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READING 4

The Case of the Rafter School District

our years ago, In an sfart 1o expand educational oppartunnies for all stodents, the

Rafier School Districl mandated that all students, n all levels, take algebra by the
elghth grade. This dzclslon was ballsd by parents, whe bad complained Eitterly about
e deparities In educational cppartunities: for different growps of stodenis. Some 1eachers
agreed, and others did oot. Poliing oot bow difficolt the courses in Algebra 1 and Algebra 2
were, many [elt that the change was just sstiing up thess sind=nts for fatlore. But the new
palicy siocd.

Nowg four years after 1be mandate, It was dearly tme to peconslder. Large oumbers of
students wers, indeed, iling the elghth grads Algzbra 1 class, and so had to retake 1 In
ninth grade. Scares on the siake test bad not doproved. Mocale was low among leachers;
nobody wanted 10 teach the lowest level class. Once agaim, parenis were clamaring foc o
change.

This time the district 521 op an Algebra Task Farce 1o stody the sttuailon. The commiite:
was made up of the assistant superioiendent, 1be middle and high school princpals, o
guldance counselor, the spedal educaiion direcior, two teacbers from each school, and an
mfluzatial represeniatie fom the Paremt Advisory Coundl. Over the course of several
mesilngs they worked co seweral problem-based iasks fom sacly algebra, and they
discussed articles about mathemsiics, algebra, and aquity.

[ particalar, they wens strudk by 1be siory of Crysial, a siudent who might have been
barred from the study of algebra becanse of her struggles with arnbmetic. Caiby Sezley
{a former mathemailcs teacher who later became president of the Natonal Coundl of
Teachers of Mathematics), tells ber story o the Bllowing way:

[t would certainly be Meal to b all be in ‘bekre
progres=mg to algebra. However, a fow years ago T had an experience 1eaching a
olnth-grade algebra class 1hat caused me to re-examine my beliek about necessary
prerequisttes for learning algebra. One parilcular stodent, whom T call Crysial,
could nat do fractien cperations and asksd ff she could use a fracilon cakulator
the algebra . . . class. [ quickly dscoversd thai, in spite of her arithmetic deficency
Crystal was an cubstanding algebralc thinker, as kong as she bad ber fraction
calculaior to belp her get answers to Faction problems. To make a kmg stary a itk
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shorter, ewentually Crysiol was motrrated by bier success in algebra to go back and
learn Factions. She coniloued through precakulus in high scheol and went oo to
graduate from college and graduate schoal

We nesd to be careful not to let cur own bellefz about bow mabematics s be organized
p=t In the way of allowing all studenis he cpportunity to show us wha they can do. Even
though computailenal preficiency helps In higher-lews] matt here 15 oo evid
that sudents who ane weak In some areas of computation carmot succesd m algsbea o
bngher-level mathematics.

S The sather b Cathy Sewkey Pprinird with peroiion from MOTM Paids: s On B Chad Trenecrips, Septeaber
24, TOHM, copyrighi © 2004 by the Baticou] Counc] of Teachers of Mla thamtice. All righin coverved.

Algebra Task Foroe members wondered how maoy Crysials in thetr school might hebarned
from the cppartuntly io mowe forward with their own matbematics learning o they
removwed the algshra requirement, because of beheafe about ihe way mathematics Is arga-
ried and about whio 1s ready far igher level mathematics.

The AlgebraTask Force emerged fom these meetings with a sedes of quesilons around
which they dzcided to study their school m order bo better undersiand their stuation:

1. Haow does ihe comieni of the Algebra 1 desses offered to different levels of students
campars?

. What approaches to teaching algebra are taken In each lesel, and what 15 he
cagniiles demand of 1asks used?

1, What opporiuniiles for professional desslopment are affered to suppoct teachers in

learning abont how to make algebraic concepts and skills accessible 1o a wids rangs
ol students?

(=]

4. What teachers are assigned to the different levels of Algebra | classes and what
criteria are used o making deceions for teachers' assignments to maihemabics
classes?

5. What cholces about enrclling m farther mathemaiics clysses are students making,
‘beyond what Is required, and what ars their ressons?

&, What |s the process currently in place for advising students sbout placement in
mathemaiics courses?

7. 'What cppartuntties for additional suppori are affered to students who are strugghing
In marhemeics, what 15 the nature of these supparts, and bow mely 15187

The Algebra Task Force formed tzams to Iovesilgaie each question and agreed to share
their indings at the next scheduled mesing, The tram mvestigating Questiors 1 and 2
agreed o use the Secondeny Lemses om Learming Obsermation and Reflection Gedde to frame
thelr cbserwmtions.

When they reconsensd ssweral weeks later and reporied on thetr findings about 1he
warlnusgquestioos, the news was ind=ed sobering:

# Stodenis In lowesr levels of Algebra 1 worked with significantly different content
than their peers in higher levels. Thoogh there was some wariation o tsaching
approaches from cne classroom to anciber, for 1he most part insiructonal praciice
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m 1he lower Lewe] clasgas was o ¥ m ke peucity of

opportunities provided for siudents to

2 work with problembased tasks of high cogoitive demand;

2 learn through substantbee discourse or “math talk;”

o make connections hetween mathsmatical concepts, represeniations, solution
siraiegles, and procedures;

= make and test cut mathematical con|echares.

Teacher prafessional development for mathematics was hmned and there was letls

‘ilme for 1eachers to mest together.

Becanse the upper level matbematis classes were popular amemg experienced

ieachers, the new bires wene cfien assigned to tesch the Algebra 1 closses.

# Student enrollment data showed that many students had stopped taking

mathematics beyond ibe required Algebra 1 course, and among those that siopped

a disproportionaie oumber were kw Income and minority. Stodenis io whom task

force members had spoken relvied a general senss of disaffection, and feeling tha

tenchers didn't care.

Thers was great varation in ke amount of gusdance oflered io studenis with respect

10 selection and placement in mathemaiics classes, and in whio was o leed in hess

consuliations with students.

While the after school program did offer some suppoet In mathematics, ihere were

wrinally noopparhunities for the after-school mstructars 1o mest with students' regolar

mathematics isachers to discuss indmidoal siudems’ nesds. Similardy, the Specal

Education program operaied qulie szparaiely from theregolar mathematics program.

Alber some discusston of thetr Andings, the Algehra Task Force came to the conclosion
ihat the problem was too complex 1o be addressed merely by changing enrcllment patterns
o thiey had tried when they mandated 1hat all students 1ake algebra by grades 8. It was not
helpful to hme gresier access 1o algsbea If 1 only meant that signdficant numbers of
students wers Dkely to il They nseded to think ahout adsqnate preparailon and support
for stodenis If they were going to be successful with ralsing expectations for coors:
enrollment and achievement foc all siudents.

The Task Force established a shori-lerm sirategy and seweral konger-term strategies for
addressing ihe need for betier preparaiion and suppert for students.

Short-Term Stratedy

Addressing the Need o Provide Addifonal Time and
Support for Strugdiing $iudents

The Algebra Task Forcs decided to focos s Immediate aitsntion cn coordinatad
responses for supporting strogghing stndenis. [ts members began to constder the passibiliny
of increasing time speni on mathemaiios for studenis who peed it, through a comblnation
of in-school and cut-cf-scheol miilathes. They wantsd to ensure ihat the addilooal
suppart offered was closely coordinated with cootent and approaches taken In the
classroom . They decided to base thetr work an the Famework described m Dufour's Schools
s Learnig Commaest ies:

# Temely. The school guickly dentifies students whio nesd additicnal time amd suppari.

# Based on Imtermention Rather Than Bemedintton. The plan provides stadenis with help
axs soon s they experience dificuliy rather than relying oo summer schocl, reteniloa,
and remedial courses.
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# Direcdivre. Iostead of éenting siudents io seek addifional help, the systematic plan
reqeeres siudents to devote extra tme and receber addiicnal assisiance untl they
‘hare masiersd the necessary concepts. (Dufour, Richard (2004, Schoolk ar Lazesing
Commansities. Educational Leadership, May 2004, Volume 61, #8, pages 6-11])

They =21 up a sysiem for colleciing daia sbout the mmpact oo the achlevement in
mbematics of mdividual students who participatsd in the program of suppart. They also
plammed to follow up when students ideniified foc suppoct did pot #itend programs offers=d
after school, In order to determime whether tmues such os trarsportation, bome respon-
sthilliles, =tc., preventsd them from particdpaiing.

In addition, the task force d=cided o learn aborur mitiatees 10 address issoes of time and
support taking place at other schooks. Some schoalks they read about offered extended class
periods to teach mathemailes so as to allw dme for all components of a lesson, angmented
by Individualized suppoct for students. One particolacly promking model ovolved pre-
teaching a lesson to students who would beneflt from ibe cppor tunity io preview the deas
and m asa for Raller par m the lesson with the enitre class.
Ancther school's block scheduling, in which courses wers taken over hall a schoal year,
allowned studen’s who failed a course at any paint and were knocked out of a sequence of
maihematics courses, ta caich up by taking two mothematics clusses in & singhe year. This
allowed many more shadents to taks bigher-lese] mathematics coursas ceer 1he four years
of high school, even if they had ddficuhy wib some. Howeser, they also noted & concern
aboutowverall tune Jost for aoy ghven mathematics class in many models of block schedutng
and sa declded to learn more about ciber opilons.

Long-Term Stratedy 1

The Algebra Task Foree Wdenilfled the need toreview the mathematics carciculn nsed in
the muddle school to ses whether an altsrnaites 1o what they wers currenily using might
beiter provide all siudents wiih access 0 key ideas n algsbra while allowing them o
contime ther sindy of important iopics in other strands of mathemeiics. They also
Identified 1he need 10 engage 1o a thoughifal adoptien and Lmplementailon process for a
new high schoal mathematics corrcalum (etther integrated scross mebematical strands
or follwing the raditonal course sequence) that would build oo new directions planned
for the myddle school.

Long-Term Stratedy 2

The Algebra Task Force also identtfled the need 1o significantly strengiben thelr professional
development program =o that i prosided teachers with

1. astrong foundation n mathemailes;

2. opportontties to rethimk their pedagogy:

1. rthe took 10 differentiate instruction . mathematics while maintaining cogniee

demand; and
4. skills'n conducting regular farmatwe asssssmen’ bo infocm thelr iostruckon.

Long-Term Stratedy 3

The Algebra Task Force idenitfied the need to reconsider pracices arcond
trackingachievemeni grouping In bt schiool. As o first step they made o commttment to
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emsuring hat iest scores alone would oot be used s a basts for declslons that would affect
stadents’' [lfe chances or educational opportunities. They decided o coorene o mesting of
teachers, guidance counselors, and 1he principal before the start of each year's conrss
selecilon and placement process. In 1hes: meetings they woold make determinailons about
placzment thai mcluded not ooly resulis from large-scale tests, but also daia from focmatie
msseszments offersd In class and student portilics thai provided a wew ioto the
mathematics history of students. They also decided 10 reassess the ways in which they
amsigned teachers o classes, with an effort 0 place their strongest teachers [in cootent
kncwldge, In pedagegy, and for with ) In thie math courses
hat were required of all sadents.

[n addition, the Algebra Task Force decided to wisit a high school ihat weas having
success with placing all meoming studznts inks hslerogen sous mathemaiics classas, and 1o
wisik Ifs s2nding middle schools as well. They wantad to s2e for themsalves a middle and high
school curriculum tha would be challenging for the fll rangs of students. They also
wanted b undersiand how a middle school mathematics curdculum could provide asircog
foundation of propartional reasoning as a basis for students’ study of Algebra 1 oo the st
year of an mesgrated high school mathematics program, while also allowing stadents 1o
contmue to develop their algebradc thinking and connect to tmportant ieas ' algebra,
geometry, dain, and elementary stailstlcs.
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Rafter School District Case Study Focus Questions

What strikes you as particularly valuable about the processes and priorities for
strengthening the mathematics program at the Rafter School District?

What issues might the Algebra Task Force members encounter as they set about
enacting their plans? What might they be missing?

What is the state of school-wide systems and equity in your own setting?

Adapted from Secondary Lenses on Learning
Corwin Press, 2009
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