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INTRODUCTION

The message is clear: Instructional materials matter. While this may seem 
intuitive, there is a new intensity of interest in high-quality instructional 
materials. Numerous factors have converged, leading to this interest: 1) The 
adoption of college-and-career ready standards shared across state lines; 
2) More challenging assessments that measure the new standards; 3) Better 
information about options for curricula, including resources such as EdReports; 
and 4) The advent of comprehensive K-12 open-source educational materials, 
which have disrupted the publishing market with a focus on alignment and 
flexibility.

We know teachers are hungry for resources and materials that can help them 
serve students well. And we know that strong curriculum can itself make some 
difference. Recently, researchers at Harvard surveyed 1,500 teachers and 
142 principals who were implementing PARCC or Smarter Balanced in five 
different states. They found when a high-quality textbook was used, student 
achievement increased in these classrooms by an average of 3.6 percentile 
points – larger gains than the typical first-year teacher experiences across his or 
her first three years on the job.1

But the experience of every teacher and principal, confirmed by our 
observations over the past two years, also indicates that simply changing to a 
strong curriculum can actually present challenges. Curriculum implementation, 
with its myriad decisions, is easy to do poorly. The rapid introduction of a new 
curriculum, in particular, often leads to great frustration. 

Across the country, many schools and districts currently find themselves in the 
position of adopting and implementing new curricula. What does it take for 
that process to function as a significant and positive change agent for a school 
or district? What are the decisions that must be made and actions that need to 
be taken? These are the questions we need to be able to answer.
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1. https://cepr.harvard.edu/news/never-judge-book-its-cover%E2%80%94use-student-achievement-instead
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At Instruction Partners, we work shoulder-to-shoulder with teachers and 
leaders to strengthen instruction and unlock student potential. This starts with 
observations in classrooms and involves a plan that integrates curriculum, as 
well as teacher and leader training and support. Understanding which actions 
power effective implementation of rigorous curricula is critical to our ability to 
help districts. 

We analyzed the micro-decisions and actions involving curriculum 
implementation, support, and data use, such as:
     • How is the curriculum selected?
     • How is the decision to use the curriculum communicated? 
     • What upfront training is provided?
     • What ongoing training for teachers and leaders accompanies it?
     • What are teachers empowered to modify?
     • Who reviews plans? What are they reviewed for?
     • What is discussed during PLCs?
     • How is curriculum paired with assessment? What data is analyzed? 
     • Who analyzes the student work with teachers? How often?
     • How often do leaders monitor implementation? How do they do so?

To that end, we set out on a journey, with the aim of producing something that 
can be shared with all principals and system leaders looking to do this work 
well.  

We are trying to map the genome of effective curriculum 
implementation to understand the decisions, big and small, 
that go into doing it well.



PLAYBOOK PROJECT OUTLINE

We started by identifying seven high-quality curricula, as reviewed by 
EdReports, that our partner districts were either using frequently or interested 
in using. The curricula represented a range of different approaches to 
instruction. This is not about finding the “best” one and there will be no ratings 
or evaluation of the curricula. This is about learning what it takes to use a given 
curriculum well. The seven are:

We then mapped out a three-phase project to understand what drove 
successful implementation: 
 

PHASE ONE: 
Study the experiences of those who have walked this journey. 
We found schools that had started using these materials in the last year or two 
and interviewed them about their experience. We interviewed 52 educators, 
representing 70 schools across 16 states and the District of Columbia. We 
found these schools through our own network, through other intermediary 
organizations, and through the publishers themselves. We also interviewed 
the curriculum developers to understand their vision and supports for 
implementation, as well as their sense of the experience of those using their 
materials.

PHASE TWO:
Develop and test a map of the implementation choices.
Based on the range of decisions our interviewees had to make, as well as on 
their common challenges and wins, we set out to document and develop a 
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taxonomy around the elements of effective implementation in the form of a 
“playbook.” By and large, we found common trends across all the curricula 
we studied, but we also found implementation experiences unique to certain 
materials. We will refine this playbook by piloting pieces of it with districts that 
are implementing a curriculum for the first time, or are early in the stages of 
implementation. We will also document the choices made by our pilot districts 
and look at outcome data in the form of teacher surveys and student learning 
to begin to understand the best approaches.

PHASE THREE:
Prepare for publication and develop a method of longitudinal study.
Once we have a map of the elements at play and a preliminary sense of 
what drives success, we will put the playbook in a sharable format that can 
be interactive and useful to districts. We also hope to design a method of 
capturing the choices made by a much broader set of districts, in order to 
expand our understanding of effective curriculum implementation. 

While we work through this project, we plan to release three white papers, of 
which this is the first. The following information in this white paper focuses on 
the findings from our interviews with implementers.
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TRENDS IN THE DATA

Across all of the educator interviews, six big trends emerged: 

1.
The decision to adopt a new curriculum is influenced by whether 
materials are rigorous and aligned to standards more than any other 
factor.
Rigor and alignment matter more than usability, cost, and whether the 
curriculum meets state guidelines. Educators want materials that will guide 
teaching to the content that matters most. Educators said they value “…a 
curriculum that makes kids think, and challenges kids at all different levels,” and 
curricula with “richness and complexity.” One respondent stated, “We wanted 
the students to be able to problem solve, think critically, and obtain the skills 
from the standards. They wanted students to think and talk like mathematicians, 
and then act like mathematicians.” 

Regarding cost, one educator said he was “never limited budget-wise, but told 
to find the curriculum that was best for their students,” while another stated, 
“Our superintendent wanted the best curriculum that we could find for our 
students,” and that cost was “considered, but wasn’t a big enough issue or 
deciding factor.”

Respondents looked to a variety of sources for assurance that the curriculum 
was aligned — district administrators, the curriculum and textbook publishers 
themselves, or just their own opinions based on using the curriculum in the 
classroom. The influence of the respondents’ state department of education 
appears to be minimal, indicating an ongoing trend toward local control of 
curriculum decisions. Interestingly, use of curriculum review tools that exist, 
such as EdReports, seemed to be valued inconsistently across respondents, 
possibly stemming from a lack of awareness of the site.  
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2. 
Many teachers found students rose to meet the challenge of a high-
quality, rigorous curriculum, even when teachers initially felt the 
materials would be too difficult for their students.
Educators and publishers alike have identified teacher mindset as a potential 
challenge to overcome with regard to strong curriculum implementation. 
One respondent stated, “The biggest challenge was helping teachers make 
the paradigm shift,” and another mentioned that it was initially “hard for 
teachers to manage and to let go of direct instruction.” Another educator 
stated that he “felt like a first-year teacher all over again.” But as stated by one 
of the publishers we spoke with, once teachers saw that their students could 
handle the curriculum, they enjoyed the challenge of teaching it. Similarly, a 
teacher mentioned that even their younger elementary students recognized 
that they were learning things that “not every third grader” was learning, and 
were proud of their accomplishment. Respondents also noted that students 
were engaged despite, if not because of, the more rigorous content. Some 
respondents noted that they attributed student growth on state assessments 
partly to the curriculum they implemented. 

3. 
Most teachers feel empowered, unburdened, and more creative 
when they have strong materials. 
Our research shows us that teachers who understand and believe in the type 
of instructional shifts necessary to raise student achievement are looking for 
high-quality curriculum to meet students’ needs. And when they find it, it is 
like water in the desert. In fact, several respondents noted that having strong 
materials allowed them to spend their time on important content work and 
analyzing student data to inform intervention efforts, as opposed to searching 
the internet for supplementary materials or using resources like Teachers Pay 
Teachers and Pinterest.
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4.
Frequent and ongoing professional development is needed to 
support teachers in understanding, internalizing, and effectively 
using curriculum.  
Just because a teacher is using aligned materials, doesn’t mean that instruction 
will improve and students will learn more. Aligned materials “raise the floor,” 
but there seems to be no substitute for doing the work. In all of our interviews, 
we heard that in order to be successful, teachers must have practice doing the 
math and reading the texts. Although it may be overwhelming to get through 
that sheer volume of content, to internalize and execute it effectively, educators 
must take that time. Several educators also identified that process itself as a 
great way to build content knowledge. One respondent said they wished they 
had been able to see individual lessons modeled for them, and that it takes 
teaching a lesson several times before they feel totally comfortable with it.

Respondents reported that training was necessary but insufficient to ensure 
a strong implementation in the absence of teacher buy-in. “Professional 
development that is frequent and ongoing” was named by respondents as a 
recommendation for strong implementation, as was having an experienced 
teacher-leader collaborating with and supporting staff with the content and 
pedagogy. Respondents also said consistent support from the school and 
district administration that reflects a vision of success was critical.

5. 
Pacing was the most common challenge identified, particularly in the 
first few years of implementation. 
One educator said “trying to meet the pacing the first year” was difficult, as 
was trusting the process. While students may not master content after every 
lesson, the curriculum is designed to ensure they do by the end of the year. 
Some respondents reported not being able to get through the full year of 
materials due to having to differentiate their instruction. Others reported that 
pacing was a challenge for specific grade levels and teachers. Some educators 
said having pacing guides, either publisher or locally created, was helpful in 
navigating pacing issues. Still, many said it was hard to stay true to the pacing 
recommendations. 
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6. 
Parental involvement plays a role in successful implementation, 
particularly with mathematics. 
Respondents stated that without parental buy-in, the complaints from parents 
about having to “do the math” with their children, as well as frustration 
stemming from it being so different from how they learned, can be an 
obstacle and negative influence in the community. Also, buy-in needs to be 
more than just communication. One respondent reported, “We were naive in 
terms of implementation, we thought [school and district administrators] had 
communicated well to the parents, but it wasn’t enough.” 

A Note About Assessment
In addition to these trends, respondents reported using assessments in a 
variety of ways. Some respondents used the assessments from within the 
curriculum, some developed their own, and others used a combination 
of curriculum assessments supplemented with teacher- or district-created 
assessments. While the interviews conducted largely did not surface the 
motivations behind these decisions in any way that could be described as a 
trend, it can be said that there doesn’t seem to be a clear best practice for the 
most effective method of connecting curriculum, standards, and assessment.

Also, while formative assessment seems to be a consistent source of data for 
PLC/collaborative planning time, most respondents did not include formative 
assessments among their list of assessments they use to determine what 
students know and are able to do. Many used state test scores as a source of 
data for PLC/collaborative planning, and as a measure of rigor to expect in 
instructional materials. 

What’s clear is that educators are trying to make sense of how to measure 
what kids are learning and whether it’s enough. Future interviews with both 
educators and publishers could focus on the role of assessment strategy 
in implementation, in order to better understand what is motivating use of 
particular assessments, as well as in identifying best practices for connecting 
curriculum, standards, and assessment.
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CLOSING
There is much still to learn, but understanding the experience of 
educators who have successfully implemented curriculum is an 
important starting point as we seek to uncover the implementation 
choices that support student learning. We are now in the process of 
mapping the key phases and the branches of choices that schools can 
make around implementation. We will spend the year collecting data 
from districts that are implementing for the first time to understand 
the trends in choices. Educators and, in particular, school and district 
leaders, are eager for a framework to understand the critical work that 
goes into supporting curriculum implementation well. We hope this 
journey will uncover some of those critical moves. Stay tuned for draft 
“playbooks” and best practices on the most essential elements to come.

We are grateful to the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation for their 
support of the curriculum playbooks and white paper project.



APPENDIX A: RESPONDENT PROFILE

We interviewed 52 educators, representing 70 schools across 16 states and the 
District of Columbia. 
  •86 percent of respondents were from traditional public schools. 12 percent 
  were from charter schools, public or otherwise. 
  •43 percent of respondents work in elementary schools, 34 percent in middle 
  schools, and 23 percent in high schools.
  •Most respondents were math and ELA teachers, instructional coaches, 
  specialists, department chairs, or principals.
  •Respondents also came from a variety of district sizes: 
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SIZE OF DISTRICTS SERVED BY RESPONDENTS
# OF STUDENTS IN THE DISTRICT # OF RESPONDENTS
0 - 1,000     6
1,001 - 5,000     17
5,001 - 10,000    9
10,001 - 20,000    7
20,001 - 30,000    2
30,001 - 40,000    1
40,001 - 50,000    1
More than 50,000    6
N/A      1
Unknown     2
Grand Total     52

NAME OF CURRICULUM ADOPTED # OF RESPONDENTS
CKLA      5
CPM      16
Eureka     11
Expeditionary Learning   7
Go Math     5
LearnZillion     6
Odell Education    2
Grand Total     52



APPENDIX B: EDUCATOR INTERVIEW FINDINGS

CURRICULUM EVALUATION AND ADOPTION
How did the school districts represented evaluate and ultimately adopt the 
curriculum?
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# OF RESPONDENTS IDENTIFIED TREND FROM QUALITATIVE RESPONSE
19    Included teacher input and/or a rubric/evaluation tool
13	 	 	 	 State/District	or	Central	Office	mandated	and/or	approved	curriculum
11    Reviewed and/or piloted the materials before expanding to additional 
    grades (in one case ahead of schedule because pilot teachers were so 
    pleased with Expeditionary Learning)
11    Used an informal (or no discernable) process
9    Teachers sought standards aligned materials
9    Used a formal evaluation process/selection committee
7    Relied on recommendations from a trusted source (in some cases this 
    was Instruction Partners)
3    Considered the need for adaptations as part of the process
3    Did not personally take part in the evaluation process
2    Considered lack of racial bias as part of review process
2    School vote
1    Low student performance data prompted the adoption of
    standards-aligned curriculum
1    Shared belief in the intentional building of knowledge was a key part of 
    decision-making

*Please note, due to free-form responses, results do not add up to 52; trends were analyzed in each response.

TABLE 1: WHAT STEPS WERE TAKEN TO EVALUATE THE CURRICULUM PRIOR TO 
PURCHASE AND/OR IMPLEMENTATION? 



Interviewees then rated the factors driving the curriculum adoption on a scale 
of 1-5. (1: Not at all important — 5: Extremely important) 
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TABLE 2: HOW IMPORTANT WAS THE COST OF THE CURRICULUM IN INFLUENCING 
YOUR DECISION TO ADOPT?
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TABLE 4: HOW IMPORTANT WAS THE EASE OF IMPLEMENTATION OF THE CURRICULUM 
IN INFLUENCING YOUR DECISION TO ADOPT?
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TABLE 5: HOW IMPORTANT WAS THE BACKGROUND/EXPERIENCE OF THE PUBLISHER 
OF THE CURRICULUM IN INFLUENCING YOUR DECISION TO ADOPT?
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TABLE 6: HOW IMPORTANT WAS THE RECOMMENDATION OF THE STATE
DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION OF THE CURRICULUM IN INFLUENCING YOUR
DECISION TO ADOPT?
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TABLE 7: HOW IMPORTANT WAS THE RECOMMENDATION OF OTHER SCHOOL 
DISTRICTS USING THE CURRICULUM IN INFLUENCING YOUR DECISION TO ADOPT 
(EITHER WORD-OF-MOUTH OR REVIEW OF IMPLEMENTATION DATA PROVIDED 
BY THE PUBLISHER)?
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TABLE 8: HOW IMPORTANT WERE THE SUPPORT RESOURCES OFFERED BY THE 
PUBLISHER IN INFLUENCING YOUR DECISION TO ADOPT?
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TABLE 9: HOW IMPORTANT WAS ALIGNMENT TO THE STANDARDS IN CHOOSING THE 
CURRICULUM?
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TABLE 10: HOW IMPORTANT WERE OTHER SOURCES OF INFORMATION (EDREPORTS, 
RESEARCH, REVIEWS) IN INFLUENCING YOUR CURRICULUM DECISION? 
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TABLE 11: HOW IMPORTANT WAS THE INCLUSION OF DIGITAL RESOURCES IN 
INFLUENCING YOUR DECISION TO ADOPT?

20

15

10

5

0

(1: Not at all important - 5: Extremely important)

1  2  3  4  5       unknown

# 
of

 re
sp

on
de

nt
s

Rating

# 
of

 re
sp

on
de

nt
s

Rating



20

*For	the	first	14	interviews,	this	question	allowed	an	open	text	response.	Initial	answers	were	difficult	to	discern	
and	tended	to	include	thoughts	about	previous	questions.	The	question	was	modified	to	ask	respondents	to	
select a single answer from the previously discussed factors (with an option for including other if necessary). The 
data	shared	here	represents	responses	since	the	question	was	modified.

COMMUNICATION
How was information about the curriculum adoption communicated?

TABLE 12: WHAT WAS THE SINGLE MOST IMPORTANT FACTOR THAT INFLUENCED YOUR 
DECISION REGARDING THE ADOPTION OF THE CURRICULUM?*

# OF RESPONDENTS IDENTIFIED TREND FROM QUALITATIVE RESPONSE
21    Rigor/alignment to standards
8    Recommendation (either from the publisher or from another trusted 
    source)
8    Resources from the publisher (either digital or otherwise)
3    Cost
2    Ease of implementation
2    District-level support
2    Teacher buy-in
1    The student experience
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TABLE 13: HOW WAS THE DECISION TO USE THE CURRICULUM COMMUNICATED?
# OF RESPONDENTS IDENTIFIED TREND FROM QUALITATIVE RESPONSE
28    Announced at teacher training
23    Announced at school board meeting
11    Letter home to parents in backpack
11    School noted information on their website
10    Sent in teacher newsletter
9    Parent-teacher conferences
5    Email sent
3    Open house
3    Press release
2    Teachers were involved in the creation of communication
2    District mailed letter to homes in area
1    Announced at principal meeting
1    Announced by the principal
1    Parents participated in the adoption process
1    This was a school-by-school choice
1    In classrooms

TABLE 14: WHO COMMUNICATED THE DECISION TO USE THE CURRICULUM?
# OF RESPONDENTS IDENTIFIED TREND FROM QUALITATIVE RESPONSE
24    Principals
13	 	 	 	 Senior	level	leadership/superintendent/central	office
11    Board of education
10    Curriculum director/instructional facilitator/coaches
7    Teachers
3    District leaders/district supervisor
2    Adoption committee
1    Parents   
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TABLE 15: TO WHOM WAS THE DECISION TO USE THE CURRICULUM COMMUNICATED?
# OF RESPONDENTS IDENTIFIED TREND FROM QUALITATIVE RESPONSE
40    Principals
37    Teachers
23    Parents
21	 	 	 	 Senior	level	leadership/superintendent/central	office
19    Support staff
19    Students
9    Local community
1	 	 	 	 School-specific	decision
1    Board members

CURRICULUM MODIFICATIONS, PLANNING, PACING, AND SUPPORT
How did educators engage with the curriculum? 

TABLE 16: DO YOUR TEACHERS UTILIZE PROFESSIONAL LEARNING COMMUNITIES OR 
COLLABORATIVE PLANNING SESSIONS?
# OF RESPONDENTS IDENTIFIED TREND FROM QUALITATIVE RESPONSE
34    Professional Learning Communities
32	 	 	 	 Grade-specific	collaborative	planning	sessions
29	 	 	 	 Subject-specific	collaborative	planning	sessions
2    No formal collaborative planning
2    Full staff PD
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TABLE 17: WHAT DATA IS ANALYZED DURING PLCS/COLLABORATIVE PLANNING?
# OF RESPONDENTS IDENTIFIED TREND FROM QUALITATIVE RESPONSE
42    Student work samples
40    Student formative assessment data
38    Curriculum planning materials
24    Student state test data
9    Other student test data
1    We don’t analyze data during planning

TABLE 18: WHO REVIEWS TEACHER LESSON PLANS OR PREPARATION ROUTINES?
# OF RESPONDENTS IDENTIFIED TREND FROM QUALITATIVE RESPONSE
29    Principals and/or assistant principals
16    Content coaches or curriculum staff
14    No one
12    Peer teachers or teacher leaders
1    Only during observations
1    School-based decision
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TABLE 19: WHAT, IF ANYTHING, ARE TEACHERS EMPOWERED TO MODIFY WITHIN THE 
CURRICULUM?
# OF RESPONDENTS IDENTIFIED TREND FROM QUALITATIVE RESPONSE
24    Teachers are encouraged to modify as needed
9	 	 	 	 Tasks	and	strategies	may	be	modified
9    No changes for at least one year of implementation
7    Modify for differentiation
7    Can add new resources
5    Texts and Lexile levels may not be changed
4    Changes for writing
4    Modify for assessments
4    Must be aligned to CCSS
4    Improve engagement strategies
3    Nothing
2    Must be as or more rigorous than existing curriculum
2    Rearranging units
2	 	 	 	 Changes	are	directed	by	district	office
1    Principal decides
1	 	 	 	 Undefined

TABLE 20: WHO DECIDES WHAT TEACHERS CAN MODIFY IN THE CURRICULUM?
# OF RESPONDENTS IDENTIFIED TREND FROM QUALITATIVE RESPONSE
39    Individual teachers or teams of teachers decide
13    Principal
6    District
6    Other
1	 	 	 	 Modifications	are	discouraged	or	not	permitted
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TABLE 21: HOW CLOSELY DID YOU FOLLOW PACING RECOMMENDATIONS?
# OF RESPONDENTS IDENTIFIED TREND FROM QUALITATIVE RESPONSE
29    Closely
19    Other
4    Not closely

TABLE 22: HOW CLOSELY DID YOU FOLLOW SCOPE AND SEQUENCE 
RECOMMENDATIONS?
# OF RESPONDENTS IDENTIFIED TREND FROM QUALITATIVE RESPONSE
41    We used it “as is”
5    We only used part of it
5	 	 	 	 We	re-sequenced
4    Varies by grade
1    We skipped some sections/units
1    Other

TABLE 23: PLEASE DESCRIBE THE ASSESSMENTS THAT YOU USED.
# OF RESPONDENTS IDENTIFIED TREND FROM QUALITATIVE RESPONSE
37    Assessments provided by the curriculum
22    Created our own assessments
3    STAR
2    DIBELS
2    State provided assessment items
1    MAP
1    PARCC
1    SBAC
1    FSA
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