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Introduction
Conifer’s 2015/16 Junior class achieved the highest state assessment score level for
Reading and English in the history of the school. The school’s ACT Reading score grew
by 10% from previous year to 23.9. ACT English increased 8% to 23.8. Further, the
school’s Language/Composition AP pass rate increased from 39.6% to 60% in 2015 and
2016, respectively. Interestingly, Conifer’s Math & Science scores showed a slight
decrease from previous year.
With Conifer’s 2015/2016 UIP focus on English and Reading, Principal Wes Paxton
agreed to pilot an idea inspired by English teacher Brian Stotts, and which he and
Precision School Improvement had developed into a viable methodology. The scope of
Conifer’s pilot project was limited to English/Reading; Math/Science were excluded,
thus explaining the absence of growth in these subject areas.
This paper introduces Conifer’s 2015/2016 project and the methodology, called
Integrated Formative Assessment (IFA), which is intended to help teachers ensure their
students’ academic growth is authentically data-driven.

Conifer High School is a high achieving, rural school located in the foothills just
outside of Denver, Colorado. The student body at Conifer is homogenous and socioeconomically advantaged. The school’s free and reduced lunch population sits at
roughly 9-14%.
Conifer has enjoyed rapid improvement in its ranking in the state over the last
decade, according to the various outlets that produce such rankings, and has won the
prestigious John Irwin Award for being a top-performing school in Colorado numerous
times during that period. Much of that growth can be attributed to an administrative
push to encourage students to take on as rigorous a course load as possible. Justin
Neuenschwander, school counselor, estimates the increase in enrollment in AP courses
at 300%.
Over the last three years, however, growth has stagnated at Conifer in all four core
subject areas. Enrollment in honors and AP courses has reached its peak as a
percentage of the school population, and the school is struggling to continue its
improvement trend. This is not to say that Conifer has lost its high achieving status. It
continues to be a school that others look to for inspiration, and it continues to receive its
awards, but it is looking for a way forward.

Changing the Assessment Landscape
Because Conifer had reached its capacity in terms of the rigorous course loads
students were willing to take and the content and concepts that could be packed into
182 days of instruction, Principal Wes Paxton knew that the only way forward was to
begin to provide each student with a more individualized educational experience. He
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also knew that the only way to accomplish that was to increase students’ ownership of
their learning. Teachers at Conifer felt pushed to their limit, and asking them to
differentiate for their students on an individual basis would have been met with
significant resistance. Students would have to be able to set their own educational
goals and advocate for themselves and their learning in class and through Conifer’s
significant MTSS Systems.
Principal Wes Paxton recalls, “In the three years prior to my arrival, we had been
in the 22-23 range on the ACT as a school. There were a few years where we would
have, what I would call, an anomaly, but then we would return to normal the following
year. We had addressed providing students with rigorous opportunities, and students
who had the aptitude had the ability to grow, but I was sill wondering, ‘What can we do
for the students who are not quite at that level? We have a lot of non-traditional AP
students who are challenging themselves to take those classes, so what supports can
we give them so they can access the learning?”
To begin to answer this question, Conifer piloted the use of an innovative
assessment methodology, called Integrated Formative Assessment (IFA), inspired by
Brian Stotts and developed in collaboration with Precision School Improvement, LLC .
The goal of IFA is to put schools in control of the production of valid and actionable
standards-based student performance data. Importantly, IFA challenges the belief that
teachers benefit by their reliance on pre-canned student assessments that purportedly
yield the actionable data teachers need. Instead, IFA’s hypothesis is that a) pre-canned
assessments obviate the professional responsibility of teachers to acquire a working
knowledge of student performance standards, and b) if given tools, rather than crutches,
teachers can reliably develop their own assessments that are in alignment with the
rigors of the college entrance exams. If it can be demonstrated that teachers can
indeed toss aside their pre-canned assessment crutches, and themselves reliably
measure their students’ performance, the economic, cultural, and performance impact
on their schools would be dramatic.
Conifer chose the ACT framework to diagnose how students were growing in
their classes for a number of reasons. First of all, during this time of transition and
uncertainty as Colorado moved from TCAP (the old Colorado state assessment to
PARCC), Conifer chose to use ACT data to inform its Unified Improvement Plan (UIP).
Secondly, ACT uses a learning-progression to help students and teachers make
meaning from the results.
This is something no other assessment organization
provides, and without something like it, teachers struggle to translate their students’
scores into classroom interventions in a meaningful way. This is because the numbers
students receive on other accountability tests are useful for ranking purposes only actionable for administrators perhaps, but not teachers. The ACT Career and College
Readiness Standards can be found on the ACT website.

Released ACT tests were used and the item-level data
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produced by the students from previous years to tag the
questions in an innovative way. Using the enabling tools
developed by Precision School Improvement, each question
was tagged with a benchmark from the Career and College
Readiness Standards rubric (an example of such a benchmark
is shown in figure 2.1). This rubric not only seeks to determine
the standards mastered and not mastered, it also seeks to
place students on a learning continuum based on the level of
difficulty of the items students answered correctly. The itemlevel reports from previous years made ranking assessment
questions in order of difficulty a relatively easy task.

Precision’s tools programmatically map those questions to various levels of
dashboards (student-level, classroom-level, and school level) to provide students and
teachers with an easy-to-use data picture revealing what their students and classes had
mastered and the next logical benchmarks on which to focus (Figure 2.2 illustrates the
data picture. The columns represent knowledge strands and the benchmarks increase
in sophistication and difficulty as one moves down the grid). In addition, Conifer created
a pilot group of teachers that would create their own questions and assessments and
engage in a post-assessment methodology that would allow them analyze the quality of
their assessments and align them to the standardized assessments.
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“We had to stop performing autopsies at the beginning of each year,” Paxton
explains. “We needed current data on the students we have right now that teachers
could use. We needed data, especially about students’ evolving reading abilities, that
could be used across contents, and that data needed to be easy to interpret. We don’t
have time to do extensive ‘data-days’ throughout the school year. We have 45 minutes
every other Wednesday for our Professional Learning Communities to come together,
so we need to move from analysis to action quickly. And we need to start offering one
another more support for each other’s success.”
Because Reading was the primary focus of Conifer’s UIP, two practice reading
tests were administered to the entire Junior class, and one practice Reading test was
administered to the entire student body. Then Mr. Paxton enlisted the aid of the
school’s MTSS interventionist, Andrew Freza, to identify the seventy students who had
the lowest composite scores on previous practice tests. These students would be
assigned to a special “homeroom” class where they would complete practice tests,
receive test preparation instruction, and complete goal setting activities to bring back to
their core teachers. Brian Stotts, English teacher and data expert at Conifer, would
oversee this group of students and tag the assessments for use.

Findings
Throughout the pilot, Conifer uncovered a number of key issues the school faces.
We found that while students enrolled in the AP and Honors track seemed to grow
significantly over the course of their four years at Conifer, student growth in the
mainstream classes at Conifer were mostly stagnant. Proficiency for mainstream
students even decreased slightly from Freshman to Junior year (Appendix A). We also
found that Conifer needed to rethink the way it delivered its guaranteed and viable
curriculum.
“When I ask teachers if they’re doing the [guaranteed] curriculum, everyone says,
‘Oh, yeah, I’m doing it,” Paxton explains. “But when I observe how they’re addressing…
reading skills, for example, in various classrooms, I see a lot inconsistency, and I
wonder if we need to help teachers incorporate depth and rigor into the guaranteed
curriculum.”
The data picture (below) seems to indicate he is correct. The 9th grade honors
classes tested at a mastery level much higher than the mainstream 11th graders,
indicating that adjustments were needed in order to provide the level of rigor necessary
for them to grow and that they are actually prepared for a much higher level of rigor than
the mainstream Juniors.
These results have raised an awareness about the
implications of the push for honors and AP at Conifer and an understanding of the
operational issues teachers must navigate as a result.
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“I’ve seen a lot more teachers bought into looking at where students are in terms of the
learning continuum and their progress,” says Paxton. “We’ve gained an insight into the
population. I’ve seen a lot of Ahh Ha’s and acknowledgement of ‘Yep, I wondered if that
was the issue.’ I’ve seen less resistance to the changes because the data is being
displayed in a way that makes sense to teachers. Many teachers are trying something
different in their classrooms because they want to change. And if we can help students
navigate their learning at a more rigorous level, we’ll have done something special.
We’ll have made them life-long learners.”
Kendra Weiss, a teacher who works with a majority of the students identified for
the targeted help, says, “having the students do those types of questions has really
highlighted their strengths and weakness. I was then able to incorporate review into my
everyday lessons and target my lessons more precisely because I was able to see the
breakdown of every student. And the fact that the targeted benchmarks were a
manageable number allowed me to repeat certain words or phrases in relation to those
benchmarks until the kids started to get it. By the end of the intervention cycle, students
were even asking me to review certain types of question, using the vocabulary I used to
describe them. That was new for them and I could tell they were starting to understand.”
Gabe Watson, who was part of the pilot group that created and analyzed the
quality of their own questions felt, “It made me better at asking questions, and helped
me ensure that I am actually testing what I think I am. Oftentimes as a literature teacher
you tend to make questions about what struck you in a piece, and it doesn’t necessarily
reflect the end goal. I really should be working backward, but I tend not to.” (Figure 4.0
illustrates the analytics that are built into the IFA tool and which Mr. Watson used for this
process. Additional analytics show up when one clicks the “Analyze” button.) “And the
feedback it provided helped me orient my teaching to an appropriate level. The kids
really liked the way their results were presented and the immediacy of it. In literature,
so few of the skills we address are tangible and this gave them something tangible they
could focus on. I could differentiate for those different things then when I made my

projects for the books they were reading, rather than just having everyone do the same
thing. Though I also also liked how it let me know what to do with the whole class and
not just individual students.”
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Cultural Affects
The assessments have revealed a complex cultural rift between the honors track
and the mainstream track that will require many stakeholders to solve. Students,
parents, and teachers will need to think critically about the structures they’ve supported
to solve these equity issues. For example, The parent leadership committee, which has
typically consisted of parents of honors students, will have to confront the
consequences of their insistence that the best teachers at Conifer take on the upper
level courses. And the veteran teachers will have to be willing to give up courses that
have becomes status symbols at the school in order to ensure our neediest students
are getting the best instruction.
Nevertheless, early indications are that the cultural impact of this methodology is
overwhelmingly positive.
• Students Take Ownership Their Data - Conversations overheard in the cafeteria
line are about student data dashboards.
• “Data Days” are reduced to “5 minutes” - Teacher conversations are about
actions and strategies, not about their interpretation of student data.

Appendix A: Honors Track vs. Mainstream Growth
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