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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

hy all the fuss about standards-based education? What

is it? What does it mean for me and for my students?

These are common questions that teachers ask about
standards-based education for a number of reasons. In particular,
they ask these questions to decide how much standards-based
education differs from their current practice, to determine what
changes they will have to make, and to judge whether the changes
are worth the effort.

As we approach the 20th anniversary of the release of A Nation
at Risk (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983),
a report often associated with the beginning of the standards
movement, it might be reasonable to assume that standards-based
education is well understood and commonplace in classrooms
across the country. Research, surveys, and anecdotal evidence
reviewed for this Noteworthy, however, show that teachers around
the United States vary in their understanding and acceptance of
standards-based education. Some teachers are angry, frustrated,
and ready to reject standards-based education, while others have
embraced it and have reaped benefits for their students and

themselves.

Although some teachers reject standards-based education, many
(two-thirds of those surveyed) acknowledge that standards have
changed for the better the way education is delivered in their school

(“Here to Stay,” 1999). However, significantly fewer, only one-third

Chapter Summary

Standards-based education
is the result of a call to
action from political
leaders, educators, and the
American public to raise
student achievement. As
states have initiated reform,
teachers’ roles have
changed dramatically,
shifting from the use of
more structured, textbook-
driven instructional
methods to more flexible,
collaborative approaches.
Teachers have
implemented these
changes with varying
degrees of success. Here,
teachers share their insights
about their preparation to
teach in a standards-based
environment, about the
resources and support
needed to successfully
implement standards-based
reform, and about the
impact of new
accountability systems.
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of those surveyed in a recent study by the
National Center for Education Statistics
(Alexander, Heaviside, & Farris, 1998), say they
are well prepared to implement higher standards.
[t is no surprise, then, that Public Agenda’s
“Reality Check 2000” concludes, “Talk about
standards is ubiquitous, but teaching patterns

often remain the same” (p. S-8).

There are multiple interpretations of what the
outcomes of standards-based education should be
and a variety of state approaches to standards-
based reform. These approaches influence the
actions that districts take (Regional Educational
Laboratory Network, 2000). Throughout this
publication, we’ll see how these approaches, in

turn, affect teachers’ perceptions and actions.

State and district policymakers interviewed for
the Regional Educational Laboratory Network
study emphasized that standards-based reform
requires a long-term commitment. Participants at
the 1999 National Education Summit (Achieve,
1999) echoed that observation. They described
the reform movement as at “a midway point.”
Although they agreed that “a lot of pieces are in
place,” they also acknowledged that it’s time to
get to “the heavy lifting of keeping standards in
place, defining exactly what they mean, figuring
out what happens if kids and educators don’t
meet standards, and providing the resources and

support to help meet the standards” (p. 3).

As U.S. Secretary of Education Richard Riley
(2000) noted in his annual state of American
education address, it is important to have a
“midcourse review and analysis to make sure
everybody understands what the standards
movement is all about.” Such clarity is
necessary to support teachers as they struggle
with the realities of implementing standards

in the classroom.

In the early days of the movement, standards
seemed important because they provided learning
goals for students and a measure against which to
align various components of the education system
(e.g., curriculum, instruction, assessment, teacher
preparation, and professional development). In
addition, standards were intended to put the focus
on what students learned rather than when they
learned it. This shift in focus should allow
teachers to more easily accommodate various
learning styles and rates of learning. In this and

other ways, it was hoped that standards would

B
This increased emphasis on
accountability has had unforeseen and
unwanted consequences for teaching
and learning. . .

guide instructional practice and encourage
teachers to use the most effective strategies.
Today, although standards are still viewed as
important because of the role they play in

bringing consistency and coherence to many
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districts’ education programs, standards are
increasingly viewed as a means to hold students,

teachers, and principals accountable.

This increased emphasis on accountability has had
unforeseen and unwanted consequences for
teaching and learning as evidenced by comments
from teachers in this publication and relevant

research studies.

Since A Nation at Risk was published, it has
become clear that there is no “yellow brick road”
to follow in making standards-based education a
reality in the nation’s classrooms. In fact, for
teachers, the path is more like a partially
developed hiking trail. There is a beginning and a
destination that promises to take you to new
heights. But the way is not easy, and it’s best not
to venture along the trail alone. There are
unexpected twists
and turns. In
some places, it’s
not clear where
the trail is.
Sometimes, in
steep parts of the
trail, you need a
walking stick for
support. There
are easy and
difficult parts all

along the trail.
Sometimes there’s no view at all except of the

trail ahead and who’s by your side. You hope that

if you just keep going, the views will be
breathtaking and worth all the effort.

Although there are different conceptions of
what the standards-based education “trail” is,
there seems to be agreement on at least

three major tenets:

1. Learning goals, called standards, are
specified.

2. Standards apply to all students.

3. Assessment provides feedback about
student performance relative to

standards.

In chapters two, three, and four of this
publication, the real-life implications of these
tenets for teachers are portrayed from the
teacher perspective. Stories and comments from
teachers illustrate a variety of their concerns

and struggles with implementation, as well as
their increased understanding of effective
teaching and positive changes in student learning.
Chapter five provides guidelines for supporting
teachers’ implementation of standards-based
education, given what we’ve learned from their
perspectives. Chapter six presents a discussion of
how McREL plans to undertake a midcourse

review and analysis of standards-based education.

Information for this publication was gleaned from
interviews that McREL conducted with beginning
and veteran teachers across the United States who
are engaged in standards-based reform efforts.
McREL asked these teachers about their

Mid-continent Research for Education and Learning ® November 2000



understanding of standards-based education, if
and how they are using a standards-based
approach, what challenges they face in
implementation, and what supports enable them
to implement the approach effectively. In addition,
McREL surveyed current research and literature
on implementation of standards-based education
and gathered data and anecdotal information
from other studies regarding teachers’ reactions to
this reform. Together these investigations show a
pattern of teacher responses that has relevance for
school policymakers and administrators who are
concerned about optimizing the implementation

of standards-based reform in their districts.

Schools and districts engaged in standards
implementation around the country have found
that “if teachers are not informed and active
participants in the process, reform efforts will
fail” (Education Commission of the States, 1996,

p. 15). The purpose of this publication is to help

education administrators and policymakers
understand what it takes for classroom teachers to
implement standards-based education. With this
understanding, they can give teachers the
necessary support so that the promise of
standards-based education — improved learning

for all students — can be realized. ¢
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CHAPTER 2

WHAT SPECIFYING
LEARNING GOALS MEANS
FOR TEACHERS

he first tenet of standards-based education is that learning

goals, called standards, are specified. Standards, simply

defined, are statements of what students should know and
be able to do. Is having specified learning goals a big change from
current practice? Haven’t teachers always had a clear idea of what
their students should learn?

In a non-standards-based classroom, individual teachers may be
clear about what they think their students should know, but it isn’t
necessarily the case that others teaching the same grade or course
have the same ideas about what their students should learn. Some
teachers decide what to teach by going through their textbooks from
cover to cover. Others base their decisions on their own preferences

and, in some cases, what they know best.

One purpose for the standards movement was to address this lack
of articulation among teachers at the same grade level, within

buildings, and across districts. As one teacher we interviewed noted:

When I worked at the middle school in another district, it was
interesting listening to teachers say, “This child came from this
school, this child came from this [other] school.” They could tell
which schools focused more on reading, which ones focused more
on writing, which ones focused more on just standardized types of
tests. It was a pattern you could really see. But by using standards-
based education and the standards and benchmarks we created
for our district, it will hopefully be aligned, and it’s not going to
matter what 3rd grade classroom the child was in.

Chapter Summary

Teachers must have
opportunities to learn
about standards and to
understand the need for
change. When teachers are
involved in the process of
developing and
implementing standards,
they experience less
frustration and resentment.
Once they begin
implementing standards-
based instruction, many
teachers come to
recognize the benefits—
focused curriculum and
increased awareness of
student learning.
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Even though some teachers appreciate the
consistency that standards can bring to a district’s
education program, many do not know about this
benefit or do not appreciate its implications.
Before they commit time and energy to making
the shift to standards-based education, they need
to understand what standards-based education is
all about. They also need concrete reasons for

making the shift.

Building Understanding of
Standards-Based Education

The first step in any reform process is to ensure
that the people responsible for the change, in this
case teachers, understand and support the
——  C11471€ES t0 be made.
.. .an essential factor
in understanding the
big picture of
standards is
connecting this
reform to the larger
vision of their schools

Helping teachers
understand the big
picture of standards-
based education is
critical. Teachers we
interviewed
emphasized that an
or districts. essential factor in
understanding the big
picture of standards is connecting this reform to
the larger vision of their schools or districts. It
may be difficult to do so, however, because, as
one teacher pointed out, district mission
statements are often “fluffy, nebulous things,
while the content standards are very specific. . .
and they don’t match.” She added that content

standards often do not match a district’s

prescribed textbooks for the curriculum, making it
“tricky” to teach to the standards, especially when

alternate resources are not available.

This teacher’s comments highlight one of the
main tasks of shifting to a standards-based system
— aligning all of the elements of the system (e.g.,
curriculum, instruction, assessment, teacher
evaluation, resource allocation) around standards.

Understanding the big picture of standards-based

education means understanding this alignment.

Many teachers said that to grasp the meaning of
standards-based education, they need to be told in
concrete terms what it is all about and what it
means in terms of classroom practice. As one

elementary teacher noted:

[Standards-based education] didn’t mean a
darn thing because I had no idea what I was
supposed to do with it. I sat there [when
the administrator explained the role of
standards] and nodded my head and said,
“Um hum, sure.”

Noteworthy Perspectives on Implementing Standards-Based Education



Many teachers we interviewed said they do not
feel invested in standards-based education because
they have not been personally involved in the

development process.
Teachers want to be

Few teachers were

involved in standards : . :
directly involved in

develop ARSI state standards-setting
efforts. Even at the

district level, the

meaningful ways, not
just as members of
“rubber stamp”

number of teachers

committees directly involved in

after the standards .
developing standards
development
process is

essentially complete.

may have been
limited depending on
the size of the district
and the standards-
setting process used. There are at least two major
consequences of this limited involvement:
resentment and lack of knowledge about

standards documents.

The first consequence, resentment, arises because
teachers feel they did not have input into the
process. They view standards as something
imposed by the state or the district. This is
particularly true for state standards because the
“rank and file” teacher is often unaware of the
state standards development process and the role

that teachers played in it.

If few teachers are involved in the standards
development process, then most teachers will not
be familiar with what is in the standards

documents. Unfortunately, as illustrated by

comments made by one teacher, the importance
of structured opportunities to thoroughly examine
and discuss the content of standards documents is
not always recognized by those leading the

standards-based reform effort in a district:

Teachers have been given copies of the
standards and benchmarks, but it’s been very
much “look at these, see how they line up with
what you’re doing.”

Such tactics downplay the importance of
standards and make it difficult for teachers to
understand that standards are intended to serve
as the organizing point for curriculum,
instruction, and assessment. Teachers say the
message sent is that standards are just one more
program to be added on to a myriad of other

programs.

Teachers want to be involved in standards
development in meaningful ways, not just as
members of “rubber stamp” committees after the
standards development process is essentially
complete. One teacher who served on such a
committee admitted that this limited involvement
did nothing to encourage her to incorporate
standards in her classroom. She added, “Without
putting personal time and energy into the
development process, many teachers will not feel
ownership.” As an example, she described how a
standards-based curriculum prepared by a well-
respected team of district administrators had been
basically ignored by three-quarters of the teachers

at her school.

Mid-continent Research for Education and Learning ® November 2000



As teachers begin to examine state and district
standards documents, other problems may
surface, and frustration may follow. One such
problem is related to confusion over various types
of standards. Particularly in the early days of the
standards movement, many people were not clear
about the distinctions between content standards,
curriculum standards, and performance
standards. Opportunity-to-learn standards,
program standards, and teaching standards were
often thrown into the mix as well. As a result,
some nationallevel standards documents (on
which many state documents were based) were a

mix of several types of standards.

As districts developed their own documents,
standards were similarly mixed and written at
varying levels of specificity. For example, in
addition to standards (i.e., broad statements of
knowledge that students should acquire by the
time they graduate), most districts also specified
benchmarks (i.e., statements of what standards
look like at

various

developmental
levels such as 4th
grade or 8th
grade). In some
cases,
benchmarks may

have been called

by another name

(e.g.,
proficiencies,

.. it is important for the district to have a
common vocabulary and to provide
opportunities for teachers to understand
what the various terms mean.

checkpoints, critical learnings, expectations, and
demonstrations) or these labels may have been
applied to provide an additional level of specificity.
Teachers who became tangled in the web of
translation expressed frustration with the different
labels used in state and district documents. This
alone has been enough to discourage some
teachers from participating in or supporting
activities related to the implementation of

standards.

The specific vocabulary that is used in a district is
not critical, but it is important for the district to
have a common vocabulary and to provide
opportunities for teachers to understand what the

various terms mean.

In Wyoming, for example, the state standards
document includes content standards,
benchmarks, and performance level descriptions.
In one district whose standards document had
been developed before the state document, all of
the statements were labeled as performance
standards. When the district had to align its
standards with the state’s, confusion and anger
reigned as teachers tried to decide how to
accomplish the match. After a somewhat heated
debate during a faculty meeting, the teachers

decided to reorganize their document and adopt
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the state’s vocabulary. At the time, some were
unhappy about “bowing” to the state, but as they
got further along with implementation, they were

happy they had made the decision.

Teachers experience other frustrations with state
and district standards documents as well. For
example, some benchmarks are written in a vague
way (e.g., “explore the diversity of living things”).
Others are too specific (e.g., “identify the
common pathogenic micro-organisms”). In some
cases benchmarks don’t make sense to many
teachers because they contain current education
jargon (e.g., “create mental images from pictures
and print”). Such technical problems make it
more difficult for teachers to organize curriculum,
instruction, and assessment around standards
(Paynter, 1998).

Understanding the Need
for Change

At least initially, many teachers are skeptical about
the need for standards, in part because as one
teacher noted, teachers may view standards as just
one more change that will be short-lived and

accomplish little:

People who’ve been around awhile say, “I've
seen a million of these things come and go, and
this one’s going to go too, so I’'m not going to
put any energy into it.”

A New York teacher reported that many teachers
in her school have a certain degree of disregard

for standards-based education:

In my department there are teachers who have
been teaching for a long time. They’ve seen a
lot of different curriculums, they’ve seen a lot of
different things the state has enforced, and I
think some of them are viewing this as, “This is
just going to be here for a few years and then
they’ll just change it and want something
different.” Then they’ll say this didn’t work.

Another teacher summed up the frustration and
confusion felt by many of her colleagues around
the United States:

Initially [I thought], “Here’s one more thing!”
These standards [documents] straggled in. I
didn’t know what I was supposed to do with
them... I thought it was going to be another
huge waste of time.

Another veteran teacher noted that many of her
colleagues feel that standards are “going to go
away, that this is a phase... that [teachers] can just
keep on doing what they’re doing and not be held

accountable.”

Convincing teachers of the need for change is
particularly difficult if they feel they have been
successful under the old system. As a New York

teacher put it:

There are some teachers who’ve been teaching
for many, many years and have had successful
students up to this point. I don’t think they see
a need for change.

These comments are the voice of experience.
Teachers keep doing what has worked in the past

and only adopt new practices if they are
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convinced that new practices will help them better
serve students. The role of those leading
standards-based reform is to help teachers
understand how new practices improve student

learning.

Sometimes teachers see no reason to change
because there is no pressure to do so. As one
teacher noted, internal consequences would make
a great difference in helping people understand

that they must get serious about standards:

There is no reporting out yet by standards or
benchmarks, even internally. Without reporting,
there are no consequences, so some may think,
“Why bother?”

Another reason teachers are reluctant to change is
that they think standards-based education is not

essentially different from traditional instruction.

Teachers we interviewed repeatedly characterized
standards as “nothing new” or as just a matter of
new terminology. As one teacher summed up,
“I’ve been doing it for years. They just didn’t call
it standards driven.” Said another, “So many
things come and go and then it comes back as
another name. I think, ‘Oh, so this is basically
what we did a few years ago; we’re just calling it

bR

this now’” (Education Commission of the States,

1996, p. 9).

Many teachers resist change because they
question whether there will be significant benefits

for their students, especially when there are

10

Teachers we interviewed repeatedly
characterized standards as “nothing new” or
as just a matter of new terminology.

people inside and outside education who speak
about standards-based education as something
that is unproven. Teachers need convincing
evidence — success stories — that standards-based

education will improve student learning.

Getting Started with Standards

Many teachers we interviewed said they came to
realize the enormity of the changes needed to
implement standards, as the following teacher’s

comments exemplify:

I thought, “Okay, now let me just sit down and
really think about what I’'m being asked to do
here, and what I need to do, and how that is
different from what I’ve already done.” And
basically I found out. . . I just have to
restructure everything I’'m already doing, and it
will all fall into place.

Many teachers, like one veteran teacher we
interviewed, say that getting started with

standards is stressful and confusing:

When [ first started with the standards and
benchmarks, I was clueless. . . I can relate with
teachers who have not experienced the terms
“standards” and “benchmarks” and other
teachers who are pretending those terms don’t
exist. At the very beginning, there might have
been a little bit of fear, a little apprehension
because I didn’t understand what was going on.
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Despite her initial confusion, this teacher was very
excited about learning exactly what the standards
meant and how they aligned. She wanted to hear
what other teachers were saying about the
standards and how she could use them to better
educate her students. The good news is that this
teacher, and many others, said that with time they
became more comfortable with standards and the

changes that they bring:

As I started to learn more what the standards
and benchmarks were, 1 felt comfortable — and
do feel comfortable with them now — and am
implementing them in my classroom.

Teachers are frustrated because they
feel they do not get reliable
information when they need it.

Incomplete or mixed messages from the state or
district heightened teachers’ stress and sense of
the enormity of the changes required. They are
unsure what standards-based education will
require of them and their students because the
message seems to change daily. Often this is
unavoidable because policy is evolving. In a study
by Grant (2000), one teacher related a story that

illustrates this situation:

When we go to state meetings, (the New York
State Education Department representative)
who’s in the math ed department always
prefaces his remarks with, “What I’'m going to
tell you is true on May 13th at 4 whatever. It’s
true right now. When I go back to my office, it
might not be true.”

11

Teachers are frustrated because they feel they do
not get reliable information when they need it.
Often critical information comes too late, or it is
inaccurate. Sometimes, teachers simply do not
know that it is available. In Wyoming, for
example, before the first state assessment, sample
items were posted on the department of
education’s Web site. Even though districts were
notified, many teachers did not know these
samples were available until after their students

had performed poorly on the assessment.

Why Teachers Like Standards

Many teachers reported recognizing that there are
benefits to implementing standards. For example,
one teacher talked about how standards have
helped focus the district’s efforts to ensure that all
students have the opportunities they need to learn

the required knowledge and skills:

[Before standards] I had the curriculum, and I
used that somewhat. But, basically, I did what I
thought was important. And, again, that is why
I am so pro-standards, because what I think is
important may not be what you think is
important and so everybody gets a different
education.

Focus is the most important thing.
Philosophically, I really believe in implementing
standards, just because it provides a focus for
people across the district. It’s given everybody a
common ground to work from. . . making
education equal across a large district like
[ours].
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The idea of focus as a result of standards was
echoed by many teachers, like the teacher who
characterized standards-based education as a
“blueprint” that has given her a clearer focus on

what she is supposed to teach:

I know where I’'m going [and] it’s made me a
better teacher because I actually have to think
about what I’'m going to do. . . It’s made me
think harder about my lessons to make sure that
I have more appropriate resources, as opposed
to just looking in the teacher’s guide.

This teacher also feels that under standards-based
education, administrators trust her to make
appropriate decisions about curricular materials.
She no longer feels that the textbook has to be the
sole source of information or activities. She knows
that how students acquire the knowledge specified
in standards is not as important as that they do
acquire the knowledge. This gives her a sense of

freedom and makes her feel more professional:

It means that [administrators] are trusting me to
be able to design curriculum. They’re saying,
“Here are the standards, but you design the
curriculum that you need, that you know will fit
your urban students.”

An additional benefit she notes is that students
are aware of the learning goals. This awareness
focuses students’ attention and leads to improved

learning:

You can ask one kid, “Why did you do this
particular project?” He’ll tell you the perfect
answer. And then you go to someone else who
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says, “I don’t know. Because [the teacher]
wanted me to.”

Now I have far [fewer] children who say,
“Because [the teacher] wanted me to.” That
content standard is up there all the time and it
gets referred to.

Some teachers noted that standards often put
boundaries around the expectations they have for
themselves, as well as the expectations others
have of them. Standards allow them to prioritize.

Said one teacher:

I don’t have time to do things that aren’t
necessary for my kids, and so I use the
standards and benchmarks to make sure that
what I’m doing is truly what I'm supposed to
be doing.

Despite their initial misgivings and frustrations,
many teachers report that over time they have
come to appreciate standards, in part because
they see how standards can be used to map
instruction. One California teacher summed up
what many others said about organizing teaching

around standards:

It’s a good thing for the teacher because you
[do not] have just a collection of lessons. You
have to have a specific purpose for [each
lesson]. It helps keep you focused with all these
little kids who need to be focused. They need to
know why they’re doing things.

Although some teachers view standards-based
education as just another name for what they’ve

always done, others recognize that standards
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represent a systematically different approach to

teaching and learning:

It’s just a switch in the way I work. I think
“standards” first now, before I plan a lesson,
before I do anything. I think, “Okay, which
standard or which checkpoint [benchmark]
does this hit?. . .” That’s not to say that 'm
totally tied to standards. There are some things
that I think are important to be taught,
[although] it’s not a checkpoint, and so I just go
ahead and teach that anyway. But, I always
think. . . checkpoints first.

One teacher’s success with standards-based
education is best expressed in the story of a 3rd
grade student who had recently moved to the
district. Although he had not been identified as a
special education student, his skill level was
significantly below grade level; he was a non-

reader:

He couldn’t spell his last name [Jones]. He
couldn’t say his ABCs; he couldn’t write his
numbers past 10; he didn’t understand [that] a
sentence went from left to right. Now, since he’s
been in my class, he can spell “Jones.” He can
write a story that makes sense — that has a
beginning, middle, and an end — and he reads
at 1st grade level.

As this teacher explained, focusing her instruction
on reading and writing standards and using the
instructional practices she learned as part of her
district’s literacy initiative helped her improve this

student’s learning. &
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CHAPTER 3

WHAT “STANDARDS APPLY
TO ALL STUDENTS” MEANS

FOR TEACHERS

tandards apply to all students means that regardless of special

needs or background, all students should experience a

curriculum that gives them the opportunity to reach the high
standards that have been set by the state, the district, or both.
Sometimes in a non-standards-based system, different students
experience different curricula. Often, students of color or students
with special needs are overrepresented in the groups that do not
experience a rich and rigorous curriculum. Less is offered to them,
less is expected of them, and as a result, these students often achieve
less. The intent of the second tenet of standards-based education is to
change this inequitable aspect of the non-standards-based system.

To ensure that all students have the opportunity to reach high
standards, teachers must know a variety of instructional strategies
and be able to use them appropriately. Although a standards-based
approach does not dictate specific instructional practices, the need
to help all students meet standards, which require deeper levels of
understanding, has led many teachers to alter their strategies. The
complexity of teaching in a standards-based system is highlighted in
the following description from Wilson and Ball (1996):

[Teachers] must help their students meet the standards for
learning outcomes, preparing them for much more open-ended
and ambiguous assessments that examine at a much finer level,
what students have learned. They must demonstrate, select, and
design good classroom learning tasks, teach more complex
content to deeper levels of understanding, and cover the
curriculum. They must conduct productive classroom discussions,

Chapter Summary

“All students can learn” is a
basic tenet of standards-
based education. Teachers
say they need better
definitions and examples of
standards-based practices
and how to translate the
standards into effective
instruction, particularly
when it comes to students
with special needs. If the
potential of standards-
based education is to be
realized, these students
also must be challenged
with high expectations.
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attend to students’ understanding, effectively
manage the classroom, use new forms of
assessment, and help all of their students
achieve. (p. 122)

Certainly Wilson and Ball believe that standards
were intended to emphasize complex content and
require students to develop deeper levels of
understanding than is often the case in non-
standards-based systems. To learn complex
content and develop deeper levels of
understanding, most students must be actively
engaged with the content. This generally means
using complex reasoning skills such as comparing,
classifying, constructing support, analyzing
relationships, problem solving, decision making,

and experimental inquiry.

Wilson and Ball characterize the type of teaching
that is required to help students acquire deep
understanding of complex content as
“undetermined and uncertain” because how
students will respond when engaged in such
activities is not as clearly defined as when they
merely have to listen to a lecture, take notes, and
“parrot” what the teacher said. When the goal is
deeper understanding of complex content, the
teacher must be skilled at interpreting what
student responses indicate about the student’s
level of knowledge. The teacher must know the
subject matter — and students’ difficulties learning
it — well enough to recognize what their
comments mean in terms of what they know, their
misconceptions as well as their insights, and what

she or he can do to further their learning.
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The shift from the teacher as the main actor in the
classroom to the student as active learner is not an
easy one. Many teachers have to change their
beliefs about what teachers do and what students
do. For example, most teachers are quick to supply
“the answer” when students are confused or
struggling. They see their job as “helper.” They
also have a strong sense of obligation to cover the
curriculum. In cases where the curriculum is
defined by what is presented in a textbook, the
curriculum can be very broad. As a result, teachers
feel that they cannot spend too much time on any
one topic. To acquire deeper understanding,
however, students may need to spend an extended
period of time on a topic or a specific problem. Of
course, under the “new view” of teaching, that
problem is likely to push students’ thinking rather
than structure it to help them avoid making
mistakes (Wilson & Ball, 1996).

When the goal is deeper understanding of
complex content, the teacher must be
skilled at interpreting what student responses
indicate about the student’s level of
knowledge.

It is often difficult for teachers to give up the old
view of teaching. For example, the 1996-1997
RAND survey in Kentucky (Stecher, Barron,
Kaganoff, & Goodwin, 1998) found that teachers
believed students should be allowed to solve
mathematics problems on their own. On the other
hand, they also supported giving students step-by-

step instructions and immediately correcting
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students’ errors, which might keep some students
from solving problems independently. Part of the
difficulty may be in teachers’ conceptions of
“problem solving.” For many mathematics
teachers, solving problems means using a known
procedure on a typical word problem. The vision
of problem solving in the mathematics standards
developed by the National Council of Teachers of
Mathematics encompasses a variety of problems —
including open-ended and ill-defined problems. To
help students meet the standard on problem
solving, then, teachers must give students the
opportunity to solve such problems. This is not
likely if teachers have not themselves had

experience with these problems.

Interviews with teachers indicated that they are
often confused about which instructional practices
are standards-based and which are not. This may
reflect the fact that while standards-based
education does not dictate particular instructional
strategies, certain strategies are often associated
with it because they lead to deeper understanding
of complex content. Some districts may have
introduced particular strategies, such as
—  COOpETative learning,
Interviews with interdisciplinary
teachers indicated
that they are often

confused about

teaching, journal
writing, and open-
ended discussions to
which instructional help teachers increase
practices are
standards-based and

which are not.

students’ chances of
being successful in the

standards-based

system. Because the new strategies were
introduced at the same time that standards
implementation efforts began, for many teachers
these instructional strategies become defining

characteristics of standards-based education.

Although for some teachers a standards-based
approach represents a major departure from the
way they are accustomed to teaching, for others it is
a continuation of practices they have found
effective for many years. One teacher we
interviewed, when asked if she was using different
teaching strategies since introducing content
standards into her classes, said, “I don’t believe so.
I think I’'m still teaching the same way that I always
have been.” Later this teacher talked about the
various strategies that she used. These strategies
included oral assessment, open-ended questions,
rubrics, and ongoing assessment of individual
student progress to guide instruction. Although
such strategies are more common in standards-
based systems than non-standards-based systems,
there are teachers who were using these strategies
long before their districts began to implement
standards. Thus, they may not see standards-based

instruction as a different form of instruction.

Most teachers want more concrete examples and
demonstrations to help them understand how to
use instructional practices that help students meet
standards. They need more “step-by-step”
examples of how to delve deeper into standards
and benchmarks to determine the knowledge and

skills they require of students. As one teacher
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said, “If you don’t translate [the standards], they
won’t be used.” When teachers understand what
the standards mean, they can design instruction to
target that knowledge, using a variety of materials
and instructional strategies. Some teachers are

focusing on the need for more cross-curriculum

When teachers understand what the
standards mean, they can design instruction
to target that knowledge.

interaction. This is particularly important for
standards that span academic disciplines, a
situation that is more prevalent in the higher
grades. “If you have a project in applied biology
or chemistry,” one teacher said, “[students] might
report their findings and that [reporting] is more

appropriately taught in English class.”

Changing Expectations of

Who Can Learn

What may be different about standards-based
education for some teachers is the expectation
that their teaching should help all students aim for
achieving high standards. This idea has been
captured in a phrase often associated with
standards-based education: “All students can
learn.” Most teachers we interviewed generally
agreed that all students can learn and that it is
important to have high expectations. However,
like the Maryland teacher whose comments
follow, they were often skeptical about all children

being able to reach the same high standards.

17

I don’t think there’s any doubt that we all
believe that all children can learn, but whether
or not all children can take physics or pass
Algebra II is another thing. Are you expecting
the same thing from all children? No. But if you
expect that all children can learn, can progress,
then certainly. (ECS, 1996, p.12)

In a study involving Philadelphia teachers, almost
one-third of the teachers agreed that many of their
students simply were not able to learn the material
taught (Simon, Foley, & Passantino, 1998).
Similarly, a 1996-97 RAND survey (Stecher et al.,
1998) of Kentucky mathematics and writing
teachers found that a significant percentage of
both math and writing teachers held the view that
there are some students who will never perform

above the minimum level of achievement. Among

4th grade writing teachers, for example, two-thirds

agreed with the statement, “With appropriate
instruction, all students can become successful
writers” (p. 56). By 7th grade, however, the

percentage had decreased to 48 percent.

Teachers we interviewed often cited factors

outside their control (e.g., student attitude, low
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socioeconomic status, lack of parental support,
poor study habits) as reasons that their students
did not achieve. Some teachers have decided,
however, that they can no longer use these factors
as reasons for not improving student achievement.
As one 1st grade teacher who teaches a large

percentage of non-English speaking students said:

Saying that not all children can learn is just an
excuse. You need to look at how you are
teaching. You need to reflect on your teaching
and what you are doing. Are you meeting the
needs of the children? Such teachers look
carefully at their instruction to see what they are
and aren’t doing to help students learn. They
participate in professional development to learn
new strategies and then monitor the use of those
strategies to make certain they lead to improved
teaching and learning.

Teachers’ beliefs about students’ inability to learn
are often based on past experience with students
who enter their classes with skills considerably
below grade level. Most teachers find it extremely
difficult to make significant improvements in
student achievement when the student begins with
low skills. To make such improvements, the
teacher must be able to accurately evaluate and
continually monitor the student’s skill level and
provide appropriate, and possibly individualized,
instruction for the student. Both of these actions

are consistent with standards-based education.

Wagner (1998) notes that there must be significant
and compelling reasons for teachers to change
their views of who should succeed. For some

teachers, high-stakes assessment provides the
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motivation to help all students learn (Dailey &
Zantal-Wiener, 2000). For others, a focus on
helping their students produce quality work, a goal
of standards-based education, helps to change their
beliefs about who can succeed (Wheelock, 1998).

Concerns About Standards and
Students with Special Needs

Many teachers voiced particular concern about the
ability of students in special education to meet high
standards and perform well on assessments. This
may explain why just 28 percent of teachers
surveyed for the Status of Education Reform

report (Alexander et al., 1998) claimed to apply

the same high

Many teachers
voiced particular
concern about the
ability of students in
special education to
meet high standards
and perform well on
assessments.

standards of
performance to special
education students as
to other students.
Barely one third said
they applied the same
standards to students
with limited English

proficiency. Thirty-one

percent of the teachers who understood the

concept of standards-based instruction and how to

apply it said they needed more information on

helping students with disabilities to achieve high

standards.

In a study of 10 high schools representative of

schools across the country, both general and special

education teachers reported that they had little

guidance from states or districts on how to include
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students with disabilities in standards-based reform
(Dailey & Zantal-Wiener, 2000). Further, these
teachers had few opportunities for the types of
interaction that would have allowed general
education teachers to share what they know about
content and standards and for special education
teachers to share what they know about students
with disabilities. As one teacher’s comments
highlight, special education teachers are often not
included or taken seriously in professional

development related to standards-based education:

The inservices do not include anyone who
knows about students with disabilities. It’s
unreal to me. They responded to general
education teachers in a serious and helpful way.
No one can answer questions about students
with disabilities. (Dailey & Zantal-Wiener,
2000, p. 26)

Although teachers and administrators said that
students with disabilities “are best served in a
standards-based curriculum in general education”
(Dailey & Zantal-Wiener, p. 8), the needed
resources and other organizational supports often

are not provided.

Dailey and Zantal-Wiener (2000) found that special
education teachers did not know how to align
Individual Education Plans with standards. Part of
the difficulty may be that like general education
teachers, special education teachers need time to
understand exactly what knowledge and skills are in
the standards. For special education teachers, the
problem is more complex because they may need to

analyze the benchmarks at a deeper level to
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determine the prerequisite or underlying knowledge
and skills that lead up to them. To do this, Sue
Bechard, a special education expert formerly with
the Colorado Department of Education, suggests
that teachers first look at the targeted benchmarks
for the students’ grade level and ask, “How can we
support the special needs student with the same

curriculum provided to all students?”

Bechard also emphasizes that it is important for
teachers who work with students with special
needs to have a clear understanding of the
underlying concepts to be taught. She explains
that having a deep understanding of the concepts
helps teachers find creative and diverse ways to

get to the instructional goal:

For example, the concept of gravity can be
demonstrated with rockets or by dropping
something from different heights. The difficulty
comes in putting together the resources and
materials for students operating at different
levels. As with standards-based education in
general, developing these materials takes time.

Because language, physical, mental, or emotional
challenges may prevent students with special needs
from being able to work under the same conditions
as other students, accommodations or modifications
must sometimes be made. Accommodations, such
as using Braille for a visually impaired student, says
Bechard, are methods of “leveling the playing field.”
With accommodations, the how of performance is

changed, not the level of expectation.

Modifications, on the other hand, affect
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performance expectation levels. An example of a
modification is reducing the amount of work
required of a student with learning disabilities. The
student would still be required to do a similar type
of work, but the benchmark might be different.

According to Dailey and Zantal-Wiener (2000),
most general and special educators do not know
how to accommodate instruction or design
modifications that are appropriate for helping
students meet standards. Bechard suggests that
teachers follow guidelines prepared by the
National Center for Educational Outcomes
(Bruininks et al., 1991) to determine appropriate
accommodations. These guidelines recommend

that teachers consider the following:

1. Presentation of the materials
What is the best way to use them for a
particular student?

2. Demonstration of knowledge
What is the most effective way for this student
to demonstrate his or her knowledge (e.g.,
dictations, writing, graphic organizers,
productions, videos, and skits)?

3. Scheduling and timing
Should the assignment be broken into smaller
chunks? Should progress be checked at the end
of every week instead of at the end of a

semester?

Teachers report needing additional support to
include students with special needs in standards-
based reform. They say the resource gap affects

their ability to tailor instruction to meet the

individual needs of all students. Some states have
provided additional support for including students
with special needs in standards-based reform by
holding tutoring sessions outside school hours,
establishing family resource or youth services
centers, and running pre-kindergarten programs
(Regional Educational Laboratory Network,
1998a).

A Goals 2000 committee studying the inclusion of
children with disabilities in school reform assessed
the extent to which the goals of standards-based
education and those of individualized instruction
that characterizes special education could be
reconciled. Although the committee found “a
scarcity of research evidence directly bearing on
the effects of standards-based reforms. . . on
students with disabilities” (McDonnell,
McLaughlin, & Morison, 1997, p. 2), it agreed that
even students in special education should have
access to challenging standards. It also agreed that
policymakers and educators should be held
publicly accountable for the performance of all
students. Moreover, in the short term at least, it
found that the integration of standards for students
with disabilities will be hindered by “a shortage of
financial and professional resources. Even with
additional resources, some of the elements needed
to integrate all students with disabilities fully into
standards-based reform may exceed the limits of

current knowledge and technology” (p. 2). ¢
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CHAPTER 4

ASSESSMENT AND
ACCOUNTABILITY

he third tenet of standards-based education, assessment

provides feedback about student performance relative to

standards, is a response to an issue that standards-based
education was designed to address — the overemphasis on what goes
into the process of schooling (e.g., pupil expenditures, class size,
teacher salaries, and age of buildings and equipment) as opposed to
what students get out of the process (i.e., learning). This shift in
emphasis does not imply that inputs are not important, but rather
that student learning (the output) should be the primary focus of the
education system. Inputs are important to the extent that they affect
student learning and should be examined in terms of how they
contribute to that result.

As mentioned in chapter three, standards require that students have
deeper levels of knowledge about content matter and are able to
apply that knowledge. Typical multiple-choice questions, true-false
items, and fill-in-the blank assessment methods are not adequate for
assessing this type of knowledge and its application. For this reason,
performance assessments are generally associated with standards-
based education. Although special education, vocational education,
and fine arts teachers have used performance assessments routinely,
most core subject teachers have not. Thus, standards-based
education requires that many teachers learn how to use a broad
array of assessment methods and that they learn how to more

closely match assessment methods to learning targets.

Chapter Summary

New methods of teaching
and learning require new
methods of assessment
that are appropriate for the
knowledge and complex
reasoning skills now
expected of students.
Teachers, schools, districts,
and states are struggling to
develop assessments that
are fair, meaningful, and
aligned with learning targets
and other assessments.
They must also fit into
accountability systems,
which are an increasingly
important piece of the
standards puzzle.
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.. .multiple methods of assessment are
used at different times to determine
students’ levels of knowledge and skill

Proponents of performance assessments believe
that “authentic” (or real world) measures of
performance will lead to “more effective
instructional practices and will foster children’s
conceptual understanding” (Stecher et al., 1998,
p. 2). Many states and districts demonstrate their
belief in this statement by instituting assessments
tied to standards. In fact, in the early days of the
standards movement — and even today — it was
quite common to hear the phrase “assessment
drives instruction.” The idea was that teachers
would pay attention to standards if they knew
students would be tested on them. As we’ll see
from teachers’ comments in this chapter,
assessment may drive instruction, but not always

in the way intended.

Assessment in a Standards-

Based System

It is increasingly recognized that no one method
can uncover the full range of students’ knowledge
and that different students may need to show their
knowledge in different ways (e.g., produce a
video, make a presentation, or write a research
paper). Thus, in a standards-based system,
multiple methods of assessment are used at
different times to determine students’ levels of
knowledge and skill. Among these methods are
performance tasks, portfolios, journals, learning

logs, observations, and interviews. The key to
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these demonstrations of knowledge is that they
require students to construct a response rather

than select one from among those provided.

In a standards-based system, in addition to
teachers evaluating student performance, students
are expected to use criteria to judge the quality of
their own work. One of the goals of the self-
assessment process is to help students learn to
reflect on and describe their progress. Students
know in advance what criteria they need to meet
and are provided with examples of high-quality
work. Regardless of who makes the judgment
about the level of students’ performance, a
primary goal of assessment in a standards-based
system is to provide

One of the goals. . . is students with

to help students learn information about

to reflect on and '
| . their performance
describe their progress. .. will help them

improve.

To use assessment to help students improve their
learning, teachers should consider assessment as
the core of their practice. The following
comments from one Colorado teacher illustrate
this idea and several others in the preceding

paragraphs:

A lot of my assessments are like pieces of
instruction. For example, if I’'m conferencing
with a student on her ability to understand
characterizations or dialogue. . . that’s a form
of assessment. Then I use whatever that student
says to either reteach or take it to the next level.
So, [for me] assessment and instruction are so
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closely tied that, for the most part. . . I see them
as being almost inseparable.

Before adopting a standards-based approach, this
teacher used a more informal approach to
assessment. As she explained, now she
purposefully looks for and documents evidence of

learning:

The process was more in my head — I know this
person can do this. But, really, if I had to prove
it to you, I probably wouldn’t have had decent
proof. And now I’'m starting to really look at
what is decent proof.

This teacher’s standards-based approach is so
pervasive that she has instilled her students with
its expectations, leading to success stories such as

the following:

The first thing that I do is make the kids take
ownership for a piece of work. . . It takes a
while for them to. . . understand that their job
is to prove to me they can do these things. It’s
my job to help them get there, but getting the
kids to own their work as opposed to [thinking
of it as] a piece of my work has really helped me
with the workload. Students start picking things
out from lessons saying, “Oh, this would work
for Checkpoint (benchmark