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Teachers are usually alone when they examine student work and think about

student perf o rmance. The authors describe several projects that have enabled

teachers to leave the isolation of their own classrooms and think together

about student work in the broader contexts of school improvement and

p rofessional development.
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I
N 1995, WHEN the California Center for School Re-
structuring convened teams from nearly 150 ele-
mentary and secondary schools to examine the
progress of local school reform and its impact on
student achievement, it employed the slogan “Ex-
amining student work for what matters most.”1 The
precise meaning of the slogan was left open for
school teams to define. For some, it meant assem-

bling and examining school-level achievement data. For
others, it meant using rubrics to assess student essays, proj-
ects, or portfolios. For still others, it meant considering
samples of student work for their instructional implica-
tions or inviting a panel of students to speak about their
opportunities to learn.

The years that have passed since that conference testi-
fy to a growing conviction that there is something impor-
tant to be learned by giving close attention to students’ ex-
perience and students’ actual work. Reform advocates,
professional developers, school accreditation agencies,
teacher networks, and researchers have increasingly en-

gaged teachers in looking together at samples of student
work or analyzing classroom performance.2 Indeed, “look-
ing at student work” has become the organizing theme of
one website (www.lasw.org) and a prominent component
of several others.3 It forms a major activity of professional
conferences, professional development programs, and re-
form projects.

One might reasonably ask, “What’s new about teach-
ers looking at student work?” Teachers examine artifacts
produced by students all the time. They read, review,
grade, and celebrate student work every day. However,
they do so most often on their own, possibly in confer-
ence with a student or parent, but almost always in isola-
tion from colleagues.

In recent years, organizations engaged in professional
d e velopment and school reform have begun bringing teach-
ers together to do c o l l e c t ive l y what they generally do alone:
that is, look at student work and think about students’ per-
formance in the classroom. In addition to evaluating a teach-
e r ’s instructional relationships with individual students, the
purpose of these collaborative efforts is to foster teacher
learning, support for professional community, and the pur-
suit of school reform.

These organizations have also focused on introducing
these practices into the ongoing work of schools. In this
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regard, they have ventured into difficult terrain. It was one
thing for California’s restructuring schools to gather once
a year at a conference to examine student work. It is quite
another to transform long-standing workplace traditions
of privacy and non-interference by asking teachers to put
the work of their own students on the table for others to con-
sider and discuss.

We have recently completed a two-year study that re-
sponds directly to this growing interest in looking at stu-

dent work. In reviewing published descriptions and stud-
ies, we discovered a wide range of purposes and practices
subsumed under the broad descriptive term “looking at
student wo r k .” The good news for advocates of these pra c-
tices is that there is emerging evidence that some versions
of looking at student work yield benefits for teaching and
l e a r n i n g .4 H ow e ve r, the available research gives little sense
of how any demonstrated benefits might in fact be ach i e ve d .5

While there are promising precedents, the literature offers
few specifics regarding the actual practices that teachers em-
p l oy in looking at student work. Our project attempted to
make some headway on that problem.

Through case studies of teacher groups working with
three nationally recognized organizations — Harvard Proj-
ect Zero, the Coalition of Essential Schools, and the A c a d-
e my for Educational Development — we sought to identify
specific practices employed by teachers who come t o g e t h e r
to examine student work in the context of broader pro-
g rams of school improvement and school-based profession-
al d e ve l o p m e n t .6 E a ch of the three organizations has accum-
ulated a tra ck record of school-based or district-based pro-
fessional development or school improvement activ i t y. Each
has developed a distinctive approach to looking at student
work that reflects the organization’s history and particular
interests.

The “Evidence Project,” developed by Harvard Project
Zero, was premised on the idea that student work offers a
w i n d ow into ch i l d r e n ’s thinking and learning, and so teach-
ers’ collaborative reviews of that work constitute a “signif-
icant model of school improvement from within.”7 With
its commitment to fostering student learning and creativ i-
ty, Project Zero viewed the Evidence Project as an oppor-
tunity to organize time and space so that teachers could

i n t e r w e ave individual inquiry with collegial conve r s a t i o n s
about teaching and learning — always keeping the stu-
dent at the center of the conversation. Toward that end,
project staff members developed structured discussion guides
(“protocols”) and a project manual to help teachers organize
discussion of student work in relation to a question of in-
terest defined by the presenting teacher. Teacher groups
varied in the way they organized their activity and in how
they made use of the project protocols.

In its project, Building School Capacity to Improve Stu-
dent Learning, the Academy for Educational Development
(AED) sought to “build the capacity of school faculties to
i m p r ove the quality of instruction in middle-grades sch o o l s ,
through a continuous, comprehensive, and critical review
of student wo r k .”8 Te a chers in minischool gra d e - l e vel teams
constructed interdisciplinary “learning goals” to guide the
ways they considered student work. As teams reviewed stu-
dent work in relation to their learning goals, they consid-
ered the assignment, the lesson plan, and often the sch o o l ’s
performance standards as well. Along with promoting team
reviews of student work, AED also helped schools and dis-
tricts embed reviews of student work in school-level self-
assessments. In cross-school or cross-district meetings, teach-
ers examined portfolios of student work from other sch o o l s ,
looking for evidence that students were meeting those sch o o l s ’
learning goals.

Instructional Improvement Through Inquiry and Col-
laboration is a project of the Coalition of Essential Schools
that builds on existing elements of its wh o l e - s chool reform
model — the 10 principles of whole-school reform, criti-
cal friends groups, and the cycle of inquiry — to focus
teacher communities on inquiry into teaching and learn-
ing. Coalition staff members envisioned that inquiry and
collaboration would entail systematic attention to student
work and to such artifacts of teacher work as lesson plans,
assignments, classroom videotapes, and peer observa t i o n s .
In some contexts, teacher inquiry was integrated into the
work of existing critical friends groups or teacher teams;
in other contexts, new groups were created. At most sites,
teachers were introduced to a range of protocols to help
structure their discussion of student or teacher wo r k .9 C o n-
sistent with the Coalition’s commitment to local interpre-
tation of its principles and mission, there were regional and
s chool differences in the design and implementation of the
project.

We focused our study on teachers’ practices of looking
at student work, while also taking note of how those prac-
tices fit with each project’s broader aims and with other ac-
t ivities at each school site. Ove rall, we visited seven sch o o l s ,
but eventually we focused on four sites: an elementary

There is emerging evidence that some
versions of looking at student work
yield benefits for teaching and l e a r n i n g .
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s chool affiliated with Harvard Project Zero; a middle sch o o l
working with the Academy for Educational Development;
and two high schools, one in each of the two participat-
ing regions of the Coalition of Essential Schools. We made
multiple visits to each site, talking with participants and
observing them at work together.Video recordings, copies
of student work, protocol guidelines, and agendas prov i d-
ed evidence of local practice. Interviews with teachers, ad-
m i n i s t rators, and project staff members helped us determine
the meaning and value of those practices in the eyes of va r i-
ous participants and stakeholders. Our charge was to see
what we could learn from these projects about “looking
at student work” as a resource for instructional improve-
ment, while recognizing that the projects also encompassed
a wider range of purposes and strategies.10

COMMON ELEMENTS OF PRAC T I C E

In our investigation, we attempted to capture how “look-
ing at student work” took place in each school and how
the various approaches created opportunities for teacher
learning. Despite differences in philosophy, practice, and
local contexts, the projects and sites shared three com-
mon elements.

Bringing teachers together to focus on student learning
and teaching pra c t i c e. Te a chers get together for many rea-
sons over the course of a school year, but rarely are they
i nvited to look closely together at evidence of student learn-
ing. Thus a significant contribution of these projects was to
organize occasions when talk about student learning and
teaching practice formed the primary agenda. Gradually,
these learning-focused conversations would become em-
bedded in the schools’ structures, schedules, relationships,
and habits.

Teachers at each site reserved time and space in their
regular work schedule for the meetings we observed. How-
ever, as one teacher emphasized, “There aren’t too many
s chools that will set aside that time.” The efforts of the proj-
ects to create and sustain groups with schedules and rou-
tines led to conversations about teaching and learning that
took place in the course of ongoing school work. Between
meetings, teachers reported reflecting on prior meetings
“through a different eye” and thinking about “how I am
going to present this” at the next meeting. It may seem a
truism, but what these projects demonstrated is that, if teach-
ers are to engage together in the tough work of instruction-
al improvement, the school must organize for it.

Getting student work on the table and into the conver-
sation. Numerous published testimonials attest to the val-
ue of having teachers come together to talk about their
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work. In most of these accounts, the materials on the table,
if any, represent teachers’ work in the form of instruction-
al materials, lesson plans, or, occasionally, videotapes of
classroom activ i t y. There are few precedents for placing stu-
dent work on the table in any systematic and serious way
or for engaging in a conversation about student learning
and thinking. These projects instituted structured events
that helped create the expectation that there would be stu-
dent work to look at and that time would be set aside to
discuss it. As one teacher explained, looking at student
work “made me more aware of the work I was looking at.
Before, if I looked at something, I would say, ‘Oh, that’s
good,’ or ‘Yeah, that meets the standard.’ But now, I can
go into more detail with it, and I learned that through this.”

Structuring the conve r s a t i o n. A distinctive feature of these
projects was the extent to wh i ch they promoted the use of
“protocols” — procedural steps and guidelines — to organ-
ize discussions and structure participation. Designated fa-
cilitators helped participants make productive use of the
protocol formats.11 Although the projects and the individ-
ual teacher groups varied in wh i ch protocols they used and
h ow they used them, the protocols shared some central de-
sign features.12

First, the protocols used by these organizations were
designed to interrupt or slow down teachers’ usual respons-
es to student work (to evaluate and grade it), and to stimu-
late an open-minded but focused examination of what that
work can tell teachers about student understanding and
teaching practice. To this end, some protocol guidelines
constrained presenters from supplying background infor-
mation about an assignment, the students, or the presenter’s
own intentions. Facilitators using such protocols often re-
minded participants to refrain from making judgments and
to concentrate on describing what they saw in the student
work and on posing questions.13

In addition, the protocols structured participation in
ways that deliberately departed from the flow of ordinary
conversation. They determined when presenters had the
floor, when presenters listened while others conversed,
and when the entire group could engage in open discus-

sion. They structured the discussion through a series of
timed phases or segments, and they focused the conver-
sation in each phase by inviting talk of a particular sort —
for example, phases devoted to “describing the work”
(without judging it) and then to “interpreting the work” in
one protocol or to “clarifying questions” in another.

Finally, protocols explicitly organized opportunities for
participants to raise questions, issues, and dilemmas trig-
gered by examples of student work. They also provided
teachers an opportunity to give and receive feedback. Ac-
cording to one published summary, “A protocol creates a
structure that makes it safe to ask challenging questions of
each other.”14 For example, the Tuning Protocol used by
some teachers at Coalition schools provided for both “wa r m ”
and “cool” feedback, and the Modified Collaborative As-
sessment Conference used by teachers in Project Zero groups
required that the presenter remain silent in one phase as
colleagues posed questions about the student work. 

Together, these elements of design — bringing teach-
ers together, introducing student work, and structuring con-
versation — were meant to afford certain opportunities for
t e a cher learning, the creation of a professional communi-
ty, and the pursuit of school reform. Yet we know that de-
sign and intent do not fully account for actual practice. Edu-
cators have long been familiar with the term “mutual adap-
t a t i o n ,” coined in the 1970s to account for the ways in wh i ch
both innova t ive programs (ideas, purposes, strategies) and
their users change in the actual process of implementa-
tion.15 We expected to develop useful insights from look-
ing closely at how the ideas and tools developed by the
three national organizations were actually taken up by
participating schools and teachers.

B E YOND A SLOGAN: UNPACKING PRAC T I C E

To deepen our understanding of what looking at stu-
dent work entailed at each site, we paid close attention to
what the participants said and did with one another in
their meetings and to what they shared with us in inter-
views. We unpacked practice by looking for the ways in
which participants’ talk and their use of structured proto-
cols worked to “open up” or “close off” opportunities to
delve deeply into questions of student learning or teach-
ing practice. We developed an understanding of how spe-
cific practices and resources helped to direct teachers’ close
attention to student work and to open up discussions of
t e a ching and learning. How e ve r, we also gained an appre-
ciation for some of the challenges that teachers, adminis-
t rators, and partner organizations confront in making “look-
ing at student work” an integral and productive component

Facilitators reminded participants to
refrain from making judgments and to
concentrate on describing what they
saw in the student work and on
posing questions.
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of collabora t ive professional development or reform activ-
ity in a school.

To take one example, Shelby, a high school health/sci-
ence teacher, provided two samples of a persuasive essay
she had assigned as the culminating project for a mental
health unit on violence and violence prevention. Shelby
was not satisfied that the essays had captured what she
had hoped her students would learn from the unit. Her
colleagues in the meeting, representing a wide range of
subject fields, had all participated in professional devel-
opment aimed at strengthening “writing across the cur-
riculum.” In examining the student essays, they began to
realize that they had an incomplete grasp of what it meant
for students to produce a persuasive essay — and for teach-
ers to assign and assess one. A math teacher mused, “What
comes to mind is how well do the students understand wh a t
is meant by a ‘persuasive essay’?” Seconds later, she added,
“because I’m not clear what is meant by a persuasive es-
s ay.” Those dual themes — what students understand and
what the teachers understand as a “persuasive essay” —
were picked up throughout the discussion, culminating in
this exchange:

English teacher: Do you think maybe the kids
didn’t get it?

Shelby: Do you think maybe the teacher didn’t
get it?! [Laughter]

In their 40-minute discussion of the two essays, both
S h e l by and her colleagues gained new insight into the stu-
dents’ writing and their own instructional practice while
also reinforcing a spirit of mutual support and community.

In this example and in others we observed, certain prac-
tices and conditions helped to focus attention on the stu-
dent work and to deepen the discussion of teaching and
learning. 

1. Flexible, creative use of tools for local purposes. Each
of the organizations in our study introduced processes, tools,
and roles to help teachers build community and focus their
conversations on student learning and teaching practice.
The resources they created or selected were designed with
certain key features and certain built-in constraints to en-
able particular things to happen. In many groups, teach-
ers were attentive to the intended steps and phases of the
protocols they used, remarking on those moments when
they departed from the guidelines in some way (“I don’t
want to be judgmental, but I see . . .”).

However, the more sustained and lively conversations
about student work occurred when groups took a flexible,
creative approach to the tools and crafted them to their

own purposes. Te a chers made choices to employ one pro-
tocol rather than another in accordance with their inter-
ests; they adjusted the suggested time limitations to ac-
commodate an unfolding conversation; they sometimes
ignored the prohibition against “judging” the student wo r k
in order to pursue a compelling question or dilemma.

2. Ability to exploit subject expertise and examine sub-
ject issues. Any piece of student work is student work in
a subject area — literature, mathematics, art, science, his-
tory, photography, and so on. What teachers made of a
given piece of work — the accomplishments or creativity
they recognized, the struggles they detected — reflected
their own conceptions of the subject area and of what it
means to learn and teach it. Subject-related resources wo r k e d
in some unexpected ways in these groups. Sometimes, a
t e a ch e r ’s lack of familiarity with a subject area forced oth-
ers to explain basic concepts and rationales in a way they
otherwise would not have done — recall that it was the
m a t h t e a cher in Shelby ’s group who first focused the group’s
attention on what it meant to write a persuasive essay. On
the other hand, the participants were able to pursue this
issue because they shared some common subject-related
interests and because at least some members had releva n t
expertise and experience. Thus it was the English teacher
in Shelby ’s group who particularly helped the group to capi-
talize on the math teach e r ’s question. The teachers in our
case groups were well aware of the benefits of common
interests and participant resources. As a teacher remarked
at another site, “The nice part about the group is we’re all
focused on writing, so when I see a problem in a piece of
student work, they may give me concrete examples of wh a t
they did to help me in my teaching.”

None of these groups came together with the explicit
aim of pursuing professional development in a particular
subject area. Their purposes were broader (a general con-
cern for enhancing professional community and support-
ing instructional improvement), and they typically con-
sidered student work from several subject areas. Yet we
are persuaded that explicit attention to the subject con-
tent of any given piece of student work and to related ques-
tions of student learning and teaching practice was an im-
portant contributor to what a group was able to accom-
plish by “looking at student work.”16

3. A balance between comfort and challenge. Recent
l i t e rature describes “teacher learning communities” as those
in which teachers develop the capacities to pose tough
questions, challenge assumptions, and even disagree open-
ly over matters of practice while cultivating trust and mu-
tual support.1 7 S u ch capacities, it appears, develop only gra d-
u a l l y. Shared inquiry into student learning and teaching pra c-



190 PHI DELTA KAPPAN

tice runs against the grain of typical professional talk and
counter to the prevailing norms of non-interference, pri-
vacy, and harmony.

In these projects, protocols and process guidelines wo r k e d
to get a conversation started and to focus it on evidence
of student learning. Such procedural tools gave participants
permission to make observations about student work, to
raise issues and questions, or to suggest implications for
teaching practice. Yet more important than the tools was
the human element at wo r k — a facilitator who sought to
open up a question or persist with a difficult point, a pre-
senter who invited feedback by being self-critical or dis-
closing problems openly, a participant who took the risk
to broach a controversial topic. We found the most gen-
e ra t ive conversations in the places where teachers active l y
invited challenge — for example, by being self-critical as
in “This lesson didn’t fly” or by introducing a provo c a t ive
question such as “Do you think the kids didn’t get it?”

4. Facilitation to build a group and deepen a conversa-
tion. A balance between comfort and challenge, when we
found it, was the product of strategic and skilled leader-
ship. Protocols and guidelines — tools for structuring con-
ve r s a t i o n — h ave some power to help groups get past cul-
tural norms of privacy and non-interference, but by them-
selves they won’t bear the burden of cultural change in
schools and in teachers’ professional relationships. When
we saw evidence of group norms built on open discus-
sion, constructive questioning, and critique, we saw indi-
viduals taking the initiative to establish a different kind of
c o nve r s a t i o n — one in wh i ch people could push on ideas
and practices while still being respectful toward one an-
other.

S h e l by ’s group provides a case in point. One teacher re-
called that “the first few months, we were not dealing with
tough issues. Eve r yone was very polite.” How e ve r, the group’s
leader persistently and explicitly linked their conve r s a t i o n s
about teacher practice to the “bottom line” of improving
student ach i e vement. During meetings, she routinely called
attention to the goal of looking at student work “to im-
prove student achievement — to use that cycle of inquiry
to try strategies and change student achievement levels.”
Participants who volunteered to guide a protocol used the
guidelines to clarify how the protocol supported the group’s
broader aims:

So let’s go to interpreting the student work. [Read-
ing] “In this period, we want to make sense of wh a t
the student is doing and why. Try to find as many
different interpretations as possible and evaluate
them against the kind and quality of evidence.” So
we want to “try to infer what was the student think-

ing, what does the student understand and not un-
derstand, and what was the student most interested
in. How does the student interpret the assignment?”

At the same time, the group’s leader worked to build a
climate of consistent support. She met with participants
between meetings to help them think about what student
work they would bring to the next meeting and what pro-
tocol would best help them achieve their own purposes.
And she emphasized the role of humor in the group, re-
marking:

We do a lot of laughing in my group. It makes it easi-
er for people to bring hard things to the table be-
cause we’re not blaming the person who is bring-
ing the hard thing. In some groups, teachers would
hold back because “they’ll think I’m a horrible teach-
er” — but not in my group.

O ver time, participants grew more comfortable in deal-
ing with the “tough issues.” Shelby sums up:

I look forward to getting a chance to present. And it
d o e s n ’t intimidate me anymore to question wh e t h e r
I even know what a persuasive essay is and wh e t h e r
I have enough knowledge to try and communicate
it to the students, because I don’t know. I think that’s
what makes a person a good teach e r, when you don’t
think you know everything and yo u ’re willing to open
up and trying to understand it better.

THREE DILEMMAS IN MAKING THE MOST
OF LOOKING AT STUDENT WO R K

Putting student work on the table did not ensure wh e t h-
er or how it would be taken up in conversation. In Shelby ’s
case, teachers devoted close attention to the two student
e s s ays as they worked to define precisely how the writings
had fallen short of Shelby ’s expectations. When they eve n-
tually turned to a discussion of instruction, they were able
to frame their suggestions in ways that linked directly to
the problems of student learning reflected in the student
work. Their efforts to link issues of teaching and learning
were aided by a group leader who combined expertise in
facilitation with many years of experience as an English
t e a cher and by participants who treated looking at student
work as a central part of their activities each time they met.

E ven with the aid of facilitation and protocol guidelines,
these practices take time and effort to introduce. We ob-
served occasions when teachers took only limited advan-
tage of student work that had been introduced, devoting
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relatively little time and attention to the evidence of stu-
dent understanding that it could offer. There were many
variations to this pattern. At one site, teachers talked reg-
ularly about instruction and students’ responses to class-
room activities, but without actually bringing student wo r k
for others to examine. At other sites, teachers routinely made
student work available, but they moved away from exam-
ining the content in detail as they turned to more general
issues regarding class performance (“You would be amazed
at how even the lowest students are trying to compare and
contrast and analyze”) or to questions about instruction
(“What did you ask the students to write?”). How do we
explain these often brief and often tentative approaches
to looking at student work? We suggest three explanations,
each with implications for practice.

1. Concern for personal comfort and collegial relation-
ships. In crucial ways, any student work on the table is al-
so the teacher’s work: it results from an assignment the
teacher has given and reflects the fruits of the teacher’s in-
struction. It was no surprise then that teachers at our sites
treated looking at student work as delicate business that
risked “overstepping boundaries.” Te a chers were conscious
of the need to affirm one another’s intentions and compe-
tence and of the risk of offending or hurting feelings. On
occasion, teachers responded to their colleagues’ ques-
tions about student work by justifying their own teaching
practice. Although the tone was often joking (“My turn to
defend myself!”), the substance was serious.

2. Scarce time, many interests. Teachers seek to make
the most of the scarce time they have together. Their talk
in meetings reflected the strong impulse to turn the talk to
w i d e - ranging issues of teaching practice, using the student
work as a point of departure for discussion of curriculum,
instruction, or assessment. Some teachers pointed out that
the student work alone was not sufficient as a resource for
the broad questions or issues they wished to raise. For ex-
ample, one teacher brought a single example of a student
essay for the group to examine but also wanted the op-
portunity to talk more generally about the progress of her
entire class. (“I really wanted to show you more pieces.
There’s a big chunk of students in my class that had diffi-
culty with that.”) Yet we wondered whether the impulse to
talk about teaching might have been better served by sus-
taining closer and longer attention to the available evidence
of student learning.

Project organizers emphasized that looking at student
work serves as just one strategy in a broader agenda of teach-
er development, support for teacher community, and the
pursuit of school reform. Their point is certainly an impor-
tant one, but it also underscores the multiple demands on

teachers’ time and attention and the problem of tradeoffs
that teachers must make when they sit down together to
look at student work.

3. Uncertainty about what to highlight in “looking at”
student work. The collaborative practice of looking at stu-
dent work is different in important respects from the fa-
miliar experience of reviewing student work independent-
ly in the classroom. The protocols supply one way of deal-
ing with the unfamiliarity, helping teachers get a fresh look
at student work and at the same time refrain from making
premature judgments. Still, in many ways, the teachers in
our study were uncertain as to how to make their conver-
sations a productive enterprise. Two aspects of this uncer-
tainty stood out in particular.

First, teachers had the unfamiliar task of deciding what
work to bring for others to look at. Unlike formal progra m s
of professional development in which student work may
take the form of crafted and polished “cases,”1 8 the student
work in these projects traveled directly from the classroom
of participating teachers to the meeting in which it was
discussed. The teachers had to decide — often quickly,
g iven the exigencies of their daily wo r k l o a d s — wh i ch stu-
dent work would best serve their own purposes and those
of the group: One piece or many? Work showing student
mastery or work displaying student struggles? Work linked
to curriculum in other classrooms or just their own? Each
selection represented a tradeoff, and no selection could
serve all purposes fully.

Second, the participants then had the additional task of
figuring out what to say about the student work in the time
allotted, given their own multiple interests and diverse back-
grounds. Many of the protocols we followed required that
the presenter refrain from supplying introductory back g r o u n d
or context regarding the students who produced the wo r k ,
the assignment the students had been given, or the instruc-
tional strategies the teacher had employed. Participants were
asked to begin by describing what they saw in the work
while refraining from judgments about its quality. How e ve r,
the task of “just describing” the work, and doing so in a
way that would stimulate productive discussion, turned out
to be complicated. Furthermore, the teachers almost inva r i-
ably d i s p l ayed what we termed a “quest for context.” For ex-
ample, when given the opportunity to pose questions, they
focused on precisely those points of context that the pre-
senter had been asked to withhold: “Is this the first dra f t ? ”
“Is this related to a story that the children read in class?”
“ Were they instructed to underline the first sentence?” “Why
did you choose this piece, this student’s work?”

In some respects, these dilemmas may be resolved with
the simple passage of time, as groups gain familiarity and
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facility with particular procedures. Persistence matters, and
some tradeoffs remain inevitable. However, we argue that
groups would also benefit from tackling the dilemmas head
on, reserving time to reflect on the assumptions underlying
a given protocol or process and the degree to wh i ch it pro-
vides a fit with the participants’ own purposes and resourc e s .

C O N C L U S I O N

The slogan “Examining student work for what matters
m o s t ,” coined nearly a decade ago, implied a promise that
systematic, collective attention to student work would help
to advance school-based teacher development and sch o o l
reform. “Looking at student work” has emerged as a prac-
tice with growing appeal and potential importance but with
few strong roots or traditions in schools.

The value of looking at student work resides in its po-
tential for bringing s t u d e n t s more consistently and explic-
itly into deliberations among teachers. Looking at student
work has the potential to expand teachers’ opportunity to
learn, to cultivate a professional community that is both will-
ing and able to inquire into practice, and to focus school-
based teacher conversations directly on the improvement
of teaching and learning. These are benefits worth pursu-
ing. To secure these benefits will entail organization, lead-
ership, and persistence. The projects we studied illuminate
some strategic possibilities available to schools and thus ex-
pand our supply of promising supports for teacher learning
and school reform. They also suggest that a slogan is but
a starting point.
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