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Accelerating Achievement

Challenge
The implementation of college and career readiness standards raises the expectations for student 
achievement, exacerbating the challenge of planning instruction to meet the needs of all learners. 
Despite years of “standards-based instruction,” narrowing the achievement gap remains an on-going 
challenge for most schools and districts.  While the standards may take precedence in the instructional 
planning process, the available resources, interim assessments, pedagogical practices, and the constraints 
presented by the school schedule and calendar, often create obstacles to the expectations for achievement 
they are intended to support.

Solution
College and career readiness standards are first and foremost focused on setting expectations for 
achievement. Thus, these standards need to form a “contract” between the school and the student, a 
promise that each party makes to the other with defined expectations and identified progress checks, 
instructional supports, and procedures for how to get help along the way.  The college and career 
readiness standards are also the starting point to instructional planning, not in words but in action. 
That is, by determining the performances that would demonstrate student achievement in meeting the 
identified standards prior to planning the instruction. 

Educators have adapted and adopted best practices from many high performing countries since the 
release of the initial TIMMS report in 1998. Japanese Lesson Study is used throughout the United States 
to engage teachers in collaborative planning and focus on outcomes. The conversations in the instructional 
planning process often focus on what student will do, skipping the essential question: do with what? True 
lesson study begins with a problem, a challenging concept and situation. The “problem” then informs 
“problems” of practice- that is the pedagogical approaches that support students for success, which in 
turn are the subject of the lesson study. Perhaps we can learn from Singapore a method that employs an 
instructional planning and pedagogical approach based on five categories:

• Concepts- What are the conceptual understandings of the content that I want students to  
know and be able to do?

• Skills- What strategies do students need to engage with the concepts? How will they  
demonstrate fluency?

• Processes – How will students formulate the problem they encounter?  What situations model  
the problem for students? 

• Meta-cognition – What thinking about their thinking do students need to engage in?
• Attitudes- What academic behaviors for learning will support student success?

These five categories reveal an underlying question about the missing link in the instructional 
planning cycle: In what ways will students demonstrate mastery of the concepts, skills, and processes 
independently? If we truly want all students to achieve, we must plan instructional units within a flexible 
schedule, beginning with the standard/s and the expected performance.  Clearly defining the end 
performance provides insights into interim performances. The actual instructional plan is an outline for 
a learning pathway that provides flexibility to develop lessons that support all students to achieve. This 
instructional unit allows for the flexibility to build in language objectives for English learners, and learning 
supports including Universal Design for Learning principles.  True standards based instruction means high 
expectations with flexibility on how we get there. 
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