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FOREWORD

The publication of Common Core English Language Arts in a PLC at Work™, Grades 3–5 could not be more timely as educators across the United States are gearing up to make the new standards the foundation of their English language arts (ELA) curriculum, instruction, assessment, intervention, enrichment, and professional development processes. The authors, Douglas Fisher and Nancy Frey, are not only two of the United States’ most highly regarded experts in ELA but are also educators who have a deep understanding of the steps needed to bring the Common Core standards to life in our classrooms. Fisher and Frey recognize that if students are going to learn these rigorous skills, concepts, and ways of thinking that are essential to their current and future success, then the educators serving those students must no longer work in traditional isolated classrooms but rather must work as members of collaborative teams in schools and districts that function as professional learning communities (PLCs). As the authors state on page 20:

In fact, chances are good that you are interested in this book because it promises to link an important change—implementing the Common Core State Standards in English language arts—with a process you already know to be powerful: professional learning communities.

Picture an elementary teacher working in a traditional school. He or she will likely be provided a copy of the Common Core State Standards document, may receive a few hours of training from someone in the district, and then essentially will be left to work in isolation for the rest of the year to interpret, teach, and assess each standard to the best of his or her ability. The degree to which the students assigned into that traditional classroom learn each standard will almost exclusively depend on that teacher’s understanding of each standard, how much time and energy he or she is able and willing to devote to the new standards, and finally, his or her ability to teach the standards effectively.

Now imagine a team of teachers working in a school that embraces the PLC at Work process. Team members will be provided a copy of the Common Core ELA document and will work together collaboratively to develop a common understanding of what the standards entail. They will be provided time and support to study and discuss each standard in order to clarify, sequence, pace, and assess the standards in a common way across each grade level. Each team will be provided time to collaborate vertically with teams in the grade levels above and below its own to build a strong scope and sequence and a common language for ELA as students progress from one grade to the next. Leadership at the school and district levels will not only provide each team with the necessary time, support, and ongoing training to engage in this critical collaborative work but also put structures in place and empower staffs to build schoolwide systems of intervention, extension, and enrichment for students—providing time and support for each student to take his or her own learning to the next level.

I am confident this book, written by two respected colleagues, will provide you—my heroes working in schools and districts each day—with ideas, strategies, tools, and resources to help you bring the Common Core English language arts standards to life in your classrooms. The students entrusted to you deserve nothing less.

—Rebecca DuFour


INTRODUCTION

The investment of time and expertise by schools and districts to make the transformation into an effective Professional Learning Community (PLC) at Work is about to pay off once again. The adoption of the Common Core State Standards for English language arts (CCSS ELA) represents a significant change in how the education profession looks at curriculum, instruction, and assessment. In addition, the implications for implementation of the CCSS ELA will have ramifications for years to come. As new research on best practices related to the Common Core State Standards is conducted and disseminated, educators will need to interpret these results and determine how best to put them into practice. The PLC process offers an ideal foundational system for doing so. This process provides the necessary conditions and support to accomplish the work of ensuring continuous improvement. Ongoing professional development is embedded into the process, because teachers work as members of high-performing collaborative teams. Becoming a PLC is a process of reculturing a school; the concept is not just another meeting (DuFour, DuFour, & Eaker, 2008; Frey, Fisher, & Everlove, 2009). Effective districtwide or schoolwide PLCs have the following six characteristics (DuFour et al., 2008; DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Many, 2010).

1. Shared mission, vision, values, and goals all focused on student learning: The mission defines why the organization exists; the vision defines what the organization can become in the future; the values consist of demonstrated attitudes and behaviors that further the vision; and the goals are markers used to determine results and assess progress. A thriving PLC immerses itself in the behaviors necessary to the development of these concepts.

2. A collaborative culture with a focus on learning: Collaboration, an essential ingredient in the PLC process, enables people to work interdependently to improve teaching and learning.

3. Collective inquiry into best practice and current reality: Collective inquiry is the process through which PLC educators strive to build shared knowledge about research and what works in their classrooms.

4. Action orientation: An action orientation is characteristic of successful PLCs that learn by doing and recognize the significance and necessity of actions that engage their members in planning learning tasks, implementing them, and evaluating results.

5. A commitment to continuous improvement: Continuous improvement is a cyclical process that PLCs use to plan, implement, and check to determine the effectiveness of their efforts to improve teaching and learning.

6. Results orientation: Results are what count for PLCs; they are the measurable outcomes that reveal the success of the collaborative efforts to improve teaching and learning. Results outweigh intentions.


Visit www.allthingsplc.info for a glossary of PLC terms.



These six characteristics must be woven into the fabric of the school; they have to become part of the air that teachers, parents, students, and administrators breathe. In creating this culture, PLCs must reach agreement on fundamental issues, including (DuFour et al., 2008):

• What content students should learn

• What common and coherent assessments to develop and use to determine if students have learned the agreed-on curriculum

• How to respond when students do or don’t learn the agreed-on curriculum

To accomplish these three tasks, teachers need adequate time to collaborate with their colleagues. We are not suggesting that scheduling time for teachers to collaborate is easy, but without dedicated time, teams will not develop the collaborative structures needed to support student learning, especially if teachers are going to address the Common Core State Standards in grades 3–5. As part of their collaborative team time, teachers in PLCs engage in inquiry into student learning. The following four critical questions of a PLC highlight and provide a foundation for the work of collaborative planning teams (DuFour et al., 2008).

1. What do we want our students to learn?

2. How will we know when they have learned it?

3. How will we respond when some students don’t learn?

4. How will we extend and enrich the learning for students who are already proficient?

Professional Development and Professional Learning Communities

Linda Darling-Hammond (2010) summarizes the research on effective professional development as follows:

Effective professional development is sustained, ongoing, content-focused, and embedded in professional learning communities where teachers work overtime on problems of practice with other teachers in their subject area or school. Furthermore, it focuses on concrete tasks of teaching, assessment, observation, and reflection, looking at how students learn specific content in particular contexts. . . . It is often useful for teachers to be put in the position of studying the very material that they intend to teach to their own students. (pp. 226–227)

In other words, effective professional development is often the opposite of what most teachers receive—it is sustained and embedded within the work of professional learning communities and focused on the actual tasks of teaching using the material teachers use with students. Professional development practices have moved beyond stand-alone workshops to ones that are tied to a school’s chosen area of focus. Through the work of researchers like Bruce Joyce and Beverly Showers (1983) and others, educators began to understand that professional development could be linked to the change process. In particular, the value of an agreed-on focus, the need for continued support after the session, and a plan for measuring success have become expected elements of any school’s professional development plan. To succeed as a high-performance school, professional development should be part of a teacher’s overall involvement in a learning community.

The link between professional development and school change has been further strengthened through PLCs (Eaker, DuFour, & DuFour, 2002). PLCs recognize that teacher collaboration lies at the heart of learning and change. Collaborative planning teams within PLCs are able to bridge theory to practice as they convene regularly to examine student performance data, discuss student progress, develop and implement curricula, and coach one another through meaningful collaborative work between meetings.

The evidence of PLC effectiveness is mounting. A study of elementary teachers in PLCs identifies a strong statistical correlation between their participation in professional learning communities, their classroom cultures, and their use of formative assessments to advance learning (Birenbaum, Kimron, & Shilton, 2011). Robert Bullough and Steven Baugh (2008) find that the conditions created to foster a schoolwide PLC in turn deepened a school-university partnership. In an analysis of nearly four hundred schools as PLCs, Louise Stoll, Ray Bolam, Agnes McMahon, Mike Wallace, and Sally Thomas (2006) note a positive relationship between student achievement, adoption of innovative practices, and healthy learning communities. In fact, Robert Marzano notes that school and district-level PLCs are “probably the most influential movement with regards to actually changing practices in schools” (DuFour & Marzano, 2011, p. x).

Purpose of This Book

We hope we have made the case, however, briefly, that a PLC at the school or district level is vital to school change. Furthermore, collaborative planning teams functioning within the school’s PLC provide embedded professional development that sustains change.

In fact, chances are good that you are interested in this book because it promises to link an important change—implementing the Common Core State Standards in English language arts—with a process you already know to be powerful: professional learning communities. The remainder of this book provides collaborative teacher teams with information about the what and the how of teaching students to master these standards, including how to develop effective formative assessment and respond when students fail to make progress. We expand the Common Core standards so that you and your team can examine them in detail. You will find that each chapter begins with questions for your team to consider, and we invite you to return to these after you examine the standards to discuss implications for instruction, curriculum, assessment, and intervention.

Organization of This Book

This book has been crafted with your collaborative team in mind. Use it as a workbook—mark it up, dog-ear the pages, highlight passages that resonate, underline the ones that raise a question. In the same way that the Common Core ELA standards focus our collective attention on the practices of close reading and argumentation, we hope to contribute to a similar process for your team. The conversation begins in chapter 1 with an overview of the CCSS and the major shifts in our practices as these relate to informational texts, the role of speaking and listening in learning, the development of academic language and vocabulary, and the importance of argumentation in writing. Later in chapter 1, we explain how the standards are organized, so that the thirty-three-page original document and its three appendices become a bit less bewildering. We also discuss what the standards don’t say: about English learners, students with disabilities, and those who struggle with literacy. The National Governors Association Center for Best Practices and Council of Chief State School Officers (NGA & CCSSO), developers of the CCSS, provide some general guidelines for students learning English and those who struggle in school, but these are brief summaries and will likely generate a great deal of additional ideas for implementation over the next several years (for more information visit www.corestandards.org/the-standards for the documents “Application of the Standards for English Language Learners” and “Application to Students With Disabilities”). Importantly, these gaps highlight why PLCs are so important. In the words of the NGA and CCSSO (2010a):

While the Standards focus on what is most essential, they do not describe all that can or should be taught. A great deal is left to the discretion of teachers and curriculum developers. The aim of the Standards is to articulate the fundamentals, not to set out an exhaustive list or a set of restrictions that limits what can be taught beyond what is specified herein. (p. 6)

Chapters 2, 3, and 4 form the heart of this book because they each focus on a specific strand addressed in the CCSS. Reading is the subject of chapter 2: each and every standard is examined as it applies to literary and informational texts, as well as the important reading foundational skills of phonics, word recognition, and fluency that are critical in the development of readers in grades 3–5. Chapter 3 turns the spotlight to the Writing standards and similarly reviews each standard as it applies to the major text types students produce: narrative, informational, and persuasive. In chapter 4, we discuss the two sets of Common Core standards that are integral to what we teach and how students learn—through speaking and listening and by understanding and producing academic language and vocabulary.

Chapter 5 returns to the subject of student consideration in the CCSS, including discussion on using formative assessment processes and summative assessment instruments informatively, and designing and implementing interventions for students who are not performing at expected levels.

Know that this book has been designed with you in mind. All of the research cited is specific to grades 3–5. In addition, we’ve designed scenarios written from the perspective of teachers and students in grades 3–5 to illuminate the standards.

These scenarios are fictionalized accounts of our personal teaching activities and our collective experience working with teachers across grade levels in schools with diverse populations. We have developed these scenarios as a way to make the ELA standards come alive for you, not just in language arts but also in science, mathematics, and social studies. We want you to personalize this experience as you and your collaborative team plan for implementation of the Common Core for English language arts. To begin this process, we encourage you to reflect on and discuss with your colleagues the following questions.

1. What is the status of collaborative teams at your school? Acknowledging the reality of your school’s commitment to an effective PLC process is a critical first step that can establish the future direction for collaborative professional growth. Recall the six characteristics of effective PLCs (page 1–2) and consider the extent to which your PLC embodies these characteristics. If you want to delve deeper into your school’s PLC status, you can explore where your school would place on the PLC continuum: preinitiating, initiating, implementing, developing, or sustaining (DuFour et al., 2010). Visit www.allthingsplc.info and search the Tools & Resources section for helpful PLC reproducibles, such as the PLC continuum reproducible “Laying the Foundation” from Learning by Doing (DuFour et al., 2010).

2. How are your students performing? Are there areas of need in terms of curriculum development? Are there areas of need in terms of instruction? Are there areas of need in terms of assessment? These questions address key topics for your PLC to consider as you focus on the current status of your school’s language arts programs in relation to the expectations of the Common Core ELA standards. Discussions with your collaborative team will enable you to gain insight into where you are and where you need to go to support and advance your students’ language development.

We’ve designed this book to guide the conversations that are necessary to fully implement the Common Core State Standards. As such, it should serve as a resource that you return to regularly to consider the ways in which student learning can be improved. The anchor standards and the grade-level expectations are the outcomes expected of us as teachers. Common Core English Language Arts in a PLC at Work, Grades 3–5 provides the process to get there.


CHAPTER 1

Using Collaborative Teams for English Language Arts

KEY QUESTIONS

[image: Image] To what extent does your team understand the conceptual shifts represented in the Common Core State Standards for English language arts?

[image: Image] How often are informational texts used in instruction across the day?

[image: Image] To what extent do teachers at your school use complex texts?

[image: Image] Do students routinely discuss and develop texts that feature opinions and evidence?

[image: Image] To what extent do teachers at your school focus on speaking and listening activities?

[image: Image] In what ways do teachers at your school develop academic vocabulary and language?

A team of fourth-grade teachers is meeting to discuss the results of a common formative assessment it had recently administered. Teachers had previously agreed on a pacing guide for their unit focused on informational texts and had discussed the various ways that they would teach the unit. Unlike most previous state standards, the Common Core State Standards require an integrated approach to lesson development in which teachers build student competence in multiple standards simultaneously. As an example, the teachers’ three-week unit had its primary focus on the Reading Standards for Informational Text at the fourth-grade level (RI.4; NGA & CCSSO, 2010a):

• Refer to details and examples in a text when explaining what the text says explicitly and when drawing inferences from the text. (RI.4.1.)

• Determine the meaning of general academic and domain-specific words or phrases in a text relevant to a fourth-grade topic or subject area. (RI.4.4)

• Describe the overall structure (for example, chronology, comparison, cause and effect, problem and solution) of events, ideas, concepts, or information in a text or part of a text. (RI.4.5)

• Explain how an author uses reasons and evidence to support particular points in a text. (RI.4.8) (p. 12)

Of course, teachers always have to consider the complexity of the text and ensure that students are reading appropriate texts. As part of their common formative assessment, these teachers wanted to determine if students could make inferences from what was explicitly stated in a text and if they could use their knowledge of context clues and word parts to understand vocabulary. The teachers asked students to read a selection about Velcro (see figure 1.1) and respond to a number of questions.


Velcro

For thousands of years, man has walked through fields of weeds and arrived home with burrs stuck to his clothing. It’s amazing no one took advantage of the problem until 1948.

George de Mestral, a Swiss engineer, returned from a walk one day in 1948 and found some cockleburs clinging to his cloth jacket. When de Mestral loosened them, he examined one under his microscope. The principle was simple. The cocklebur is a maze of thin strands with burrs (or hooks) on the ends that cling to fabrics or animal fur.

By the accident of the cockleburs sticking to his jacket, de Mestral recognized the potential for a practical new fastener. It took eight years to experiment, develop, and perfect the invention, which consists of two strips of nylon fabric. One strip contains thousands of small hooks. The other strip contains small loops. When the two strips are pressed together, they form a strong bond.

Hook-and-loop fastener is what we call it today. Velcro, the name de Mestral gave his product, is the brand most people in the United States know. It is strong, easily separated, lightweight, durable, and washable; it also comes in a variety of colors and won’t jam.

There are thousands of uses for hook-and-loop fasteners—on clothing, shoes, watch-bands, or backpacks; around the house or garage; in automobiles, aircraft, parachutes, spacesuits, or space shuttles; to secure blood pressure cuffs and artificial heart chambers. The list is never-ending.

The only bad thing about hook-and-loop fasteners is the competition they give the snap, zipper, button, and shoelace industries!



Source: Adapted from Jones, 1991, p. 68.

Figure 1.1: Sample informational text.

One question on the assessment asked students about the meaning of a word in the selection, “What are burrs? How did you know or figure out the word?” The fourth-grade teachers’ collaborative discussion about this item centers on students’ problem-solving abilities.

Hadley Campbell notes, “Eighty-eight percent of the students got this definition correct. I’m really impressed with that because I thought that burrs would be hard for them.”

Agreeing, Ryan Cruise adds, “Yeah, and look, only 15 percent of them said that they knew it. The rest of them said that they figured it out, that it was a plant with parts that were like hooks.”

Rene Andre comments, “I think that our students did really well on this, and I’m thinking about the students who thought it was a hook because of the punctuation. I think we might have overgeneralized the lesson on context clues. I’d like to revisit that and remind students that the punctuation does not always give an exact definition. Sometimes, it gives something like an example or analogy.”

Later in the discussion, the team notes the students’ confusion about the following question: “Why did the author say that ‘the only bad thing about hook-and-loop fasteners is the competition for the snap, zipper, button, and shoelace industries’?”

Mr. Cruise starts the conversation saying, “They really didn’t get this one. The majority of students focused on the word bad. Here’s a sample response, ‘They are bad because they do not stay closed like a zipper.’ As we saw, there are lots and lots of examples of students not understanding the idea of competition for other products and instead thinking that the author thought that Velcro was bad or not as worthy as the other things.”

Ms. Campbell asks, “So what do we do about this? Was it something we did that confused them?”

Ms. Andre responds, “I don’t think so. I mean, it’s not like we taught them something contrary. I’m thinking that we need to do a lot more modeling about inferences. I think that to answer this question, they really have to understand what the author is saying and why. They have to get inside the mind of the author, rather than just focus on the individual words. I’d like to try modeling some more, specifically using inferences when value terms are in the text that might throw off the reader. I’d be willing to find some texts and write some sample modeling lessons, if you think that would help.”

Ms. Campbell enthusiastically agrees, adding, “I’m not sure that I would have thought about that. I appreciate our time together and your offer to provide us with resources.”

Mr. Cruise adds, “I agree. Thank you so much. I feel like we have a handle on this, or at least a plan. So what else do we see in these data?”

Conversations like this are possible when teachers have the opportunity to work together in collaborative planning teams. To teach the Common Core State Standards well, teachers need to collaborate with their colleagues. In doing so, they can ensure learning for all students. It is imperative that collaborative team members work to answer the four critical questions of a PLC as they devote attention to the CCSS (DuFour et al., 2008).

1. What do we want our students to learn?

2. How will we know when they have learned it?

3. How will we respond when some students don’t learn?

4. How will we extend and enrich the learning for students who are already proficient?

In other words, teachers need to plan together, look at student work together, identify needs for reteaching together, trust one another, and ask for help when they need it. Figure 1.2 (page 10) provides a tool that we have found useful in helping collaborative teams work together. As part of their overall PLC work, collaborative teams focus on the four critical questions and begin to build the culture of the school in which student learning drives the discussions teachers and administrators have.

[image: Image]

Figure 1.2: Collaborative team meeting record.

Visit go.solution-tree.com/commoncore for a reproducible version of this figure.

Over time, teams will modify and change the tool to suit their unique needs, but to start, it is likely useful to focus on each aspect of the tool. At the top of the form (“Collaborative Team Meeting Logistics”), teachers record the grade level, the date of the meeting, who was facilitating, and who was in attendance. Given that there are different phases that a collaborative team uses to complete the work, we ask that the team agree on its focus for each of its collaborative meeting times. Importantly, there may be two or more foci during a meeting, and we ask teams to complete different forms for each shift in focus. The reason for this is simple: the team learns to integrate the stages as a habit of interaction when it names each stage each time. It also provides a record that the team can use to review past efforts to improve student achievement. School systems are very good at documenting when things are going wrong and not so good at recording successes. Using a tool like the one in figure 1.2 provides a record of success that team members can review when they need to revisit a successful time in the past.

The remainder of the logistics portion of the form focuses on the discussion that team members have, including the development of pacing guides, teaching strategy implementation, and peer advice and coaching. During some of the meetings, the team will develop common assessments or review the results of an assessment. We recommend that teams use the “Item Analysis Summary” portion when they are discussing assessment results since there are a number of specific decisions to be made in terms of intervention and changes in practice.

Teachers are able to hold these types of conversations because they understand the power of PLCs and the conceptual shifts in the Common Core State Standards for English language arts. They also know the specific standards for their grade level and how these are developed across grades 3–5. In this chapter, we will discuss these major shifts represented in the CCSS, especially their implications for teaching English language arts. In addition, we will highlight what is not included in the standards.

The Common Core State Standards

The adoption of the Common Core State Standards for the English language arts extends a trend in U.S. education to collaborate across organizations in order to obtain better learning results. Standards-driven policies and practices have yielded notable results, especially in our collective efforts to articulate purposes and learning outcomes to our stakeholders (Gamoran, 2007). This in turn has led to improved alignment between curriculum, instruction, and assessment. But the years have also exposed weaknesses of this system, many of which are related to the disjointed efforts of individual states trying to put their own standards in motion. No matter how effective the process or product, states simply could not share them with other states, as no standards were held in common. Consequently, states, like Arkansas and Arizona, could not pool human and fiscal resources to develop common materials and assessments.

As standards-based assessments rose to prominence in the 2000s, a mosaic of testing results made it virtually impossible to fairly compare the effectiveness of reform efforts across states. The National Governors Association Center for Best Practices and Council of Chief State School Officers sought to rectify these shortcomings by sponsoring the development of a shared set of standards each state could agree on. Beginning in 2010, state boards of education began adopting these standards in English language arts and mathematics. In 2012, nearly all the states adopted them and began work on determining timelines for implementation, as well as methods for assessment.

In an effort to capitalize on new opportunities for collaboration among states, two assessment consortia are developing standards-based assessments. Both the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC, 2012) and the SMARTER Balanced Assessment Consortium (SBAC, 2012) consist of representatives from states working to develop assessments of the standards. Some states belong to both and will eventually determine which instruments they will use. While these efforts are works in progress, common themes are emerging from both consortia. For one, it is likely that a significant part of the tests will be computer based. In addition, it is anticipated that benchmark assessments will play a prominent role in order for schools to be better able to identify students who are falling behind. But perhaps the biggest shift in these assessments has to do with the ELA standards themselves. In the next sections, we will outline five major changes to how we view literacy teaching and learning.

Shift One: Focus on Reading and Writing to Inform, Persuade, and Convey Experiences

The Common Core ELA standards reflect a trend in elementary literacy that has been occurring since the 1990s: a deepening appreciation of the importance of informational and persuasive texts in a student’s reading diet, or the range of reading genre and materials students encounter across the year.
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