Common Writing Assignment Initiative

Frequently Asked Questions and Responses
December 4, 2008

General FAQs

Q. Why are we doing this?

A. In college and the workplace, high school graduates are expected to be able to articulate opinions, support them with evidence, and reliably communicate their ideas in writing with skill. A sadly growing body of data shows us that too many of those who graduate from the Boston Public Schools are not able to do this. Therefore, we must redouble our efforts to make sure that all students are regularly asked to write in ways that help prepare them for the rigors of post-secondary life, no matter what path they ultimately choose. The Superintendent’s Acceleration Agenda sets several targets for writing proficiency for all students. This initiative is an important part of the plan to meet them.
Q. Who is paying for this?

A. BPS has set aside money in this year’s budget to support the Superintendent’s Acceleration Agenda, which includes the Common Writing Assignments. There will be no budgetary cost to schools for the CWA initiative.

Q. How much time will schools have to devote to this?

A. This depends on what content area is rolling out the CWA in your school. Schools are required to set aside time for Professional Development for the CWAs. Generally, no more than 2-3 hours in January for teachers in that content area plus and one hour for teachers to enter data into MyBPS once the CWA has been graded. This time, however, needs to occur on School Department-time, either during the 18 hours of contracted PD, Common Planning Time, or other time during the school day that teachers are required to attend. Additional time may be used to further integrate the CWA into your professional development around writing, but this is optional. 

Q. How much time will teachers have to devote to this?

A. Teachers can choose to implement the CWA over several days or weeks at any time between February and March. This will be part of their teaching time and so should not alter any school schedules or plans. Because teachers will have at least one to two months to plan for the CWA, and will receive support for planning and implementation, there should be minimal disruption to their classrooms.

Q. What supports are available to school leaders and teachers?
A. Each content area support team has developed a detailed plan for support in their area. Please look there for details.
Q. Isn’t the CWA just another district assessment?

A. No. District assessments typically measure student performance in secure, on-demand ways and are used to assess whether the curriculum has been mastered. The CWA is a common writing assignment that all teachers in a content area will give. While data will be collected by BPS, the CWA is a common improvement to the curriculum of all schools. It is designed both to improve student access to challenging writing assignments and improve teacher practice in the area of writing across the district. This is NOT an on-demand, secure assessment. It is an assignment using the writing process that all teachers will assign, support, and grade, just like they would any other piece of their curriculum.
Q. Are teachers required to give the CWAs in their classes?
A. Yes. Teachers are expected to assign the CWA in their classes during teaching time. BPS does have the authority to set the curriculum of all courses. The CWAs are being added as part of the curriculum for each class covered by the initiative. It is an assignment using the writing process that all teachers will assign, support, and grade, just like they would any other piece of their curriculum.
Q. Who will grade the CWA?

A. Because the CWA is part of a course’s curriculum, teachers should support it like any other assignment. This includes giving feedback on drafts and grading a final product. Teachers may assign any weight or score that they like in keeping with the grading policies of their schools and classrooms, as with any other assignment. The only difference is that teachers must grade all CWA final drafts using the common rubric for their content area. Schools must provide time (estimated to be one hour for each CWA teacher) for data entry of rubric results into MyBPS in keeping with the requirements of the BTU contract.
Q. How will the data from the CWA be used?
A. Data will be reported to schools in grade-level and school-wide formats. This will enable schools to have targeted discussions about student writing proficiency and teacher practice and enable the measurement of growth over time. Data will not be reported by teacher and cannot be used in any teacher evaluation.

Q. Who is ultimately responsible for the implementation of this initiative?

A. Principals and Headmasters are the people charged with making sure this initiative is implemented successfully. Academic Superintendents will support school leaders in this role. 
Q. Are Pilot Schools and Exam School included in this?
A. Yes. This is a district-wide initiative to raise the quality of student writing in the content areas across all schools. We are also collecting data on school-level and district-wide student performance. Therefore, all Boston Public Schools are included.
Science FAQs

Q. Since there are many kits at each grade level, how will teachers know which question to pose to students?

A. The Science Department will provide a question from each kit that is taught within each grade level.  Teachers will decide which prompt to use with their students; however, it is recommended that they assign the question that represents the kit that has most recently been completed or that they are currently teaching.

Q. Some schools have a science specialist who is solely responsible for teaching science.  How will the Common Writing Assignment be implemented in these situations?

A. Since there is so little time for science instruction within the specialist model, other teachers will need to collaborate with the specialists to provide the best opportunity for student success on the Common Writing Assignment. Strategies to support teachers and students will be provided as part of the trainings.

History FAQs

Q. Does the prompt need to be related to a topic from my current history course? 

A. Yes. Students should not write on topics that fall outside of the standards for the current course of study. We will provide support to create prompts which align with each history course.

Q. Does this fit into the History Interactive Notebook? 

A. Yes. Teachers will receive support about how to embed the writing process into the Interactive Student Notebook. However, full drafts of the CWAs can be typed/written outside of the notebook.  
Humanities FAQs

Q. Why was Humanities selected to do the CWA this year?

A. In Humanities classrooms throughout BPS, students articulate their positions on challenging ideas and events with regularity and use the writing process to hone their thoughts and skills. Humanities schools also enjoy support from coaches, writing centers, and a variety of partnerships that can support student writing. In addition, Humanities schools as a group have consistently performed at higher levels than non-Humanities BPS schools (exam schools excluded) on the ELA MCAS and SAT writing and literacy sections. Therefore, the nine Humanities high schools within BPS form a strong community in which to implement the CWA initiative in the area of persuasive analytical writing.
Q. Is this a history or an ELA assignment?

A. It is neither. The CWA in Humanities is a writing assignment that is deliberately flexible so that teachers can use their existing curriculum to meet its requirements. This means that the persuasive essays that students write can be focused on a novel, a historical issue, or a theme that draws upon both history and literature. To repeat, the CWA is a writing assignment in a content area. The content that students use to meet its requirements is up to the teachers and schools to decide (as long as it is within the bounds of the curriculum guide for each Humanities course).
