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Establishment of Writing Teams

Susan Pimentel presented on the establishment of teams to write content standards.  She drew on her experiences working with writing teams across the country to lay out what seems to work and what teams need in order to succeed.  Below is a brief summary of some key points that came out of her presentation.  The power point slides are available in the Community Center.

Susan provided some guidelines for states to consider as they organize their writing teams:

· Organize a writing team for each content area.  If you bring all writers together in the beginning, you will probably need to split them off into content specific teams later.

· Try to create a team with diverse composition.  Include Adult Ed instructors, directors, graduates of programs and people currently working in Adult Ed programs.  You might also consider including employers, especially those who run training programs.  Program clients offer a good perspective on what is important and what students should learn. You also want diverse geographical representation, which will help later for regional professional development efforts. Also consider people who are dedicated and care deeply about the students since they might become valuable team members, even if they are not familiar with standards.

· It seems that 10-12 people is the best size for getting people to talk and work together.  Larger groups make professional facilitation necessary.  There will usually be a few people unable to meet no matter what the group size. 

· When you recruit team members, it’s a good idea to include a job description that outlines roles and responsibilities, a timeline and the commitment needed.  Send the description to program directors and call program directors to make sure that applications actually get in the hands of veteran and new staff, so that you have a nice mix of perspectives.

· There are two major approaches to writing the standards, both of which have pros and cons.  In the first approach, team members meet, at least 5-8 times and are the major writers of the standards, which later undergo review by content experts.  In the second approach, content experts are the chief writers and team members act as reviewers and revisers.  The advantage of the second approach is that you are not relying on team members who may be very busy and are geographically distant and may not want to meet frequently.  Content experts can listen to what teams tell them and work between sessions. You can still get people to own the standards because they will be reviewing the standards and providing recommendations.  The disadvantage may be the cost of hiring experts.  

· Provide training for your team members in preparation for writing.  Consider the following:  

· Introduce content standards and give people access to research documents.  Have someone review and outline the research and documents before you even begin writing.  Try to help people see how content standards fit into the big picture, they are not just writing standards; standards are used for professional development, lesson planning, and to guide assessments.

· Think about your parameters in advance and make sure that team members know about them.  

· Questions to address:  Is your state timeline flexible?  Do they need to think about it as a “drop dead date” after which it goes to reviewers?  Or can dates be adjusted if the writers need more time?  

· If your standards have requirements (e.g., they must reflect K-12 standards), make sure you understand what reflect means and how closely they must “reflect” other standards so that you can be clear with your team about the requirements.

· It is important to make sure that team members understand the review/revision process, before writing begins.  This will avoid hurt feelings.  Let everyone know the reasons for review and that they will be asked to revise according to set criteria, so that there will be no surprises when this happens.

· During the first meeting, allow the group time to set up ground rules and agree on how people are going to relate to each other.

· Make sure that team members know their roles and the roles of different groups.  It is important, for example, to define the role of state department members and know in advance if they are representing the state department or serving as members of the team like everyone else?

·   Bring in models of standards so that the group has something to look at and can revise or adopt.  Writing teams can take the best parts from several standards documents.   Standards will quickly become their own as they adapt and change formatting.  It is also easier to work with something rather than working from scratch.

· 1 ½ or 2 day meetings are preferable to 1 day meetings, because it takes time before people are really back in the team mode and for work to proceed.   Since it is intense work, people can’t concentrate for much longer than 6-7 hours and afternoon snacks, such as warm cookies, are always appreciated.

· Make room for grumbling.  Team members need to feel as if it’s a safe place for them to be honest and to express their feelings.  If you don’t allow some venting, it’s easy for bad feelings to begin to sabotage the standards writing.  You can conduct a discussion of best hopes for standards vs. worst fears and then work to keep the best hopes rolling and allay the worst fears.  You can also use the best hopes to inform professional development.

· Make sure that team members are keeping high expectations for learners in mind as they write the standards, because people will be afraid that if they make the standards challenging teachers won’t have time to teach or students won’t be able to learn.

· Remind writers that standards must meet certain “standards” (e.g., measurable, clear)

· People want feedback.  Writers need to know that it is a back and forth process.

State Activities

Several states shared the progress they were making in developing and writing standards.

· A participant shared that her state will be meeting with a work group to start developing the standards themselves on 1/20.  As background, they will give the group a definition of standards and a summary of policies that have implications for the state’s standards in order to show them how the standards fit into the big picture.  The state has decided to align its standards with the ADP (American Diploma Project) and will also share these documents along with standards from LA and OK for formatting ideas.  

They have also been looking in the Standards Warehouse for other examples of standards that they like.  Their standards will go beyond passing the GED test. They have two teams, an 8 person reading/writing group and a 6 person math group.  This participant has met with an advisory group to gather suggestions for broader topics related to standards.  The advisory group will review standards drafts as the writing teams finish them, but before they are vetted with other stakeholders. 

· Another participant shared that her state is in the process of forming a steering committee and are waiting on the final decision from the state director.  The steering committee will guide the writing/development team. They created an application for their writing/development team and rolled out the action plan at professional development meetings.  They generated some interest at these meetings and they are also getting referrals.  This is helping them to get a nice balance of the “old pros and young blood”.  They are happy to share more and get feedback as they move along in the process. 
· Another participant shared that her state has had two meetings of work groups.  They have a group of 15 or 16 people which can be divided into four regional groups that are meeting and working together locally.  The groups will meet monthly until they are done and will be reimbursed for their time.  They used a guide prepared by Renee Sherman, Evaluating Professional Development Resources: Selection and Development Criteria to help them review materials.  http://www.pro-net2000.org
They are working on ESL standards and developed a list of what they wanted to adopt/adapt from MD and AZ and the extra information they want to add for PA. 

Questions and Comments

· Q: Renee Sherman (AIR) asked how much time should be spent on preparation and what materials people should have before they arrive at the first meeting.

A: It’s good to mail a packet of information to people before the first meeting, so that they will know the context of the standards.  This packet should include model documents and summaries of research.  Then use the morning of the first day for preparation and background.  This can include presentations and small group work.  After that, start working on the standards documents.  But as you move through the process, take time to talk about where you are vis-à-vis the research and ask if there is a good progression in the standards document with which you are working.  Then people can put into practice what they learned the first meeting.  You need to do enough up front to make people comfortable, and then have them apply what they learned as they move through the sessions.

· Q: Renee Sherman (AIR) asked if anyone is using technology to work via distance.

A: One state has a listserv to post questions and work, but this is not working as well as they thought since people are still getting used to it.  Another state is using blackboard classroom between meetings to have information for their steering committee.  They are also going to start identifying program directors and giving them access to blackboard in order to give them the same information that those working on the standards have and make the process as transparent as possible.  The mix of small groups, large meetings and using technology at a distance can help keep cost from becoming prohibitive.
· Q: Ronna Spacone (OVAE) asked if there was any advantage to doing one content area and then another, or if you could have different content teams working on reading and math simultaneously.

A: Teams can work simultaneously.  The important thing to remember with working simultaneously, or even if you’re starting with one content area to get the kinks out, is that everyone needs to know what has to be similar in terms of format or other features.  You need to think about what has to be common across the board and your comfort level, energy level and resources before you work simultaneously.  If you do work simultaneously, it’s not a bad idea to let teams cross a little and have one team internally review documents from other teams.

Next Steps

Monthly updates are due February 15.  The form has been modified slightly to include a “Next Steps” section.    We read these to know what everyone’s doing and to identify what type of assistance would be most useful.  Please let us know directly or through the Community Center of any technical assistance that you could use.

The next conference call is March 15.  Please tell us how you feel about the new format of the conference call. 

The next Consortia meeting will be Wednesday July 20-Friday July 22 at the Madison Hotel in downtown Washington, DC.
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