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Executive Summary 

This report desc_ribes the Linkages Across Minnesota (LAM) project, a collaborative 
endeavor among eight Minnesota school districts, two schools in the Minneapolis, 
district, and a business _partner. The project is based on the assumption that in order to 
transform instruction from activities-oriented to results-oriented, teachers need an 
efficient method for creating standards-based learning activities and tracking student 
progress on the standards. 

The project's Leadership Team developed the following plan for implementation: 

I. Purchase and install hardware and network operating systems. 

II. Develop a template for writing and recording learning activities that are 
linked to the Standards. 

III. Adapt NEII's UnitMaker software to incorporate the language and format 
established for learning activities. 

IV. Train a core set of teachers at each site on how to use UnitMaker and 
create learning activities that are linked to the Standards. 

V. Develop learning activities using UnitMaker and pilot these activities in 
the classroom. 

VI. Develop criteria for quality learning activities and a process to review 
learning activities before placing them in an electronic library. 

VII. Establish an electronic library of activities that are linked to the Standards. 

VIII. Develop a reporting system within UnitMaker to track student progress on 
the Standards. 

IX. Expand the project by having other teachers use learning activities 
developed by the core teachers at each site. 

This summary will describe the major accomplishments, challenges and lessons learned 
during each of these stages. 

Center for Applied Research and Educational Improvement, 
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I. Purchase and Install Hardware and Network Operating System 

Accomplishment: During the course of the project, hardware and networking capacity 
changed significantly at all the sites. 

Challenges: Although originally intended as a preliminary stage of project 
implementation, ~t many sites the installation process extended throughout the grant due 
to unanticipated problems with installing and running networks. 

Lessons Learned: "" 
1) Level of technical support needed: In general, the LAM sites were unaware of the 

level of technical support required to install and maintain the network systems needed 
in the project. In addition, NEII overestimated the level of knowledge in the schools' 
technical support staff and the amount of time they could dedicate to the project. To 
provide smooth operation of systems needed to provide users with access to 
UnitMaker, we recommend the following changes: 

• Prior to installation ofUnitMaker, provide training to school technical staff in . 
areas such as the following: how to configure and install NOS and networks; 
troubleshooting networks; and system security. 

• Establish a position of UnitMaker system administrator to ensure smooth 
functioning of the systems running UnitMaker and to troubleshoot UnitMaker 
on a low-level basis. 

• Ensure that district technical staff and/or the UnitMaker system administrator 
have adequate time to devote to the systems running UnitMaker. 

2) Installation checklist: NEII staff recommend the development of a checklist of 
quality procedures for the installation process to ensure that hardware and NOS are 
installed properly prior to the start of training. 

3) Installation time: Installing hardware and NOS may be a slow process for schools if 
their technical staff are already overworked in supporting existing systems. To 
ensure adequate time for installing and testing new systems prior to project-related 
training, project leaders should realistically assess the amount of technical staff time 
available for the project and allow a sufficient period of time for this step in the 
project schedule. 

II. Develop a Template for Writing and Recording Leaming Activities 

Accomplishment: An early accomplishment of the LAM project was the development of 
a template for writing and recording learning activities that are linked to the Standards. 
The template was developed so learning activities can be read, understood, and used by 
people other than their creators. 

Center for Applied Research and Educational Improvement, 
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Challenges: The primary challenge that occurred during this process was finding a 
common language and format for learning activities that would be useful to each site; and 
defining the role of curriculum in implementing the Standards. 

Lessons Learned: 
1) Developing a. common language: Incorporating language that conveys the same 

meaning to teachers at different sites is crucial to creating a useful template. It is 
important to allow enough time during the development stage for sites to understand 
each other's language and procedures for curriculum development, and then establish 
a language that is useful to all. 

2) Teacher involvement: Teacher involvement in the design of the template is crucial to 
the development of a teacher-friendly tool. Although LAM did involve some 
teachers in the design of the template, time pressures prevented participation from a 
wider range of teachers. Future projects should build in adequate time up front for 
this important step. 

III. Adapt UnitMaker 

.Accomplishment: Two major revisions, and one minor revision to UnitMaker were 
completed during the project. Two sites said that UnitMaker helped teachers understand 
the shift to results-oriented instruction because it provides a structure for a learning 
activity and forces them to fill in all the pieces. 

Challenges: Overall, nearly all of the sites said they had experienced problems using the 
first revision of UnitMaker (1.3). In most cases, however, it is difficult to isolate 
problems with UnitMaker from challenges in writing learning activities linked to the 
Standards, a new process for all LAM participants. Five of the sites mentioned the low 
user-friendliness ofUnitMaker as being one of the most important barriers to 
accomplishing their goals in the project. They found that UnitMaker was not intuitive 
and therefore the learning curve was steep. In some cases, teachers who worked through 
the barriers and created activities became very satisfied with UnitMaker. In other sites, 
however, even the teachers who got their activities onto UnitMaker said that the process 
was not fun and it took much more time than they would want in order to commit to 
using it further. 

Lessons Learned: 
1) Develop the process before the software that will support the process: Perhaps the 

most significant lesson learned in this stage of the project was the difficulty of trying 
to adapt UnitMaker to support a process that itself was still being developed. As an 
NEII staff member said, "the sites could not define what they needed until they really 
began to implement the Standards. They could not answer the question, 'what do you 
need?' because they were implementing something brand new and could not visualize . 
what kind of technological support was required." In the future, projects should 
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allow more time to develop the new process and pilot test them with teachers before 
trying to create the software to support them. 

2) Getting off to a good start: An NEII staff member stated that "It is critical, for 
acceptance of new software that has the potential to change processes (how teachers 
develop learning activities], that initial experiences of users are positive. With this 
project three c.onditions handicapped this: 1) UnitMaker, as introduced to teachers, 
was in its infancy, and had had little chance to receive and improve from user 
feedback; 2) teachers were being introduced to a dramatically new, confusing and 
challenging procesS-that they needed to understand; and 3) the participating sites 
were developing this process concurrent with the introduction ofUnitMaker." 

IV. Train a Core Set of Teachers at Each Site 

Accomplishments: During the summer of 1996, a total of 276 teachers were trained 
across the LAM sites. After the initial formal training, sites used or developed three 
other types of training approaches according to the needs and abilities of each site. These . 
included on-site follow-up training, informal on-going user groups, and NEII trainer 
certification. 

Challenges: The quality of the initial training varied across sites for a number of reasons 
including technical issues, the complexity of the training objectives, the ability to address 
the Standards, and the experience of the trainers. These issues, followed by a lag time 
between initial training and use due to networking and other technical issues, led to a lack 
of continuity in teachers' learning process. The above-mentioned strategies were 
developed to address this. 

Lessons Learned: 
1) Experience of trainers: As training plans were implemented, it became more clear 

that the experience needed for effective training included experience presenting and 
working with teachers. NEII responded by hiring a trainer. Further, it became clear 
that trainers need substantial knowledge of both the Standards and the software so 
they can help teachers make this bridge. 

2) Standards: To accomplish LAM's project objectives, teachers needed in-depth 
training on the Standards, not just on the software. Teachers varied in how well they 
understood the Standards and how to write instruction linked to the Standards. They 
needed training that included content on how to develop quality standards-based 
assessments and instruction. In most sites, this need was addressed in follow-up 
sessions. 

3) Begin with the Standards: The learning process is more difficult if the training 
objective is complex and an individual is trying simultaneously to achieve multiple 
goals: to learn the Standards, a curriculum writing process, software, and technology. 
Project participants learned that training could be more effective if it began with the 
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Standards, then had participants work with the process on hardcopy, then move to the 
computer. A hardcopy format for writing activities is helpful to socialize teachers 
into the paradigm shift before they enter the software. 

4) Lab-style training: It was observed that as teachers began writing activities and units 
on the software, they wanted a "lab-type" training experience in which they could 
work on their specific activity and have a trainer available to answer questions as they 
arose. Further, there was a need for someone to be available to answer questions 
about the district's ~pproach to assessment and the Standards. 

V. Develop and Pilot Leaming Activities 

Accomplishments: Based on teachers' experiences trying to write activities, LAM revised 
their initial set of steps for developing standards-based activities. A curriculum and 
assessment specialist hired by NEU also de_veloped a process called "Sketching the 
Standards" to align curriculum with the Standards. The number of activities developed 
by core teachers at each site varied considerably, ranging from a low of 2 to a high of 
about 150. All of the sites reported that teachers are using the activities in the classroom. 
To assist teachers in sharing experiences and learning activities they have developed, two 
sharing sessions were held during the spring of 1997. 

Challenges: As teachers began to develop learning activities, they discovered areas of 
the Standards that were ambiguous or contradictory. They also questioned the 
relationship between the learning activities they were writing arid the district curricula. 
The number of activities developed and the extent to which they were piloted in the 
classroom was less than originally envisioned because the initial training was not as 
effective as needed, the software was difficult to learn, and sites had difficulty running 
the software on their network. Sites took one of two approaches when they encountered 
difficulties in running the software on their site networks. One option was to encourage 
staff to prepare activities on hard copy for later transfer to the software. The other option 
was to slow down or stop the development of activities until the software became more 
reliable. In the latter case, this meant fewer activities were developed because the time 
for development was shortened. When the software became more reliable, sites found 
they needed to retrain staff and this left less time for actually writing activities. 

Lessons Learned: . 
1) The standard, not the performance package, is the starting point: Activities should be 

written from the standard, not the performance package(s) associated with the 
standard. The packages may not contain all the components of the standard or may 
be interpreted differently. In order to have good alignment with the standard, the 
performance package(s) should be only a reference for teachers in writing an activity. 
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2) Early involvement at the administrative level: District staff responsible for 
curriculum must be involved early on in the process. Decisions need to be made 
about how the Standards relate to the district ' s curriculum or local standards and 
about which standards teachers are responsible for teaching. 

3) Teacher invol:vement: It is helpful to involve teachers from the content areas 
addressed by a standard in the process of sketching the standard. Often, to determine 
the scope of the standard and the instruction and content needed to prepare students 
for the standard, a good understanding of how to teach the content area is needed. 

4) District plan for standards implementation: It is important to clarify the relationship 
between the Standards and the district curriculum. Teachers raised this issue most 
often as they attempted to develop activities. Are they simply developing isolated 
learning activities or are the activities a part of the total curriculum for the district? It 
sometimes seemed to teachers that the Standards were another "add-on," that the 
district was asking them to do something more, rather than helping them understand 
how the Standards would be embedded in the entire district curriculum. 

VI. Develop Criteria for Quality Learning Activities and a Review Process 

Accomplishments: LAM created a set of characteristics that define a quality learning 
activity in April, 1997. Teachers at each site and staff responsible for curriculum can use 
these criteria as they develop activities, and NEII will use these criteria when reviewing 
activities prior to placement in the UnitHouse library. In addition to the criteria and 
review process developed by the overall project, some sites have their own local criteria 
and review process. 

Challenges: Although the characteristics were distributed to teachers who attended the 
teacher sharing session in April and sent out with Leadership Team meeting minutes, 
they were not communicated systematically to all teachers. During interviews with the 
Leadership Team members, some people seemed unaware of them or to be confusing 
them with the "A, B, Cs of Performance Tasks." 

Lesson Learned: 
Defining quality: Although each site recognized the need to develop criteria that define a 
quality learning activity and a process for reviewing activities before they are shared 
widely, it was difficult for most sites to develop these at the same time they were training 
teachers and working out software and hardware issues. 
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VII. Establish an Electronic Library of Leaming Activities 

Accomplishments: An electronic library located on a Website maintained by NEII was 
developed during the project, and became available in June, 1997. The site, called 
UnitHouse, has 125 learning activities on it. In addition to the collection of activities on 
UnitHouse, several sites developed a local library of activities. 

Challenges: Access to the site required the 3.0 version of the Netscape Web browser 
software or its equivalent1

, however, and none of the LAM sites had this capacity. As a 
result, none of the sites"' accessed the Website during the project. 

Lesson Learned: 
Lack of Activities in Database: The difficulties in using UnitMaker and the small 
number of activities available on UnitHouse during most of the project limited the 
usefulness of the library. One site commented that, "The software is going to have to get 
a lot easier before teachers will want to use it, and there's going to have to be a lot more 
on UnitHouse before teachers will be interested in using it." Future projects may want to 
focus their development oflearning activities in a few cif the Standards' learning areas to 
create a greater number of activities that are useful to all participants. 

VIII. Develop a Reporting System 

Accomplishments: LAM participants worked periodically throughout the project to 
define the type of reports sites needed to track student progress ·on the Standards. The 1.4 
version of UnitMaker has the capacity to generate reports on each standard in the Profile 
of Learning. 

Challenges: The sites found it difficult to tell the software developers what kind of 
reporting system to create because the sites had limited experience in implementing 
standards-based instruction. As one site said, "The grad rule exists on paper but not in 
the classroom. Until it's in the classroom we don't know what we need to report." The 
reporting capacity on UnitMaker 1.4 has not yet been used by LAM participants. 

Lesson Learned: 
Reporting needs will be based on actual experience implementing the Standards. Until 
sites get further into implementation they are unlikely to be able to articulate the 
reporting demands of a standards-based system. 

1 UnitHouse version l.OA, which can be accessed with the 2.0 version of the Netscape Navigator browser 
software, was released in September 1997 to address this issue. 
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IX. Expand the Project 

Challenges: A key assumption of LAM is that teachers will be able to access learning 
activities developed by other teachers through an electronic library of activities, and that 
they will find the activities in this library useful with their own students. Having a 
database of activities available for teachers to use or modify should increase the chances 
that all teachers will begin using activities that are intended to prepare students for the 
Standards. 

To test this assumptiori, one step in LAM's implementation plan was to have teachers 
who had not been involved in initial stages of the project locate activities in the local or 
UnitHouse library of activities and try them out in their classroom. This step in the plan 
was not implemented, however, because it took longer for sites to develop activities than 
was originally planned. Another barrier was the inability of sites to access the UnitHouse 
library of activities because they did not have the version of browser software needed. 

Concluding Remarks 

As is the case for many pilot projects, few of the implementation activities were 
accomplished exactly as designed. Some things were considerably harder to implement 
than anticipated, some things were not addressed in a satisfactory way, and some things 
evolved in different directions than planned. 

These challenges and necessary deviations caused some frustration for some participants, 
but they also may have given participants an opportunity to build stronger relationships. 
When asked what they felt best about in the implementation of this project, LAM 
Leadership Team members in six of nine sites mentioned the relationships they built with 
other districts most often. They valued the new ideas and perspectives they gained from 
other districts, and generally felt that they would want to maintain some level of 
association even after the end of the project. As one person expressed it, "From my 
perspective, it was the ability to talk with other people who had curriculum expertise, 
technical expertise, to plan something together, to set visions together, to know the 
pieces. That was a really strong point for me ... that was really helpful." 

Positive feelings about their progress on standards implementation were mentioned with 
equal frequency . One Leadership Team member said, for example, "The project helped 
us move forward on the grad rule. Teachers are now saying, 'We can do this."' Two 
sites said that this progress specifically included the development of a cadre of lead 
teachers who have an advanced understanding of both the Standards and computer 
applications and who can lend their expertise to their colleagues. One site said that 
progress on the Standards was spurred by "incredible staff development opportunities for 
people. Those staff development opportunities were primarily situations where they had 
a chance to work with colleagues on a professional level where they could talk about 
what they were doing, they could talk about the Standards -- they were not trying to 
figure it out by themselves -- and they could use the power of the group to increase their 
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understanding of what they were expected to do ... That staff development moved us 
much farther along the path to standards implementation than anything we would have 
done otherwise." The staff development at this site promoted discussion among teachers 
across grades (K-12) and allowed teachers to gain a bigger picture about how the 
Standards would affect students at all levels. 

Two sites mentioned the software as something they felt best about. The first focused on 
improvements in UnitMaker's usability, "linking the UM pieces with the Standards, and 
starting to make it user friendly." The second was pleased that the basis of a program for 
record keeping had been created. 

Finally, one site felt best about the ability "to bring a greater degree of access to 
technology into a community that doesn't normally have access to technology." This site 
felt that the increase in technology contributed to children becoming more computer 
literate, to the quality of instruction improving, and to the development of teacher 
leadership. 

This points to the fact that in spite of all the challenges, and in some cases because of 
them, the project had significant achievements. Moreover, these changes in the 
implementation plan led to opportunities to learn, both for the project participants and for 
other interested parties. 

To build on the achievements of LAM, future studies should address several questions 
related to implementing standards and using UnitMaker. First, we need to examine 
whether or not teachers will use an electronic library of standards-based activities -
either locally or through the Internet (UnitHouse). This question could not be addressed 
in the current project because the library was not yet available at the end of the project 
period. If teachers use the library to access learning activities developed by someone else, 
we should study how useful the activities are in their own classrooms. For example, will 
teachers be able to use activi.ties from the library, even if the Standards are embedded 
differently from one district to the next? Will they be able to modify activities to 
construct relevant applications for their own courses? Does the template include 
sufficient information for teachers to replicate or modify the activity for their own 
classroom? Is the terminology used in the learning activity understandable? 

Second, we need to examine the assumption that teachers will communicate 
electronically to write activities and share ideas. A core, yet untested, assumption of the 
LAM project was that this type of collaborative work can be done electronically and will 
lead to better, more widely applicable activities . 

Third, it will be important to study how teachers respond to the latest version of 
UnitMaker. Does it address earlier concerns sufficiently? If the LAM teachers are 
unwilling to try the new version, how do teachers who haven't been in LAM perceive it? 
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Introduction 

Linkages Across Minnesota (LAM) is a collaborative endeavor among eight Minnesota 
school districts, two schools in the Minneapolis district 1, and a business partner. In 1996, 
the collaborative received a State of Minnesota Instructional Technology grant for $1.1 
million, and the grant was continued in 1997 with an additional $900,000. The ultimate 
objective for the project was to transform instruction from activities-oriented to results
oriented and to customize the learning process for students. 

The project is based on the assumption that in order to accomplish these changes, 
teachers need an efficient method for creating learning activities that are linked to the 
Minnesota Graduation Standards (hereafter "Standards") and an efficient process for 
tracking student performance in these areas. The project also sought to reduce teacher 
isolation during this change process by enabling them to share learning activities and 
classroom experiences through use of the Internet and a software package that 
incorporated a common process for writing learning activities. The schools involved in 
LAM decided to work with a for-profit software company, Norris Education Innovations 
Inc. (NEII), to develop software that could serve these needs. · 

In order to reach the project's ultimate outcomes, the project's Leadership Team 
(composed of a representative from each site and NEII) developed the following plan for 
implementation: 

I. Purchase and install hardware and network operating systems. 

II. Develop a template for writing and recording learning activities that are 
linked to the Standards. 

III. Adapt NEII's UnitMaker software to incorporate the language and format 
established for learning activities. 

IV. Train a core set of teachers at each site on how to use UnitMaker and 
create learning activities that are linked to the Standards. 

V. Develop learning activities using UnitMaker and pilot these activities in 
the classroom. 

1 The school partners are as follows: Annandale; Bloomington; Canby; Detroit Lakes; Frazee-Vergas; 
Perham; Webster Open and Andersen Elementary in Minneapolis; Richfield and St. Francis. 
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VI. Develop criteria for quality learning activities and a process to review 
learning activities before placing them in an electronic library. 

VII. Establish an electronic library of activities that are linked to the Standards. 

VIII. Develop a reporting system within UnitMaker to track student progress on 
the Standards. 

IX. Expan(the project by having other teachers use learning activities 
developed by the core teachers at each site. 

The purpose of this report is to describe the activities of the Linkages Across Minnesota . 
project, the products created during the project, and the lessons learned about using 
technology to implement standards-based education. This report covers activity during 
the period of January 1996 through September 1997. 
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Study Design and Methods 

The LAM Leadership Team contracted with the Center for Applied Research and 
Educational Improvement (CAREI) at the University of Minnesota to study the project's 
implementation. In consultation with the Leadership Team we established the following 
purposes for the study: 

• Observe the implementation process and provide interim progress reports to the 
Leadership Team for use in modifying the implementation plan based on experience. 

• Document the implementation process and identify lessons learned. 

To gather information addressing these issues, we collected data through the following 
methods: 

l. Observed meetings of the Leadership Team. We attended all but one of the 20 
Leadership Team meetings that were held throughout the project's implementation. 
We took notes during each meeting and these notes, along with official minutes of 
each meeting, were used in preparing progress reports and this final report. 

2. Observed teacher training sessions. We attended teacher-training sessions at five 
sites during the summer of 1996. We also participated in the "Sketching the 
Standards" workshop series in early 1997, attended both te~cher sharing sessions, and 
attended the follow-up training by NEII during the summer of 1997. During each 
session, we took notes and had informal conversations with the participants and 
trainers . 

3. Conducted two rounds of interviews with members of the Leadership Team. During 
September 1996 and September and October 1997, we interviewed each member of 
the Leadership Team. The interviews consisted of a series of open-ended questions. 
In the first round of interviews, the questions focused on the experiences with 
training. The second round of interviews addressed each stage of the LAM 
implementation process. (Copies of both interview guides are located in Appendix 
A.) In addition, we contacted other people in some of the sites to gather more 
complete information about the implementation process at those sites. 

During our observations, we were looking and listening for evidence to answer the 
following questions: 

1. Did the implementation proceed as planned? 

2. Were the major implementation tasks completed? 

3. What barriers occurred and how were they solved or not solved? 
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4. What changes were made to the original implementation plan? 

5. What did participants learn about how to implement a project like this? 
We collected a large amount of information during the project related to each of these 
questions. To prepare reports we used the following techniques to reduce the amount of 
information: 

• We reviewed respo!;1ses to each interview question and clustered similar responses. 

• We reviewed our field notes and the official meeting minutes to identify major events 
and themes. 

The information in this study was collected using qualitative data collection methods -
observations and semi-structured interviews. These procedures are vulnerable to 
evaluator bias because, despite our efforts to bracket our biases, we may unintentionally 
have overlooked or minimized the significance of certain events or comments. We used 
several strategies to minimize the potential bias. First, we conducted interviews and 
observed meetings as a team whenever possible to provide us with two perspectives. 
Second, we asked two colleagues not involved in the study to review this report. Finally, 
the project director and NEII staff members reviewed the report in order to identify 
factual errors or areas where alternative interpretations exist. 2 

2 The other members of the Leadership Team were also given the opportunity to review the report but none of them 
participated. 
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Description of Sites 

Members of the collaborative intentionally sought diversity in their membership related 
to the basic characteristics of each site and expertise in areas relevant to the project. 

The ten sites represent very diverse K-12 populations, from northern and western rural 
Minnesota communities to the suburban metropolitan area and inner city Minneapolis. 
As shown in Table 1, the number of teachers at each site ranges from 40 to 650. The 
sites also vary in the pe.rcent of students who come from low-income families, and the 
percent of students receiving special education services. 

Two of the sites were pilot sites for the initial work on the Standards. Some of the other 
sites had experience with standards established by their district. Some sites brought 
expertise in areas such as the following: mathematics assessment, curriculum that is 
multicultural, and multi-disciplinary instruction (See Table 2). 
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Table 1: Basic Characteristics of LAM Sites 

Percent 

Number of Number of Number of Percent of Special 

Site Location Schools Teachers Students Low Income Education 
Students Students 

Annandale Rural (NW of metro) 3 110 2,000 21% 9% 

Bloomington Suburban 15 650 11,300 17% 8% 

Canby Rural (SW of metro) 2 65 800 42% 16% 

Detroit Lakes Rural (NW Central) 5 235 3,000 44% 12% 

Frazee-Vergas Rural (NW Central) 2 95 1,300 50% 8% 

Minneapolis - Andersen Urban 1 40 500 81% 17% 

Minneapolis - Webster Urban 1 60 820 70% 10% 

Perham Rural (NW Central) 3 130 1,600 44% 11% 

Richfield First ring suburban 6 280 4,500 28% 11% 

St. Francis Outer ring suburban 9 404 5,700 19% 10% 
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Table 2: Site Expertise in Project Related Areas 

Site Area of Expertise 

Annandale Minnesota Graduation Standards pilot site 

Bloomington MindQuest; Mathematics Assessments (K-12) 

Canby Technology integration into classrooms 

Detroit Lakes Curriculum development aligned with Minnesota Graduation 
-: Standards 

Frazee-Vergas Curriculum development aligned with Minnesota Graduation 
Standards; parent involvement 

Minneapolis - Andersen Multicultural Laboratory demonstration site; multi-discipline 
units 

Minneapolis - Webster Service learning & UnitMaker demonstration site; multi-
discipline units 

Perham Curriculum development aligned with Minnesota Graduation 
Standards 

Richfield Minnesota Graduation Standards pilot site; developing 
assessment packages 

• 
St. Francis Linkage between activities, objectives, goals, and Minnesota 

Graduation Standards 
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Results 

This section summarizes the activities in each stage of the project's implementation plan. 
For each stage, we describe what actually took place, whether this varied from the 
original plan, and the lessons learned by the sites in trying to accomplish those activities. 
The nine stages reviewed in this section are as follows: 

I. Purchase and install hardware and network operating systems. 

II. Develop a template for writing and recording learning activities that are 
linked to the Standards. 

III. Adapt NEII's UnitMaker software to incorporate the language and format 
established for learning activities. 

IV. Train a core set of teachers at each site on how to use UnitMaker and 
create learning activities that are linked to the Standards. 

V. Develop learning activities using the software and pilot these activities in 
the classroom. 

VI. Develop criteria for quality learning activities and a process to review 
learning activities before placing them in an electronic library. 

VII. Establish an electronic library of activities that are linked to the Standards. 

VIII. Develop a reporting system within UnitMaker to track student progress on 
the Standards. 

IX. Expand the project by having other teachers use learning activities 
developed by the core teachers at each site. 

The results indicate that at some points during the implementation of LAM, participants' 
perceptions of the project converged. In many other ways, however, participants' 
experiences varied considerably. After reviewing the implementation process, some 
unintended outcomes of the project are described. 
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I. Purchase and Install Hardware and Network Operating Systems 

As a foundation for the project's activities, the first stage was to equip each site with the 
hardware and network operating system (hereafter "NOS") needed to provide teachers 
with access to NEII's UnitMaker software (hereafter "UnitMaker") and the capability of 
communicating with other teachers through the Internet, local area networks, and wide 
area networks. 

The sites varied both in their needs for hardware and NOS, and in how they funded these 
purchases. Some sites had recently passed a referendum that provided funds to purchase 
and install hardware and NOS so they did not need to use their LAM grant funds for this 
purpose. Other sites did not have such resources so they used some of their LAM funds 
to expand their hardware and networking capacities. 

Although originally intended as a preliminary stage of project implementation, the 
installation process extended throughout the grant for several reasons. First, delays in 
receiving the initial grant funds from the State meant that sites had to postpone their 
purchases. Second, the lengthy bidding process for equipment purchases required in 
some districts extended that delay even further. Third, once the equipment was received, 
sites experienced difficulties installing the hardware and NOS . As a result of these 
difficulties, some sites did not have hardware or Internet or network access in place for 
summer training as they intended. Some sites were still having Internet access problems 
in early 1997; some only got their network running in Spring, 1997. 

At the beginning of the project, NEII staff made recommendations to each site on what 
capacity of equipment they needed to purchase in order to operate UnitMaker. They did 
riot, however, make recommendations for specific hardware or NOS; these decisions 
were left to the sites. NEII's policy in making recommendations was to minimize the 
cost for implementing UnitMaker by recommending the least powerful system needed to 
operate UnitMaker. 

The plan was that after sites had purchased and installed any hardware and NOS, then 
NEII staff would come out to install UnitMaker. In some cases, however, NEII staff 
discovered that the site had not been able to upgrade their systems as intended so NEII 
had to do this before they could install UnitMaker. In other cases, sites had been able to 
complete upgrades or install new systems, but unanticipated problems emerged when the 
summer training began. Some sites reported that servers that had worked well prior to 
installation of UnitMaker developed problems. In some sites, the system went down 
when multiple users tried to access UnitMaker during training. When NEII staff 
investigated these problems they discovered issues such as the following: 

One site had installed a demonstration version of their NOS because they did not 
have the commercial version. This was revealed when the training started and 25 
people tried to use UnitMaker at once, thus going over the licensed number of 
users for the NOS. 

Center for App lied Research and Educational Improvement, 
University of Minnesota 9 



The servers purchased by a site were incompatible with the NOS they purchased 
to run on the server. 

Some of the servers purchased by one site had defects that caused UnitMaker to 
behave erratically. 

The vendor at one site had sold old and semi-outdated equipment as new. 

To address these issues and attempt to get the servers functional for the scheduled 
trainings, NEII found itself having to support sites' servers and workstations at what NEII 
perceived was an unreasonable level. Based on their experience, they concluded that sites 
did not have a sufficient amount of technical support staff time available, and that the 
staff needed more training. To ensure smooth operation of servers and workstations, 
NEII believed that in-house technical support staff needed more hands-on technical 
knowledge related to the operation of network systems. They suggested training in areas 
such as the following: adding users; di.agnosing problems; configuring and installing 
software and networks; the impact UnitMaker has on their systems; and security issues. 

The Leadership Team had several discussions about who was responsible for maintaining 
the operation of site networks once NEII had installed UnitMaker. Sites indicated that 
NEII was generally very supportive when technical issues needed to be addressed, but 
after a certain point, NEII felt that sites were asking them to serve some functions of an 
internal technology support department. All parties were concerned that the technical 
problems would only get worse as more users were added to the system. 

To address this problem, NEII recommended that sites train their systems administrators. 
They suggested that although the administrators understood their site systems without 
UnitMaker, they needed more technical knowledge in order to be able to operate the 
systems smoothly and provide LAM participants with reliable access to UnitMaker. Sites 
decided the training should not be aimed at network administrators, but rather at someone 
a level above the everyday user who could serve as a building resource person. In many 
sites, the media specialists tended to be the appropriate person for such training. This 
training was offered during the summer of 1997 and 15 staff from 6 sites participated. 

The success of this approach to the technical problems experienced during the LAM 
project remains uncertain. First, it is not clear whether the content of the training 
program was effectively targeted to the sites' needs. For example, one site coordinator 
reported that a participant felt the training was too basic, saying, "They assumed people 
couldn't tum on a computer." In addition, several sites chose not to participate. Second, 
the training could not increase the amount of time technical staff have available to 
support systems running UnitMaker. Further follow-up with LAM sites is needed to 
assess how well their systems are currently functioning. 

A final hardware issue for the project was the need for portable computers or remote 
access to Unitmaker. Once training began and teachers started using UnitMaker to write 
activities, it became clear that many teachers do their lesson planning at home rather than 
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in their classroom. Sites that had purchased portable computers were able to 
accommodate this need but other sites recognized that additional equipment might be 
needed. 

During the course of the project, hardware and networking capacity changed significantly 
in all the sites: 

• The number of computers in every site increased. Most sites were able to put a 
computer in the classroom of every LAM participant during the course of the 
project. · " 

• Two sites upgraded computer labs during the project; one site developed a new 
computer lab. 

• Access to portable computers improved in six of the sites. One site chose to use 
LAM funds specifically for this purpose. 

• Access to the Internet and to e-mail increased in every location except one; the 
project coordinator at this site reported that they had had good access prior to the 
start of the project. 

• Networking capacity also increased in every location but one. This included 
linkage to networks at the building and the site level. 

• Eight of the sites said they improved remote access to a ·site server. Of the two 
that did not, one had strong capacity before the project began and the other chose 
not to develop remote access. 

One site said, "This grant has transformed this school to a technology school. Not just 
the hardware, but the attitudes have really shifted." 

Lessons Learned 

1) Level of technical support needed: In general, the LAM sites were unaware of the 
level of technical support required to install and maintain the network systems needed 
in the project. In addition, NEII overestimated the level of knowledge in the schools' 
technical support staff and the amount of time they could dedicate to the project. To 
provide smooth operation of systems needed to provide users with access to 
UnitMaker, we recommend the following changes: 

• Prior to installation of UnitMaker, provide training to school technical staff in 
areas such as the following: how to configure and install NOS; 
troubleshooting networks; and system security. 
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• Establish a position of UnitMaker system administrator to ensure smooth 
functioning of the systems running UnitMaker and to troubleshoot UnitMaker 
on a low-level basis. 

• Ensure that district technical staff and/or the UnitMaker system administrator 
have adequate time to devote to the systems running UnitMaker. 

2) Hardware needs: Sites may want to dedicate a server to UnitMaker so there is 
sufficient capacity to operate it at a speed that is tolerable to users. Sites may also 
want to purchase po-rtable computers and/or provide remote access to UnitMaker 
because many teachers work at home and would like to be able to develop standards
linked curriculum after school and on weekends. 

3) Installation checklist: NEII staff recommend the development of a checklist of 
quality procedures for the installation process to ensure that hardware and NOS are 
installed properly prior to the start of training. 

4) Installation time: Installing hardware and NOS may be a slow process for schools if 
their technical staff are already overworked in supporting existing systems. To 
ensure adequate time for installing and testing new systems prior to project-related 
training, project leaders should realistically assess the amount of technical staff time 
available for the project and allow a sufficient period of time for this step in the 
project schedule. 

II. Develop a Template for Writing and Recording Learning Activities 

In order to prepare students to achieve the Standards, LAM members recognized that 
teachers would need multiple instructional activities. If a student did not accomplish a 
standard's performance package the first time, the teacher would need alternative 
activities to provide the student with additional instruction related to that standard. 

Instead of each teacher having to develop multiple activities for each standard, LAM 
members envisioned the development of a curriculum library -- a source for standards
linked learning activities developed by and for teachers. To allow teachers to contribute 
to and use the library, LAM would have to create a common format or template for 
writing and recording activities. LAM decided to incorporate the template into a 
software package (UnitMaker) for purposes of efficiency. Sharing could then take place 
electronically and teachers could search a central library of activities in a range of ways, 
for example by standard or grade level. UnitMaker would allow teachers to create, store, 
and modify their own set of activities, and to search for and share activities developed by 
others. 

The Leadership Team began designing the template in February 1996. They sought to 
develop a format that had a maximum amount of flexibility but did not jeopardize the 
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ability of teachers to share activities across sites. Teachers from several sites provided 
input for the template during two meetings held with the Leadership Team. NEii's 
software engineers were an integral part of this step because they would later modify 
UnitMaker to incorporate the template. 

Before they could create a template that would be useful to teachers at all sites, the 
Leadership Team needed to agree on the kind of information that should be included to 
describe a learning activity. Much discussion focused on which components of an 
activity should be standardized and which could be interpreted differently as needed by 
individual sites. · "' 

In discussing the possible components of learning activities, participants often discovered 
that the same term had different meanings for different people. Teachers, sometimes 
within the same site, held contrary meanings for key terms. The software engineers and 
curriculum leaders may have had still other interpretations of their own. Thus, members 
of the Leadership Team realized that to create a common template they had to agree on 
the definitions for terms related to learning activities. Some examples of discrepant 
meanings are as follows: What is a unit? What are instructional activities? What is a 
content standard? What is a checklist? 

After several meetings, the Leadership Team decided that a learning activity is a 
description of how to provide a learning experience for students that will enable them to 
meet the Standards. They also agreed on the components needed to adequately describe a 
learning activity so that teachers other than the original developer could use the activity. 
The first learning activity template was completed in May 1996-and was used in the 
summer training sessions. 

As teachers and trainers worked with the template through the summer they discovered 
that it was too complex. The template contained several sub-sections, each of which 
needed to be opened separately in order to enter the relevant information. One NEU 
trainer who worked with teachers in many sites noted: 

Teachers felt that there were too many sections for which they needed to provide 
information and were unclear as to what needed to go into each section and the 
purpose of the information requested. 

LAM participants also realized the template needed the capacity to record information on 
I 

relevant district or national standards, in addition to the Minnesota Standards. 

Based on these experiences, LAM revised the template in early 1997. The final template3 

includes the following components: title of the activity, an overview, specific 
statement(s) from the standards (local, state, and national), objectives, a description of the 
activity, product(s), performance criteria, instructional time, materials, and additional 
considerations. 

3 A list of the template components and definitions for each component are located in the Appendix. 
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Lessons Learned 

1) Developing a common language: Incorporating language that conveys the same 
meaning to teachers at different sites is crucial to creating a useful template. It is 
important to allow enough time during the development stage for sites to understand 
each other's language and procedures for curriculum development, and then establish 
a language that is useful to all. 

2) Teacher involvement: Teacher involvement in the design of the template is crucial to 
the development of a teacher-friendly tool. Although LAM did involve some 
teachers in the design of the template, time pressures prevented participation from a 
wider range of teachers. Future projects should build in adequate time up front for 
this important step. 

3) Importance of time to pilot and adapt: It is important to have the time and resources 
available to create a template, try it out, and modify it based on experience. Even 
with teacher involvement in the template design, issues arose during training that 
could not have been anticipated before the template went into wider use. During this 
project, LAM members learned a great deal about the kinds of information and level 
of detail that are needed for teachers to understand activities written by someone 
else. They were able to revise the original template to make it more useful because 
the project had sufficient resources for this step. 

4) Multiple levels of standards: The template needs to incorporate local and national 
standards for sites using these standards as well as, or in place of, the Minnesota 
Standards. 

III. Adapt UnitMaker 

A key step of the project was to incorporate the template LAM developed to write and 
record learning activities into NEII's UnitMaker software package. In addition to 
providing an electronic version of the LAM template, UnitMaker would also allow 
teachers to search a database of standards-linked activities created by other users at their 
site. 

Once the Leadership Team had developed the template on paper, they needed to make 
decisions about how the template would appear in UnitMaker and how the database 
search functions would operate. Examples of the questions they dealt with include the 
following: 

How much of a Standard should appear in the UnitMaker window? 
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What parts of a learning activity should be visible when a window is first opened, 
and what should be accessible by clicking on an icon? 

In which ways do teachers want to search the activity database -- by topic, 
standard, or grade level? 

How does.the district curriculum design fit with UnitMaker? 

The discussions-about Row to adapt UnitMaker to incorporate the LAM template were 
difficult at times given the different perspectives involved. In order to make UnitMaker 
useful to teachers, the educators and software engineers needed time to learn each other's 
language. Each group also needed time to learn about the other's perspective -- the 
educators to learn what UnitMaker could and couldn't do, and the software engineers to 
learn how teachers develop instruction and assess student work. 

Another, perhaps more predominant, reason for the difficulty in adapting UnitMaker was 
that LAM was trying to develop a software tool to assist teachers in doing something that · 
no one had done before. Although every teacher develops lesson plans, LAM was trying 
to get teachers to think about the Standards first, and then create activities to help 
students achieve those results. In addition, the activities had to be written in a format that 
would be understandable to anyone accessing the database of learning activities. The 
previous experience of some LAM sites in writing performance packages for the 
Standards was helpful, but most of LAM's plans involved undertaking tasks no one had 
attempted before. A NEII staff member characterizes UnitMaker and the process of 
adaptation as follows: 

In effect, we offered the UnitMaker program as a lump of clay that could be 
molded into a management and reporting structure that would best support their 
[LAM's] implementation plan. The frustrations experienced by both the teachers 
and the software engineers stemmed from the difficulty of defining an effective 
management and reporting process for a new curriculum model that the schools 
were in the process of evolving. The lack of rigidity in the UnitMaker program 
has turned out to be both its greatest strength (it can evolve with and support any 
new curriculum processes at a local site) and its biggest challenge (it can require a 
great deal of up-front decision making on the part of users to achieve this 
customization). 

In June 1996, a new version UnitMaker was released in time for the project's summer 
training sessions. This version, 1.3, included the template for learning activities that was 
developed by LAM. The template provided the LAM sites with a format for writing and 
recording learning activities, including a place to show the Standard(s) that corresponded 
to the activity. 

In October 1996, NEII created a bulletin board so teachers could exchange information 
(but not learning activities) and communicate electronically with NEII about problems 
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and issues that arose in using UnitMaker. NEII hoped to get feedback about UnitMaker 
through this vehicle. In practice, however, teachers did not use the bulletin board. This 
was due to both technical problems and teachers' lack of familiarity with the medium. 
Some members of the Leadership Team commented that when their teachers encountered 
problems while they were working on UnitMaker, they were more comfortable asking a 
colleague for help rather than posting their question to a bulletin board. 

Based on teachers' experiences with UnitMaker 1.3, the software engineers made 
numerous changes to UnitMaker and the 1.4 version was released in December 1996. 
The new version included the revised LAM template described in the previous section. It 
also included the capability of recording student assessment information because the 
Leadership Team had begun work on this objective during the interim. 

Although adapting UnitMaker was a major objective of this project, it is difficult to 
assess the success of this step for several reasons. First, given that the bulk of LAM's 
training occurred during the summer of 1996, long before the release ofUnitMaker 1.4, 
the sites' experiences with UnitMaker during the project were primarily with the earlier 
1.3 version. Even after the 1.4 version became available, the sites varied considerably in 
terms of when they installed it, the extent to which they were able to train staff in using 
the new version, and the amount of experience anyone had with this updated version. 

Second, because teachers were learning to think very differently about instruction at the 
same time they were learning UnitMaker, it is difficult to know how much of their 
frustration is due to the way UnitMaker is set up rather than to the enormous challenge of 
developing standards-based instruction. For example, the coordinator at one site 
commented: "It's because people don't understand what's going on that the product 
doesn't work." Some of the sites, however, were better able to comment on the process · 
apart from the software because when they experienced technical difficulties they asked 
teachers to develop learning activities on paper for later entry into the software. These 
teachers thus had more experience with the process separate from the software. In 
general, the reactions from these sites generally agreed with reactions reported by other 
sites that primarily wrote activities directly on UnitMaker. 

Third, UnitMaker is just one part of the complex collection of software and hardware that 
needed to function well in order for LAM teachers to write activities on UnitMaker. As 
end users, some people may naturally have difficulty distinguishing between problems 
due to UnitMaker itself and problems due to the NOS and hardware supporting it. LAM 
participants' comments about their experiences with UnitMaker should thus be viewed 
through this lens. One site described this situation as follows : 

We were trying to get all that set up (hardware] and install a network operating 
system at the same time, and then trying to use the new software [UnitMaker]. So 
I don ' t think we ever got a real chance to use the software [UnitMaker] because 
we went through all those problems of installations and crashes and problems 
with the server. 
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For the reasons discussed above, we decided, in consultation with the Leadership Team, 
not to include a formal evaluation of UnitMaker in this study. What is available, 
however, are comments made by members of the Leadership Team during their 
interviews and comments made by NEII staff in their review of this report. 

Benefits. First of.all, an NEII trainer who has worked extensively with teachers using the 
new template noticed that "as the number of sections [on the template] has been reduced 
it has become increasingly easy for teachers to master the navigational procedures." 

Some participants felt that UnitMaker helped teachers understand the complex change 
needed to implement standards in the classroom. "The software helps teachers think 
about results before writing an activity. Before they just did the textbook, [but] with 
UnitMaker, they have to look first at the desired goals." 

The ability to customize UnitMaker to the needs of specific sites was also noted as one of 
its strengths. At one site, NEII modified the template to fit the site's specific curriculum 
process. At another site, both a checklist for curriculum that is multicultural and for 
district standards were added to the template. 

Challenges. Overall, nearly all of the sites said they experienced problems using the 
software4

• In interviews, five of the sites mentioned the user-friendliness of the software 
as being one of the most important barriers to accomplishing what they had hoped to do 
in this project. They reported that many of the teachers did not find UnitMaker intuitive. 
Examples of sites' further comments about their experiences with UnitMaker are shown 
below: 

• One site commented that their teachers "had such a frustrating experience with the 
product that they don't use it. And we heard it from everybody." 

• In contrast, two other sites noted that if teachers worked at Unitmaker, they began 
to feel more comfortable with it. In several cases, this lead to the development of 
the teacher-as-coach model described in the next section of this report. These 
sites still had reservations, however. One comment illustrated this point: "The 
teachers I've talked to, those who stayed with it, who've created several units 
using it, are very satisfied. Those who just dabbled with it left frustrated and 
never did get a unit done, and we provided extra training. I don't know; it leads 
me to believe it's still not very user friendly." 

• Another disagreed that initial difficulties gave way to satisfaction, saying, "Our 
success with the software has not been good. It was getting in the way of people 
being willing to do the work in creating the learning activities ... What we wanted 
were the lessons and if people became adept at using the software that would be 

4 In this section, and the remaining sections of the report, results from the following sites will be combined 
because the sites share a curriculum director and collaborate in developing curriculum and instruction: 
Detroit Lakes, Perham, Frazee-Vargas. Thus, the experiences of eight sites are summarized. 
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great too, but I didn't want an excuse for not getting the lessons done ... But even 
those who got their lessons on, they still said, 'this was not fun, and it was much 
more time than I would want to commit to doing more.'" 

• One comment summarizes the reflections of many of the interviewees: 
"Conceptually it's [UnitMaker] good. Practically it's [UnitMaker] not." 

• One site said that teachers found "mistakes in the grad rule in the software. For 
example, a teacher tried to look up a 5th grade standard and a 3rd grade standard 
came up." They also reported that when changes were made at the state level, it 
took some time before the changes were made on the software. NEII reported 
that although they had updates available on request, the lack of a system 
administrator at the sites to maintain UnitMaker may have compounded these 
difficulties. 

• One site purchased portable computers and loaded a stand-alone version of 
UnitMaker onto them intending that teachers would develop activities on the 
portable and then download them to the network version ofUnitMaker. They 
were trying to give teachers the ability to work at home but discovered they (the 
site] "didn't get sophisticated enough to go from the standalone version to the 
networked version." The site coordinator concluded that the "laptop thing was a 
dismal failure with us" explaining that he "couldn't throw enough technical 
support behind it to make it happen." He added that ''NEII never wanted to stand 
behind the stand-alone version of UnitMaker." 

In discussing the challenges with UnitMaker, one site pointed out that part of the 
objective of LAM was to improve it. "What you start with isn't what you end up with, 
which is always the case with pilot work, because if it was then you wouldn't pilot. What 
I mean by that is that UnitMaker was really difficult in the early days to find your way 
through, and it was because of the pilot work that it's now a better product. That was a 
barrier because it's tough to keep people beating their heads against the wall on 
something." 

The depth of frustration felt by people involved in LAM may indicate how willing these 
teachers will be to use the newer versions ofUnitMaker. Their perceptions, however, 
may not be a good predictor of how other users will react when using the updated 
version. 

In September 1997, a slight modification to version 1.4 was released (version 1.4.1 ). 
This version allows users to go directly from UnitMaker to the Internet in order to access 
UnitHouse, the electronic library of learning activities linked to the Standards. The 
extent to which this version would alleviate some of the problems encountered during 
LAM is unknown at this time. 
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Lessons Learned 

1) Develop the process before the software that will support the process: Perhaps the 
most significant lesson learned in this stage of the project was the difficulty of trying 
to adapt UnitMaker to support a process that itself was still being developed. As an 
NEII staff member said, "the sites could not define what they needed until they really 
began to implement the Standards. They could not answer the question, 'what do you 
need?' because they were implementing something brand new and could not visualize 
what kind of technological support was required." In the future, projects should 
allow more time to Clevelop the new process and pilot test it with teachers before 
trying to create the software to support the process. 

2) Getting off to a good start: An NEII staff member stated that "It is critical, for 
acceptance of new software that has the potential to change processes [how teachers 
develop learning activities], that initial experiences of users are positive. With this 
project three conditions handicapped this: 1) UnitMaker, as introduced to teachers, 
was in its infancy, and had had little chance to receive and improve from user 
feedback; 2) teachers were being introduced to a dramatically new, confusing and 
challenging process that they needed to understand; and 3) the participating sites 
were developing this process concurrent with the introduction ofUnitMaker." 

IV. Train a Core Set of Teachers at Each Site 

After agreeing on a process for writing learning activities from the Standards and 
adapting the software to incorporate the format developed to record activities, the next 
step was to train a core set of teachers at each site on how to use UnitMaker software and 
create learning activities linked to the Standards. There were four types of training that 
took place: formal training; follow-up training by NEII; on-going support, and 
UnitMaker trainer certification. Each of these is described below, followed by a 
discussion of the lessons learned about training teachers. 

Formal Training 

During the spring of 1996, each site developed a summer training plan for a core set of 
teachers based on the unique needs of the site. The Leadership Team decided not to 
focus on particular content areas or grade levels, but rather to let teachers decide the areas 
in which they would develop activities based on their interests. The content of the 
training varied among sites because teachers in each site had different levels of 
familiarity with the Standards, microcomputers, and the UnitMaker software. The overall 
objective of the training was to bring teachers across sites closer to a common point of 
understanding of the software, the Standards, and the process of writing learning 
activities aligned to the Standards. 
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The formal training occurred throughout the summer of 1996. Most sites made 
participation available to all interested teachers, though two specified that some prior 
knowledge in the use of technology and/or writing curriculum aligned to the Standards 
was a prerequisite. Overall, a total of 276 teachers were trained (see Table 3). Most 
teachers were compensated at an hourly or daily rate for training, and some were given 
the additional motivation of further compensation upon meeting certain performance 
incentives defined by each site (generally, completion of written instructional activities 
linked to the Standards-and/or implementation of these activities) . Three sites also 
offered priority access to hardware for teachers who participated in LAM. 

Table 3: Number of People Trained a Within Each Site 

Site Number Trained 
Annandale 36 
Bloomington 30 
Canby 26 
Detroit Lakes, Perham, Frazee-Vergas 42 
Minneapolis - Andersen 19 
Minneapolis - Webster 14 
Richfield 67 
St. Francis 42 
Total 276 
a The training occurred during the period of June, 1996 to September, 1996. 

Sites considered their level of experience as well as other summer staff development 
activities in order to plan the content of the training. The amount of time spent in formal 
training ranged from 6 hours to 32 hours. The sites varied in how they distributed these 
training hours; the range was from one to eight days. Most sites covered both the 
Standards and UnitMaker, with some sites adding training on basic computer use, the 
Internet, and e-mail (see Table 4). In most locations, one or two representatives of NEII 
conducted training in conjunction with the local LAM Leadership Team member. 
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Table 4: Content of Summer Training, 1996 

Basic Use of 
Site Computer UnitMaker Standards Internet E-mail 
Annandale x 
Bloomington x x 
Canby x x x 
Detroit Lakes, Perham, x 
Frazee-Vergas 
Minneapolis - Andersen x x x x x 
Minneapolis - Webster x x x 
Richfield x x x 
St. Francis x x 

The quality of the initial training varied across sites for a number of reasons. Problems 
with the functioning of local computer systems during training were a primary obstacle 
for some sites. At several sites, new hardware and software (including UnitMaker) had 
been installed and tested before the training sessions, but when it was needed for training, 
major problems arose. At other sites, there was not enough time to conduct adequate 
tests on the new software and equipment before the training sessions began because of 
delays in receiving the initial grant funds and the lengthy bidding processes at some sites. 

Although the sites recognized that training would be complex, the amount of time they 
were able to devote to planning the summer training was limited. As a consequence, 
planning tended to focus on UnitMaker training. In their original training designs, few 
sites planned to spend much time on the Standards. In the process of implementation, 
however, it became clear that the complexity of the training objectives went beyond the 
use of the software. In order to accomplish LAM's project objectives, teachers not only 
needed training on how to use UnitMaker but also in-depth training on the standards -
both the content and the paradigm shift they represent. 

Prior to beginning the training, there seemed to be a false sense that the software would 
automate the process of linking curriculum to the Standards. In reality, teachers must 
think through the link between an activity and a standard; the software only provides a 
tool for showing this link and for searching through the database based on the link. It 
was not clear before the initial training sessions how extensive training would need to be 
or how much help teachers would need to think differently and understand the Standards. 
For many, training also needed to cover how to use the Internet, how to write quality 
units, and how to fit the LAM project into what teachers were already doing. The 
different knowledge levels among the trainers in the range of areas relevant to LAM also 
affected the quality of the training. 

To deal with this complexity, some sites altered their training so that it began with the 
Standards, then moved to working with the process on paper, then moved to the 
computer. It became clear that the middle step -- working with the process on paper --
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would be especially helpful. It allowed teachers to understand the Standards more 
thoroughly and to become more familiar with doing the process on paper, the template, 
before they started on the software. 

As the summer progressed and the Leadership Team shared experiences with training at 
their sites, the content and delivery of the training was adapted to reflect these insights. 

Follow-Up Training by NEII 

At some point after the initial training sessions, most sites decided either to bring the 
NEII trainer in or to go to the NEII offices (or both) to do follow-up training on 
UnitMaker and writing units linked to the Standards. In most cases1 this was due to two 
things: (1) The initial training was ineffective, and (2) the lag in time between training 
and use because of networking problems and other technical issues. 

As sites tried to implement the project, they found that the level of support needed for 
teachers was greater than anticipated. It became clear that even 32 hours of formal 
training was insufficient for teachers to become proficient on the software, in developing 
learning activities, and in sharing with other teachers. They also found that teachers often 
were not using the written documentation or the built-in help function on UnitMaker. As 
a result, each of the sites (with one exception) decided to develop and carry out additional 
on-site training with the NEII trainer over the course of the grant period. Most of this 
training occurred from January to May of 1997. 

The degree of involvement in LAM by participants in this training varied. Some sites 
focused additional training on a small number of people, such as lead teachers and media 
specialists, who would serve as internal resource people on an on-going basis. Others 
conducted follow-up training with the larger core group of teachers trained during the 
previous summer. At least two sites combined broader staff training with intensive 
training of lead teachers. Finally, two sites brought in a new group of teachers for 
training. These training sessions were typically two to four hours in length and were 
conducted in the afternoon or the evening. 

The training was designed to be more specialized than the original training sessions, to 
follow-up and clarify issues that had arisen between the summer training and the time 
teachers began using the software. It was conducted in various formats; one effective 
model was found to be training in the computer lab in which teachers worked on 
activities with a trainer available to answer questions as they arose. The purpose of this 
follow-up training was to address the individual needs of the sites. In two cases, the 
training was planned and conducted with the local Graduation Rule coordinator. 

Center for Applied Research and Educational Improvement, 
University of Minnesota 22 



On-Going Support: Lead Teachers and User Group Meetings 

In addition to formal training sessions, most of the sites identified the need for on-going 
support that was generally organized in a less formal way such as monthly meetings or 
"table talks" involving LAM participants. 

The most common strategy, used in five sites, involved initiating regular formal user 
group meetings. In two cases, these meetings were held in conjunction with the NEII 
trainer's on-site visits. 'The content of these meetings related both to the use of the 
software and, more broadly, to approaches to writing curriculum linked to the Standards. 
Further, they offered users the opportunity to share ideas and frustrations, exchange 
information, and engage in problem solving. Only one of the sites that held on-going 
support meetings had arranged for them as part of their original training plan. 

Another common strategy, used in five sites, was to designate lead teachers or others, 
such as media specialists, for more intensive training and use of the software. These 
more experienced users then acted as coaches and/or in-house trainers. Two of the sites 
explicitly stated that these coaches were "on call" to assist their colleagues. 

Three sites combined the two strategies discussed above. Only one site did not see the 
need for either strategy. 

UnitMaker Trainer Certification 

Fifteen teachers from four LAM sites participated in NEII Trainer Certification, which 
was developed over the course of the LAM project. The training consisted of a four-day 
workshop and two days as a co-facilitator (with NEII's lead trainer) of a UnitMaker staff 
development session in their own site. It was also planned that certified trainers 
participate in daylong sessions (approximately twice each year) to become familiar with 
updates and enhancement to the software. NEII developed this training in order to 
develop a team of teachers with whom NEII could contract for training services. 

Lessons Learned 

1) System problems: Problems with the functioning of local computer systems during 
the initial training sessions were a primary obstacle for some sites. It became clear 
that purchasing and installing new hardware and software were more complicated 
steps than the Leadership Team had foreseen. In order for training to proceed 
smoothly, sites must have adequate time before the first training session to install and 
test the hardware and software systems that will be needed during the training. 
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2) Experience of trainers: As training plans were implemented, it became more clear 
that the experience needed for effective training included experience presenting and 
working with teachers. NEII responded by hiring a trainer. Further, it became clear 
that trainers need substantial knowledge of both the Standards and the software so 
they can help teachers make this bridge. 

3) Planning time and complexity of training objective: As training plans were 
implemented, it became clear that the training objectives were multiple. They went 
beyond the use of the software to include understanding the Standards, the paradigm 
shift to results-oriented instruction, how to use the Internet, how to write quality units, 
and how teachers could use the LAM process. It would have been helpful to have 
had more time to develop training before implementing it, but the plans were adapted 
as training went along based on what worked and what did not work. 

4) Standards: To accomplish LAM's project objectives, teachers needed in-depth 
training on the Standards, not just on the software. Teachers varied in how well they 
understood the Standards and how to write instruction linked to the Standards. They 
needed training that included content on how to develop quality standards-based 
assessments and instruction. In most sites, this need was addressed in follow-up 
sess10ns. 

5) Begin with the Standards: The learning process is more difficult if the training 
objective is complex and an individual is trying simultaneously to achieve multiple 
goals: to learn the Standards, a curriculum writing process, ·Software, and technology. 
Project participants learned that training could be more effective if it began with the 
Standards, then had participants work with the process on hardcopy, then move to the 
computer. A hardcopy format for writing activities is helpful to socialize teachers 
into the paradigm shift before they enter the software. 

6) Teacher predisposition: Despite training, it became clear that some teachers are not 
as skilled or as interested as other teachers in writing learning activities that are 
understandable to others. 

7) Continuity: Additional training was found to be necessary as schools got their 
networks up and people began to try to write units. A fair amount of time in this 
training was spent reviewing previous training. To benefit the most from training, 
teachers needed the time and technical capability to practice writing curriculum 
aligned to the Standards using the software soon after initial training. The sites that 
implemented fonnal , on-going mechanisms for teacher learning felt that this was a 
necessary component to the project implementation to ensure that teachers had 
current information and could raise questions and concerns related to the Standards, 
to curriculum development, and to UnitMaker. 
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8) User manual for teachers: Although a technical manual existed, teachers rarely used 
it as they worked independently with UnitMaker. It became clear that a less detailed, 
step-by-step process guide needed to be developed. This was developed during the 
spring and summer of 1997, and is continually modified as knowledge of what is 
needed increases. The current document includes a standard guide that is 
complemented by customized instructions according to the needs of individual sites. 

9) Lab-style training: 1t was observed that as teachers began writing activities and units 
on the software, they wanted a "lab-type" training experience in which they could 
work on their specific activity and have a trainer available to answer questions as they 
arose. Further, there was a need for someone to be available to answer questions 
about the district's approach to assessment and the Standards. 

V. Develop and Pilot Learning Activities 

After the initial training in the summer of 1996, teachers at each site focused on 
developing learning activities, sharing them with each other, and piloting some activities 
in their classrooms. During this stage of the project, LAM encountered substantial 
obstacles and as a result devoted a considerable level of project resources to resolving 
these issues. 

Using the Standards to Write Leaming Activities 

In their initial meeting to develop a common understanding of how to use the Standards, 
the Leadership Team discovered that sites had different views on the role of the 
Standards in writing learning activities . For the initial training sessions, they decided that 
teachers should first look at a standard, and then review any corresponding performance 
package(s). After reviewing the content of the standard and the performance tasks in the 
performance package(s), teachers would write learning activities to help students prepare 
for the performance package(s). 

As teachers in each site worked to develop activities, however, they discovered areas of 
the Standards that were ambiguous or contradictory. This led them to focus on 
performance packages as a tool for understanding and interpreting the Standards. Further 
ambiguity arose as a consequence, concerning the distinction between an activity and a 
perfom1ance package. Both looked similar in content and teachers were confused about 
whether they were to write instruction or develop performance tasks. 
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Additional questions that came up as teachers worked to develop activities were as 
follows : 

Does a learning activity need to address all of the performance tasks in the 
performance package? 

Do learning activities include assessments? 

Should checklists of what students should know and do be included in learning 
activities or just assessment packages? 

What if assessment is written as "observation by teacher"? How is this different 
from instruction? 

How are assessments graded? 

Should teachers report total points on each part of the checklist or give an overall 
score? 

How does the traditional scope and sequence fit into what we're doing? How 
does the site curriculum fit in? 

In late 1996, NEII hired a specialist in assessment and curriculum development to help 
clarify some of the issues raised by teachers involved in LAM. Based on her experience 
working with numerous sites throughout the state, she worked with LAM members to 
make major revisions to the process they initially had developed for writing activities 
linked to the Standards. 

First, teachers should write learning activities from the standard, not from the 
performance package. Performance packages can be inconsistent in how closely they 
match the standard, it was argued, because the packages were developed by different 
groups of people. Thus if teachers rely on the package alone, they may overlook or 
misinterpret portions of the standard. The package could be used to shed light on 
expectations for students, but teachers needed to check the content of their activity 
against the standard itself rather than the checklist of performance criteria in the 
performance package. Further, teachers were tending to write activities as a scaled down 
version of the performance package, instead of a plan for teaching students the 
knowledge and skills they would need to achieve on the performance package -- another 
reason to start with the standard. 

Second, the difference between a performance assessment or a performance task and a 
learning activity was also clarified. In a performance task, evaluation is the major 
purpose of the assignment. In contrast, the major purpose in a learning activity is 
instruction and practice. To provide students with information and time to practice their 
skills in a non-judgmental manner, a checklist of performance criteria in a learning 
activity should only be used to provide feedback to the student, not for grading purposes. 
At a later date a teacher may give the student a performance task to evaluate student 
achievement of those same skills. 
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Third, when grading a performance task, teachers should use their professional judgment 
in determining an overall score across all the performance criteria for that task. Entering 
a numeric score for each criterion and calculating an average may misrepresent student 
achievement on that task. Instead, teachers should decide the importance of each 
criterion to the overall task and base the overall score on these decisions. 

The final set of steps developed by LAM for writing learning activities linked to the 
Standards are as follows: 

1. Read the standard and identify what students need to know and/or do. 

2. Review any related performance packages to view examples of the standard. 

3. Decide which parts of the standard the activity will address. 

4. Write objectives for the activity. What will the activity accomplish? 

5. Provide directions for doing the activity. 

6. Describe the product of the activity, if any. 

7. List criteria for a quality product. 

8. Describe the amount of instructional time needed for the activity and materials 
needed. 

At the completion of the project, members of the Leadership Team were asked to assess 
the value to their site of the process LAM developed for writing· activities. Seven sites 
responded positively and one site said the process was not useful to them. The specific 
details are as follows: 

Four sites find the format, process, and language useful. 

One site did not have a format prior to the project. They find the existing format 
easy to use . 

One site said the format is consistent with what they had been thinking but their 
teachers are finding it hard to use. 

One said there was different language but no major differences in approach. 

The site that did not find the process useful said that the terminology was different from 
what they were using in their site and the format of the Standards was different from what 
they were already using for their site standards. As a result, NEII created a template 
specifically for this site to use. 
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The Role of Curriculum in Standards Implementation 

The LAM model for implementing the Standards, as it was originally conceived, started 
with the teachers. It was believed that teachers needed training to shift their thinking 
about instruction to a results rather than activities orientation. The assumption was that 
as teachers wrote learning activities linked to specific standards (using UnitMaker 
software) this shift would occur. 

Individual differences and district autonomy have always existed in Minnesota's 
education system and tli.e Standards are designed to preserve this autonomy by allowing 
for a great deal of flexibility based on local contexts. In a traditional education system, 
local curriculum design is heavily influenced by textbook selection; under the new 
model, desired results drive curriculum design. Based on their early experiences in 
having teachers write standards-based activities as special units outside the district 
curriculum, the LAM Leadership Team recognized that teachers could not develop 
learning activities in isolation. Teachers needed to know which results, i.e., which parts 
of the Standards, were their responsibility and which would be addressed elsewhere in the 
curriculum. Thus, district level leadership was needed up front to make decisions about 
how to interpret and place the Standards in the overall district curriculum. 

To assist districts in placing the Standards in their overall curriculum, the NEII 
curriculum and assessment specialist developed a process called "Sketching the 
Standards." The process was pilot tested with representatives from LAM sites during 
four workshops held from February to April, 1997. Based·on feedback during the pilot 
and subsequent work with some LAM sites after the workshop, NEII has revised the 
process. The complete process is described in a publication available from NEII5

. The 
major steps are as follows: 

1. Determine the course in which the standard's final assessment and rating will 
take place. 

2. Identify and sketch the "pattern" of the standard. A pattern displays the 
standard graphically; this assists staff and teachers in translating the standard 
into a format that is useful for curriculum development. There are three 
possible patterns in a standard. The first, a big project, is used for standards 
that describe a multi-step, sequential process. The second, a content guide, is 
used for standards that consist of lists of topics or ideas that should be taught 
and assessed. The last, a template, is used for a standard that requires a 
student to carry out a sequence of steps repeatedly, using a different topic each 
time. 

3. Create a sketch for the course in which the standard will be taught and 
assessed, the course into which the standard was placed in the first step. The 
sketch includes the following: 1) the pattern(s) and requirements of the 

McGinnis, I. (1997). Sketching the Standards: A Strategy for Planning Standards-Referenced Curriculum. 
(2nd ed.). Minneapolis, MN; Norris Education Innovations, Inc. 
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standard; 2) assessments to rate students on the standard; 3) content from 
district curriculum guidelines; and 4) instructional decisions made by 
individual teachers. By sketching out the requirements of the standard, 
teachers can see where there are gaps, and where they need to add content, 
instruction, or assessment from the district curriculum or their own 
preferences. A standard may be taught in a single unit in a course or in 
multiple units. 

Developers begin the sketching process with the course in which the standard will be 
assessed and assume that all the content and skills required for a given standard can be 
taught and assessed in this course. If they discover that this is not feasible, they identify 
course(s) earlier in the sequence that could include the necessary content and create 
additional sketches. 

As workshop participants worked to create their graphics, the level of complexity in the 
Standards became more apparent. Participants made the following comments after 
participating in the workshops: 

It's more than placing the Standards; it's tearing them apart. 

We've never had any way to break down the Standards. What does it mean day to 
day? 

The ultimate goal of the sketching is to have a scope and sequence of content ... 
people are really exited about this. 

After the workshop, members of the Leadership Team from three sites met several times 
to continue drawing patterns for the Standards. By the end of the project they had 
completed a pattern for every standard at each of the four levels: primary, intermediate, 
middle, and graduation. 

Not all sites participated with the NEII representative in developing the process of 
"Sketching the Standards" and their use of the process after the training varied as well. 
The differences are as follows: 

Four sites participated fully and their administrators have continued to sketch 
standards after the training was completed. Teachers at one site later used the 
patterns to develop a scope and sequence for the following areas: people and 
cultures, scientific applications, and math applications for grade K-6; and resource 
management for grades K-126

. 

6 The standards only go through grade 9 but the district scope and sequence goes through grade 12 to 
include knowledge and skills that the district thinks is necessary in this area . 
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One site said the process seemed like it would fit well with their needs, but they 
had not done any sketching yet. 

One site began the process but dropped out because the language and framework 
being used were inconsistent with their site's commitment to curriculum and 
instruction that is multicultural. 

One site already had its own process for doing this and did not participate after the first 
session. One member described the decision not to participate further as follows, "What I 
saw resulting is the Standards being used to drive the total district curriculum. Rather 
than the process that we're using -- I have a district curriculum, I want to know where the 
Standards fit. So for me it's a matter of fitting, for other people it 's a matter of 
generating curriculum and using the Standards as the basis for that." 

Developing and Piloting Activities 

At the end of the project, the number of learning activities developed by the core teachers 
at each site varied considerably, ranging from a low of 2 to a high of about 150. This 
variation is caused, at least in part, by the variation in the number of teachers writing 
activities at each site (see Table 5) . Most of the sites stated that the activities were based 
on activities teachers had been using; teachers modified these to align to the Standards 
and fit the UnitMaker template. One site said, for example, "We believe that the 
activities came out of their experiences ... They went back to their tried and true and put it 
in the system." Another site indicated that doing the same thing a little bit differently 
marked a step in the right direction, but that there were higher expectations for the type of 
learning activity produced. "I don't want them to do what they've always done. That's 
not necessarily preparing them for the high level stuff." 

All of the sites reported that teachers are currently using their activities in the classroom. 
Only two sites reported, however, that teachers are systematically modifying the 
activities as they pilot them based on what they learn from trying them out. One site 
reported, teachers "did a summary of what worked, what didn't work, and what changes 
they would make. They felt pretty successful in the activities they were doing. In many 
cases, they put down on paper what they had been doing for a long time, but they now 
understand that when they do it there's a definite standard that it's connected to, and the 
reason why they're doing the activity is much clearer than it was before." 
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Table 5: Development and Piloting of Learning Activities 

Number of Teachers Approximate Number of 
Site Writin2 Activities Activities Completed 

Annandale 16 13 
Bloomington 25 50-60 
Canby 28 10 
Detroit Lakes, Perham, 
Frazee-Vergas 45 2 
Minneapolis - Andersen 25 not sure 
Minneapolis - Webster 19 15 - 20 
Richfield 62 about 150 
St. Francis 78 30 

Sharing Activities 

Although teachers at most sites did not try out each other's learning activities, all the sites 
said that teachers are sharing the activities with other teachers in their site. This takes 
place in a number of ways: at on-going training sessions, during monthly meetings, 
through the lead teacher "coaching" activities, and through infornrnl meetings. All but 
three of the sites said that teachers are concentrating on producing their own activities 
before they try the activities written by others. Two of those three indicated that some 
curriculum development takes place in teams, and they saw that as an important form of 
collaboration. The third said that teachers have been trying out activities written by 
others "for years ." They noted this was especially the case "with newer teachers coming 
in, and for the newer standards. If people don't have time to sit down and think of 
activities, and they see that someone else is doing something really cool, they'll use as 
much as they can. " This site hopes that UnitMaker will be an easier way for that to 
happen. 

One assumption of the LAM project was that by having a common computer-based 
template for writing and recording learning activities and giving teachers access to e
mail, teachers would be more likely to work with teachers from other sites in developing 
and piloting activities. In early 1997, however, the Leadership Team recognized that 
none of the teachers were working together across sites. As a result, they decided to set 
up two "teacher sharing sessions" to enable teachers to meet face-to -face and share their 
expenences. 

In March 1997, approximately 60 teachers from three of the LAM sites gathered to share 
experiences related to writing instructional activities aligned to the Standards on the 
UnitMaker software. Information about how to continue these professional relationships 
using e-mail and LAM Newsgroups was also presented. 
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A second meeting in April was attended by approximately 35 teachers from four of the 
LAM sites followed this meeting. It provided a second opportunity to exchange views 
and experiences related to writing instructional activities aligned to the Standards on the 
UnitMaker software. Information about the latest changes to UnitMaker was presented, 
as were 'guidelines for writing quality learning activities. 

During this meeting, a number of participants expressed frustration with the process up to 
that point. An illustrative comment was, "I'll give this one more try this summer, but this 
really isn't my priority. "' I want to be able to work on something I can use." 

Lessons Learned 

1) Importance of time to pilot and adapt: It is important to have the time available to try 
writing learning activities linked to the Standards and to clarify the process based on 
issues that come up. As the core teachers began to write instructional activities from 
the Standards, LAM members discovered areas that needed clarification in the 
Standards themselves and the steps needed to link instruction to the Standards. The 
final set of steps established by LAM are much different than the process created in 
mid-1996 because it is based on things LAM members learned along the way. If 
LAM had not had the luxury of time to develop and pilot this process, the final 
products would have been less useful. One member of the Leadership Team 
described the learning process as, "We're getting frustrated at higher and higher 
levels." 

2) Distinction between learning activities and performance tasks: There needs to be a 
clear distinction between how checklists are used in a learning activity and how they 
are used in a performance task. The purpose of learning activities is to provide 
students with instruction and practice on skills they will need to demonstrate later on 
a performance task. Therefore, the checklist, or list of what a quality performance is, 
in a learning activity should notbe graded but only used to communicate expectations 
to students and for student self-evaluation. 

3) The standard, not the performance package, is the starting point: Activities should be 
written from the standard, not the performance package(s) associated with the 
standard. The packages may not contain all the components of the standard or may 
be interpreted differently. In order to have good alignment with the standard, the 
performance package(s) should be only a reference for teachers in writing an activity. 
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4) Value of collaboration: Many sites believe that by working across sites, the final 
product is better than any single site could have developed alone. In interviews with 
the Leadership Team, some members described the value of working together as 
follows: 

It was helpful to have a barometer that was different than my own. When we 
were encountering the same kinds of things, it led me to believe it isn't just us. 
But when things were specific to us, it showed me that the problem isn't someone 
else; the problem is within our organization because others have worked through 
this problem or not seen it at all. 

The project would have b'een very different without the group. We would have 
been very limited in the ideas that could come forward. We wouldn't have been 
as creative, we would have been much narrower in our view of how we do this in 
our district versus how do we implement the Standards as a state .... We have a 
much broader picture of what we wanted to do to implement the Standards. 

Virtually every time we had an issue, say the template, we had 20-30 people 
(because we could also involve teachers) with different points of view. We 
accommodated different environments, different philosophies, needs, and 
expectations. Every product that we generated was the result of putting this 
together. 

5) Familiarity with Standards development: Having people available who know the 
history of the development of a standard (as some NEII staff and LAM participants 
who were Tier I pilot sites did) is helpful in understanding the intent of the standard. 
For example, they may notice that a word or phrase has been left in from a previous 
version that does not fit with the current version, or that a standard used to be in a 
different learning area and thus does not resemble the standard in its current location. 

6) Understanding how to use assessments : Many questions arose related to performance 
packages and assessments . It should be clear to teachers how and when to use 
performance packages, and what the role of formative assessments should be. A 
clearer understanding of how to use assessments would be helpful. 

7) Value of processes to sites already using standards: The experience of one site 
suggests that the LAM processes for sketching the Standards and writing learning 
activities may be less useful for sites that have already been using district or national 
standards to guide their instruction. For example, the definition LAM used for 
standards was inconsistent with how one site used it, and the site said they already 
have a scope and sequence linked to national and local standards so the sketching 
process was not valuable to them. They also felt that current textbooks are 
sufficiently aligned to national standards and therefore they do not need to create 
everything [objectives, curriculum, and learning activities]. 
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8) Early involvement at the administrative level: District staff responsible for 
curriculum must be involved early on in the process. Decisions need to be made 
about how the Standards relate to the district's curriculum or local standards and 
about which standards teachers are responsible for teaching. 

9) Teacher involvement: It is helpful to involve teachers from the content areas 
addressed by a standard in the process of sketching the standard. Often, to determine 
the scope of the standard and the instruction and content needed to prepare students 
for the standard, a good understanding of how to teach the content area is needed. 

10) Value of patterns: For many teachers, it is easier to have a pattern to begin with 
rather than just the standard, even if they eventually change the pattern considerably 
based on their discussion. The pattern provokes discussion that would not necessarily 
occur if a group looked only at the standard. 

11) District plan for standards implementation: It is important to clarify the relationship 
between the Standards and the district curriculum. Teachers raised this issue most 
often as they attempted to develop activities. Are they simply developing isolated 
learning activities or are the activities a part of the total curriculum for the district? It 
sometimes seemed to teachers that the Standards were another "add-on," that the 
district was asking them to do something more, rather than helping them understand 
how the Standards would be embedded in the entire district curriculum. 

12) Importance of technical capabilities: Although the means for teachers to work 
together across sites was not yet available in the software, many teachers could have 
communicated using e-mail. Participants found it difficult, however, to send learning 
activities through e-mail, or have a lot of discussion through e-mail on issues related 
to development of learning activities, so teachers did not generally use this vehicle for 
collaboration. Further, many sites experienced a delay in getting their network 
running and Internet access working. 

VI. Develop Criteria for Quality Learning Activities and a Review Process 

Early on in the project, members of the Leadership Team recognized that in order to 
ensure a consistent level of quality in the activities being developed and shared among 
teachers, the project would need to establish criteria and a process for reviewing learning 
activities developed by teachers . Their goal was to create criteria and a review process. 
They sought to balance the need for consistent quality with the need not to constrain the 
creativity of individual teachers. 

In April, 1997, the NEil curriculum and assessment specialist created a document titled, 
"Characteristics of Quality Leaming Activities" that describes the criteria to be used for 
reviewing activities before they are placed in the electronic library maintained by NEII, 
which is called UnitHouse. The document was reviewed and accepted by the LAM 
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Leadership Team. Teachers at each site and administrators with responsibility for 
curriculum can use these criteria as they develop activities. When the activities are 
submitted for inclusion in UnitHouse, NEII will review them again based on the criteria. 

The characteristics include an adaptation of the "A, B, C's of Performance Tasks" and 
additional characteristics such as the following: involves active, hands-on learning; is 
written clearly with enough detail so others can do the activity; and is likely to be 
challenging and interesting for students. A copy of the characteristics is included in the 
Appendix. 

The characteristics were distributed to teachers who attended the teacher sharing session 
in April and sent out with Leadership Team meeting minutes. The characteristics have 
not been communicated systematically to all teachers. During interviews with the 
Leadership Team members some people seemed unaware of them or to be confusing 
them with the "A, B, C's of Performance Tasks." Their responses to a question regarding 
the use of these criteria can be summarized as follows: 

Three sites specifically said they were aware of the characteristics and their 
teachers had heard the NEII curriculum and assessment specialist speak about 
them. 

Three sites said that some teachers may have heard about the characteristics, but in 
each case the respondent seemed to be confusing the characteristics with the 
A, B, C's of Performance Tasks. 

One site said only a district staff person responsible for curriculum had heard the 
NEII curriculum and assessment specialist speak about the characteristics. 

One site said that because the NEII curriculum and assessment specialist on the 
performance packages had trained their staff they did not need training on the 
characteristics. 

In addition to the criteria and review process developed by NEII and LAM, some sites 
have their own local criteria and review process. 

Two sites have developed their own criteria and process for reviewing learning 
activities. One of them has had the process for seven years; the other specifically 
incorporates these new criteria. 

One site is in the process of developing a local review process. 

One site has teachers look at the A, B, C's for Performance Tasks. 

Four sites do not have local criteria or a review process; two of them specifically 
said they have focused so far on quantity. 
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Lessons Learned 

1) Defining quality: Although each site recognized the need to develop criteria that 
define a quality learning activity and a process for reviewing activities before they are 
shared widely, it was difficult for most sites to develop these at the same time they 
were training teachers and working out software and hardware issues. 

2) Confusion over multiple sets of criteria: Given the confusion shown by some 
members of the Leadership Team between the "Characteristics of Quality Leaming 
Activities" and the "A, B, C's of Performance Tasks," the distinction between these 
documents needs to be communicated more systematically. 

VII. Establish an Electronic Library of Learning Activities 

An important component of the LAM project was to develop a library of learning 
activities linked to the Standards that any teacher could access electronically. The 
advantage of a library is that when teachers are transitioning to standards-based 
instruction, they do not need to create every activity from scratch; they can browse the 
library and use an activity they find there or adapt it to better meet their needs. LAM 
envisioned two types of libraries: a local library that is maintained by each site, and a 
common library that is maintained by NEII and can be widely accessed through the 
Internet. The common library is called UnitHouse. 

In June 1997, UnitHouse became available on a Website maintained by NEII. By October 
1997, there were 125 learning activities available in the library. Access to the site 
required the 3.0 version of the Netscape Web browser software or its equivalent7

, 

however, and none of the LAM sites had this capacity. As a result, none of the sites 
accessed the Website during the project. 

In follow-up conversations with NEII staff, they indicated that sites could have 
downloaded the necessary version of the browser software free of charge from the 
Internet. The shortage of staff to upgrade each workstation may have been a barrier in 
some sites. 

In addition to the collection of activities on UnitHouse, several sites developed a local 
library of activities. The method of storing and accessing these libraries varies, as 
described below: 

Three of the eight sites had a collection of learning activities available locally on 
UnitMaker. One noted, however, that although teachers can technically access 
the library of activities, they are probably not using the function because they are 
frustrated with the software. 

7 UnitHouse version 1.0A, which can be accessed with the 2.0 version of the Netscape Navigator browser 
software, was released in September 1997 to address this issue. 
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Another two sites had activities available in a central location. At one site the 
activities are available both in hardcopy and on a computer database using 
software other than UnitMaker. The other site has a central repository for 
hardcopies of activities and a computerized list of the activities available. 

A seventh site has distributed a subset of the activities across the site, but the 
other activities are only being shared within departments using hardcopy. 

Lesson Learned 

Lack of Activities in Database: The difficulties in using UnitMaker and the small 
number of activities available on UnitHouse during most of the project limited the 
usefulness of the library. One site commented that, "The software is going to have to get 
a lot easier before teachers will want to use it, and there's going to have to be a lot more 
on UnitHouse before teachers will be interested in using it." Future projects may want to 
focus their development oflearning activities in a few of the Standards' learning areas to 
create a greater number of activities that are useful to all participants. 

VIII. Develop a Reporting System 

Another aspect of the LAM project was to develop a reporting system to record and 
monitor student progress on the Standards. In interviews with members of the 
Leadership Team, most stated that a reporting system is critical to teachers' ability to 
implement results-oriented instruction. When students move from grade to grade or 
switch schools or districts, teachers need an efficient method for transmitting information 
on which Standards the student has attempted and completed. 

In October, 1996, the Leadership Team convened a meeting with teacher representatives 
from five sites to discuss what is needed in a reporting system. One site had a reporting 
system to record and analyze student data prior to LAM, and·they shared this with the 
others. The group also considered the state requirements for reporting, "Minnesota 
Standards Reporting and Record Keeping." 

In the process, LAM discovered that software developers and school staff had different 
definitions of the word "report. " To the software developers, a report is a general term 
applied to any manner of viewing information contained in the software system. School 
staff were thinking of the term in reference to reports of student progress. 

In January, 1997, NEII presented some prototype reports to the Leadership Team. The 
next step was for the sites to review the prototypes and tell the programmers what they 
needed. Only one site, which already had a system in place, was able to do this. In some 
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sites, representatives found it difficult to provide this information because they were 
preoccupied with budget cuts and other job responsibilities. 

The other sites found it difficult to tell the software programmers what they needed in a 
reporting system because the sites do not yet have any experience in implementing the 
Standards. One site said, "The grad rule exists on paper but not in the classroom. Until 
it's in the classroom we don't know what we need to report." Without this experience 
sites found it difficult to envision what kinds of information teachers and the sites would 
need, what the format of these reports should be, and how often they should be generated. 

The 1.4 version of UnitMaker has the capacity to generate reports on student progress for 
each standard in the Profile of Leaming but most sites and the software developer agree 
that the scope of reporting needs further definition. For example, which of the following 
should the system include: scheduling, attendance, instructional management, reporting 
to the district, reporting to the state? 

Lesson Learned 

Reporting needs will be based on actual experience implementing the Standards: The 
LAM sites had limited experience in implementing standards-based instruction, thus it 
was difficult for them to tell the software developers what was needed in a reporting 
system. Until sites get further into implementation, they are unlikely to be able to 
articulate the reporting demands of a standards-based system. 

IX. Expand the Project 

A key assumption of LAM is that teachers will be able to access learning activities 
developed by other teachers through an electronic library of activities, and that they will 
find the activities in this library useful with their own students. Because not every 
teacher will have the time or interest to develop learning activities linked to the 
Standards, having a database of activities available for teachers to use or modify should 
increase the chances that all teachers will begin using activities that are intended to 
prepare students for the Standards. 

To test this assumption, one step in LAM's implementation plan was to have teachers 
who had not been involved in initial stages of the project locate activities in either 
UnitHouse or the local library of activities and try them out in their classroom. Their 
ability to access activities and their ability to understand what the activity's author(s) 
intended would provide feedback for LAM on whether their process was generating 
activities that could be useful beyond the group of teachers involved from the beginning. 

This step in the plan was not implemented, however, because it took longer for sites to 
develop activities than was originally planned. Another barrier was the inability of sites 
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to access the UnitHouse library of activities because they were not using the version of 
browser software needed to access the Website and most likely did not have time to 
download and install free upgrades. As described earlier, some sites added new teachers 
to the project in the second round of training, but in general none of the sites had an 
opportunity to test this key assumption. 

X. Unintended Outcomes 

As a result of their work on LAM's intended objectives, the project also developed a 
product that was not part of the original implementation plan. The product, Bill's Book 
Bin, is a database of instructional activities designed to help students develop their 
reading comprehension skills. The activities are linked to both Minnesota's basic and 
high standards at the primary, intermediate, and middle levels. The activities are stored 
in a special section ofUnitHouse, the electronic curriculum library. 
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Summary of Results 

The accomplishments, challenges, and lessons learned during each stage of LAM's 
implementation are summarized below. 

I. Purchase and Install Hardware and Network Operating System 

Accomplishment: During the course of the project, hardware and networking capacity 
changed significantly at all the sites. 

Challenges: Although originally intended as a preliminary stage of project 
implementation, at many sites the installation process extended throughout the grant due 
to unanticipated problems with installing and running networks. 

Lessons Learned: 
1) Level of technical support needed: In general, the LAM sites were unaware of the 

level of technical support required to install and maintain the network systems needed 
in the project. In addition, NEII overestimated the level of knowledge in the schools' 
technical support staff and the amount of time they could dedicate to the project. To 
provide smooth operation of systems needed to provide users with access to 
UnitMaker, we recommend the following changes: 

• Prior to installation ofUnitMaker, provide training to school technical staff in 
areas such as the following: how to configure and install NOS and networks; 
troubleshooting networks; and system security. 

• Establish a position of UnitMaker system administrator to ensure smooth 
functioning of the systems running UnitMaker and to troubleshoot UnitMaker 
on a low-level basis. 

• Ensure that district technical staff and/or the UnitMaker system administrator 
have adequate time to devote to the systems running UnitMaker. 

2) Hardware needs: Sites may want to dedicate a server to UnitMaker so there is 
sufficient capacity to operate it at a speed that is tolerable to users. Sites may also 
want to purchase portable computers and/or provide remote access to UnitMaker 
because many teachers work at home and would like to be able to develop standards
linked curriculum after school and on weekends. 

3) Installation checklist: NEII staff recommend the development of a checklist of 
quality procedures for the installation process to ensure that hardware and NOS are 
installed properly prior to the start of training. 
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4) Installation time: Installing hardware and NOS may be a slow process for schools if 
their technical staff are already overworked in supporting existing systems. To 
ensure adequate time for installing and testing new systems prior to project-related 
training, project leaders should realistically assess the amount of technical staff time 
available for the project and allow a sufficient period of time for this step in the 
project schedule. 

II. Develop a-Template for Writing and Recording Leaming Activities 

Accomplishment: An early accomplishment of the LAM project was the development of 
a template for writing and recording learning activities that are linked to the Standards. 
The template was developed so learning activities can be read, understood, and used by 
people other than their creators. 

Challenges : The primary challenge that occurred during this process was finding a 
common language and format for learning activities that would be useful to each site; and 
defining the role of curriculum in implementing the Standards. 

Lessons Learned: 
1) Developing a common language: Incorporating language that conveys the same 

meaning to teachers at different sites is crucial to creating a useful template. It is 
important to allow enough time during the development stage for sites to understand 
each other's language and procedures for curriculum devel0pment, and then establish 
a language that is useful to all. 

2) Teacher involvement: Teacher involvement in the design of the template is crucial to 
the development of a teacher-friendly tool. Although LAM did involve some 
teachers in the design of the template, time pressures prevented participation from a 
wider range of teachers. Future projects should build in adequate time up front for 
this important step. 

3) Importance of time to pilot and adapt: It is important to have the time and resources 
available to create a template, try it out, and modify it based on experience. Even 
with teacher involvement in the template design, issues arose during training that 
could not have been anticipated before the template went into wider use. During this 
project{ LAM members learned a great deal about the kinds of information and level 
of detail that are needed for teachers to understand activities written by someone 
else. They were able to revise the original template to make it more useful because 
the project had sufficient resources for this step. 

4) Multiple levels of standards: The template needs to incorporate local and national 
standards for sites using these standards as well as, or in place of, the Minnesota 
Standards. 
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III. Adapt UnitMaker 

Accomplishment: Two major revisions, and one minor revision to UnitMaker were 
completed during the project. Two sites said that UnitMaker helped teachers understand 
the shift to results-oriented instruction because it provides a structure for a learning 
activity and forces them to fill in all the pieces. 

Challenges: Overall, nearly all of the sites said they had experienced problems using the 
first revision of UnitMaker (1.3). In most cases, however, it is difficult to isolate 
problems with UnitMaker from challenges in writing learning activities linked to the 
Standards, a new process for all LAM participants. Five of the sites mentioned the low 
user-friendliness ofUnitMaker as being one of the most important barriers to 
accomplishing their goals in the project. They found that UnitMaker was not intuitive 
and therefore the learning curve was steep. In some cases, teachers who worked through 
the barriers and created activities became very satisfied with UnitMaker. In other sites, 
however, even the teachers who got their activities onto UnitMaker said that the process 
was not fun and it took much more time than they would want in order to commit to 
using it further. 

Lessons Learned: 
1) Develop the process before the software that will support the process: Perhaps the 

most significant lesson learned in this stage of the project was the difficulty of trying 
to adapt UnitMaker to support a process that itself was still being developed. As an 
NEII staff member said, "the sites could not define what they needed until they really 
began to implement the Standards. They could not answer the question, 'what do you 
need?' because they were implementing something brand new and could not visualize 
what kind of technological support was required." In the future, projects should 
allow more time to develop the new process and pilot test them with teachers before 
trying to create the software to support them. 

2) Getting off to a good start: An NEII staff member stated that "It is critical, for 
acceptance of new software that has the potential to change processes [how teachers 
develop learning activities], that initial experiences of users are positive. With this 
project three conditions handicapped this: 1) UnitMaker, as introduced to teachers, 
was in its infancy, and had had little chance to receive and improve from user 
feedback; 2) teachers were being introduced to a dramatically new, confusing and 
challenging process that they needed to understand; and 3) the participating sites 
were developing this process concurrent with the introduction of UnitMaker." 
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IV. Train a Core Set of Teachers at Each Site 

Accomplishments: During the summer of 1996, a total of 276 teachers were trained 
across the LAM sites. After the initial formal training, sites used or developed three 
other types of training approaches according to the needs and abilities of each site. These 
included on-site follow-up training, informal on-going user groups, and NEII trainer 
certification. 

Challenges: The quality of the initial training varied across sites for a number ofreasons 
including technical issues, the complexity of the training objectives, the ability to address 
the Standards, and the experience of the trainers . These issues, followed by a lag time 
between initial training and use due to networking and other technical issues, led to a lack 
of continuity in teachers' learning process. The above-mentioned strategies were 
developed to address this. 

Lessons Learned: 
1) System problems: Problems with the functioning of local computer systems during 

the initial training sessions were a primary obstacle for some sites. It became clear 
that purchasing and installing new hardware and NOS were more complicated steps 
than the Leadership Team had foreseen . In order for training to proceed smoothly, 
sites must have adequate time before the first training session to install and test the 
hardware and software systems that will be needed during the training. 

2) Experience of trainers: As training plans were implemented, it became more clear 
that the experience needed for effective training included experience presenting and 
working with teachers. NEII responded by hiring a trainer. Further, it became clear 
that trainers need substantial knowledge of both the Standards and the software so 
they can help teachers make this bridge. 

3) Planning time and complexity of training objective: As training plans were 
implemented, it became clear that the training objectives were multiple. They went 
beyond the use of the software to include understanding the Standards, the paradigm 
shift to results-oriented instruction, how to use the Internet, how to write quality units, 
and how teachers could use the LAM process. It would have been helpful to have 
had more time to develop training before implementing it, but the plans were adapted 
as training went along based on what worked and what did not work. 

4) Standards: To accomplish LAM's project objectives, teachers needed in-depth 
training on the Standards, not just on the software. Teachers varied in how well they 
understood the Standards and how to write instruction linked to the Standards. They 
needed training that included content on how to develop quality standards-based 
assessments and instruction. In most sites, this need was addressed in follow-up 
sessions. 
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5) Begin with the Standards: The learning process is more difficult if the training 
objective is complex and an individual is trying simultaneously to achieve multiple 
goals: to learn the Standards, a curriculum writing process, software, and technology. 
Project participants learned that training could be more effective if it began with the 
Standards, then had participants work with the process on hardcopy, then move to the 
computer. A hardcopy format for writing activities is helpful to socialize teachers 
into the paradigm shift before they enter the software. 

6) Teacher predisposition: Despite training, it became clear that some teachers are not 
as skilled or as interested in writing learning activities that are understandable to 
others. 

7) Continuity: Additional training was found to be necessary as schools got their 
networks up and people began to try to write units . A fair amount of time in this 
training was spent reviewing previous training. To benefit the most from training, 
teachers needed the time and technical capability to practice writing curriculum 
aligned to the Standards using the software soon after initial training. The sites that 
implemented formal, on-going mechanisms for teacher learning felt that this was a 
necessary component to the project implementation to ensure that teachers had 
current information and could raise questions and concerns related to the Standards, 
to curriculum development, and to UnitMaker. 

8) User manual for teachers: Although a technical manual existed, teachers rarely used 
it as they worked independently with UnitMaker. It became clear that a less detailed, 
step-by-step process guide needed to be developed. This was developed during the 
spring and summer of 1997, and is continually modified as knowledge of what is 
needed increases. The current document includes a standard guide that is 
complemented by customized instrnctions according to the needs of individual sites. 

9) Lab-style training: It was observed that as teachers began writing activities and units 
on the software, they wanted a "lab-type" training experience in which they could 
work on their specific activity and have a trainer available to answer questions as they 
arose. Further, there was a need for someone to be available to answer questions 
about the district's approach to assessment and the Standards. 

V. Develop and Pilot Leaming Activities 

Accomplishments: Based on teachers' experiences trying to write activities, LAM revised 
their initial set of steps for developing standards-based activities. The curriculum and 
assessment specialist hired by NEII also developed a process called "Sketching the 
Standards" to align curriculum with the Standards. The number of activities developed 
by core teachers at each site varied considerably, ranging from a low of 2 to a high of 
about 150. All of the sites reported that teachers are using the activities in the classroom. 
To assist teachers in sharing experiences and learning activities they have developed, two 
sharing sessions were held during the spring of 1997. 
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Challenges: As teachers began to develop learning activities, they discovered areas of 
the Standards that were ambiguous or contradictory. They also questioned the 
relationship between the learning activities they were writing and the district curricula. 
The number of activities developed and the extent to which they were piloted in the 
classroom was less than originally envisioned because the initial training was not as 
effective as needed, the software was difficult to learn, and sites had difficulty running 
the software on their network. Sites took one of two approaches when they encountered 
difficulties in running the software on their site networks. One option was to encourage 
staff to prepare activities on hard copy for later transfer to the software. The other option 
was to slow down or stop the development of activities until the software became more 
reliable. In the latter case, this meant fewer activities were developed because the time 
for development was shortened. When the software became more reliable, sites found 
they needed to retrain staff and this left less time for actually writing activities. 

Lessons Learned: 
1) Importance of time to pilot and adapt: It is important to have the time available to try 

writing learning activities linked to the Standards and to clarify the process based on 
issues that come up. As the core teachers began to write instructional activities from 
the Standards, LAM members discovered areas that needed clarification in the 
Standards themselves and the steps needed to link instruction to the Standards. The 
final set of steps established by LAM are much different than the process created in 
mid-1996 because it is based on things LAM members learned along the way. If 
LAM had not had the luxury of time to develop and pilot this process, the final 
products would have been less useful. One member of the Leadership Team 
described the learning process as, "We're getting frustrated at higher and higher 
levels." 

2) Distinction between learning activities and performance tasks: There needs to be a 
clear distinction between how checklists are used in a learning activity and how they 
are used in a performance task. The purpose of learning activities is to provide 
students with instruction and practice on skills they will need to demonstrate later on 
a performance task. Therefore, the checklist, or list of what a quality performance is, 
in a learning activity should not be graded but only used to communicate expectations 
to students and for student self-evaluation. 

3) The standard, not the performance package, is the starting point: Activities should be 
written from the standard, not the performance package(s) associated with the 
standard. The packages may not contain all the components of the standard or may 
be interpreted differently. In order to have good alignment with the standard, the 
performance package(s) should be only a reference for teachers in writing an activity. 

4) Value of collaboration: Many sites believe that by working across sites, the final 
product is better than any single site could have developed alone. In interviews with 
the Leadership Team, some members described the value of working together as 
follows: 
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It was helpful to have a barometer that was different than my own. When we 
were encountering the same kinds of things, it led me to believe it isn't just us. 
But when things were specific to us, it showed me that the problem is11't someone 
else; the problem is within our organization because others have worked through 
this problem or not seen it at all. 

The project would have been very different without the group. We would have 
been very limited in the ideas that could come forward. We wouldn't have been 
as creative, we would have been much narrower in our view of how we do this in 
our district versus how do we implement the Standards as a state .... We have a 
much broader picture of what we wanted to do to implement the Standards. 

Virtually every time we had an issue, say the template, we had 20-30 people 
(because we could also involve teachers) with different points of view. We 
accommodated different environments, different philosophies, needs, and 
expectations. Every product that we generated was the result of putting this 
together. 

5) Familiarity with Standards development: Having people available who know the 
history of the development of a standard (as some NEII staff and LAM participants 
who were Tier I pilot sites did) is helpful in understanding the intent of the standard. 
For example, they may notice that a word or phrase has been left in from a previous 
version that does not fit with the current version, or that a standard used to be in a 
different learning area and thus does not resemble the standard in its current location. 

6) Understanding how to use assessments: A second common category of questions 
related to performance packages and assessments . It should be clear to teachers how 
and when to use performance packages, and what the role of formative assessments 
should be. A clearer understanding of how to use assessments would be helpful. 

7) Value of processes to sites already using standards: The experience of one site 
suggests that the LAM processes for sketching the Standards and writing learning 
activities may be less useful for sites that have already been using district or national 
standards to guide their instruction. For example, the definition LAM used for 
standards was inconsistent with how one site used it, and the site said they already 
have a scope and sequence linked to national and local standards so the sketching 
process was not valuable to them. They also felt that current textbooks are 
sufficiently aligned to national standards and therefore they do not need to create 
everything (objectives, curriculum, and learning activities]. 

8) Early involvement at the administrative level: District staff responsible for 
curriculum must be involved early on in the process. Decisions need to be made 
about how the Standards relate to the district's curriculum or local standards and 
about which standards teachers are responsible for teaching. 
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9) Teacher involvement: It is helpful to involve teachers from the content areas 
addressed by a standard in the process of sketching the standard. Often, to determine 
the scope of the standard and the instruction and content needed to prepare students 
for the standard, a good understanding of how to teach the content area is needed. 

10) Value of patterns: It is easier for teachers to have a pattern to begin with rather than 
just the standard, even if they eventually change the pattern considerably based on 
their discussion. The pattern provokes discussion that would not necessarily occur if 
a group looked only at the standard. 

11) District plan for standards implementation: It is important to clarify the relationship 
between the Standards and the district curriculum. Teachers raised this issue most 
often as they attempted to develop activities. Are they simply developing isolated 
learning activities or are the activities a part of the total curriculum for the district? It 
sometimes seemed to teachers that the Standards were another "add-on," that the 
district was asking them to do something more, rather than helping them understand 
how the Standards would be embedded in the entire district curriculum. 

12) Importance of technical capabilities: Although the means for teachers to work 
together across sites was not yet available in the software, many teachers could have 
communicated using e-mail. Participants found it difficult, however, to send learning 
activities through e-mail, or have a lot of discussion through e-mail on issues related 
to development of learning activities, so teachers did not generally use this vehicle for 
collaboration. Further, many sites experienced a delay in getting their network 
running and Internet access working. 

VI. Develop Criteria for Quality Leaming Activities and a Review Process 

Accomplishments: LAM created a set of characteristics that define a quality learning 
activity in April, 1997. Teachers at each site and staff responsible for curriculum can use 
these criteria as they develop activities, and NEU will use these criteria when reviewing 
activities prior to placement in the UnitHouse library. In addition to the criteria and 
review process developed by the overall project, some sites have their own local criteria 
and review process. 

Challenges: Although the characteristics were distributed to teachers who attended the 
teacher sharing session in April and sent out with Leadership Team meeting minutes, 
they were not communicated systematically to all teachers . During interviews with the 
Leadership Team members, some people seemed unaware of them or to be confusing 
them with the "A, B, Cs of Performance Tasks." 
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Lessons Learned: 
1) Defining quality: Although each site recognized the need to develop criteria that 

define a quality learning activity and a process for reviewing activities before they are 
shared widely, it was difficult for most sites to develop these at the same time they 
were training teachers and working out software and hardware issues. 

2) Confusion over multiple sets of criteria: Given the confusion shown by some 
members of the Leadership Team between the "Characteristics of Quality Learning 
Activities" and the -! 'A, B, C's of Performance Tasks," the distinction between these 
documents needs to be communicated more systematically. 

VII. Establish an Electronic Library of Leaming Activities 

Accomplishments: An electronic library located on a Website maintained by NEII was 
developed during the project, and became available in June, 1997. The site, called 
UnitHouse, has 125 learning activities on it. In addition to the collection of activities on 
UnitHouse, several sites developed a local library of activities. 

Challenges: Access to the site required the 3.0 version of the Netscape Web browser 
software or its equivalent8

, however, and none of the LAM sites had this capacity. As a 
result, none of the sites accessed the Website during the project. 

Lesson Learned: 
1) Lack of Activities in Database: The difficulties in using UnitMaker and the small 

number of activities available on UnitHouse during most of the project limited the 
usefulness of the library. One site commented that, "The software is going to have to 
get a lot easier before teachers will want to use it, and there's going to have to be a lot 
more on UnitHouse before teachers will be interested in using it." Future projects 
may want to focus their development ofleaming activities in a few of the Standards' · 
learning areas to create a greater number of activities that are useful to all 
participants. · 

VIII. Develop a Reporting System 

Accomplishments: LAM participants worked periodically throughout the project to 
define the type of reports sites needed to track student progress on the Standards. The 1.4 
version of UnitMaker has the capacity to generate reports on each standard in the Profile 
of Leaming. 

8 UnitHouse version l .OA, which can be accessed with the 2.0 version of the Netscape Navigator browser 
software, was released in September 1997 to address this issue. 
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Challenges: The sites found it difficult to tell the software developers what kind of 
reporting system to create because the sites had limited experience in implementing 
standards-based instruction. As one site said, "The grad rule exists on paper but not in 
the classroom. Until it's in the classroom we don't know what we need to report." The 
reporting capacity on UnitMaker 1.4 has not yet been used by LAM participants. 

Lesson Learned: Reporting needs will be based on actual experience implementing the 
Standards. Until sites get further into implementation they are unlikely to be able to 
articulate the reporting demands of a standards-based system. 

IX. Expand the Project 

Challenges: A key assumption of LAM is that teachers will be able to access learning 
activities developed by other teachers through an electronic library of activities, and that 
they will find the activities in this library useful with their own students. Having a 
database of activities available for teachers to use or modify should increase the chances 
that all teachers will begin using activities that are intended to prepare students for the 
Standards. 

To test this assumption, one step in LAM's implementation plan was to have teachers 
who had not been involved in initial stages of the project locate activities in the local or 
UnitHouse library of activities and try them out in their classroom. This step in the plan 
was not implemented, however, because it took longer for sites to develop activities than 
was originally planned. Another barrier was the inability of sites to access the UnitHouse 
library of activities because they did not have the version of browser software needed. 

Center for Applied Research and Educational Improvement, 
University of Minnesota 49 



Concluding Remarks 

As is the case for many pilot projects, few of the implementation activities were 
accomplished exactly as designed. Some things were considerably harder to implement 
than anticipated, some things were not addressed in a satisfactory way, and some things 
evolved in different directions than planned. 

These challenges and necessary deviations caused some frustration for some participants, 
but they also may have given participants an opportunity to build stronger relationships. 
When asked what they-felt best about in the implementation of this project, LAM 
Leadership Team members in six of nine sites mentioned the relationships they built with 
other districts most often. They valued the new ideas and perspectives they gained from 
other districts, and generally felt that they would want to maintain some level of 
association even after the end of the project. As one person expressed it, "From my 
perspective, it was the ability to talk with other people who had curriculum expertise, 
technical expertise, to plan something together, to set visions together, to know the 
pieces. That was a really strong point for me ... that was really helpful." 

Positive feelings about their progress on standards implementation were mentioned with 
equal frequency. One Leadership Team member said, for example, "The project helped 
us move forward on the grad rule .. Teachers are now saying, 'We can do this."' Two 
sites said that this progress specifically included the development of a cadre of lead 
teachers who have an advanced understanding of both the Standards and computer 
applications and who can lend their expertise to their colleagues. One site said that 
progress on the Standards was spurred by "incredible staff development opportunities for 
people. Those staff development opportunities were primarily situations where they had 
a chance to work with colleagues on a professional level where they could talk about 
what they were doing, they could talk about the Standards -- they were not trying to 
figure it out by themselves -- and they could use the power of the group to increase their 
understanding of what they were expected to do ... That staff development moved us 
much farther along the path to standards implementation than anything we would have 
done otherwise." The staff development at this site promoted discussion among teachers 
across grades (K-12) and allowed teachers to gain a bigger picture about how the 
Standards would affect students at all levels. 

Two sites mentioned the software as something they felt best about. The first focused on 
improvements in UnitMaker's usability, "linking the UM pieces with the Standards, and 
starting to make it user friendly." The second was pleased that the basis of a program for 
record keeping had been created. 

Finally, one site felt best about the ability "to bring a greater degree of access to 
technology into a community that doesn't normally have access to technology." This site 
felt that the increase in technology contributed to children becoming more computer 
literate, to the quality of instruction improving, and to the development of teacher 
leadership. 
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This points to the fact that in spite of all the challenges, and in some cases because of 
them, the project had significant achievements. Moreover, these changes in the 
implementation plan led to opportunities to learn, both for the project participants and for 
other interested parties. 

Next Steps 

To build on the achievements of LAM, future studies should address several questions 
related to implementing standards and using UnitMaker. First, we need to examine 
whether or not teachers will use an electronic library of standards-based activities -
either locally or through the Internet (UnitHouse). This question could not be addressed 
in the current project because the library was not yet available at the end of the project 
period. If teachers use the library to access learning activities developed by someone else, 
we should study how useful the activities are in their own classrooms. For example, will 
teachers be able to use activities from the library, even if the Standards are embedded 
differently from one district to the next? Will they be able to modify activities to 
construct relevant applications for their own courses? Does the template include 
sufficient information for teachers to replicate or modify the activity for their own 
classroom? Is the terminology used in the learning activity understandable? 

Second, we need to examine the assumption that teachers will communicate 
electronically to write activities and share ideas. A core, yet untested, assumption of the 
LAM project was that this type of collaborative work can be done electronically and will 
lead to better, more widely applicable activities. 

Third, it will be important to study how teachers respond to the latest version of 
UnitMaker. Does it address earlier concerns sufficiently? If the LAM teachers are 
unwilling to try the new version, how do teachers who haven't been in LAM perceive it? 
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Linkages Across Minnesota - Leadership Team Interview Guide 

Descriptive information about the district. 

1. Number of schools: 

2. Number of students: 

Prior experience: 
3. Before LAM, where was your district in terms of: 

MN graduation standards: 
pilot site (subject areas) 

placing the standards in courses 

UnitMaker 

assessment training 

what version and about how many teachers were exposed 

Goals: 
4. What did you hope to accomplish through LAM? 

other 

5. What did you do to accomplish this? (overview of what they did) 

Teacher participation: 
6. How did you recruit teachers? 

7. How many teachers participated in LAM? 

8. Did level of involvement vary much among teachers? How? 

no experience 
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Training 
9. What training activities did you do during 1996-1997 school year? 

Training or work during summer of 1997? 

Content: MN grad standards UnitMaker Internet Other 

How many teachers attended? 

Was it the same group as last summer, did you lose people or add people? 

If you lost people, what were the reasons? 

10. In addition to formal training, what other support did you provide (if any)? (For example: 
meetings, "table talks," other) 

Developing Learning Activities 
11. How well does the process for writing learning activities in LAM fit with your district 

process? How is it the same, how different? 

12. How many learning activities have been developed? 

How many of these are on UnitMaker right now? 

Do you plan to put them on UnitMaker? 

Do you plan submit them to UnitHouse if they are not already? 

13. Did you do any training with Iris McGinnis on quality criteria for learning activities? 

If so, did you find it helpful? (appropriate, useful) 

14. Do you have a local quality review process for learning activities shared within your district? 

15. Does your district have a collection of activities that teachers can access locally? (How do they 
get to see activities developed by others, is the only means through one to one contact?) 
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16. Are teachers sharing learning activities (or using this "local UnitHouse")? 

17. Have your teachers tried any of the activities they developed in LAM in their classrooms? If 
yes, what were their reactions? 

18. Were these activities they had developed or activities they had gotten from another LAM 
participant? 

19. How are teachers interacting around the questions of standards, learning activities, and using 
UnitMaker? 
(Has this project given them a chance to talk about things like learning expectations for 
students, how to improve instruction, goals and priorities for the school?) 

Un if Maker 
20. How well does the UM software fit the process your district uses to develop curricula, write 

instructional activities? Or maybe it doesn't fit exactly, because we are asking people to do things 
differently, but is there such a lack of fit that it is not useful, is it too much of a leap? 

Sketching the standards: 
21. To what extent have you been involved in the "sketching the standards" workshops with Iris? 

To what extent have other members of your district been involved? 

22. What, if any, other work has taken place after the workshops - for example, teachers working 
together to do scope and sequence? 

Community among administrators 
23. How much did you talk or work with administrators from other districts? 
_participated in a few leadership team meetings 
_participated in most or all leadership team meetings 
_ talked on the phone about LAM procedural issues (meeting times, agendas, budget, etc.) 
_ talked on the phone about UnitMaker implementation issues (content of training, hardware problems, 

how to support on-going learning, etc.) 
_talked on the phone about standards implementation issues 
_got together to work on sketching standards (beyond training sessions with Iris) 
_got together to work on report development 

other: 

24. Did working together influence your results? 
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25. Would you feel comfortable calling a leadership team colleague to discuss a difficult issue 
related to UnitMaker or the standards? 

Hardware Capacity Task 
26. Please describe how the hardware capacity of your district has changed as a result of LAM. 

Describe what it was like before the project, and what it is like now. 

Did the level of access to the following change for teachers involved in LAM: 
_ a computer ..., 
_portable computer 
_the Internet (either through gopher or the Web) 

e-mail 
_linkage to network in building 
_ linkage to network in district 

remote access to district server 

How have the following changed during the LAM project? 
Teacher access to UnitMaker 

in their classroom 
in a computer lab 
in a departmental or other office 
on a portable computer 
at home on a non-portable computer 

Teacher access to the Internet and to electronic mail 
in their classroom 
in a computer lab 
in a departmental or other office 
on a portable computer 
at home on a non-portable computer 

To what extent were you able to accomplish your goals for hardware capacity? What were barriers, if 
not? 

How has this project contributed to your district's knowledge about hardware management, networking 
and other technical issues, if at all? 

27. Overall, what were the most important barriers to accomplishing what you hoped in this 
proj ect? 

28. What do you feel best about? 
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LAM Coordinator Interviews: Summer 1996 Teacher Training 

Name School Date ------- ------- -----

1) What did you do in you training? 
amount of time? 

2) . How many people were trained? 
teachers grade levels : K-6 
parents __ _ 
others (specify) ___ _ 

Middle 

3) Generally speaking, what was participants' level of experience with: 

Computers: MN Standards: 
none none 
a little a little 
quite a lot __ quite a lot 
extensive extensive 

4) Were participants paid, or other incentive? 
specify: 

5) Do you plan to do further training? 

6) In what ways will the core teachers continue to be involved in LAM? 

7) What went well for you? 

8) What would you do differently next time? 

9) What questions came up? 

Senior 

UnitMaker: 
none 

a little 
quite a lot_ 
extensive 
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10) Do you feel your goals for the training were met? 

11) What do you feel are next steps? 

12) If you conducted any formal or informal evaluation with participants and would like to share this, 
please feel free. .., 

58 



Appendix B: Learning Activity Template and 
Characteristics of Quality Learning Activities 
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Criteria for UnitHouse Learning Activities 
Norris Education Innovations, Inc. , 4/97 

Definition of a UnitHouse Learning Activity 

A UnitHouse Learning Activity is a plan for instruction that has all of the following 
characteristics: · 

1. Related to accomplishment of specific standards 
2. Involve~ active-, hands-on learning 
3. Likely to be challenging and interesting for students 
4. Written clearly with enough detail so others can do the activity 
5. Fulfills overall quality indicators for effective performances: 

a. Authentic 
b. Bias-fair 
c. Constructivist 
d. Developmentally appropriate 
e. Embedded in curriculum 

Detailed Description of the Plan for Instruction 
A plan for instruction is written using the template included in UnitMaker. It includes 

the following components: 

Module: 

Ii.tk: Title of one or more learning activities that will be presented as a group, perhaps 
as an instructional unit, in UnitHouse. If activities are submitted singly, the title 
of the module and the title of the activity may be identical. 

Description: The first line says, "Appropriate for (age/grade level of students) in (type 
of curriculum for which the module was designed). The curriculum may be the 
name of a course, a discipline within a level, or indicate an interdisciplinary 
grouping. If interdisciplinary, the disciplines involved should be listed. 

The second part says "Leaming Activities" 
The third part lists numbered learning activities as follows: 

Number of activity in the group 
Title of activity 
Brief descriptor of activity (may be identical to descriptor that appears 

in MN Index or National Standards, if appropriate) The 
descriptor should summarize the content and intent of activity in 
one sentence or line. 

Element: (Minnesota Standards Learning Area will be automatically transferred if linked 
to the module in the graph view.) 
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Standard: (Minnesota Standard will be automatically transferred if linked to the module 
in the graph view.) 

Learning Activity: 

Ii.tl.e.--Approximately one to four words that catch the eye and/or indicate the overall 
content of the activity. If the module contains only one activity, the title may be 
the same for the module and the activity. If there is more than one activity in the 
module, the activity titles should be unique to the activity. Example: The Path 
Not Taken 

Overview--A summary statement briefly describing the nature of the activity. It should 
describe what the students will be doing as well as what will be learned through 
the activity. It does not contain details of the assignment. Should be 
approximately one to three sentences. 

Specific Statement(s)--MN Standards--The material in this section is all copied verbatim 
from the Minnesota Standards. The first line of this section is the learning area 
(in caps) followed by the state standard code and the title 
Example: WRITING AND SPEAKING: 3.2--Technical Writing: 
Next, copy the lines of the standard exactly as written in the state standard that 
this activity specifically addresses. Begin with ''What students should know'' or 
"What students should do." Then cite the number and exact wording of the lines 
of the standard . Be sure that there is a clear relationship; do not try to "stretch" 
the activity to cover a part of a standard which is truly incidental to the activity. 

In deciding which standard statements to cite, limit your selection to the 
strongest thrusts of the activity. Look for the most likely learning students will 
have as a result of doing this activity. Ignore incidental brushes with other 
standards, parts that are not central to the intended objectives of the activity. 
The teacher who selects the activity for use in a particular discipline should be 
able to see that learning in that discipline is advanced by this activity. 

Example: An activity in science requires a written report of a lab on electricity. 
The lab report will be graded, but the focus of the activity is learning about 
electricity. The lab report is only a tool used to communicate the results. This 
activity would be related only to a science standard, not to a writing· standard. 
But if the activity clearly focuses on how to write a lab report, and the 
techniques of writing are being learned through the activity, the se~ected standard 
would be technical writing. The science standard may also be selected, 
depending on whether or not knowledge of electricity is emphasized and not just 
a convenient topic through which to teach writing. 
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MN Index--(Librarians only) Contains the following information: 
learning area 
code number (followed by colon) 
title of standard (followed by colon) 
descriptor stating what the activity will accomplish 

The connection to the standard should be evident to the reader, but this 
descriptor summarizes the activity. In other words, if several activities related to 
the same standard were to be listed, the reader would be able to see at a glance 
how the activities differ in their focus . Limit each descriptor to the one standard · 
cited. If the activitr relates to more than one standard, include a complete 
citation for ·each standard with a different descriptor for each one. 

If an activity is only loosely related to the standard, but provides useful or 
interesting background information, extends learning, or is a unique application 
of learning, it may be marked "(E)" for Extension. 

Example of the same activity indexed to two standards, one suggested for 
background or supplementary use: 
WRITING AND SPEAKING 3.2: Technical Writing: Learn to write a lab 
report in an electricity unit. (E) 

SCIENCES 2.4: Laws of Physics: Understand how conductors are used to 
complete circuits. 

National Standard(s)--McRel compendium--(Librarians only) The national standards 
used in indexing the activities within the library are found in the compendium 
issued by Kendall and Marzano, Content Knowledge, published by McRel. 
Working from national standards documents, they list a number of areas of 
learning with a varying number of standards in each area. For indexing purposes, 
the librarians have written short titles for each of these standards. Each entry in 
this section will show the following: 

learning area (followed by colon) 
short title of standard (followed by colon) 
descriptive statement (Begins with capital and ends with period.) 
(some entries) marked as (E) meaning extended background 
information not essential to accomplishment of the standard 

The descriptive statement will show the relationship of the activity to the 
national standard. Deciding which standards to reference will follow the same 
guidelines as indexing to state standards (see "Specific Statements ... ") 

Example of an activity indexed to one national standard 
Science: Energy: Understand how conductors complete electrical circuits. 
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Objectives--Statements describing the intended leaming(s) of the activity. These 
statements are written strictly about the activity. What will be accomplished by 
doing this activity? There may be one or several objectives for an activity. Each 
objective should describe a learning that is important within the activity. 
Incidental use of vocabulary or communication tools would not be regarded as 
objectives. Each statement should begin with a verb. They are IlQ1 numbered. 

Example: Categorize materials as good or poor conductors of electricity. 
Write each section of a lab report according to directions. 
Underst(!,nd how electrical circuits are constructed and insulated. 

Description--The directions for conducting the activity. This section includes all of the 
information the teacher needs to prepare for, introduce, implement, and monitor 
the activity. The directions should be written clearly and completely. By reading 
the directions, a user should be able to do the activity. The objectives and the 
relationship to state/national standards should be readily apparent in this section. 
The user should be able to see exactly how the learning will occur. This is the 
longest section of the template. However, it must also be concise and refrain 
from unnecessary "teaching" or "preaching". it should not be used to promote a 
favorite set of materials or a particular philosophy of teaching. 

Write the directions without use of tabs for formatting. Use numbers to indicate 
separate steps. Use double spacing to give a more attractive appearance to the 
page. 

Product --The end result of an activity that can be evaluated. This should be the briefest 
possible statement of what the teacher is looking at when the rating is assigned. 
No other details of the assignment are to be included in this section. 

Example: A chart showing which materials conduct electricity. 
A lab report that follows a prescribed pattern 
An essay about the use of electricity 

Some fine activities have no product at all, unlike assessments. The actiVity 
might be conducted with an entire class and the objective is to increased 
understanding of an idea. If a product is evaluated and graded, the activity also 
serves as an assessment. Especially if students are learning a concept or skill for 
the first time, assessment should be postponed until they have had a period of 
"safety" in which to learn it. 

Performance Criteria--A list of descriptors of a quality product. These are not to be an 
inventory of parts of the task that need to be done and checked off They are to 
be quality descriptors . . If each criterion includes what the teacher is looking at 
and words that define quality, the check.list will define what constitutes fine 
work. At least some of the descriptors on the check.list should relate to the 
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standards_listed. One way of evaluating a write-up of the activity will be to 
match the criteria on the checklist with the standard statements and with the 
description of the assignment. 

The performance criteria are placed into the Data Container in the software and 
become the basis of the grading process. 

Instructional Time--A brief indication of how much class time the activity will take. 

Materials--A list of mater4lls needed for the activity. While materials may be grouped, 
begin each new group of material on a new line with a capital letter. The source 
of materials used in the activity (as opposed to the source of the activity itself) 
may be included in this section. No merchants should be mentioned unless the 
materials are unique and may be difficult to find through normal shopping. 

Example: Chart paper, markers, rulers 
Piece of wood, leather, and a quarter for each lab station 

Additional Considerations--This section should be regarded as a memo to the user. 
Here is where a particular approach or process can be explained, rationale 
provided, or extensions/modifications of the activity listed. This section allows 
the writer considerable latitude to include whatever should be communicated to 
the user that is not included in other sections. 

Source--(Librarians only) A statement explaining who submitted the activity. If the 
source is an individual, there will be a simple statement including the name, 
school or organization, city, and state. (There might be an address or phone 
number, but usually the name and location of the school district provides enough 
data to contact the writer.) If the source is a published document, change the 
section title (in Summaries view) so that the heading states the publisher. 

Example of the title and text section for a teacher-written activity: 
Source 
Tills activity was submitted by John Smith, Cambridge Public Schools, 
Cambridge, MN. 

Example of the title and text section for an activity from a published· source: 
Source: Economics America 
Economics America is an organization funded by the federal government and 
private foundations to write quality instructional materials in the area of 
economics. Etc. 

The text section contains a description of the published materials and of other 
related materials available from the publisher. UnitHouse activities should be 
usable without ordering anything from somewhere. References to other 
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materials provided by a publisher should be enriching or extending an idea, 
things which are not essential to the activity distributed in UnitHouse. All 
materials mentioned in this section should be relevant to the concept of the 
activity. UnitHouse does not distribute blanket commercial announcements 
merely to assist a publisher with broad marketing goals. 

Externals: This section lists the attachments to the activity which can be printed as 
ready-to-use .documents . They may be assignment sheets, worksheets, or 
checklists, if the writer has formatted the checklists attractively. 

Detailed Description of the Characteristics of UnitHouse Activities 

1. Related to accomplishment of specific standards 

The library will focus on creating a collection of activities that prepare students to 
accomplish state or national standards. The relationship will be expressed clearly to the 
user in the following sections of the template: 

Specific Statement(s)--MN Standard(s) 
MN Index 
National Standard(s)--McREL compendium 

Some activities will provide useful, but probably not essential, background to the 
expectations of the standards. These activities will be marked with "(E)" in the MN 
Index and in National Standards. An E may be assigned to one of these sections and not 
the other, for the coverage of the state and national standards is not the same. 

2 . . Involves active, hands-on learning 

Activities in the library are examples of how students will participate in their own 
learning. The library will not include lectures or lessons in which the teacher is simply 
conveying information to the students. Some activities may include sections in which 
the teacher presents material, but they will also include sections in which the students 
apply the learning or become active participants in some way. 

3. Likely to be challenging and interesting for students 

Activities in the library will vary in their degree of difficulty, but all of them ·should 
represent a challenge for the student population for which they are intended. In other 
words, there may be activities written for special education students, but t~ey will 
present a challenge to tho·se students. Some activities will include ideas about how they 
may be modified for special populations. 

Activities that seem dull will not be included in the library. Something about the 
write-up of the activity should show how the interest and imagination of the students 
will be captured . 

. . -
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4. Written clearly with enough detail so others can do the activity 

Each activity must be written clearly enough to be easily understood by anyone who 
would be ready to do the activity. The audience could be a teacher, a student, or a 
parent. Numbered steps may be used to add clarity to an activity that should be done in 
sequential order. Use double-spacing to make the fonnat more attractive. 

If specialized vocabulary words are used, they should either be explained in the activity 
or one should be able to assume that a user ready to do the level of work indicated in the 
activity would surely kno'Y the words. Example: It would be OK to use the word 
"theme" in an activity in high school literature because the tenn is commonly used in 
work a student would have encountered in elementary or middle school curricula. But if 
the activity asks students to identify the "neo-classical characteristics" of a story, there 
should be a list of those characteristics in the activity write-up. The section labeled 
"Additional Considerations" is a good place to explain concepts that may not be clear to 
users, if such explanations would clutter the description too much. Perhaps a better 
approach would be to design an activity to help students learn and understand what 
"nee-classical" means. That activity would then be included in the same module as the 
identifica~ion activity. Reference may be made to other activities in the module as 
needed to show how a knowledge base has been established or to refer to a previous 
step of a string of activities that are interdependent. 

5. Fulfills overall quality indicators for effective performances 

The quality indicators for learning activities are similar to those for performance 
assessment, referred to in Minnesota as the ABC's. However, because the purpose of a 
UnitHouse activity is learning rather than evaluation, there are some differences in the 
application of the indicators: 

a Authentic--Students must be able to see the relationship of the learning to the outside 
world. Unlike assessment, a learning activity may not be able to simulate the real 
world because the learning involves only a discrete piece of a complex situation 
in that world . Students may .not know enough to be involved in a real-world 
setting or simulation. However, even ifthe learning is the understanding of one 
concept, the students must be able to connect that concept with something in the 
real world. 

b Bias-fair--All UnitHouse activities must be acceptable to the largest possible number 
of people, and they should be offensive to nobody. They must avoid preachiness 
and attempts to judge others through an assumed-to-be-common value system. 
Language describing groups of people or their beliefs must be neutral. 
Stereotypes should be avoided. Diversity should be reflected wherever feasible, 
not only in surface details, but also in the basic nature of the situations that are 
set up . 

66 



c Constructivist--Each activity should allow students to become personally involved by 
making decisions and choices. Tightly structured «worksheet" type activities 
may be used to introduce a skill, but they should be followed by more 
open-ended applications with.in the same module. 

d Developmentally appropriate--Consideration should be given to age and maturity in 
designing activities. Equally important is consideration for prior knowledge of 
the student, or the lack of it. Activities are not meant to place the student in a 
position of having to prove learning. They are meant to teach, so care must be 
taken to bujld or review prerequisite knowledge and skills. 

e Embedded in curriculum--Activities should "flow" into a curriculum, not be treated as 
isolated, unique learning experiences. They should make use of significant 
information worth the amount of time students will spend on it. The student 
does not interrupt a class to do an activity. The activity is. the class. Students 
should see no division between regular instruction and the learning activity. 

Organization of UnitHouse 

Leaming Activities and Modules--The basic unit of the library is the learning activity. 
Each of the activities is indexed to state and national standards. But some 
activities can or should be linked together, and writers would like the user to see 
the other activities that are associated with similar organizing concepts. A group 
of linked activities is called a module. As the user opens the learning activity, a 
graphic view shows other activities in the module. 

Assessments and Adaptations --State performance packages are included in UnitHouse 
where permission has been given to distribute them. Also appearing are 
adaptations to performance packages that have been developed by teachers who 
have used them. The purpose of including adaptations is to circulate ideas 
teachers bring to the assessment process as they use it. None of the adaptations 
have official acceptance by the Department of Children. When the department 
recognizes an adaptation, it will be included in UnitHouse as a performance 
package. Adaptations will be accepted if they meet one of the following criteria 
and do not destroy the "integrity" of the state package: 

a. Provide clearer student assignment documents or checklists 
b. Suggest a way of gaining efficiency, conserving time or effort 
c. Provide clear alternatives to the state package in terms of topic or 

product . 
d. Adjust the assignment to fit a different set of controlling factors, such 

as different materials, equipment, school schedule, or community 
situations. 

e. Suggest alternatives for things in the package that didn't work or 
clarify aspects of the package that were vague. 
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