
PREVIEW

A
NUMBER OF gOOD IDEAS can help improve the achievement
of low-performing students and close the achievement gap, includ-
ing determining the placement of veteran teachers, purchasing new
curricula, and providing after-school tutoring. However, it is the

teacher—and what the teacher does in the classroom—that makes the most dif-
ference for students (Frey & Fisher, 2006), and it is access to professional devel-
opment that makes the difference between teachers who have the knowledge and
skills to meet the increasing demands of diverse student populations and those
who do not (Joyce & Showers, 2002). Unfortunately, not all professional devel-
opment is created equal (National Staff Development Council, 2001), and the
high-quality professional development that teachers need is engaging, is based on 
current research evidence, is aligned with standards, and provides opportunities 
for peer engagement. 
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PREVIEW

A collaboration among 
San Diego State Uni-
versity and three public 
schools seeks to improve 
teacher quality and thus 
student achievement. 

Each school uses a 
protocol that enables 
teachers to examine and 
align standards to create 
pacing guides, collabora-
tively review student work, 
create common assess-
ments, and use student 
data to plan for the future.

Such efforts make 
possible early intervention 
to ensure that students 
are staying on track and 
meeting educational goals. 
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28 Understanding this, secondary and postsecondary educa-
tors in San Diego have developed the City Heights Collabora-
tive, a partnership between San Diego State University and
three public schools: Rosa Parks Elementary, Monroe Clark
Middle, and Hoover High School. These three schools serve
more than 5,300 students collectively. Of these 5,300 students, 
99.5% qualify for free and reduced-price lunch and 76% are
English language learners. Through this partnership, we have 
created and implemented a protocol for teacher development 
that includes examining and aligning content standards, creat-
ing common assessments, consensus-scoring student work, 
and planning changes on the basis of the gathered information
to prepare teachers to help their students succeed. 

A Protocol for Common Assessments
Educators can use a number of recursive steps to align curricu-
lum, instruction, and assessment such that student learning 
becomes the focus of professional development. 

Step 1: Pacing guides. The first step involves teachers 
who teach common courses (e.g., seventh grade English or U.S. 
History) meeting and deciding on a time line for the sequence 
of content instruction. Each group of teachers must have access 
to its content standards to ensure that each standard is ad-
dressed in a meaningful way. Although this sounds easy, it can
be the most difficult part of the protocol. Some teachers may
resist standards-aligned instruction, and others may have their 
favorite units or teaching order. Still others may be unfamiliar
with their content standards and the expectations of the grade 
level. Nevertheless, it is hard to imagine a way to close the
achievement gap if students do not have access to instruction 
that is aligned with the grade level standards.

Step 2: Instructional materials and arrangements. Once
they have agreed upon pacing guides, teachers must select
instructional materials, strategies, approaches, and arrange-
ments. Although many states select instructional materials, 
teachers can use them in a variety of ways. During discussions, 
teachers share their evidence-based and effective instruc-
tional approaches with one another. In addition, the team may 
request assistance from a consultant who has more informa-
tion about instructional strategies and approaches. In this way,
the work of the consultant is contextualized in the work of the 
teacher teams. 

Step 3: Common assessments. At predetermined points
in the school year, but no less often than every six weeks,
students participate in a common assessment of their learn-
ing. Although a number of tests and assessments are commer-
cially available, our experience suggests that when groups of 
teachers create their common assessments, scores rise faster.
Although the assessment may not be perfect, creating it al-
lows groups of teachers to talk about the standards, how the 
standards might be assessed, how students are currently per-
forming, and what learning needs to take place for students
to demonstrate proficiency. In other words, creating common
assessments provides teachers with an opportunity to “begin
with the end in mind” (Covey, 2004). In addition, common 
assessments provide students with “test format practice,”
which has been documented to increase performance (e.g., 
Langer, 2001). When students understand the genre of the
test, they are likely to do better. 

Step 4: Consensus scoring and item analysis. Once all of 
the students have participated in the common assessment and
the scores have been tabulated, teachers meet to discuss the
results. The results are presented for the grade or the course, 
not for individual teachers. The results are also disaggregated 
by significant subpopulations, such as students with disabilities, 
students who are learning English, and specific ethnic and ra-
cial groups. In this way, teachers discuss achievement gaps and
plan interventions.

When considering a specific item, teachers note the number 
or percentage of students who answered correctly and hypoth-
esize why the students who answered incorrectly did so. They
question one another about what students do and don’t under-
stand and theorize about future instruction, pacing, instruc-
tional materials, assessments, and planning.

Step 5: Revising pacing guides and assessments, reteach-
ing, and forming intervention groups. As teachers review 
students’ work, they note changes that need to be made in the
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pacing guides, review standards for clarification of the con-
tent, and plan for reteaching opportunities. Teachers can also 
discuss the implications that specific instructional materials
have on students’ learning and make recommendations about
changes in this aspect as well. Some teachers request the assess-
ment data for their own students so they can compare those
scores with the averages in the school, the department, or the
grade. This final step provides an opportunity for the protocol 
cycle to begin again—the assessment data informs instruction, 
curriculum, and future assessments. 

During the revision process, teachers can identify gaps in 
student performance and develop plans to address these gaps, 
whether they be between ethnic or racial groups or between 
the students and the state content standards. Teachers may
choose to meet with groups of students on a temporary basis
to provide instruction on the missing subject knowledge or 
skills. In high-performing schools, gaps in student knowledge
are also addressed in after-school programs, such as the feder-
ally funded 21st Century Community Learning Centers. Thus, 
common assessments become the link between the school day
and the after-school interventions.

The Protocol in Action
Each school has used the protocol according to its needs. At 
Monroe Clark Middle School, it was used to improve writ-
ing scores (Fisher, Lapp, & Flood, 2005). Teachers in grades 

6–8 met to discuss their writing curriculum. They noted that 
they did not have a common language for writing genres, did 
not teach the genres that were specifically addressed in the
California middle school standards, and did not have all of the
instructional tools they needed to ensure that their students 
became stronger communicators. Once they agreed on a pac-
ing guide for their writing instruction, they created writing
prompts that were based on the types of writing described in 
the state standards. These writing prompts, given every seven 
weeks to all students, were consensus scored and discussed for
instructional implications.

In California, seventh graders take a state writing assess-
ment that is scored by two readers on a scale of one to four.
The lowest score an individual student can receive is a two and
the highest scores is an eight. The changes in writing achieve-
ment between 2001 and 2004 clearly indicate that this group of 
teachers made a difference in the achievement of their students 
in just a few years (see figure 1).

A group of five teachers from Hoover High School who 
teach the same history course meet regularly to discuss 
their content standards and the ways in which those content 
standards can be assessed. They regularly administer a com-
mon assessment with 10–12 questions. They also use writing 
prompts and interviews to explore students’ thinking about
the content. On a recent common assessment, the following
question was used:

During discussions,
teachers share their
evidence-based and
effective instructional
approaches with one
another. In addition,
the team may request
assistance from a con-
sultant who has more
information about in-
structional strategies
and approaches.
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Tools for Implementing the Common Assessment Protocol

Weekly Course-alike Meeting

Course: Date:

Lead teacher or facilitator:

Teachers in attendance:

Focus: (indicate one) o Curriculum Pacing Guide

o Strategy Implementation

o Coaching Practice

o Consensus Scoring Cycle

m Common Assessment Development

m Item Analysis (See below. Do not com-
plete remainder of this section.)

Discussion Points: Questions Raised:

Objective for the coming week: Resources Needed:

Implementation Steps:

Item Analysis Summary

Assessment Tool:

Student Work: Areas of strength Student Work: Areas of weakness

Teacher Practice: What should be preserved? Teacher Practice: Identify gaps between existing & 
desired practice

Teacher Practice: What aspects of existing practice 
pose a barrier to implementing desired practice?  

Teacher Practice: Suggested interventions or 
unit modifications

Unanswered Questions:

Source: Adapted from Oxley, D. (2005). Smaller learning communities: Implementing and deepening practice. Portland, OR: Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory. Used with permission.



PL October 2006 31

For what purpose did Parliament vote during the
Restoration?
A. To restore Puritan religion in England
B. To restore the monarch in England
C. To restore Charles I to power
D. To restore the idea of the divine right of kings

Thirty-seven and a half percent of the students chose A, 
7.5% chose B (the correct answer), 17.5% chose C, and 37.5% 
chose D. Although the relative merit of the question or the
importance of this point in the overall understanding of his-
tory is debatable, the teachers noted that this type of question
is commonly asked on the state assessment and it consistently
confuses students.

The conversation that the teachers had about this one ques-
tion illustrates the power of this process: As one of the teachers 
explained, “Restoration is when they brought the king back. I 
never really discussed the fact that Parliament voted on this. 
I really focus on the time line, not so much on why. Using the
time line, my students know that Oliver Cromwell ruined arts 
and literature and that Charles II restored them. I think that I 
missed one of the keys here, that Parliament restored the mon-
archy and ended the military dictatorship.”

During the conversation, another teacher focused on the
seeming lack of test-taking skills. “Our students should have 
been able to delete several items right away,” he said. “Charles 
I was beheaded, so C can’t be right. Also, the divine right of 
kings is a belief system, not something that Parliament could 
or could not restore. They should have crossed those two
choices off right away. We have to go back and review some 
common test-taking skills as well.”

This short glimpse into the regular discussions these teach-
ers have highlights a number of important issues for improving
student achievement: First, teachers must understand their
content standards. Some of the best professional develop-
ment that relates to content standards happens when groups of
teachers attempt to create common assessment items from the 
standards. Second, when teachers analyze students’ responses
they gain a greater understanding of their students’ thinking
and can use that information in their instruction. Third, teach-
ers who use this assessment protocol have the information they
need to form intervention groups and do not have to wait until 
the school year is over to find out who needed additional help 
on which standards. When the history teachers used the assess-
ment protocol, the number of students receiving an F in history
dropped by 20%, and the number of students receiving an A or 
B grade increased by 25%. In addition, student performance on
the state content standards assessment improved (see figure 2).

Conclusion
Providing a system for teachers to engage with their colleagues
and administrators in systematically looking at student work 
can help close the achievement gap that has persisted for de-
cades. Schools do not need to change teachers to get the results 
that students deserve. Instead, they need to focus professional 
development on ensuring that teachers understand their grade-
level and content-specific standards, how those standards are
assessed, and what to do when students do not perform well. 
Through this type of peer support and collegial conversations, 
teachers and administrators can fulfill the promise of public edu-
cation: access to a quality adult life in a democratic society. PL
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