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Remember that lesson that you spent days preparing for? You know, the one that you had such high hopes for, but that left your students asking ‘huh’? Or what about the class that always seems to derail your best plans? What did you do at the end of the day: throw up your hands in desperation? eat an entire carton of Haagen-Dazs? Or did you actually do something that might make a difference?

Implementing high-quality professional development in lean budgetary times isn’t impossible—it simply requires a little adaptability. With funding for external PD sources at a premium, schools may wish to focus on PD opportunities which are internally directed and which utilize the talents and knowledge of people already in the school or district. One strategy which can be accomplished at little or no cost, but which can potentially have a great impact on classroom practice is using protocols to critically examine student work. 

Using protocols to examine student work came about as a way to increase the quality of assignments and student work while attempting to spare the emotions of those involved in the process. The more rigidly participants adhere to the protocol, the more likely the tuning session will be to accomplish this dual goal successfully. The purpose of using protocols is to prevent the kind of conversations that might stray off-task or degenerate into hurtful and unproductive criticism.

Professional development activities such as this work best when functioning Professional Learning Communities or teams are already established in your school.  A certain level of trust and collegiality are needed in order for teachers to share and receive meaningful feedback in a safe setting. For more information on creating Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) within your school visit http://www.ncrel.org/sdrs/areas/issues/content/currclum/cu3lk22.htm and http://www.allthingsplc.info/
There are a number of protocols which are currently in-use, each of which has its own set of advantages and disadvantages. This newsletter will focus on the use of the Tuning Protocol, which is one of the most widely known protocols for looking at student work.

Why look at student work?
· To prioritize the instructional needs of our students

· To encourage shared responsibility for student achievement

· To break down walls between classrooms

· To utilize the expertise of all staff

· To build trust levels among colleagues

· To foster reflection about institutional practices

· To improve the pedagogy of all teachers and promote student achievement

Why use a protocol?


· To spare the feelings of the presenters

· To maximize staff involvement

· To prevent the tuning session from straying off topic

· To maximize the productivity of the session

· To best honor the time of the teachers involved

A protocol like the Tuning Protocol is typically implemented with a small group of teachers who come together to examine an assignment (and the student work it generated) presented by a colleague. The presenter shares work for the purpose of receiving critical (i.e., constructive) feedback from the other teachers in the group. For this reason, these groups are sometimes referred to as critical friends groups.  The use of a protocol is essential to prevent hurt feelings and to keep the feedback focused in a useful direction. The entire process is guided by a facilitator who manages the interactions of the participants.

A good online reference to help understand protocols for looking at student work is the Looking At Student Work website. http://www.lasw.org/methods.html describes a variety of protocols that are currently being used in schools. Additionally, a Google search for Tuning Protocol will identify a wealth of helpful online resources.

Simply reading about the Tuning Protocol without having ever seen it implemented can be confusing. Fortunately, there are video resources available to let you see an actual tuning session in action. Annenberg Media has free streaming Video on Demand available at http://www.learner.org/channel/workshops/criticalissues/overview.html?pop=yes&vodid=521098&pid=1287 Scroll down this page to the section entitled Learning From Student Work. One half-hour program introduces the practice of looking collaboratively at student work, and two one-hour programs demonstrate specific protocols that help teachers reflect on and improve their own teaching. The half-hour introductory program features a collaborative review of student work by teachers as well as interviews with teachers, administrators, and community members who describe the value of looking collaboratively at student work. The two one-hour programs model the Tuning Protocol and another protocol (Consultancy) as they are used by a group of teachers and administrators.

Another video resource you might consider is the Examining Student Work Video Series from ASCD. This is not a free product, but may be a worthwhile investment to help begin implementation of a protocol. It is available from http://shop.ascd.org/productdisplay.cfm?categoryid=videos&productid=401283 It might also be available from the lending library of your educational cooperative or regional university.

Viewing one of these video resources is an important first step in helping participants understand their roles, the structure and benefits of this process. At first glance using a protocol may feel ‘contrived’ or unnatural; however, participants soon discover how following the protocol maximizes the effectiveness of the process.

A practice session is recommended before actually implementing a protocol with work from one of the participants. For your initial practice session it is recommended that the work discussed not be the original work of the presenter. This allows the participants to ‘role play’ the protocol without fear they will inadvertently insult the presenter.  A good source of practice materials is KDE’s Annotated Released KCCT Items and student work samples, available from http://education.ky.gov/KDE/Administrative+Resources/Testing+and+Reporting+/District+Support/Link+to+Released+Items/

Modified Tuning Protocol:

Notes to the facilitator: Your role as facilitator is crucial. Be a strong, forceful leader that prevents off-task conversation and keeps the participants focused on the question being addressed. Controlling the feedback session is the most critical step in preventing the tuning session from degenerating into random criticism. Depending on the participants you may wish to individually call for warm & cool comments from individual participants or alternate warm & cool comments. Groups that work well together may not need this level of structure. Don't let the presenter respond to individual comments. It's not a conversation!

Note to the presenter: Choose one or two focusing questions that will generate feedback that can help you improve the assignment or the instructional practices that generated it. The Tuning Protocol is also effective in addressing ‘problems of practice’ (e.g., management issues, discipline, organization). Some examples of focusing questions:

• How can I make this assignment more challenging for my students?

• How might I incorporate an element of student choice into this assignment?

• What might I do to increase student interest in this assignment?

• How might I differentiate this assignment for different ability levels?

• How might I successfully integrate instructional technology into this assignment?

• How might I modify this assignment to make it more developmentally appropriate?

• How can I change this unit to make it fully aligned with our curriculum?

• How can I incorporate elements of student inquiry into this assignment?

• How might I best solve a particular problem of practice?

Stating your focusing questions in this manner tells the participants that you realize your assignments are not perfect and that you welcome their honest suggestions.

Note to the participants: Try to state your cool feedback in a positive way. It's much easier to volunteer to present when you know people aren't going to be harsh with you. Instead of a judgmental statement like,  "You should have done..." consider a statement like, "What might happen if..." or "Have you thought about trying..."  

The Process:

Highlighting indicates the active person during each phase of the protocol, but the facilitator is expected to remain active and vigilant throughout the process.

1. Introduction (5 min.)
	Presenter
	Participants
	Facilitator

	
	
	Introduces the participants and presenter, explains the process and schedule.


2. Teacher Presentation (15 min.)
	Presenter
	Participants
	Facilitator

	Explains the context of the work to be examined, including scoring guides, timelines, and purpose. Presenter asks focusing question(s) for participants to address.
	Listen to presenter, take notes if appropriate.
	May work with presenter (but preferably beforehand) to hone focusing question for maximum benefit.


NOTE: The focusing question(s) the presenter brings to the group are critical. They should be questions that cannot be answered with simple yes/ no answers and should provoke comments that will encourage teacher growth. Examples are provided.
3. Clarifying questions/ sample examination/ note taking (5-10 min.)

	Presenter
	Participants
	Facilitator

	Answers clarifying questions
	Ask clarifying questions about unclear areas of presentation. 

Examine samples of student work. May take notes as needed.
	Judges if questions more properly belong in feedback. Prevents unstructured dialogue between participants and presenter.


NOTE: if participants choose to discuss as a group rather than examining work individually, this step may be combined with step 4. If so, the facilitator must take a greater role in preventing the structured dialogue from becoming a conversation.

4. Feedback (15 min.)
	Presenter
	Participants
	Facilitator

	Presenter is silent and is encouraged to move away from the group in order to prevent interaction with the participants.
	Participants provide warm & cool feedback about the student work/problem of practice in the context of the presenter's focusing question.
	Keeps participants focused on the question(s) the presenter brought to the group. Facilitator may choose to alternate warm & cool feedback, alternate participants or allow free comments.


NOTE: Warm feedback may include comments about how the work presented seems to meet the desired goals; cool feedback may include possible “disconnects,” gaps, or problems.

5. Reflection (10 min.)
	Presenter
	Participants
	Facilitator

	Responds to warm & cool feedback of participants if he/she desires.
	Participants are silent while presenter responds.
	Intervenes if needed to keep responses focused on question or feedback.


6. Debrief (all) (5 min.)
Open discussion of the tuning process shared by the group, suggestions for future sessions, conversation about the process, scheduling next session, choosing next presenter.

 
The variables of using protocols:


What should we examine?

	Some possible types of student work:
	Some possible types of teacher work:
	Some possible problems of practice:

	Assessment responses

On-demand writing 

Writing assignments 

Student products/presentations Independent projects/investigations


	Lesson plans

Instructional units

Assessments

Lesson implementation (video)

Differentiating assignments
	Materials management

Class organization/scheduling

Behavioral management

Grading/reporting

Communication with parents

Time management


What evidence should we collect?
Possibilities include:

	Student work:
	Teacher work:
	Problems of practice:

	Samples of representative work from different students

Collection of work from one student over time

Samples from low, medium and high students

Samples from underperforming students


	Lesson plans

Instructional units

Assessments

Lesson implementation (video)

Individual assignments

Scoring guides
	Classroom observations

Parent contact logs

Gradebooks

Classroom newsletters

Class rules/procedures

Curriculum maps

Class schedules

District curriculum documents


When might our groups meet?

Before or after school

Planning periods

Early dismissal, PD days

Release time (if substitutes are available)

Block, team, department or grade-level meetings

Note: it is important that implementation of a protocol occurs on a regular basis. For it to be most effective it should be a regular occurrence that allows everyone in the group to eventually have opportunities to share their work.

Questions to ask about the implementation process:

Who will be involved?

Who will present?

What kind of work will be presented?

When and where will you meet?

Who will facilitate? Will it always be the same person or will facilitation responsibilities rotate among all group members?

Some of the most effective professional development doesn’t require money, travel, or the presence of an ‘expert from somewhere else’. The consistent use of a protocol has been proven to be an effective strategy for improving teaching and learning. At a time when school funding is at a premium it becomes most essential that teachers learn to ‘light a candle rather than curse the darkness.’

“... professional development should be targeted and directly related to teachers' practice. It should be site-based and long-term. It should be on-going - part of a teacher's workweek, not something that's tacked on.”
(James W. Stigler, 2002)

Please send comments and suggestions about this newsletter to:

Elementary: karen.kidwell@education.ky.gov
Middle School:  sean.elkins@education,ky.gov
High School: rae.mcentyre@education.ky.gov
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