CAN WE MAKE UNCOMMONLY GREAT TEACHING MORE COMMON?
Six Important Things We’ve Learned About Instruction
We have seen the hard work that educators are doing daily in their classrooms to help
students learn and we strive to focus that hard work on unlocking new levels of greatness.
Instruction Partners (formerly D2D) is a team of educators united by the idea that great
teachers are made, not born; there are systematic ways to help teachers get better so students
learn more. We partner with schools and districts to help improve instruction and we offer
content support for teachers and leaders. The entry point for our partnership is classroom
walk-throughs with the school and district leaders to understand the state of instruction. We
then work with instructional leadership teams to identify a strategy, develop a plan and put
implementation supports into place based on the observed state of instruction. Several
months later, we come back and do walk-throughs again to get a sense of whether the
interventions lead to instructional change.
This work brought us into 1,017 classrooms from March 2016 to June 2017; we collected data
on 707 of these classrooms. (We don’t collect data when we are training.) We observed
classrooms in 55 schools and 21 districts. In 13 districts, we observed the same classrooms at
two different times, allowing us to assess whether instruction changed or not. In ﬁve districts,
we observed three different times.
Over the course of these walk-throughs we learned a lot but there were six trends in particular
that we feel are worth sharing.
A Little Bit on The Metric
In our observations, we use a rubric based on the Instructional Practices Guide (IPG) to gather
data. You can see them here. These are content-speciﬁc rubrics, one for math and one for ELA,
developed with solid research courtesy of Student Achievement Partners. In math, we look for
whether instruction is on grade level, the extent to which students spend time working
grade-level problems and where there is student-to-student discussion of mathematical
concepts. In ELA, we look for things like whether the lesson is focused on high-quality text,
how effectively questions are sequenced to build meaning, and how much students engage in
reasoning and problem solving.
We then deﬁne a "positive lesson" as a lesson where at least eight indicators on our rubric are
scored positively. This is a blunt, summative metric that does not take into account many of the
nuances in teaching we observe, but is useful for summarizing overall change. We report
change in the “percent of positive lessons.”
When we do walk-throughs, they are conducted by our own normed staff or normed part-time
instructional specialists. When we collect data and speciﬁc classroom examples, we do not
evaluate individual teachers. We do not see enough nor do we know the context deeply
enough to draw such conclusions. However, we are able to identify trends across classrooms
and across schools to inform systemic next steps.

Finding 1: Improving instruction is possible
After observing classrooms at two different points in time, we saw an increase
in positive lessons.
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The increase in positive lessons did not happen everywhere we visited, and where it did
happen, it didn’t always change at the same pace. Overall, however, there was a clear
improvement in the quality of lessons.
Crucially, these changes in instruction happened relatively quickly. Typically, there were about
six months between the ﬁrst and second visit, and some visits happened within the same
school year while others happened across school years.
Our data shows that instruction can change and it can change quickly, even during the
school year.

Finding 2: Excellence is everywhere
In over 90% of districts, we saw at least one example of a positive lesson.
A single example is powerful. A single example provides an expectation-setting bar for
leaders, it represents an individual who is already capable of helping their peers, and
represents an area of instruction where leaders can focus on replicating success, not
establishing a new foundation.
Most teachers have colleagues nearby who can provide an example of what’s possible. There
are teachers everywhere waiting to be unleashed and they do not need to leave the classroom
to help others. They can teach their hearts out, and also lead PLCs, visit other classrooms, or
facilitate Summer Bootcamps for other teachers that will grow them as individuals and spread
their impact beyond the walls of their own classrooms. Once we identify examples of
excellence, we can help leaders leverage these teachers’ full potential.
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Finding 3: Improvement moves differently within subjects and within schools
The rate of change in instruction within a district varied across schools. Some schools seemed
to change quickly, while others did not change at all. When looking at individual schools, there
were also notable differences across subjects. We observed repeated cases similar to the (real)
example below where one subject popped, another progressed, and the same subject in a
different school was stagnant or declined.
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When we look within a given school our sample sizes are small, leading to more variance and
it is not always clear why one school, or one subject within one school, changes so much
faster than another. We think contributing factors include which strategies for improvement
were chosen and the level of support for those strategies. There also appears to be an
element of improvement becoming contagious, at least within subject areas within schools.
But importantly, this contagion does not seem to cross school lines or subjects. This has
important implications and limitations for system-level strategy that assumes roll-out across
schools equally.

Finding 4: School leaders matter
School leaders are busy and have many demands on their time. For understandable reasons,
sometimes they were able to join our walk-throughs in full and sometimes they were pulled in
other directions. The difference in results was stark. When the school leader participated in the
walk-throughs, there was improvement, and when they didn’t, there tended to be stagnation.
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This could be because of a number of different reasons:
1. There is something about principals who joined the walk-through process as
opposed to those who did not. Perhaps they are more instructionally inclined
already or decided to make understanding instruction a priority.
2. Participating in the walk-through process honed their vision of excellent instruction
and changed the urgency or approach to future walk-throughs and feedback.
3. Participating in the walk-through process (with district academic leaders) brought
greater alignment between school and system.
In reality, it is likely a combination of all three of these factors. We have subsequently
communicated more clearly to schools and systems the importance of school leaders joining
walk-throughs and we will reschedule if they can’t be there.

Finding 5: Adopting stronger materials led to faster improvement than trying to
improve existing materials
Each district we worked with has a different story. Our unique position gives us a great deal of
information about what action each district and school took to try to improve. The way
instruction changed was not consistent from place to place.
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In most districts, we found relatively few classrooms that were teaching at the level of the
grade-level standards. Fewer than 15% of classrooms were reaching the full depth of the
standard on baseline reviews. This led most leaders, in one form or another, to begin by
improving the quality of materials for teachers. It was the most scalable and tangible starting
point. If students are not being taught the right content, they cannot learn what they need to
learn, even if they do everything that's asked of them.
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Nearly half the schools we worked with chose to adopt or change curriculum. They used
sources like EdReports.org to understand where their curriculum was strong and what other
options they had. Others chose to supplement what they had, improve district-created
support tools (pacing guides and resource banks) or train teachers to develop or select
materials differently.
Adopting higher quality materials tended to be associated with more rapid changes in
instruction.
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There are two important caveats.
The ﬁrst is that there is a wide range of potential results. There were some schools that went
from zero positive lessons to 100% of observed lessons being positive after curriculum
change. But there were also examples of seeing no change at all. So, better materials alone
were no guarantee, but they were a part of the story in most places of progress.
The other caveat is that curriculum adoption’s positive impact occurred more signiﬁcantly in
ELA. In math, curriculum adoption led to big change in certain indicators or groups of
indicators, but slower change in the percent of positive lessons, and it isn’t yet clear why.
As we continue to learn, an area of focus for us is to identify the key decisions and actions a
system or school can take to maximize the likelihood of successful adoption. We have
interviewed 50 schools from across the country that adopted strong materials to understand
the micro and macro actions they took around implementation. (Who communicated the
decision to adopt? What training was provided to teachers? What training was provided to
leaders? How did you change lesson planning templates?) We will release the ﬁndings from
these interviews later this fall and full “playbooks” in a year.
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Finding 6: Good professional development can make a difference
With any initiative to improve instruction, professional development will play a role. As districts
worked to improve instruction, we tracked different types of professional development efforts.
There is a lot of research that challenges the effectiveness of professional development
activities. Nonetheless, all educators have things to learn and areas of growth, and they need
support navigating change. Schools have structures in place for professional development.
We started to track the approaches districts took to PD and we found two things:
1) Reorganizing local PD structures around content was associated with positive change
in ELA but less in math. The action of using PD time to let teachers collaborate on the
texts they were teaching and the questions they were asking correlated with faster
progress. (This often happened as part of curriculum adoption efforts, so there is some
crossover in this group with ﬁnding 5.)
2) Instruction Partners’-delivered PD (on-site and virtual) seemed to support positive
change. This could be because we had deep knowledge of the district approach
so the PD felt coherent, or it could be due to the content or facilitation expertise
of those delivering the training.
Bottom line: professional development can support faster improvement and we must learn
exactly what needs to go into these experiences.
W H AT C O M E S N E X T ?
Every year, school teams pour themselves into efforts to improve student learning with
inconsistent results and little clarity about what worked and what didn’t. We ﬁnd examples of
great progress but, for too many teachers and leaders, the results are frustrating. Over time, it
starts to feel like there's a magic growth fairy that sprinkles improvement dust on the school in
some years but not in other years. And yet, we know that choices made at the district, at the
school, and in the classroom impact instruction, and instruction impacts student learning.
Partnering with districts and schools gives us a view into the stories behind the numbers. And
working across more and more schools and districts will give us more data and a larger body
of knowledge that we can use to help others. We take our role helping each partner seriously.
We also take seriously our role learning from each story which actions power widespread
progress. We are starting to build data systems and research partnerships to support this
learning and we promise to use everything we learn with each of our partners to help them
improve.

LEARN MORE AT INSTRUCTIONPARTNERS.ORG.
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