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Participants pull together to focus on effective communication skills and discover their potential as a group during the experiential activity called Focus Ring

Editor’s NotE
Schools are redefining what collaboration 
means by reinventing classroom culture. In 
this Spotlight, learn how effective 
teamwork and technology are boosting 
creativity, skill acquisition, and experiential 
learning among both students and 
educators.
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Published February 5, 2019, in Education Week’s 
Projects, Portfolios and Performance Assessment Special Report

How to Assess Group 
Projects: It’s About  
Content and Teamwork
By Sarah D. Sparks

G
roup work is a time-tested 
strategy in many class-
rooms, but educators are 
starting to rethink how to 
evaluate these projects not 

just on the content students learn, but the 
skills they hone to work in teams as adults.

Collaborative problem-solving—the 
ability to work with others on new and 
complex problems—is one of the most 
highly sought-after skills by employers. 
It’s required under both the common-core 
math and reading standards and the Next 
Generation Science Standards. But it’s 
also notoriously tricky to pull off a project 
that builds both students’ cognitive and so-
cial skills as they meet content standards.

“As teachers, we assume students 
know how to collaborate,” said Diana 
Lowe, a curriculum director for math and 
science in the Texarkana, Ark., school dis-
trict, which adopted project-based learn-
ing as part of its own shift to the Common 
Core State Standards.

In practice, though, Texarkana edu-
cators found group projects often foun-
dered—not because students didn’t un-
derstand the content, but because they 
couldn’t work together successfully. 
The district has been working with the 
Buck Institute for Education, a nonprof-
it which provides teacher training on 
implementing project-based learning, 
to integrate both content and team-
work skills into assessing their group 
projects.

“Part of what makes it risky to launch 
collaborative problem-solving projects for 
a teacher is there’s a lack of research on 
how to set up contexts for problems,” said 
Art Graesser, a psychology professor at 
the University of Memphis in Tennessee 
who studies collaborative learning and 
problem-solving. “Emotions can be in-
volved; the kids might fight over who gets 
to do what and ... have conflict because 
part of the construct is to try to get differ-
ent people’s perspectives.”

In 2017, the Program for International 
Student Assessment released the first 
worldwide test of students’ collaborative 
problem-solving skills. U.S. 15-year-olds 
scored in the top 15 of the 52 participat-
ing countries, but fewer than 10 percent 
had strong collaboration skills. On aver-
age, U.S. students knew how to volun-
teer information or ask for clarification 
in a group, but they were less likely to be 
able to handle complex problems, mediate 
group conflicts, or evaluate the quality of 
their teammates’ work.

Breaking down skills
“Employers are asking us for specific 

things that kids can do ... to be able to 
solve problems on the road, to communi-
cate well with each other,” said William 
Brazier, the professional-learning super-
visor for the Loudoun County, Va., dis-
trict, which launched a districtwide proj-
ect-based and group-learning initiative 
in 2014. “Previously, the question was, 
‘What information do I need to know for a 
test?’ Now that question is, ‘What work do 
I have to produce that will actually have 
an application in the world that makes 
collaboration much more important?’ ”

More-typical group projects, such as 
science labs, don’t necessarily boost stu-
dents’ collaboration skills. In fact, stu-
dents who spent the most time doing 
practical experiments in science class 
performed 31 points lower on average on 
PISA’s collaborative problem-solving test 
than students who rarely did so.

That may be because group projects in 
which the answer is already known can 
make it easier for individual students to 
slack off, according to Graesser.

He recommended teachers instead set 
up problems in which students with differ-
ent skill sets must come together to solve a 
new problem and produce something. “It’s 
very visible when you create something. 
Each person has to do their part or else it 
doesn’t work,” Graesser said.

The Loudoun district now requires its 
teachers to explicitly teach students col-
laboration skills as part of introducing 
project-based learning and has students 
develop “contracts” laying out roles and 
agreeing to rules to guide discussions, 
such as active listening.

“What we think is needed is not simply 
assessing the teamwork, but it is training, 
practice, and feedback,” said Stephen Fiore, 
director of the Cognitive Sciences Labora-
tory and team cognition researcher at the 
University of Central Florida. Research has 
shown that people in teams taught how to 
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distribute expertise and evaluate what they 
are discussing, such as the pros and cons of 
the solutions they develop have been found 
to produce the best work, Fiore said.

For teachers, that means the process 
of assessing group projects should include 
“explicitly quizzing [students] on whether 
they know what their team members are 
doing,” Fiore said. “When we look at the 
kinds of teamwork processes, we would 
break it down into: How well are they 
sharing information? How well do they 
recognize the roles the team members are 
taking on? Are they trying to meet the 
goals that the team has identified? How 
well are they addressing any conflict?”

Building trust
Teachers in the Texarkana district 

mapped out both individual benchmarks 
for content in each project and a “soft-skills 
rubric,” which they use to monitor students’ 
communication, creativity, and teamwork 
over the course of group projects.

“Even though you’re still measuring 
students’ individual progress toward the 
content standards, those soft-skill rubrics 
do give you a way to look at a team assess-
ment that is not based on the student’s 
content knowledge,” said Rachel Scott, the 
director of the magnet program for the 
Texarkana district.

Teachers build up students’ skills in 
areas like listening, assigning roles, and 
monitoring each others’ work in short, low-
stakes group activities before moving to ma-
jor group projects, Texarkana’s Lowe said.

“It’s important as a teacher to establish 
a [collaborative] culture ... so that students 
develop some trust and appreciation for 
each other’s abilities and skill sets,” Lowe 
said. “It sets the tone for them being able to 
do more with their projects and teams.”

Renee Dooly, a 1st grade teacher at 
Chico Country Day School, a project-
based charter school in Chico, Calif., said 
she builds in time for class reflections af-
ter group projects.

“Kids will be very honest,” Dooly said. 
“This year’s class ... they do have a hard time 
working together, but they are very good 
about saying, ‘Oh, this went well because we 
all had a turn to talk,’ or ‘This didn’t go well 
because so-and-so wouldn’t participate.’ ”

Emerging technology may also make it 
easier for teachers to assess students’ col-
laboration skills, by allowing teachers to 
track students’ participation in online plan-
ning discussions or edits to group projects.

Dooly said group projects allow stu-
dents who struggle on traditional tests to 
show their academic strengths while also 
getting more support from their partners. 
For example, in an internal study of eight 
charter schools in Minnesota and Wiscon-
sin, the EdVisions school network found 
students’ stronger scores on an assessment 
of collaboration skills were associated with 
better math and reading performance.

“You’re also going to have some kids 
who may not be able to perform at the 1st 
grade [level] work, but they really are put-
ting the most effort into some part of the 
group project,” Dooly said. “Group work 
[becomes] a strength area for them.” 

What is teamwork? PisA Parses out the skills

The Program for International Student Assessment, or PISA, evaluates a dozen different 
aspects of collaboration for 15-year-olds across the globe. U.S. students have proven 
more adept at such group problem-solving than the international average, but girls 
outperformed boys in every country.

Here’s a breakdown of what that involves:

1. Understanding roles to solve the 
problem

2. Monitoring and repairing the shared 
understanding

3. Discovering the type of collaborative 
interaction to solve the problem, 
along with goals

4. Identifying and describing tasks to be 
repeated

5. Monitoring results of actions and 
evaluating success in solving the 
problem

6. Enacting plans
7. Discovering perspectives and abilities 

of team members
8. Building a shared representation and 

negotiating the meaning of the problem
9. Describing roles and team 

organization
10. Following rules of engagement
11. Communicating with team members 

about the actions to be/being 
performed

12. Monitoring, providing feedback, and 
adapting the team organization and 
roles

Published July 31, 2019, in Education 
Week’s Inside School Research Blog

Teacher 
Collaboration 
Program May 
Reduce Class 
Failures
By Sarah D. Sparks

C
reating bridges among 
teachers may help keep 
high school students 
from slipping through 
the cracks.

That’s one takeaway from a new 
evaluation validating Building As-
sets, Reducing Risks, a program in-
tended to ease students’ transition 
to high school. The American Insti-
tutes of Research found the program, 
which couples intense teacher collab-
oration with student social-emotional 
supports, significantly improved 9th 
graders’ academic progress and con-
nection to school.

Under BARR, incoming freshmen 
are grouped into cohorts of about 30 
students who take the same reading, 
math, and science classes together. 
They also receive a 30-minute lesson 
each week on social-emotional skills, 
taught on a rotating basis in a core 
class. Teachers meet every week for 
a check-in on every student in their 
cohort, evaluating weekly progress 
on both academic and social-emo-
tional goals.

AIR randomly assigned more than 
4,000 students at 11 high schools in 
five states to either BARR or the nor-
mal freshman class assignment. It 
found students who participated in 
the Building Assets, Reducing Risks 
program had higher grade point av-
erages than students in the control 
group—2.58 out of 4.0 versus 2.48— 
and BARR students were also signifi-
cantly less likely to fail a course in 
9th grade.

Outside of BARR, students of 
color were 20 percentage points more 
likely than white students to fail at 
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least one course in 9th grade, while in 
BARR, the gap was only 11 percentage 
points. There were no differences in 
NWEA reading or math test scores in 
the current study, though prior stud-
ies had found the BARR students per-
formed slightly better than students in 
the control group.

Students in BARR also were more 
likely than those in the control group 
to say they had supportive relation-
ships with teachers at their school, 
and they believed their teachers had 
higher expectations for them.

Johannes Bos, a senior vice presi-
dent at AIR who led the BARR evalu-
ation, suggested the gains were being 
driven by teachers working together 
more closely. “Looking at the implemen-
tation of BARR, it seems like the most 
critical distinguishing factor is the im-
proved collaboration among teachers. 
“That’s where it starts,” he said, “and 
then from that you get better relation-
ships between teachers and students.” 

stronger teacher Collaboration
Most elementary teachers see their 

charges all day, making it easier to 
spot small problems accumulating for 
students. But high school teachers 
may see a student only once a day, or a 
few times a week, making sharing in-
formation critical to spotting patterns.

“High schools have just been overly 
departmentalized, especially these re-

ally large high schools. And as a re-
sult, you can lose the partnership ele-
ment between departments,” Bos said. 
The study found 57 percent of BARR 
teachers favored working with their 
colleagues, compared to only 45 per-
cent of teachers who were not in the 
program.

Angela Jerabek, a former 9th grade 
guidance counselor who founded 
BARR, said the program has had to 
add more detailed professional de-
velopment for teachers after schools 
moved beyond basic implementation. 
While early training in the program 
focused mainly on understanding stu-
dent data and the structure of team 
meetings, the schools that use the pro-
gram have since developed a network 
to share problems and ideas.

“It’s really exciting to have so many 
different schools in so many different 
environments that I don’t think typi-
cally would be in the same room to-
gether, to be actively in dialogue and 
learning from each other,” Jerabek 
said.

There were no significant benefits 
for BARR students in chronic absen-
teeism, suspensions, or persistence 
in high school, though students in 
the program reported higher engage-
ment. While the study found schools of 
all sizes showed improvement from im-
plementing the program, the benefits 
were stronger in larger and more ur-
ban schools. Bos suggested that small 

schools may be more likely to have 
close teacher collaboration already, 
without the training. 

AIR will look at more long-term 
effects of the program in an ongoing 
scale-up study expected in 2021. 
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Published November 7, 2018, in Education Week’s Digital Education Blog

Computers + Collaboration = Student 
Learning, According to New Meta-Analysis
By Benjamin Herold

U
sing computers to support 
student collaboration has 
significant positive effects 
on their learning, accord-
ing to a comprehensive 

new review of more than 400 research 
studies conducted since 2000.

The new findings suggest an impor-
tant three-way intersection between 
computers and digital technologies, 
getting students to work together, and 

employing extra learning supports and 
tools. 

Using such strategies and technolo-
gies in conjunction had a more positive 
impact than having individual students 
use computers, or having students collab-
orate without using computers, accord-
ing to the new study, titled “The Role of 
Collaboration, Computer Use, Learning 
Environments, and Supporting Strate-
gies in CSCL: A Meta-Analysis.”

“Learners with computer-supported 
collaborative learning achieved signifi-

cantly greater knowledge gains, exhib-
ited better skills, and had more positive 
perceptions than their counterparts in 
computer-supported individual learn-
ing,” wrote researchers Juanjuan Chen 
and Minhong Wang (University of Hong 
Kong), Paul A. Kirchner (Open Universi-
ty of the Netherlands), and Chin-Chung 
Tsai (National Taiwan Normal Univer-
sity). 

At the same time, the researchers 
wrote, “when comparing computer-
supported collaborative learning with 

Source: American Institutes of Research
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traditional face-to-face collaborative 
learning, we found significant positive 
effects of computer use on knowledge 
gains, skill acquisition, students’ per-
ceptions, group task performances, 
and social interactions.”

A variety of “learning environ-
ments” and tools, such as virtual 
simulations and software features de-
signed to track group members’ knowl-
edge levels and participation, were 
also found to have positive effects on 
student learning. 

The consistently strong, beneficial 
impacts will likely be viewed as a 
boost for schools that have rushed to 
embrace digital devices and software, 
such as Google’s Chromebooks and G 
Suite productivity tools, that prom-
ise to enhance collaboration as a key 
“21st century skill.”

Using technology to Collaborate
The new study is a meta-analysis 

synthesizing the results of 425 stud-
ies conducted between 2000 and 
2016. Many involved college students, 
and/or were conducted outside of the 
United States.

The focus was on studies examin-
ing the impact of applying information 
and communication technologies to 
support collaboration, defined as the 
process of two or more students work-
ing together to achieve a common task.

The researchers focused on out-
comes such as knowledge improve-
ment; acquisition of skills such as 
problem-solving; students’ attitudes 
and beliefs about learning and them-
selves; and social interactions, such as 
exhibiting teamwork or sharing infor-
mation within a group.

Overall, they wrote, “many stud-
ies have reported favorable effects of 
[computer-supported collaborative 
learning] on learning outcomes.”

Among the examples they call out:
A study that “compared the im-

pacts of the Internet Virtual Physics 
Laboratory with a traditional labora-
tory on collaborative problem solving 
among four classes of 150 Taiwanese 
10th graders.” After six weeks, the 
students who used the virtual labora-
tory to observe physics phenomena, 
measure variables, and analyze data 
were found to have “significantly bet-
ter science process- and problem-solv-
ing skills.”

A randomized experiment com-
pared the effected of computer-medi-

ated and face-to-face communication 
on student learning in the context of 
a seven-session task for American 
teacher-education undergraduate 
students. Those who used tools such 
as Skype and Google Docs to com-
municate, rather than communicat-
ing solely face-to-face, “submitted 
significantly higher-quality essays.”

A study of a two-week collabora-
tive learning project in which some 
students made collaborative annota-
tions to a text via paper-and-pencil 
and some did so via a digital reading 
platform found that the latter group 
“significantly improved their reading 
attitudes compared with their coun-
terparts.”

Such results were generally consis-
tent across a range of studies and re-
search questions.

Overall, the researchers found, stu-
dents working in computer-supported 
collaborative-learning environments 
had “significantly better knowledge 
achievement than those who used 
computer-based individual learning.” 
They also better developed skills such 
as argumentation, critical thinking, 
reasoning, and elaboration.

Collaborating with technology, 
rather than without, likewise had 
statistically significant positive ef-
fects on everything from learners’ 
skill acquisition, to the quality of 
group performance on learning tasks, 
to the quality of social interactions 
within groups.

And among the learning environ-
ments and supportive tools and strate-
gies that were found to be most helpful 
were “group awareness” tools, used to 
monitor or visualize group members’ 
interactions and provide cues about 
their knowledge and experience levels; 
visual representation tools, such as 
concept maps; and scripted guidance 
with direction on how to collaborate 
effectively.

Here’s how the researchers summa-
rized the importance of those tools and 
strategies.

“Computer-supported collabora-
tive learning goes beyond simply 
providing students with computers, 
electronic textbooks, and discussion 
forums for collaborative learning,” 
they wrote. 

“More often, it is critically impor-
tant to incorporate specific learning 
systems, tools, or strategies to foster 
productive group interactions and 
achieve desirable outcomes.” 

CoMMENtArY

Published June 28, 2018, in Education 
Week’s Next Gen Learning in Action Blog

5 Ways to Boost 
Collaboration 
And Create 
Teams That 
Thrive
By Katie Martin

i
t’s become standard practice for 
many schools and districts to pro-
vide time during the school day for 
educators to collaborate. Districts 
have shortened schools days, uti-

lized guest teachers, or creatively config-
ured the schedule to allow for non-teach-
ing time to be built into the day. While 
this is a step forward, just providing time 
isn’t always enough.

transforming reaction to 
Progress

When valuable collaboration time is 
spent reacting to events rather than delv-
ing into the real challenges educators are 
facing, we aren’t maximizing the learn-
ing opportunity. As Seth Godin puts it, 
“There’s a queue of urgent things, all jus-
tifiable, all requiring you and you alone to 
handle them. And so you do, pushing off 
the important in favor of the urgent.” This 
message is so important for us as busy 
educators to remember: If we are always 
reacting to the urgent, there is never time 
to get better.

New ideas and connections are the 
basis for creativity and innovation. If we 
want to continue to evolve and create 
schools that meet the needs of all learn-
ers--not a simple task--collaboration be-
comes more important than ever. When 
educators expand their networks and cre-
ate connections between divergent ideas, 
we have more opportunities to connect, 
learn, and evolve in our practice.

To create the change that we want 
to see in classrooms for all learners, we 
need to create the structures within our 
collaboration that deepen our practice 
and allow teachers the space to focus 
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on learning and innovation. Here are 
five ways to help teams collectively 
improve.

1. Celebrate successes
It’s easy to get bogged down by chal-

lenges, but it makes an immense dif-
ference when we focus on the positives 
and celebrate one another. Taking five 
minutes to highlight what you notice in 
others and shift the focus to what is go-
ing well can build the team up. Inten-
tionally creating rituals that ensure in-
dividuals feel seen and valued inspires 
them to make an impact.

2.  set Goals and reflect on 
Progress 
Most of us have goals--both per-

sonal and professional--that we prob-
ably wrote down on an evaluation 
sheet or created at the start of the 
new year. Creating goals is the first 
step, but if we don’t focus on them or 
track progress toward them, we most 
likely won’t reach them. Carving out 
time to share updates on our person-
al and collective goals creates trans-
parency and helps to hold each other 
accountable and provide support as 
necessary.

3. teach one Another
There are so many lessons and strat-

egies that impact students that we learn 
each day. These lessons could impact 
educators so much more if we took time 
to share them with our peers. Learn-
ing something new doesn’t have to come 
from a formal professional development 
session or conference. Taking time to 
teach one another is important in learn-
ing communities. Take turns teaching 
a new strategy, tool, or lesson learned, 
read articles, and share experiences of 
trying new tactics.

4. Critique and revise
Presenting challenges, providing feed-

back, and creating actionable next steps 
are valuable exercises that help improve 
learning experiences. When educators look 
at student work to determine strengths 
and implications for designing learning 
experiences collectively, we learn a great 
deal about our impact on desired learning 
outcomes and continue to improve.

5. Problem-solve
There are many challenges that edu-

cators face, and we could all benefit from 
the collective wisdom of a group to help 
figure them out. Creating the space for 
people to put problems of practice on the 
table for the group to collectively solve 
builds capacity and trust in a team. 
When teams take turns opening up their 
classrooms and sharing questions or 
problems, they can leverage the expertise 
of the group. Even challenges that are 
specific to one person usually have impli-
cations for the rest of the team and are 
opportunities to learn.

In one of my favorite Dylan Wiliam 
quotes, he says, “If we create a culture 
where every teacher believes they need 
to improve, not because they aren’t good 
enough but because they could be even 
better, there is no limit to what we can 
achieve.” I truly believe this, but creating 
this culture requires prioritizing experi-
ences that help us learn and improve. The 
type of collaboration I have highlighted 
not only develops expertise, but builds 
community and develops shared norms 
and beliefs that impact teaching and 
learning. The power in collaborative time 
is not the time alone, it’s the opportunity 
to network and engage in meaningful 
conversations and generate new ideas to 
impact the students we serve. 

Katie Martin is Head of Partnership-west at 
AltSchool
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‘I’ve Been 
So Isolated’: 
Why Rural 
Teachers Need 
Collaboration
Rural education in the 
Betsy DeVos era
By Andy Hargreaves

C
ollaboration among teachers 
is important when education 
is easy. It’s essential when 
education gets hard.

Nowhere are things 
harder in North American public educa-
tion than in rural and small-town schools. 
Paradoxically, though, the very factors 
that have put rural education on the mar-
gins of federal attention could turn out to 
be their savior.

U.S. Secretary of Education Betsy 
DeVos’ federal education strategy is the 
disruptive love child of a vacuum and 
a vortex: a vacuum of policy direction 
and a vortex of charter school conver-
sion and top-down change. You may 
or may not have liked Race to the Top 
or No Child Left Behind, but at least 
you knew where you stood with them. 
Now, there’s no inspiration about how 
to raise achievement, improve equity, 
or do something about mental health. 
Under ESSA, most of the responsibility 
for direction reverts to the states. The 
feds are bereft of ideas. Whether they 
drained the swamp or not, all they’ve 
left us with is a vacuum.

On the other hand, public education 
faces a vortex of bad approaches that 
have led to cutthroat competition among 
schools, disappearing education budgets, 
and professional decline. Rather than fo-
cusing on the quality of teachers’ profes-
sional learning and lives in high-needs 
districts, for instance, leaders are push-
ing charter schools and top-down man-
agement.

—
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Jordan and Roman, students at Cristo 
Rey Kansas City High School in Missouri, 
believe in bright futures for themselves. 
Jordan will pursue a degree in chemical 
engineering at Kansas State when she 
graduates this year. Roman, a junior, 
hopes to attend Boston University and 
major in political science. Eventually, he 
plans to take television news by storm  
as an anchor for a major network. 

To help all 386 students achieve their 
dreams, the administration and staff 
at Cristo Rey Kansas City have set high 
academic standards, provided students 
with Microsoft certification-level 
technology skills, and expect students 
to apply their knowledge to work-study 
assignments at participating companies. 
These companies hire to fill one full-time 
position with a team of four students 
(one from each grade level) who job-
share. Each student works one day  
a week and every fourth Friday. 

Cristo Rey Kansas City High School is part 
of a national network of 32 Cristo Rey 
schools, located in urban areas across the 
country. The Cristo Rey network uses this 
unique work-study approach to help break 
the cycle of poverty in the neighborhoods 
where the schools are located. At the 
Kansas City school, 100 percent of 
graduating students are accepted into 
college or university. However, that doesn’t 
mean that every graduate goes on to 
college. Approximately 15 percent defer 
attending or decide not to attend, usually 
for financial reasons. This means Cristo Rey 
Kansas City’s direct college enrollment rate 
still ends up being above 85 percent. 

Teaching technology 
supports students who must 
play ‘catch-up’ to succeed

Helping students become technically 
adept starts the minute they walk through 
Cristo Rey’s doors as ninth graders. “We 
require that all incoming freshmen take a 
year-long computer applications course, 
which teaches proper keyboarding and 
efficient use of Microsoft programs such 
as Word, PowerPoint, Excel, and Outlook,” 
says Kallman. “Freshman come from 35 
different schools, and some have never 
touched technology, while others have 
quite a bit of experience using iPads.” 

Cristo Rey Kansas City High School is one of 32 unique work-study schools across the nation helping to 
break the cycle of poverty in the neighborhoods where the schools are located. As juniors and seniors, 
students are given Windows 10 touchscreen laptops. An IT partner manages the school’s approximately 
360 Windows 10 devices and the school’s servers and networking. Using Microsoft Intune for Education for 
device and policy management enables educators to teach students future-ready skills in Microsoft Office 
365, while they complete assignments using Microsoft Word, Excel, and PowerPoint.

Cristo Rey prepares tech-savvy students for the working world

“Our program lays down a strong foundation for the future success of our 

students by giving them a chance to work in the real world using the 

technical skills they learn in our Microsoft certification program and 

computer application classes.”    — Mary Kallman, Principal 
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Freshman and sophomore students 
use iPads running Microsoft Office. 
As juniors and seniors, they move to 
Windows 10 touchscreen laptops from 
Dell and Acer (the Dell Inspiron and the 
Acer Aspire). Kallman says, “The dual 
platform setup gives kids the advantage 
of knowing both systems. They are 
familiar with iPads when they come here. 
But eventually they need to learn how to 
use Windows devices running Microsoft 
Office because these are the tools used 
in the workplace.” 

How do they manage this hybrid device 
environment? An IT partner manages the 
school’s approximately 360 Windows 10 
devices as well as handles the school’s 
servers and networking. For managing 
the school’s 270 iPads, Dr. Smitha 
Edulakanti, Director of Instructional 
Technology, says, “We recently switched 
from AirWatch to Intune for Education 
because it worked better to manage 
our Windows devices. The software is 
easy to learn, and the setup process is 
simple. We used to spend weeks over 
the summer wiping devices in AirWatch. 
With Intune that time has been cut down 
to three or four days.” 

Judy Dugan, a technology associate, 
agrees: “I’m really impressed with Intune. 

I like being able to restrict and add 
configuration settings we need. I was a 
huge AirWatch proponent and was sad  
to see it go until I started using Intune.”

This year with the school’s one-to-one 
program firmly in place, Cristo Rey Kanas 
City introduced an even higher level of 
technical instruction. 

Teachers who embrace 
technology lead the way  
for students to do the same

Teachers also take certification courses. 
Their inclusion in our certification 
training is essential. If they are excited 
about using a program like Excel, the kids 
are excited about using it, too,” explains 
Trudy Jonas who oversees instructional 
grants for Cristo Rey. “We’ve noticed that 
the more digitally literate teachers are, 
the more they use technology in their 
classroom, which helps us achieve our 
overall mission.” 

So, how does all this technology impact 
the way teachers run their classrooms? 
Rick Alaniz, a chemistry student-teacher 
at the school, says, “I can do much more 
in the classroom with technology than I 
could as a traditional teacher without 
technology tools. I reinforce with my 
ninth-grade students that they have 
immensely powerful tools in front of 
them. In my class, I teach them how  
to use that power to their benefit.”

Now, by the time they leave high 
school, graduate resumes will list two 
unique qualifications: four years of real-
world work experience and Microsoft 
certification.

Offering specific certifications classes 
empowers Cristo Rey to respond to 
changing job-market requirements. For 
example, Kallman says, “Excel knowledge is 
the biggest ‘ask’ from work sponsors both 
nationally and locally, but it’s not widely 
used in the classroom. With our certification 
program, we can demand students develop 
high-level skills in this critical app.” 

For example, Alaniz uses Microsoft 
OneNote to distribute class materials, 
including assignments. “Even though 
it’s my first time using the app, I find 
OneNote extremely useful. For formative 
and summative assessments, I use 
Microsoft Forms to create multiple 
choice tests and push the tests out to 
students. For me, it’s fast and easy, and 
students get immediate feedback on 
their score, so they can improve their 
performance on subsequent tests.” 

Alaniz also uses Microsoft Teams to foster 
collaboration in the computer apps 

“Since we are committed to equipping our students with the best 21st-

century learning opportunities, we now offer a Microsoft Office Specialist 

certification program.” — Dr. Smitha Edulakanti, Director of Instructional Technology 

“
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classes he teaches. “I’m finding that I like 
Teams for its collaborative workspace 
where we can talk about issues. I also like 
that when I post an assignment, I can put 
a due date on it and lock it in place so 
that no one can turn in an assignment 
late. It helps teach responsibility.”

Many other Cristo Rey teachers are 
moving over to Microsoft Teams from 
Google Classrooms as well. Says, Kallman, 
“They think it’s at least as easy to use as 
the Google app, and they like some of 
the additional collaboration functionality. 
The kids use it with great facility and know 
right where to go, what to do, as well 
as how to upload their answers or the 
document they were working on.”

Proficiency grows 
confidence 

Work-study programs also help 
students like Jordan and Roman learn to 
collaborate—one of most important skills 
needed for college and the workplace. 

“I’ve learned to work with lots of different 
people in lots of different ways,” says 
Jordan. “I also get experience with Microsoft 
Office apps like Word, which I use to take 
meeting notes at my work-study job. I use 
PowerPoint to make presentations, and 
I make Excel spreadsheets to check the 
volume of road traffic, which is something 
my company does.”

Some of her on-the-job learning also 
helps her in the classroom. “For my finance 

class, I had to make a fake paycheck, and 
because of what my boss taught me at 
work about Excel, I was able to use the 
formula functions to do it easily.” For 
classroom purposes, Jordan also relies  
on OneNote, OneDrive, and Outlook. 

Jordan also uses her school-provided 
Windows 10 device for school-related 
extracurricular activities, such as Robotics 
Club. This year Jordan led the electrical 
team for the six-foot robot they built and 
used in competitions. “I did behind-the-
scenes work, using Excel, to understand 
and track the costs to the team. Plus, 
I researched wiring and electrical 
components, which is something I enjoy,” 
she says. “I also love to do research for  
my art and photography work.” 

Jordan thinks that Cristo Rey’s emphasis 
on technology skill development puts her 
ahead of her friends who go to different 
schools. “They have devices like we do, 
but they only seem to use them to write 
papers,” she says.

Roman agrees with Jordan. He says,  
“We are lucky to be taught how to use 
this technology to our advantage, and 
we are lucky to have such great tools.     

Some of Kansas City’s inner-city schools, 
which is where I come from, aren’t 
accredited. So even though students 
do get access to technology, it’s not the 
same quality. Their devices are older 
and well-used, which is very evident by 
looking at them. Our devices look and 
work great. It makes a difference to me 
when I’m doing homework to know that  
I can depend on my device and the apps  
I need to get my homework done.”

In school, Roman relies on OneNote, 
PowerPoint, OneDrive, and Word. He also 
uses Excel for his DJ job at school. “I play 
music for 10 minutes every morning over 
our school’s speakers. I use Excel to make 
a list of my music choices to submit for 
approval.” For his work-study job as a cashier 
at the Truman Medical Center gift shop, 
he also uses his Excel skills to complete  
a spreadsheet containing the day’s sales. 

I’m pretty proud of everything I do with 
Microsoft technology because every time 
I use it, I prove to myself that I can learn 
something challenging. I’m also really proud 
of my Microsoft certification because it took 
a lot of work to achieve and it attests to my 
responsibility and work ethic,” says Roman.

The use of technology results in many 
different types of positive learning 
outcomes for students, including instilling 
pride because they were students at Cristo 
Rey Kansas City High School. “I come from 
a neighborhood known for its drug and 
gang activity,” says Roman. “When people 
look at me, they use that against me. But 
knowing how to use technology means I 
can achieve as much as other kids. I want 
to do big things, and I know that with my 
education from Cristo Rey and my work 
ethic, I can achieve my dreams.”

“I like Microsoft Intune because it easily pushes information to all devices. 

This means we don’t have to manually set up each student’s device. We 

just give students their credentials and Intune takes care of the rest.”  

— Dr. Smitha Edulakanti: Director of Instructional Technology, Cristo Rey Kansas City High School

“
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There are exceptions, of course. In 
wealthier suburbs and charter schools 
that benefit from philanthropic support, 
the collaborative efforts that improve 
teaching are abundant. Free from the 
grip of interminable testing, educators 
gather in book clubs and huddle together 
to brainstorm over mind-maps with styl-
ish, color-coded materials.

But the only collaboration that exists 
in many high-poverty urban districts 
is the death march of data teams where 
principals force teachers to examine stu-
dent achievement numbers so they can 
swiftly intervene for quick results. How-
ever, many high-needs districts are actu-
ally in rural areas. More than 8 out of 10 
of the nation’s persistently poor counties 
are rural. About a quarter of U.S. stu-
dents attend rural schools. These 
rural and small-town schools are 
on the forgotten frontier of educa-
tional disadvantage.

Some of these rural places 
might look pretty, but poverty is 
even more pernicious in many of 
them than in urban communi-
ties. There’s little or no big busi-
ness investment, corporate phi-
lanthropy, or university expertise 
to help communities out.

And teachers are often all on 
their own, too, as the only ones in 
their grades or subjects in a particular 
school. Overwhelmed by planning and 
teaching multiple course sections, they 
have no access to the expertise of teach-
ers in the same boat. As one rural teach-
er told me, “It’s hard to collaborate with 
yourself!”

Last year, Michael T. O’Connor and I 
studied five designs of collaborative profes-
sionalism in different parts of the world. 
These designs helped schools and teach-
ers in often-forgotten communities—the 
antithesis of boutique charter or wealthy 
suburban schools—to bring about greater 
social justice for their students. Let’s look 
at two of them.

In the U.S. Pacific Northwest, we 
spent five years on a Boston College re-
search and development project helping 
Education Northwest to build a five-state 
network of rural schools focused on in-
creasing students’ engagement with their 
learning and with their communities. 
The nonprofit’s Northwest Rural Innova-
tion and Student Engagement network 
convenes educators from participating 
schools twice a year. Among other ap-
proaches, network teachers meet in job-
alike groups for kindergarten, writing, or 
mathematics, for example, to plan more 

engaging curriculum together. They con-
tinue this work between meetings on digi-
tal platforms.

Formerly disillusioned math teachers 
use math tools to design metal escape-
boxes of puzzles and padlocks—and be-
come resurrected as respected profession-
als. Meanwhile, writing teachers work on 
stimulating their high school students to 
think critically and construct persuasive 
arguments. Students might argue for and 
against the use of 1:1 digital devices in 

schools or drones in the military and ag-
riculture, then give each other feedback 
across their schools.

One teacher from small town Idaho 
speaks for many: “[Teachers] get rejuve-
nated, excited; they go back, they talk to 
the other teachers about it.” And it’s not 
just about the others. “I’ve been so isolated 
as a teacher,” she told us. “I just have got-
ten used to being my own boss and doing 
what I want and making my decisions.” 
But now, “I have to hear ideas that don’t 
necessarily go with mine and learn to be 
flexible and see others’ perspectives.”

On the other side of the continent, in 
Northern Ontario in Canada, educators 
in the Keewatin-Patricia school district 
have been striving to improve both learn-
ing and mental health among their stu-
dents. More than half of their students are 
from indigenous communities in a district 
the size of France but with just 23 schools. 
Working with people battered by historic 
oppression and abuse, educators face the 

resulting legacies of substance abuse, 
youth suicide, family breakdown, and low 
achievement.

But instead of concentrating only on 
the skills these students were missing in 
basic literacy, educators centered their 
gaze on the knowledge and experience 
students already had. They appointed an 
aboriginal support worker from the com-
munity. Tribal elders became involved in 
school activities. When hockey coaches no-
ticed that students who were failing in the 
classroom were succeeding on the ice rink 
and being leaders in the locker room, the 
coaches initiated their own professional-
learning community to develop cross-cur-

ricular skills with classroom teachers.
Teachers also began to incorporate 

land-focused learning through tra-
ditional activities of fishing, mak-
ing fires, building shelters, and 
undertaking expeditions. When 
children on the fetal-alcohol-
syndrome spectrum found it 
hard to concentrate, teachers 
worked with an occupational 
therapist to install a climbing 
wall in the classroom. The new 
teacher-led learning communi-

ties didn’t just connect educa-
tors to each other, they brought 

teachers closer to students and 
their culture, too.
On the forgotten frontier of disad-

vantage, rural educators have been fac-
ing daunting challenges. But often, they 
also have had leeway that many urban 
teachers do not. Out of the spotlight, rural 
teachers can choose how to fill the vacu-
um left by federal education policymak-
ers, and they are not sucked so readily 
into the dark vortex of much urban school 
reform either.

As a result, these educators have found 
that one of the most promising ways to 
solve the problems of disengagement 
and underachievement among America’s 
youths revolves around collaboration 
driven by educators. Schools foster col-
laboration among teachers, between stu-
dents and teachers, and with community 
members, emphasizing cultural and so-
cial ties with a clear focus on learning. For 
teachers in these schools, being between 
a vacuum and a vortex may not be so bad 
after all. 

Andy Hargreaves is a research professor at 
Boston College and a visiting professor at the 
University of Ottawa in Canada. He is the co-
author, with Michael T. O’Connor, of Collabora-
tive Professionalism: When Teaching Together 
Means Learning for All (Corwin Press, 2018).
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Don’t Force Group Work, 
Facilitate Experiential Learning
By James Salsich 

W
e do not learn from 
experience. We learn 
from reflecting on expe-
rience.” —John Dewey

Most students do 
not know how to work in small groups, 
nor do they understand the value of this 
way of learning. Educators know that col-
laboration and all its different facets hold 
essential skills for our students’ future, 
yet too often, group work falls into one of 
two extremes: teacher-led small groups 
with minimal room for error for students 
or student-led small groups, which is of-
ten equivalent to crossing our fingers and 
hoping it works. Group work is frequently 
poorly framed or modeled and is therefore 
ineffective. Both students and teachers 
realize that not much learning is taking 
place and want little to do with it. Experi-
ential learning can change that.

With its roots in the very beginnings 
of education, from Socrates all the way to 
Dewey, Piaget, and Vygotsky, experiential 
learning took hold in modern education in 
the ‘60s and ‘70s with adventure educa-
tion programs, Constructivist theory, and 
the Montessori model finding a place in 
U.S. education.

Research shows that group work is of-
ten a student’s least favorite way to learn, 
in part because it is usually frustrating, 
divisive, and unsuccessful. Sadly, stu-
dents prefer their role as passive learners 
even though a National Survey of Student 
Engagement shows that students are now 
being asked to work up to 60 percent of 
the time in small groups in postsecondary 
education. Still, the majority fail to recog-
nize its value and are miming the actions 
without reaping the rewards.

However, when educators facilitate 
groups using experiential education from 
a student-centered approach, learning 
emerges from a foundation of empathy, 
mutual respect, and trust. The impor-
tant shift from teaching or instructing 
to facilitating cannot be underestimated. 
It allows students to become both active 
participants in their learning and to gain 

a sense of ownership of the knowledge and 
experience gained.

When we intentionally design experi-
ences, coupled with mindful and relevant 
reflection as a means to discuss “what” 
just happened, the experience can become 
the teacher. Discussion and processing 
about the “what” leads to generalizing 
the topics that come out of the experience. 
This leads to the “so what” phase where 
groups and facilitators can begin connect-
ing what happened during the learning 
experience to real-world principles and 
events.

Once experience is generalized and 
connections are made to other areas of 
life, work, or school, students can begin 
focusing on the “now what” phase, ask-
ing “How can we use that?” Students plan 
the effective use and transfer of their new 
learning and/or knowledge to new situa-
tions. David Kolb and Roger Fry’s model 
of the Experiential Learning Cycle has 
become one of the most widely used mod-
els to illustrate how experiential learning 
works.

Effective 
experiential group 
learning should 
follow these 
steps:

Immersion: 
The group is 
immersed in an 
activity or chal-
lenge that is dif-
ficult (if they say, 
“We can’t do that!,” 
you are on the right 
track), with very little 
help or guidance from 
the facilitator. In fact, 
the more the students are 
self-directed and on their own, the 
better.

Reflection: After a first at-
tempt, the group comes together 
to reflect out loud with each other 

on successful strategies, what could be 
improved upon, and finally, what their 
next attempt will look like. The facilitator 
should not give answers but should ask the 
right questions to highlight observations, 
which may prompt more reflection from 
the group. Facilitator questions might be, 
“Did you notice ___________?” or “Why 
did that happen?” Reflection is the most 
important aspect of experiential learning 
and must be facilitated and guided at first 
to ensure internalization of the concepts.

Consensus: The group must reach a 
consensus on the next strategy before the 
next attempt. A consensus is when most 
agree and some commit to going along. 
Left alone, most small groups in a class-
room fall into the “majority rules” men-
tality, which is not ideal for cooperative 
ventures. This is often where group work 
falls apart. The team becomes divided 
and does not “own” the next attempt and 
fractures into individuals or subgroups.

Reiteration: Repeat steps 1-4 until 
the group and the facilitator feel a plateau 
in performance or a time limit has been 
reached.

Finalization: The group offers gener-
alized feedback and reflection, evaluates 
its performance, and the facilitator offers 
the same information.

Application: Students apply what 
they’ve learned to broader concepts in 
school and life. Facilitator questions 
might be, “Where else does this happen in 
life?” and “How can you use this?”

try this experiential learning 
activity with your 

students:
Warp Speed: Ma-

terials needed are 
a soft object such 
as a yarn ball or 
stuffed animal. 
It should be 
large enough to 
hold onto easily 
and soft enough 

to be safe to toss. 
This activity is 

both fun and pro-
found. Plan for 20-

30 minutes.
Rules: First estab-

lish a pattern of how the 
object will be passed. The ob-

ject must be tossed, not handed, to 
every person in the group. You must say 
the name of the person to whom you are 
passing it. It must be done quickly (we 
started with a goal of 30 seconds).
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Guidelines for the facilitator: The 
rules are the only limiting factors, aside 
from safety concerns. It may feel like 
cheating if, for example, a student sug-
gests (as one did) that they say all the 
names before they pass, to save time. If 
they ask if this kind of thing is allowed, 
simply restate the rules. Offer no help, as 
hard as that is for us! Listen and observe 
carefully, for you will need to model effec-
tive feedback for the first reflection. Point 
out that, in fact, these types of unusual 
ideas show the value of divergent think-
ing in group work.

What to expect: Set high expec-
tations that the group is not likely to 
achieve in the first attempt, such as a 
30-second goal for a class size of 25 stu-
dents. During the first reflection, watch 
for criticism and ask if that helps or 
hurts the group’s achievement of the 
goal. Let them offer observations and 
ideas for improvement. You are there to 
point out some things that you saw and 
ask if those were a factor. For example, 
when someone drops the object, if there 
are gasps of frustration or even blam-
ing, ask if this helps or harms the group 
and watch as the excitement and confi-
dence grow and they surpass what they 

thought would have been impossible just 
minutes before.

Key skills developed: Learning from 
experience, modifying behaviors to im-
prove as a group, resilience in the face of 
new and difficult situations, and the value 
of collaborative group work.

Takeaways to look for: Negative 
criticism destroys the group’s momentum. 
Divergent thinking and full participation 
and contribution of ideas improve group 
performance and encourage consensus-
building for the implementation of ideas. 
Innovative thinking outside the box is a 
positive attribute of teamwork; it isn’t 
cheating.

When planning additional experiential 
learning activities, refer to a list of iden-
tifying characteristics until you get the 
hang of it. There are tons of examples and 
books available, but be wary of those that 
focus on the one-and-done model.

The biggest obstacle for many teachers 
is making the shift to facilitating. “Fa-
cilitate “comes from the Latin root, “facil,” 
which means “to make easy.” That doesn’t 
mean that it is easy to make this shift, 
because as teachers, we are used to pro-
viding direct instruction, answers, and 
facts, and we want to help our students 

succeed. Facilitating experiential learn-
ing activities requires us to frame the ac-
tivity and then step out of the way to allow 
the learners to engage fully in the process. 
This often seems chaotic and can feel very 
uncomfortable to traditional classroom 
educators who may fear a loss of control. 

When mindful attention is paid to 
framing the experience, participants in 
group experiential-learning activities typ-
ically welcome the opportunity to fully en-
gage and connect with each other in real, 
meaningful dialogue. This openness can 
lead to rich, respectful discussions around 
challenging topics. Often groups and 
teams realize the barriers and obstacles 
they place in their own way and come to 
an agreement as to how they will impact 
change in order to become more efficient 
and effective.

Experience by itself can be fun, but 
coupled with these techniques, it will lead 
to profound changes in classroom culture, 
climate, and group work. 

By James Salsich, an 8th grade language arts 
teacher at Plainfield Central School in Plain-
field, Conn., and Justin McGlamery, the found-
er of Focus Your Locus Teambuilding Training 
and Development

CoMMENtArY 

Published October 2, 2018, in Education Week’s Learning Deeply Blog

Collaboration, Critique, and Classroom Culture 
By Juli Ruff

Eight years ago, I did my graduate 
work, focusing on the question, “How can 
I use critique to improve the quality of 
student feedback and student work, and 
create a culture of collaboration?” I usu-
ally re-read my research before each school 
year to remind myself of what I figured out 
once. But this year I didn’t! I also didn’t do 
my tone-setting lessons that I’ve done every 
year since my graduate work. 

It’s now week four of school, and I 
planned the first peer critique tomorrow. 
When I told the students, I was met by a 
chorus of student panic: I’m not comfort-
able: what if people see my mistakes, what 
if they know I’m not smart, what if people 
are mean, what if what if what if.

So this evening I re-read my work on 
collaboration and critique. In the spirit of 

my research, I’m remembering mistakes 
are a great opportunity to try again. I’m 
holding off on our first peer critique; in-
stead we will do tone set lessons and a self-
critique tomorrow. And when the girl who 
already stands out as the most scared and 
self-critical calls me over, or she hides her 
paper to pretend she did not do her work 
so others can’t see, these are the lessons I’m 
going to keep in mind. 

Critique is a matter of culture, not 
simply an activity

Many teachers employ some form of 
what they call critique in their classrooms. 
Many have also run into the same prob-
lem over and over of how to get students to 
make simple changes and not leave work 

half done. My research convinced me that 
in order for collaboration to grow and cri-
tique to be effective in the classroom, it 
cannot be treated as simply an activity to 
be done on this or that day of the week. 
Rather, one must approach critique and 
collaboration as issues of culture. 

For collaboration to grow, students 
must be convinced of three things. 
First, they must believe that they tru-
ly are living resources for each other. 
This can be achieved through many ac-
tivities that seemingly have little to do 
with critique. This was the point of ear-
ly activities in my classroom (seating 
charts, sharing skill sets, looking at a 
first grader’s drawing of butterflies). 
These activities did as much as any-
thing to convince students that they 

https://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/learning_deeply/2018/10/collaboration_critique_and_classroom_culture.html
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could benefit from each other’s knowl-
edge and feedback.

Second, collaboration must be so in-
grained in the classroom culture that it is 
hardly recognized as such. Frequent prac-
tice helps students see critique, not as an 
activity, but rather as a necessary step in 
a process. It is part of the product, not just 
something we do to make a product. We 
followed a critique cycle in my classroom: 
students generated their own criteria for 
quality work through exemplar critiques; 
they self-assessed their work using those 
criteria; and they gave each other advice 
in many forms including pair critiques, 
gallery critiques, group critiques, whole-
class critiques, and informally throughout 
the day.

Lastly, students must learn to see mis-
takes as natural. This helps them take 
risks and understand that reworking is 
normal. Otherwise, the students can nev-
er be convinced that reworking their prod-
ucts will actually benefit them. Fail early 
and fail often is a great classroom mantra. 

Look at models
By critiquing exemplary models with 

students, I gained a more nuanced view of 
when the teacher should teach and when it 
is important to let the students teach each 
other. Lisa Soep’s work with peer critique 
led me to see the importance of students 
negotiating the standards by which their 
work would be judged. Ron Berger’s An 
Ethic of Excellence led me to use exemplar 
critiques as a way for students to identify 
those standards. However, my increased 
understanding in this area came primar-
ily from my experiences with exemplar 
critiques. The successes and failures I ex-
perienced when I provided, or did not pro-
vide, opportunities for students to identify 
criteria for excellence underlined that this 
step is one of the most important when 
conducting critiques.

Whenever we did exemplar critiques 
I put up three columns on the board. I 
labeled each column with a particular 
quality on which to focus when looking at 
the models. For example, when looking at 
model websites, before students created 
their own, I labeled the columns Layout, 
Design, and Content Organization. These 
columns allowed me to designate what 
types of things were important without 
telling students what to do, and proved 
to be invaluable. Without such columns, 
students did not have enough direction 
to be successful, and each time I tried an 
exemplar critique without them, it failed. 
Once students understood the foci, they 

could teach each other, and it became my 
responsibility to let them do so.

Value of multiple drafts and 
embrace mistakes

When students accepted the value of re-
working their products, their work showed 
considerable improvement. After reading 
about a study in which students who were 
told they must have worked hard took 
greater academic risks and attempted 
more difficult work than their peers who 
were told they were smart, I thought a lot 
about how students often perceive drafts 
as something you do when you didn’t get it 
right the first time. This moved me to talk 
a lot with the students about the value and 
inevitability of mistakes.

Engaging in various activities between 
drafts helped emphasize the usefulness 
of reworking. Models helped students re-
alize what was possible and to set goals 
for what they wanted to achieve. Student-
generated criteria provided a map to get 
there. Self-reflections and peer critiques 
gave students opportunities to look back 
at the student-generated criteria and re-
mind themselves where they headed. All 
of these activities combined helped even 
the most fearful students. Sitting and not 
talking in activities did not always signal 
disengagement. For students who felt un-
sure about what made for a quality prod-
uct, and even less sure about speaking in 
front of their peers, quietly watching and 
listening to each of their peers’ draft cri-
tiques provided another chance to figure 
out how to complete an assignment.

Let go
Students can assume more control 

in the classroom in many ways. They 
can define criteria for quality work in-
stead of teachers handing out pre-made, 
teacher-generated rubrics. They can ad-
vise peers about how to achieve qual-
ity work instead of teachers spending 
endless hours writing notes on papers. 
Students can facilitate critique sessions 
instead of teachers always keeping or-
der. They can also advise teachers how 
to fix critique sessions when they seem 
broken. With a solid protocol, students 
can help police each other to ensure that 
sessions remain effective. Through all 
of these methods, students gain own-
ership over the process of work. They 
begin to see their work more as some-
thing they do and less as something 
that a teacher makes them do. As a re-
sult, they often rise to the occasion and 

take on the challenge of creating higher 
quality work.

One of the beautiful things about 
teaching is that it is a marathon, not a 
sprint. While it is difficult sometimes as 
teachers to cede control of our classrooms, 
especially to a mob of youth, it is comfort-
ing that when an activity does not work 
there is always the next day in which we 
can try something new again.

This post is by Juli Ruff, 9th Grade Humanities 
Teacher, High Tech High
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Schools Find Uses for 

Predictive Data Techniques

By Sarah D. Sparks 

Published June 30, 2011 in Education Week

T he use of analytic tools to predict 

student performance is exploding 

in higher education, and experts say 

the tools show even more promise for K-12 

schools, in everything from teacher place-

ment to dropout prevention.

Use of such statistical techniques is 

hindered in precollegiate schools, however, 

by a lack of researchers trained to help 

districts make sense of the data, according 

to education watchers.

    Predictive analytics include an array of 

statistical methods, such as data 

mining and modeling, 

used to identify 

the factors that 

predict the 

likelihood of 

a specifi c 

result. 

They’ve long been a standard in the 

business world—both credit scores and 

car-insurance premiums are calculated 

with predictive analytic tools. Yet they have 

been slower to take hold in education.

“School districts are great at looking an-

nually at things, doing summative assess-

ments and looking back, but very few are 

looking forward,” said Bill Erlendson, the 

assistant superintendent for the 32,000-stu-

dent San José Unified School District in 

California. “Considering our economy sur-

vives on predictive analytics, it’s amazing to 

me that predictive analytics 

don’t drive public edu-

cation. Maybe in 

Editor’s Note:  Access to quality 

data provides district leaders with 

the opportunity to make informed 

instructional and management 

decisions.  This Spotlight 

examines the potential risks and 

advantages of data systems and 

the various ways in which data can 

be used to improve learning.
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Education WEEK Spotlight on implementing common StandardS  n   edweek.org        
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2012

  On Implementing Common StandardsEditor’s Note:  In order to implement the Common Core State Standards, educators need instructional materials and assessments.  But not all states are moving at the same pace, and some districts are finding common-core resources in short supply. This Spotlight highlights the curriculum, professional development, and online resources available to help districts prepare for the common core.

InteractIve cOntentS: 
 1 Educators in Search of 

Common-Core Resources 
 4  Higher Ed. Gets Voting    Rights on Assessments  

 6 Common Core’s Focus on ‘Close Reading’ Stirs Worries  
 7 Few States Cite Full Plans    for Carrying Out Standards  

 8 Common Core Poses 
Challenges for Preschools 

10 Common Core Raises PD Opportunities, Questions
cOmmentary:  
 11  Standards: A Golden 

Opportunity for K-16  Collaboration

12 The Common-Core 
Contradiction 

 
reSOurceS: 
14 Resources on 
  Common Core

   

Published February 29, 2012, in Education Week

Educators in Search  of Common-Core Resources

iS
to

ck
/k

yo
sh

in
o?

??
?

By Catherine Gewertz   

A s states and districts begin the work of turning com-
mon academic standards into curriculum and instruc-
tion, educators searching for teaching resources are 
often finding that process frustrating and fruitless. 

 Teachers and curriculum developers who are trying to craft 
road maps that reflect the Common Core State Standards can
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Wanted: Ways to Assess 
the Majority of Teachers   

Editor’s Note: Assessing teacher 
performance is a complicated 
issue, raising questions of how to 
best measure teacher 
effectiveness. This Spotlight 
examines ways to assess teaching 
and efforts to improve teacher 
evaluation.
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  On Teacher Evaluation

By Stephen Sawchuk 

T 
he debate about “value added” measures of teaching may 
be the most divisive topic in teacher-quality policy today. 
It has generated sharp-tongued exchanges in public forums, 
in news stories, and on editorial 

pages. And it has produced enough 
policy briefs to fell whole forests.

But for most of the nation’s 
teachers, who do not teach sub-
jects or grades in which value-
added data are available, that 
debate is also largely irrel-
evant. Now, teachers’ unions, 
content-area experts, and 
administrators in many states 
and communities are hard at work 
examining measures that could be 
used to weigh teachers’ contributions to 
learning in subjects ranging from career and technical 
education to art, music, and history—the subjects, 
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