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National and international research finds that a challenging
academic curriculum is one of the most powerful levers to

boost student learning and narrow achievement gaps between
advantaged and disadvantaged students.! Recent studies
suggest that switching from a low- to high-quality textbook

can boost student achievement more than many other more
expensive interventions, such as expanding preschool programs,
decreasing class sizes, or offering merit pay to teachers.? For
example, one elementary-level instructional program (Core
Knowledge) produced learning gains of almost 20 percentage
points on standardized reading tests in one year.? Similarly,
another large study of a secondary-school math curriculum
(Core-Plus) showed its use yielded 115 additional days of student
learning over another (unnamed) curriculum during a single year.*

New organizations such as EdReports.org evaluate the strengths
of published instructional materials, and districts and states

are coupling this information with high-quality professional
development to put strong curricular frameworks in place.
EdReports.org’s rubrics include not only standards alignment
but also academic rigor and the capacity of a curriculum to
advance students’ deeper learning skills through complex tasks,
evidentiary-based writing, and application of knowledge.®

Lovisiana’s Approach

One state showing extraordinary leadership is Louisiana and to
good effect. As a 2016 study illustrates, the Louisiana Department
of Education (LDOE) undertook four key strategies to support
teachers’ understanding and use of high-quality materials and
standards-aligned classroom practices:

1. Relentless focus on curricula. Many states and districts
recommend or even require the use of particular instructional
programs. LDOE's approach is different; it recruits teachers to
help the state rank English language arts and math programs
according to quality.¢ The standards for qualifying as a top-
level program, known as tier 1, are high, and few programs
make the cut.

2. Procurement strategies that incentivize the selection of high-
quality materials and professional development. LDOE backs
up the rankings with dollars. It grants state contracts only to
publishers whose materials meet the state’s fier 1 requirements.

LDOE places additional emphasis on curricula by granting
professional development contracts only fo vendors who can
demonstrate an alignment with tier 1 products.

3. Astrong assessment regime. LDOE reviews and endorses

formative assessments that align with state summative tests. As
aresult, teachers have access to resources that cohere with
one another and many districts have been able to reduce the
number of required assessments.

4. Recruitment of teachers and districts to guide the process.

LDOE has not mandated its preferred curriculum. Rather, it
positions itself as a clearinghouse that provides resources for
districts and schools and encourages teachers, school leaders,
and district administrators to fake ownership for curriculum
changes. To present a clear message and simultaneously
cultivate local leadership, LDOE recruits two teacher leaders
per school to vet materials, lead professional development,
and communicate between districts and the state.”

By LDOE's current count, more than 70 percent of districts
exclusively use instructional materials that meet the state’s
tier 1 standards, up from a mere 20 percent five years ago.?
Meanwhile, the following data points suggest that Louisiana’s
academic trajectory is improving:’

¢ Louisiana's high school graduation rates are rising appreciably.
In School Year (SY) 200607, the state's high school graduation
rate stood at 66.3 percent. By SY 2014-15, it stood at 77.5
percent.’®In SY 2015-16, the rate dipped slightly to 77 percent,
but a full 43 percent of graduating students earned early
college credit or some type of credential valued in industry by
the end of high school."

¢ The state’s fourth-grade students had the country’s highest
growth on the 2015 National Assessment of Educational
Progress reading test and tied with Mississippi for the fastest
state growth in math. Louisiana was among the top five states
in narrowing several achievement gaps, including those
between white and African American students and white and
Latino students in fourth-grade math and the gaps between
white and Latino students in fourth-grade reading, eighth-
grade math, and eighth-grade reading.'?
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In 2013, Louisiana became one of twelve states to require
all eleventh graders to take the ACT test. In 2015, Louisiana’s
students gained more points in their composite ACT scores
than those in the other eleven states that require all of their
students to take the ACT."®

The College Board announced in 2014 that Louisiana made
the nation’s greatest gains in the number of students scoring
a3, 4, or 5on Advanced Placement (AP) exams, and the
number of students faking AP courses more than doubled
between 2012 and 2016.'

Guiding Questions
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Do state and district leaders have an appetite for supporting
systemic instructional coherence?

Is there buy-in from key legislators and/or district school board
members for long-term instructional coherence?

What are the costs of implementation, including the
recruitment and funding of teacher leaders and the funding of
extensive, content-based professional development?2
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