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A Collegial Conversation — Talking About Instruction Helps Teachers Find New

Ways to Engage Students

By Holly Holland

In his previous career as a manager of sporting goods stores, Darin Long routinely evaluated products and services to ensure that customers were satisfied and likely to return. But after three years as a high school business teacher, Long had not conducted a similarly thorough review of the way he served his students.

That is, until he participated in a collegial conversation about designing engaging instruction — developed by the Center for Leadership in School Reform (CLSR).

On a rainy morning in January 2003, Long sat in the library at Iroquois High School in Louisville, Kentucky and let 10 teachers, an assistant principal, and a senior associate from CLSR critique a marketing unit he had designed. The teachers’ subject expertise covered the gamut, from drama and world geography to Spanish and environmental science. All of them had been asked to participate because as teacher leaders they would be conducting similar examinations of the school’s instruction in coming months.

The process “permits us to mine deeply the wisdom of teachers,” explained Marilyn Hohmann, a CLSR senior associate who facilitated the discussion. “Who knows better how to analyze a lesson than a group of teachers? We don’t have to all be from the same content areas. We don’t even have to all be high school teachers. You’re the experts, and giving a colleague feedback about lessons they’ve worked on, worked hard to design…is the highest form of professional development.”

For Long, it was an unusual and vulnerable proposition to allow his colleagues to dissect his lessons. He never lost his cool during the discussion, however, and he gained valuable advice about strengthening his instruction. The key was following CLSR’s five step protocol developed to help faculties conduct focused conversations about designing quality work for students.  “This gives us a common language” to discuss the way we teach, Long said after the conversation had ended that day. “It’s got to make the lessons better, and it’s got to be more engaging for the kids.”

To start with, Long distributed a copy of his unit. It covered six 87-minute block classes and involved two group projects, textbook readings, and class discussions. One project asked students to develop a marketing proposal for imaginary flavored ink pens.

A second project involved an examination of promotional techniques that advertisers use when targeting different consumer groups.  In designing the unit, Long had referred to Kentucky’s Core Content standards for Vocational Studies and CLSR’s 10 design qualities for Working on the Work. On the first day of the unit, he gave his students a rubric that explained the sequence of the lessons and his grading procedures.

Step 1: The designer begins by letting the group know what s/he wants the students to know and be able to do as a result of the learning experience (content and substance).   Next, the designer describes what the learning experience will look like. Through the description, the colleagues should be able to picture what students would be doing throughout the learning experience.

Long explained that he started by finding out what students already knew about marketing, then expanded their knowledge with new information shared through discussions, readings, and projects. He said his students particularly enjoyed a lesson on advertising because they were fascinated to discover the acronyms — such as DINKS (Double Income No Kids) and SKIPPIES (School Kids with Purchasing Power) — that companies use when targeting buyers with similar characteristics.

Long showed his colleagues some samples of the students’ class presentations, and he explained that the students’ had graded themselves and their peers on one of the projects using an evaluation form that he developed. At the end of the unit, Long also asked the students to grade his lessons and give him feedback.  Overall, he said, he was pleased with the students’ participation and performance, although he acknowledged that their required written reports were weaker than their visual presentations.

After he had finished describing his unit, Long asked his colleagues: “What did you see in this lesson that maybe I could have done better?”

Step 2: Colleagues ask clarifying questions.

Step 3: Designer responds briefly to clarifying questions.

When Long was describing his marketing unit, his colleagues had been silent.  Now it was their turn to speak.  “I wanted to know, he mentioned working out of the textbook, but he didn’t really say how that was handled by the students,” a science teacher said. “Was it handled in class or out?”  “The book work was done during class,” Long responded. “We didn’t read it word for word. What I do is pick out certain things in a paragraph and focus on what I think is important.”

A reading teacher asked Long if he had given students models of the written and visual presentations he expected. “No, I did not,” he said. “I should have.”  “Did the kids know how to use PowerPoint (presentations) before?” a math teacher asked. “Had you trained them in PowerPoint?” “No,” he said. “That’s why it was an option (for their visual presentations). If they already knew how to do it they could use it.”

A foreign language teacher wanted to know if the students could choose their own groups to work with on projects. “The first group, working on the pens, I set those up,” Long said. “The second group, dealing with the acronyms, they chose which groups they wanted to work with.”  “What was the level of engagement?” the same teacher asked.  “The level of engagement was pretty good,” Long said, reflecting back. “The first group project, I would have one or two fall off in each group and I’d have to get them refocused. Some of the groups just loved it, and one group everybody was involved and splitting up work.

“In the acronyms project, there was a high level of engagement. They really enjoyed looking through magazines for examples of how advertisers target those groups.”

Other teachers asked how Long had handled absences — he said he caught students up individually — and how he graded the students’ work throughout the unit — he said he factored in the quality of their projects, their class participation, and their performance on a few short-answer tests.

Step 4: Colleagues offer feedback.

What about this learning experience will engage students?

What specific design qualities are embedded in this experience?

What about this learning experience will result in students learning what you want them to learn?

“Our task now is to really pretend that Darin is not even in the room,” Hohmann said, directing the teachers to identify the most engaging aspects of Long’s marketing unit while he kept quiet.

In the 10-minute discussion that followed, punctuated by laughter and camaraderie, the teachers praised Long for giving students choices about what they learned, who they learned with, and how they presented their knowledge. They admired the way he let students evaluate their peers and how he specified the objectives of the unit from the first day of class.

“I thought it was very interesting that he structured the groups so that the kids got to pick one and he put them in one,” a science teacher said. “Because kids like to pick their own groups, but you don’t necessarily want them to do that all the time.”

“He took concepts that could have been boring and mundane and had kids experience those rather than just memorize them,” reflected a foreign language teacher. “By having kids manipulate the concepts, they can become better consumers.”

Another foreign language teacher said Long’s unit had protected students from adverse consequences for initial failure, one of the CLSR design qualities, “because they worked on it primarily in class with peers. As a student, that always made me feel more secure because it wasn’t just my idea going down on paper.”

Long’s colleagues recommended several ways to strengthen the unit, including varying the in-class reading strategies to make sure students comprehend textbook passages, linking the persuasive advertising lesson to the state’s standards for persuasive writing, and providing models of excellent products so students will have clear targets for their efforts. In addition, they suggested that Long work with his colleagues in the English department to develop a persuasive essay that students could include in the writing portfolios required by the state.

Step 5: Designer comments conclude the session.

After he had listened to his colleagues, Long got a chance to respond. He said he was pleased with the inquiry process, wishing only that he could have benefited from the insights before he taught the lesson.

“I loved the idea of using models” of excellent work, he said. “That’s a great idea. I should have done that to give them something else to go off. And the core content, using other disciplines, sometimes we get tunnel vision and just worry about our” own subjects. “I could have made that next big jump” to a well-developed interdisciplinary lesson.

That kind of thinking is what Iroquois Principal Brian Shumate hopes to stimulate among other faculty members in coming months as the teachers participate in collegial conversations that they will lead themselves. Iroquois has been working with CLSR for about 18 months, trying to transform a perennially low-performing urban school into one where students and teachers thrive. “Teachers often feel put upon to do something new,” said Assistant Principal Connie McFarland.  CLSR’s framework for improving teaching and learning “isn’t like that. If these kids feel engaged, all of the other baggage that they bring to school falls away.”

To improve instruction and strengthen students’ connections to school, Iroquois will reorganize during the 2003-04 school year into three academies. After ninth grade, students can choose different academic concentrations, such as performing arts or business, and take their core and elective courses within the related academies. Teachers also can choose to work in the learning communities that best suit their instructional styles and interests. “Now that we have the academy structure in place, I can really see how” the CLSR design qualities can make school better for students and teachers, Shumate said.   “It’s more of a mindset that you get into it. It’s not a prescriptive way. It’s more, ‘Have I thought about these things when I do these activities?’ And when you learn to speak the language and you live it, like the guy who presented his lesson this morning,” Working on the Work becomes not the plan for improving instruction, but the way school was meant to be.

