Common Writing Assignments
Information for Principals/Headmasters
December 4, 2008
Common Writing Assignments
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 growing body of data shows us that too many of those who graduate 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.

Therefore, the Boston Public Schools is implementing the Common Writing Assignment initiative this year. BPS expects teachers this year to teach and grade district-wide common writing assignments in specific content areas as part of the current curricula in schools. This initiative will eventually be expanded to all content areas in grades 4-12 in the near future. Student grades will be reported to the Office of Teaching and Learning and the Office of Research, Assessment, and Evaluation. In addition, a sample of student responses will be collected and scored by the district staff in each discipline. More detailed information about the implementation of this will be provided at the December and February Principal PD meetings. Together, we can increase the quality of student writing across our district and ultimately enable more students to succeed during their time with us and beyond. We thank you in advance for your support of this important initiative.



Rationale: 
The Common Writing Assignments aim to support four specific aspects of the Superintendent’s Acceleration Agenda:

· Skillful, analytical writing in Grade 7

· “On track” to graduate by the end of grade 10

· SAT 1 scores 1650+ and excellence for all (AP) 

· College ready and success bound. 
These goals are based on the following beliefs about common writing assignments: 

· Equity: These assignments will create a culture of equity in all of our schools by ensuring that all students have access to high quality assignments supported by rigorous instruction.
· Connecting Literacy and Content: These assignments will make explicit the expectations for teachers and students for literacy in the content areas. 
· Improving Instruction and Student Achievement: These assignments will prepare students with the requisite writing skills to become college ready, and will empower students to see themselves as successful, capable writers.
Content Area Implementation: 

Science
Rationale for Science Implementation:

As science teachers, we understand that our students need time, practice, and lots of encouragement in order to learn how to read and write well. Learning how to read and write in science is an important part of scientific literacy, and it can help students understand and retain key science content (NSTA, 2008; NRC 1996; Saul 2004; Shanahan 2004). In order to become lifelong learners who are capable of reading and writing about scientific issues, making educated decisions and participating in a democratic society, students must be able to read and understand the writing of others, evaluate its worth, and share the results of their own research and experience through writing (NSTA, 2008).

Schools Involved:

All elementary, middle and K-8 schools are expected to participate in the Science Common Writing Assignment. Teachers of science in grades 4-8 will instruct and support students in completing the Common Writing Assignment using the writing process.  In schools where there is a science specialist responsible for teaching science, classroom teachers will collaborate with the science specialist to assist students in completion of the assignment. The Science Department staff will support teachers and administrators throughout the process.

Assignment:

All students in grades 4-8 will complete a common writing assignment in science that is related to the Boston Public Schools Science Course Descriptions and aligned with the Massachusetts Science and Technology/Engineering Curriculum Framework. 

Students will be asked to complete the Common Writing Assignment in the context of the existing science curriculum using the writing process. The Science Department will provide prompts that align with the district curriculum and MA State Framework. Teachers of science will select the prompt that is directly related to the science that they are teaching at their grade level. Specific requirements for length, conventions, and sources will be developed in consultation with school leaders and teachers in the near future and will be clearly embedded in a common rubric to be used by all schools. ELL and Special Education students will continue to receive the regular levels of support and accommodation, just as they would with other writing assignments in science class.

Teachers will attend training in January 2009. During February and March, they will assign, support, and grade their students’ papers using the common rubric. The data will be reported to the Offices of Curriculum and Instruction and Research, Assessment and Evaluation (method to be determined). Teachers will also be encouraged to collaboratively grade a sample number of papers in the spring to support their professional development around the teaching of writing. In Summer 2009, a paid team of teachers and staff from across grades 4-8 will grade a broad sample of papers to provide further data to the district on the state of student writing in response to this assignment.

To be clear, this is not an on-demand writing sample. Students will be given the Common Writing Assignment prompt in advance and will work to develop their assignment with two drafts over several class periods. Teachers will have access to coaching support, model lessons, and professional development around how to teach the writing process in their classrooms. This process supports the goals of the initiative to ensure that all students are producing high quality writing and that the teaching of the writing process is supported in science instruction.

History:

Rationale for History Implementation: 

Writing in the history classroom serves two essential functions. First, the process of writing is the means by which students learn content. In addition, writing can be the means by which students demonstrate what they have learned about content. Therefore, it is central to both the process of teaching and the exhibition of learning. 

Furthermore, high quality assignments in historical writing push students beyond simple recall. They require students to demonstrate mastery of several foundational skills such as reading and analyzing primary source documents, identifying main idea and details, explaining, making connections, summarizing content, applying concepts, and supporting arguments with evidence. We aim to prepare our students to be active members of our democratic society. It is our belief that historical literacy is central to civic engagement and participation. 

Schools Involved: 
· Academy of Public Service

· ACC 

· Boston Adult Tech Academy 

· BCLA 

· Boston Day & Evening Academy 

· Boston International

· Brighton

· Burke

· Charlestown

· Community Academy of Science and Health

· East Boston

· English 

· Excel

· Greater Egleston

· Health Careers Academy 

· Madison Park Tech Voc

· Monument

· New Mission 

· Noonan Business Academy

· Odyssey

· Snowden

· TechBoston Academy 

· Boston Latin Academy

· Boston Latin School

· O'Bryant School of Math & Science

· Community Academy

· McKinley Prep High School

· McKinley South End

Assignment: All history students in grades 9-11 will be required to complete the following assignment:  
 

In a well-written paper of multiple drafts, write a convincing persuasive essay defending a position on an issue in your current history course including historical context and evidence to support your position. 

The CWA in history is deliberately flexible to allow teachers and students in all grades to successfully participate. Students will complete the assignment in the context of their existing history curriculum using the writing process to develop a multi-draft essay. The BPS History Department will provide teachers with topic-specific prompts which are aligned with this assignment at each grade level. Teachers may also develop their own prompts in conjunction with their school leaders and the BPS History Department. 

Specific requirements for length, conventions, and sources will be developed with school leaders and teachers. The CWA is not an on-demand writing task. Students will be given the prompt in advance and will work on the assignment over time with the support of their teacher. ELL and Special Education students should receive the same supports to which they are entitled. 

Teachers will be trained in January 2009, and will assign, support, and grade the papers of their own students using the rubric between February and April 2009. They will report the data to the Offices of Curriculum and Instruction and Research, Assessment, and Evaluation (method to be determined). 

In Spring 2009, teachers will be encouraged to collaboratively grade a sample of student work as part of their school based professional development in teaching writing in the content area. In addition, a select group of teachers will be asked to grade papers from across schools as a calibrated group to provide further data to the district. These teachers will be paid for their summer work. 

Humanities

Rationale for Humanities Implementation

Humanities, an interdisciplinary curriculum focused on making connections between history and literature, supports the priorities of this initiative through its emphasis on increasing student literacy and writing skills, critical thinking, and college preparedness. A primary goal of this curricular pathway is to prepare students for college-level writing and to enable them to be engaged, critical, and skilled members of society. 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. 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.

Schools Involved:

· Boston Arts Academy (Pilot)

· Brook Farm Academy

· Community Transition School (Alternative)

· Fenway High School (Pilot)

· Media Communication High School

· Parkway Academy of Technology and Health

· Social Justice Academy

· The Engineering School

· Urban Science Academy
Assignment:

All students in grades 9-12 in Humanities schools will complete the following assignment for 2008-2009:

“In a well-written paper of multiple drafts, write a persuasive essay defending a position on an issue in your current Humanities class. Include evidence from historical and/or literary sources to support your position.”

The CWA in Humanities is deliberately flexible to allow teachers and students in all grades to successfully participate. Students will be asked to complete this assignment in the context of the existing Humanities curriculum using the writing process to develop a multi-draft essay. With the approval of their school leaders, Humanities teachers will decide what specific issue their students will analyze in their CWA paper based on the curriculum guide for their course. This issue could be one raised by the study of literature, history, or both (examples will be provided in support materials). Specific requirements for length, conventions, and sources will be developed in consultation with school leaders and teachers in the near future and will be clearly embedded in a common rubric to be used by all schools. ELL and Special Education students will continue to receive the regular levels of support and accommodation they are entitled to, just as they would with any extended writing assignment in a Humanities class.

Teachers will be trained in January, 2009 and will assign, support, and grade the papers of their own students using the rubric between February and March. Teachers will then report the data to the Offices of Curriculum and Instruction and Research and Evaluation (method to be determined). Teachers will also be encouraged to grade a sample number of papers from their schools as a calibrated group in Spring, 2009 to support their professional development around the teaching of writing. In Summer, 2009, a team of teachers and staff from the nine Humanities schools will also grade papers from across schools as a calibration group to provide further data to the district on the state of student writing in response to this assignment. Teachers will be compensated for summer work.

To be clear, this is not an on-demand writing sample. Students will be given the CWA prompt and the issue presented by their course ahead of time and will work on the piece over several drafts over several class periods. Teachers will have access to coaching support, model lessons, and professional development around how to teach the writing process and support students during the CWA. Overall, this process supports the goals of the CWA initiative to insure that all students are doing college-preparatory writing assignments and that the teaching of the writing process is supported in all classrooms.

Items Requiring Action for All Principals/Headmasters:

In an email to the BPS content area leader who is working with your school (Science, History or Humanities) by Friday, December 12th, please do the following:

· Identify a CWA Point Person 

Please choose a person on staff to coordinate this initiative at your school and forward their contact information (phone and email). This point person can be a teacher leader, a department head, or another administrator.

· Identify Time Available for Professional Development

BPS content support staff, in conjunction with the Office of Professional Development, will be training teachers to administer and grade the common writing assignments using the writing process and a common rubric. These sessions will require two hours in total with your teachers who are participating in the CWA during January. These instructional meetings may occur:

1. During one or more after-school PD sessions within your allotted contractual PD time.

2. As release time during which all participating teachers will be trained off-site and the district will provide substitutes.

3. As part of common planning time during the school day for the entire department or for grade level teams. 

Please note that it may be possible and preferable to offer these sessions for multiple schools that share a single campus. Please indicate if you are interested in this option. 

Please identify which option(s) you prefer.

· Identify Time for Collaborative Scoring
You are encouraged to ask your teachers to collaboratively score some of the CWA papers together in order to further their professional development around the teaching of writing. OPD and content area support teams will support this work in April or May, 2009. This exercise will take two hours and can take place as part of P&D, CPT, or other PD time your school has available. When necessary, this process may involve additional teachers or those from other disciplines. Please indicate if you are interested in this collaborative scoring work and what time/structure might be available at your school.

Content Area Contact Information

Science:


Pam Pelletier


Senior Program Director for Science


ppelletier@boston.k12.ma.us

617-293-9473

History:


Robby Chisholm


Senior Program Director for History and Social Studies


rchisholm@boston.k12.ma.us

617-816-8600

Humanities:


Matt Holzer


Program Director for Humanities


mholzer@boston.k12.ma.us

857-719-5829

PAGE  
1

