Supervision Connecting and Improving Teaching

and Student Achievement

Through Team-Based Assessment

Dr. Karen S. Wetherill

Watson School of Education

University of North Carolina Wilmington

(910) 962-4174

wetherillk@uncw.edu
Ms. Diane Calhoun

Watson School of Education

University of North Carolina Wilmington

(910) 962-7244

calhound@uncw.edu
Supervision Connecting and Improving Teaching and Student Achievement
Through Team-Based Assessment

Purpose and Objectives
The purpose of this paper is to report on the research, development and successful implementation of a model of supervision that has created a culture in multiple educational contexts where the study of teaching effects on student learning is embedded as a daily norm.  The development and refinement of the model has led to intentional structures and processes that have been used in professional learning communities, as outlined by Rick DuFour (2005), engaged in supporting the development of teacher education candidates in their internship, career teachers, administrators, and university faculty.  The focus on learning, rather than on teaching has been embedded in the teacher preparation program, in collaborative grant-funded initiatives, and in all comprehensive professional development offerings.
This paper will highlight the theoretical framework that informs and drives this approach to supervision and collective examination of the explicit link between teaching and student learning.  A description of the development process over the past six years and examples of the structures put into place to support and challenge educators to work collaboratively to study the impact of teaching on student learning will inform colleagues who are searching for the role of supervision in the current educational context.  The ultimate outcome of “raising the bar”, so to speak, with educators being held accountable for student learning is a powerful improvement strategy for individual classroom teachers and whole schools.
Perspective and Theoretical Framework

Contextualizing supervision… Supervision for what purpose?

Isolation has long been the “enemy of improvement” as stated by Mike Schmoker in his book, Results NOW.  “If anything, school culture and supervision tend to ignore or divert teachers from implementing and continuously improving their mastery of effective instructional and assessment practices.  What teachers “know”—what they have learned —isn’t developed or refined on the job on the basis of collaborative, empirical processes” (Schmoker, 2006, p. 23).  Schools are complex organizations where few opportunities exist for building professional relationships based on shared understandings, mutual trust, relevant goals, and collective assessment.
Schmoker also asserts, “We don’t commonly see teaching, followed by assessment, then adjustment to practice on the basis of assessment results (p. 24).”  The UNCW Watson School of Education approach to supervision utilizes a collaborative Team-based Assessment building a professional knowledge base among colleagues that is focused on improving student learning through collective inquiry and self-study.  Langer, Colton and Goff (2003) contend that purposeful dialogue in such learning teams is designed to co-construct meaning, by analyzing student work to improve instructional decisions and, thus, student learning.  These collaborative conversations must be embedded in the work of educators and valued as a process for reaching common standards/goals and evaluating results.  Dana and Yendol-Silva (2003) purport that making inquiry part of teaching practice helps capture the “data of life” in schools (p. 63).  “Meaningful teacher inquiry should not depart from the daily work of classroom teachers, but become part of their daily work (p. 63).  Team-based Assessment affords an intentional structure for teachers to think about life in the classroom and capture important indicators that evidence their impact on student learning.
The tools of Teacher Work Sampling Methodology (TWSM) have been instrumental in the development of an adapted model that ensures teacher candidates and career teachers have the knowledge and skills necessary to make data-driven instructional decisions to improve student learning (Schalock, Schalock & Ayers, 2006).  For instance, the intentional processes of TWSM, the instructionally linked measures, resulting evidences, and the scoring processes used that require interns to examine the impact of their teaching on the learning of students through pre- and post-testing and then the subsequent analysis of results across the subgroups of No Child Left Behind have resulted in a greater articulated awareness and accountability for responsive instructional decisions.  The use of formative assessment to guide learning as it occurs can be very effective in improving learning for the teacher and the students.  Rick Stiggins cites extensive research that substantiate the power of the effective use of “classroom assessment to support student learning” (2005, p. 67).  These processes have proven to be powerful models for shaping authentic engagement of professional learning community member and are opportunities for embedded supervision by school leaders.  This allows them to view evidences of learning and afford support for teachers who are having a positive effect on student learning.
Theory to Application

Building and sustaining candidate and career educator capacity to impact student learning through a systemic approach has been a determined focus for the Watson School of Education’s well-established university-school partnership.  In 2006, our presentation to our colleagues at COPIS focused on the application of this supervision framework in our teacher preparation program and the results of a formal study (Wetherill & Calhoun, 2006).  The collaborative partnership between the Watson School, the College of Arts and Sciences, and P-12 partners in Southeast North Carolina has grown to over 110 schools in 12 school districts.  In this partnership, teachers, administrators, and university faculty participate in required training designed to build their capacity in our “Learning-Centered” model of supervision and coaching.  Key components are based on the belief that highly competent professionals recognize that effective teaching requires continuous self-evaluation and reflection, rather than simply a set of techniques to be mastered and applied.  They view themselves as learners as well as teachers.
The intentional processes of self-assessment and inquiry have been applied in the context of intern, partnership teacher, and university-supervisor collaborative efforts.  The supervision framework is operationalized through three intentional structured components, 1) site-based seminars or study groups for the cohorts of interns, the partnership teachers, school administrators, and university supervisors; 2) the 8-10 reflective coaching cycles focused on building what we call higher-order instructional dispositions in candidates that include objective collection, analysis, and synthesis of data; and 3) the required Assessment Data Analysis project which documents the impact of teaching on student learning.  Accountability for improving student learning is realized, modeled, and accepted through such processes as the assessment project.  The application of Team-based assessment in the teacher preparation program, engages the candidates in collecting pre- and post- assessment data and generate an in-depth analysis of students’ learning using the No Child Left Behind subgroups to plot performance.  The significance of this and the other components in the teacher preparation program is that the beneficial outcomes are not only realized by the intern, but also by the teacher.  One partnership teacher shared, 

To me Learning-Centered Supervision is a way to help a teacher candidate reach their potential in teaching and also helped me reach mine…It is a system to guide the intern and the mentor through strengths and weaknesses and allows for both parties to take an active role in improving themselves and impacting student learning.

The university-school partnership at UNCW is titled the Professional Development System, and in early years of the partnership the primary function and emphasis was placed on establishing and maintaining high quality sites and personnel to work with education students and preparation programs.  As the partnership matured, energies needed early on to establish relationships, processes, policies, and procedures became less all consuming.  The important reciprocal nature of the collaborative efforts drove the change in emphasis to one of providing professional development for partnership educators.  So the System became much more focused on the Professional Development aspects.  Needs assessments gathered from partnering districts, schools and university faculty became the driving force in identification of organizationally-sponsored professional development offerings.  Many of these were made possible through external funding.  In all comprehensive professional development offerings, the supervision framework and its focus on improving student learning has been maintained.
We recognize that although professional development of teachers is a critical element, it is not enough.  Based on the research and the resulting professional development standards that advocate for programs that go beyond a series of workshops, it was to realize the importance of embedding professional development and focused change within the school and the educator’s work (North Carolina Professional Development Committee Report, Improving Student Achievement through Professional Development, 2002).
The Outcomes

Fullan has challenged us to think of teachers as “the new theoreticians, systemic thinkers in action.  These are leaders at all levels of the system who proactively and naturally take into account and interact with the larger parts of the system as they bring about deeper reform and help produce other leaders working on the same issues.  They are theoreticians, but they are practitioners whose theories are lived in action everyday.  In fact that’s what makes their impact so powerful.  Their ideas are woven into daily interactions that make a difference” (2005, p. x).
Professional Learning Communities using Team-based Assessment
Teaching is one of the most complex human endeavors imaginable.  Costa and Garmston in their book, Cognitive Coaching: A Foundation for Renaissance Schools, point out that teachers who work at higher conceptual levels are capable of higher degrees of complexity in the classroom and are more effective with students (2002).  Teachers with higher conceptual levels take into account the learners’ frame of reference within their own frame of reference for planning, instruction, teaching, and evaluation.  The critical dispositions and capacity for assuming multiple perspectives, using a variety of coping strategies, and utilizing a greater variety of teaching strategies can be developed through reflection and intentional collegial interactions.  To further link this to improvement in schools, Judith Warren Little (1999) states that in high performing schools, collaboration is the norm.  Teacher membership in a learning community was found to be strongly related to student learning as compared to other control groups.
During the past six years, the Watson School of Education has conducted research on the implementation of a professional development model that includes specifically-focused face-to-face sessions, online collaboration, and an innovative cohort-based community of learners.  As we adopted and implemented this Team-based approach, we discovered that when teams were able to identify their focus areas because they had been asked to think about what students needed to accomplish success, they began to own the decisions that were made and let go of the “compartmentalization” that so often drives or hinders the work of teachers.  It was almost as if they were one unit thinking about the needs of kids and what resources would they need to accomplish this.  This informed the professional development they received which was designed to help meet those articulated needs.  Teachers wanted to be there and asked important questions to fit the focus of what they had designed for their classrooms/school.  The process belonged to them and they were empowered to do it and more importantly, their intentions were heartfelt about making a difference for learning for the students they had seen struggling for so long.

Creating intentional structures for educators to openly expose their thinking and validate their ideas and concerns is a powerful environment for improving performance in any enterprise.  One such structure, a study group/learning team, was utilized for these efforts which began to build a strong professional learning community for the team as well as beginning to build one for the entire school.
As relationships evolved they emerged between teacher to teacher, student to student, teacher to student, administrator to teacher and student, parent to teacher/administrator and as a result all parties became more invested in the success of each.  Because these relationships began in a study group/learning team environment, teachers had the opportunity to talk about how their instruction/interaction with students impacted learning.  Teachers saw this as a safe place to share their success and frustrations and were able to receive feedback from one another as they reflected on their practice.
Below is a diagram of the cyclical nature of Team-based Assessment and the prompts helping guide the reflective conversations for teachers to clarify goals and desired results, determine acceptable success indicators, anticipate approaches, plan learning experiences and instruction, identify personal learning focus areas, and reflecting and exploring refinements to think about what students need to accomplish success (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005, pp.13-34).
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Conclusions

As we have often heard, teaching is one of the most isolated professions…this environment helps break that cycle and allows for higher order instructional dispositions to emerge.  Mike Schmoker (2006, p.113-114), has captured why teachers work so well in this environment:

· They ensure follow-up and reflection on instruction and its impact.

· They are results oriented.  The assessment piece (so often left out) becomes the basis for further adjustment or improvement.

· They reinforce a focus on essential common standards aligned with state assessments, providing a guaranteed and viable curriculum.

· They are social.  They create the best kind of accountability- which relies on our commitment to people we know and care about, our colleagues and students.

· They honor and empower teachers and their intelligence, capturing the vast reserves of expertise in any team and school.

Our applied research study in Team-based Assessment validates that as teachers inquire into their own teaching and analyze student work products, they draw on their own professional knowledge base and create strong connections between assessing performance and adjusting for improved performance.  This model imposes supervision in the work of teachers and allows administrative supervision to authentically gain access to teachers’ focus on standards and student learning.
Our Point of View and Educational Importance of this Work

Proactive Leadership (a term John Daresh links to supervision) requires that school leaders see supervision not as a series of tasks but views it from a holistic perspective as it relates to improvement of education (2007).  This is substantiated by Fullan who describes what must occur if we are going to have “a sustainable model of cultivation.”  He states that “effective cultures establish more and more progressive interactions in which demanding processes produce both good ideas and social cohesion.  A sense of moral purpose is fueled by a focus on value-added high expectations for all, raising capability, pulling together, and an ongoing hunger for improvement” (Fullan, 2005, p. 59).
We have seen first–hand this “on-going hunger for improvement” being fueled and fostered through the lens of supervision utilized to bring about positive, focused change in teaching and learning that is representative of the current educational context.
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