
© d 0s
 (t 

School mnroveme r v 

S8 • Principal Leadership • A p r i l 2010 



Helen A. Scharff, Deirdre A. DeAngel is, and Joan H. J albert 

T e a m s ident i fy a h i g h - l e v e r a g e skill g a p for a sma l l g r o u p 

of s t rugg l ing s t u d e n t s . 

T h e y a n a l y z e h o w c u r r e n t learn ing c o n d i t i o n s w o r k t o p r o d u c e th is g a p . 

T h e i n f o r m a t i o n is u s e d to c lose g a p s for t h o s e s t u d e n t s and 

to i m p r o v e learn ing c o n d i t i o n s s c h o o l w i d e . 

n t h e Scaffolded A p p r e n t i c e s h i p Mode l 
(SAM), a school i m p r o v e m e n t strategy 
in place in N e w York City; Boston, MA; 
and Oakland , CA, t eache r t e a m s improve 
their schools by s tudying and closing 
high-leverage learning gaps for small 
groups of struggling s tuden t s as a strategy 
for systemic change. 

SAM's goal is for each school to cont inual ly 
e x p a n d its sphere of success—that is, t h e n u m b e r 
of s t u d e n t s for w h o m cur ren t pract ices are working. 
S A M ' s strategy is for t e a m s to s tudy the school in mi -
crocosm—specifically, for t h e m to identify and close 
specific skill gaps for struggling s tudents , unde r s t and 
h o w schoo lwide learning cond i t ions a l lowed those 
gaps to persist, and m a k e strategic i m p r o v e m e n t s to 
schoolwide learning condi t ions that will benefit all 
s tudents . 

T h r e e years of pre l iminary research suppor t s 
SAM's theory of change—-namely, t h e p o w e r of "stay-
ing small" as a lever for systemic i m p r o v e m e n t . O n e 
finding s h o w e d the effectiveness of this strategy for 
large high schools, a sector historically unc h anged by 
reform. A second finding was tha t it works best w h e n 
t h e r e is s t rong col laborat ion be tween a principal and 
an ex terna l facilitator w h o unde r s t ands that get t ing 
small is not an end in itself, bu t a strategy for larger 
change (Talbert e t al., 2 0 0 9 ; Talber t & Scharff 2 0 0 8 ) . 

T h e M o d e l 
T h e core of SAM is act ion research in which a t e a m 
of pract i t ioners : 

• Identifies a high-leverage learning gap for 
1 5 - 3 0 struggling s tuden t s at their school— 

s o m e t h i ng specific t ha t these s tuden t s need to 
learn tha t they have no t learned. 

• S tudies t h e cu r ren t learning cond i t ions tha t 
have resul ted in those o u t c o m e s . T h e t eam 
m a y find, for instance, t ha t t h e c u r r e n t cur-
r iculum assumes pr ior mastery. 

• Designs, implement s , and mon i to r s t he impac t 
of small , s trategic changes tha t are designed to 
m a k e a big difference for s tuden t s in t he target 
g roup and for o n e specific learning condi t ion 
schoolwide. 

As wi th o t h e r programs tha t p r o m o t e ev idence-
based inquiry, t h e goal is for t h e cycle to b e c o m e 
e m b e d d e d in s t andard pract ice so that s tuden t s in t he 
ta rgeted g roup will con t inue to learn and the sphere 
of success will c o n t i n u e to grow. W h a t ' s different in 
SAM is that t h e p r imary reason for s tudying a small 
g r o u p of s t u d e n t s is to i l luminate h o w the school 
works as a system for t he s tuden t s w h o are ou t s ide 
t h e s p h e r e of success as well as for t he s tuden t s w h o 
are sin cessful. 

S tudying t he sys tem th rough the lens of s tuden t s 
for w h o m it is no t working clarifies which decisions 
lead to pa t t e rns in cu r r i cu lum and ins t ruct ion tha t 
consistent ly fail t o m e e t specific s tuden t s ' needs. T h e 
t ight focus on a small g r o u p of s t u d e n t s makes facing 
and addressing those condi t ions manageable ; shifts 
t he conversa t ion from generali t ies and a s sumpt ions 
a b o u t why struggling s tudents can ' t learn to specific 
information a b o u t w h a t they d o n ' t know and h o w 
teachers can he lp t h e m learn it; and i l luminates places 
w h e r e a small , strategic system change can m a ke a big 
difference. 
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About SAM 
The Scaffolded Apprenticeship 
Model (SAM) was jointly developed 
by the School of Public Affairs at 
Baruch College of the City University 
of New York and New Visions for 
Public Schools and funded by the 
Carnegie Foundation, For a detailed 
description of the inquiry team 
process, see www.childrenfirst 
intensive.com. A streamlined version 
of the model has been adapted 
to the inquiry team process that is 
now mandated in New York City 
schools as part of the current wave 
of Children First reform. 

The following conditions best 
support SAM's success: 

• A principal who is focused 
on closing achievement gaps 
as a core strategy for school 
improvement. 

• Partnership with a well-trained 
external facilitator who has a 
deep understanding of program 
principles and strategies. 

• Strong collaboration between 
the principal (and other school 
leaders) and the external facilitator 
when deciding how best to move 
between staying small and getting 
big. A principal's job is to keep an 
eye on the big picture. A facilitator 
can keep the focus small. The 
partnership allows for strengths in 
both areas and strategic moves 
between those perspectives. 

• A new conception of the 
principal's role. The principal's job 
in this framework becomes lead 
learner—supporting the ongoing 
leadership development and 
collective learning of teachers 
throughout the school. 

N e w D o r p H i g h S c h o o l 
For five years. N e w D o r p High School 
in Sta ten Island, NY, has pa r t i c ipa ted 
in SAM to p r o d u c e d ramat ic , steady-
i m p r o v e m e n t in s t uden t o u t c o m e s 
writhin and beyond the identified 
g roup of s t u d e n t s and t o foster a 
cu l tu re of cont inua l , ev idence-based 
i m p r o v e m e n t (Talbert et al., 2 0 0 9 ; 
Talber t & Scharff, 2 0 0 8 ) . T h e school 
provides a s tunn ing e x a m p l e of using 
S A M . In 2 0 0 6 , N e w D o r p t rans-
formed itself in o n e year from a t radi-
t ional c o m p r e h e n s i v e high school into 
eight t h e m e - b a s e d smal le r [earning 
c o m m u n i t i e s (SLCs) . 

Each n e w leadership t e a m , o n e 
per SI .C, b e c a m e a t eam in S A M . So 
whi le t he e ight l eadersh ip t e a m s (each 
c o m p o s e d of an assistant pr incipal , 
t w o t e a c h e r leaders, and a gu idance 
counse lor ) we re deve lop ing t h e s t ruc -
tural c o m p o n e n t s of t he i r S L C s from 
scratch, they w e r e also be ing asked to 
b e c o m e data-savvy and to s tudy and 
i m p r o v e t h e a c h i e v e m e n t of a g r o u p 
of s tuden t s wi th w h o m t h e school had 
not previously succeeded . 

At first, t h e r e was a col lect ive 
ou tc ry of "not enoug h t ime." But after 
o n e year, all e ight l eadersh ip t e a m s ad-
vocated mak ing t im e for S A M . In t h e 
second year, they dec ided to imple -
m e n t SAM schoo lwide by leading 
col leagues t h r o u g h t h e process dur ing 
the daily S L C c o m m o n per iods . Now, 
four years into t h e redesign, every 
N e w D o r p t eache r is par t of an ongo-
ing, S L C - b a s ed inquiry t e a m t h a t is 
s tudying and closing skill gaps for t he 
school ' s mos t -cha l leng ing s tuden t s . 
A centra l inquiry t eam aggregates 
findings across SLCs and r e c o m m e n d s 
sys tem changes t o b e i m p l e m e n t e d 
and m o n i t o r e d schoolwide . 

A n E x a m p l e : B i g R e s u l t s 
in M a t h e m a t i c s 
I D E N T I F Y I N G A S M A L L S K I L L 

T h e t e a m from t h e A c a d e m y of 
C o m m u n i c a t i o n and Media Arts S L C 

identified m a t h e m a t i c s as t h e subject 
area tha t the i r s t u d e n t s s t ruggled 
wi th mos t . T e a m m e m b e r s selected 
2 5 n in th -g rade s t u d e n t s in o n e t e a m 
m e m b e r ' s class as the i r t a rge t group, 
all of w h o m had e n t e r e d high school 
wi th be low-level scores on t h e s tan-
da rd ized e igh th -grade N e w York Sta te 
m a t h e m a t i c s e x a m . T h e n they set o u t 
to identify a specific, h igh- leverage 
skill t ha t t h e s t u d e n t s lacked. 

First, t h e y ana lyzed pas t Regen t s 
e x a m s to find o u t w h e r e s t u d e n t s w:ith 
similar profiles w e r e hav ing t r o u b l e 
(i.e., w h a t kinds of p r o b l e m s t h e y 
typically missed) , and t h e y isolated 
a difficulty wi th w o r d p r o b l e m s 
t h a t involved algebra. Second , t h e y 
analyzed t h e s t u d e n t s ' class work , 
which con f i rmed tha t t he identif ied 
g r o u p of s t u d e n t s s t ruggled wi th w w d 
p r o b l e m s involving algebra. T h i r d , 
they deve loped the i r o w n scaffolded 
assessment to p rov ide m o r e specific 
informat ion a b o u t exact lv w h e r e each 
s t u d e n t was ge t t ing stuck. T h e y dis-
covered tha t 17 of t h e s t u d e n t s in t h e 
g r o u p lacked a basic unde r s t and in g 
of w h a t t he t e a c h e r s t e r m e d "verbal 
translation." T h e s t u d e n t s could do 
basic m a t h c o m p u t a t i o n w h e n it was 
in t he c o n t e x t of a w o r d p r o b l e m , b u t 
t h e y cou ld n o t t rans la te key "signal" 
words f rom t h e w r i t t e n version into a 
m a t h e m a t i c a l form. 

THE C O N D I T I O N S O F L E A R N I N G 

Accord ing to S A M , the cond i t ions in 
wh ic h s t u d e n t s are expec t e d to learn 
t h e identified skill are d e t e r m i n e d 
largely by decis ions in t h e following 
four areas: 

• W h a t to t each ( cu r r i cu lum) 

• W h o t e aches (pa t t e rns in 
t e a c h e r ass ignment ) 

• H o w teach ing occurs (lesson 
design and pedagogy) 

• H o w well it is t augh t (assess-
m e n t for learning tools, super-
visory focus, and professional 
learning oppor tun i t i e s ) . 
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To unders tand these system wide 
learning conditions, t he t eam looked 
at t he curr icu lum and discovered w h a t 
almost every high school t eam in SAM 
has discovered: w h a t t he identified 
g roup of s tudents did not k n o w — a n d 
needed to learn nex t—was not in t he 
current cur r icu lum and was not taught . 
Al though word p rob lems were in t he 
curr iculum, verbal translation was 
not. This misa l ignment makes sense: 
struggling s tudents tend to lack o n e or 
more foundational skills, bu t because 
teachers are u n d e r pressure to follow 
a pacing calendar tha t is m a p p e d to 
a high-stakes exam, they may not ad-
dress foundational skills directly. 

T h e t e a m also exp lo red pat-
terns in t eache r ass ignment , and t h e y 
discovered s o m e t h i ng else tha t is 
typical across high schoo l s—th e mos t 
exper ienced teachers t ende d to teach 
the oldest and highes t -achieving kids. 
Until then , t h e t e a m h a d n ' t t h o u g h t 
a b o u t t he cumula t i ve effect t ha t this 
pa t te rn had on t h e s tuden ts . T h e y 
realized tha t w h a t had s e e m e d like in-
dividual t eaching decisions tha t wrere 
based on personal preference c u m u l a -
tively main ta ined t h e status quo . 

M O V I N G F O R W A R D BY S T A Y I N G S M A L L 

T h e t eam m o v e d forward wi th a t w o -
pronged approach . First, they s tudied 
w h a t it wou ld take to close t h e ident i -
fied skill gap for t h e s tuden t s in t he 
target group, keep t h e m on track, and 
p repa r e t h e m to pass a high-stakes 
exam t h e following year. T h e t e a m 
dec ided t h a t t he n in th-grade m a t h -
emat ics t e a c h e r wou ld explicitly teach 
verbal t rans la t ion—and o ther founda-
tional skills, as needed—in her class, 
and her t e a m m e m b e r s would visit 
and crea te low- inference (ve rba t im) 
t ranscr ip ts ot w:hat took place and 
later ana lyze t hose t ranscr ip ts in light 
of s t u d e n t pe r fo rmance data to under -
s tand w h a t w o r k e d . O n c e they b e t t e r 
unde r s to o d w h a t worked , they could 
use effective strategies m o r e broadly. 

Meanwhi l e , t h e t eam p u r s u e d t w o 
d e e p e r changes as a result ot flaWTs 
in t he sys tem t h a t they had already 
u n e a r t h e d . First, t h e r e was a lack of 
a l ignment be tween w h a t s tuden t s 
ou t s ide t h e sphe re of success n e e d e d 
to iearn and the cu r r en t m a t h e m a t i c s 
cu r r i cu lum, so they p a r t n e r e d wi th 
t h e assistant principal w h o was in 
charge of ma thema t i c s to alter w h a t 
h a p p e n e d at regular d e p a r t m e n t 
meet ings . Fu tu re meet ings w o u l d b e 
used t o look at the results of c o m m o n 
uni t assessments and to collectively 
adjust t h e pacing calendar in response 
to s t u d e n t s ' needs. 

Second, they decided to experi-
m e n t with looping. Using w h a t they 
had learned about the impact of 
cur ren t teacher assignment practices 
on s tudent achievement , t he t e a m 
encouraged teachers in all subject areas 
w h o taught t he current ninth-grade 
cohor t to keep t he same s tudents t he 
following year. This yielded dramat ic 
improvement for struggling s tudents . 
T h e ma thema t i c s teacher kept her class 
a second year, and every single s tuden t 
in tha t class passed t he corresponding 
ma thema t i c s Regents exam o n e semes-
ter earlier than originally scheduled . 

S o m e L e s s o n s L e a r n e d 
T h e p rob l ems tha t schools face are 
big, layered, and resistant t o change. 
T h o s e complexi t ie s can distract from 
an unfal ter ing focus on improving 
t h e co re of teaching and learning— 
namely, improving t he information 
tha t t eachers have available to t h e m 
to inform their daily and m o m e n t - t o -
m o m e n t decision making a b o u t w h a t 
and h o w to teach next . 

W e bel ieve tha t pu t t i ng a t e a m ' s 
focus on a small g roup of s tuden t s 
w h o w e r e previously unsuccessful in 
o n e essential skill he lps those s tuden t s 
get t he ins t ruct ion tha t t h e y need and 
i l luminates h o w teachers collectively 
pa r t i c ipa te in behaviors and pract ices 
t h a t p r o d u c e cur ren t pa t t e rns in s tu-

den t pe r formance . 
W e k n o w that "getting small" is a 

coun te r in tu i t i ve strategy for address-
ing big p r o b l e m s — t h a t at first p e o p l e 
w o n d e r how- start ing so small can 
get s tuden t s w h e r e they need to be 
or he lp a school i m p r o v e enough to 
m e e t cu r ren t accountabi l i ty manda tes . 
W e be l i eve—and research suppo r t s 
t h e idea (Talbert et al., 2009 ; Talbert 
& Scharff 2 0 0 8 ) — t h a t it is precisely 
because it is focused and manageab le 
tha t SA M works in schools of any size 
and s t ruc tu re and wi th varying levels 
of adminis t ra t ive invo lvement and 
inves tmen t . PL 
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Authors' note: tow-inference transcripts are a 
key SAM tool. Conducting and analyzing these 
transcripts helps participants shift their focus from 
teaching to learning, see instruction through the 
tens of the students, and understand patterns in 
instructional practices schoolwide (Talbert & Scharff. 
2008). For a more detailed description of this tool 
and the steps of the inquiry process, see http:// 
IS239. schoolwires. com/14031072702333890/ 
lib/14031072702333890/Jites/inquiry _ Team 
_Handbook.pdf 
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