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Essentials for Improving Student Learning 

 
 
Student learning is affected by what is taught and how it is taught. Each of these 
involves a complexity of decisions. The decisions are on the state, district, build-
ing, and classroom levels.  
 
The measurement of student learning occurs on the state level, NYS annual as-
sessments; district level, benchmark assessments; building level, teacher collabo-
rative unit assessments; and the classroom level, teacher created assessments. In 
the ideal world, what is taught and what is learned are tightly aligned. In the ideal 
world, decisions about the essentials for instruction and the essentials for assess-
ment are tightly aligned. The world is not ideal and the alignment gaps may be 
small or large. The GAP reports in the Instructional Data Warehouse will help 
districts identify the gaps between assessment, curriculum, and instruction by 
district and by teacher. 
 
One may argue that the New York State assessments have flaws. However, New 
York State has made a concerted effort to align these assessments with a set of 
standards that multiple educators have identified as appropriate to a course and 
grade level. Teachers are challenged to practice the best strategies to teach those 
standards.  Administrators are challenged to work with teachers to develop the 
best coherent curriculum and district/school environment to promote student 
learning.  
 
One of the difficulties for educators is determining “the best evidence-based prac-
tices that will ensure that record proportions of students receive a quality educa-
tion” (Schmoker, 2018, p. xi). Evidence-based practices include (p.xii—xiv, 2) 

 Coherent, content rich curriculum 
 Explicit instruction — supports  “the best open-ended , inquiry-

based” instruction 
 Purposeful reading and writing 
 High quality local assessments 

 
“The implementation of a coherent curriculum may have more effect on achieve-
ment levels than any other factor” (Schmoker, p. 19). All teachers in a building or 
district need to teach an agreed upon body of content and skills. The challenge is 
that the curriculum cannot contain more content than can be effectively taught 
within the time constraints of the school year. Teachers within a district need to 
agree upon what to teach, when to teach each concept, and what NYS standards 
will be emphasized. Curriculum is more important for improving student learning 
than reducing class size (p. 20). Though a district may have a coherent, content 
rich curriculum, the district could still have curriculum chaos if the teachers are 
either not fully aware of, or choosing to ignore the curriculum.  
 
Literacy (purposeful reading and writing) is foundational to success in college 
and in life. To develop literacy, students need to read text of increasing length 
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and complexity. Students need to know not only how to read fiction but also be taught how to read infor-
mational text. To be effective readers, students need a purposeful question to guide their reading and 
they need to write their response. On a daily basis these responses may be brief. A culminating writing 
task would be more lengthy. Academic writing  and discussion needs to focus on argument, evidence, 
and inquiry. The amount of reading and writing that a student does is as important as the complexity.  A 
coherent curriculum should specify the number of pages to be read and written (i.e. how many words 
should be in a unit paper for grade eight students). Teachers need a common scoring guide for written 
work (p.40). Writing across the curriculum is important. For example, mathematics students should be 
able to show their work to solve a problem and make an argument for the procedures they chose and 
music students should be reading and writing about composers and musical periods. 
 
Schmoker suggests steps for developing a viable, rich  curriculum (p. 48—50). 

1. Determine the number of instructional days. Subtract the number of days for other activities 
such as assemblies, fire drills, and state testing. Determine how many days should be desig-
nated by the curriculum and how many should be left to teacher discretion.  

2. Review NYS standards by focusing on topics. Determine  how many days to spend on each 
topic.  

3. Add up the number of days. Adjust content until the number of days matches the number of 
days calculated in step two. Focus on what is essential.  

4. Develop a logical progression of topics/skills. Determine the cut point for the skills in each 
grade reporting period. 

5. Match topics to teaching resources. Carefully select resources rather than providing a list of 
optional resources. In mathematics, match NYS standards to the best pages in the textbook 
for teaching the standard (Schmoker, p. 50). 

6. Add focus/guiding questions. This step may not be appropriate for courses such as mathe-
matics. 

7. Establish criteria for benchmark writing assignments. 
8. Review curriculum documents vertically. Remove redundancy between grades. Determine 

that each grade builds on the prior grade.  
9. After the first year of implementation review the document for material to be discarded or 

replaced. 
 
The effective implementation of evidence-based practices is enhanced when teams of teachers continu-
ously develop and refine curriculum, units, and lessons based on data from assessments. This collabora-
tion is only possible when teachers have a district-wide, coherent curriculum (p. 21). After the curricu-
lum is developed, teams of teachers will be able to create lessons, units, and common assessments.  
 
Not only is a coherent curriculum important, different researchers have shown that the most important 
factor for improving student achievement is quality of instruction (Schmoker, p. 54). There are teaching 
strategies that reduce the gaps in learning for students living in poverty, for students who speak a lan-
guage other than English at home, and for special needs students. The components of an effective lesson 
are not innovative. They are unremarkable. The challenge is in maintaining the engagement and atten-
tion of the students. The teacher needs to have a sensible proportion of teaching time for listening, col-
laborating (pair work), and working independently.  
 
Effective lessons share a time-honored structure. Multiple researchers have identified this structure as 
the most effective for student learning i.e. Madeline Hunter, James Popham, Dylan William, Doug Fish-
er and Nancy Frey, Marilyn Burns, Robert Marzano, Barack Rosenshine, John Hattie, and Doug Lemov 
(p. 63-70). 

 Clear learning objective/target 
 Modeling in small, scaffolded steps - Each step is followed by practice and checks for un-

derstanding. There may be four or five cycles in a lesson ( p. 78). 
 Independent practice/ assessment of learning 
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The steps to create an effective lesson are not remarkable.(p.95-98) The teacher may consider 
 What is the essential background information? 
 What question should I ask to establish the purpose of today’s lesson?  
 How do I break this lesson up into 10 minute ordered steps? 

 What will I teach for five minutes? 
 What will the students do to process the information? 
 How will I observe their understanding? 
 If the majority of students are not understanding, how will I reteach? 

 
According to Schmoker, there are common practices that may divert attention from practices that have 
been shown to improve student achievement.  

 Differentiated Instruction—Students should not be in ability groups within the classroom 
with different groups following a different curriculum. Whole class lessons should be struc-
tured to accommodate the needs of English language learners and special education stu-
dents.  

 Worksheets that do not align with the curriculum 
 Response to Intervention that does not focus on good Tier 1 instruction.  
 When appropriately implemented, project-based learning can allow “students to inde-

pendently acquire, explore, and apply knowledge to more extended, authentic tasks” (p.85). 
This strategy becomes ineffective when teachers use this technique  to teach essential skills 
and knowledge. For example, students need “explicit, carefully sequenced whole class les-
sons” to learn “to write an extended argumentative essay” (p.26). 

 Group work is essential to learning, especially in pairs. However, excessive group work is 
detrimental to student learning.  

 
Schmoker, Hattie, Marzano, and other authors have identified practices that have the best chance of im-
proving student learning. These authors have identified curriculum and instruction as key to student suc-
cessful learning. Student learning is about growing from one step to the next step. Educators need to fa-
cilitate that growth and not become derailed by practices that research has not shown to be effective for 
student learning.  
 
Schmoker, M. (2018). Focus: Elevating the essentials to radically improve student learning (ed. 2). Alexandria, VA: ASCD. 


