Last week I spent five days at the Harvard Closing the Achievement Gap Institute, sponsored by Dr. Ron Ferguson and the Harvard Graduate School of Education.  The 2010 institute brought in educators from all over the United States including other areas such as Canada, Chile and the Dominican Republic.  There was a nice blend of teachers, school administrators, district level administrators, curriculum content coordinators and equity coaches, so the perspectives were healthy and diverse. The energy, passion, dedication and vision for our work was captured best by Dan A. Sims, Principal at Tri-Cities High School in East Point, Georgia, with a poem he shared called We Can Teach Them.  Dan’s poem and a summary of each day of the institute are presented below.

Day 1 - Thursday July 8, 2010

Dr. Ron Ferguson

Framing the Work

Schools need people who interact most frequently and intensively with children (parents, teachers, peers) to nurture them in ways that contribute maximally to their self-realization as educated, healthy and fulfilled human beings.

Our reward is a sense of belonging to something larger than ourselves and working with people whose values we share.
How Great School Leaders Build Trust and Credibility

· ACTIONS – make it safe to make mistakes, keep promises, forthcoming with information/changes
· URGENCY – Keeps most urgent challenges front and center in the district – Keeps showing up on agendas – doesn’t go away
· FOCUS – Keep the number of initiatives small, help teachers and principals reduce the complexity of closing the achievement gap – not a sprint, but a marathon – celebrate short wins
· EFFICACY – Explicit statements from leaders that we hold the answers to our challenges
· INCLUSION – Leaders participate without dominating – let those closest to the issue/problem help in framing its solutions
· STRONG RESPONSES – great leaders respond immediately, visibly, and sometimes harshly to behavior that sabotages organizational commitments 
· KNOWING THE STUDENTS – Great leaders know many students and press their staff to as well
· PUBLIC TEACHING – Great leaders nurture open classrooms, frequent class visits, reflection
· CLOSE MONITORING – Ensure non-negotiables are clear and are frequently monitored w/ ongoing feedback
· PERSEVERENCE – Great leaders stick around and build a professional culture.
· EFFORT – Great leaders speak and act from a belief that “Smart” is something you can get.

Preparing to Take Responsibility

Why such an urgency to eliminate the racial predictability of achievement?
· US Population becoming more diverse
· Past two years - more minority infants born than white infants
· Gap has been substantially closed before (See NAEP 1970-1990) also uneducated immigrants 19th/20th century
· Very little progress since 1990
· Schools should stop comparing achievement scores among subgroups within the school and instead compared them against state averages (ie School Black Males vs State Avg for White Males)
· Schools should move away from comparing proficiency rates and focused on actual scores (ie Black Males avg score w/ State avg score for White Males).

Five steps schools take toward becoming exemplary
1. Key people accept responsibility to lead the change
2. Declare the purposes of the work in mission statements that focus on a few ideas/priorities.
3. Design strategies, plans, tools and tactics for broadly inclusive adult learning
4. Develop and refine quality standards for judging teacher and student work
5. Skillfully and relentlessly monitor plans and strategies, attending persistently and explicitly to achieving and maintaining quality
School Leadership fails when…

· Leaders lack expertise

· Leaders don’t know how to organize people to work together for change
· Leaders are afraid to ask people to step outside their comfort zone
· Leaders don’t respect other people’s ideas
· Lack good ideas about what to do
· Plans seem incoherent to people who are asked to do the work
· Parents have not been included

Schools become exceptional when focusing on a few principles and practices.  Research suggests that adopting improvement models are ineffective and expensive for schools.  Most successful schools do their own work/research to get better.  Teams within schools begin to think differently about what needs to be done to close the achievement gap.  Currently everyone is looking for a model to replicate – real success comes with creating your own model.

Between 1972 and 2002 25% of the IQ Gap dissipated between whites and blacks

If you see low-level administrative tasks among school/district leadership, one usually sees low-level instruction in the classroom

Day 2 - Friday July 9, 2010

Improving Parenting as an Achievement Gap Strategy

Jelani Mandara, Northwestern University

African American parents must facilitate: 

(1) achievement-oriented expectations and goals;

(2) academic behavioral habits; 

(3) academic self-confidence; 

(4) general psychological health; 

(5) self-control; 

(6) feelings of personal power or agency; and 

(7) critical thinking skills in their children.

Parenting Styles -  Responsiveness (Lovey dovey) and Demandingness (Rules, Discipline, Tough Love)

African American/Latino students are more likely to be raised in authoritarian (Strict rules, no room for mistakes, submissive to authority) or neglectful homes.

New research shows that parenting styles can account for virtually 100% of the achievement gap between Blacks and Whites

Authoritative parenting style is the best parenting style for academic achievement among all subgroups

93% of parenting styles among black families are other than authoritative, 82% for Latinos and 58% for whites

Making the Connection: Effective School, Family, and Community Partnerships  

Karen Mapp – Harvard Grad School of Education 

“Parental involvement  - as practiced in most schools and reflected in the research literature – avoids issues of power and assigns parents a passive role in the maintenance of school culture.

Parent engagement designates parents as citizens in the fullest sense – change agents who can transform [schools] and neighborhoods.” (Shirley, 1997)

Harvard Family Involvement Resource

Family Involvement Network of Educators (FINE)

www.gse.harvard.edu/hfrp/projects/fine/html

Fortress Schools Messages – Below Basic
· Parents don’t care about their children’s schooling
· Parents don’t come to conferences not matter what we do
· Principal picks a small group of cooperative parents to help out
· We’re teachers not social workers
· Curriculum/standards are too advanced for these parents
Come-if-we-call School Messages – Basic
· Parents are told what students will learn at the fall open house
· Workshops are planned by staff
· Families can visit school on report card pickup day
· Parents call the office to get teacher-recorded messages about homework
Open-Door School Messages – Proficient
· Parent-teacher conferences are held at least twice a year
· There is a school action team for family engagement
· Schools holds curriculum night three or four times a year
· Parents are comfortable raising issues at PTA meetings or with principal
· Multicultural nights
Partnership School – Advanced
· Home visits are made to every new family
· All family activities connect to what students are learning (think also beyond content)
· Clear open process for resolving problems
· Parents and teachers research issues together
· Families are actively involved in decision making
How do schools reach the advanced level?
· Welcoming – families are made to feel at home, comfortable, and a part of the school community
· Honoring – Family members are respected, validated and affirmed for any type of involvement or contribution they make
· Connecting – School staff and families put children at the center and connect on education issues of common interest designed to improve educational opportunities for the children
Family engagement strategies
Participatory action research project – 4th grade literacy
Research Question: If families engage in using the reciprocal teaching book mark, will students perform better on the comprehending text section on the MCAS? 

Key to building partnerships – relationships, relationships, relationships

Not through email, folders sent home – parents have to see you loving their children and their children loving you.

Parent University - Four strands that should be a part of any Parent University
1 – Parents are Teachers

2 – Parents are Advocates

3 – Parents are Leaders

4 – Parents are Learners

Boston Public Schools – Parent University Modeled in part after Charlotte Mecklenburg Schools
· 3 full day Saturday Learning Sessions (October, January & May)
· Intersession offerings at schools and community based organizations
· Year-long ESL classes
· Stand of classes in Spanish

Parent University Certificate Programs – Boston Public Schools
· Parent Educators - Parents trained to facilitate and teach parent university offerings
· Parent Advocates - Trained to support and advocate for families with students with disabilities
· Parents Leaders - Trained to provide support for developing parents leaders
· Parent Mentors - Trained to provide outreach to disengaged parents in the Circle of Promise (Circle of Promise is similar to the Harlem Children’s Zone format)

Day 3 - Saturday July 10, 2010

Data Wise Schools

Elizabeth City – Harvard Graduate School of Education

Barriers to constructive, regular use of student assessment data to improve instruction can seem insurmountable.

How can schools/districts build a culture that focuses on improvement, not blame?
Prepare – Inquire – Act

PREPARE
1. Organize for Collaborative Work – data teams (be sure to establish team structure/schedule)
2. Build Assessment Literacy – Common language and format for reporting data

INQUIRE
3. Create Data Overview – Use graphics, charts, reduce complexity for principals and teachers
4. Dig into Student Data – Identify specific learner centered problems
5. Examine Instruction – Identify effective instructional practices around the above learner centered problem

ACT

6. Develop Action Plan – Action plan for implementing effective instructional practices around learner centered problem
7. Plan to Assess Progress – Determine how to measure success
8. Act & Assess – work the plan

What can district administrators do to support schools in becoming “data wise”?

· Setup data system – in-house or purchased software program
· Create Incentives – Require schools to use product to get the work done

· Support New Skills – PD to support data skills: interpreting data, use of data, graphic displays, facilitating discussions, assessing data plans
· Find the Time – Early release days, paying substitutes to cover classes, compensating teachers for additional time
· Model the Work – District leaders model the Prepare – Inquire – Act framework

Barriers to districts/schools becoming Data Wise

Lack of…

Conviction 60%, Resources 53%, Data (Usable Form) 50%, Data (Right Type) 38%, Instructional Strategies 92%, Skills 84%, Time 81%, Norms 75% 

Tip for Becoming Data Wise
· Think big, act small – keep the focus small
· Use data that you can count, hear, and see
· Repetition helps – using data is a discipline
· Ask “why” and encourage others to do so as well – learn from mistakes
· Start with a vision for what using data looks like

Research for Better Teaching

Jon Saphier

The work of teachers…
· Convince students they can grow their ability to learn
· Show them how
· Motivate them to want to

Levels of PLC Sophistication
Level I
· Ensure consistent, protected PLC Meeting times
· Record and “Instructional” agenda and next steps for each PLC meeting
· Establish norms
· Have student work on the table most meetings
· Discuss content/skills with which students are having difficulty
· Share activities, strategies

Level II
· Planning lessons together in depth and detail – have student materials, books etc on the table
· Score student work together to establish reliability

Level III
· Revisit and Re-teach key concepts, inventing new re-teaching strategies together in detail for concepts or skills students are struggling with.
· PLC Members practice doing the re-teaching strategies with one another
· Decide in common to try the same re-teaching strategies together so PLC members can compare results at the next PLC meeting

Level IV
· Disaggregate data on assessments and pool data on which students performed well vs which did not
· Regroup students across sections to re-teach
· Dig into concepts and sub-concepts to gain information on what confuses students
· PLC members occasionally complete assignments developed by other team members – anticipate difficulties, misconceptions, prior knowledge

Level V
· Lesson study via focused peer observation  - collect data on learning problem PLC team has been addressing together.  

Day 4 - Sunday July 11, 2010

Ron Ferguson

Conspiracy to Succeed

Teaching youth about options, strategies, resources and rewards to increase engagement in learning

Schools can help close gaps by helping students cope with….
· Feeling stereotyped
· Projecting negative stereotypes onto themselves
· Facing exclusion/discrimination
· Sensing cultural fit (misfit) and deciding with to code switch
· Feeling survivor’s guild
· Feeling concerned about being authentic vs selling out
· Feeling concerned about being perceived as acting “white”

See July 11th tab for research data and charts
· Data on students asking questions in class
· School encouragement
· Student Popularity
· Home Environment
· What “friends” think
· Teasing
· Hip-Hop and Self esteem

Engaging Youth

Emma Nolan-Abrahamian – Critical Exposure – Photography in the Field Project (D.C., BPS, Seattle)

Ayele Shakur – BIFF Program (Building Inspiration to Fight Failure) – Boston Public Schools

Critical Exposure – Photography in the field
· Primarily operate in inner city schools
· You people use photography to share issues directly impacting their lives
· Starts with youth empowerment workshops – documentary photography & social advocacy
· Aim of photographs is to impact policy change
· Writing is an essential component to the program
· Photographs and writings sent to policy makers/law makers
BIFF – Boston Public Schools
· Motivation is the missing ingredient that makes the difference between “Fs” and “As”
· BIFF Program – 66% black, 18% Latino, 6% White, 2% Asian
· Helping students become more proactive learners
· Confronting their negative paradigms about school
· Addressing motivational issues; laziness, procrastination, self-bout, anger
· Actively participating in class, communicate effectively with teachers – including teachers they don’t like
· Learning how to pay attention in a boring class
· Teaching students how to access educational resources – tutoring, counseling etc
· Parent workshops twice a year on student motivation, parenting styles
· Students receive cash pay-outs
Brockton High School – Overview
· 4300 students
· Organized into four houses – each with it own principal, AP, support staff, etc
· 70% FRL, 31% W, 53%B, 10%L, 6%Other
· Outperforms 95% of Massachusetts schools in Reading, Writing and 80% in Math
· Located in Urban area –deals with urban issues.
· It has been a 10 year process to close gaps
· Attributes their success to tight curriculum monitoring and school-wide instructional foci

Each teachers turns in lesson plans to department chair each week
· Department chairs check lesson plans for alignment, rigor, differentiation

APs.  School leaders are constantly asking questions about common assessment data and student work
Instructional foci – all content areas teaches incorporate these “Core Learning Objectives” into their classroom practice and lessons
Reading

· For content – literal inferential
· To Apply pre-reading, during reading, post-reading strategies to all reading assignments, including determining purpose and pre-learning vocabulary
· To research a topic
· To gather information
· To comprehend an argument
· To determine the maid idea of a passage
· To understand a concept and construct meaning
· To expand one’s experiences

Writing
· To take notes
· To explain one’s thinking
· To argue a thesis and support one’s thinking
· To compare and contrast
· To write an open response
· To describe and experiment, report one’s findings, and one’s conclusions
· To generate a response to what one has read, viewed, or heard
· To convey one’s thinking in complete sentences (even on discipline referrals!!!)
· To develop an expository essay with a formal structure
Speaking
· To convey one’s thinking in complete sentences
· To interpret a passage orally
· To debate an issue
· To participate in class discussion or a public forum
· To make an oral presentation to one’s class, peers, community
· To present one’ s portfolio
· To respond to what one has read, viewed, or heard
· To communicate in a manner that allows one to be both heard and understood
Reasoning
· To create, interpret and explain a table, chart or graph
· To compute, interpret and explain numbers
· To read, break down, and solve work problems
· To interpret and present statistics that support an argument or hypothesis
· To identify a pattern, explain a pattern, and/or make a prediction based on a pattern
· To detect the fallacy in an argument or a proof
· To explain the logic of an argument or solution
· To use analogies and/or evidence to support one’s thinking
· To explain and/or interpret relationships of space and time
