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In New York City, as in many 
education systems, Algebra 1 is 
a gatekeeper course: Success in 
Algebra 1 helps students place out 
of remedial co-requisite courses 

if they enroll in the City University 
system, which includes almost half 
of students who attend high school 
in New York City. In spite of its 
importance, college readiness rates 
in math hover around 50% in New 

York City schools, effectively blocking 
students from higher-level math courses 
and college math. 

Recognizing this pattern, New 
Visions for Public Schools is in the 
third year of supporting a network 
of 18 New York City public schools 
to address uneven student success 
in Algebra 1. One of the ways 
New Visions is helping schools 
achieve greater equity in algebra is 

by supporting them to use a shared 
curriculum. Implementing a high-
quality curriculum is a key tenet of 
frameworks for curriculum-based 
professional learning that aim to 
improve all students’ access to rigorous 
and meaningful learning (Chu et al., 
2022; Hirsh & Short, 2022). 

All schools in our network have 
opportunities to learn about and 
engage in coaching on the Illustrative 

‘ARE WE DOING IT RIGHT?’  
Tool guides curriculum 

implementation 



June 2023     |     Vol. 44 No. 3	 www.learningforward.org     |     The Learning Professional 61

Mathematics Algebra 1 curriculum — a 
course that is available for free online, 
with resources for K-12 instruction. 
We find that a shared curriculum 
facilitates conversations among teachers 
about lessons, math problems, and 
instructional routines. 

But how do we know the shared 
curriculum is making a change and 
leading to improvement? In the early 
months and years of enacting a new 
curriculum, teacher practice will be 
uneven, and school leaders may be 
uncertain if instruction is improving. 
In fact, school leaders who don’t have 
experience teaching similar curricula 
might not recognize that poorly paced 
or otherwise messy implementation 
could be a sign that a teacher is right 
where they need to be in the early years 
of using a new curriculum. 

To help leaders understand 
how the stages of implementation 
typically look and where their 
teachers are on that continuum, 
our network uses the Illustrative 
Mathematics Implementation 

Reflection Tool (Danks et al., 2021), 
a nonevaluative resource to guide 
classroom observations, reflection, 
and feedback about implementation. 
The tool supports educators across 
roles — including teachers, coaches, 
school leaders, and district staff — in 
navigating the predictable twists and 
turns of curriculum adoption and early 
implementation.

LEARNING WALK OBSERVATIONS
Imagine a learning walk in a 

small high school in New York 
City. Learning walks are a regular 
component of many professional 
learning communities, a structured 
way for a school’s staff and sometimes 
external partners to visit classrooms and 
get a sense of how instruction looks 
and feels. Rarely evaluative in nature, 
learning walks are intended to surface 
shared understandings of the nature of 
instructional practice. 

The learning walk we are imagining 
involves visits to the classrooms of 
teachers in a 9th-grade team that has 

been working to adopt Illustrative 
Mathematics as its Algebra 1 
curriculum. The team participated 
in professional learning during the 
summer, and it meets on a weekly basis 
to plan lessons and sometimes look at 
student work together. 

As the learning walk team visits 
classrooms, focusing on Algebra 1 
instruction, team members observe 
some notable differences from 
classroom to classroom:

•	 In the first classroom, the Algebra 
1 teacher is familiar with the 
usefulness of math language 
routines to support multilingual 
learners. She enacts one such 
routine thoughtfully, but the 
pacing is quite different from the 
lesson plan: Rather than the 10 
minutes recommended in the 
curriculum materials, the routine 
takes 45 minutes, and the teacher 
omits other components of the 
lesson. 

•	 In the second classroom, the 
teacher uses all of the activities 

USE OF MATH LANGUAGE ROUTINES

Awareness Experimenting Implementing Integrating

The teacher attempts the 
math language routine, but 
deviates from the intended 
structure or focus on
language.

The teacher uses the math 
language routine to advance
language development, but 
makes modifications that 
impact access, reduce rigor, or 
are inconsistent with the goal 
and design.

The teacher facilitates a math 
language routine to advance 
language development 
consistent with the goal and 
design.

The teacher may adapt
the math language routine in 
response to students’ evolving 
competencies and stage of 
language development while 
maintaining access to grade-
level mathematics.

The teacher facilitates a 
math language routine 
to advance language 
development consistent 
with the goal and design.

The teacher adapts the 
math language routine 
in response to students’ 
evolving competencies 
and stage of language 
development while 
maintaining access to 
grade-level mathematics.

The teacher creatively 
and strategically embeds 
relevant math language 
routines into the lesson at 
the right time.

Source: Danks et al., 2021.
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provided in the curriculum 
materials but does not apply the 
intended problem-based lesson 
structure, in which students 
collaborate to make sense of 
mathematics. Instead, he writes all 
of the problems on the board, and 
students take turns coming up to 
explain their solutions. There is 
little student-to-student discourse.

•	 In the third classroom, the teacher 
follows the pacing and problems 
in the instructional materials but 
skips the closing synthesis activity, 
the phase in which students’ 
thinking comes together and the 
teacher facilitates a summary of 
the main points of the lesson. 
Instead, the teacher provides 
students with a set of questions 
pulled from prior-year state tests. 
Students complete the items 
as independent practice and to 
demonstrate their understanding.

In all of these classrooms, teachers 
are clearly attempting to use the 
resources in their new curriculum, but 
they are doing so incompletely and in 
varying ways. Imagine being part of 
the leadership team at this school or 
in the role of a coach serving several 
schools like this one. What are the most 
important points to surface for this team 
as you think about feedback or next 
steps? 

When thoughtful, ambitious leaders 
and supervisors visit a set of classrooms 
like these, they tend to focus on the 
following areas of feedback:

•	 Misalignment with the written 
curriculum: Observers may point 
out the ways in which instruction 
diverged from the lesson plans, 
thinking that deviations such as 
taking 45 minutes for a math 
language routine are problematic, 
no matter why the teacher made 
that choice. 

•	 Classroom management: 
Observers often praise teachers 
for filling the whole period 
with instruction, believing this 
is a defining feature of strong 
instruction, even if it diverges 
from the expectations in the 
instructional materials.

•	 Test readiness: Observers 
concerned with demonstrating 
progress on an upcoming state 
test may be reassured to see 
students completing items from 
prior-year exams, even if it means 
the teacher skipped an essential 
activity from the instructional 
materials.

These typical focus areas reflect 
a lack of clarity on where to begin 
with implementing a new curriculum. 
Leaders do not always have the 
background to recognize what is most 

important when observing teachers’ 
early-stage practices, especially if they 
are not familiar with the content area 
— in this case, math. 

They need a way to develop a clear 
understanding of how to respond in a 
content-specific, course-specific way, to 
lead shifts in instruction. Improvement 
in mathematics requires not just 
feedback on “readily observable aspects 
of instruction” but feedback on lesson-
specific and content-specific pedagogy 
(Cobb et al., 2018, pp. 182-183).

GAINING CLARITY 
In our network, we find that the 

Implementation Reflection Tool helps 
provide the needed clarity on where to 
begin. The tool has three sections, each 
of which focuses on implementation at 
a different level — school, team, and 
classroom. Each of these sections has 
a progression of practice — a set of 
levels from beginning to advanced, with 
descriptions of practice at each level, for 
multiple different aspects of curriculum 
use. The levels of practice move from 
left to right, with the ideal level of 
implementation on the right. 

For our Algebra 1 learning 
walk scenario, we will focus on the 
progression of practice in classroom 
implementation. One of the indicators 
in this section is implementation of 
math language routines. Based on the 

USE OF DESIGN STRUCTURE

Awareness Experimenting Implementing Integrating

The teacher replaces or 
modifies activities, such as 
the warm-up, in a way that 
reduces rigor or deviates from 
the lesson learning goals.

The teacher uses the key 
components of the lesson 
with an approach that centers 
teacher over student thinking 
(e.g., “I do, we do, you do” 
direct instruction).

The teacher modifies the 
lesson by skipping key 
components (e.g., the activity 
launches, activity syntheses, 
or the lesson synthesis), 
and prevents students from 
meeting the lesson learning 
goals.

The teacher fluctuates 
between centering teacher 
and student thinking (e.g., 
direct instruction to problem-
based instruction and back).

The teacher uses all of the key 
components of Illustrative 
Mathematics’ problem-based
design structure and 
approach.

The teacher may make 
accommodations to ensure 
students meet the lesson 
learning goals.

The teacher orchestrates 
all of the key components 
of Illustrative Mathematics’ 
problem-based design 
structure and approach, 
ensuring that all students 
have access and student 
thinking drives learning.

Source: Danks et al., 2021.
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progression of practice for this indicator 
(see the table on p. 61), the teacher who 
spent 45 minutes on math language 
routines is clearly demonstrating 
awareness. 

An administrator using this 
tool would probably feel a sense of 
relief upon seeing the exact situation 
we observed described as a valid 
initial stage in the teacher’s practice. 
The administrator can also use the 
progression of practice to guide 
additional support for the teacher. As a 
next step, it would be helpful for a coach 
to work with the teacher on facilitating 
the routine more efficiently to ensure 
consistency with the goal and design. 

As the teacher’s implementation 
gets stronger, she could also benefit 
from learning to incorporate more 
understanding of students’ language 
development, perhaps with the support 
of language teachers or interventionists 
in her building.

We can assess the practice of the 
other two teachers from the learning 
walk in a different progression of 
practice: use of Illustrative Mathematics’ 
design structure. All Illustrative 
Mathematics lessons follow a common 
format that supports students’ figuring 
out how to solve problems, then learning 
from one another’s work. This design 
structure is novel to many teachers.

The second teacher in our learning 
walk is in the awareness phase with the 
design structure (see table on p. 62). 
He “replaces or modifies activities” 
in a way that is common for teachers 
starting out with the curriculum. Having 
students work out problems at the board 
undermines the collaborative work and 
problem-solving the lesson should foster. 

However, since this mode of 
classroom instruction is familiar, the 
teacher may not recognize this as a 
misunderstanding of the instructional 
model, and he could therefore benefit 
from coaching on specific components 
of the problem-based lesson to move 
him along the progression of practice.

Finally, the third teacher from the 
learning walk is slightly further along 
in the same progression of practice. The 

instruction is at the experimenting level 
because the teacher “modifies the lesson 
by skipping key components” but does 
have some parts of the lesson that are 
squarely “centering student thinking.” 
This teacher may benefit from seeing 
examples of strong lesson syntheses to 
better understand their value and move 
her along to the implementing and 
integrating stages. 

SUPPORTING PRACTICE 
In addition to observing and 

supporting individual teachers’ 
classroom practice, the Implementation 
Reflection Tool can help leaders think 
about patterns and trends. In our 
experience, this is a game-changer 
because it helps those giving feedback 
and designing professional learning 
respond based on teachers’ assets and 
strengths, with a view to a clear pathway 
ahead. 

In the learning walk example, there 
are some clear patterns across classrooms. 
In the design structure table on p. 62, 
all three teachers are either in awareness 
or experimenting stages: using some of 
the key components of the curriculum 
materials, with varying degrees of 
integrity. To move to the next stages, 
all of the teachers would benefit from 
opportunities for shared sense-making 
about the learning goals for Illustrative 
Mathematics lessons and strategies for 
effective pacing. Moreover, they could 
collaborate and learn from one another’s 
specific strengths, such as pacing, use of 
routines, and fostering discourse.

One school in our network is using 
the tool to look at patterns in the math 
language routines. School leaders have 
theorized that a focus on these routines 
will foster student discussions and lead 
to improvements in students’ responses 
on constructed-response questions. 

The math team and principal, along 
with the math coach, determined that 
the appropriate indicators of focus in the 
Implementation Reflection Tool should 
be the use of Illustrative Mathematics’ 
design structure and math language 
routines and engaging students in 
meaningful small-group discussions. 

When they looked at patterns 
across classrooms, they were able to see 
that, while teachers were moving from 
awareness to experimenting in small-
group discussions, students needed 
more discussion opportunities. Based 
on this finding, the team’s planning has 
shifted to include more math discussion 
opportunities and clarify department-
wide expectations on math discussions. 
In this school example, using the 
Implementation Reflection Tool 
alongside an existing process for math 
team planning supported a focus on a 
high-leverage next step. 

We also use the tool to look for 
patterns across the network. For 
example, following our first round 
of learning walk visits to classrooms, 
we noticed a pattern in the use of 
instructional routines, which are key 
features in the Illustrative Mathematics 
curriculum. While many teachers were 
enacting them, the instructional routines 
were taking up a large portion of the 
lessons. Routines designed to take up 
10 minutes at the start of a lesson were 
dominating much of the class period. 

Using the Implementation 
Reflection Tool, we recognized that this 
is a common misstep and identified ways 
to ensure that subsequent professional 
learning would focus on strategies 
for more effective pacing and lesson 
coherence. In this way, we used patterns 
we saw emerging across schools to shape 
the overall direction and strategies of the 
network. 

MAKING THE MOST OF THE TOOL 
 The Implementation Reflection 

Tool is a powerful resource for learning, 
but it is important to consider the 
context and ways in which we use it. 
Teachers will only adopt tools like the 
Implementation Reflection Tool in 
the context of collaborative, trusting 
relationships because concerns about 
teacher self-efficacy can come into play. 

Taking on a new curriculum 
makes even the most experienced 
teacher feel like a novice, and being 
designated at the awareness level on a 

‘Are we doing it right?’ Tool guides curriculum implementation

Continued on p. 68
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curriculum tool could be demoralizing. 
A collaborative culture and an assets-
based, nonevaluative approach to using 
the tool are essential. 

In addition, we recognize that data 
collection can become burdensome. 
We have addressed it by weaving 
data collection into meaningful and 
fulfilling events like learning walks. 
We also allow teacher teams to opt 
into learning walks rather than making 
them a requirement of the network. 

With strategies like these in place, 
we are hopeful about the potential 
for tools like the Implementation 
Reflection Tool to support and 
accelerate learning about instruction in 
classrooms, schools, and networks of 
schools.
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FOSTER CULTURES OF LEARNING

When leaders shift their mindsets 
from “professional development” or 
“PD” to “professional learning” and 
use Standards of Professional Learning 
as a guiding framework, they are 
better positioned to foster powerful 
professional cultures of learning.  

As their own learning is 
accelerated, they are better equipped 
to support teacher capacity building, 
which is the first step toward 
cultivating a culture of practice 
where educators are actively engaged 
in and set the course for their own 
professional learning. 

In this way, educators and leaders 
can make sustained changes in practice 
that have meaningful impacts on their 
students’ learning and lives. 
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