such a vision. Louisiana, for example, has taken a curriculum-oriented approach to teacher learning and created open-source curriculum and aligned professional-learning resources.39


Transformative professional learning promotes a high level of cognitive dissonance, disturbs teachers’ equilibrium, and must include the time and support they need to reflect on and revise their thinking. Teachers often sit with cognitive dissonance and stay attached to their belief rather than reality. With leaders’ support, and in a culture of trust and safety, teachers can take the risks needed to grapple with this dissonance.40 They can disrupt their assumptions and gain new evidence about what works through using new curriculum materials. That can prompt changes in practice and ultimately, in underlying beliefs.


Our bet is that this type of “transformative professional learning” is a defining characteristic of effective elementary schools, based on the strength of the arguments for high-quality, content-rich curriculum. It can support teachers as they develop mastery with that curriculum and ensure that school leaders and outside experts “walk the walk” as they lead their team.










1.4 – SAFE AND SUPPORTIVE CLIMATE


In a safe and supportive climate, students and adults maintain caring, trusting relationships that promote mutual respect, physical and emotional security, and productive teaching and learning.


Feeling safe and valued is vital to a child’s development. Learning suffers when students fear for their safety, worry about being bullied, or don’t sense their teachers have high expectations for their success. In a healthy, supportive climate, students are engaged and take intellectual risks. They follow well-established rules and norms for behavior that their teachers and school leaders model and maintain. Such a community is characterized by positive relationships between teachers and students, a place where genuine respect is the norm, and where all students feel they belong.
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