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“The Effects of Standards-Based Assessments on
Schools and Classrooms.™ We selected Washing-
1on because of the newness of its reform effort.
We decided to study implementation at the local
level, persuaded by the generally accepted belief
that large-scale reforms succeed or fail based on is-
sues of local implementation. As Fullan and Miles
(1992) noted, “tocal implementation by everyday
teachers, principats, parents, and students is the
only way that change happens™ (p. 752). And, we
chose to conduct case-studies of schoals identified
as exemplary with respect to the Washington re-
form, agreeing with Firestone {1989 that positive
examples are needed to help us understand what
leads some districts and schools o become “active
users” of state mandates. He explained, “positive
examples illustrate the possibility that is masked
by the typical case. . . . Such studies will be valu-
able to local administrators by clarifying how to
take advantage of state reforms and may help pol-
icy makers learn how to develop policies more
likely to have constructive results™ (p.162).

Washington’s Educational Reform Agenda

Before presenting the conceptuat framework

that has guided our research, we preseni some
background on the Washington reform. Washing-
ton's Education Reform Act (HB 1209), passed in
1993, mandated the creation of challenging aca-
demic standards-—the Essential Academic Learn-
ing Requirements (EALRs), a stale assessment
system—the Washington Assessment of Student
Learning (WASL). and an accountability mecha-
nism for monitoring schools” progress and hold-
ing schools and districis accountable for results. Tt
also allocated funds for professional development
10 support expected changes in classroom prac-
tice. The Education Reform Act directed the Com-
mission on Student Learning (CSL) to develop
and administer many of the central components of
the reform, including the EALRs. the WASL, and
the accountability system.

CSL established EALRs in eight content areas:
reading, writing, mathematics, histening/commu-
nication, science. social studjes. health/fitness,
and the arts. The EALRs are wrilten at a relatively
highlevel of generality. For each subject there are
three to five broad performance standards.

The standards for writing are:

L. The student writes clearly and effectively.
2. The student writes in a variety of forms for
different audiences and purposes.
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3. The student understands and uses the steps
of the writing process.

4. The student analyzes and evaluates the ef-
fectiveness of writien work,

The standards for mathematics are:

L. The student understands and applies the
concepts and procedures of mathematics.

2. The student uses mathematics to define and
solve problems.

3. The swdent uses mathematical reasoning,

4. The student communicates knowledge and
undersianding in both everyday and mathemati-
cal language.

3. The student understands how mathematical
ideas connect within mathematics, to other sub-
ject areas, and 1o real-life situations.

Each standard is elaborated by key compo-
nents—descriptions of broad categories of student
behaviors or actions that would demonstrate mas-
tery of the standard. For example, components of
the first writing standard are: develop concept and
design, use style appropriate to audience and pur-
pose, and apply writing conventions. Components
of the first mathematics standard specify that stu-
dents should understand and apply concepts and
procedures from number sense, measurement,
geomelric sense, probability and statistics, and
algebraic sense, In addition, for each component
there are more detailed benchmarks indicating
what students in the accountability grades (grades
4or 5. 7 or 8, and 10) should know and be able 1o
do in order 1o demonstrate mastery.

The cornerstone of the assessment system is
the WASL. which was developed specifically for
Washington by a commercial contractor. The test
includes several types of items designed 10 mea-
sure student progress toward the standards. In the
areas of mathematics. reading, and listening, stu-
dents answer multiple-choice, short-answer, and
extended response items. Tn writing, they write
essays in response 10 specific prompts.

To be successful. reform efforts must include
both pressure and support (Firestone, Monfils, &
Camilli, 2001; Fullan, 1991 McLaughlin, 1990).
Pressure sends the message that the state is serious
about the importance of the reform initiative; it
helps to ensure that schools place the reform at the
1op of their priority lists. Support addresses issues
of capacity, providing resources such as personnel,
time. materials. and learning opportunities that
schools may need 10 enact the reform vision. Pres-

sure without support may lead to resistance and
alienation, Support without pressure ran the risks
of tack of focus and wasted resources (Fullan,
1991).

In Washington, the accountability system (not
yet developed at the time of our study) provides
pressure in the form of performance improvement
goals, criteria for identifying successful schools
and those in need of assistance, performance in-
centive systems, and state intervention strategies
for low-performing schools. Toolkits and NCS
Mentor are two resources distributed by the state
10 provide support for teachers. Toolkits contain
instructional medels and activities designed to as-
sist educators in aligning their curriculum, instruc-
tion, and assessment with the EALRs (Washington
Office of the Superintendent of Public Instruction,
1997). NCS Mentor is a piece of software (CD-
ROM) with scoring rubrics and samples of student
papers, designed to familiarize teachers with per-
formance assessment scoring. In addition, 16 *“Re-
gional Learning and Assessment Centers” were
established across the state 1o provide profes-
sional development opportunities to [ocal schools
and districts. The Education Reform Act also al-
located additional resources in the form of Student
Learning Improvement Grants (SLIGs) that dis-
tricts could use for professional development. By
creating these mechanisms for both pressure and
support, the state was attempting o increase the
likelihood that its reform legislation would foster
educational change.

Ore feature that sets Washington apart from
other states engaged in similar reform efforts is it
gradual approach to implementation, adding new
subjects to the assessment system on an incre-
mental basis over the period of a decade. The first
WASL assessments in reading, writing, listening,
and mathematics (grade 4) were available for vol-
untary use i Spring 1997 and required in Spring
1998. Middle school {grade 7) assessments in the
same four arcas were available for voluntary use
in Spring 1998, but were not required until Spring
2001,

Large-scale reform takes time, Fullan (2000a)
offered the following guidelines based on his ex-
perience with multiyear reform efforts: “One can
improve an elementary school in about 2-3 years:
high schools take about 5-6 years; distncts (obvi-
ously depending on size) take 6-8 years™ (p. 20).
Given that the initial WASL. efementary tests be-
came mandatory in 1998 and the secondary ones
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in 2001, the timing of our project (Spring 1999
1o Spring 2000) seemed well suited for shedding
light on the initial stages of the implementation of
a state-wide reform effort.

Conceptual Framewerk

How are exemplary schools making the changes
needed to achieve the goals of the Washington
reform? How far along are they in the process?
Knapp (1997) cautioned researchers not to expect
full implementation, even at exemplary sites.
Based on a review of qualitative investigations of
large-scale reform inttiatives in mathematics and
science, he warned that “the implememation of re-
forms in the elassroom is often piecemeai, involv-
ing discrete elements of what is called for . . .
but not a coherent whole™ (pp. 255-256). More
specifically, his analysts suggested that, “the more
easily imported practices (e.g., the use of manipu-
latives in mathematics teaching in the clementary
grades) have become part of teachers’ repertoires,
while the full understanding of what these prac-
tices may rmean has not” (p. 255). Fullan and Miles
(1992} noted that most reform efforts involve an
initial peried of uncertainty and difficulty, and
they argued that the absence of early difficulty is
usually a sign that the change being attempted is

. supeificial or trivial, rather than substantial. Thus,

for a young reform such as Washington's, we ex-
pected o find only partial implementation at the
classroom level, accompanied by the preservation
of many traditional elements of practice that the
reformers are attempting to change.

Knapp (1997) suggested that a “learming per-
spective,” focused on both individual and orga-
nizational learning, can help explain patterns of
success in school reform. Viewed from this per-
spective, the success or failure of systemic reform
can be attributed to “policy pedagogy™ (how poli-
cies and policymakers communicate the meaning
of the reform and how to put it into practice). op-
portunities for learning. and resources to support
individual and organizational learning over time.
Other scholars have similarly pointed out the
value of studying systemic reform from the per-
spective of learning {Fullan & Miles, 1992). Litile
(1999} explained,

Long-term observers of educational innovation
and school reform have argued thar reform
might more productively be seen as a problem
of learning 1han as a problem of “implementa-
tion.” That is. the progress of reform appears 1o
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rest in crucial ways on the capacily of teachers,
both individually and collectivety. (p. 2)

As this quote indicates. a learning perspective
suggests that teacher capacity is a key determinant
of the extent to which schools achieve Systemic re-
form. Arguing for the importance of considering
both professional (individual} and organizational
(collective) learning, Knapp ( 1997) suggested that
4 learning perspective must take into account in-
dividual capacity, organizational capacity, and the
relationships between them, as well as how policy
actions can nurture capacity building.

Newmann, King, and Youngs (2000} made a
similar argument for the importance of taking into
account both individual teachers and the school as
a whole in school improvement efforts. The con-
ceptof school capacity, which they defined as “the
coliective power of the full staff to improve stu-
dent achievement schoolwide” (p- 300), includes
both organizational and individual elements. Syn-
thesizing ideas from the literature on school re-
form and organizational change, these researchers
identified five dimensions of schocl capacity. Ef-
fective principal leadership is a critical force in
a school’s capacity to educate its students, since
legal authority resides primarily with the princi-
pal. and since the person in that leadership role has
a strong influence on the life of a school. Second,
school capacity includes professional community,
which consists of four features: shared goals for
student learning, staff collaboration and collec-
live responsibility to achieve those goals, reflective
professional inquiry to address challenges, and
opportunities for staff to influence the school's
activities and policies. Third. school capacity in-
cludes program coherence. Capacily is enhanced
10 the extent that instructional programs are coor-
dinated. focused on clear goals, and sustained over
time. Fourth, to increase student achievement.
schools must have technical resources such as
high-quality curricula, instructional materials,
assessment instruments, computers. laboratory
equipment, and adequate facilities. Finally, schoot
capacity includes the knowledge, skills, and dis-
positions of individual 1eachers. Advancing stu-
dent achievement requires teachers who are com-
petent in instructional and assessment approaches,
and hold high expeciations for all students.

Several researchers who have studied the role
of individual capacity concluded that for syslermic
reforms 10 be realized, individual eachers must

174

acquire knowledge, beliefs, and skills compati-
ble with the conceptions of teaching and learning
that underlie the reform agendas (e.g., Peterson,
McCarthey, & Elmore, 1996; Spiltane, 2000a,
2000b). Policy instruments such as curricular
frameworks, instructional materials, student as-
sessments, and professional development oppor-
tunities contribuie to the success of systemic
reform efforts. However, what teachers, school ad-
ministrators, and district leaders learn from these
policy instraments depends, in large part, on their
individual capacity to learn. This capacity, in turn,
is determined by their existing knowledge and be-
liefs, as well as their identity as teachers and learn-
ers of teaching {Spillane, 2000a).

Other scholars identified similar components of
school capacity. For exampie, Knapp (1997) in-
cluded vision and leadership, collective commit-
ment and supportive norms, knowledge or access
10 it, resources, and structures conducive to learn-
ing in his list of dimensions that define an organi-
zation’s capacity—its “receptivity to refori ideas
and ability to sustain them over time” (p. 254). He
found that in studies of the California reform, the
clearest contrasts among schools with respect to
extent of policy implementation were along the
dimension of capacity. High-capacity schools in
which cohesive staffs were engaged in restructur-
ing, teachers valued collaboration and had formed
communities of learners, and numerous opportu-
nities for professional development were available
appeared to be the most receptive to the goals and
priorities of new reforms and farthest along in
their progress toward the reform vision.

Whereas Knapp (1997) included leaming op-
portunities for teachers in his definition of school
capacity, Newmann et al. (2000} considered pro-
fessional development to be a key factor in build-
ing capacily rather than a dimension of capacity. In
either case, scholars agree that the success of re-
form efforts is dependent upon creating and sus-
taining opportusities for teacher learning (Darling-
Hammond, 1990. 1996; Fullan & Hargreaves,
1992). Fullan (1991) explained, “Continuous de-
velopment of all teachers is the cornerstone for
meaning, improvement, and reform, Professional
development and school development are inextri-
cably linked” (p. 315).

Scholars also agree that professional devel-
opment serves Lwo complementary purposes in
school reform. It is “both a strategy for specific, in-
structional change, and a strategy for basic orga-

nizational change in the way teachers work and
learn together” (Fulan, 1991, p. 319; emphasis in
the oniginal). To serve these two purposes, profes-
sional development must be responsive to the in-
terests and needs of tndividual teachers and the
group {Little, 1993). In our work, we view learp-
ing opportunities for teachers 10 be a dimension of
schooi capacity, and we consider whether the pro-
fessional development available at the case study
schools supports change at both individual and
school levels.

Knapp (1997) developed a continuum of four
“standards of success™ that can be applied to class-
FOOMS to assess their progress toward a reform
vision. Each standard in the continuum holds
teachers and schools to a more modest indicator
of success in the implementation of reform. Many
teachers in the studies he reviewed had not yet met
the highest standard of success—“full embodiment
of reform visions,” The second standard—*graft-
ing of reform ideas onto familiar practices”—
entails importing new ideas and practices into
one’s classroom without eliminating old ones.
Knapp concluded that many teachers are in the
process of achieving this standard. “Professional
learning among classroom teachers” is the third
standard, where teachers are beginning 10 question
their practice and take advantage of opportonities
for professional learning. The most modest stan-
dard in the continuum—*incremental increase in
‘systemn averages’ "—is based on countable indi-
cators across the system that suggest a developing
predisposition toward the reform vision (e.g., the
proportion of teachers in an elemeniary schoof
who are using manipulatives or attempting hands-
O science instruction; pp. 258-259).

We found a learning perspective, together with
the six dimensions of school capacity (the five
identified by Newmann et al., plus learning op-
portunities for teachers), and Knapp's (£997) stan-
dards of success. useful in considering the case
study schools’ progress toward successful imple-
mentation of Washington’s reform vision. We
came to realize that for this young reform. “exem-
plary” is best understood in terms of capacity
rather than outcome. Thus, we did not expect to
find “full embodiment of reform visions™ at these
sites. Rather. we expected that they would be high-
capacily settings, providing “fertile soil " in which
the reform policies had begun 10 take root (Knapp.
1997, p. 240). By studying the schools from this
perspective. we hoped to Jearn more about the re-
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lationship between schoof capacity and systemic
reform efforts, and the opportunities and resources
that are particularly important determinants of
success in achieving the goals of the state’s reform
apenda.

Methods

Case studies play an important role in develop-
ing “systemic understanding of patterns of practice
in classrooms where teachers are trying (o enaci re-
form™ (Spiltane & Zeuli, 1999, p. 20}. Case studies
of success stories are especially important. For ex-
ample, Shulman (1983) argued convincingly for
their value as existence proofs, providing images
of what can be accomplished rather than docu-
menting what is typically the case:

One major vinue of a case study is its ability 10
evoke images of the possible. . . . It is often the
goal of policy to pursue the possible, not only to
support the probable or frequent. The well-
crafted case instantiates the possible, not only
documenting that it can be done. but also laying
out at least one detailed example of how it was
organized, developed, and pursueed. For the prac-
titioner concemed with process, the operationat
detail of case studies can be more helpful than
the more confidently generalizable virtue of a
quantitative analysis of many cases. (p. 495)

Despite the wisdom of this argument, it is diffi-
cult to find case studies of successful educational
reform efforts (Hatch, 1998). Our project set out
to help fill this void by studying success stories—
schools identified by Washington educators as ex-
emplary in their efforts 10 enact the state reform
agenda. We examined two questiens concern-
ing these schools: a} What are the effects of the
Washington educational reform on school- and
classroom-level practices, as well as on 1eachers’
and principals” knowledge and beliefs about as-
sessment and instruction? b) What factors explain
the patterns of success within and across exem-
plary sites?

Site Selection

We used a multistep sampling procedure rec-
ommended by Heath and McLaughlin (1993) to
setect our schools. We began by seeking advice
from the Superintendent of Public Instruction amt
members of her staff, administrators at CSL. per-
sonnel at regional Educational Service Districts
(ESDs), and university faculty members—-all of
whom were famtliar with Washington’s educa-

175



Borko, Wolf, Simene and Uchivama

tional reform agenda and its enactment in schools
throughout the state. We asked these educators
to identify exemplary schools—with the word
“exemplary™ defined as places where “good
things were happening’” with respect to the reform
agenda. We cautioned them that we did not want
to study “‘no wonder” schools—schools that might
invite comments like, *Well, no wonder they can
do it. Look at their population and their resources.”
Instead we were searching for schools with di-
verse populations, in geographically representa-
tive locations within the state, where we would
have to delve beneath the surface for explanations
of their success.

Members of our research team made site visits
to schools whose names came up repeatedly during
these conversations. We informally interviewed
principals and teachers, and observed classroom
mathematics and writing instruction. Based on our
assessments of the schools’ efforts and accom-
plishments with respect 1o the Washington reform,
we selected our final sample of three elementary
schools and three middle schools—one each in
urban, suburban, and rural areas of Washington,
Within cach school, we identified one writing
teacher and one mathematics teacher in the account-
ability grades (grades 4 and 7) to observe and in-
terview in more depth. Based on our initial visits
and conversations with the principals, we selected
these teachers for their progress in implement-
ing reform practices and teadership roles in the
schoois.

Data Collection and Analysis

After site selection, we made three 2-day visits
te each site, in Spring 1999, Fall 1999, and Spring
2000. A team of two researchers conducted each
visit. During each data collection cycle we ob-
served writing and mathematics instruction by
the selected accoumability grade teachers, con-
ducted semi-structured interviews with teachers,
students, and principals, and collected artifacts of
practice. The interviews with teachers and pringi-
pals focused on writing and mathematics prac-
tices, professional development opportunities and
experiences. enactment of the EALRs and WASL,
and knowledge and beliefs about the Washington
educational reform and its impact on the school.
Artifacts included classroom maps, sketches of
bullelin boards, teachers’ lesson plans and cur-
ricular materials, and studenis’ daily work, On
one occasion at each site we also interviewed dis-
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trict personnel about the reform’s impact on their
district.

Following our visits to the schools we expanded
our observational notes into detailed field notes
and then summarized them mr condensed “‘cover
sheets.” The cover sheets were organized around
a specific set of categories that were derived from
our conceptual framework and research ques-
tions, taking into account the nature of classroom
observation data. These categories included a
summary of the observed lesson(s), educational
goals, instructional activities, teaching strategies,
student practices, school practices refated to the
EALRs and WASL, and teachers’ and students’
knowledge and beliefs related to the Washington
reform. All interviews were audio taped, tran-
scribed, and coded wsing a set of categories that
were also derived from our conceptual frame-
work and research questions, but modified 1o re-
flect the natuore of the interview data. The major
coding categories included: district and school
demographics, principal leadership, shared vision
(which included subeategories for school philos-
ophy, professional community, and program co-
herence), instructional and assessment practices,
professional development, funding sources and
resources, and teacher knowledge and beliefs.

We used the coded interview data, cover sheets,
and artifacts 1o develop case studies of the individ-
ual schools. The research team agreed on a struc-
ture and outline for the case studies, again based on
our conceptval framework and research questions.
One member of each site visit ieam teok respon-
sibality for writing the first drafi. The other re-
searcher then reviewed the draft, and any guestions
regarding perceptions or inferences were discussed
and resclved by going back to the data. These case
studies describe and analyze the schools” efforts to
meet the goals of the Washington reform agenda,
paying particular attention to school-wide initia-
tives, the writing and mathematics practices of the
target teachers, and school capacity to enact the
Washington reform. This emphasis and the agreed-
upon case structure are reflected in the cases of
Vista and Beacon presented in the article.

Once the individual cases were completed. our
research team met to identify and discuss consis-
tent themes across the sites. Through these dis-
cussions, we realized that the themes could best
be developed and illustrated in an article by fo-
cusing on two of the cases rather than attempting
to incorporate data from all six schools. Present-

ing only two cases would enable vs to provide
rich descriptions and detailed comparisons of
the schools” reform effonts and their capacity for
change—comparisons that offer insights about
the initial stages of implementation of state-wide,
standards-based reform. We decided to focus on
elementary schools because the fact that WASL
assessments in writing and mathematics were not
mandatory in middle schools until Spring 2001
meant that we were not able 10 trace progress on
these measures at the middle schools in our sam-
ple. thus limiting the comparisons we could make.
We sefected Beacon and Vista because, among
the three elemeniary schools. they represented the
greatest conirast with respect to progress in en-
acting the Washington reform.

After the article was drafted and reviewed by
the entire team, we sent it to the principals and
teachers at the two scheols with a cover letter ask-
ing them 10 “Please think about how your school
is presented. Do you feel it is an accurate por-
trayal? Do the quotes well represent your think-
ing?” All of their feedback was minor and did
not change our overall findings or interpretations;
still, their suggestions were incorporated into the
manuscript.

In our presentation of the case studies, words
in quotation marks indicate direct comments by
participants. either audio-recorded during inter-
views or taken down verbatim in our observations.
Words in brackets are our own; they serve to add
clarification to participants” remarks. Quotes from
interviews are marked by a letter 10 identify the
role of the participant (P = principal, T = teacher,
S = student. A = administrator. from the district.
region, or state). the year the quote was collected,
and a final letter 10 indicate the data collection
cycle (F=fall, S = spring). For example, a quote
from a teacher interview conducted in the spring
of 1999 would be marked T99S. Quotes from ob-
servations are marked by the date of the class ses-
sion (e.g., 3-23-99),

Vista Elementary School

Vista Elememtary School ts located on a Native
American reservation in south central Washington.
The major industry in the area is agriculture, most
notably tree fruits and wine grapes. Driving to the
school from the nearest citv, one cannot help but
notice the juxtaposition of the majestic mountains
in the distance, the miles and miles of fruit trees
lining the highway, and the poverty of the rural
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community in which the school is lecated. The
school itself is large, housing over 90 students
during the 1999-2000 academic year. yet it has a
small, homey feeling. The building is clean and
orderly, reflecting the sense of pride expressed by
its staff. Halls are decorated with a combination of
student work, posters related to school policies
and procedures, and the ever-present EALRs.

Vista is a school-wide Title 1 school: it alsa re-
ceives bilingual and special education services.
The demographics of the school mirror the district.
Approximately 65% of the students are Hispanic,
25% are American Indian, and the remaining
10% are White, Asian/Pacific Islander, or Black.
District-wide, 83% of the students are on free or
reduced lunch. The poverty level within the school
is even higher, with 98.8% of the students quali-
fying for free or reduced hunch in the 1999-2000
academic year. As Ms. Thompson, the princi-
pal, explained, “we’ve got kids that come from
poverty, basically. And, if there’s something below
poverty, a lot of them come from whatever is
below poverty” (P995).

As is the case for many high-poverty schools,
students at Vista have not performed well on
the WASL. However, WASL. scores were higher
overall in 2001 than in 1998, and improvement
has been fairly consistent over the years and across
subject areas. In mathematics, 5.1% of Vista's stu-
dents met or exceeded the standard in 1998, 4.9%
in 1999, 8.6% in 2000, and 14.3% tn 2001 In writ-
ing, 5.1% met or exceeded the standard in 1998,
12.7% in 1999, 5.7% in 2000, and 13.4% in 2001.
Although not the focus of our project, WASL read-
ing performance is important 1o understanding
Vista's progress toward meeting the state leamn-
ing goals. The school began its reform efforts by
focusing on reading, and scores in that area are
substantially higher than in mathematics or writ-
ing: 15.2% of students met or exceeded the read-
ing standard in 1998, 15.7% in 1999, 18.1% in
2000, and 23.2% in 2001.

School Practices and the Washington Reform

Ms. Thompson, the principal at Vista since Fall
1992, was committed to providing every oppor-
tunity for students 1o succeed in school and on the
WASL. She acknowledged the low WASL scores
in her building and had a “no-excuses” attitude
about them:

Qur job is . . . not to make excuses for the stu-
dents. but just to give them every possible
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opportunity we can within the six years they 're
here ... You can sit and say “Yeah, but this,
Yeah, but that.” But when they get here and
they’re ours there shouldn’t be any excuses. Be-
cause we don’t have time to make excuses for
them or for ourselves about why we have low
lest scores ... So we just focus on ... what
we’re going 1o do about it. (P99F).

Efforts 1o help students succeed emphasized in-
structional practices and extended leaming oppor-
tunities. "Intentional” and “focused” were pro-
minent adjectives in Ms. Thompson's descriptions
of these efforts,

School-wide instructional practices

Modeling and guided practice were school-wide
instructional priorities. Ms. Thompson explained:

We're trying 10 get teachers to understand that
the kids have to have lots and lots of models, lots
of guided practice before you set them off on
their own. That’s the thing we’ve emphasized
over and over and over again. To get them 1o be-
come proficient, there’s tons of modeling,
There’s tons of guided time. . .. We work really
hard at making sure that we don’t set them up for
failure, that all the kids can be successful. (P99S)

Ms. Thompson promoted the idea of a spiral
curriculum to give students multiple opportunitics
to master core content, “We’re encouraging teach-
ers to consider that there are core concepts the kids
have to be exposed to throughout the year . . . You
need to spiral your curriculum and add aetivilies
in your centers that give kids opportunities over
and over and over again, and eventually they will
master the concepts” (POOS).

In the writing program, WASL scores helped
teachers “to be more intentional, more focused,
to lock at what the requirements are and then
backtrack and say, *“We’ve got some real gaps in
our instruction. How do we fix them?” " This in-
tentionality included emphasizing “a common
vocabulary from one grade level 1o the next.
They need 10 know about recount . . . and narra-
tive. They need to have those words in their vo-
cabulary so when the teachers say *We're going
to start working on narratives,” they know ex-
actly what that is” (P99S). Ms. Thompson re-
iterated the school’s commitment to improving
language arts instruction the following year,
“Everyboedy needs to come on board with vocab-
ulary and . . . introducing kids to different gen-
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res, to make sure they have access to all that in-
formation™ (POOS).

Regarding mathematics, Ms. Thompson ac-
knowledged. “We certainly haven’t focused on it
as much as we have on reading, writing. and lan-
guage acquistion, because we really believe that
those three are the foundation. You've got 10 have
those before you can do the others™ (P995). De-
spite this prioritization, the 4th- and 3th-grade
teachers did select five areas of mathematics as
the school-wide emphasis for AY 1999-2000,
based on WASL performance: reasoning. making
connections, probability and statistics, number
sense, and algebraic sense. Ms. Thompson and
her admimistrative staff required that “everybody
do math facts every day,” and that all classes do a
Problem of the Day. Ms. Thompson expiained,
“Our kids were missing out on some real oppor-
tunities to think at higher levels, and to analyze
problems in your head. . . . So now everybody’s
been pretty good about doing that” (PO0S).

Extended learning opportunities for students

Vista initiated an extended learning program
in response to the district’s accourtability plan,
passed in 1999, which granted schools the author-
1y to retain any 3rd- or Sth-grade student who is
two or more years below grade level or has more
than 20 absences during the year. The district plan
targeted third grade because of the WASL, and
fifth grade to ensure that students were adequately
prepared for mididle school. Vista offered its pro-
gram at all grade levels in an effort to ensure that
no student would be retained:

All of our children who are two or more years
betow grade level or who demaonstrated poor per-
formance on the WASLE are asked to be in an
extended fearning program of some sort. They
either have 10 come in the mornings from §:00 10
8:30. go during their lunchtime from 1:00 10
1230, or stay after school from 3:30t0 4:15. They
have 1o be involved in some program. (P99F)

Vista also offered an extensive summer school
program. Ms. Thompson explained. “We're trying
to extend the school day horizontally and verti-
cally. . . . The superintendent and the board have
always said that. especially with kids hike ours,
180 days of education is not enough. . .. That's
why we try 10 lengthen the day and the vear and
provide as much as we can for them, so that they
have every opportunity” {P99F). But what did in-

struction within the reguiar day look like? For that
we tutn 10 Qur next section on classroom practices.

Classroom practices in mathemuatics
and wriling

Cur analysis of classroom practices in both
writing and mathematics focuses on Ms. Erikson,
a 4th-grade teacher identified by Ms. Thompson
as one of the leaders at Vista and a person who was
working hard to enact the Washington reform. An
energetic woman in her thirties, Ms. Erikson was
completing her seventh year of teaching and sec-
ond year in the fourth grade when we met her.
She is a reflective teacher who is “always look-
ing for better ways 10 do things” (T995). Like
Ms. Thompson, she frequently used words like
“intentional” and “focused” to describe the impact
of the Washington reform on her instructional
practices. During one of our first interviews, she
commented T feel that the Essential Learnings are
alive and well in this classroom™ (T99S). Our ob-
servations confirmed that her instruction in both
mathematics and writing was tied closely to the
EALRs. However, there were differences across
these content areas that are helpful in understand-
ing the progress of the reform at Visia.

Ms. Erikson’s writing praclice

Ms. Erkson attempted to make writing “as
meaningful as possible” for her students by “trying
to give them a real purpose for writing . . . inte-
grating as much as [ can, having them write about
whatever we’re doing. whether it’s salmon or river
habitats, astronomy, anything. Writing about what
they’re reading. writing letters, thank you notes—
authentic reasons” (TOOS). She worked hard to
stimulate her students’ creativity and encouraged
them to write about ideas beyond their immediate
experiences.

Ms. Erikson organized her writing program
around “working through™ various genres, having
students engage ineach step of the writing process
as they studied each genre, thus addressing Stan-
dards 2 and 3 of the EALRs: “The student writes
in a vanety of forms for different audiences and
purposes”™ and “The student understands and uses
the steps of the writing process.” To prepare for
the WASL, she taught four genres: namrative, pro-
cedural, recount, and expository. Once they were
introduced. *we continue to go back through them
the whole year . . . 10 spiral and get better at each
one” (T99F). This organization was apparent in
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our conversations with Ms. Erikson, her instruc-
tionat resources, and materials displayed on the
classroom walls. She explained, “we put the dif-
ferent forms up on the walls and list the different
elements of their frameworks . .. We talk about
why a report would be better to tell somebody
about the life cycle of the salmon, rather than
some sort of fantasy narrative. Or why it would be
better than a procedural writing™ (T99S).

Students” writing folders illustrated Ms. Erik-
son’s use of a writing process approach. Each
folder we looked through contained samples of stu-
dent work in various genres, for each siep of the
writing process. One writing sample was on the
topic. *My Favorite Place.” The guidelines for this
piece were from a Toolkit activity on the writing
process. Ms. Erikson explained, “It’s one that 1 use
toward the beginning of the year .. . There’s a
whole packel—a checklist . . . for pre-writing;
a checklist for their first draft, second draft, and
even . . . third draft; and revision and editing”
(T99S).

Ms. Eriksen often introduced a new genre or
new feature of writing through reading, to help stu-
dents become “familiar with them as a reader be-
fore they’ re expected to become familiar with them
as the writer” {T998). Then, once they're “familiar
with . . . the text form and they've heard it and
we’ve talked aboat it, we go through the same
pracess with writing . . . I'll model, and then we’ll
do a group write together, and then we’ll do an in-
dividual” writing assignment (T99S). Her teaching
of “point of view” illustrates this approach.

After sharing this example, Ms. Erikson asked
students to wrile a narrative from an animal’s
point of view. She hoped that the prior activities
wowld help them undersiand voice (one aspect
of EALR component 1.2, “use style appropriate
to the audience and purpose”) and foster their
creativity.

Ms. Erikson tanght writing conventions
(component 1.3) through Daily Oral Language
(DOL)— the literacy component of the morning’s
Entry Tasks. Typical exercises included correct-
ing errors in sentences, solving analogies. and sen-
tence dictation. The variety in DOL activities
helped ensure that all students’ needs for learning
writing conventions were addressed. while en-
abling Ms. Erikson 1o focus on other aspects of
good writing, such as “being clear” and “trying to
come up with better ways of saying things™ (T995)
during other components of the writing program.
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Ms. Erikson introduced point of view by
reading aloud The True Story of the Three
Limle Pigs (Scieszka & Smith, 1989}, an
alternative version of the classic fairy tale
told from the wolfs perspective, Several days
later, she read aloud a story of a cat, told from
the cat’s perspective. After discussing some
of the cat’s unusual thinking Ms, Erikson
asked, “What kinds of things would you
want to know about your pets?”* As students
offered suggestions, she wrote them on a
large piece of poster paper mounted on the
chalkboard. For example, What are yon bark-..
ing at in the middle of the night? Why do
you swish your tail? What is your favorite/-
least favorite food? To further €NConrage.
students’ creative thmkmg, Ms.  Eiikson
added several silly questions to the list such
as “What’s your favorite. TV show, and
. why?” The next day she modeled writing a
narrative from her dog’s perspective: - -

S0 you want to know what I do all day?-
Well, it’s kind of boring at home when
you’re gone. Sitka and Molly fight all day.
So1justiay in the kennel and watch. 1 can
hardly wait until you get home with Jen
and Eric. 1 hope you give me my favorite
dinner tonight, which is pepperoni pizzat- *
And ‘maybe later yowll give me my
wooby [his favorite toy]. That wooby.
cleans my teeth.

Ms. Erikson also provided students with expe-
rience applying the state writing rubrics. For ex-
ample, she periodically put up exarnples of student
work, either from the previous year or from the
Toolkits. Students scored the work using the state
rubric and discussed their reasoning. She aiso had
students “score their writing, compare it to how
I scored it and how a peer would score it, and
then ... get 1ogether in small groups and discuss
that” (T998S).

Ms. Erikson’s mathematics practice

Ms. Erikson’s mathematics program also con-
sisted of two major components: her regular math-
ematics program and Entry Tasks. In contrast to
her writing program, she closely followed pub-
lished curricular materials in both components—
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Heath Mathematics Connections (1996) for the
regular program and Every Day Counts (EDC;
1996) for Entry Tasks. She characterized a typical
lesson during the regular mathematics program as:

“fairly traditional. since we use the book. We
usually start off by correcting the previous
day's lesson. . .. Sometimes while we're cor-
recting, we’ll stop and go ihirough a problem if
it seems like people are having a hard time with
it. Then I do some sort of a set for the lesson. . ..
Usually there's ... guided practice that we
work through together, with questioning and
having students explain their thinking as they
work through the problems . . . Then students
work independently, and 1 roam around the
room at that time.” (T998)

Entry Tasks invoived more hands-on activities.
Most EDC materials were displayed on a bulletin
board in the front of the room. Each day, students
volunteered to go up to the board and epdate var-
ious displays, such as the calendar, counting tape,
and coin counter.

Whole ciass mathematics instruction tended
to be teacher directed. Ms. Erikson used an
initiation-response-evaluation (IRE) questioning
style which drew out student thinking, but typi-
cally focused on the *how” rather than the “why™
of mathematical explanations. Students spent a
substantial amount of time working on prob-
lems in their textbook, either alone or with peers.
Ms. Erikson typically circulated from table to
table, answering students’ questions and asking
probing questions to scaffold their thinking. She
often encouraged them to use manipulatives to
help sotve the problems.

During the 1998-99 school year, Ms. Erikson
used ToolKit activities on a regular basis to sup-
plement her mathematics program. She depended

n “the framework and the Toolkit together” to
help her meet the expectations of the Washington
reform, “because I think our book, even though it
aligns with the Essential Learnings, is missing a
lot of big pieces. I don’t think it provides enough
higher level thinking skills” (T998S). She also re-
lied on Toolkit activities to prepare students for
extended response items on the WASI. because
they “have the ‘explain your thinking’ and . . .
‘how did you decide’ types of questions” (T99F)
whereas the textbook does not. This excerpt from
a Toolkit-based lesson introducing pentominoes
to students is illustrative:

Geometric Sense:
Five Square November 2, 1999

‘The Student Master for this Toolkit activ-

ity began with thé following defipition and

: dlrectlons A pentomino is a figure made up
- of 5'squares. Each square must completely
touch ane‘side of another square. Use the

: gnds on the next three pages to draw all the
. possible pentominoes. When you have fin-
: *Ished, ciit out all the penmmmoes you have

the dcﬁmhon of a pentomino.
sed the definition by examining
-':-ﬁgtm ,and were not, pentomi-
.. npes, 8h tflen emonstrated how to draw a
uf itout; and determine whether
dﬂd into 3 box without a lid.

" ules exemphﬁed Ms. - Erikson’s typical
:"‘.teach" directed whole. c]ass instruction, in-

'ndcnr_.]y while Ms. Erikson
it-scaffolded in her nsual style.
abuzz with conversation as
clearly engaged in the activity,
i pentormnoes, folded them, and

tommoes on.one of two pieces of construc-
‘tion paper labeled “Box Without a Lid” and
*“Not a Box,” which were mounted on the
chalkbozrd. At the end of this activity, Ms,
Erikson asked thié thought-provoking ques-
tion, “If wewere going to make up a rule for
deciding if'a pentomino makes a box or not,
is_there something that all of the opes that
fold intd a box have in common? Is there
something that we could say about all of the
ones that can fold into a box, so that we could
tell if a pentomino would make a box with-
out a lid before folding it?” She left students
with this assignment to explore on their own
when they returned from Iunch,
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Ms. Erikson's central goal for this activiey was
that students become better at working with
3-dimensional figures—an aspect of the Essential
Learming’s component 1.3, “Understand and apply
concepts and procedures from geometric sense.”
The activity differed from her typical textbook-
based instruction. Students were highly motivated
and animated as they worked to create and sort
their pentominoes, and they engaged in more so-
phisticated mathematical problem solving and
communication than during other mathematics
activities. What characteristics of Vista supported
Ms. Eriksen’s efforts to change her teaching in
ways that addressed the goals of the Washington
reform? Qur next section on school capacity ad-
dresses this question.

School Capacity to Enact
the Washingron Reform

Vista was not involved in any school-wide re-
form efforts prior to Washington's initiation of the
EALRs and WASL, and it did not participate in
pilot testing the first set of 4th-grade WASL tests
m Spring 1997, Although it had a long way (o go
to achieve the goals of the Washington reform,
several features of the school and its teachers led
us to characterize Vista as a high capacity confext
in which many opportunities for individual and or-
ganizationat learning existed, and the reform was
likely to succeed. Several elements of the school’s
capacity also helped us to understand why it was
closer to attaining success in reading and writing
than mathematics. In this section of the case we
examine Vista with respect to the six dimensions
of school capacity identified in cur concepical
framewark—principal leadership; professional
communily: program coherence; technical re-
sources; knowledge, skills, and dispositions of in-
dividuai teachers; and learning opportunities for
teachers.

Principal leadership

Ms, Thompson embraced the Washington
reform from the beginning. She characterized
the EALRs as “just best teaching practices. ]
don’t see them as anything new, or innovative,
or scary . . . These are the things that kids need
to know , . . They help us to stay focused and put
everybody on the same playing field. which is
really important. | guess that’s what 1 appreciate
about them” (P99S). She supporied the district
superintendent’s position that “even if all this
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