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B Y  J O A N  R I C H A R D S O N

After three years of implementing 
a new writing program, teachers 
in Arizona’s Gadsden Elementa-
ry School District #32 were still 
confused about how they were 

supposed to be teaching writing.
 “We had inconsistent imple-
mentation. Often, teachers were 
calling the same practices and com-
ponents by different names,” said 
Olivia Elizondo Zepeda, Gadsden’s 
assistant superintendent.
 As a result, students were not 
making the progress the district 
wanted.
 Then the district began work-
ing with Shirley Hord, a consul-
tant with the Southwest Educa-
tional Development Laboratory, 
who introduced the district to Innovation Con-
figuration maps (ICs). Hord is one of the original 
developers of IC maps, a tool that educators can 
use to identify expectations about a new program 
or other innovation.
 “When she mapped the components of the 
writing program, it was very evident that nobody 

really knew what the focus of the writing program 
really was. It was amazing to us that after three 
years of professional development and implemen-
tation we were still confused,’’ Zepeda said.
 Now, “our results are incredible,’’ she said.  

Gadsden’s 6th-grade writing 
results on the statewide assess-
ment soared from 45% in 2005 
to 82% in 2006. Fifth-grade re-
sults remained about the same, 
but 4th-grade results in writing 
moved from 28% proficient in 
2005 to 69% proficient in 2006.
 “With an IC, there is no mis-
understanding; we have devel-
oped a common language. It’s 
just very, very clear. It’s clear 
for the people who are train-
ing. It’s clear for the principals 

who know what to look for when they do a walk 
through. It’s clear for the teachers,” Zepeda said.
 An Innovation Configuration map clarifies 
what a program or practice — the innovation 
— is and is not. The IC creates a vision of what 
a new program or practice looks like in use by 

CLARIFY YOUR VISION
with an Innovation Configuration map
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spelling out what is ideal and what is not ac-
ceptable. An IC map also shows the stages that a 
teacher might move through as he or she moves 
toward ideal practice. 
 NSDC developed a series of IC maps to 
describe the responsibilities of 11 different role 
groups for implementing NSDC’s Standards for 
Staff Development. In the same way, educators 
can use IC maps to measure implementation of a 
new math or reading program, use of cooperative 
learning strategies, or differentiation strategies. 
 Patricia Roy, one of the co-authors of 
NSDC’s standards IC maps, said developing and 
using an IC map helps everyone involved with 
a new implementation. “People who do train-
ing always think they are being crystal clear 
about explaining new practices. They can’t even 
imagine some of the ways that new ideas might 
be implemented. But, when you’re training, you 
don’t always know what it is that people heard. 
ICs help with getting a clear picture,’’ she said.
 Hord and Roy both say that individuals who 
are involved with a new program or practice 
— teachers and principals — should be involved 
in writing the IC map for the implementation. 
Hord recommends seeking assistance from an 
expert during the initial writing of an IC.
 “The most powerful part of the IC is that it 
brings the group together to discuss and debate 
it. As they do that, they are clarifying what this 
thing is,’’ Hord said.
 Another Arizona school district, Chinle Uni-
fied School District #24, also developed an IC 
map to guide its instruction in writing. Nearly all 
of Chinle’s 4,000 students are Native Americans, 
most of whom live in poverty. 
 After attending a 6+1 Trait Writing work-
shop, a group of Chinle teachers wrote their own 
IC map for implementing that model of writing 
instruction. They used the components identified 
by 6+1 Trait Writing and then wrote five levels 
of implementation for each of the components. 
They identified the levels of implementation as 
highly effective, satisfactory, needs improve-
ment, unsatisfactory, and wrong direction. (See 
sample of Chinle’s IC map on Page 7.)
 Steve Brown, Chinle’s school improvement 

coordinator, said five teachers spent about 15 
hours developing the IC maps. “We were lucky 
because we had some teachers who were well 
trained in (6+1 Traits) before we tried to develop 
the ICs,’’ Brown said.
 These teachers used the IC maps as they 
instructed other teachers during a series of 
workshops. After each session, teachers returned 
to their classrooms with something specific to 
implement, Brown said.
 Chinle asked teachers to use the IC maps 
to assess their writing instruction. After several 
months of implementation, the district asked 
teachers to use the maps for a second self-assess-
ment. “We would have run up against a brick 
wall if we had anything that looked like an eval-
uative piece. We have learned to be very careful 
about making sure that teachers understand that 
this is a tool for coaching and for monitoring 
their own work,’’ said Mike Reid, Chinle’s direc-
tor of federal programs.
 Brown agreed. “Developing the maps went 
really smoothly. But during implementation, you 
have to go more slowly. Administrators have to be 
careful that this is used as a program evaluation, 
not teacher evaluation and to make sure teachers 
know that this is for their own use,’’ he said.
 Like Gadsden, Chinle also experienced 
significant results on Arizona’s statewide writing 
assessment after using the IC maps.  Sixth grad-
ers scored 95% proficient in 2006, up from 59% 
proficient in 2005. Fifth graders remained about 
the same after making steady gains from the 
low 30s to the mid- to high 70s over four years. 
Fourth graders moved from an already high 65% 
proficient in 2005 to 85% proficient in 2006.
 Elizondo agrees that IC maps are best used 
as self-evaluation tools for teachers. But as 
teachers become more comfortable using IC 
maps and more accustomed to looking at student 
data, Elizondo said principals have been able to 
show that teachers who are moving closer to the 
ideal of implementation have students who are 
achieving more.
 “Teachers can look at the IC maps and see 
what they are missing and what they need to 
do. They identify their own areas of weakness. 
That’s very good,’’ she said. N

Clarify your vision with an Innovation Configuration map
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1Visualize and brainstorm the 
components of the new program or 
practice. 

 Using the tool on Page 5, have teachers 
identify the key components of the new program 
or practice. This is the hardest part of developing 
an IC.
 For example, if teachers were developing an 
IC for cooperative learning, the major com-
ponents would be grouping patterns, tasks for 
students, individual accountability, group skills, 
interdependence, and group processing.
 Sometimes, the creator of a program has 
already identified the key components and teach-
ers are able to begin working with those. For 
example, when teachers in the Chinle Unified 
School District #24 in northeastern Arizona 
wrote an IC for the 6+1 Trait Writing Program, 
they were able to build on components that had 
already been clearly identified for them by pro-
gram developers. 

2For each component identified in Step 
#1, visualize and brainstorm the ideal 
behavior for the key individuals in-

volved in the implementation.
 For example, if grouping patterns is one of 
the components, the ideal might be having teach-
ers assign all students to four-member groups. 
Write that in the first set of spaces under Varia-
tion.

3 For each component identified in Step 
#1, visualize and brainstorm the behav-
ior for the key individuals involved in 

the implementation.
 For example, in cooperative learning, not 
grouping students together would be the nonuse 
level. Write that in the last set of spaces under 
Variation.

4 Continue to generate variations for 
each component, essentially filling in the 
gap between the ideal behavior and the 

nonuse level.
 Under grouping patterns for cooperative 
learning, for example, variations would include 
assigning students to three-member groups or 
assigning students to work with a single partner. 
Every component can have a different number of 
variations. This is one of the differences between 
an IC and a rubric.
 The number of variations will vary with 
each component. Write these variations in the 
remaining spaces, moving from most ideal use to 
nonuse.

5 Rewrite each variation, using an action 
verb to begin each sentence and de-
scribe the behavior of the key individu-

al, such as the teacher or principal.
 Assume that each sentence begins with the 
phrase, “The teacher….”
 For example, “the teacher assigns students 
to four-member groups.”
 See the list of action verbs at left.

6 Using the tool on Page 6, write the 
variations from left to right, with the 
most ideal variation on the far left and 

nonuse level on the far right.
 Although every component will have a 
different number of variations, all of the com-
ponents will have an ideal variation. Placing the 
ideal state in the far left column puts it in the 
most prominent place for the reader.

SIX STEPS TO CREATE AN IC MAP

Copy the following page for each member of the group creating the Innovation Configuration. 

Be prepared to write the components and variations on a large piece of chart paper or on a 

whiteboard that can be seen by all members of the group.

THINK ACTION!
Components 

and variations 

in Innovation 

Configuration maps 

should begin with a 

verb. Here are some 

possibilities.

Analyzes

Assesses

Attends

Collects

Contributes

Creates

Describes

Develops

Differentiates

Discusses

Engages

Ensures

Establishes

Exhibits

Experiments

Explains

Identifies

Implements

Involves

Manages

Participates

Plans

Promotes

Provides

Recognizes

Reviews

Rewards

Selects

Structures

Uses

Works

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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NSDC TOOLIDENTIFY COMPONENTS OF AN INNOVATION

COMPONENT 1:

COMPONENT 2:

COMPONENT 3:

COMPONENT 4:

COMPONENT 5:

Variation:

Variation:

Variation:

Variation:

Variation:

Variation:

Variation:

Variation:

Variation:

Variation:

Variation:

Variation:

Variation:

Variation:

Variation:

Variation:

Variation:

Variation:

Variation:

Variation:
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For the first time, the Nation-
al Staff Development Coun-
cil has adopted a bold new 

purpose that connects professional 
development and student learning. 
The purpose also emphasizes that 
all educators have a responsibility 
to learn in order to improve student 
performance. 
 NSDC’s new purpose state-
ment says the organization exists 
to ensure that “every educator 
engages in effective professional 
learning every day so every stu-
dent achieves.”
 “At NSDC, we believe that 
when educators engage in effective 
professional learning every day, 
then students will achieve,’’ said 
NSDC President Sue McAdamis 
of Rockwood, Mo. “That belief 
requires that educators have a clear 
vision of what such learning will 
look like in their schools. Once 
they have that vision, they will be 
able to become skillful advocates 
to achieve what they envision. 
Individual educators can make a 
profound difference, no matter what 
their role, when they believe that all 
students and teachers can learn and 

NSDC EMBRACES A NEW PURPOSE

perform at high levels, when they 
possess a deep understanding of 
effective professional development 
practice, and when they consistently 
and persistently act on these beliefs 
and understandings.  
  “We want to make sure that 
everyone understands that learning 
is for everyone and that it’s all of 
us learning that will impact student 
achievement. If educators can re-
ally engage in learning every day, 
then we firmly believe that student 
learning will improve,’’ McAdamis 
said.
 The board shifted from a 
“goal” to a “purpose” to send a 
message that NSDC’s reason for 
existence is ensuring effective pro-
fessional learning, McAdamis said.
 “Goals are important because 
most individuals and organiza-
tions believe they are essential for 
improvement in schools. A pur-
pose, however, is the essence of 
what we believe and what we are 
deeply committed to. Our purpose 
establishes the reason we exist as 
an organization and focuses on the 
essence of our work,” McAdamis 
said.


