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FIGURE 16.2 
Academic Recovery for Incomplete Course Grade

STUDENT NAME: 

DATE OF CONFERENCE: 

COURSE(S):	  Algebra	  Geometry	  Algebra II	  Calculus
	  Geography 	  World History	  US History	  Govt/Econ
	  English 9	  English 10	  English 11	  English 12
	  Earth Science	  Biology	  Physics	  Chemistry
	  Other (specify) 

Concerns:

The Student Will: 
 Enter assignments into agenda with a target completion date.
 Have a separate folder for incomplete work.
 Have a daily progress report signed.
 Have a weekly progress report signed.
 Print grades from Power School weekly and return to teacher with parent’s signature.
 See an administrator (how often): 
 Meet with teacher during lunch every M T W Th F at  (circle all that apply).

The Parent/Guardian Will:
 Provide a consistent and quiet place to do homework.
 Provide encouragement, motivation, and prompting.
 Provide reasonable time expectations.

The Teacher/School Will:
 Post homework on chalkboard and in class.
 Return corrected work to student mailbox in a timely fashion.
 Meet with the student to ensure he or she has the missing assignments.
 Initiate another student conference if progress is not seen.
 Initiate a family conference if progress is not seen.

	 	
Student Signature	 Parent Signature	 Date

	 	
Teacher Signature	 Teacher Signature	 Teacher Signature

16_16000_IRA_695.indd   195 3/18/09   11:04:14 AM



196      Fisher, Frey, & Grant

instructional consistency and documented the impact that schoolwide agreements 

related to instructional routines can have on student achievement (e.g., Fisher & 

Frey, 2007; Frey, 2006). The key is that teachers at the school negotiate the in-

structional routines that they’ll use rather than simply adopting plans developed 

elsewhere. As we have told many visitors, “We love our literacy plan because we 

FIGURE 16.3 
Assignment Contract

I, , commit that on this  day of , 2008 
I will fulfill my obligations to complete, or make significant progress on the following tasks. In the 
likelihood that I do fulfill these obligations, I hereby acknowledge that the degree to which I am pestered, 
nagged, and generally bothered by teachers will be significantly reduced. Failure to comply with said 
obligations will result in a drastic increase in the intensity and regularity with which I will be nagged, 
pestered, bothered, reminded, urged, and generally annoyed by teachers to finish my work.

	 ASSIGNMENT DESCRIPTION / PROGRESS	 by	 DATE

By signing below, I acknowledge that I have read and agree to the terms of this contract. It is clear to 
me that the decision to complete or not complete these assignments is mine alone, and I am aware of 
the outcomes of either choice. I understand there is a risk that failure to complete assignments will be 
interpreted by teachers as a sign I actually enjoy being annoyed on a daily basis. 

SIGNATURE 	 DATE 

WITNESS 	 DATE 
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developed it. You’ll need to develop your own.” Our criteria for selecting school-
wide instructional routines included the following:

•	A strong evidence base for effectiveness

•	 �Transportability so that students could use the routine in different content 
area classrooms

•	 �Transparency, meaning that the routine could be transferred to students as 
a habit useful in thinking and learning

•	 �Relevance to the world of college and work such that our students would 
be successful beyond their high school years

In addition to the instructional routines related to content literacy, we’ve 
worked hard to develop and refine our classroom teaching. Based on the gradu-
al release of responsibility model (Pearson & Gallagher, 1983), our instructional 
model consists of four components: focus lessons, guided instruction, collaborative 
learning, and independent work (Fisher & Frey, 2008).

Focus Lessons
During this phase of instruction, the teacher establishes the purpose and models 
his or her own thinking. This is important because students are not always sure 

FIGURE 16.4 
Schoolwide Content Literacy Strategies

• �Building background: Instructional routines such as bellwork, quick writes, anticipation guides, and 
K–W–L charts are designed to activate background knowledge and make connections between what 
students already know and what they are learning. These procedures also help students see the 
relevance of the curriculum.

• �Cornell note-taking: Using split pages in which students take notes on the right side, identify key ideas 
on the left, and write a summary at the bottom, this strategy improves listening comprehension as well 
as provides students with a study tool.

• �Graphic organizers: Any number of tools for displaying information in visual form are taught. Common 
graphic organizers include semantic webs, cause/effect charts, Venn diagrams, matrices, and flowcharts.

• �Read-alouds and shared readings: On a daily basis, the teacher reads aloud material connected with 
the content standards being taught. This short, 3–5 minute reading provides students with a context 
for learning, builds their background knowledge, improves vocabulary, and provides them with a fluent 
reading model.

• �Reciprocal teaching: In groups of four, students read a piece of text and engage in a structured 
conversation in which they summarize, clarify, question, and predict. In doing so, they learn to use 
strategies that good readers use while reading for information.

• �Vocabulary development: In addition to the incidental vocabulary learning that is done through read-
alouds and anticipatory activities, students are taught specialized and technical vocabulary words.

• �Writing to learn: These brief writing prompts provide students with an opportunity to clarify their 
understanding of the content as well as provide the teacher a glimpse into students’ thinking. As  
such, teachers know when reteaching or clarifications are necessary.
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what to pay attention to. In a focus lesson, students are alerted to the big ideas for 
the day and are provided with an example of expert thinking.

Guided Instruction
Another phase of instruction requires that students think while their teacher pro-
vides prompts, cues, and questions. Guided instruction can occur with the whole 
class, in small groups, or individually. Ideally, guided instruction is based on mis-
conceptions and errors that show up on formative assessments. In this way, the 
teacher can link instruction with student needs.

Collaborative Learning
While the teacher works with individuals or small groups, the other students 
work together productively. The idea here is to create situations in which students 
consolidate their understanding and negotiate meaning with peers. However, it’s 
critical that each student is individually accountable for some aspect of the col-
laborative task.

Independent Work
The goal of instruction is for students to be able to apply what they have learned 
independently. In most schools, independent tasks are assigned prematurely. Our 
idea is that independent work should allow for spiral review of previously taught 
and learned content. Students should have a good sense of what is expected of 
them before engaging in independent work. When independent work is aligned 
with instruction, student learning is accelerated.

Of course, these four phases are not completed in the order we presented 
them above, lockstep hour after hour. Instead, teachers mix and match but make 
sure that they address each phase daily. For example, in her earth science class, 
Maria starts with an independent task with which students are familiar: writing jour-
nal entries. On one particular day, students are writing entries related to the rock 
cycle based on their observational notes from a video they watched the day before. 
They then move to collaborative learning by talking with a partner about their ob-
servational notes and journal entries. Maria next provides the purpose for the day 
and models her thinking. On one of the days, her purpose centers on identifying 
steps in the rock cycle, and on another day the purpose focuses on the role of 
metamorphic rock in the cycle. She models from a piece of text with excellent illus-
trations, demonstrating how the rock cycle works and how she herself remembers 
each phase of the cycle. She then meets with small groups of students to prompt 
and guide their thinking. Maria knows that she has some students who still need 
to learn about the various types of rocks and will meet with them as a group. As 
she’s doing so, the other students in the class are working on their iMovie projects, 
which they’ll present to the rest of the class at the end of the week.
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Common Formative Assessments
This instructional model also assumes that assessment information is used to 
make instructional decisions. Common formative assessments are a powerful way 
to align course expectations and link instruction with assessment (Ainsworth & 
Viegut, 2006). We use them to check for understanding and plan next steps for 
instruction. We’ve agreed to give the same formative assessments to all students 
within each content area class, regardless of which teacher they have. Test items 
have been developed to assess achievement of specific course standards. Using an 
item analysis, we can determine which standards our students have mastered and 
which they have yet to learn.

In addition to individual student mastery, we use the item analysis to look for 
trends in learning and to plan instructional interventions. Sometimes the results of 
the common formative assessments suggest a need for reteaching the entire class, 
while at other times the results suggest the need for an after-school intervention for 
a smaller group. For example, in algebra, most of the students missed the question 
Solve the proportion 2/7 5 x/42. Analyzing their work revealed a trend, namely that 
they multiplied across, not diagonally. In doing so, most of the students indicated 
that the answer was 147 rather than the correct answer of 12. The conversation the 
teachers had about this involved them all going back to review proportions and cross 
multiplying. They also decided to conduct a number of think-alouds focused on the 
reasonableness of an answer. This assessment item suggested that students didn’t 
have a strong sense of numbers, given that the top number was smaller in the given 
(2/7) and thus should have been smaller than the denominator (e.g., less than 42).

A College-Going Culture
A colleague of ours regularly says that the best college prep course work is also 
vocational and that the best vocational course work is also college prep. In other 
words, we have to move past the idea that we are forced to choose between 
quality, rigorous schooling and preparing students for work. Some schools, like 
ours, have addressed this issue by creating a college-going culture, not a series 
of classes called “college prep.” A college-going culture provides students with 
choices. Although most middle school students (about 88% according to a study by 
Haycock, Barth, Mitchell, & Wilkins, 1999) think that they’re going to college, the 
reality is that very few of them do. A study of high school students who indicated 
that they planned to go to college suggests that only about 40% really do end up 
there. As depicted in Figure 16.5, the others end up lost along the way.

Rigorous Curriculum
As Kirst (2004) noted, “The best predictor of whether a student will go on to com-
plete a bachelor’s degree is the intensity and quality of that student’s secondary 
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school curriculum” (p. 52). That’s why we’ve focused the majority of this chapter 
on curriculum. But we also know that simply making classes harder for students is 
not going to get more of them into college. As we have discussed, teachers have to 
change their practices and ensure that students are well supported while reaching 
for these high standards. The goal has to be that every learning experience for ev-
ery student is challenging but not frustrating. The school system has to provide the 
necessary supports—do whatever it takes—to hold students to high expectations.

Understanding the System
Another aspect of the college-going culture is knowing what is expected by the 
college admissions system. High school students must know their current GPAs 
and what colleges expect GPAs to be. They also have to know which classes 
they are required to take and pass for entrance into college. Unfortunately, most 
students have no idea what classes they are required to complete to be college 
ready and instead rely on the school system to schedule them into classes (Kirst & 

Note. From High School to the Future: Potholes on the Road to College, Consortium on Chicago School Research, 1313 East 
60th Street, Chicago, Illinois 60637. Reprinted with permission.

FIGURE 16.5 
Tracking Students Through the Steps to College Enrollment

16_16000_IRA_695.indd   200 3/18/09   11:04:14 AM



A Diploma That Matters      201

Venezia, 2004). At our school we didn’t leave this to chance and instead provided 
students with clear guidelines for college entrance and a monitoring system for 
GPAs, required entrance exams, and the like. We do this early on, during the stu-
dents’ freshman year—a time when decisions about course work are most likely to 
affect the options that that students have during their senior year and beyond.

Internships
Most high school students have a sense of what they think they want to become 
later in life. We have had students who wanted to be professional football players, 
big-city rappers, and movie stars, and some of them just might do that. We also 
have students who want to go to college to become a nurse, teacher, doctor, law-
yer, psychologist, and so on. We have one student who is sure he will be a neuro-
scientist and another who is sure she’ll be a pediatrician. We have other students 
who want to own their own businesses, from Internet commerce to gardening.

At our school, students intern one day every other week in local hospitals and 
health care settings that we have agreements with. Half of the students attend each 
week for their entire high school experience. The students who remain on campus 
each week (50% of the grade level) attend seminars on health care and health issues 
and the teachers use that time for reteaching, recovery, and extension activities.

Internships are one way that we can introduce students into the world of 
work and careers. Some internships expand students’ career options, while other 
internships confirm their existing choices. We use internships to show students 
that people go to college to enter the workforce. We also use internships as a way 
to increase the relevance of the curriculum. The impact that community members 
can have when they talk with high school students about the importance of school 
is amazing. We can’t imagine a high-performing high school without an internship 
program in which students regularly apply their learning in an authentic work en-
vironment surrounded by community members engaged in their daily tasks.

Dual Enrollment
A college-going culture requires more than a visit to the local college. As Kirst 
(2004) recommends, schools should “expand successful dual or concurrent enroll-
ment programs between high schools and colleges so they include all students, 
not just traditionally college-bound students” (p. 55). Our goal is that every one 
of our high school students enroll in college classes before graduation. We’ve had 
students take Spanish, calculus, philosophy, history, kayaking, and many other 
classes. But we can do more. Through our middle college partnership with Mesa 
Community College, every one of our 9th, 10th, 11th, and 12th graders take health 
related electives as part of their schooling experience. The classes include infection 
control, legal and ethical issues in health care, anatomy and physiology, patient 
care, records management, and health care systems. By the time they graduate, all 
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of our students will have completed at least 18 units of college credit. These ad-
ditional credits beyond their high school diplomas provide a jumpstart on earning 
the credits they will need for a college degree. Perhaps more important, these early 
credits instill a sense of confidence in their ability to do college-level work.

Looking Ahead
To be effective, high schools have to move beyond the factory model in which 
students travel from one class to the next collecting bits of information. Changing 
this model is not easy; it’s easier to admire the problem, talk about the changing 
demographics, and lament about how students today are different from those of 
yesteryear. But that simply won’t help. As high school educators and experts in 
our disciplines, we have to engage students in ways that ensure their learning. 
We have to show students that they can succeed and that we have developed 
the systems of support necessary for them to do so. And we have to establish a 
culture of achievement such that college is a real option for anyone who wants 
to attend.

E x ten   d  Yo ur   T h in  k ing 

n	�Investigate your school or district grading policy and compare and contrast it with 
ours. Identify strengths and weaknesses of each and determine how you might 
update yours.

n	�Consider each aspect of the gradual release of responsibility as we have presented 
them here. In which areas are you, or teachers at your school, really good? If you 
selected one aspect to focus instructional improvement on, which would it be?

n	�Interview several students about their college-going plans. Ask if they know their 
GPA and the course of study required to enter college. If they do not, develop a 
plan to create a college-going culture.
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