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Two Chicago Schools

William Finkl, 2332 S. Western Ave., and Willa Cather, 2908 W. Washington St., along
with eight other Chicago Public Schools, have used FIP for the last two school years.
Teachers say the process has actually saved them instructional time. The school-wide
focus helps keep everyone on the same page and the data generated by regular mini-
assessments follow the students from one grade to the next, so the teachers already know
about each student’s strengths and weaknesses when the year begins. In addition, students
arrive at the next grade familiar with the process, so teachers don’t have to spend nearly
as much time on logistics.

“Next year, I will have eighth graders who are in the third year of FIP. I’ll spend less time
saying, ‘Sequencing is putting events in order.’ I’ll be able to take the tougher texts they
need to be exposed to,” says Finkl teacher Rudi Monson.

The regular mini-assessments are a key piece of the Focused Instruction Process. The
tests, which are given every seven or eight days, are used to determine who has mastered
that week’s reading skill. They provide the data teachers need to divide students into
three groups—those who have mastered the skill and are ready for more challenging
material, those who are close to understanding the material but need a little reinforcement
and those who do not understand the lesson and need to be taught again using a different
approach. Each group meets daily with a teacher during what’s known as “Success Time”
when the skills are reinforced or re-taught as needed.

“For the last 20 years in education, we have done the testing of learning. The new concept
is testing for learning,” says Davenport. “The tests are given as a diagnostic, formative
tool to find out what the kids know, what they don’t know and what do we do next. It’s a
big change from the final ‘What did the kid learn in fourth grade?’ to ‘What did they
learn in the last two weeks?’”

Student motivation

The mini-assessments have proven to be motivating for students as well. At Cather,
where the groups are labeled red, yellow and green, “FIP let the students see what they
needed help on. They were very focused on getting out of the red group; or if I’m in the
yellow group, what do I need to do? They also were able, at the end of six weeks, to go
back and say, ‘When I take my test, I’m really good at this, but I need help on this,’” says
Mareshia Cole, eighth grade teacher at Cather.

The moment students understand how FIP can help them achieve better results, teachers
report, they begin to take more responsibility for their own learning. It brings out the
competitive streak in some students—they want to improve their scores so next week
they can be part of a higher success time group. Others are motivated to learn because the
focus across grade levels helps them see how the skills build on one another and
understand, for example, that finding the main point of a story is something they will
have to do in every grade. Still others are excited to be focusing on the same skill—doing
the same thing—as the older students they look up to. Overall, the regular feedback
improves their self-esteem. “We’re so specific about what they did well or didn’t do
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well,” says Mary O’Malley, a third grade teacher at Finkl, that the students no longer
think of themselves as a “bad student who can’t read.”

Equally important, says Maura Murtaugh, bilingual and lead literacy teacher at Finkl,
each assessment focuses on a single skill so teachers are forced to break down the process
of reading into its smallest parts. Then, when a student gets a C on a reading test, the
teacher can go back to the weekly assessment data and determine which of the many
reading skills that student needs additional help mastering.
FIP was so effective at teaching reading that teachers are taking the lessons they learned
and using those techniques in other subject areas, particularly math and science.

Teacher collaboration

FIP requires teachers to follow a common instructional calendar and agree on the focus,
choose the assessments and share their best practice teaching strategies. That means
teachers must meet and plan together, which takes them out of the isolation of the
classroom and gives them the support of their colleagues. The collaborative environment
gave teachers at Finkl the confidence to work together and admit when they needed help,
says Monson, a young math teacher. Time spent in the team meetings makes “teachers
more reflective,” says Janet Johnson, fifth grade teacher at Cather. “We’ll say, ‘My kids
didn’t move [on the assessment], but yours did. How did that happen?’”

The wider network of ten schools is a plus, too, says Murtaugh. “Every school has
strengths and weaknesses. Another school may have mastered something you’re still
working on. It saves time and energy.”

Perhaps most important to the success of the pilot FIP program in the first ten schools is
the additional support provided by Strategic Learning Initiatives (SLI), which worked
with Davenport Consulting, the Axelrod Group and CPS district officials to design and
implement FIP.

SLI sends a former classroom teacher into the school on a weekly basis to provide
support, model teaching techniques, find resources and listen to concerns. And the
support is committed for four years. Teachers in urban school systems are more likely to
get “drive-by staff development” in which a consultant comes in, drops another new
system on the school and leaves, Davenport says. Under FIP, however, the SLI team is
there “not for compliance monitoring, but for support for four years. No question, that is
the piece of the puzzle that is often missing in school improvement programs,” she says.

As an outsider, Mary Ackman, SLI facilitator for Finkl, says she was able to gain the
trust of the teachers. “We can’t be evaluative in any way,” she says of the role the
facilitators play. “The teachers can come to us and say… ‘I am completely out of ideas.
Can you help me?’” That’s something they likely wouldn’t feel comfortable saying to a
principal, whose job includes evaluating teacher effectiveness.
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The FIP approach

The key elements of the Focused Instruction Process include:

1) FIP is a data-driven process, using the teachers' classroom observations and teacher-
selected assessments every seven or eight days rather than relying on once-a-year
statewide testing. Teachers and students get the results back that same day or the next,
which allows them to adjust instruction quickly and meet the individual instructional
needs of all students.

2) Working together, the schools develop a network-wide calendar that includes the same
focused reading lessons being taught in all the schools the same week. This way the
teachers can quickly compare results and best practices. In the summer, they review
and improve or eliminate the lessons.

3) The data motivates teachers and students to improve their results and focus their daily
efforts. Working together in grade-level teams, teachers have the opportunity to reflect
on how well they taught a specific lesson as well as what aspects of a lesson the
students did not understand. This data is then used to improve classroom instruction
and re-teach the skill in a different way.

4) Students are motivated by a desire to do well on each lesson learned. Students who
master a lesson are provided with enrichment activities and students who need tutorial
are given differentiated tasks that re-teach the skill. Students help one another succeed
through peer encouragement and tutoring.

5) Teachers become less isolated by attending regularly scheduled meetings with their
grade-level teams both inside the school and across all ten schools during the four
Process Checks over the year. They share strategies on what they have learned by
discussing what’s working and what needs improvement. A shared curriculum
calendar and input into the shared assessment tools provide teachers and school
leadership teams with a new and empowering common ground. Communication
among teachers grows quickly as they don’t hesitate to phone or email their grade
level peers throughout the network, about 25 per grade level.

6) Parents are engaged. Through a series of workshops over the course of the school
year, SLI’s award-winning parent engagement team offers parents the tools in Spanish
or English to support their children’s learning at home. Using the focused instruction
calendar, the parent team provides activities that are aligned with the classroom focus
lessons and the Illinois State Standards.

7) Best practice is identified and shared quickly. The leadership teams from the ten FIP
schools (principal and teacher representatives from each school) meet regularly at a
Process Check with the two Area Instructional Officers (Assistant Superintendents)
and the SLI team to share best practices, solve common concerns, review assessment
results and improve the process at their school and across the network.
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8) The barriers to progress of FIP are quickly identified, discussed and potentially
removed through a unique FIP Support Team. It is led by a CPS Central Office
executive, the AIOs and SLI staff and partners, plus the principal and a teacher from
each school. The Support Team meets quarterly to identify and remove the systemic
barriers to FIP implementation. The results of this cross-organization team help to
both accelerate the spread of best practice across classrooms and schools and to align
the work of the different CPS levels.

9) Participation in FIP of the CPS Area Instructional Officers, who are each responsible
for about 25 elementary schools, is voluntary, unlike most assistance for schools on
probation. The principals and Local School Councils have to approve the
implementation of FIP. Teachers also participate in decision-making: 80 percent of the
faculty at each school must vote to approve the use of FIP.

Diagram 2 on the next page, “The Eight Steps for Closing the Achievement Gap provides a
summary of the instruction process.
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Diagram 2

EIGHT STEPS to MASTERY
LEARNING

Step 8: School FIP Team leads
process and monitors progress

Step 7: Retain prior knowledge -
Don’t lose any learning!

Step 6: Provide enrichment for students who
reach mastery.

Step 5: Re-teach students who have not mastered the
skill/concept.

Step 4: Administer teacher selected, weekly, no-stakes
assessments to provide immediate feedback.

Step 3: Teach instructional focus lessons.

Step 2: Develop school-wide calendar to define instructional focus
timeline.

Step 1: Use test scores to assess individual student achievement gaps.
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In short, committed staff working together to creatively solve problems using a research-
based process for continuous improvement and external support have combined to ensure
that both adults and children are accelerating their pace of learning at Finkl, Cather and
the other eight schools using the Focused Instruction Process.
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ISAT Composite Scores in Ten Focused Instruction Process Schools, 2006 and 2007
FIP Network: West Side (Area 7)

School Grade 2006 2007 Gain/loss Rate of
Change

Cather All 36.1 50.5 14.4 39.9%
3rd 36.5 40.4 3.9 10.7%
4th 35.8 56.1 20.3 56.7%
5th 23.2 54.3 31.1 134.1%
6th 43.9 42.6 -1.3 -3.0%
7th 39.4 55.2 15.8 40.1%
8th 31.5 50 18.5 58.7%

Faraday All 38.3 45.6 7.3 19.1%
3rd 31.7 38.7 7 22.1%
4th 38.6 37.1 -1.5 -3.9%
5th 21.3 35.5 14.2 66.7%
6th 54.5 34.9 -19.6 -36.0%
7th 35.5 58.8 23.3 65.6%
8th 50 67.1 17.1 34.2%

Goldblatt All 42.8 47.9 5.1 11.9%
3rd 40.6 39.8 -0.8 -2.0%
4th 28.4 37.6 9.2 32.4%
5th 37.9 32.4 -5.5 -14.5%
6th 51.9 50.7 -1.2 -2.3%
7th 40.2 55.3 15.1 37.6%
8th 60.5 65.9 5.4 8.9%

Morton All 32.2 32.8 0.6 1.9%
3rd 34.6 37.5 2.9 8.4%
4th 22.2 23.8 1.6 7.2%
5th 34.3 17.2 -17.1 -49.9%
6th 43.1 30.5 -12.6 -29.2%
7th 23.5 32.2 8.7 37.0%
8th 39.2 53.4 14.2 36.2%

Tilton All 38.5 42.8 4.3 11.2%
3rd 44.4 38.5 -5.9 -13.3%
4th 32.7 39.2 6.5 19.9%
5th 23.7 26.9 3.2 13.5%
6th 31 44.1 13.1 42.3%
7th 52.3 46.8 -5.5 -10.5%
8th 46.6 65 18.4 39.5%

FIP Area 7 Average 37.6 43.9 6.3 16.8%
Citywide Average 61.8 64.1 2.3 3.7%

Source: Chicago Public Schools Office of Research, Evaluation and Accountability
Illinois Standards Achievement Test (ISAT), 2001-2007
(download) isat_msexcel_sch_2007_all_cps.xls (03/13/08)



ISAT Composite Scores in Ten Focused Instruction Process Schools, 2006 and 2007
FIP Network: Little Village (Area 10)

School Grade 2006 2007 Gain/loss Rate of Change
Cardenas * All 51.4 48.8 -2.6 -5.1%

3rd 51.4 48.8 -2.6 -5.1%
5th - 8th X X X X

Castellanos* All 55 59.1 4.1 7.5%
3rd X X X X
4th 56.1 52.5 -3.6 -6.4%
5th 63.6 68.8 5.2 8.2%
6th 52.3 49 -3.3 -6.3%
7th 54.2 58.4 4.2 7.7%
8th 55.1 68.8 13.7 24.9%

Finkl All 68.8 79.5 10.7 15.6%
3rd 69.2 77.5 8.3 12.0%
4th 62.7 82.1 19.4 30.9%
5th 62.5 69.6 7.1 11.4%
6th 69.5 72.9 3.4 4.9%
7th 71.6 83.3 11.7 16.3%
8th 72.9 85.9 13 17.8%

Gary All 61.4 63.1 1.7 2.8%
3rd 49.2 67.7 18.5 37.6%
4th 68.2 64.6 -3.6 -5.3%
5th 58.6 63.9 5.3 9.0%
6th 53.1 59.1 6 11.3%
7th 61.7 57 -4.7 -7.6%
8th 72.3 73.7 1.4 1.9%

Kanoon All 55.5 53.8 -1.7 -3.1%
3rd 39.1 45 5.9 15.1%
4th 61.7 59.3 -2.4 -3.9%
5th 61.6 44.4 -17.2 -27.9%
6th 47.3 57.7 10.4 22.0%
7th 54.5 50.2 -4.3 -7.9%
8th 70.6 60 -9.1 -12.9%

FIP Area 10 Average 60.2 63.9 3.7 6.1%
FIP Areas 7 & 10 Average 47.6 52.8 5.2 10.9%

Citywide Average 61.8 64.1 2.3 3.7%
*Cardenas serves only K-3rd grade students & was omitted from the average.

Castellanos serves five grades of students.

Note: The citywide average increase of 2.3 points in 2007 represents a 3.7 percent increase from
2006. The FIP schools average increase of 5.2 points in 2007 represents a 10.8 percent increase
from 2006 as reported in the SLI Annual Report (July 1, 2006 – June 30, 2007).
Source: Chicago Public Schools Office of Research, Evaluation and Accountability

Illinois Standards Achievement Test (ISAT), 2001-2007
(download) isat_msexcel_sch_2007_all_cps.xls (03/13/08)
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Areas 7 and 10
Focused Instruction Process

ISAT Composite Scores for 2001-2007
The data below indicate that for the five Area 7 schools now in FIP, the average
improvement was 0.9 percentage point per year between 2001 and 2005, the years before
FIP started. The State redesigned the test for 2006, also the year before FIP started,
increasing the average annual score 13 points per school in Area 7 and 15 points in Area
10. The redesign reduced the level required for the minimum proficiency score. This
suggests that the 2006 increase does not measure correctly the actual improvement in
student learning. The improvement for the Area 10 schools was 4.0 percentage points per
year between 2001 and 2005.

FIP Area 7

SCHOOL 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008
Cather 14.1 12.9 22.3 22.8 25.8 36.1 50.5
Faraday 19.5 23.4 21.5 20.2 20.2 38.3 45.6
Goldblatt 32.2 27 33.3 44.6 39.2 42.8 47.9
Morton 19.7 19.6 26.5 18.9 16.8 32.2 32.8
Tilton 20.4 20.1 27.1 24.4 20.9 38.5 42.8

Average 21.2 20.6 26.1 26.2 24.6 37.6 43.9

SCHOOL 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008
Cardenas* 29.2 39.4 44.6 37.1 40.0 51.4 48.8
Castellanos* 24.2 25.9 30.4 42.4 44.7 55.0 59.1
Finkl 30.4 31.8 35.7 42.2 46.4 68.8 79.5
Gary 32.4 36.4 40.1 47.3 43.6 61.4 63.1
Kanoon 27.2 28.2 31.2 39.7 43.8 55.5 53.8

Average 28.6 30.6 34.4 42.9 44.6 60.2 63.9

FIP Area 10

* Cardenas is K-3 and so is not included in the area average. Castellanos only serves grades 4-8.


