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The VaASCD Board of Directors includes eight regional representatives, one for each 
of the Commonwealth’s Superintendents’ Regions. These representatives are elected 
by our members to serve a two year-term. They help determine the direction of our 
organization, and work with our Programs and Services Committee to determine the 
professional development needs of educators in their regions. 

Regional representatives also: 
•     share information about VaASCD and ASCD events and activities with 

colleagues in their regions.
 •     help members who have questions about membership, events, or ways to become 

involved.

•     assist in organizing regional professional development opportunities that can 
help you and your school division.

They would love to hear from you! 
Not sure which is your region? Check the map and region-by-region list HERE
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Eric Carbaugh, Ph.D.
Associate Professor in the Department 

of Middle, Secondary and Math 
Education, James Madison University

Welcome to the 2015 edition of Virginia Educational Leadership: School is for 
Innovators! Inside, we have an array of articles sharing innovative approaches for 
classrooms and schools. 

In this year’s edition, we are excited to have a special section devoted to the 
development and use of Performance Tasks to assess student application and 
transfer of learning in Virginia. This section highlights a shift in assessment policy at 
the state and federal levels, and aligns with VASCD’s policy positions. In Albemarle 
County, Borash and Blundin describe their district’s use of summer Curriculum, 
Assessment, and Instruction (CAI) Institutes to create performance tasks that assess 
skills critical to life-long learning. In Virginia Beach, Wren provides an overview 
of the development and implementation of Integrated Performance Tasks (IPTs) 
designed to measure critical thinking, problem solving, and written communication. 
To provide perspectives on how the IPTs drive the work of classroom teachers in the 
same district, Abbott’s article shares findings from qualitative data gathered on the 
implementation of IPTs in two Virginia Beach elementary schools.  Last, we have 
an article about a shift in assessment policy from Harris, who shares information 
about advocating for educational change using recent Virginia legislation calling for 
a reduction the number of Standards of Learning as a model. 

In our Professional Development and Practice section we have three articles. The 
first two of these examine innovative approaches to improving classroom practices. 
Neall, Weinberg, and Wilder describe their district’s approach to supporting novice 
educators through video feedback during coaching. Carr and Martin-McCoy 
conducted interviews to determine the perspectives and practices of teachers 

From the Editor’s Desk
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Join Our Community!
IRGINIA

after participating in a module designed to simulate living in conditions of poverty. The 
third article, by Hendron and Gertz, explores the evolution of a One-to-One technology 
initiative driven by a bold vision for success.

We hope you enjoy the manuscripts we have selected, as well as the many links and videos 
embedded within. Most importantly, we are confident that the innovative approaches 
shared will move others to pioneer efforts to enhance the educational experiences of 
learners across Virginia.

      - Eric Carbaugh, PhD 
         Editor, Virginia Educational Leadership



Are you a VASCD Early 
Bird? Register here for the 
conference and save 10%!

Interested in being a 
VASCD Presenter?

December 2-4, 2015
 Williamsburg 
Doubletree by Hilton

Day-long  
pre-conference with 
Robyn Jackson, 
author of Never 
Underestimate Your 
Teachers: Instructional 
Leadership for Excellence 
in Every Classroom.

Below, Dr. Jackson 
discusses the need for 
educators to be their best, 
most authentic selves.

ONLINE REGISTRATION

Submit a Presentation Proposal

IRGINIA

2015 ANNUAL CONFERENCE



Join us for these 
featured speakers 

as well as 45 
sessions presented 

by Virginia 
educators who will 
engage, enlighten 
and empower you!

Keynotes by:
• Marc Chun, Education Program Officer at 

the Hewlett Foundation, is one of the world’s 
leading experts on deeper learning. He 
works with the Deeper Learning Network, a 
consortium of over 400 schools in 37 states. 
Watch Marc’s TED talk HERE 

• Pedro Noguera is a Professor at NYU and 
a compelling speaker on issues related to 
equity, excellence, and leadership. See him 
in this short interview, The Dos and Don’ts of 
Educational Leadership HERE

• Jeff Charbonneau, 2013 National Teacher 
of the Year, teaches high school science in 
Zillah, WA. He is “a voice for what’s right 
in education.” See what happens in Jeff’s 
classroom HERE

• Angela Maiers’ choose2matter.org, inspires 
us to change lives through simple words and 
actions, letting others know they matter. See 
Angela describe the difference a few minutes 
a day can make HERE



From the VaASCD President & Executive Director

Laurie McCullough, 
Executive Director

Virginia ASCD

Daniel Smith, President
Virginia ASCD (2014-2016)

Most people think of spring as a time for beginnings. For those of us whose 
biological clocks tick to the rhythm of the 180-day school year, spring is about 
endings as well. April ushers in not only flowers and sunshine, but also a 
rush of frenetic activity. We may be overwhelmed as we manage end-of-year 
testing, spring athletics, grading, and all the special events that occur at this 
time of year. We hurry to meet our deadlines and obligations in a mad flurry of 
end-of-year craziness. 

For educators, spring can be a time for reflection. We assess our students’ 
progress, not just by analyzing their benchmark data, but by knowing them as 
people. We know who has struggled academically and who has struggled to 
be accepted. We know who hasn’t felt safe. We know who has become more 
confident, who has had victories, and who has found a place to belong. Some 
people use student growth percentiles or value added measures in an attempt 
to reveal the impact of teachers on students; but when we assess ourselves, 
we consider so much more. We remember the kids we met on the first day of 
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school and we see that they are different now. Our relationships with them have 
mattered. We have helped them pass tests- the academic ones as well as so many 
other kinds of tests that they have faced each day. 

As we consider the past school year, we question and critique our own decisions 
and actions. Could I have done more to involve my students with interesting 
and creative work? Did I model what engagement looks like by sharing my own 
excitement and learning along with them? As we consider these questions, our 
planning for next year begins. What will I do differently? How will I improve the 
aspects of my teaching with which I’m not satisfied? How can I contribute more 
to my school community as a whole? Are there colleagues I can learn from, and 
who can learn from me?

Most of us will end this school year with much to be proud of as well as with 
challenges still to be met. Those of us in the learning business know that this is as 
it should be; we get some things right, and we never stop growing.

As an organization, VASCD engages in this same end-of-year thinking. We have 
a great deal to celebrate this year. VASCD recently received ASCD’s 2015 Overall 
Excellence Award for affiliates, a recognition of outstanding work across the 
areas of advocacy, programs and services, communication, membership and 
governance. This award is a testament to the strength of our networks, including 
VASCD members, leaders and partners across the Commonwealth. We thank you 
and hope you share our pride in this recognition. And, just as all educators do this 
time of year, we are also striving to do better.

In the area of advocacy, VASCD has been active as a leader in the SOL Innovation 
Committees’ work, as well as with the Virginia Education Coalition and the 
Assessment & Accountability Roundtable. Our group of volunteers, the VASCD 
Advocates, lobbied their respective state legislators and helped to make further 
strides in reforming our assessment system. Though we are pleased with these 
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initial steps, they don’t go far enough. We will continue to push for a more 
innovative system, one that supports rather than punishes schools and students. 
We want standards and assessments that are relevant- matched to the skills and 
abilities students most need for successful, fulfilling lives. We hope you will not 
only follow our work in this area, but that you will become more directly involved 
in it in the coming year.

In the area of Programs and Services, we’re glad to report that our annual 
conference was filled to capacity in 2014, and that plans for our 2015 conference, 
themed Deeper Learning, are well underway. We’re happy about that, but 
we know that our colleagues in southwest Virginia can often not make it to 
Williamsburg. So in 2015 we will host a Southwest Conference on Encouraging 
Student Voice and Choice, to be held in Abingdon in October. 

Though our one-day Professional Development Institutes have been successful, 
we know that professional learning takes many forms and that our programs 
need to be increasingly flexible, sustained, and “just in time” to meet educators’ 
learning needs. So we are working with a newly formed Programs Committee to 
redesign our offerings- you’ll see evidence of this in our 2015-16 programs.

Our communications and membership activities go hand in hand, and in 2014 
we redesigned our policies to make VASCD membership more accessible and 
easier to understand. We stopped publishing a lengthy quarterly newsletter and 
instead are sending you shorter monthly newsletters with one feature article, 
one policy update, and a calendar of events. Members receive these newsletters 
via email during the first week of every month. Here, our challenge is ensuring 
that our communications go to the right places, rather than into junk or spam 
folders. Help us by making sure we are in your address book!

In the area of governance, we are absolutely blessed to have the best Board 
of Directors anywhere. Each member of our Board has a specific role and job, 
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and they are workers! They ensure that our resources are used wisely, our 
programs are relevant and timely, and our members have strong connections 
to our organization. These Board members are often asked to take on extra 
responsibilities, and they never refuse. They are among the finest educators in 
Virginia, and we thank them sincerely for their role in keeping VASCD strong.

As you navigate the spring season and the end of the school year, we encourage 
you to take a few moments each day to reflect on your school year and to think 
about your own plans and challenges. We join you in celebrating your successes, 
and hope that VASCD can be a valued resource to you in your continued 
professional growth.

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT OPPORTUNITIES 
To realize our mission to advance excellence in 
teaching, learning and leadership, VASCD offers 
engaging and relevant professional learning 
opportunities throughout the school year. 

Our fall 2015 lineup can: 

• connect you to examples of high-quality 
performance assessment 

• help you understand and mitigate the effects of 
poverty on your students and school

• strengthen your instructional coaching practice 

Visit vascd.org for more information.
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Encouraging Student 
Voice And Choice

October 7, 2015 • Abingdon, VA

Morning Keynote
Giving Students a Seat at the Design Table: 
Voice and Choice in Learning 

Allison Zmuda is the author of Learning Personalized and 
Breaking Free from Myths about Teaching and Learning, an 
ASCD faculty member, and founder/curator of the online 
community learningpersonalized.org.

VAASCD’s 2015 Southwest Virginia Conference

Afternoon concurrent sessions will feature classroom practices, 
research and experiences that expand on the theme of student voice and choice.

The registration fee is $150 per person and includes lunch.  
Register at vascd.org, where you will find online codes for 

VASCD member and group discounts. 
If you would like to submit a proposal to present, please visit vascd.org for information.

Virginia ASCD is a non-profit membership organization devoted to advancing excellence in teaching, 
learning and leadership in Virginia education.



Call for Journal Articles!
                                    The next issue of Virginia Educational Leadership,
                                              an online journal, will be published in the spring 
of 2016 and will center on the theme Deeper Learning. 

In classrooms where deeper learning is the focus, you find students who are motivated and 
challenged—who look forward to their next assignment. They apply what they have learned 
in one subject area to newly encountered situations in another. They can see how their 
classwork relates to real life. They are gaining an indispensable set of knowledge, skills, and 
beliefs, including: 

•   Mastery of Core Academic Content,
•   Critical Thinking and Problem Solving,
•   Collaboration,
•   Effective Communication, 
•   Self-directed Learning, and
•   An Academic Mindset 

For more information, read the Hewlett Foundation explanation HERE.

Some suggested topics include, but are not limited to, curriculum and instruction, 
assessment, professional development, technology use in the classroom, and policies that 
develop the knowledge, skills, and beliefs listed above. Some possible formats: 

• Strides Toward Excellence: Examples of successful professional development 
implementations, meaningful collaborations, or other positive transformations.

• Policy: How can policies provide a foundation for deeper learning in our schools? 
• In Practice: What school and classroom practices help students achieve deeper learning?
• Research: Share the results of studies that relate to deeper learning. 

Because this journal is published in an online format, authors can consider adding embedded 
videos, hyperlinks, podcasts, audio or animations to enhance their articles. THE DEADLINE 
FOR SUBMISSION OF MATERIALS FOR THE NEXT ISSUE IS FEBRUARY 19, 2016. 

Manuscripts should follow format and reference guidelines outlined in the Publication 
Manual of the American Psychology Association (APA). Include your professional title(s), 
workplace(s), email address(es), and a one to three sentence summary. If accepted, we will 
request author photos and brief biographies to be submitted. All manuscripts, book reviews, 
or other items should be sent to:

Virginia Educational Leadership
email to: Eric Carbaugh, Editor  carbauem@jmu.edu
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PERFORMANCE TASKS

Albemarle County’s Lead Coach team plays a variety of leadership roles in support of 
the Division’s Vision, Mission and Goals. The team and each of its members has direct 
responsibility for directing ACPS’ job-embedded coaching model, leading department-
specific content and specialist teams, and implementing district initiatives that support the 
continuous improvement of curriculum, assessment, and instruction. 

Lead author of this article Tony Borash has served as lead for several clusters of elementary 
and secondary instructional coaches, K-12 Science Vertical Team Facilitator, and AVID 
District Contact.

Albemarle County Public Schools Department of 
Instruction - Lead Coach Team 2011-2014:

Matt Blundin 
Tony Borash 
Rusty Carlock 
Beth Costa 
Michael Craddock 
Craig Dommer 

Doug Granger 
Edmund Leclere 
Isabel Sawyer 
Jennifer Sublette-Williamson 
Cyndi Wells 
Kristen Williams

Checkpoints On A Path Of Innovation:
The Story And Impact Of Albemarle County’s 
CAI Institutes

This article highlights Albemarle County Public School’s summer professional 
development institutes as a vehicle for innovating practice, specifically in reference to 
a focus on performance tasks that assess skills critical for lifelong learning. The article 
also explores four key tensions that drove the design of these professional learning 
opportunities, as well as Albemarle’s approaches to these tensions that districts could 
apply across a variety of contexts.
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PERFORMANCE TASKS
Introduction 
The idea of innovation often carries with it the concept of the “a-ha” moment- 

the “Eureka!” of a bright idea that leads to fundamental changes in thoughts and 

actions for years to come. This characterization, however, does not tell the whole 

story of innovation. While sudden bursts of inspiration play a significant role in 

innovating practice, it is more often the opportunities for iteration that lead to 

design solutions to meet organizational needs. Innovating practice is not only 

the spark of a vision of some destination, but also the commitment to forging a 

path to get there (and the willingness to learn on the way).

In a similar fashion, innovation in teaching practice gets spurred on by carving 

out opportunities for individuals and teams to design, test, and iterate the 

components of their practice over time. This mindset translates into a shift 

in thinking of district-wide professional development, less as an conduit for 

dissemination, and more as an opportunity for design. PD becomes a chance 

to target a shared focus and employ those iterative approaches that develop 

professionals and their practice.

Since 2003, Albemarle County Public Schools (ACPS) has used the Curriculum, 

Assessment and Instruction (CAI) Institutes each summer as one of those points 

on the pathway toward innovation in teaching and learning. Whether as a 

springboard into a new initiative or as a checkpoint on current state and next 

steps, these summer institutes have become a primary lever for propelling the 

district’s values into practice.

CAI as a Hotbed for Innovation Toward Lifelong Learning 
CAI began in June 2003 with a collection of 28 educators from across the 

district teaming together with the goal of developing students as lifelong 

learners. This first team of pioneers partnered with central staff to create the 

CHECKPOINTS ON A PATH OF INNOVATION
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PERFORMANCE TASKS
Framework for Quality Learning, a philosophical underpinning that melded 

the WHY of concept-centered curriculum and the HOW of balanced assessment and 

high-yield instructional strategies into the WHAT of a concrete resource for teachers 

to use in planning student learning experiences. Central to this philosophy: the 
Lifelong Learner Competencies, a core set of 12 standards meant to represent the 

transdisciplinary skills that students would develop as a member of the Albemarle 

community of learners. This initial team of educators became the pilot group for this 

philosophy, designing units and lessons embodying this focus while serving as the 

effort’s primary supporters in their schools.

Each year that followed, more and more of the district’s educators enrolled in the 

initiative (with as many as 350 teachers and administrators attending CAI 2007). 

The Institute shifted its form accordingly. Gone were the days of the small-group 

CHECKPOINTS ON A PATH OF INNOVATION

This video 
summarizes the 
first two sections 
of Albemarle’s 
Framework for 
Quality Learning 
(FQL) - A System 
Model for High-
Quality Teaching 
and Learning, and 
is intended to serve 
as a “jumping-off” 
point for developing 
questions that 
inspire learning 
related to the 
content of the FQL.
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PERFORMANCE TASKS
work sessions of 2003, replaced with an approach more resembling a full-blown 

district-sponsored conference. Participants attended workshops around high-

yield practices facilitated by their colleagues, partnered with job-alike “birds of 

a feather” to design instructional materials, and collaborated with leadership 

in school-based sessions to plan next steps for the year. The key deliverables: 

concept-centered units meant to move these ideas from the dreams of the 

summer into the realities of the school year.

CAI shifted to a school-based endeavor in 2009 and 2010, primarily to serve 

the purpose of promoting capacity-building opportunities that integrated the 

Framework for Quality Learning into the foundation of each school’s mission. 

After two summers of site-based decisions on purpose and process, a new need 

emerged that brought the CAI brand back to the district-wide Institute: designing 

a balanced assessment model that aligned to this focus on lifelong learning.

CAI 2011-2014: Balancing Albemarle’s Assessment Model 
Since the inception of the Virginia Standards of Learning tests in 1998, assessment 

practices in the district had evolved to target the likelihood of student success 

on these end-of-course summative assessments. Benchmarking practices like 

common assessments and unit tests served largely as predictors for the state’s 

selected response tests. While helpful for the purpose of ensuring student mastery 

of state standards, this approach did not easily afford the opportunity to assess 

student mastery in the district’s Lifelong Learner Competencies.

This discrepancy brought to mind an axiom often attributed to management 

expert Peter Drucker, which has its roots in a remark by 19th-century scientist 

Lord Kelvin: “What gets measured gets managed.” As a leadership team, 

Albemarle’s central staff adopted a related but markedly different tautology: 

“What gets asked gets answered.” As a district, there were no explicit methods 

CHECKPOINTS ON A PATH OF INNOVATION
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PERFORMANCE TASKS
for “asking” schools about their development of lifelong learners. Consequently, 

there were relatively limited ways in which teachers were “asking” students about 

their progress in these competencies. In order to include lifelong learning skill 

development in the conversation about student learning, the district needed 

a way to ask about them, crystallizing the need to focus on a more balanced 

assessment model.

As it had been for innovation in the past, the annual CAI Institute became 

the solution to springboard this initiative, focused in this case on developing 

collective skills in assessment literacy. Several questions served as the starting 

point for the journey:

• In what ways can the Lifelong Learner Competencies be used as a 

target for teaching and learning?

• What needs to be done in order to balance Albemarle’s assessment 

model between what students know and understand (as defined 

by Standards of Learning) and what students can do (as defined by 

Lifelong Learner Competencies)?

• What knowledge and skills do Albemarle teachers need in order to 

develop individual & collective skills in assessment literacy so as to 

serve this purpose?

In order to answer these questions, Albemarle’s CAI planning team made a 

commitment to a series of CAI Institutes focused on Assessing Lifelong Learning. 

From the summer of 2011 to the summer of 2014, the district engaged in an 

iterative process of designing, piloting, and refining performance tasks aligned 

to Lifelong Learner Competencies, with the expressed purpose of concurrently 

developing teaching practice and nurturing leadership skills.

CHECKPOINTS ON A PATH OF INNOVATION

vaascd.org                     Virginia Educational Leadership                          Vol. 12    201520



PERFORMANCE TASKS
Albemarle’s Iterative Design Process 
Making the commitment to carve out a new path toward student learning and 

walk down that path ultimately takes dedicated time, targeted resources, and 

more than a few steps. Influenced by the concurrent action steps laid out by Kay 

and Greenhill (2013) to align the system, build professional capacity, and focus 

curriculum and assessment, the following ten steps mark Albemarle’s path using 

the model of the Plan-Do-Study-Act (PDSA) process:

Step 1: Develop a framework for assessment’s role in teaching and learning. 
In the initial stages of development, it was important for teachers and teams to 

clarify the WHY of assessment before jumping into the HOW of implementation. 

In school-based teams to start CAI 2011, participants integrated the components 

CHECKPOINTS ON A PATH OF INNOVATION

This video shows 
the timeline for 

developing practice 
around assessing 
lifelong learning, 

mapped on top of 
the Plan-Do-Study-

Act cycle.
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PERFORMANCE TASKS
of learning targets, tasks, feedback, and instructional practice into a systemic 

process of teaching and learning. This clarification of various aspects of the 

assessment process led to the development of the Performance Task Table 
of Specifications, a list of the qualities that define ACPS Performance Tasks 

assessing lifelong learning.

 

 

CHECKPOINTS ON A PATH OF INNOVATION

School teams collaborate to 
identify the relationships of 
different aspects of teaching 
practice as related to the process 
of assessment.

These pictures 
demonstrate three 
school teams’ 
alignment of the 
WHY, HOW, and 
WHAT of effective 
assessment 
practices.
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PERFORMANCE TASKS
Step 2: Design tasks that cause students to use Lifelong Learner 

Competencies. Performance assessment serves as a good match when measuring 

skills, partnering tasks that elicit the desired skills with criteria that assess the 

quality of the performance (Stiggins, Arter, Chappuis, & Chappuis, 2006, p. 193). 

Modeled after this approach, cross-school teams collaborated within the discipline 

to design tasks that aligned both to courses’ standards and the division’s Lifelong 

Learner Competencies. Each team created at least three tasks that summer, along 

with procedures and resources necessary for the tasks’ administration.

Step 3: Pilot the drafted tasks with students. These design teams committed 

to piloting these tasks with their students during the 2011-2012 school year. 

Only through seeing student work would it be clear the extent to which these 

tasks served their intended purpose.

Step 4: Adjust the tasks based on student work. At three points in time during 

the 2011-12 school year, task designers brought the student work from those 

pilot administrations as a cross-school PLC to analyze the collected responses. 

This opportunity for collaborative inquiry allowed designers to make changes to 

the tasks that better suited the goal of developing lifelong learners.

Step 5: Choose tasks for division-wide implementation. During CAI 2012, 

participants came together in grade bands as a “Senate” of sorts to decide 

which of the tasks would be administered across the division, and in which 

grades / courses. By auditing the assessments already used in each grade level, 

these teams adopted tasks that balanced the information already known about 

students through other means. The teams settled on one task at each grade 

level K-5, as well as a variety of tasks to be administered in 6-12 classrooms 

depending on the course of enrollment. (See the Performance Task Matrix on 

the following page.)

CHECKPOINTS ON A PATH OF INNOVATION
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Step 6: Administer the tasks across the division. The 2012-13 school year 

marked the first point in time in which teachers who had not been engaged in 

the development process would be involved in its execution. At each school 

during pre-service week, administrators and team leaders involved in past CAIs 

planned and implemented “mini-CAI” experiences for their colleagues to help 

develop context for the initiative, while also designing implementation and 

communication plans to ensure commitment throughout the school year.

Step 7: Score a sampling of student work. During CAI 2013, teams of teachers 

from various schools and grade levels scored samples of student work from 

across the district in order to ensure that the rubrics accompanying each task 

CHECKPOINTS ON A PATH OF INNOVATION

	  

Last	  updated	  –	  December	  2014	   Page	  1	  
	  

ACPS	  Performance	  Task	  Matrix	  
	  
	  	  

	   Math	   Language	  
Arts	   Fine	  Arts	   Physical	  

Education	   Science	   Social	  Studies	   World	  
Languages	  

K-‐2	   What	  Do	  You	  
Wonder	  (1st)	   	   Music:	  Steady	  

Beat	  (K)	  
Cup	  Stacking	  
(2nd)	   Photo	  Sort	  (K)	  

Geography	  
Influences	  Culture	  
(2nd)	  

	  

3-‐5	   Stained	  Glass	  
(4th)	  	   	  

Visual	  Arts:	  Line	  
Design	  (3rd)	  
	  
Music:	  Canoe	  
Song	  (5th)	  

Sidearm	  
Strike	  (3rd)	  

Mystery	  Picture	  
Puzzle	  (3rd)	  

Jamestown	  
History	  Buckets	  
(5th)	  

	  

Secondary	  
6-‐12	  

	  
End-‐of-‐
Course	  

	  
	  

Mosaic	  Design	  
(6th)	  
	  
Regular	  
Polygon	  Deck	  
(Geometry)	  	  
	  
Designing	  a	  
Logo	  
(Algebra	  2)	  
	  

Generating	  
Research	  
Questions	  	  
(6th,	  7th,	  
8th)	  
	  
Evaluating	  
Internet	  
Sources	  
(9th)	  
	  

Choral	  
Performance	  
Critique	  (6-‐12)	  
	  
Artist	  Statement	  
(6-‐12)	  
	  
Visual	  Arts	  
Critique	  	  
(6-‐12)	  
	  
Instrumental	  
Music	  
Performance	  
Critique	  
(6-‐12)	  

Overhand	  
Throw	  (6th)	  
	  
Frisbee	  
Backhand	  
Throw	  in	  a	  
Game	  (10th)	  

Ecological	  
Investigations	  
(7th)	  

Ending	  World	  
War	  II	  (7th)	  
	  
You	  Be	  the	  Judge	  
(8th	  )	  
	  
Evaluation	  of	  	  
A	  Leader	  	  
(World	  History	  I)	  
	  
Government	  
Policy	  Analysis	  
(Government)	  

My	  Favorite	  Class	  
(All	  Level	  1s)	  

	  
Courtesy of www2.k12albemarle.org website and last updated December 2014.
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served the intended purpose of assessing Lifelong Learner Competencies. This 

process helped the student work “come alive” in the eyes of participants- the 

voices of Albemarle’s students were heard loud and clear that day.

Step 8: Re-administer the tasks across the division. Following the edits of the 

tasks, rubrics, and additional supporting resources, 2013-14 saw the full district 

administration of the ACPS Performance Tasks, with student work collected and 

prepared for scoring during CAI 2014.

Step 9: Score all student work. In a similar fashion to CAI 2013’s task scoring 

teams, teachers and administrators selected a Lifelong Learner Competency of 

interest during CAI 2014 and scored student work against the respective rubrics in 

small multi-disciplinary teams. The scores were collected in order to assess student 

development in these skills, with feedback sent to task design teams to facilitate 

updates to the tasks. By the close of CAI 2014, the tasks were as complete as they 

had ever been, and Albemarle County’s educators had a baseline of information on 

the extent to which they were developing lifelong learners.

“Life cycle” of a task, from administration to response to scoring:

Task Administration: 1st grade students were asked to complete the 

following in order to assess their ability to gather, organize, and analyze 

data and draw conclusions (Lifelong Learner Competency #2):

What is something that you wonder about your classmates? 

On a Post-It, write some things that you wonder about their classmates. 

You will then have a chance to answer one of your questions by asking 

each of your classmates and recording their responses. Your final 

product will be to create a visual / graph that represents what you 

learned about your classmates.

CHECKPOINTS ON A PATH OF INNOVATION
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Student Responses: Students 
completed the task of 
interviewing their classmates 
and representing their data 
in a variety of ways. At left are 
three student responses.

Scoring: Cross-school teams 
of educators- representing 

both teachers and 
administrators, elementary 

and secondary levels, 
and a variety of content 

areas- scored the collected 
student work through the 

lens of the Lifelong Learner 
Competency.

Step 10: Develop a system for school-based task administration, scoring, 

and reporting. For the 2014-2015 school year and beyond, school teams 

would need a process for administering, scoring, and reporting against Lifelong 

Learner Competencies with the ACPS Performance Tasks. Given several targeted 

parameters from the central development team, school leadership developed 

site-based plans to unite the school community around assessing lifelong 

learning. While each of these plans has some fundamental commonality across 
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schools, the opportunity for autonomy ensured that the solutions would meet 

the school community’s needs.

“Tensions” That Have Driven CAI’s Design 
The landmark moments of this journey of iterative design are as memorable 

as they are numerable. There were also some specific “tensions” that drove 

instructional decisions within these professional learning opportunities.

1. Division Initiatives versus School-Based Implementation 

There is always a tension between adopting a division-wide focus on the 

WHY of a particular initiative (in this case, developing and assessing lifelong 

learning) and ensuring that schools have autonomy on the HOW of action and 

implementation. This tension led to the orchestration of a series of carefully 

constructed team-based activities inspired by the Jigsaw, an instructional 

strategy commonly used in classrooms.

Teachers and administrators rotated through a variety of different teams over 

the course of their CAI Institute experience. Each team had a targeted expressed 

purpose, along with a purposeful variety of perspectives:

• Cross-school vertical teams organized by content area served as 

task design teams, creating and piloting tasks meant to assess 

Lifelong Learner Competencies through the lens of their respective 

content areas. By considering those competencies that were most 

fundamentally aligned to the skills of the discipline, these teams 

designed, piloted, and revised tasks and rubrics that would eventually 

be used throughout the district.

• Cross-school grade-level teams served as task norming teams. By 

joining together with teachers of the same grade band who had been 
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working in different design teams, teachers were able to see similarities 

and differences between tasks, which then impacted the edits in their 

respective design processes.

• School-based teams organized by those teacher leaders and 

administrators in attendance served as next-step action teams. 

By reflecting on the similarities and differences of their individual 

experiences while considering the impact of the work on their 

school’s focus, these teams developed specific implementation and 

communication plans on how to involve their colleagues at their school 

over the course of the year in the process of assessing lifelong learning.

• After the first full year of task implementation brought with it 

thousands of artifacts of student work, cross-school interdisciplinary 

multi-grade-level teams served as task scoring teams. Organized based 

on participants’ choice of a Lifelong Learner Competency of interest, 

these interdisciplinary scoring teams used a protocol to score the 

work together, both for the purposes of providing feedback to the 

task and rubric while also providing information about our students’ 

development of these competencies.

CHECKPOINTS ON A PATH OF INNOVATION

Albemarle High School’s “next-step action team” incorporates what was learned from each 
members’ “design team” experience into their plans for the upcoming school year.
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Not to be forgotten: the importance of all of the Institute participants seeing 

themselves and each other as one big team. Each year brought different ways 

to bring all of the participants together at both the beginning and end of the 

Institute for shared experiences.

The opening sessions filled with purpose-setting events were often the most 

“off the wall,” and as a result often the most memorable. For example, to build 

community and experience with performance tasks, Institute participants started 

CAI 2013 with a performance task of their own, developing “What Do I Wonder” 

questions to survey and communicate little-known facts about their fellow 

colleagues. For the 10th anniversary of CAI in 2012, participants took a walk 

through memory lane via a museum of artifacts from Institutes past. CAI 2014 

used 3D images and mind-bending illusions to remind attendees of their ability 

to use the same piece of student work to assess a variety of different facets of 

understanding and skill development. 

CAI 2014 focused on “changing perspective” by 
encouraging educators to look at the same source of 
information in different ways in order to assess student 
learning. The imageon the left of a student became 
the signature focus for the work, in that two distinctly 
different perspectives come to the forefront when 
viewing through 3D glasses’ individual lenses.

2015    Vol. 12                         Virginia Educational Leadership                      vaascd.org                            29



PERFORMANCE TASKSCHECKPOINTS ON A PATH OF INNOVATION

These most recent CAI Institute closing sessions often had a familiar feel as well. 

After three intense work days together in a variety of settings and teams, it was 

always important to bring the collective back together, both to remind them 

of all they had completed, and also to frame the all-important next steps that 

lay ahead. Led by assistant superintendent Billy Haun, these sessions brought 

closure to the week by literally “checking off” all of the targets that had been 

accomplished, followed by framing the immediate next steps that would begin 

the following school year. This “call to action” reminded each of the participants 

that as a whole, Albemarle’s teachers are part of one big team, moving together 

toward the goal of developing lifelong learners.

2. Power of Collaboration versus Desire for Independence 

Such a focus on collaboration between professionals who may not be familiar 

with each other or the task at hand brought with it a new design tension: 

ensuring that teams could work together toward a clear and common goal while 

still maintaining their independence and ownership. To meet both of those 

needs, each of the work sessions needed a purpose-driven protocol.

Each stage of the work at CAI had its own clear protocol for the purpose of 

guiding teams on ways to collaborate toward a common goal. The Performance 

Task Design Protocol was more or less a performance task in and of itself, asking 

teacher teams to develop a task that elicits student performance of a given 

standard. The protocol for designing task rubrics borrowed on recommendations 

to use sample student work and to start by naming the performance criteria for 

“meeting expectations,” building out to the extremes from there. School-based 

teams engaged in a daily protocol modeled from the Santa Cruz New teacher 

Center’s Collaborative Assessment Log, closing each day by asking: “What have 

we learned?” and “What are our next steps?” The protocol for scoring student 

work used in CAI 2013 and CAI 2014 was arguably the most beneficial - a 
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process that helped individuals become a team focused on understanding 

specific aspects of performance through the medium of student work.

These protocols served as “banks on the river” to help teams move forward 

together. With such a high ratio of participants to facilitators, these protocols 

allowed teams to have a clear idea of the practices in which they should be 

engaged, with limited up-front direction from a session “instructor.” This practice 

freed up the facilitator to work with each team individually, attending to 

needs as they arose. As an additional benefit, teachers who experienced these 

protocols now had new tools to use with their PLCs during the school year to 

spur on their team’s collaborative practices.

3. Importance of Process versus Product 

The tension between embracing a PDSA process and a desire for tangible products 

led to setting specific timelines and deliverables, and holding true to them.

Each day of every Institute had key deliverables that went with it, each of which 

were big (as in important), but not too big (as in unattainable). Whether it was 

a draft performance task, a rubric, or the feedback that emerged from scoring 

student work, teams had clear tasks to accomplish that fit into the larger process. 

The interdependence of the deliverables made it such that each stage needed to 

be addressed before the whole of the group could move forward.

It was not only the Institute but also the space between each Institute that had 

its own clear timelines and deliverables. In addition to CAI each summer, teams 

devoted some combination of vertical teamwork sessions, K-12 principals work 

sessions, and school-based professional development days at various points 

in the process. So much of the adoption of a new process from innovation to 

systemization to operationalization relies on clear communication, and having 

clear targets between sessions allowed for more opportunities to communicate 
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and receive feedback from those involved in the execution.

While a mantra began to emerge over the course of these institutes (It’s all about 

the process), the products and processes ultimately played symbiotic roles. Each 

product gave participants a clear target toward which to work and a clear sense 

of accomplishment after having completed it, while each associated process 

allowed educators the opportunity to grow and develop their practices for use 

during the year.

4. Doing the Work versus Learning to Do the Work 

The tension between a professional needing to spend time “learning to do 

the work” and a practical need to spend time “getting the work done” led the 

planning team to embrace a central design principle described in Instructional 

Rounds In Education (City, Elmore, Fiarman, & Teitel, 2009): 

We learn to do the work by doing the work, not by telling other people to 

do the work, not by having done the work at some time in the past, and not 

by hiring experts who can act as proxies for our knowledge about how to do 

the work (p. 33).

As mentioned previously, participants had clear tasks to accomplish, they had teams 

with which to collaborate, and they had protocols to guide the process. Alongside 

them in that process: resources and reference materials intended to allow teachers 

to address learning needs as they arose. For instance, teams designing performance 

tasks had access to a curated collection of information about the what, why, and 

how of performance assessment, which they could use in conjunction with their 

task design. Because these materials were available as teams encountered a “need 

to know,” teachers were able to develop their knowledge and skills in performance 

assessment while engaged in the authentic practice of developing performance 

tasks. They learned to do the work by doing the work.

CHECKPOINTS ON A PATH OF INNOVATION
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CAI’s Impact on Teachers 
Looking back as a planning team prior to each of these Institutes, there were 

definitely worries about the experiences being less than engaging - especially 

the time spent scoring student work. The concern: that such an approach might 

put more emphasis on the work versus the teamwork. To the planning team’s 

surprise, participants reported that they loved the experience, or at least found 

great meaning in it. 

Even more than simply a positive response to professional development, the 

iterative approach over time has engendered a focus on lifelong learning 

alongside a focus on acquiring course content. Through these co-created 

tasks, Albemarle County’s teachers are now able to see thousands of kids show 

the world what they can do in regard to the skills that comprise the Lifelong 

Learner Competencies. The next steps teachers have identified as a result of the 

experience make it clear that these standards have become targets for teaching 

and learning. Figure 1 (page 34) details feedback from teachers on the CAI 

experience as well as their next steps based on these experiences.

As an added benefit, familiarity with the iterative design process allowed for a 

relatively seamless transition to using this process in new contexts. For example, 

the district needed to adopt tasks and assessments meant to replace selected 

Standards of Learning tests eliminated in the fall of 2014-15. While the targets 

for these assessments were different than those for the ACPS Performance Tasks, 

the processes of designing, testing, and iterating were similar. That comfort level 

with task development and refinement allowed small design teams to replicate 

the three-year process in under six months.

Finally (and perhaps most importantly, from the perspective of ACPS’ vision and 

mission), these checkpoints together transformed a group of teachers into a 

CHECKPOINTS ON A PATH OF INNOVATION
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Feedback on the CAI experience - Some of the 
responses from teachers and administrators from 
the last two CAIs:

Teachers’ next steps - Teachers made 
commitments to apply what they learned 
from their CAI experiences:

• “[CAI 2013] has been one of the most 
productive-feeling CAI in all my years of 
attending, because we advanced work that 
was done last year, and planned for how to 
continue it next year in a way that appears to 
be doable.”

• “It was very hard and exhausting work, and 
was also very evident that [the planners] put 
much thought into making sure [teachers] 
learned more about the process of connecting 
standards, assessment and instruction.”

• “It was helpful to connect in multi-age, multi-
disciplinary groups and then to have check-
ins with individual groups so that shared 
experiences could happen, and so that each 
group could stay focused on their common 
purpose: to build something meaningful to 
students and their teachers, something that 
enhances learning.”

• “CAI was a great mixture of school teams, 
content teams, and scoring. I appreciated that 
the learning came through the ‘doing’ with 
colleagues and through analysis of student work.”

• “[CAI 2014] is the first year that I felt like I saw 
the full picture of the purpose and inner-
workings. I felt calm, yet energized by the work, 
and grateful for the professional discourse 
with colleagues and new collaborators.  I 
appreciated the autonomy and choice allowed, 
but also the direction so that we could achieve 
a bigger goal.”

• “I value the cohesiveness that seems to flow 
through [CAI] each year- the good energy that 
comes from it, the products we create, the 
experience we always have- and I think that it 
ultimately will benefit our students more and 
more. I am so glad to be able to be a part of 
it and hope we can continue the work, create 
more, and connect with how our world needs 
us to as it grows and changes.”

• “I found that the performance tasks 
were more than just something that 
we had to give students, and I plan to 
shift assessments in my classroom to 
more authentic assessments like this.”

• “This experience has given me so 
much insight into rubric development 
and how when we give assessments, 
we need to know exactly what we 
are looking for and how we want to 
assess it.”

• “I hope to pull Lifelong Learner 
Competencies into our daily language 
more often. Students are doing those 
things more often that they (or we) 
realize, and part of growing as a 
learner should be reflecting on their 
growth in those areas.”

• “I really like the idea of using the 
Lifelong Learner Competencies in 
project-based learning throughout the 
year. It would need to be adjusted for 
the content of the task, but would offer 
transparency to my students.”

• “At our school, we do Student 
Led Conferences in the spring. In 
addition to having students discuss 
their growth as a reader, writer, and 
mathematician with their parents, I 
hope to have them reflect on their 
growth in one or more of the Lifelong 
Learner Competency areas.”

• “In our [middle school social studies] 
department, we have made it a 
focus to improve students’ skills in 
developing and defending arguments 
[Lifelong Learner Competency #4], 
partially because that is the key skill 
assessed in the ACPS Performance 
Tasks we give.”

FIGURE 1 - Teacher feedback and next steps.

CHECKPOINTS ON A PATH OF INNOVATION
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community of learners, one that is forever changed as a result of the infectious 

nature of the energy of learning and the power of community. By engaging 

together with a district-wide team-based approach, teachers had a taste of 

the importance of true collaboration with multiple perspectives. As a result of 

this experience, teachers and leaders moved to a new place- from a group to a 

community and from teachers of students to learners of learning.

Next Steps in the Journey 
The summer of 2015 brings with it a shift in focus for the CAI. With such a deep 

emphasis on using Lifelong Learner Competencies as a target for assessment, 

there arose a natural next step to identify and incorporate instructional practices 

to help students build these skills. By organizing teachers into multi-grade teams 

charged with developing learning experiences that target a specific Lifelong 

Learner Competency, CAI 2015 will engage teachers in designing, testing, and 

iterating instruction that grows lifelong learners. Using what has been learned 

through the focus on assessment over the last three years, this transition into 

instruction should lead to a variety of exciting next steps for the district, its 

teachers, and its students.

Conclusion 
When the planning team first pitched the idea to the Superintendent’s Cabinet 

for the CAI 2011 “reboot” around performance assessment, one Cabinet member 

asked an incredible question: “Our district has had a focus on assessment before 

during CAI- what will make this one different?”

The response of the planning team: “It will be different because it will not be an 

event- it will be a step on a journey.” 

Looking back on the steps on that journey serves as a powerful reminder of the 

importance that these disparate and potentially isolated events fit together 

CHECKPOINTS ON A PATH OF INNOVATION
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into a path toward the organization’s vision and mission. For Albemarle County, 

that mission is to establish a community of learners and learning through 

relationships, relevance, and rigor, one learner at a time. The CAI Institutes have 

gone a long way toward realizing that mission by the nature of their design.
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Assessing 21st-Century Skills With Performance Tasks:  
The Five-Year Journey of a Large School Division

Douglas G. Wren, Ed.D 
Doug Wren works with the Virginia Beach City Public Schools 
Department of Planning, Innovation, and Accountability as an 
Assessment Specialist.  He is also an Assistant Adjunct Professor 
in the Department of Educational Leadership and Foundations 
at Old Dominion University.  Prior to moving to Virginia Beach, 
Doug taught elementary school and worked in the Department of 
Research and Evaluation with the DeKalb County School District in 
Georgia.  He can be reached at dgwren@vbschools.com

This article describes the development of the Integrated Performance Task 
(IPT), a series of assessments designed to measure critical thinking, problem 
solving, and written communication.  The IPT has been administered to 
students in grades four and seven in Virginia Beach City Public Schools since 
2010.  The evolution of the IPT is explained in four areas: rubric development, 
task creation, reviewing and editing, and scoring responses.  The ideas 
presented in the article may be replicated or modified for developing 
performance tasks at the classroom, school, or division levels.

Introduction 
After years of relying primarily on multiple-choice test results to make important 

decisions about American students, teachers, and schools, the general attitude 

towards this type of assessment appears to be shifting. There is widespread 

disillusionment with the prolific use of state-mandated, multiple-choice tests 

brought about by No Child Left Behind (Darling-Hammond, 2014). Only 26% of 

over 10,000 teachers surveyed for Primary Sources 2012: America’s Teacher on 

the Teaching Profession (Scholastic & Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, 2012) 

maintained that the results of standardized tests accurately reflect student 
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achievement. A more recent survey, the 2013 Phi Delta Kappan/Gallup Poll of the 

Public’s Attitudes Toward the Public Schools (Bushaw & Lopez, 2013), found that 

three-fourths of Americans believed increased standardized testing in their local 

schools either hurt instruction or had no effect. 

Performance assessments are making a strong comeback after nearly 

disappearing from the state and national scene around the turn of this century 

(Stecher, 2010). In 2014, the Virginia General Assembly passed legislation to 

eliminate several Standards of Learning (SOL) tests and gave local school 

boards the option to use authentic performance assessments and integrated 

assessments to ensure students are learning the content in these areas 

(Virginia Board of Education, 2014). The terms “performance assessment” and 

“performance task” are sometimes used interchangeably. However, Stecher 

(2010) saw performance assessment as a compilation of performance tasks and 

defined performance task as “a structured situation in which stimulus materials 

and a request for information or action are presented to an individual, who 

generates a response that can be rated for quality using explicit standards” (p. 

3). This definition is suitable for the performance tasks that are the topic of the 

present article.

The purpose of this article is to describe the evolution of the Integrated 

Performance Task (IPT), a series of locally-developed performance tasks 

administered to Virginia Beach City Public Schools (VBCPS) students. This 

account explains the procedures that were used and the lessons we learned 

during this five-year excursion through largely uncharted waters. 

Starting With a Strategic Plan 
In 2008, the Virginia Beach School Board adopted a new strategic plan, Compass 

to 2015. According to the plan, the primary focus for VBCPS would be on 

FIVE YEAR JOURNEY
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“teaching and assessing those skills our students need to thrive as 21st century 

learners, workers, and citizens. All VBCPS students will be academically proficient; 

effective communicators and collaborators; globally aware, independent, 

responsible learners and citizens; and critical and creative thinkers, innovators 

and problem solvers” (Virginia Beach City Public Schools, 2008). (To learn more 

about Compass to 2015, visit www.vbschools.com/compass/index.asp.)

While 

we had 

plenty of 

existing tests 

to determine our students’ academic proficiency (e.g., benchmark tests, final 

exams, SOL tests), measuring outcomes such as critical and creative thinking 

was somewhat of a tall order. Tony Wagner, a prominent author and founder 

of Harvard’s Change Leadership Group, served as a consultant to VBCPS as we 

were making plans to implement Compass to 2015. Dr. Wagner told us about an 

innovative performance task, the College and Work Readiness Assessment (CWRA; 

Council for Aid to Education, 2007). The CWRA was designed to assess analytic 

reasoning and evaluation, problem solving, writing effectiveness, and writing 

mechanics, skills that paralleled some of our Compass to 2015 student success 

outcomes. Following a promising field test, we began administering the CWRA 

to seniors at every VBCPS high school during the 2009-2010 school year. In order 

for students to see their CWRA results well in advance of graduation, we changed 

from a senior to a junior administration in 2011-2012. We are now in our fourth 

consecutive year of administering the CWRA to each student in every English 11 

FIVE YEAR JOURNEY

“All VBCPS students will be academically proficient; 

effective communicators and collaborators; globally 

aware, independent, responsible learners and citizens; 

and critical and creative thinkers, innovators and 

problem solvers” 
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course across the division. (For more information about the CWRA, go to  

www.vbschools.com/schools/testing/cwraParents.asp.)

Once a test to assess students’ 21st-century skills at our high schools had been 

put in place, we turned our attention to the elementary and middle school levels. 

Several VBCPS administrators attended a two-day Performance Task Academy 

sponsored by the Council for Aid to Education (CAE), the nonprofit organization 

that developed the CWRA. At the academy we learned more about the CWRA 

method of assessing higher-order skills by replicating the use of these skills in the 

real world. However, our real work began after we returned to Virginia Beach.

Finding the Right People 
With the high school CWRA serving as the model, our next steps were to (a) 

create performance tasks to measure students’ critical-thinking, problem-

solving, and written communication skills in grades four and seven, (b) generate 

rubrics to score the responses, and (c) develop and implement a viable scoring 

process. My colleague—a coordinator in the VBCPS Department of Teaching and 

Learning (T & L)—and I shared the responsibility for accomplishing these goals. 

One of our first and best decisions was to seek out a number of accomplished 

teachers in our division to assist with the work ahead. Our final list included over 

40 teachers from nine elementary schools, nine middle schools, and two high 

schools. All of these teachers were recommended by principals and central office 

administrators. The group comprised representatives from the four core subject 

areas as well as other teachers whose specialties included family and consumer 

science, gifted education, reading, special education, and technology. 

We invited these teachers to an informational meeting of the Compass to 2015 

Assessment Development Team in November 2009. Staff who attended the 

meeting viewed a presentation that explained the role of assessments in the 
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new strategic plan. My colleague and I then provided an overview of the schema 

we believed would result in functional performance tasks for elementary and 

middle school students by the beginning of the next school year. Before leaving, 

attendees were asked to indicate the areas of the development process in which 

they felt most qualified to contribute. We envisioned the work to proceed as 

follows: rubric development, performance task creation, reviewing and editing, 

and scoring responses. These four areas of work became our focus not just over 

the next several months, but for the next five years.

Developing the Rubrics 
Because we already had a guiding philosophy and framework for developing the 

performance tasks (i.e., the CWRA method), our initial efforts were on developing 

rubrics for the three skills our performance tasks would measure—critical 

thinking, problem solving, and written communication. We decided ahead of 

time that the same general rubrics would be used for both fourth and seventh 

grades. Scoring guides specific to each performance task would supplement the 

general rubrics to help teachers score students’ responses.

My colleague and I chose to label our rubric levels Novice (level 1), Emerging 

(level 2), Proficient (level 3), and Advanced (level 4). These were the same labels 

used in an earlier Compass to 2015 project, the “VBCPS Continuum of 21st 

Century Skills.” (The continuum is at www.vbschools.com/compass/pdfs/

VBCPSContinuum.pdf.) Novice level responses would suggest serious student 

deficits in the skills scored at level 1. Responses at the Emerging level would 

indicate that students required less attention to get them to the Proficient level, 

which was where we wanted them to be. The bar would be set much higher 

for the Advanced level; only responses that went well above the Proficient 

benchmark would be scored at level 4.
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Our first official working group consisted of several teachers from our list of 40 

as well as three T & L coordinators with experience in rubric development. First, 

we created operational definitions of critical thinking, problem solving, and 

written communication. Next, the group divided into subgroups and drafted 

three rubrics. The first rubric further operationalized critical thinking (CT) into 

three elements and provided descriptions of what student responses would 

look like at each level for each element (i.e., CT1, CT2, and CT3). Likewise, the 

second and third rubrics provided descriptions at each level for problem solving 

(PS) and written communication (WC), respectively, but there were only two 

elements for each of these skills (i.e., PS1, PS2, WC1, WC2). We soon realized the 

oppressiveness of having to score seven different elements on three rubrics for 

each response, so we scaled back to four elements—two for CT and one each 

for PS and WC—and combined them into a single rubric. Eventually, CT2 was 

eliminated. Our current rubric contains the three elements of CT, PS, and WC. 

Table 1.1 below illustrates the final rubric elements.

Element Operational Definition

Critical Thinking Decides if the information is correct and 
believable.

Problem Solving Makes a choice and gives reasons for the 
choice.

Written Communication Presents information and ideas that are 
clear, organized, detailed, and written for 
the intended audience.

Creating the Performance Tasks 
In order to engage as many students as possible, performance task situations 

should be realistic, meaningful, and age-appropriate. Savvy educators realize 

TABLE 1.1   IPT Rubric Elements
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students tend to be more interested in instruction with direct connections to 

their world, rather than learning about something they perceive as not being 

relevant. Along these lines, we utilized GRASPS (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005), 

a performance task design framework that stands for Goal, Role, Audience, 

Situation, Product or Performance, and Standards. (See the appendix for the 

GRASPS frameworks that describe our original tasks.) 

Although we considered possible performance task situations for all elementary 

and middle school grades, we needed a starting point. Grades four and seven 

were selected for the same reason we moved CWRA testing from grade 12 down 

to grade 11—to give students, parents, and school staff the opportunity to view 

students’ responses and scores while the students were still at the same school.

In addition to a description of the situation, the fourth- and seventh-grade 

performance tasks include several documents to help students arrive at a 

decision. The fourth-grade situation requires students to choose between two 

ways to improve their health; the accompanying documents in the booklet are 

Virginia Beach IPT
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a government fact sheet, a news story with a bar graph, and an advertisement. 

The situation for seventh-grade students involves a controversial mall 

chaperone policy, and the booklet contains a news story with a line graph, 

an advertisement, a research brief, and a social media site complete with 

comments. Because analyzing and interpreting all of this information requires 

an amalgamation of knowledge and skills, we named our new assessment the 

Integrated Performance Task (IPT).

Reviewing, Validating, Administering, and Revising 
Every new and existing IPT undergoes changes before and after being 

administered to all fourth or seventh graders across the division. Systematic 

revisions are based on feedback from various sources through several processes, 

which are summarized below.

• Expert Reviews – Before field-testing an IPT to a sample of students, 

we ask a number of experts to carefully read and scrutinize the situation 

and its accompanying documents. Expert judgment is vital to obtaining 

evidence of content validity. The process involves appraising “the relevance 

and representativeness of the test content in relation to the content of the 

behavioral or performance domain about which inferences are to be made” 

(Messick, 1990, p. 5). Our experts have included veteran VBCPS teachers 

and staff from the Office of Programs for Exceptional Children, the Office of 

Student Assessment, and T & L.

• Field Tests – Some of the most insightful commentary we receive comes 

from students who have taken the IPT. Preceding a field test, the students 

understand (a) they have been selected to try out a new assessment, (b) 

they will not receive a grade, and (c) the purpose of the field test is to make 

the assessment better for other students who will take it later. In short, the 
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students are evaluating the test instead of the test evaluating the students. 

These students are encouraged to write their thoughts directly on their IPT 

booklets so we can review their comments later. After field-testing an IPT with 

an entire class, we conduct focus groups to draw out more information from 

the students. 

• Think-Alouds – Besides field-testing classes, we administer new IPTs to 

students in one-on-one, “think-aloud” sessions. These sessions involve 

teacher-recommended students willing to verbalize every thought as they 

take the test. Each student is paired up with a VBCPS staff member with good 

note-taking skills and a thorough knowledge of the IPT. Think-alouds can be 

painstakingly long processes that occasionally yield little information, but we 

believe they are worthwhile because of the insights we can obtain through no 

other means.

• Full Administrations – Although expert judgments, field tests, focus groups, 

and think-alouds can generate plenty of information to improve the IPT, there 

is no substitute for a large-scale administration to obtain comprehensive 

feedback. When concerns about the IPT come from more than one school, 

we recognize the legitimacy of the concerns and act accordingly. The best 

example of this occurred after the first divisionwide IPT administration in fall 

2010.  While my colleague and I were training teachers to score IPT responses, 

we learned that having students respond to five open-ended questions (i.e., 

prompts) was too much; it was equally demanding for a teacher to read five 

responses and score four different elements for each student. For the spring 

IPT, we reduced the number of prompts to three and aligned the prompts 

with specific rubric elements. Prompt 1 responses were scored exclusively for 

CT1, Prompt 2 responses were scored for CT2 only, and responses to Prompt 3 

were scored independently for PS and for WC. (Writing ability is not evaluated 
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when scoring a student’s problem-solving ability and vice versa.) 

Further Improvements 
We have made other improvements to various aspects of the IPT to make the tasks 

more student friendly. Four areas of IPT enhancement are summarized as follows.

• Readability – To minimize the effect of reading ability, efforts have been 

made to ensure that each IPT is written at an appropriate reading level. 

Furthermore, the fourth-grade situation and documents are read aloud to 

students as they follow along in their booklets. Seventh-grade examiners read 

the situation to students before they begin the test. Because the IPT is not a 

reading test, students at both grade levels are told they may have words or 

sentences read aloud to them by an examiner or proctor at any time.

• Glossaries – The IPT is not a vocabulary test. A comprehensive glossary 

appears at the back of each seventh-grade IPT booklet. A similar glossary 

is included in the fourth-grade teacher directions. Students are informed 

before they begin the IPT that they may ask an examiner or proctor to read 

the definition of a word or term if they get stuck. Seventh graders can look up 

definitions on their own. 

• Rubric Explanation – Students should know in advance how they will 

be scored on any performance task. The IPT rubric is included in every IPT 

booklet. Besides simplifying the language in the rubric, we developed short, 

kid-friendly PowerPoint presentations to explain the purpose of the IPT, its 

elements, and the rubric levels. Teachers are required to review the rubric and 

they are encouraged to answer questions to further clarify to students how 

responses will be scored.

• Fairness – According to the Standards for Educational and Psychological 
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Testing (AERA, APA, & NCTM, 2014), “fairness is a fundamental validity issue 

and requires attention throughout all stages of test development and use” 

(p. 49). A good example of a fairness concern was brought to our attention 

during the first division-wide administrations of the IPT. An assistant principal 

of a school with many low-income students pointed out that some of her 

fourth graders had never seen a salad bar. Before this IPT was administered 

again, we added two slides to the IPT PowerPoint presentation picturing and 

explaining outdoor fitness courses and salad bars. We later changed “salad 

bar” to “fruit and salad bar” after several teachers told us some students 

disliked salad but liked fruit. 
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Scoring Responses 
Prior to the first full-scale administrations during the 2010-2011 school year, 

we decided that fourth- and seventh-grade students would take two different 

IPTs annually. Although the spring IPT situation would not be identical to the 

situation that students had seen in the fall, the types of documents and prompts 

would be similar for both IPTs at each grade level. The fall IPT allows students to 

experience a low-stakes performance task while generating data for formative 

use in the classroom. Many VBCPS teachers give students the opportunity to 

review and reflect on their IPT responses at the end of the testing window. Black 

and Wiliam (1998) stated that “self-assessment by pupils, far from being a luxury, 

is in fact an essential component of formative assessment” (p. 6). The spring, 

summative IPT is also a low-stakes assessment in that the results are not used 

to evaluate teachers or make important decisions about students (Popham, 

2001). Individual students’ scores are available for their parents to view online; 

aggregate results are used to gauge progress on the Compass to 2015 student 

success outcomes at the school and division levels.

For the fall IPT, principals are advised to involve all instructional staff—not 

just fourth- and seventh-grade teachers—in the scoring process. The Office 

of Student Assessment provides schools with detailed scoring guides and 

PowerPoint presentations to train teachers to score IPT responses. If requested, 

a staff member from the central office will conduct scorer training sessions at 

schools. After scoring fall IPT responses, each elementary and middle school 

must submit a form to the VBCPS Department of School Leadership explaining 

how teachers will use their IPT results to inform instruction. 

While responses to the fall IPT are scored locally, spring IPT responses are scored 

centrally by a trained cadre of teachers. Every summer the cadre comprises over 

100 vetted, ten-month VBCPS employees, including a number of teachers from 

FIVE YEAR JOURNEY

vaascd.org                     Virginia Educational Leadership                          Vol. 12    201548



PERFORMANCE TASKS
our original list of 40. Each IPT scorer must attend a full day of training before 

being allowed to score responses independently. The scoring process for the 

spring IPT involves independent ratings by two trained scorers. An expert scorer 

provides a third and deciding score if the first two scores do not match. 

Our first experience with the scoring cadre in 2011 taught us invaluable lessons, 

which are described in the remainder of this section. 

• Training – For the first summer we scheduled four weeks to score IPT 

responses. Each week began with a one-day training session. We quickly 

learned that the revolving door method of training and scoring (i.e., a 

new group starts each week) was a very bad idea. A major issue in scoring 

performance tasks is consistency, and achieving an acceptable level of 

interrater agreement can only be realized if (a) scorers are given the same 

extensive training on interpreting the rubric, and (b) they consistently apply 

this interpretation when scoring each and every response. To alleviate this 

problem, we began conducting training on the first day of a single three-

week scoring session in subsequent years. 

• Scoring Assignments – Another mistake we made during our first scoring 

adventure was having teachers score multiple elements. This forced scorers 

to change mindsets when moving from Prompt 1 responses to Prompt 2 

responses to Prompt 3 responses. From the second year on, we have trained 

teachers to score only one element for one grade level. By allowing teachers 

to become scoring specialists in a single area, we have attained a higher 

degree of interrater and intrarater agreement. We have calculated the overall 

percentage of perfect agreement between first and second scorers (i.e., 

both scorers independently gave the same response identical scores) for 

each group of scorers since 2012. From 2012 to 2014, the percentages for 
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these groups have ranged from a low of 68% agreement to a high of 84% 

agreement. As a common rule of thumb, values of 75% or greater indicate 

acceptable levels of agreement (Graham, Milanowski, & Miller, 2012). Rooms 

with agreement levels under 75% require additional training and calibration.

• Personnel Management – Managing scorers is another aspect that we 

shored up after the first summer of scoring. Not only were scorers trained 

separately by IPT element and grade level, each group was housed in a 

separate room. To supervise each room, we selected two teachers with 

extensive scoring experience and strong leadership skills. These room leaders 

have conducted training and daily calibration sessions, kept up with scored 

and unscored responses, provided third scores, retrained scorers as needed, 

and made hiring recommendations for returning scorers every year. 

• Data Management – Data entry is handled initially by room leaders 

but by the end of the second week, a designated data team takes on full 

responsibility for compiling, verifying, and entering tens of thousands of 

scores for students who took the spring IPT. Effective management of the data 

room is key to the success of the entire summer scoring operation.

Further Validation 
Our expert reviews of the IPT provided content validity evidence for the IPT, but 

we wanted to acquire further evidence of validity. By correlating IPT scores with 

the scores of an established criterion (e.g., a reputable critical-thinking test), we 

could determine whether the IPT was measuring the same general construct that 

the criterion test was measuring. This is known as a criterion validation study. The 

results of this study would indicate if IPT results were a valid measure of critical 

thinking among students in grades four and seven.

During spring 2013 and spring 2014, we administered age-appropriate 
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versions of the California Critical Thinking Skills Test (CCTST; Facione & Gittens, 

2012) to fourth- and seventh-grade students during the IPT testing window. 

As shown in Table 1.2 below, all of the correlations between the IPT element 

scores and CCTST overall scores were statistically significant. Correlations of .30 

or greater suggested that the IPT and the CCTST are measuring, to a moderate 

degree, the same general construct (Cohen, 1988). In other words, a student’s 

scores on the IPT can be used to make valid inferences about the student’s 

critical-thinking abilities. (As a reminder, a student’s performance on a single 

assessment does not provide enough information to make consequential 

decisions about the student.) 

Level    n CT1 CT2 PS WC

Grade 4   207 .36* .29* .33* .35* 

Grade 7   395 .37* .41* .31* .42*

Note. *p < .01, 2-tailed.

Conclusion 
Long before last year’s legislation to amend SOL testing, educators across 

Virginia have recognized that assessments with open-ended questions are 

more effective than multiple-choice tests for evaluating their students’ depth 

of understanding. Leaders at the national, state, local, and school levels 

should be applauded for decisions that encourage teachers to depart from 

rote instructional methods driven by a multiple-choice mentality. One such 

decision was the implementation of the IPT in Virginia Beach. With commitment 

and effort, performance tasks similar to the IPT and CWRA can be developed 

in Virginia schools to measure SOL objectives as well as 20th-century skills. 

Performance task developers are urged to heed the lessons of the Virginia Beach 

TABLE 1.2 Correlations Between IPT Element Scores and CCTST Overall Scores
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IPT and consider alignment, fairness, readability, scoring consistency, and 

other vital issues related to this type of assessment as they journey ahead. 

(For more information about the IPT, visit www.vbschools.com/schools/

testing/IptFaq.asp. Literature reviews by this author on the topics of 

performance assessment and formative assessment are at www.vbschools.

com/accountability/research_briefs/ResearchBriefPerfAssmtFinal.

pdf and www.vbschools.com/accountability/research_briefs/

researchbriefformassmtfinal.pdf.)
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Appendix A

Grade 4

Goal: Decide which project would be better for improving students’ health at a 
school

Role: A fourth-grade student at the fictional Smith Elementary School

Audience: Mr. Beach, the principal of Smith Elementary School

Situation: A local business is donating money to the school to pay for only one 
of two projects—an outdoor fitness course or a salad bar

Product: A persuasive letter to Mr. Beach recommending one of the projects 

Standards for success: Described in the rubric

Grade 7

Goal: Decide whether to continue a policy restricting minors’ access to the 
fictional Beach Mall
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Role: A teenager serving on a committee formed by Beach Mall officials

Audience: Beach Mall officials

Situation: Beach Mall recently implemented a chaperone policy to improve 
safety, security, and profits for the mall’s businesses. 

Product: A written recommendation to the mall officials with rationale for 
continuing or discontinuing the chaperone policy

Standards for success: Described in the rubric
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Assessing College and Career Readiness Skills 
in Elementary School

The Integrated Performance Task (IPT) is an alternative assessment designed to 
measure essential college and career readiness skills: critical-thinking, problem-
solving, and written communication.  Each fall and spring, fourth-and-seventh 
grade students are tasked with responding to a real-life scenario accompanied 
by supporting documentation.  This qualitative, multiple case study conducted 
at two elementary schools was designed to investigate: 1) classroom assessment 
practices as they relate to the three readiness skill sets; 2) informed uses of 
assessment data for instructional decision-making; and 3) administrator and 
educator accountability with formative assessment.  Results highlight school 
cultures that engaged regularly with formative assessment-data analysis 
procedures, professional learning communities, and administrative support with 
pedagogical planning.

Amy Abbott 
Amy Abbott is a Graduate Teaching Assistant and doctoral 
student in education at Old Dominion University and serves as a 
high school Gifted Resource Teacher in Virginia Beach City Public 
Schools.  Her background includes thirteen years of K-10 teaching 
experience in all core disciplines.  Her extensive work with the IPT 
over the past four years includes: task and rubric development, 
teacher-scorer training, and leadership in data analysis among 
school staff.  She can be reached at alabbott@odu.edu
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Introduction 
Alternative assessments are increasingly being considered as school districts 

attempt to determine if students are well-equipped for workforce demands 

and college preparedness. As evidence of this, Virginia Beach City Public 

Schools (VBCPS), adopted the Integrated Performance Task (IPT) in 2010 as 

part of the division’s Strategic Plan for Student Success. This non-traditional, 

interdisciplinary assessment is specifically designed to measure the 21st century 

skills of critical thinking, problem solving, and written communication, and is 

a critical component within the division’s approach toward college and career 

preparedness.

The IPT is modeled after the nationally-normed College Work and Readiness 

Assessment (CWRA) taken by all eleventh graders in the district. To prepare 

for the IPT, the division requires two distinct IPTs to be administered annually 

as benchmark assessments to students in grades four and seven. Teachers are 

expected to use both fall and spring results as formative assessments to analyze 

and make appropriate instructional decisions in their respective classrooms 

throughout the year. At the district level, spring IPT results are used benchmarks 

to determine if the division is effectively teaching and assessing the essential 

21st century skills outlined in their strategic plan. Each elementary and middle 

school in VBCPS is accountable for establishing protocols as to how they (a) share 

scores with teachers and students, and (b) analyze IPT data. These actions could 

look quite different from school-to-school, especially when considering the 

complexities of the IPT processes and the myriad variables involved. 

The purpose of the following study is to examine the instructional planning 

practices at two elementary schools as they prepare students for the 21st 

century skill sets assessed on the IPT. The researcher set out to examine the 

protocols in place for sharing, analyzing, and using IPT data, as they relate to 
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formative assessment. The research questions for this study are as follows:

• How do professional learning communities receive and analyze IPT data for 

instructional planning purposes? 

• What are the challenges and supports in the use of IPT data as a core 

component of the assessment process?

• How do instructional factors (strategies) contribute to preparation for the IPT?

Review of Relevant Literature 
Formative Assessment in Practice 

The purpose of diagnostic, formative assessment is to influence instructional 

decision-making as well as to provide meaningful feedback to help improve 

student performance. When educators view assessment as purposeful based 

on the feedback it yields, the desired goal resides in “reducing the gap between 

actual performance and desired goal attainment” (Hattie & Timperley, 2007, 

p. 87). With regard to feedback, Black, Harrison, and Lee (2004) assert that “…

assessment becomes formative assessment when the evidence is actually used 

to adapt the teaching to meet student needs” (p. 10). Teachers self-report they 

can benefit from more training in the use of formative assessment techniques 

(Sach, 2012).

Professional Development & Support  

Data-driven success for a district may require key interventions such as 

job-embedded, professional learning approaches that build common 

understandings and beliefs about assessment data use to inform practice 

(Wayman, Jimerson, & Cho, 2012). In schools, the raising of students’ standards 

and achievement can be accomplished through the development of Professional 

Learning Communities (PLCs) which have been defined as a collaborative teams 

that meet regularly throughout the school year to improve teaching practice 
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on both personal and collaborative levels (Hollingsworth, 2012). Smaller-sized 

professional learning communities can serve as an effective platform for teachers 

to interact effectively (Goodwin, 2014), exchange knowledge, and learn best 

practices from one another (Chiou-hui, 2011). When implemented with fidelity 

under the right conditions, PLCs could enhance student achievement (Lomos, 

Hofman, & Bosker, 2011; Vescio, Ross, & Adams, 2008). 

Methodology 
Participants and Procedures 

To examine the use of IPT data at the elementary level, convenient sampling 

was used to select two K-5 schools based on specific criterion: 1) their formation 

of school improvement committees consisting of various stakeholders within 

the school community; 2) engagement in data-driven improvement planning 

procedures; and, 3) teacher collaboration within PLCs to discuss classroom 

procedures and student needs. 

The schools selected for this study serve middle-to-upper socioeconomic 

populations of approximately 600-800 students, with an average class size 

of 20-25 students. Participants included two administrators with 2-8 years of 

experience and focus groups of seven teachers total ranging in 2-34 years of 

teaching experience. Respective teacher positions included two fourth and two 

fifth grade teachers, a Library Media Specialist, and two Gifted Resource teachers. 

All teachers were responsible for delivering and guiding instruction in science, 

math, language arts, and social studies on a weekly basis. 

Data Collection and Analysis 

Data was first collected from four semi-structured interviews lasting 30-45 

minutes in length and ranging from 8-12 questions each (see Appendix A). Field 

notes were taken during a 45-minute observation of a PLC planning session, to 
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which writing proficiency was the topic of conversation. By converging findings 

from multiple data sources for triangulation, the researcher aimed to increase 

confirmation and credibility (Yin, 2008).

After the transcription of each audio-recording, categorical aggregation and 

pattern identification were used to identify and define broad categories across 

cases (Stake, 1995). Categories were then collapsed into defined themes and used 

to compose the final codebook. Member checking with participants was used 

as a key strategy to establish trustworthiness by asking members to validate the 

researcher’s interpretations in the transcripts and codebook (Johnson, 1997; Mays 

& Pope, 2000). To engage in an in-depth, comparative analysis across interviews, 

a causal network was constructed to visually display findings (see Appendix B), 

moving beyond the boundaries of exploration to form explanations and feature 

the main variables that influenced the cases being studied (Hays & Singh, 2012).

Findings 
Each data collection phase brought new findings with ample evidence, providing 

a deeper understanding of the IPT as a phenomenon within the schools. Four 

primary themes emerged from interview and observation data: 1) a culture 

that engaged regularly with formative assessment-data analysis procedures; 

2) planning and instructional support from various specialists; 3) professional 

learning communities that met regularly to discuss student progress; and; 4) the 

administrator’s support as a collaborator with classroom instruction. These themes 

are discussed in response to each of the research questions.  

1) How do professional learning communities receive and analyze IPT 
(benchmark) data for instructional planning purposes?  

Formal and informal methods were strategically designed to engage the staff 

in collaborative, data analysis procedures with the IPT. Of particular importance 
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to the study was the engagement in a formal method of analysis known as the 

Data Driven Improvement Planning Process (DDIPP). The division developed this 

process based on the Understanding by Design curriculum review framework 

(McTighe & Wiggins, 2004). Teachers at both schools looked at a sampling of 

student work to achieve three main objectives: 1) monitor the alignment of 

content standards with the performance task, 2) establish scoring consensus 

with the performance task, student samples, and criterion rubric, and 3) identify 

overall student strengths and areas in need of improvement. Results are meant 

to be used by teachers when making informed decisions for future instruction 

and assessment (Kennedy & Schumaker, 2009). One administrator elaborated on 

how this process took place at her school:

The Leadership Team took the teachers and divided them, …we wanted 

a cross-section of grade levels on each team… they would get a copy of 

the packet, the rubric, the questions, the sample student work, and then 

we would go through the Data Driven Improvement Planning Process to 

come up with what our strengths were, what our challenges were, and 

what does this mean for instruction.

There 

was 

consensus 

among the 

teachers that 

scoring a sampling 

of student responses, versus the entire fourth grade population, seemed more 

purposeful. As focus group participant P003 mentioned:

“There has to be an openness and a trust in any school 

when you start sharing student data…because if you 

can’t be honest about what students are able to do, 

how can you even move forward?”
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It was more manageable, the discussions were more focused, and I think 

more beneficial because we weren’t taking the time to rapidly go through 

every student’s work, and to actually look carefully at what it was we were 

looking for.

The aforementioned administrator discussed how “There has to be an openness 

and a trust in any school when you start sharing student data…because if you 

can’t be honest about what students are able to do, how can you even move 

forward?” Adding further insight to the topic of DDIPP, the other administrator 

acknowledged the important role it served at her school in providing 

opportunities to gauge where students are in their progression as thinkers, 

problem-solvers, and writers:

The experience with the IPT has made people realize that this is where testing 

is probably going to go…they use the DDIPP, and they decide if the rubric was 

accurate…Are they asking the right questions? Did it really assess what they 

were hoping to assess? 

As a school wide effort, both staffs were able to recognize the realities of where 

fourth grade students were with their critical thinking, problem-solving, and 

written communication skills. 

Feedback  
Throughout the study, feedback was defined as the sharing of IPT scores and 

self-monitoring procedures as a basis for teachers’ and students’ understanding 

and improvement. When the fall IPT responses were shared with staff and 

students, one administrator described the process in the following manner:

It is formative, and it is information. It’s feedback for teachers…those two 

go hand-in-hand. It’s formative because you can look at what they need, 
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but it’s also helpful for students to talk about that experience and what 

was hard for them, and then to look at the sufficiency. Do we need to 

work on the arguments that are given? Are they reasonable arguments? 

Do they hold up? So, a lot of it is discussion with students. 

Student recognition of personal growth and progress was valued at both 

schools; there was a concerted effort to incorporate self-assessment and goal-

setting practices in conjunction with sharing IPT scores. For example, when 

students were given back their responses, teachers and students looked carefully 

at levels 3 and 4 of the rubric in particular. To further explain the process, focus 

group participant P005 shared the following thought:

They (students) looked at the question, and looked at the sample that 

was given to them to really pick it apart and see what was really good 

about it, how did they stick with the question and answer it thoroughly, 

and some things that could have been added to improve the scores.

Teachers culminated the students’ sharing process with whole group discussion 

about their performances. The hope remained that students would return to 

the IPT in spring, motivated to improve based on previous experience and the 

feedback they received. 

2) What are the challenges and supports in the use of IPT data as a core 
component of the assessment process? 

Higher-order processing skills, such as evaluation and synthesis, are required 

when composing responses on the IPT. Notably, P003 eluded to how the IPT was 

nothing like what students have seen before, and how “…over the years students 

have become conditioned to accept that what teachers give them is reliable. We 

change the game when giving the IPT and ask them to question and evaluate on 

their own.” In support, one administrator referenced how students are provided 
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“propaganda” to evaluate for validity and credibility. The sheer importance of 

students’ abilities to go into the prompt and find pertinent information was 

highlighted by P008 and P009 in that “…they need to know how to take that 

information and not just say whether they agree or disagree and that’s it…they 

have to use it in a certain way to explain themselves without plagiarizing.” 

When discussing students’ IPT results, the influences of development and 

time became factors of conversation at both schools. For example, participant 

P004 described how outside of those that did well there were some that 

didn’t plan before typing a couple of sentences; this was despite teachers’ 

ongoing encouragement in class to use graphic organizers for pre-planning. 

Along similar lines, P009 discussed how some students “don’t know how to 

take it (the task) apart or find the questions, they don’t have a plan of attack.” 

Despite the fact that students receive a criterion rubric as a tool while taking 

the IPT, the students ultimately decide how to compose their responses at the 

computer within allotted time. One administrator suggested the need for typing 

opportunities before fourth grade if we’re going to conduct such assessments 

on the computer. Moreover, P007 shared how “If teachers don’t use laptops or 

technology much, the students may suffer from the lack of experience with 

typing.” In response to students’ preparation needs, a culture of instructional 

support was formed by building specialists to support teachers and students in 

preparation for the areas assessed on the IPT. 

Various instructional interventions facilitated additional critical thinking, 

problem solving, and written communication in various grade levels. For 

example, both gifted resource teachers (GRTs) taught reasoning skills 

through the Paul’s Reasoning Model (Paul, 1993) (www.criticalthinking.org/

pages/the-elements-of-reasoning-and-the-intellectual-standards/480) 

in grades 3-5. The math coach or GRT taught Math Congress in grades 
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3-5. This mathematical summit (www.contextsforlearning.com/

samples/46overviewteachlearn.pdf) encompasses the skill sets of problem-

solving, critical thinking, and communication, and was further explained in 

detail by P009:

 It starts with an open-ended Math Exemplar. The students start their 

problems individually, then the teacher groups them based on who’s 

solving it in a similar way. The groups present a way to solve it, they get 

feedback from the students, they go back and revise their work, then 

they go back and present it a second time. So they have to have it written 

clearly in their presentation because their peers are going to analyze it.

Additional support came from the library media specialist who taught Media 

Message, a series of lessons strategically aligned with fourth grade language arts 

to encourage students’ critical viewing of advertising. In the interview, the media 

specialist added, “We took them to a bunch of websites that weren’t true and 

we had that whole discussion of, ‘Just because it’s on the Internet doesn’t mean 

it’s true,’ and ‘Don’t assume that what you see is always right.” To reinforce critical 

thinking through shared inquiry, both schools have invested in the Junior Great 

Book series published by the non-profit Great Books Foundation. 

Administrative support.  

Data-informed planning for writing was specifically evidenced during the 

researcher’s PLC observation of the fourth grade team of teachers, administrator, 

and reading specialist. As they unpacked the state writing standards, rich 

discussions highlighted the non-negotiable elements of writing across all 

subjects. A question was asked, “What if a student in social studies turns in a 

writing task and asks, ‘Is this graded’?” The agreed upon response was, “I want 

you to become a literate writer, regardless of the subject or if it’s graded.” During 
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planning, the teachers discussed their compiled student data in literacy folders 

to evidence students’ growth throughout the year (e.g., student writing samples, 

DRA scores, and running records).

To address areas of need with critical thinking and problem-solving within the 

school, the other administrator launched a schoolwide STEM initiative, with 

plans to host an exposition at the end of the year to showcase evidence of 

these important skills. Chief among her support efforts were the provisions of 

instructional support through lesson planning and STEM resources (e.g., books 

and materials).

3) How do instructional factors (strategies) contribute to preparation for 

the IPT? 

Overall, the administrators and teachers were motivated to maintain the fidelity 

of the IPT through training, implementation, analysis, and follow-through of 

the instructional goals established during PLC meetings. This was particularly 

evidenced by the efforts of teachers at both schools to create a mock IPT for 

practice in-between the fall and spring assessments. A sample scenario for one 

mock IPT involved the school’s decision to implement video gaming as a new 

instructional technique in classrooms, however, students would have to give up 

art and music because of funding. With such additional practice opportunities 

provided, participant P004 shared: 

I feel like students understand more in the past few years about formative 

assessment and when teachers tell them ‘I really want to understand how 

to help you,’ I think students are believing it…I think they know that our 

job is to help them to get from A to B. 

In other words, students’ beliefs in formative assessment as an everyday practice 

are ultimately reinforced in the classroom through teachers’ actions. 
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Real-world relevance.  
Real-world relevance was tightly connected to teaching and learning as many 

of the intervening tasks stretched students’ thinking across disciplines, allowing 

them to find relevance between school subjects and real-world situations. 

Since the IPT requires students to engage in effective writing with a given 

audience in mind, teachers employed RAFTS (role, audience, format, topic, www.
readwritethink.org/professional-development/strategy-guides/using-raft-
writing-strategy-30625.html), as an interdisciplinary instructional strategy to 

help foster this skill. Specifically, one administrator shared, “You could be the 

city’s mayor, and you’re writing a letter to be posted somewhere for the citizens 

of the city to warn them of the conditions of an upcoming storm.” To further 

support the interdisciplinary nature of writing, several participants commented 

on their engagement in writing across all subject areas through quick writes, 

entry/exit tickets, and motivational writing prompts related to personal, ethical, 

or persuasive 

topics with 

an authentic 

audience in mind. 

For example, “If you 

could invent anything 

at all to solve a problem 

here at school or at home, 

what would it be, and why?” was shared by one participant. Overall, teachers 

supported how the IPT scenarios connected to the real world with “familiar and 

student-friendly topics,” regardless of cultural background or economic status. A 

significant fourth grade writing goal was shared by P003: 

Teachers are trying to set the stage with real-world situations in which 

students will need to problem-solve, they have to critically think, they 

Overall, teachers supported how the IPT 

scenarios connected to the real world with 

“familiar and student-friendly topics,” 

regardless of cultural background or 

economic status.
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have to be aware of the situational circumstances and context with which 

they’re dealing with.

Conclusion 
Building principals are often viewed as instructional leaders in the 

implementation and encouragement of formative assessment practices 

(Hollingsworth, 2012; Kerr et al., 2006; Wayman et al., 2012). It was evident the 

IPT protocols and procedures at the schools were driven by the administrators’ 

decisions to establish a culture that purposefully used assessment data 

as feedback to improve the learning process. The four established themes 

aforementioned—1) a culture that engaged regularly with formative 

assessment-data analysis procedures; 2) planning and instructional support 

from various specialists; 3) professional learning communities that met 

regularly to discuss student progress; and; 4) the administrator’s support 

as a collaborator with classroom instruction—appeared to be significant to 

teachers’ and students’ belief in formative assessment as an effective practice 

to improve student learning. 

In addition to administrative support, the staff’s ability to discuss common 

assessments during PLC meetings and analyze student work periodically 

throughout the year using DDIPP was influenced by the ongoing training 

and practice. As the staff unpacked student IPT responses through the DDIPP 

they developed a better sense of what critical thinking, problem-solving, and 

proficiency of writing should look like in fourth grade. Even Kindergarten and 

first grade teachers, for example, were able to consider efforts in their respective 

classrooms to best prepare students. 

As VBCPS staff members continue to monitor students’ growth toward 

21st Century skills, this multiple case study data can be used to inform 
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professional practice and enhance IPT procedures. Moreover, results can be 

used to provide suggestions for other elementary schools within the district 

who are looking to organize PLCs in relation to the division’s approach 

toward college and career preparedness. 
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Appendix A
Interview Protocol

Individual and Focus Group Questions:
1. What are the methods for sharing IPT data with teachers?
2. How are IPT data shared with students?
3. What are your beliefs about the IPT as a formative assessment measure?
4.  Can you describe the supports, if any, that are in place for teachers’ 

interaction with the IPT?
5. What challenges, if any, do you face with the IPT processes in place?
6.  What recommendations do you have to improve the IPT processes at the 

school level?
7. How are students prepared through instruction for the IPT? 
8. Is there anything else you would like to add to today’s interview?
9.  If I were to observe the Professional Learning Community (PLC) process, 

what would I hear or see related to the IPT

10. How are students involved, if at all, in real-world problem solving tasks?

11. How are you prepared for the IPT processes? 

12.       Is there anything else you would like to add that is related to the IPT?
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Appendix B

Causal Network Case Display
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The Time Is Now: 
The Critical Role of Educator Advocacy

India Harris 
India Harris is currently the Coordinator of Secondary Instruction 
and Division Testing for Waynesboro Public Schools. Having 
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School Administration from Virginia Commonwealth University, 
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James Madison University.  
She can be reached at iharris@waynesboro.k12.va.us.

Introduction 
Since the release of A Nation at Risk in 1983 by the National Commission for 

Excellence in Education (NCEE), education policy has been focused on reforming 

our education system. This national report stated that the future of the United 

States and its ability to compete globally are at risk due to our failing public 

schools. The NCEE shared that students are not graduating with the necessary 

skills, particularly in math, science, and technology, to keep the nation at the 

forefront of innovation and commerce. This report began the long and arduous 

process of trying to fix the public school system through education policy 

focused on accountability (Honig, 2006). 

The introduction of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act in 2002 again forced 

our public education system under society’s microscope. For the first time, a law 

required public schools to focus on subgroup performance and schools to be 
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held directly accountable for student achievement. This increased pressure on 

teachers and schools has fashioned an educational culture which values passing 

test scores more than educating the whole child (Kahlenburg, 2006; Wise, 2010).

Ironically, theses policies were put in place to help close achievement gaps; 

however, they also penalize schools with high populations of minorities and 

students from poverty. Subgroup students (children from poverty, students 

with disabilities, students for which English is a second language, etc.), who 

traditionally have not tested well, are the ones most negatively impacted by this 

shift in public education (Ciascai & Haiduc, 2011; Hardy, 2006; Kahlenberg, 2006; 

Reardon & Kurlaender, 2006). The unintended consequences of teacher burnout, 

an over emphasis on standardized tests, and penalties targeting schools with 

high percentages of students from poverty have resulted in outcry from parents 

and teachers across the nation (Kahlenburg, 2006; Wise, 2010). 

Educators and Policy 
Historically, educators, like most nonprofit organizations, have taken a back 

seat in important policy decisions. They have the ability to play a critical role, 

but seldom do so. Libby (2012) states that, “nonprofit professionals have 

been noticeably absent in policy debates that have an impact on their own 

operations” (p. 8). Bass, Arons, Guinane, and Carter (2007) found that although 

“...the deafening silence of nonprofit 
professionals and volunteers in political 
advocacy is resulting in the passage of new laws 
that undermine the personal and professional 
missions of those who work in the sector...”
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the majority of nonprofit organizations indicate public policy has critical impact 

on them, very few take an active role to influence it. According to Libby, “the 

deafening silence of nonprofit professionals and volunteers in political advocacy 

is resulting in the passage of new laws that undermine the personal and 

professional missions of those who work in the sector” (p. 7). The most common 

reason that individuals and organizations do not get involved at the political 

level is they feel intimidated and overwhelmed by the process (Berry, 2003). 

However, it is time for educators to be proactive rather than reactive when it 

comes to education policy

How to Influence Policy 
Policy decisions have direct impacts on educational practice. But how can 

educators and professional organizations begin advocating for the well being of 

learners? Below are some key points to consider as one moves forward.

Get Informed 

In this day and age, getting informed is easier than ever. The latest information about 

proposed legislation can be found online at virginiageneralassembly.gov/. It is 

also important to expose oneself to multiple perspectives about pertinent issues. 

Knowing the key points of the opposing viewpoint will help one better prepare the 

information to be shared. Using research-based evidence, facts, and figures will give 

the position credibility and are important to utilize (Libby, 2012).

Identify Key Players  

It is also important to determine which committees are directly relatedly to, and 

impact relevant issues. Be sure to note who the leaders are and which legislators 

have supported and opposed similar issues in the past. Legislators who have 

historically supported similar concerns, but are not currently serving on a 

relevant committee are also important players. They may be willing to share your 
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key points with colleagues. Knowing who you need to target and tailoring your 

approach to match a specific legislator is an excellent strategy. After establishing 

a connection with key stakeholders, leave relevant information for their future 

reference, as well as contact information (Coleman, Hagues, & Wallinga, 2012).

Get to Know the Legislative Aides 

It may not always be possible to speak directly with a legislator, but legislative 

aides can also be key players. Their role is critical for legislators who depend 

on their aides to screen contacts, gather information, and summarize critical 

information and key points. Getting a message heard, understood, and 

supported by a legislative aide is certain to get communicated to the legislator, 

so never underestimate their influence (Coleman, Hagues, & Wallinga, 2012).

Get United 

Portraying a common message repeated often and by many is likely to get 

attention. Getting other individuals and organizations involved and active 

can have an enormous impact. Organized and strategic advocacy is the most 

successful and combining efforts makes the job manageable. With increased 

numbers, dividing the work and conquering the opposition becomes more 

feasible and much less intimidating (Coleman, Hagues, & Wallinga, 2012; Pillow-

Price, 2009).

Legislative Influence In Action 
Creating An Advocacy Plan  

The Virginia Association of Supervision and Curriculum Development (VASCD) 

Board recognizes the critical importance of political advocacy and that lack 

of educator involvement results in legislators getting their information from a 

different source, like an upset neighbor who has a bad public school experience 

to share. The VASCD board has created a strategic and targeted advocacy 

THE TIME IS NOW
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program to advocate for Virginia’s students, including written policy positions 

based on the organization’s mission (see Appendix A for VASCD’s policy 

statement). Developing these policy positions helped the VASCD board Get 
Informed about policy issues. The board will use these positions to screen new 

bills to determine if the association will support them or not. To Get United, the 

board has also recruited a group of VASCD members to act as advocates on the 

organization’s behalf. 

In order to Identify Key Players, the VASCD board assigned a specific advocate 

for each member of the House of Delegates and Senate Education Committees. 

They also recruited members from localities around the entire state. Legislators 

recognize that their constituents elect them into office, so by recruiting 

advocates from targeted localities, the VASCD board ensured their advocates 

were more likely to be heard by their assigned legislators. 

In November, 

this team 

of VASCD 

advocates 

came together in 

Richmond, where 

VASCD trained them on 

the legislative process, discussed the proposed legislation related to education, 

and shared VASCD’s policy priorities. This process made certain that their 

advocates were well informed and clearly understood the political process 

and major issues at stake. The VASCD board also ensured that in addition to 

understanding the organization’s political positions, these advocates heard the 

rationale of those with opposing positions. Part of the training also included 

two professional lobbyists, who shared various communication strategies. The 

The VASCD board also ensured that in addition 

to understanding the organization’s political 

positions, these advocates heard the rationale 

of those with opposing positions.

THE TIME IS NOW
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lobbyists also stressed the need to Get to Know the Legislative Aides and the 

importance of regular follow-up. By creating this team of advocates, the VASCD 

board has made certain that policy-makers hear their message from multiple 

people and that legislators will better understand the real implications of 

proposed policies on public schools. 

Targeted advocacy initiatives are one way to influence policy, but they also serve 

an additional benefit. Corburn and Stein (2006) suggest that policy-makers 

consider “the development of communities of practice” and “create organizational 

structures that support and build networks” (p. 42). Through the advocacy 

process, relationships are built and communication networks are created. These 

connections help foster open dialogue and a collaborative approach to policy 

development. VASCD’s ongoing advocacy initiative should continue to solidify the 

collaborative work that began during the 2014 General Assembly.

Policy Change At Work 
During the 2014 General Assembly, the state legislature passed House Bill 930 

that required the Board of Education to reduce the number of standardized 

tests given to students in Virginia’s schools. In a recent interview, Dr. Laurie 

McCullough, Executive Director of VASCD, revealed that Virginia’s House Bill 930 

began differently than previous policy, because two legislators, one democrat 

and one republican, reached out to the education community for help in 

drafting the bill (Dr. Laurie McCullough, personal communication, September 11, 

2014). This action was the direct result of parents in Northern Virginia pressuring 

their legislators to reduce SOL testing while still holding schools accountable 

for student achievement. Recognizing that this task was beyond their scope of 

expertise, these legislators reached out to education experts concerning how to 

achieve this goal. 
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The experience with House Bill 930 was the first time in VASCD’s history that 

legislators asked the organization for help. In the past, it was always the other 

way around; but in this case, the Virginia Education Coalition helped to draft the 

section of the bill that reduced SOL testing, and assumed a consultative role in 

subsequent revisions of the bill. The bill requires that an Innovation Committee, 

comprised of key stakeholders, advise the Board of Education on new and 

innovative methods to assess student learning and school success. One seat on 

this committee is reserved strictly for VASCD. 

Currently, Dr. McCullough fills VASCD’s seat at the stakeholder table, and this 

committee’s work is proving to be her greatest policy-related challenge. The 

magnitude of the Innovation Committee’s task and its implications for the future 

are daunting, yet the excitement is evident. “For the first time, the Governor, 

State Legislature, Secretary of Education, and the State Superintendent are 

on the same page. The pressure for speed is high because re-election will 

quickly become an issue. If we do not get accountability reform in place within 

two years, we could lose the opportunity”, shared Dr. McCullough (Dr. Laurie 

McCullough, personal communication, September 11, 2014). Accountability is 

not going away, but the Innovation Committee has the job of recommending 

what is measured and how it will be assessed. 

The challenge is to develop measures that are correlated with future success and 

can also be directly influenced by schools. Dr. McCullough shared that, “existing 

research compiled by the VASCD board has shown that success on standardized 

tests is not correlated with success outside of school” (Dr. Laurie McCullough, 

personal communication, September 11, 2014). Test scores will likely remain a 

part of accountability, but they will only be one component of what might look 

a bit like a student’s report card with five to seven factors likely rated, much like 

students receive grades from the multiple classes they take. 
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Although specific policy recommendations made by the committee are still 

under development, members are determined to change the current state of 

education in Virginia for the benefit of the Commonwealth’s learners. The fact 

that VASCD has an active role on this committee is an excellent example of the 

powerful influence educational organizations and professionals can have when 

they 1) Get Informed, 2) Identify Key Players, 3) Get to Know the Legislative 

Aides, and 4) Get United. For more information about VASCD’s advocacy 

initiative and what you can do to get involved, see Appendix A.

The Bottom Line 
Educators and professional organizations have the ability to influence policy 

and shifting education policy has the power to change the structure, focus, 

and quality of public schools. With the current focus on redefining school 

accountability, it is critical that legislators hear from those with first hand 

knowledge of its impact. The time for influence and advocacy is now and 

educators’ voices are needed to help ensure that policy is enacted that 

represents the best interest of teachers, students, and our communities. 
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Appendix A
VASCD’s Policy Priorities: What You Can Do

VASCD’s membership includes approximately 1,500 Virginia teachers, school and 

division-level administrators, and higher education faculty who are committed 

to excellence in teaching, learning and leadership. The policy priorities shape the 

organization’s work and focus their energy in the hope that every decision made 

and every resource expended translates into meaningful benefits for Virginia’s 
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students. Currently the organization has four main policy priorities. Although the 

general assembly is not currently in session, contacting your local representative 

during the spring and summer can help establish a relationship. Talking to your 

legislator about VASCD’s policy priorities, any personal positions, and finding out 

where he/she stands on current and future educational policies is a great place 

to get started and support VASCD. For more information and resources about 

VASCD’s advocacy initiative, please visit the advocacy page on the website. 

www.vaascd.org/index.php/home/advocacy

VASCD Policy Priorities
1.  VASCD supports balanced and comprehensive assessment/

accountability systems to measure student success, educator 
effectiveness, and school quality.

STUDENT SUCCESS. We are preparing students to succeed in a rapidly chang-
ing, global society. Therefore, measures of student proficiency must reflect the 
depth and range of the knowledge and skills needed. A comprehensive picture of 
student achievement should include not only multiple measures, but also mul-
tiple types of measures. Some of these should assess growth over time, and some 
should be student-generated products, such as portfolios and presentations.

With regard to student success, we recommend the following revisions to the 
Standards of Accreditation:

• Significantly reduce the number of SOL tests, and include 
alternative ways for students to earn verified credits in areas 
without SOL tests.
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• Incorporate validated growth measures, particularly in elementary 
reading and math, two areas where growth is most directly measureable.

• Administer a validated measure designed to assess high-level, college 
and career readiness skills at the high school level.

EDUCATOR EFFECTIVENESS.  Evaluation of professional practice is neces-
sary in order to ensure quality. Teaching and educational leadership, however, 
are complex, and not easily represented by a single rating. Evaluation alone is not 
an effective improvement strategy. Rather, quality improvement must include 
both assessment of performance and aligned professional development that fo-
cuses on and positively impacts areas of relative weakness. 

With regard to educator effectiveness, VASCD recommends that the teacher 
evaluation system:

• Rate educator effectiveness using multiple measures, each of which 
provides reliable data on one or more components of effective practice. 

• Include student growth data as one of these measures, as long as the 
data is reliable, directly attributable, and meaningful to the educator 
being evaluated.

• Position reliable classroom observation data based on a valid observation 
measure as the most significant component of teacher evaluation.

SCHOOL QUALITY. Student achievement is the goal of schooling. Quality 
schools reflect a broad definition of student success that includes more than attain-
ment of academic goals. In high-quality schools, staff members work in person-
alized learning environments to help students become productive and informed 
citizens, positive contributors to their communities, and capable decision makers.
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With regard to school quality, we recommend that the General Assembly:

• Repeal the law that defines school quality by a single letter grade.

• Replace punitive measures, whether leveraged against divisions, 
schools, or individuals, with guidance and evidence-based strategies 
for school improvement.

2.  VASCD recognizes that schools must equip students for suc-
cess in a world in which each citizen is called upon to navigate 
and impact technological, societal, informational, and demo-
graphic issues.  Learning standards must include the applica-
tion of knowledge and skills to novel and authentic situations, 
as well as goals that require students to think creatively, flex-
ibly, and analytically.

VASCD recommends:

• Accelerating the process for revising the Standards of Learning, and 
placing greater emphasis on the skills needed for today’s world.

• Revising the standards in such a way that they (1) are reasonable 
in number and scope; (2) provide a framework for a rich academic 
program; and (3) provide opportunities for creative teaching and 
personalized learning.

3.  VASCD supports a whole child approach to education. We be-
lieve that schools, communities, families and policymakers 
share a responsibility to ensure that students are healthy, aca-
demically challenged, and highly engaged in safe and support-
ive school environments.  
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Many of the structures, physical environments, and instructional methods pres-
ent in schools today were designed over 100 years ago, based on the needs of stu-
dents at that time. The world has changed, and we are compelled to consider the 
needs of current and future learners. Our students have complex needs that must 
be addressed in order for them to reach their potential. For example:

• One in three Virginia children is living at or near the poverty level (2014, 
Weldon Cooper Center for Public Service, University of Virginia).

• Fifty percent of Virginia students between ages 10 and 17 report that 
they did not attend physical education class during an average week 
of school, and 28% were overweight or obese (2011, CDC, Youth Risk 
Behavior Survey).

In order for students to learn, schools and communities must engage in concert-
ed efforts to reduce and overcome the factors that make learning difficult. With 
support from policymakers, leadership of teachers and education leaders, and 
engagement of communities, a whole child education for every child in Virginia 
can be a reality.

VASCD recommends:

• Policies that support flexible course schedules, formats, and options 
that help students graduate on time and extend their learning.

• Expansion of prekindergarten programs until all 4-year-olds can be 
served in programs that are rated by the Virginia Star Quality Initiative. 

• Removal of regulations specifying the percentage of instructional 
time to be spent on particular content areas. These are judgments 
best made by teachers and in schools.
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• Mechanisms for connecting free and low-cost physical and mental 
health services with the students and families who need them.

4.  VASCD supports educational policy decisions that are ground-
ed in the best available evidence, so that the implementation of 
policy and the expenditure of resources result in meaningful 
outcomes for and significant benefits to students.

Educational research is complex. The classroom context is constantly changing, 
there are a multitude of variables that impact student learning, and many of those 
variables are outside the control of the teacher or school. In this setting, there are 
no foolproof recipes for success. Multiple studies of the same programs and prac-
tices in education routinely find differing results and reach opposing conclusions. 
Nonetheless, there are fundamental characteristics of classrooms, schools and 
teaching practice that are clearly more beneficial for most students (or for specific 
groups of students) than others. Policymakers cannot know in advance what the 
consequences of their decisions will be, but they should never fail to consider, be 
informed by, and weigh the available evidence.
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IRGINIA

Get Involved!

VaASCD has several committees!

These active members work with leaders on the Board 
of Directors to set the direction and meet the goals of our 
organization. 

If you are interested in:

 •  policy and advocacy

 •  conference planning

 •  working on publications, or 

 •   planning and communicating about professional 
development, 

please, consider joining us!  

To learn more about these opportunities, 

contact Laurie McCullough at 

VaASCDed@gmail.com



PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

Michael Neall, Ph.D. 
Michael Neall is a Professional Development Specialist in the Office 
of Professional Learning in Prince William County Schools and an 
Agency Trainer of Cognitive CoachingSM for Thinking Collaborative.  
A National Board Certified elementary teacher, special educator, 
and former Instructional Consultation Team facilitator, Dr. Neall co-
coordinates the PWCS mentoring program and provides coaching 
support to educators.  He can be reached at neallmt@pwcs.edu

Amie Weinberg, Ph.D. 
Amie Weinberg, Ph.D. is a Professional Development Specialist in 

the Office of Professional Learning in Prince William County Schools. 
Dr. Weinberg has been an elementary educator for more than 15 

years and in addition to supervising intern teachers, has also taught 
courses in technology integration, differentiation, and foundations 

of education courses at several universities. Dr. Weinberg co-
coordinates the PWCS mentoring program. weinbeax@pwcs.edu

Donna B. Wilder, M.A. 
Donna B. Wilder is the Administrative Coordinator in the 
Office of Professional Learning in Prince William County Public 
Schools.  Following a 32-year career as a classroom teacher in 
grades K-12, she was the Professional Development Specialist 
for Secondary Mathematics. She has provided professional 
learning at local, state, national and international levels. She 
can be reached at wilderd@pwcs.edu

Using Video Feedback During Coaching: 
Supporting Novice Educators

Assisting novice educators as they transition from student interns to professionals is a 
complex task requiring a multi-faceted support system. Incorporating video feedback 
into a systematic coaching process enables educators to reflect on instructional 
practices and make connections between teaching and student learning. Qualitative 
data suggest that using non-evaluative video feedback increases feelings of support 
and trust between the coach and coachee. Critical insights and additional avenues of 
exploration are discussed.

vaascd.org                     Virginia Educational Leadership                          Vol. 12    201588



PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENTUSING VIDEO FEEDBACK

Introduction 
Every year educational leaders across the Commonwealth of Virginia balance 

the induction of novice educators with ensuring that all students receive 

rigorous and equitable services. According to Ingersoll, Merrill, and Stuckey 

(2014) demographic shifts in the workforce—younger, less experienced and 

increasing diversity—make this balancing act more difficult. Leaders can address 

this challenge by incorporating new technologies into the support system. 

Video recorders, while not a new technology, have become ubiquitous and have 

the potential to be a disruptive technology (Knight, 2014). Coaches can use 

video recorders to provide teachers with new perspectives on their classrooms.  

Allowing novice educators to see, hear, and relive classroom experiences can 

help them gain deeper insights into teaching practices.  

Mentoring Novice Educators  
Newcomers require time and guided support to develop into proficient 

professionals who have substantial impact on student learning (Berliner, 2004). 

A well-designed induction program can positively impact teachers’ skill sets 

(Ingersoll, 2012) and increase teacher retention rates for beginning teachers 

(Feiman-Nemser, 2001). Furthermore, induction programs with multiple 

overlapping components, including “supportive school cultures” (Hobson & 

Ashby, 2012, p. 188) advance neophytes’ perspectives and professional growth. 

Bieler (2012) identified reflective communities of practice as being a significant 

need for first year teachers. When teachers participate in professional networks 

grounded in robust practice, they are likely to maintain focus on practices that 

are meaningful to group members (Dalgarno & Colgan, 2007) and increase 

student learning (Thompson, Windschitl, & Braaten, 2013). Therefore it is 

important to create overlapping networks within an organization that assist 

teachers in developing effective classroom techniques. Video recordings present 
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an opportunity for teachers to distance themselves from their immediate 

situations and to critically analyze their practices. 

Video to Support Growth  
Video has been recognized as a powerful feedback mechanism for decades. 

Fukkink, Trienekens, and Kramer (2011) conducted a meta-analysis consisting of 

33 studies over a 40-year period. They found that the use of a structured protocol 

for video analysis helped teachers develop their teaching skills. Tripp and Rich 

(2012) confirmed these findings and found that the systematic analysis of video 

feedback promoted pedagogical refinements, increased awareness about the 

effects of instructional practices, and empowered teachers to make changes that 

benefited student learning. 

Multiple researchers have concluded that the combination of a structured 

protocol and social discourse produces specific observations about instructional 

practices, increases the depth of teachers’ reflections, surfaces assumptions and 

beliefs, and helps clarify one’s professional identity (Calandra, Brantley-Dias, Lee, 

& Fox, 2009; Rosaen, Lundeberg, Cooper, Fritzen, & Terpstra, 2008; Rosaen et al., 

2010; Sherin & van Es, 2009). Considering that professional identities are fluid 

and shaped by the surrounding context (Watson, 2006), surfacing assumptions 

allows teachers to critically examine their beliefs and reconstruct their identities, 

thereby influencing their classroom behaviors.  

Coaching Models  
Joyce and Showers (2002) and Costa and Garmston (2002) documented the 

power of coaching in the 1980s and subsequent research has shown that 

coaching can increase teachers’ feelings of teacher efficacy, satisfaction, and 

improve professional skills and student achievement (Batt, 2010; Edwards & 

Newton, April, 1995; Goker, 2006; Marzano & Simms, 2013). Recently, initiatives 
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to reduce the achievement gap and provide quality first instruction caused a 

renewed interest in educational coaching (Marzano & Simms, 2013), resulting in 

a proliferation of models, such as Instructional Coaching (Knight, 2007), Content-

Focused Coaching (West & Staub, 2003), Cognitive CoachingSM1 (Costa & Garmston, 

2002), and others. The variety of models muddies the waters when it comes to 

an explicit conceptual framework for coaching. 

Armstrong 

(2012) posited 

that the purpose 

of coaching is to 

help coachees extract 

meaning from their experiences. Drawing on social constructivist theory (Vygotsky, 

1978), Armstrong defined the coach’s role as one that safeguards the dialogic space. 

Accordingly, the coach interacts by listening, probing, and asking questions that 

open new lines of thinking. While content expertise is valuable, true coaching occurs 

when the dialogue honors the knowledge and experiences of the coachee. The 

efficacy of using video feedback during coaching has yet to be explored in-depth, 

but initial indicators suggest that the combination could be useful in supporting 

novice educators (Knight, 2014; Neall & Wilder, 2014). 

Background Information 
Central office staff support novice educators as they transition from student 

intern to professional educator by conducting classroom observations 

during the first months of school. While video feedback has not been widely 

utilized within the school division, based on early experimentation with it 

we incorporated it into the induction system as we conducted observations. 

While content expertise is valuable, true 
coaching occurs when the dialogue honors the 

knowledge and experiences of the coachee.

1 Cognitive CoachingSM is a service marked process, as indicated by the SM, and can only be taught by 
trainers approved by Thinking Collaborative.  For clarity and ease of reading, the SM has been omitted 
in future references to Cognitive CoachingSM.
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As non-evaluative observers, it was important for us to protect the dialogic 

space (Armstrong, 2012) and create situations in which novice educators were 

challenged to critically examine their practices under psychologically safe 

conditions. Since the mentoring program in Prince William County Schools 

(PWCS) is predicated on a coaching model influenced by Cognitive Coaching 

(Neall & Curry, 2012), we aligned the observations and follow-up conferences 

with the basic philosophy of the PWCS mentoring program.

Conducting Observations 
We incorporated a portion of the coaching cycle described by Costa and Garmston 

(2002), consisting of a planning conversation, followed by an event, and then a 

reflecting conversation. With large numbers of observations and limited time, we 

omitted the planning conversation and focused solely on the observations and 

reflective conferences. We offered to collect nonjudgmental data (Costa & Garmston, 

2013, see Table 1, following page) that would be useful to individual teachers (i.e., 

scripted questions, wait time, etc.). In some cases, teachers requested detailed scripts 

of their questions, information about transition times, or data about wait time; in 

other cases, teachers chose video feedback. The focus and form of the data were less 

important than having the novice educator determine what should be collected. 

Follow-up Reflective Conversations 
Incorporating video feedback into the coaching process was particularly 

appropriate during the reflective conversation (Costa & Garmston, 2002, see 

Table 2, following page) because it provides a systematic process for analyzing 

data. Unlike a written protocol, which is somewhat rigid in form, the reflecting 

conversation map allows the coach to honor the experience and knowledge 

of the coachee, while simultaneously engaging in deep levels of reflection 

through mediational paraphrases and questions. Once an experience has been 

processed, the coachee can then construct meaning from that experience. 

USING VIDEO FEEDBACK

vaascd.org                     Virginia Educational Leadership                          Vol. 12    201592



PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT
Table 1 
Five Forms of Feedback2 with Examples

Type of Feedback Example

Reflective Questioning What might be some of the misconceptions that your 
students are operating from? 

Nonjudgmental Data Your transition to line up for lunch took 42 seconds.

Inferences, Causality, & 
Interpretations

Your modeling helped the students understand the 
complex concepts (Inference).

Personal Opinion & Preference I loved how you incorporated multiple intelligences 
into the lesson!

Evaluations & Judgments You did a fantastic job with that group.

Table 2  
Reflective Conversation Map with Sample Questions 

Conversation Map Regions Sample Questions

Summarize Impressions 
and Recall Supporting 
Details

How did the lesson go? You wanted to focus on….what are your 
impressions of that? What are the things that make you feel this 
way? Would you like to view your data? (Turn over the data here)

Analyze Causal Factors 
(usually 3-5 question are 
asked in this region)

How does your video feedback compare to your own 
recollections? What were some of the factors that contributed 
to….? When you made the decision to….what was some of your 
thinking? When you noticed…..what may have been going on for 
those students?

Construct New Learning What are some of your new insights at this point?

Commit to Application How might you want to put this new learning into practice? How 
might you want to be mindful of this new learning as you plan 
future lessons?

Reflect on the Process In what ways has this conversation supported you?

2 See Supporting Self-Directed Learners: Five Forms of Feedback for a complete discussion of these concepts.
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Reflective conversations began with novice educators briefly summarizing how 

they felt the lessons went, with a focus on the area identified for video capture. 

The novice teachers reflected-on-action (Schön, 1987) by drawing on internal 

data to support their experiences. After recalling internal data, we turned over 

the captured video segments to the novice educators. Although Knight (2014) 

recommends that both the coach and teacher view the video separately prior to 

meeting, we had reservations about this approach and did not review the data 

before sharing it with the coachees for two reasons. 

Reflecting Conversation Using Scripted Data 
While not using video feedback, the structure of the reflective conversation is 

the same. When watching this reflecting conversation, notice how the coach 

safeguards the dialogic space and allows the coachee the dignity of constructing 

her own learning by comparing internal data (recollections) with external data. 

The skillful use of pausing, paraphrasing, and questioning allowed the coachee 

to process the data and construct meaning at a deep level. 

Special thanks 
to Natalie Irons 

and Center 
Xchange at the 

Graduate School 
of Education 

and Information 
Studies of UCLA 

for granting 
permission to use 

the video.
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First, the video feedback belongs to the coachee, so viewing and analyzing the 

data without the coachee present sends implicit signals of evaluation. Secondly, 

by watching the video with the coachee, we would be able to attend to verbal 

and nonverbal cues that inform the coaching process. As coaches, we had to be 

prepared to follow the coachees as they interpreted the data. By attending to the 

ways in which novice educators reacted to the video feedback, we could identify 

meaningful segments for further exploration.

When the data was sufficiently analyzed, we asked the novice educators to 

construct meaning from the experience. In this region of the coaching map, the 

coachee moves beyond the episodic and generates new learning that can be 

generalized to future situations. The coach then asks the coachee to be more 

specific about how this new learning might be applied, further increasing the 

likelihood of implementing the new learning. Finally, the coach closes out the 

coaching session by reflecting on the coaching process itself. 

The Impact of Video Feedback 
Our initial use of video feedback with novice educators was largely exploratory 

and used with the intention of enhancing the support systems in place for 

new teachers. Throughout this investigation, we wanted to determine the best 

methods for incorporating video into the coaching process and gain insight into 

its potential impact on novice educators. Preliminary indicators suggest that 

video feedback is a viable tool for supporting novice educators. While using it 

effectively and efficiently during coaching necessitates training and practice, it 

requires minimal changes to existing induction systems. 

Teachers’ Reflections 

We think that when watching the videos, teachers were vicariously reliving the 

experience and approximating what Schön (1987) termed reflection-in-action, 

USING VIDEO FEEDBACK
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while simultaneuously reflecting-on-action with the coach. This triggered a 

comparison between the internal and external data that confirmed, challenged, 

or extended thinking about the lesson. Perhaps the most obvious impact was 

the depth and breadth of teacher reflections about instructional delivery and the 

impact it had on student learning. 

In one first grade classroom, the teacher requested video segments capturing the 

actions of independent groups that took place while she provided small group 

instruction. The collected segments allowed the teacher to view whole group 

interactions as well as specific examples of students working. While recalling her 

internal data, the teacher expressed concern about the amount of time that one 

small group was off task. She focused on this group during the video, and compared 

them to other small groups. The first grade teacher noticed that all the groups except 

one, had some form of accountability (e.g., dry erase board, recording sheet, etc.). 

However, there was an absence of accountability for the off-task group. Through the 

coaching process, the novice teacher generated ideas about how to revise the tasks 

and increase accountability. Although the coach mediated thinking through the 

coaching process, it was the teacher who diagnosed her own instructional issue and 

created a plan that would likely have a positive impact on student learning.

Another area on which novice teachers tended to focus was the academic 

Although the coach mediated thinking through 
the coaching process, it was the teacher who 
diagnosed her own instructional issue and 
created a plan that would likely have a  
positive impact on student learning.
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engagement of learners. The comparison of internal recollections with actual 

video footage allowed for a more nuanced examination of the engagement 

of all students. During one coaching session, a fourth grade teacher noticed 

that one group of students was quieter during turn and talk than other groups. 

This observation had been missed during the lesson, but was apparent when 

analyzing the video. While analyzing causal factors during the reflecting 

conversation, the teacher realized that some of her quietest students were 

in that group. As the conversation progressed, she determined she could 

affect student engagement and increase student dialogue by altering student 

groupings. In this instance, the coaching process helped the teacher identify 

and remediate a management issue. Again, the coach acted as a “custodian of 

the dialogue space” (Armstrong, 2012, p. 43) and invited the coachee to uncover 

solution through shared discourse.   

In addition to focusing on management and instructional tasks, teachers also 

became more aware of their understanding of content. One first year teacher 

noted that a math problem posed during guided practice led to confusion in 

her students. During the lesson, she was aware her students were confused, 

but it perplexed her because the students had successfully solved a similar 

problem the previous day. While she scrutinized the video feedback, the 

teacher discovered that an error she made led to student confusion. Without 

the observer’s input, the novice educator was able to identify her own content 

misunderstanding and determine how she might turn her error into a teachable 

moment the next day. Combining coaching and video feedback allowed the 

novice educator to learn from her mistake and model for her students how 

mistakes can be opportunities for growth.

Finally, video feedback afforded opportunities for honest self-evaluation. One 

struggling first-year teacher felt his lessons were great and students were engaged. 
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He generally felt good about his learning environment, believing that he had a 

caring but rigorous environment. On the day of the observation, he was pleased 

with his lesson and felt that it was a good representation of the environment he 

had created. The video feedback presented a vision of reality that stood in stark 

contrast to his internal perceptions. He recognized that his students were off task, 

transitions took too long, and most students were not engaged in the intended 

learning experiences. With his own awareness raised, he was ready to explore 

strategies to improve transitions and increase student engagement. Although the 

teacher articulated his vision for that classroom, he realized that his vision and 

what was actually occurring were not aligned. Video afforded him the opportunity 

for self-assessment rather than external evaluation.

Challenges and Critical Learnings 

As coaches, we are proficient at using data during the reflecting conversation, 

but video feedback posed some additional challenges. The first challenge was 

the time needed for the coachee to review and reflect on the video as compared 

to the more targeted focus from a script of data, such as transitions or questions. 

Video, being in real time, can double the amount of time needed for the 

reflecting conversation. To be more efficient, we created a data collection plan 

prior to entering the classroom. For example, during a 30-minute observation, 

data might be collected in five three minute clips distributed equally across the 

time using a clockwise rotation around the classroom. A well-conceived data 

A well-conceived data collection plan reduced 
the amount of footage while allowing the 
observer to capture a representative sample  
of the classroom activities.
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collection plan reduced the amount of footage while allowing the observer to 

capture a representative sample of the classroom activities.   

Another unexpected effect of incorporating video feedback was the increased 

temptation to shift to offer advice to the novice educators who lack sufficient 

resources to construct meaning from an event. When this happens, Costa and 

Garmston (2002) suggest that to serve the coachee, effective coaches navigate 

to other support functions—collaborating, or consulting—before returning to 

coaching. By offering a different type of support and then returning to coaching, 

the coach helps to jump-start additional thinking and reflection. 

 The notion that coaches have a variety of support functions from which to choose 

has support within the coaching literature. In an examination of literacy coaches, 

Heineke (2013) argued that to have an impact on instructional practices, coaches 

needed to stay quiet and allow teachers to talk more. While safeguarding the 

dialogic space was necessary, Heineke also stated that coaches had to be prepared 

to support the coachee by taking different coaching positions. Sometimes the 

coach needed to listen, reflect, and question, and other times the coach needed 

to be more directive. Further exploratory research by Waring (2013) suggested 

that flexibility in one’s position can be critical in helping novice teachers develop 

reflective practices. In synthesizing these ideas, all actions by a coach should serve 

the needs of the coachee and lead to greater resourcefulness.

We noticed that the temptation to shift to a different support function is 

somewhat greater when using video feedback. Being objective data, it was 

tempting for the coach to direct attention to specific areas for improvement, 

students who were off task, or strategies that seemed ineffective. As experienced 

coaches, we were intentional about shifting to other support functions, if 

necessary, while maintaining the space for discourse. Without a disciplined 
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mindset, we suspect that inexperienced coaches, might unintentionally shift to 

giving advice or sharing expert knowledge.  

Finally, we found that using video as data during the reflective conversations 

with beginning teachers accelerated the development of a trusting relationship 

between coach and coachee. Trust is a critical component of coaching 

relationships (Costa & Garmston, 2002; Knight, 2005; Tschannen-Moran & 

Tschannen-Moran, 2010) but it is often suggested that it takes time to develop. 

By attending to nonverbal indicators, expressing empathy, and seeking true 

understanding, the coach created a psychologically safe environment for the 

coachee to explore his/her thinking about the video. In every case, novice 

educators felt the experience was positive and in many instances requested 

additional observations. We suspect that using a potentially threatening form of 

data in a nonjudgmental manner increased feelings of trust.

Future Explorations 
Our initial experiences using video as a form of data have been enlightening and 

thought-provoking. The consistency of responses from teachers with whom we 

have worked suggests that coaching with video data can be transformative by 

providing educators a unique lens through which to examine their practices. 

Although we collected a variety of qualitative evidence (e.g., anecdotes, brief 

interviews, and reflections), more rigorous quantitative and qualitative studies 

are warranted. Based on our current use of video feedback during coaching, we 

recommend four specific areas for additional exploration:

• Incorporating video feedback into the mentoring process,

• Using video feedback and coaching with teachers who are struggling to meet 

performance standards,

• Offering coaching and video feedback to veteran educators; and 
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• Exploring the connections between coaching with video feedback and 

teacher evaluation models.

Considering the necessity of promoting reflective practice, each area identified 

above is a viable arena for employing video feedback combined with coaching.

Conclusion 
Learning environments are as unique as the teachers who construct them. As 

educators strive to provide differentiated learning environments to meet the 

needs of their diverse learners, we would be remiss if we failed to realize that 

the support we provide our teachers is no different. As a non-evaluative support 

process, coaching with video feedback fosters reflection and self-modification. 

When nonjudgmental data is combined with mediative questions posed by 

the coach, the coachee becomes more self-assessing by making their own 

judgments, observations and inferences (Costa, Garmston, & Zimmerman, 

2013). In stark contrast to external evaluations, which lead to increased stress 

and compliance, self-assessment triggers a personal desire to change, and 

empowers educators to strive for excellence. It’s worth determining the degree 

to which current practices result in self-directedness. Coaching invites teachers 

to embrace what is and then explore possibilities. Adding video feedback 

to coaching offers teachers a rich source of data that empowers educators 

transform themselves and in the process transform cultures.
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Using Poverty Simulations To Teach Sensitivity: 
How High School Teachers Respond To The 
Importance Of Poverty Training

Living in poverty can present conditions of frustration, anxiety, and hopelessness that 
individuals, without some personal experience or exposure to these circumstances, 
simply cannot understand. In order for teachers and administrators who lead our 
classrooms to fully understand and become aware, authentic models of exposure 
are designed for training and staff development.  High school teachers, participating 
in a poverty simulation professional development, were the focus of this study to 
answer these questions: What do the participants learn from the activity and how do 
high school teachers respond to the importance of poverty training and apply this 
experience to classroom situations? The high school teachers agreed that poverty 
simulations are not only a valuable tool to provide educators with poverty rules and 
challenges, but the training carries over into classroom instruction. 
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Background 
Poverty presents conditions of frustration, anxiety, and hopelessness 

that individuals without some personal experience or exposure to these 

circumstances may have difficulty understanding. Socioeconomic status (SES) 

is known to have an impact on student learning. Students living in poverty sit 

in classrooms where teachers may have little, if any, exposure to impoverished 

conditions such as hunger, fear, poor health, and limited support. Through 

exposure to the fundamental trappings of those living in poverty, educators 

can develop empathy and heightened sensitivity to the conditions of being 

underprivileged. Poverty simulations are one method to expose teachers to the 

conditions of living in poverty.

Achievement and Poverty 
Payne (2005) defines poverty as “the extent to which an individual does without 

resources” (p. 3).  The resources Payne references are the financial means to 

purchase 

goods and 

services, 

control of 

emotions, mental 

skills to deal with 

daily life, spiritual 

attachment, physical 

health and mobility, supporting systems or backup resources, frequent access 

to positive strong relationships/role models, and knowledge of hidden rules/

habits of a group. While individuals can rise out of one level of poverty, they 

often struggle to shed the patterns of thought, social interactions, and cognitive 

strategies among others (Payne, 2005; Jensen, 2009). Understandably, schools 

USING POVERTY SIMULATIONS

Understandably, schools operate from middle 
class norms and use the hidden rules of the 

middle class... For those students in lower SES, 
however, these rules—such as how to address 

an adult, channel anger, and behave in specific 
circumstances—are not obvious...
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operate from middle class norms and use the hidden rules of the middle class, 

which are not taught in schools and only advantageous to students from middle 

or higher SES. For those students in lower SES, however, these rules—such as 

how to address an adult, channel anger, and behave in specific circumstances—

are not obvious and contribute to patterns of disruptive behavior that are often 

challenging to overcome. The result is that in many cases, the academic, social 

and emotional needs of students go unmet. According to Cantor, Smolover, and 

Stamler (2010), the vast number of failing schools across America represents a 

national crisis and devastates America’s global competitiveness:

Approximately 30% of schools nationwide are considered chronically 

underperforming, and 6.2 million youth between the ages of 16 and 24 

are dropouts. In many communities, this number represents nearly 1 in 

5 men. Among female dropouts, 40% become teen mothers, and 64% of 

children born to unmarried teenage high school dropouts live in poverty. 

This failure of so many public schools to provide a compelling, quality 

education undermines our national obligation to all children and exacts 

enormous economic and social costs. Compared to graduates, high 

school dropouts are four times more likely to be unemployed. Cutting 

the number of dropouts in half would generate $45 billion annually in tax 

revenue. (p. 2)

A study conducted by the University of Virginia’s Center for Advanced Study of 

Teaching and Learning (CASTL) found evidence that classrooms embracing a 

positive emotional climate with sensitivity to student needs and perspectives, 

in addition to the use of diverse and engaging instructional learning formats 

that focus on higher order thinking skills, were linked to higher levels of student 

achievement (Allen, Gregory, Mikami, Hamre, & Pianta, 2010). The study suggests 

that tailoring a classroom experience to be emotionally and intellectually 
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engaging can impact student achievement. Teacher attitude and behavior 

are paramount in shaping classrooms to provide engaging experiences to all 

students – especially those living in poverty. 

Teaching matters more than any other factor in a student’s school years 

and “quality teaching can completely offset the devastating effects poverty 

has on students’ academic performance” (Jensen, 2009, p. 7). However, 

invoking teachers to make the necessary changes needed in the classroom 

to accommodate students living in poverty can be a challenge. This is not to 

say that a teacher cannot provide quality education without being immersed 

in poverty, but they must recognize the resources critical for student success. 

Cantor, Smolover, and Stamler (2010) argue, “Even the best teachers are not 

trained and skilled to address the effects of this level of adversity on academic 

instruction” (p. 2). Bryk, Sebring, Allensworth, and Easton (2010) explain, 

At both the classroom and the school level, the good efforts of even the 

best of educators are likely to be seriously taxed when confronted with 

a high density of students who are in foster care, homeless, neglected, 

abused and so on. Classroom activity can understandably get diverted 

toward responding to these manifest personal needs. Similarly it can get 

difficult at the school level to maintain collective attention on instructional 

improvement when the social needs of children continue to cry out for 

adult attention. It is easy to see how the core work of instruction and its 

improvement can quickly become a secondary focus (p. 173). 

Solutions for transforming persistently low-performing schools into centers 

of academic excellence can be addressed though recognizing poverty-related 

barriers to learning, teaching and school organization. Students do not leave 

problems of high poverty at the school door. They are exposed to trauma that 
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leaves them disengaged, disruptive, and distracted (Cantor, Smolover, & Stamler, 

2010). More specifically, Payne (2005) identifies characteristics inherent of poor 

children as follows: 

1. Laugh when disciplined as a “way to save face in matriarchal poverty”, 

2. Argue loudly with the teacher,

3. Make angry responses,

4. Make inappropriate or vulgar comments, 

5.  Physically fight because they “do not have language or belief system to use 

conflict resolution”,

6. Always have their hands on someone else,

7.  Cannot follow directions because “little procedural memory is used in 

poverty” and “sequence is not used or valued”,

8.  Are extremely disorganized because “planning, scheduling, or prioritizing 

skills” are “not taught in poverty”, 

9.  Complete only part of a task because they have “no procedural self-talk” 

and “do not ‘see’ the whole task”,

10.  Are disrespectful to the teacher because they “may not know any adults 

worthy of respect”, 

11. Harm other students, verbally or physically,

12.  Cheat or steal because of “weak support system, weak role models/

emotional resources”, and

13. Talk incessantly because “poverty is very participatory”. (pp. 79-80) 

Finding a method for educators to relate to the conditions of poverty seems 

essential to meet the unique needs of these learners that are manifested as a 

result of this condition. As Jensen (2009) points out: “If any teacher performs 

USING POVERTY SIMULATIONS

vaascd.org                     Virginia Educational Leadership                          Vol. 12    2015110



PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT
at one standard deviation in quality above the district’s mean adequate yearly 

progress rate for five years in a row, the resulting improvement in student 

learning would entirely close the gap between the performance of a typical 

student from poverty” (p. 7).  In order to achieve this type of performance 

goal, Jensen advocates that teachers should understand how to engage 

students living in poverty through increasing 1) health and nutritional habits, 2) 

vocabulary development, 3) effort and energy, 4) mind-set, 5) cognitive capacity, 

6) relationships, and 7) reducing stress levels (2009). 

The Study 
This study focused on the use of poverty simulations to determine how 

educators responded to the experience. Guiding the inquiry were two questions: 

1) What do high school teachers involved in poverty simulations learn from 

the activity, and 2) How do high school teachers apply this experience to 

classroom instructional practices or management? This study used qualitative 

research (interviews) while applying a grounded theory, which is most suited 

to uncovering the unexpected or exploring new avenues by relying on the 

researcher’s interpretation (Marshall & Rossman, 2010).

Participants 

From 10 high school teachers that attended a poverty simulation, four of 

these teachers volunteered for this study. However, only three of the four were 

available during the interviews since one teacher was ill and unable to be 

interviewed. Of the three teachers interviewed, two were female and one was a 

male.  The age range and experience of the respondents varied from less than 

a year to 15 years of experience. The participants all taught in a high school 

with 2,000 students in grades 8-12 and 106 classroom teachers. The school 

did not make adequate yearly progress (AYP) and is urban by definition with a 

population of 1% Asian, 3% Hispanic, 27% Black, 66% White, and 3% unknown. 
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The number of students on free lunch is at 24.61% of the total enrollment and 

the number of students on reduced lunch is at 5.88% of the total enrollment. The 

number of students below the poverty level is 16.91%. 

Poverty Simulation 

The study focused only on a poverty simulation provided to the teachers by a 

local university, so similar simulations were 

not considered and the results may not be 

characteristic of all poverty simulations. The 

poverty simulation tool used in this study, 

The Community Action Poverty Simulation 

(CAPS), is designed to provide awareness 

of living in poverty through authentic 

participation (communityaction.org). 

The goal of the simulation is promoting a 

greater understanding nationwide of the 

day-to-day realities of stressors associated 

with high poverty. 

During the simulation 

(communityaction.org/Poverty%20
Simulation.aspx), participants work in 

teams to role-play a low-income family unit, with 

each participant assuming the role of a family member. 

Each team is given a description of their family unit such 

as the number in the household, ages, and any incomes. 

Each family unit is different and so are the challenges faced 

by each team. An example is a family unit that has two children at home, no 

transportation, and limited income – perhaps one member of the unit has a job 
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and has to get to work each day. Another family unit is a single parent trying to 

care for a school age child as well as an elderly family member also living in the 

home to maintain a combined income for support. The task of each team is to 

work together as a family unit to provide food, shelter and other basic necessities 

during the simulation while interacting with various community resources. 

Participants must acquire transportation passes to travel in order to complete 

activities that are often timed. If the participants have children and the children 

are in the home, then childcare must be sought. If participants don’t own a 

vehicle, public transportation schedules must be coordinated as well as funding 

secured to use these services, which are often limited. Frustrations and tempers 

often flare during the simulations as participants living in poverty begin to 

see the world has stacked against them as they try to navigate through the 

treacherous and unyielding waters of poverty. The simulation is divided into 

three days. Each day is represented by 30 minutes of activity with 10-15 minute 

breaks between each day for debriefing and a final debriefing of approximately 

30 minutes in closing. 

Data Collection, Analysis, and Results 

Interviews were conducted with each of the volunteer teachers using 18 pre-

determined questions (See Appendix A). Manual data coding was applied for 

open-ended individual interviews by two researchers directly involved in the 

study. The first cycle coding was In Vivo and a second cycle of coding utilized 

pattern coding (Miles & Huberman, 1984; Saldana, 2009). One researcher 

also observed throughout the simulations and made notes that were cross-

referenced with interview data. 

The first three questions related to poverty in terms of defining it, personal 

experience, exposure to living in poverty, or identification with a friend or family 

USING POVERTY SIMULATIONS

2015    Vol. 12                         Virginia Educational Leadership                      vaascd.org                            113



PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT
member who was in that lifestyle. All three participating teachers either lived 

in poverty or were exposed to it as an early age. All three teachers indicated 

they came from lower SES or middle SES households. One teacher shared they 

made a personal choice to live in poverty without any full explanation as to why 

this occurred – whether by desire for experience or decisions that led to this 

experience. 

Each of the teachers confirmed that they had students living in poverty in their 

classrooms. Teachers were asked to identify characteristics they used to identify 

student from poverty in the classroom and they listed the following:

• Older technology devices or none at all. 

• Doesn’t own trendy clothing.

• Wearing the same clothes for more than one day.

• Wearing clothing that is unkempt or obviously not cleaned. 

• More apt to lose their temper.

• Often tired or unable to stay awake during class.

There were a few commonalities identified by the teachers in comparison to the 

previous list of Characteristics of Poor Children (Payne, 2008). The teachers listed 

student appearances more so than classroom behaviors in their assessment.  

Research Question One: What did the participants involved 
in poverty simulations learn from the activity? 

The next nine interview questions asked the high school teachers about the 

poverty simulation experience. All the teachers in the study agreed that poverty 

simulations are valuable and all educators should either be required or given 

opportunity to attend a poverty simulation event or similar activity that yields 

high quality exposure to poverty. 
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The teachers each shared a variety of frustrations they experienced during the 

simulation from lacking sufficient money for transportation to go to work or 

not being able to provide proper childcare for the family members. While the 

simulations are limited in time, the panic and isolation from fighting a system 

is real. Most frustrating to the participating teachers was the attitude by those 

in power. One teacher explained that she was embarrassed to ask for assistance 

because the service representative made her feel ‘small’. Each teacher felt that 

it was almost impossible to make it through a day without incident either due 

to transportation schedules, no money, or work shifts. One teacher reported an 

incident where a child was kept at home to avoid the hassles of childcare so the 

adult could go to work and another situation where the child was needed to stay 

at home to care for an elderly family member whose income contributed to the 

family. Another frustrating occurrence resulted when a family member missed 

the bus to get to work while trying to purchase a bus pass. The teacher shared 

that, as a family member, all she could do was to go back home. She explained 

how this one incident set the mood for the entire day from optimistic to dismal. 

Some of the frustrations shared at debriefing sessions during the activities 
and at the closure of the activities were: 

• Lacking sufficient funds to pay for bus passes for work or childcare services. 

• Transportation schedules that did not match work, school, or childcare 

schedules of a family member.

• Sacrificing a responsibility when funding, time, transportation did not meet 

the demands of the family, such as not sending a child to childcare or getting 

the child to school due to work schedules. 

• Hostile treatment by service providers when they were missing necessary 

documents or arrived late.

• Non-cooperation by those who had power over the family.
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• Stress of trying to organize each day to meet the responsibilities when the 

hurdles were so high. 

• No personal time to enjoy life since every moment was filled with anxiety to 

try and meet impossible tasks due to money and transportation limitations.

When asked to describe the feeling evoked during the poverty simulation, the 

respondents offered, “anxiety”, “anger”, “bitterness”, “shame”, “hopelessness”, and 

“humiliation” as a few reactions to the exercises. 

Because the participating teachers were all exposed to poverty from either 

personal or family experiences, they credited a heightened level of sensitivity and 

empathy from these prior experiences more so than the actual poverty simulation. 

However, none of the teachers felt this lessened the impact and importance of 

poverty simulations. For one participating teacher, the poverty simulation was a 

realistic reminder of a past that the teacher did not wish to revisit.

The participating teachers believed that even though they had experiences in 

poverty; their beliefs were reaffirmed that students living in poverty 

1)  have a different sense of priority and often for survival than students not 

living in poverty; 

2) experience frustrations and fears that are brought into the school setting; 

3)  are often uncomfortable in a middle class environment such as public 

schools;

 4)  have different basic needs such as food, shelter, and health care than 

students not living in poverty; and 

5) need different support to compensate for the differences in social reality. 

The only criticism expressed by the participating teachers was that it is 

impossible to replicate the true sense of living in poverty; however, they believed 
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that the poverty simulation was the most practicable process available to 

educators to create awareness and cultivate sensitivity. 

Research Question Two: How do high school teachers apply 
this experience to classroom instructional practices or 
management? 

The final six interview questions focused on the transfer of the poverty 

simulation experience to classroom instruction, management, awareness, 

or other possible venues. The participating teachers did not anticipate any 

real changes or alterations in their classrooms due to the poverty simulation; 

however, they believed this was heavily weighted from their prior experiences 

or exposure to poverty in their personal struggles. Each felt that if they had not 

been exposed to poverty through personal experiences, the poverty simulation 

would have been an awakening and a necessary experience to assist in bridging 

this SES gap. Although not entirely based on this simulation, below are 

the changes the teachers have made to their instructional practices to 

accommodate students living in poverty: 

• Assignments deadlines are open so that students can turn in work over a 

period of time and not adhere to strict deadlines. 

• Students living in poverty are not placed in situations that call attention to 

differences in clothing or technology gadgets. 

• Support is provided at all times to these students so that the students 

know they have available resources. 

• Assignments are screened to ensure the work does not isolate students 

living in poverty by vocabulary, experience, or social familiarities. 

• Academic opportunity is made available for students from lower SES.
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Furthermore, the participating teachers believed that there were classroom 

teachers that could benefit greatly from the poverty simulations and it was 

important to either mandate or create more opportunity for all educators to 

have this type of interaction. 

Conclusion 
Teachers can engage students that live in poverty through increasing their 

vocabulary development, acceptance of norms atypical of their SES, supporting 

their personal efforts to succeed, developing their mind-sets for achievement, 

increasing their cognitive capacity, encouraging their relationships with other 

students, and reducing their stress levels through ongoing classroom and 

instructor support (Jensen, 2009). While poverty simulations alone cannot 

change attitudes or behaviors, the simulations may develop a sensitivity to the 

need to engage all students. 

Poverty simulations may serve as an option for providing exposure or awareness 

to the complexity and severity of living in poverty. This type of exposure could 

increase awareness to promote understanding as well as foster empathy. This 

becomes important to alter behaviors and classroom practices to accommodate 

students living in poverty. Poverty simulations could be an important 

component of educational training programs and staff development over the 

years to come if we truly are going to attempt to understand and create better 

learning environments. 
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Appendix A

Interview Questions

1.  Define poverty and what poverty means to you personally and as a 

professional? 

2.  What experiences have you had living in poverty or knowing individuals 

that live in poverty?

3.  Do you have students who live in poverty in your classroom and how do 

you identify these students?

4.  Describe your experiences, both positive and negative, during the poverty 

simulation. 

5.  What was the most challenging hurdle among the poverty simulation 

activities?

6.  What parts of the simulation did you believe most represented living in 

poverty? Least?

7.  What were the greatest emotional obstacles you faced while experiencing 

poverty?  

8.  Describe your feelings when encountering individuals that you needed for 

assistance during the poverty simulation activities.

9.  What sacrifices did you have to make for your family, while experiencing 

poverty? How did you feel when you have to make these sacrifices?

10. What do you foresee as the greatest challenge if you lived in poverty?
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11.  What connections did you make from the simulation activities to students 

in your classroom that may be actually living in poverty?

12.  How would you describe your awareness or sensitivity to students living in 

poverty after the simulation? Before the simulation?  What changes do you 

note from before to after the simulation?

13.  What strategies did you incorporate, prior to the poverty simulation, in 

your classroom instruction to support students living in poverty? 

14.  List any changes you made in your classroom instruction, after the poverty 

simulation, to support students living in poverty? 

15.  List any changes you made, after the poverty simulation, to provide 

additional support to students living in poverty? 

16. How do you believe the poverty simulation could benefit other teachers? 

17. What would you change about the simulation?

18. Would you participate in a poverty simulation again?
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Igniting a One-to-One Program with a Bold Vision

John Hendron, Ed.D. 
John Hendron, Ed.D. (johnhendron.net) is director of 
innovation and strategy for the Goochland County Public 
Schools. A certified geek since his marching band days in high 
school, his professional passion centers around maximizing 
the potential for learning in public schools. In December, 2012, 
John received the Making IT Happen Award from ISTE. He can be 
reached at jhendron@glnd.k12.va.us

Dr. Peter M. Gretz 
Dr. Peter M. Gretz is an assistant superintendent with the 
Goochland County Public Schools and a 25-year career educator. 
He loves to think, write and speak about the impact core values 
and a focused vision and mission can have on an organization. 
He can be reached at pgretz@glnd.k12.va.us

What is the most important part of starting and sustaining a 1:1 program 
in schools? As leaders in Goochland County were about to launch their own 
initiative with iPads, they saw the opportunity to reframe instruction driven by 
a bold vision for deeper learning. This article discusses the research and process 
behind Goochland’s journey.
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Strategic Planning  
Here in Virginia—in 2001—the nation’s very first one-to-one computing program 

began in Henrico County (Mann, 2008). Today, as more and more districts are 

finally following suit with one-to-one programs, so much of the conversation is 

around digital conversion—a term that we, in Goochland County, have eschewed 

(Edwards, 2014). Our strategic plan for 2014-2020 is organized around three main 

goals, and the first focuses on improving instruction: “to maximize each student’s 

academic potential through engaging experiences and deeper learning, preparing 

our students for the challenges of learning and working in the modern global 

economy” (Goochland County School Board, 2013). One of our strategies for that 

goal is to implement a one-to-one program, but we clearly wanted to articulate 

the purpose behind the program because we believe this design is what should 

drive everything we do connected with instructional technology. Like other 

districts, 

we have had 

discussions about 

digital content, we 

have had meetings 

to help select a new 

learning management 

system, and our technology 

team has spent time and money on increasing our wireless capacity. We believe, 

however, that when the focus of a one-to-one program is rooted in a discussion of 

“conversion,” it is too easy for teachers and parents to only consider the (new) tools. 

Our division’s driving vision is “inspiring and preparing the next generation to 

make a positive impact” (Goochland County School Board, 2013). “Deeper learning” 

best describes our prescription for innovating with instruction and helps us usher 

the charge for creating one-to-one classrooms.

...when the focus of a one-to-one 
program is rooted in a discussion 

of “conversion,” it is too easy for 
teachers and parents to only 

consider the (new) tools.

2015    Vol. 12                         Virginia Educational Leadership                      vaascd.org                            123



PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT
Goochland’s Plan for One-to-One 
For the 2013-14 school year, we provided iPads for students to take home in 

grades 3, 4, and 5 at Goochland Elementary School as part of a pilot program to 

assess our division’s capacity to support one-to-one. With a limited staff, piloting 

deeper learning in a building adjacent to our technical support center allowed us 

to address potential technical hurdles efficiently, and at the same time to provide 

instructional support and coaching, serving just a limited number of teachers. 

For the 2014-15 school year, the program has expanded beyond the pilot 

school (third-fifth grades) to include all fifth and sixth grade classrooms across 

the division. By 2017, our technology plan prescribes the final phase of our 

one-to-one program to support a third-twelfth grade capacity. As the program 

expands to more grade levels, our plan is to continue to utilize the expertise of 

experienced teachers to provide support for those new to the program.

Theoretical Foundations for Changing the Face of Teaching 
Any research into a one-to-one computing paradigm will reveal some early 

innovators who helped pave the way, including Alan Kay and Seymour Papert. 

Kay was the technical genius working at Xerox PARC who envisioned a small, 

single-screen dominated mobile computer he called the “Dynabook” that might 

someday be used by students for learning (Greenlish, 2013). As the co-creator 

of the Logo programming language, Papert envisioned computers as radical 

change agents in facilitating the  development of thinking skills and an important 

contribution to helping humans to “construct knowledge.” His own learning theory, 

constructionism, was based upon the constructivist theories of Jean Piaget (Papert, 

1993). Papert’s ideas about learning continue to be explored in innovative ways 

today through fabrication labs and maker spaces in our schools (Martinez & Stager, 

2014). Papert’s theory for making or constructing knowledge has recently been 

supported through neuroscience (Medina, 2008). As reflective learners ourselves, 

we agree we learn more deeply about concepts by making and building. 

IGNITING A ONE-TO-ONE PROGRAM

vaascd.org                     Virginia Educational Leadership                          Vol. 12    2015124



PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT
John Seely Brown has discussed how people learn in terms beyond the 

constructionist theories championed by Papert. Brown and Thomas (2009) view 

learners as homo sapiens, homo faber, and homo ludens (knower, maker, player). 

Human as knower might refer to the types of learning we can share based on 

what others have taught us. We can explain why the sky is blue not based on our 

own scientific trials in hot air balloons, but based on what we read in a textbook. 

Today, we might learn other things from interactions in social media. Beyond 

the creating/making ideas already articulated by Papert, Thomas and Brown also 

offer us the idea of learning through play.

Shooting hoops on the basketball court is not making anything, but if we like 

basketball, we can get better about trying new ways to set up the shot, how 

hard we toss the ball, and with enough success, we remember what it feels 

like to send the ball through the net. Playing takes time, but it can be fun and 

motivational. Research into video games as a learning medium has strong 

evidence for the challenges in games to be a major motivating force at sticking 

through a game, despite lots of miniature failures (Prensky, 2006). Table 1 on the 

following page summarizes these theoretical paradigms for learning.

Learning today should embrace the student as knower, builder or maker, 

and player with and without technology. At the cross-section of these three 

paradigms are activities Thomas and Brown label hacking or tinkering 

(Thomas & Brown, 2009). Tech companies like Facebook or Google routinely 

invite employees to a “hackathon” to work out solutions to problems in social 

communities of practice (Hill et al., 2014). Finding solutions to problems is well-

aligned with project-based approaches in pedagogy, and these collaborative 

sessions can lead to authentic problem solving. With a computer available to 

each child, school can be as powerful for learning as a hackathon is for solving 

problems, when backed with the right vision for learning.
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Table 1. Summary of theoretical paradigms for learning (adapted from Thomas & 

Brown, 2009).

Homo 
Sapiens

Human 
as 
Thinker, 
Knower

So much of education has relied upon this 
modality for learning—simply by transferring 
knowledge to students through listening, 
reading, and watching video. A deeper approach 
would embrace this modality by making 
inquiry a core part of learning, and by providing 
opportunities for group and individual reflection 
in learning.

Homo 
Faber

Human 
as 
Builder, 
Maker

Summarized nicely by Papert’s theory of 
constructionism, this modality focuses around 
creating knowledge through the creation of 
things. The arrival of maker spaces and robotics 
programs in schools augment more long 
standing traditions like fine arts programs to 
provide students the opportunities to learn 
through creation.

Homo 
Ludens

Human 
as Player

This modality is likely the least visible in 
American public schools today, but can be seen 
through the practiced preschool modalities in 
Montessori and Reggio Emilia schools. Through 
play, students have the opportunity to work 
towards possible solutions or the correct 
answers, usually in something deeply interesting 
to students. Another important tenet of play 
is social learning, and what we gain from the 
interactions and experience of our peers.
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Establishing a Vision for Learning and Teaching 
For Goochland County’s teachers, we communicated multiple times the rationale 

or “why” for our one-to-one program, deeper learning. Articulated first by the 

Hewlett Foundation (n.d.), we wanted for our students an authentic engagement 

with their learning that could take root through inquiry, be organized through 

project- or problem-based approaches, and be personalized in such a way to go 

beyond the Virginia Standards of Learning. 

Articulated locally as “projects, personalization, and play,” we asked teachers to 

reconsider their role as teachers in multiple ways, summarized in Table 2 on the 

following page. 

John and Principal Tina McCay discuss Deeper Learning
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Table 2:  Goochland’s first exploration of deeper learning as projects, personalization, 

and play.

Big Idea Instructional Vision Example

Projects Using our G21™ framework 

as a guide, teachers should 

develop new learning 

experiences using a project-

based (PBL) approach.

Teachers assess understanding 

and application of knowledge 

through a performance 

assessment, where students 

create an online game that 

requires mastery of the Cartesian 

plane in mathematics.

Personalization Instruction tailored to a 

student’s needs is good for 

students. By using technology, 

we can deliver individualized 

learning tasks to students. 

Beyond that, we need to 

re-think learning tasks that 

directly speak to a student’s 

interests and background.

Teachers get to know students 

and their interests and later 

design learning experiences 

around those interests. Knowing 

a group of students like baseball, 

a math unit might be tailored to 

them around the performance of 

their favorite players or teams.

Play Socially and independently, 

students can use research, 

inquiry, and hunches about 

things to solve problems, 

create games, and test ideas. 

Core subject teachers can 

collaborate with fine arts and 

career and technical education 

teachers to borrow their content 

and learning modalities to core 

subjects. 
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We found that the simplest way for teachers to embrace the vision of deeper 

learning was to invite students to use the web to answer questions that might 

normally just be presented as facts in class. When students are empowered to 

satisfy their own inquisition, they can be more active and engaged with learning 

(Gopnik, 2011).

With just one and a half years of experience under our belts, we do not yet 

have 100% project-based learning schools, nor have we eradicated every 

worksheet from our curricular resources. Deeper learning is a journey, and for 

Goochland’s teachers it has been expressed a number of different ways, at least 

through the types of changes in learning we have observed since we started. 

These include designing collaborative assignments where students take on 

different roles, providing opportunities for students to make choices about 

which apps they use or what type of product they will work on, or using apps 

that allow for new types of creative expression. While each of our one-to-one 

teachers is at a different place with skills and comfort with the deeper learning 

approach, the vision behind the program drives each teacher’s individual 

growth towards providing a deeper learning experience for students. Future 

opportunities for teacher training and growth will develop around making and 

playing as a regular part of learning.

We found that the simplest way for teachers to 
embrace the vision of deeper learning was 

to invite students to use the web to answer 
questions that might normally just be 

presented as facts in class.
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Vision Drives Professional Development 
Goochland County first distributed laptops for teachers (to take home) and for 

students (in portable carts) in 2001. Since that time, professional development 

has been focused both on pedagogy and on how to use technology, but 

finding the time to do both together has been a challenge. Beginning in 

2008,  Goochland’s teachers have been participating in a project-based learning 

initiative called G21™.  A common complaint articulated by teachers was 

that despite having a 1:2 ratio of devices for students, there was not enough 

technology to use it consistently to advance learning. The ubiquitous access 

to a mobile device changes the classroom dynamic, providing an amplified 

foundation for learning, similar in sentiment to Steve Jobs’ metaphor for the 

computer becoming a “bicycle for the mind” (Popova, 2011). Because we felt the 

Click PLAY above to watch as a student shows a re-invention of their book report using an 
app with animated characters.

IGNITING A ONE-TO-ONE PROGRAM

vaascd.org                     Virginia Educational Leadership                          Vol. 12    2015130



PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT
applications of a mobile tablet such as the iPad were so easy to use, we changed 

our approach towards professional development to primarily develop a teacher’s 

capacity to offer project-based experiences. We wanted teachers to explore the 

capacity of apps on their own, in much of the same, playful way students would 

when they received their own iPads later in the fall.

Teachers were invited to a three-day training over the summer after receiving 

their iPad in the late spring, before the close of school. Their only directive upon 

receipt of the device was “to play.” We spent the training days providing a lot of 

examples of what we meant by “deeper learning,” we explored the SAMR model 

used to evaluate how technology adds value to a lesson (Puentedura, 2013), 

and we modeled learning sessions promoting collaborative and independent 

learner-created artifacts. To illustrate deeper learning, we used video clips to 

show what this paradigm looks like in other schools using online services like the 

Teaching Channel. For apps, we considered the role this new software provided 

for project-based approaches for instruction and the role a mobile device like 

iPad offered for more personalization and self-exploration, or play. 

Click PLAY in the 
video window 
at left to listen 
as a student 
discusses how the 
ExplainEverything 
app helps her 
personalize her 
understanding of 
math for her later 
review.
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In our second year, we invited veteran one-to-one teachers to lead an afternoon 

highlighting best practices in a one-to-one classroom. These included tips on 

how to reconsider structuring the day around times that devices might be out or 

put away, developing teacher expectations to master up to three apps per year, 

and the importance of revisiting digital citizenship topics throughout the year 

with students. At the heart of everything, we focused on solutions for engaging 

students through projects, personalization, and play. 

The project-based approach to learning often allows teachers to combine 

standards from different disciplines into the learning experience. Our teachers 

have used common planning and meeting time to find opportunities to 

collaborate to create project-based experiences; often our technology coaches 

participate to help support these initiatives. Weekly grade level meetings are 

another way to provide informal, but effective professional development.

Leaders Support the Vision 
Our superintendent’s own vision for the program placed the ultimate 

Click PLAY in the 
video window 
at left to watch 
as a student 
demonstrates 
enthusiasm for 
her video trailer 
produced to focus 
on summarization 
skills.
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responsibility for success on the building principal, the instructional leader in the 

eyes of teachers, parents, and students. Our principals each play a significant role 

in forming and living our strategic plan. They too share in the vision for deeper 

learning and they know why it is critical for realizing our division’s mission of 

“maximizing the potential of every learner” (Goochland County School Board, 

2013). The first thing we talk about with parents at a deployment night is our 

vision around deeper learning as the purpose behind giving each student a 

device and asking them to take it home. With that message came a warning 

that teaching and learning would begin to look different, and all screentime 

would not necessarily be good. In a video placed on each iPad for parents, our 

superintendent reminded parents they still have authority to monitor iPad use at 

home and limit when it could be used. 

Dr. Lane’s Introduction Video
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For school leaders in any district, changing what learning and teaching looks 

like in schools will be a challenge to many priorities. We knew it would likely 

require putting some projects on hold, or require us to re-examine competing 

solutions currently addressing similar challenges. Coupling our initiative 

for deeper learning with our one-to-one program helped us give the new 

tool a purpose, and helped us inform parents for how we were poised to 

become an even better district. Our pilot principal worked hard to support 

our teachers with expectations for what deeper learning should look like and 

mirrored the division’s strategic plan in her vision for the success of her school’s 

implementation. Today, we have continued this model for leadership across the 

three other schools currently participating in the one-to-one program. Ensuring 

that principals understand and are willing to champion the vision behind the 

one-to-one initiative has been critical to the success of the program.

Initial Positive Evidence 
Division leaders in Goochland have learned a great deal since we started on 

our one-to-one journey, both about instruction and technical support. We have 

seen supporting evidence that the decision to transition to one-to-one was a 

worthwhile project. We insisted that our teachers not obsess over test scores, 

yet our assessment results indicated gains in the first year. This was consistent 

with research on one-to-one computing across different states that reported a 

rise in scores and student engagement were likely in the first few years of a new 

implementation (Hendron, Kim, Tolliver, & Deloatch, 2014). More importantly, our 

teachers were adding opportunities for student projects and a deeper reliance 

[Our teachers] were taking the time to allow 
students to tinker towards a complex answer. 
The result has been deeper learning.
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upon inquiry in day-to-day instruction. They were taking the time to allow 

students to tinker towards a complex answer. The result has been deeper learning. 

Informal classroom visits, walk-through observations using an engagement 

rubric, and regular dialog with teachers through team and grade-level meetings 

provide us with evidence that teachers are utilizing new pedagogies (such as 

project-based learning), students are reporting high levels of engagement 

with learning, and by using the iPads, students are working collaboratively 

and creatively to produce books, movies, portfolios, and games. In the authors’ 

visits to iPad one-to-one classrooms, we often encounter students so focused 

on learning tasks that they did not notice when had joined their community of 

learning. Another change we noticed when engaging students in conversations 

about their learning is that they can clearly articulate what they are currently 

doing and why. In short, the one-to-one program has transformed many of our 

classrooms to truly active learning spaces.

Students discuss 
how they created 
their own writing 
portfolios using 
Google Sites
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Some Things Change, the Vision Does Not 
Our own research into one-to-one programs revealed that early adopters of 

laptops in schools came to believe quickly in the power of an instructional 

vision behind ubiquitous computing. Beyond guiding device use in classrooms, 

a clearly articulated vision could help sell the purchase and adoption with 

community stakeholders (Apple Computer, 2007).  Districts today have a number 

of different, yet still legitimate reasons for exploring and implementing one-

to-one initiatives. Our experience has encouraged us to look beyond digital 

conversion, and instead to put into practice a bold instructional vision that 

is strategically aligned with our division’s comprehensive vision and mission 

towards helping our students and staff to change the world. Hopefully the 

embedded videos provided as part of this article have illustrated some of our 

vision for the possibilities afforded to students in learning in a one-to-one 

environment (Hendron, McCay, Parrish, 2013).
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Virginia ASCD will present the following awards 

to Virginia educators in December 2015:

Curriculum Leader of the Year Award
The Curriculum Leader of the Year Award is presented to one Virginia educator for 
outstanding contributions to instructional leadership. Nominees are those leaders 
whose understanding of and dedication to best instructional practice is reflected 
both in the nominee’s own work and in the work of those (s)he leads.

VaASCD Impact Awards
Impact Awards are presented to eight educators, one from each Superintendents’ 
region, who exemplify VaASCD’s beliefs about excellence in teaching, learning, and 
leadership. These are professionals who consistently challenge themselves and others 
to learn, grow and achieve at the highest possible levels. They serve as catalysts, 
engaging their students and/or colleagues in collaborative work. They are learners 
themselves, who make instructional and leadership decisions informed by best-
practice research and evidence. Their work influences, impacts, and inspires others.

Detailed guidelines and directions for nominations for both awards are 
posted at VaASCD.org. The deadline for nominations is October 1, 2015.

We hope you will nominate a colleague and encourage 
others to submit nominations as well. 

Thanks for helping us recognize outstanding educators in Virginia!

For additional information contact: Laurie McCullough, Executive Director, VaASCD
Email: VaASCDed@gmail.com



Our 2014 Award Winners!
SHEILA MAGULA, Deputy Superintendent, Virginia Beach is our 2014 Curriculum 
Leader of the Year! Throughout her decades of service to Virginia Beach Schools, Dr. 
Magula has been the guiding force behind the design, expansion and implementation of high-
quality curriculum and instruction for students and staff. She has overseen the design and 
implementation of a variety of programs which have significantly expanded learning  and 
career opportunities for Virginia Beach students.   

Sheila Magula with Va. Beach School Board Chairman 
Edwards, Superintendent Aaron Spence, and Va. 
Superintendent of Public Instruction Steve Staples. 

VaASCD Impact Award Winners for 2014 are:

• Region 1: Tina McCay, Principal, Goochland Elementary School, Goochland 
County Schools. Ms. McCay has brought engaging innovations to the 
elementary grades at her school while also showing high achievement and 
growth on traditional achievement measures. She is a supportive, inspirational 
leader who personalizes learning for both students and staff.

• Region 2: Angela Seiders, Principal, Tabb High School, York County Schools. 
Ms. Seiders is known for cultivating leadership in others, through her work in 
her own school as well as through the SURN Principals Academy and with her 
many community partners. 

• Region 4: Rachal Edwards, Professional Learning Coordinator, Alexandria 
City Schools. Ms. Edwards has designed and implemented innovative methods 
to keep coaching and professional learning at the center of Alexandria’s efforts to 
meet the needs of students. 



• Region 5: Becky Fisher, Director of Educational Technology, Professional 
Development and Media, Albemarle County Schools. Ms. Fisher has led 
transformational changes in learning environments, including the reimagining 
of libraries as contemporary learning centers. She is known for her ability to 
balance innovative thinking with intentional planning.

• Region 6: Jared Cotton, Superintendent, Henry County Schools. Dr. Cotton’s 
leadership in rethinking assessment practice has had a powerful impact across 
Virginia. He combines his expertise in curriculum and instruction with a drive 
to innovate and a knack for forging strong community partnerships.

Congratulations to these award winners 
on their recognition and their outstanding work!

Our 2014 Award Winners!

Join Our Community!
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