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Overview
High-quality curricula can have a significant impact on student learning outcomes (Steiner,
2017). Curricula defines the essential content to be taught and how deeply to teach it so that
each student has access to rigorous academic experiences and instructional supports to meet
academic standards. Curriculum is not a textbook or a set of instructional materials. It is the
comprehensive academic content and assessments aligned to standards. Curriculum builds
instructional coherence within and across grade levels and reflects a clear vision about student
learning and achievement. Curriculum includes but is not limited to a scope and sequence;
measurable goals and student learning outcomes; instructional scaffolds and benchmarks;
supporting instructional materials; and formative and summative assessments.
In August 2019, the Maryland State Board of Education adopted revisions to Code of Maryland
Regulations (COMAR) 13A.04.12.02 and 13A.04.14.02 requiring each local school system to
demonstrate evidence that curricula for English language arts (ELA) and mathematics align to
Maryland College and Career Ready Standards. Acceptable forms of evidence include a vetting
report produced by the Maryland State Department of Education (MSDE); a vetting report
produced by a nationally recognized external party; or documentation of national ratings to
demonstrate alignment to Maryland Career and College Ready Standards and level I or II
evidence level as defined by the Every Student Succeeds Act.
The Maryland Every Student Succeeds Act Consolidated State (ESSA) plan requires schools that
have been identified for comprehensive support and improvement (CSI) to use ELA and
mathematics curriculum that has been vetted by the MSDE. CSI schools are the lowest
achieving five percent of Title I schools or high schools that do not graduate one third or more
of their students based on the four year adjusted cohort graduation rate. Baltimore City Public
Schools has 31 schools identified for comprehensive support and improvement
Current performance about the Baltimore City Schools performance compared to the State is
shown in Table 1. The data shows the percent proficient for all students who met or exceeded
expectations on academic content standards
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Percent Proficient (750 or greater)

2019 English Language Arts State Assessment Percent Proficient for State and
Baltimore City Public School System (BCPSS)
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43.9

43.6

41.2

18.8

16.2

Grade 3 ELA

Grade 4 ELA

47.3

41.1
18.5

Grade 5 ELA

19.3

Grade 6 ELA

45.1
25.6

Grade 7 ELA

State
20.4

BCPSS

Grade 8 ELA

Grade Level Assessed

Table 1. Shows the percent proficient on the 2019 English Language Arts state assessment for grade 3-8.

This report is a summary of findings compiled by the curriculum vetters to evaluate the
Baltimore City Public Schools English language arts two adopted programs for kindergarten
through grade 8 describing areas of promise, opportunities for growth, and recommendations
for improvement. Each program was evaluated using a specialized rubric centered on specific
standards expected for a grade level curriculum or program. For example, a kindergarten
program was evaluated using a kindergarten-specific rubric, while grade 3 curriculum or
program was evaluated using a rubric specific to expected standards for grades 3-10. All rubrics
are available in Appendix A, Appendix B, Appendix C, and Appendix D. The MSDE is committed
to supporting curricula improvements and associated professional learning experiences for
Baltimore City Public Schools in alignment with recommendations presented in this report.

The Vetting Process
The vetting process consists of six steps identified in Figure 1. The first steps include selecting
curriculum vetters with demonstrated expertise in standards and curriculum analysis.
Curriculum vetters participate in multiple face-to-face training workshops and virtual check-in
support by the MSDE. Vetters review and evaluate approximately 20-25% of school system
curricula. The process culminates with a summary report highlighting areas of promise,
opportunities for growth, and recommendations to maintain or improve curriculum based on a
criterion-referenced rubric.
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Figure 1. Summarizes the steps involved in vetting a school system curriculum led by the Maryland State Department of
Education

Step 1: Selection of Curriculum Vetters

The Office of Leadership Development and School Improvement at the MSDE released an
invitation to secure curriculum vetters to evaluate English language arts and mathematics
curricula to determine the extent to which each grade level or course is aligned with the
Maryland College and Career Ready Standard (MCCRS). The invitation was sent to each local
school system’s central office leaders who oversee curriculum and instruction, to deans of
colleges of education, and the general public. Sixty-seven individuals applied for curriculum
vetting positions, only 27 were selected.
Criteria for Selecting Vetters
Criteria to select highly qualified individuals began with collaboration between the Office of
Leadership Development and School Improvement and the Division of Curriculum, Instructional
Improvement, and Professional Learning at the MSDE. A protocol was established to identify
curriculum vetters who met essential qualifications and at least one preferred qualification.
Using the protocol, each applicant was required to submit an updated resume, transcripts,
teaching certificate, and a sample of a standards-aligned lesson for the content for which they
applied. Applicants had to meet all essential qualifications (Level 1) and at least one preferred
qualification (Level 2) to be considered for an interview (Table 2). The qualifications listed
below were communicated in writing through the invitation to apply and were detailed in the
online application.
Criteria for Selecting Highly Qualified Vetters
Level 1: Met All Essential Qualifications
Level 2: Met at Least One Preferred Qualification

• Hold or be eligible for Advanced Professional
Certificate (not applicable to non-school system
applicants).
• Exhibit experience in identifying and implementing
curriculum aligned with the Maryland College- and
Career-Ready Standards.
• Provide an updated resume that demonstrated
essential qualifications.
• Provide at least one reference.
• Provide a sample standards-aligned lesson for the
content or grade-level for which applicant applied.

• Experience as a curriculum/instructional leader
(Specialist, Coordinator, Supervisor, etc.) in one of
Maryland’s school systems; and/or
• Experience in teaching a course(s) in curriculum at
a Maryland Institute of Higher Education; and/or
• Experience in working with the MSDE in developing
or reviewing state assessment items; serving as a
Master Teacher; writing example lessons; or
leading ELA or mathematics professional learning
experiences focused on standards.

Table 2. Essential and preferred qualifications necessary to be invited to interview as a curriculum vetter for the MSDE.
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Applicants who met the essential qualifications, matched an open vetting position, and met at
least one of the preferred qualifications were invited to interview as potential candidates for a
vetting position. Applicants who did not satisfy all essential qualifications and/or did not meet
at least one preferred qualification were placed in a pool for consideration of a future
opportunity with the MSDE and were not invited to interview.
Interview Scoring Rubric and Selection
Candidates were evaluated and selected by reviewing all parts of the interview process to
include: knowledge and experience indicated on the resume; the quality of the lesson plan
sample submission; at least one verifiable reference; and the composite scores from the
interview panel questions.
Candidates were rated as Recommended with Reservation, Recommended, Highly
Recommended, or Not Recommended. In determining key attributes that delineated the
Recommended category and Highly Recommended, the interview panel carefully reviewed
resumes and lesson plan samples. For more information on the curriculum vetters, please see
Appendix G.

Step 2: Training of Curriculum Vetters

Curriculum vetters participate in continuous in-person and virtual training throughout the
vetting process to ensure a reliable and valid evaluation was conducted using the tools
developed by the MSDE. The English Language Arts 3-10 Grade Level Rubric was developed
from research-based practices and exemplars rubrics such as the Educators Evaluating Quality
Instructional Products (EQUIP), the Instructional Materials Evaluation Tool (IMET), and the
Grade-Level Instructional Materials Evaluation Tool/Quality Review (GIMET-QR). The Maryland
State Department of Education developed four English language arts Curriculum Vetting Rubrics
for kindergarten, grade 1, grade, 2, and the 3-10 grade band to allow a differentiated review
based on the explicit differences in anchor standards for the Maryland College-and CareerReady Standards and Vertical Progressions. The key criteria for English Language Arts/Literacy
include:
1. alignment with Maryland College- and Career-Ready Standards;
a. Grade K-2 focus of both Foundational Skills Anchor Standards 2 and 3 only and
the Reading Literature, Reading for Information, Writing, and Language Strands;
b. Grade 3-8 state-assessed strands only;
2. evidence of key shifts for English language arts;
3. instructional supports to build proficiency and independence; and
4. assessment design and purpose.
Through key feature I, curriculum is examined to determine the extent to which the breadth
and depth of the MCCRS were met. Key Feature II looks for evidence of the shifts including
access to complex text, oral and written responses grounded in text, and a balance of fiction
and literary non-fiction and non-fiction text. Key Feature III considers necessary scaffolds and
supports for English learners, students with disabilities, or those not yet meeting grade-level
November 2019
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expectations. With Key Feature IV, curriculum is evaluated for how well performance
expectations are communicated, inclusion of success criteria, and the validity and reliability of
formative or summative assessments.
The English Language Arts Curriculum Vetting Rubric (Table 4) was based on explicit
components that should be found in a high-quality curriculum such as the balance of fiction and
non-fiction, depending on the grade band. For example, in K-5, the expectation is that an ELA
curriculum will have a balance of roughly 50% fiction and about the same for non-fiction, which
includes literary non-fiction. However, as students advance through each grade, the balance
shifts to include more non-fiction or literary non-fiction to that of fiction representing
approximately 70% nonfiction/literary non-fiction and about 30% fiction, by grades 6-12.
To ensure the highest level of consistency and coherency throughout the evaluation process,
the MSDE developed a protocol in which to engage each curriculum vetter in several sessions of
using the grade level curriculum vetting rubric and the Maryland College- and Career-Ready
Vertical Progressions, PreK-12. To view all grade level and course-specific Vertical Progressions
documents for Reading Prek-12, please visit MCCRS Progression and Framework for English
language arts.
During training sessions with curriculum vetters, MSDE rubrics and a sample open education
curriculum was used to calibrate ratings. Vetters determined the degree to which the sample
curriculum was aligned with the MCCRS. This included identifying patterns, trends, strengths,
and challenges or concerns across the lessons as it relates to each of the four criteria and
indicators as shown on excerpt of the English Language Arts Curriculum Vetting Rubric in Table
3. During this time, vetters practiced recording objective and evidence-based comments. It was
through this deeper engagement that vetters compared how comments and feedback were
written revealing any inconsistencies, assumptions, and possible bias. Consequently, it allowed
for clarifications and adjustments with the protocol, before the formal evaluation began (Office
of Data, Analysis, Research, and Evaluation, 2016).
Rating Scale for ELA Curriculum
Alignment with the Maryland College-and
Assessment &
Key Shifts
Instructional Supports
Career-Ready Standards
Measurability
4- Meets almost all or all of the criteria with strong connections between standards and lessons.
3- Meets most of the criteria with strong connections between standards and lessons.
2- Meets some of the criteria, but connection between standards and lessons is questionable.
1- Meets few of the criteria and connections between standards and lessons is vague or weak.
0- Does not meet criteria.
Table 3. Shows the four key features curriculum vetters used to evaluate for a high-quality English language arts curriculum.

Following the in-person training sessions, curriculum vetters began the work of reviewing and
rating (Table 4) their assigned grade level ELA curriculum based upon the four criteria and
respective indicators. Staff from the MSDE were on hand fielding questions, offering guidance as it
relates to the calibration protocol established, thus ensuring a smooth transition to the
independent review that continued off-site.
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ELA Grade K-10 Curriculum Vetting Rubric Criteria and Characteristics of a High-Quality ELA Curriculum
Criteria
Characteris
tics of a
highquality
curriculum

Alignment with the
Maryland College-and
Career-Ready Standards
• Measurable
alignment
• Text Complexity
• Vocabulary
Acquisition
• Variety of Text
• Foundational Skills

Key Shifts
• Text-based evidence
• Writing from source
• Academic
vocabulary
• Balanced of nonfiction to literary
text

Instructional Supports
• Equal access to text
• Close Reading
Techniques
• Evidence of
Differentiation
• Extensions are
Appropriate

Assessment &
Measurability
• Valid Measures
• Success Criteria
• Accommodatio
ns and
Accessibility
• Reliable
Measures

Table 4. Each of the four criteria sections on the rubric conclude with a rating score based on the presence or absence of
evidence for each indicator in Table 2.

During the final in-person training session, curriculum vetters synthesized evidence-based
findings into a grade band consensus report (Appendix E). The purpose of this important step is
to identify the areas of promise, opportunities for growth, and recommendations for
improvement to the curriculum. Discussion around synthesized findings were used to evaluate
and ensure consistency among comments and areas for consideration. As a result, vetters used
this activity to edit or revise any comments for one grade band consensus.

Step 3: Lesson Selection

The MSDE used well-reputed best practices which suggest selecting some curricular documents
undergo an evaluation rather than an entire curriculum. Assessing all curricular documents is
not practical due to the amount of time such an evaluation would take and the complexity of
the documents. Since this evaluation is not assessing the entire selection of curricular
documents, collecting a sample size of documents across both courses is a feasible method as
long as the same rubric is used and the evaluation is conducted by someone other than those
who wrote the curriculum (Washington State University, 2018). With each quarter having the
same or known chance of being selected, it is possible to generalize based on the sample size
collected (Powell, 1998). From the quarters selected, approximately 20-25% was printed and
placed in a binder for each vetter; however, the entire course was available on flash drive.
Vetters also received all ancillary and supplemental curricular documents if they were provided
by the school system.

Wit &Wisdom and Fundations – English Language Arts Curriculum for Baltimore
City Public Schools

In May 2018, the Maryland State Department of Education vetted the Baltimore City Public
Schools English Language Arts curriculum for kindergarten through grade 8. That report can be
accessed electronically on the Maryland Resource Hub. For school year 2018-19, Baltimore City
Public Schools adopted Wit and Wisdom, published by Great Minds, which focuses on building
background knowledge, vocabulary, and writing skills (Great Minds Wit & Wisdom
Implementation Guide, p.9).
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Additionally, Baltimore City Public Schools implements the Fundations Reading Program
published by Wilson Language Training for English Language Arts instruction in kindergarten
through grade 3. Fundations serves as a multi-sensory prevention program to help reduce
reading and spelling failure, providing research-based instruction for all students, as well as
early intervention for students at risk for reading difficulties. It combines speaking, listening,
reading, and tactile experiences to support the development and mastery of phonics standards.
Of note, the Wilson Language website states the Fundations Reading Program “must be
combined with a core/literature-based language arts program for an integrated and very
comprehensive approach to reading and spelling” (Fundations Overview and Studies of
Program Effectiveness, 2019).
For school year 2018-19, the Baltimore City Public Schools implemented both the Fundations
Reading Program and Wit & Wisdom. Curriculum vetters used the following rubrics to evaluate
curriculum or programs as follows:
• Fundations Reading Program published by Wilson Language Training for kindergarten
through grade 3. Vetters used the MSDE-developed kindergarten, grade 1, and grade 2
curriculum vetting rubrics for each respective grade level. These rubrics include the
same Reading Literature, Reading for Information, Writing, and Language Strands found
on the Grade 3-10 Curriculum Vetting rubric along with a focus on the Foundational
Skills Standards such as phonological awareness and phonics and word recognition for
kindergarten-grade 2 (Appendix A, Appendix B, and Appendix C).
• Wit and Wisdom published by Great Minds is a K-8 English curriculum. Vetters used the
MSDE-developed Grade 3-10 Curriculum Vetting Rubric whose focus is on Reading
Literature, Reading for Information, Writing, and Language Strands (Appendix D).
The rubrics were used to synthesize all the information collected into a high-level summary of
findings to share with the local school system as one report divided into three distinct grade
bands. Curriculum vetters rated each of the four criteria separately and then reached
consensus with one holistic rating. As a point of reference, Fundations is organized into units,
while Wit & Wisdom is organized by daily lessons within larger modules. Approximately 20-25%
of each grade level was vetted from curriculum provided by the school system.
Grade band K-2 Wit & Wisdom; Fundations
Vetted for Alignment to Foundational Skills Anchor Standard 2 (RF.2) and Anchor Standard 3(RF.3) only

Kindergarten- Wit & Wisdom: Module 4, Lessons 1-8;
Fundations: parts of Unit 1, 3, and 5
• Grade 1- Wit & Wisdom: Module 3, Lessons 8-15;
Fundations: parts of Unit 1 and Unit 2
• Grade 2- Wit & Wisdom: Module 2, Lessons 16-23;
Fundations: Level 2, Unit 7, Unit 8, Unit 13, Unit 17
Grade band 3-5 Wit & Wisdom
• Grade 3- Module 1, Lessons 24-31
• Grade 4- Module 1, Lessons 1-7
• Grade 5- Module 3, Lessons 30-37
Grade band 6-8 Wit & Wisdom
•
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•
•
•

Grade 6- Module 1, Lessons 8-14
Grade 7- Module 2, Lessons 15-23
Grade 8- Module 3, Lessons 24-31

I.

Step 4: Curriculum Vetting Report Development

Curriculum report writers were acquired through a Request for Quotation (RFQ) submitted by
the MSDE. All candidates had to submit evidence of technical writing experience with at least
one writing sample, a resume demonstrating knowledge and experience of the MCCRS, a
Master’s degree, and current Maryland Educator certification. Six RFQs were submitted and
staff at the MSDE interviewed the most qualified candidates who met the RFQ requirements.
Selected report writers were assigned either English Language Arts or mathematics vetting
reports or curricula, depending on their background and expertise.
Three report writers were trained which involved having access to the same materials as
vetters, all the K-12 grade level curriculum vetting reports, and the K-12 consensus reports also
developed by vetters. Training involved a similar calibration, as described earlier for vetters, in
which writers objectively synthesized all findings against the respective ELA or mathematics
curriculum vetting rubrics. As a first step in organizing all the vetting information, writers were
required to complete an Evidence Organizer (Appendix F) before beginning a first draft report.
This way, the MSDE could ensure a consistent and accurate account of the findings from the
curriculum vetters. Throughout a 6-8-week period, report writers were required to submit, for
feedback from the MSDE, several drafts which underwent many iterations toward a final report
ready for dissemination to local school systems. To see the full list of curriculum vetters and
report writers, please see Appendix G.
Curriculum Vetting Results
The next pages present the findings for kindergarten through grade 8 for parts of Wit &
Wisdom and Fundations. The information, evidence, and examples do not represent an
exhaustive account of all findings, but act to highlight and reveal common patterns, strengths,
and areas for growth. Each grade band concludes with the recommendations and overall score.
The grade level curriculum vetting rubrics and consensus documents are available for review.
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Grade Band K-2 Overview
A comprehensive, high-quality English language arts curriculum designed for kindergarten
through grade 2 must include the Foundational Skills Standards. It has been proven
foundational skills create a strong structure for reading fluency, phonological awareness, word
recognition, and concepts of prints (Rasinski, 2014). Moreover, English language arts programs
must enable a variety of pathways for students to demonstrate understanding and create
opportunities to apply Foundational Skills in isolation and in context. A comprehensive
curriculum for early childhood must include key components and criteria such as read-aloud
protocols, instructional supports to meet the needs of English learners, students with
disabilities, and other student groups, and valid measures of meeting the academic content
standards aligned with the Maryland College- and Career-Ready Standards.
The Maryland State Department of Education (MSDE) developed curriculum evaluation rubrics
to assess each grade level in the K-2 grade band. Foundational Skills standards must be included
in high-quality kindergarten, grade 1, and grade 2 ELA curriculum. The curriculum must also
provide a range of grade level appropriate texts (Table 5). Curriculum vetters used these
specialized rubrics to evaluate approximately 20-25% of the ELA program for Baltimore City
Public Schools: Fundations and Wisdom & Wit curricula. Vetters reviewed each grade level and
created consensus reports to identify areas of promise, opportunities for growth, and
recommendations for improvements. The criteria shown in Table 5 below was used to assess
Fundations and Wit & Wisdom for grades K-2.

Criteria for Evaluating K-2 English Language Arts Curricula or Programs
I. Alignment to Maryland
College and Career -Ready II. Key Areas of Shift/Focus III. Instructional Supports IV. Assessment/
Standards & Foundational
Measurability
Skills Standards
● Measurable alignment
● Text-based evidence
● Equal access to text
● Valid measures
with MCCRS (RI, RL, W,
(including read-aloud ● Close reading
● Success criteria
and L)
protocols)
techniques
● Accommodations
● Text complexity
● Write to source
● Evidence of
and accessibility
● Vocabulary acquisition
(including drawing
differentiation
● Reliable measures
● Variety of texts
and speaking)
● Extensions included
● Measurable alignment
● Academic vocabulary
and appropriate
with Foundational
● Balance of
Skills*
information to literary
text
*Foundational Skills for Kindergarten, grade 1 and grade 2 require the following standards: Anchor Standard 2
(RF.2) and Anchor Standard 3(RF.2)to be included in an English Language Arts/Literacy instructional program:
phonological awareness and phonics and word recognition as are represented in each rubric found in Appendix A,
Appendix B, and Appendix C. COMAR 13A.04.14 Program in English Language Arts/Literacy
Table 5. Shows the research-based criteria on which curriculum vetters evaluated for inclusion in the grade level curriculum.
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Areas of Promise Grades K-2
I.

Attention to Foundational Skills Standards in Fundations Intervention
Program

Kindergarten: Fundations provides a clear scope and sequence for phonics instruction. The
curriculum offers guidance on one-letter sound correspondences by producing the primary
sounds for each consonant (RF.K.3.a- Demonstrate basic knowledge of one-to-one letter- sound
correspondences by producing the primary or many of the most frequent sound for each
consonant). Students are directed to read common high frequency words by sight (e.g. the, of,
to, you, she, my, is, are, do, does) which supports standard RF.K.3.c (Read common highfrequency words by sight). Kindergarten lessons address print concepts such as reading words
from left to right , top to bottom, and page to page (RF.K.1.a- Follow words from left to right,
top to bottom, and page by page), and kindergarten lessons provide instruction in the
applications of spelling (L.K.2.d- Spell simple words phonetically, drawing on knowledge of
sound-letter relationships).
Grade 1: First grade lessons have a clear and systematic scope and sequence for phonics
instruction. Lessons are provided for spelling-sound correspondence (RF.1.3.a- Know the
spelling-sound correspondences for common consonant digraphs), decoding regularly spelled
one-syllable words (RF.1.3.b- Decode regularly spelled one-syllable words), and common vowel
team conventions for representing long vowel sounds (RF.1.3.e- Decode two-syllable words
following basic patterns by breaking the words into syllables). Daily lessons on high frequency
word instruction are provided as well (RF.1.3.g- Recognize and read grade appropriate
irregularly spelled words).
Grade 2- Second grade lessons have a clear scope and sequence for phonics instruction.
Lessons are provided for distinguishing long and short vowels when reading regularly spelled
one-syllable words (RF.2.3.a- Distinguish long and short vowels when reading regularly spelled
one-syllable words), sound-spelling correspondences for additional common vowel teams
(RF.2.3.b- Know spelling-sound correspondences for additional common vowel teams), and for
decoding words with common prefixes and suffixes (RF.2.3.d- Decode words with common
prefixes and suffixes). The curriculum also provides lessons on the application of spelling
(RF.2.3.f- Recognize and read grade-appropriate irregularly spelled words).
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II.

Text-Based Discussions in Wit & Wisdom Aligned to GradeAppropriate Standards

The Wit & Wisdom instructional program, seen as a highly structured curriculum (Figure 2),
includes opportunities to foster text-based discussions by infusing a variety of interactive
instructional strategies for each grade level within the K-2 grade band.
In general, vetters found the K-2
lessons examined were in the
majority of being aligned with a
Reading Literature, Reading
Information, Writing, or Language
standard. Many of the K-2 vetted
lessons integrate the same
instructional strategies throughout
the grade band such as, ThinkPair-Share, oral rehearsal of retell,
inside/outside circles, and
visualization strategies to support
text-based discussions. The
importance of text-based
discussions means the curriculum
provided the means by which
teachers guide students to draw
evidence from text through
thought-provoking questioning
about text which includes books,
articles, art, multimedia, and
Figure 2. Shows structured nature of Wit & Wisdom ELA program, Grade 1.
teacher read-alouds. A curriculum
must have a focus on the text(s) as the central organizing unit for instruction and learning
(Liben, M., Pimental, S., 2018). To that end, embedded structures to support text-based
discussions are apparent at each grade level, as detailed in the next few examples.
Kindergarten: Core texts for vetted lessons: Earth from Space (image, non-fiction); Seven Continents Song
(music); Asia (non-fiction book); Europe (non-fiction book); The Story of Ferdinand (fiction).

Most student experiences with text are facilitated through grade-appropriate standards for
reading (RI.K.1- Ask and answer questions about key details in a text, RI.K.2) writing (W.K.10Note: this standard is not grade-appropriate until grade3), and language (L.K.5). As the teacher
conducts read alouds of Asia and Europe, students are organized into random grouping
patterns to generate questions using Question Grab Bags and Question Corners, with explicit
guidance provided for teachers. During Echo Read and Think-Pair-Share, students discuss what
they remember from the texts as the teacher adds the information to a Wonder Chart from the
books Europe and Asia. Other ways curricula articulate student engagement with text is
through hand signals to symbolize a word or concept, body language, and several photos and
November 2019

17

English Language Arts Curriculum Vetting Report: Baltimore City Public Schools

images to connect to the words read aloud by teacher (RI.K.7-describe relationships between
illustrations, images, and text).
Grade 1: Core texts for vetted lessons: Feelings (literary non-fiction); Feel the Wind (literary nonfiction); Gilberto
and the Wind (fiction).

Wit & Wisdom’s use of recount story frames provides a consistent structure to discuss key
elements in the text, and students are prompted to verify answers or to locate evidence in the
text (RI.1.1- Ask and answer questions about key details in a text). These strategies help
students to deepen their understanding of key elements in the text so they may engage in rich,
text-based discussions.
Students participate in text-based discussions daily at the kindergarten level. Wit & Wisdom
suggests the use of sticky notes to mark important sections so students may refer to specific
details during text-based discussions (RL.1.1- Ask and answer questions about key details in a
text). Story maps assist students with recalling specific elements of a story and students work in
pairs to discuss their findings (RL.1.3- Describe characters, settings, and major events in a story,
using key details).
Grade 2: Core texts for vetted lessons: The Legend of Bluebonnet (fiction); Comanche Warrior Documentary

video (non-fiction); American Indians and Alaskan Natives in the United States, map (non-fiction); and The Story of
Johnny Appleseed, book (fiction).

The notice and wonder activity is used throughout many grade 2 lessons. This activity prompts
students to ask questions which connects to standards RI.2.1 and RL.2.1 - Ask and answer
questions to demonstrate understanding of key details in the text. Equity sticks encourage
students to prepare their questions or answers in advance and sets the expectation that all
students participate. As partners, students engage in a work of fiction and are expected to
identify story elements (RL.2.3- describe how characters in a story respond to major events and
challenges) and to use the Story Stones Chart, a graphic organizer, to record information.
Using a Reader’s Theatre format, students explore story events and character responses
(RL.2.3- describe how characters in a story respond to major events and challenges).
Additionally, vetters offered high praise for the curriculum’s approach to tackling difficult craft
and structure standards through the incorporation unpacking narrative text structure (RL.2.5Describe the overall structure of a story, including describing how the beginning introduces the
story and the ending concludes the action).

III.

Evidence of Assessment Strategies

Since most reading struggles in comprehension stem from inadequate practice with
foundational reading standards or inadequate opportunities to gain fluency with grade level
texts, it is imperative that curriculum and instruction incorporate corresponding foundational
skills standards, each of the college- and career-ready reading strand standards--Reading
Informational Text and Reading Literature (Liben, M., Pimental, S., 2018) with an effective
assessment program in determining progress to include formative, interim, and summative
measures (Taylor, B., Duke, N., 2016). This way, necessary interventions can be data-informed
to address which students are presenting challenges along with evidence-based strategies
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designed to tackle challenges or gaps in learning. The grade level examples from Wit & Wisdom
that follow demonstrate guidance on collecting evidence of students moving toward
proficiency for most grade-level content standards.
Kindergarten: Frequent use of hand signals to demonstrate their understanding of an unknown
word, phrases, and concepts (RI.K.4- with prompting and support, ask and answer questions
about unknown words in a text). For example, a teacher will say and do: “Display and read
aloud the Essential Question, pointing to each word as you say it. As you read the word world,
model a Nonverbal Signal by using your hands to outline an imaginary globe. Through the use of
kinesthetic activities, students are invited to act out or call out opposite words of what is
prompted by the teacher in learning antonyms (K.K.5b- demonstrate understanding of
frequently occurring verbs and adjectives by relating them to their opposites). These activities
suggest how curriculum positions teachers to be actively observing student learning and
adjusting instruction accordingly.
Grade 1: Curriculum recommends choices for demonstrating performance such as writing,
illustrating, or acting out events of the story (RL.1.3- describe characters, setting, and major
events I a story, using key details). Wit & Wisdom also suggests the use of teacher observation
to assess skill mastery while students work together in groups.
Grade 2: Inside/outside circle, small groups, and pairs are used frequently as teachers listen to
student discourse. Other assessment strategies and methods include completing chart and
graphic organizers, participating in Readers’ Theatre, and an independent written assessment
identifying story elements (RL.2.3- describe how characters in a story respond to major events
and challenges).
There is no mention in Wit & Wisdom in measuring progress toward meeting expectation of the
Foundational Skills Standards. In the Fundations curriculum, however, each grade level includes
a summative assessment at the end of each unit targeting the phonics skills and trick words
covered during each week with the expectation of at least an 80% rate for mastery of
Foundational Skills Standards.

IV.

Instructional Supports Benefit Teachers and Students

Wit & Wisdom curriculum appears to provide the kind of guidance and support needed in
delivering standards-aligned instruction. Vetters found navigating in and between lessons
relatively straightforward with ample activities arranged for whole group, small groups, pairs,
and in some instances time for independent reading and writing. The elements present in each
lesson include: Welcome, Launch, Learn, Land, Wrap, and Vocabulary Deep Dive. Throughout
the K-2 band (between aforementioned elements) are Teacher Notes ranging from pedagogical
concepts such as a reminder on how students can retain many words through receiving the
information from the teacher or a dictionary to scaffolding ideas on how students can illustrate
a key detail, aligned to a Reading Literature standards.
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Because of this organization and supports for teachers, it was easy for vetters to find evidence
associated with instructional supports as shown in Appendix A, Appendix B, Appendix C such as
evidence of differentiated practices; extensions for those reading above grade level; models
and opportunities for close reading techniques; and equal access to text for all learners. With a
purposeful curricular layout as demonstrated in Wit & Wisdom educators can clearly use the
ideas and suggestions for scaffolding or scaffolds, thus affording students a better chance at
making meaning of complex texts. Several examples are included from the K-2 grade band for
both programs:
Wit & Wisdom Instructional Supports• Incorporates Anchor charts to record key details from the text. The charts serve as visual
cues for students as they construct writing pieces.
• Provides sample student responses in many lessons at the second-grade level.
• Includes multi-media such as songs to sing, music, video, and make-believe scenarios
• Recommends paper with guided lines during writing instruction to assist with meeting
the goals of standards W.K.1 (Use a combination of drawing, dictating, and writing to
compose opinion pieces in which they tell a reader the topic or the name of the book
they are writing about and state an opinion or preference about the topic or book),
W.K.2 (Use a combination of drawing, dictating, and writing to compose
informative/explanatory texts in which they name what they are writing about and
supply some information about the topic), and W.K.3 (Use a combination of drawing,
dictating, and writing to narrate a single event or several loosely linked events, tell about
the events in the order in which they occurred, and provide a reaction to what
happened).
• Indicates student pairs share text copy during whole or small group only.
Vetters also shared findings around the Fundations program layout as it relates to the same
criteria for instructional supports.
Fundations Instructional Supports• Suggests the gradual release of responsibility model which begins with the teacher
modeling a foundational skill [standard] and is followed by independent practice (i.e.
colored letter tiles as manipulatives).
• Provides a review of letters and letter sounds as a part of daily instruction in support of
RF.1.2.a (Distinguish long from short vowel sounds in spoken single-syllable words). A
vowel extension chart is provided to help students extend the sound of the vowels and
to match the sound to a visual image.
Both curricula Instructional Supports• Differentiation guidance includes use of small group instruction, teacher read-alouds,
writing collaboratively, and the use of a scribe.
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Opportunities for Growth Grades K-2
I.

Ensure Alignment with Maryland College and Career Ready
Foundational Skills Standards between the Fundations Intervention
Program and the Wit and Wisdom Reading Program

Throughout the evaluation of the K-2 grade band of the Fundations and Wit & Wisdom
programs, vetters were unable to determine full alignment of expected Maryland College and
Career Ready Standards for Foundational Skills. Vetted lessons revealed gaps in coverage of
Foundational Skills for both Fundations Intervention Program and Wit & Wisdom curriculum.
Thus it is a concern whether students are receiving a grade-level progression of Foundational
Skills standards from kindergarten through grade 2 to develop sound reading comprehension,
as required by COMAR (13A.04.14). This regulation stipulates that, “students shall develop and
apply the foundational skills of reading
(including print concepts, phonological
awareness, phonics and word
recognition, and fluency) necessary to
proficiently read a range of grade level
appropriate texts with purpose and
understanding.”
Beyond policy, research shows the
emphasis on and expected progression of
foundational skills across the K-2 grade
band as five areas (phonemic awareness,
phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and
comprehension) of reading most critical
Figure 3. Shows the expected progression of Foundational Skills Standards
to reading development (Taylor, B., Duke,
RF.2 and RF.3 kindergarten through grade 2.
N., 2016). As shown in Figure 3, print
concepts and phonological awareness are key learnings in K-1, thus by grade 2 it is expected
that students have attained these skills. Phonics, word recognition, and fluency are mainstay
skills from kindergarten through second grade, while explicit instruction is required in phonics
and word recognition in order for students to learn to read (Mesmer, H. 2019). To reach these
learning goals within the grade levels as suggested in Figure 3, curriculum must provide a
systematic and explicit set of guidance on the delivery of foundational skills standards.
Likewise, the integration of reading literature (RL), reading for information (RI), writing (W), and
language (L) Maryland College- and Career-Ready standards are expected in all high-quality ELA
curricula pre-kindergarten through grade 12.
According to information from the Wilson reading website, Fundations is a prevention or early
intervention program with an emphasis on phonemic awareness, phonics-word study, high
frequency word study, fluency, vocabulary, and handwriting (Wilson Language Training, 2019)
for the following target student populations:
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a. whole class general education instruction with targeted instruction for children with
difficulties;
b. students performing in the lowest 30th percentile; or
c. students with a language-based learning disability.
Noted on the Wilson Reading website, curriculum developers intended the Fundations program
to be combined with a core literature-based language arts program for an integrated and
comprehensive approach to reading and spelling (Fundations Teacher's Manual Level 2, 2017).
The difference between an intervention program and a comprehensive ELA curriculum is worth
noting because it is through content-rich curriculum that students grapple with increasingly
demanding standards beginning at grade 3 while an intervention programs serves to develop
and build solid foundational reading skills at the kindergarten through grade 2.
Importantly, it is recognized by Great Minds that the Wit & Wisdom program does not provide
guidance on the explicit instruction necessary for K-2 learners, instead it includes suggestions
for foundational skills work, but not with same focus and emphasis the Foundational Skills
standards demand. A representative sample is shown here from Grade 1, shown in Figure 4 and
Figure 5:

Figure 4. Shows an example of the approach to teaching Foundational Skills standards in Wit & Wisdom, grade 1.

Figure 5. Shows an example of the approach to teaching Foundational Skills standards in Wit & Wisdom, grade 1.

A. Fundations Intervention Program
From the cross-section of Fundations lessons vetted, there appeared to be gaps in verifying the
presence of some Foundations Skills standards or an emphasis on skills or standards that are
not grade-appropriate.

Kindergarten:
Fundations presents the phonemic awareness activities using print materials. Practicing this
skill with print materials does not fully support the intent of standards which requires daily
practice with oral language. The point at which students become aware of the individual
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phonemes, or the units of sound, such as connecting the sounds /c/ and /p/ as the phonemes
at the beginning of the word can or pan. This is awareness or connection between letter and
sounds is one type of phonological awareness. Oral lessons are needed to address standards
that refer to phonemic awareness skills such as know and apply grade-level phonics and word
analysis skills in decoding for kindergarten, grade 1 and grade 2.
As children begin to be able to recognize particular words from other unrecognized words and
sounds, they have begun the task of reading. They recognize that oral language can be broken
down into various sized components of sound (Taylor, B., Duke, N., 2016). To be clear,
phonemic awareness is an important element of phonics instruction. More recent research has
indicated that phonemic awareness instruction is oral, but can be delivered with letter
instruction as long as students have multiple opportunities and exposures to work with the
sound before attaching the visual symbol (Mesmer, H. 2019). Beyond a possible intervention
program such as Fundations, this could call for certain types of text, songs, nursery rhymes, and
rhyming poems (Taylor, B., Duke, N., 2016).
In the vetted lessons, there was little to no evidence of oral activities to support the following
phonemic awareness standards under Reading Foundational (RF) Anchor Standard 2demonstrate understanding of spoken words, syllables, and sounds (phonemes):
● RF.K.2.b - Count, pronounce, blend, and segment syllables in spoken words;
● RF.K.2.c - Blend and segment onsets and rimes of single-syllable spoken words;
● RF.K.2.d - Isolate and pronounce the initial, medial vowel, and final sounds (phonemes)
in three-phoneme words, and
● RF.K.3.b - Associate the long and short sounds with common spellings (graphemes) for
the five major vowels.
Grade 1:
There is little to no evidence of instruction on phonological or phonemic awareness to support
the following standards under Reading Foundational (RF) Anchor Standard 2- demonstrate
understanding of spoken words, syllables, and sounds (phonemes):
● RF.1.2.a – Distinguish long from short vowel words in single syllable words;
● RF.1.2.b – Orally produce single syllable words by blending sounds, and
● RF.1.2.c – Isolate and pronounce initial, medial vowel, and final sounds in spoken singlesyllable words.
● RF.1.2.d - Segment spoken single-syllable words into their complete sequence of
individual sounds (phonemes). It is noted that Fundations addresses segmenting
phonemes. Guidance on deletion, addition, and segmentation are also necessary to
meet the demands of this skill.
Fundations does not provide lessons or activities for students to demonstrate an understanding
of spoken words, syllables, and sounds (phonemes). The Fundations Intervention Program
addresses encoding or word building, but there is no application of decoding skills using grade
level text as indicated by standards RF.1.4.a, RF.1.4.b, and RF.1.4.c. was apparent. Lastly, high
frequency word instruction is evident; however, there are no planned opportunities for
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students to read these words in context to confirm, correct, or guide their understanding of the
words.
Grade 2:
Fundations seems to emphasize the application of spelling, rather than mastery of by the end of
grade 2, as is the expectation of the Foundational Skills Standards for grade 2, Anchor Standard
3- know and apply grade level phonics and word analysis skills in decoding words. Within the
domain of this standard are several indicators regarding the application and mastery of spelling:
• RF.2.3.a.- Distinguish long and short vowels when reading regularly spelled one-syllable
words.
• RF.2.3.b.- Know spelling-sound correspondences for additional common vowel teams.
• RF.2.3.c.- Decode regularly spelled two-syllable words with long vowels.
• RF.2.3.d.- Decode words with common prefixes and suffixes.
• RF.2.3.e.- Identify words with inconsistent but common spelling-sound correspondences.
If all grade 2 Anchor standard 3 indicators are integrated, than a balanced approach of both
knowing, identifying, and applying skills and strategies will support a students’ ability to
recognize that particular letters represent particular sounds, they are ready to examine the
relationships more formally (Taylor, B., Duke, N., 2016). Curriculum vetters voiced concern, in
that, while the “knowing” is very important, so too is the derivation of meaning when learning
to read. That is, to ensure the intervention program explicitly includes all indicators for Anchor
standard 3. For example, on lessons involving prefixes and suffixes, there was no explicit
guidance found for instruction on how prefixes or suffixes affect word meaning, thus when
changing parts of speech, so too does the meaning of a word (i.e, teach – add prefix re- to
teach—reteach). Further, curriculum guidance advised teachers to select words that students
might find challenging from the Fry word list of the 200 high frequency words, when in fact,
research stipulates phonics instruction at this level must be systematic and explicit (Mesmer, H.
2019). Using Fry’s list in this way is the antithesis of what research and the standards call for.
Once students are able to routinely use sound-symbol relationships or letter-sound patterns in
isolation, demonstrating mastery as stated, instruction can and should include phonics
instruction in context. When students are offered the task of reading texts they have
opportunities to transfer the knowledge of letters and sounds into meaningful information.
Consequently, teachers are able to step in and offer scaffolded support in assisting students.
Again, this occurs in a systematic and explicit way where students are introduced to a reading in
a layered approach. In all cases, the standards serve to act as facilitators and guideposts in
developing students’ ability to read proficiently, with scaffolding as needed, at the high end of
the range (MSDE Anchor Standard 10 for Reading Literature and Reading Informational Text),
by the end of grade 2.
While there were other noted concerns found in the grade 2 vetter report, one last finding is
shared connected to Language Anchor Standard 2 (L.2.4). Fundations lessons were not found to
have offered guidance on instruction for standards L.2.4.b - Determine the meaning of the new
word formed when a known prefix is added to a known word (e.g. happy/unhappy, tell/retell) or
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L.2.4.c - Use a known root word as a clue to the meaning of an unknown word with the same
root (e.g. addition/additional). Although it is important to develop the ability to decode words
with prefixes and suffixes, students must have practice with and exposure to unknown words
(L.2.4.b) or newly formed words (L.2.4.c) when reading, especially as they encounter
increasingly more complex text.
B. Wit & Wisdom Reading Program

Wit & Wisdom was adopted for implementation beginning with the 2018-19 school year as its
K-8 English Language Arts program. Each grade level includes modules essential for building
background knowledge, reading and foundational skills, vocabulary, and writing skills. Students
are exposed to art, literature, and informational text throughout the curriculum. As shared,
there have been noted areas of strength, for the Wit and Wisdom curriculum. Still, one item
needs additional attention, wherein there is no evidence of a comprehensive, well-defined
scope and sequence defining and describing in what order both the Foundational Skills
standards and the reading, writing, and language standards will be covered throughout the
year. Therefore, curriculum vetters evaluated Wit & Wisdom as the stand-alone English
Language Arts program. Overall, vetted lessons of the Wit & Wisdom program showed a near
absence of guidance on Foundational Skills instruction, except as an occasional ancillary note,
as shown in Figure 4 and Figure 5.
Kindergarten:
Curriculum vetters reviewed Module 4, Lessons 1-7 in the Wisdom & Wit program. There are no
learning goals to address any Foundational Skills Standards in these lessons. There was little to
no evidence of phonics or phonemic awareness instruction in the vetted curriculum.
First Grade:
Curriculum vetters reviewed Module 3, Lessons 8-15 and did not identify evidence of
Foundational Skills Standards instruction in the program for grade one. There was little to no
guidance for students to apply phonics skills in context by using decodable texts.
Second grade:
Curriculum vetters reviewed Module 2, Lessons 16-23. There was little to no evidence that Wit
& Wisdom provides guidance on instruction of the Foundational Skills Standards that are
necessary for students to master the MCCRS. By the end of second grade, students should be
able to correctly use irregular verbs, read fluently with expression, ask and answer questions
about a piece of reading, revise and edit a piece of writing, use an apostrophe to form
contractions and frequently occurring possessives, and recognize most irregularly spelled words
such as because and upon (Great Schools, 2014).

II.

All Students Read, Write, and Talk

More recently, research shows the emphasis on teacher read-alouds as part of a
comprehensive literacy program (Taylor, B., Duke, N., 2016). This could be construed as good
news as the preponderance of evidence found by vetters showed more read-alouds in Wit &
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Wisdom as a main strategy or protocol used for teaching reading to students in primary grades.
When used effectively, strategy instruction, in whatever form, teaches students how to
mentally process a wide range of texts in dynamic, flexible ways in order to make meaning. In
the case of teacher re-alouds, vetters found evidence at every grade level, including:







Modeling appropriate fluency when students had access to a print copy of text.
Reading (teacher) texts above the students’ independent level, at least 1-2 grade levels
above the current grade level.
Using a variety of texts, including print, digital, audio, and sets of texts that are
thematically and/or conceptually related.
Conducting multiple reads using higher-order discussion before, during, and after
reading.
Revisiting words through the use of tools such as movement, props, video, photo,
examples, non-examples that serve to engage all learners.
Teaching a common group of vocabulary words related to the text, is considered a best
practice.

As shown, vetters found Wit & Wisdom’s frequency and use of teacher read alouds on par with
current research; however, a resounding concern surfaced as to whether students are receiving
opportunities to read (with scaffolding) independently. Unfortunately, there is no easy
measurement that assigns a value to what constitutes the correct balance of teacher-directed
reading instruction compared to student-supported learning. What research has found is the
fewer opportunities for primary students to have text in their hands, the more negative the
effect it can have on their overall reading comprehension. When students are active
respondents, rather than passive participants, we see every single student reading, writing, or
talking and listening with other students (Taylor, B., Duke, N., 2016). Without this kind of
intentionality to active engagement with ways for students to actively respond, a negative
relationship between students’ growth and achievement in reading is probable (Taylor, B.,
Duke, N., 2016).
To be clear, vetters were not tasked with calculating the percentage of time students had a
copy of text or how they engaged with text; instead focus was on the curriculum vetting rubric
indicators for Key Feature III: Instructional Supports Build Proficiency and Independence which
include Equal Access to Text, Close Reading Techniques, Evidence of Differentiation, and
Extensions are Appropriate. In general, a high-quality curriculum would integrate multiple
experiences for students to build proficiency and independence, instead, selected lesson
sequences showed this as a limitation:
Kindergarten: Learn 55 minutes
1)
Whole Group (15 min) Teacher Read aloud; students sit "listening position"
Afterward, student pairs share copy of text of Europe
2)
Pairs (10 min) a few copies available around room for class composed Wonder
chart about Europe
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3)
4)
5)

Whole Group (12 min) Teacher read aloud using same format with "listening
position" for students on Asia.
Small Group (10 min) 4-6 students share "a copy" of text to generate questions
Whole Group (8 min) Teacher shares image of Earth from space to compare to
map. Students write a question about the image of Earth.

First Grade: Learn 60 minutes
1) Pairs (20 min) read text to look for examples of personification; student pairs share
examples in preparation for a Moving Tableau. Students perform if time allows.
2) Whole Group (20 min) Teacher reads aloud all sticky notes collected from student
pairs and places on class chart. Teacher reads aloud additional pages of same text.
No indication if students have a copy. Teacher summarizes aloud. Teacher uses oral
text dependent questions to which students respond orally.
3) Pairs (20 min) write a resolution to the problem in the same story; individual
students write the resolution to the problem using what was shared in pairs, whole
group, or an original resolution
Second Grade: Learn 60 minutes
1) Pairs (25 minutes) “flip through the text” rereading and discussing. Teacher asks
students to share different details from text. Teacher reads aloud quotations from
same text asking comparison questions orally. Student oral responses are collected
by Teacher for class organizer.
2) Individuals (35 minutes) students respond to the Focusing Question in writing using
a word progressing program. Success criteria is provided.

III.

Inconsistent alignment and lack of guidance in measuring student
performance toward meeting standards

Phonemic awareness and letter knowledge have been identified as the two key indicators of
how well children will master beginning reading skills during the first two years in school
(Tankersley, 2016). Unfortunately, curriculum vetters identified many instances in the
Fundations and Wit & Wisdom curricula where MCCRS are either not assessed or assessed
infrequently thus denying availability of actionable evidence needed to modify instruction.
Considering the dynamic, oft-changing nature of young, developing readers, attention to reader
and task must be central to daily instruction with variables like prior knowledge, attitude,
reading skills, curriculum, and native language shaping how students perform on a consistent
and ongoing basis (Taylor, B., Duke, N., 2016). Therefore, infusing guidance or direction on
when and how evidence is collected is a first step in availing actionable evidence.
A strength that was frequently utilized was teacher observations as an assessment tool
throughout the K-2 in both curricula; yet there were concerns and challenges emphasized in the
findings:
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Fundations
Kindergarten- As expected, summative assessments are available and occur at the end of each
unit. But, interim and formative assessments were not nearly as evident. In fact, at the
kindergarten level, vetters found little evidence of guidelines or rubrics in developing or
facilitating a formative assessment process. The use of teacher observations seems to be the
main way to assess student progress outside of the summative unit assessment. Also noted,
Fundations does not provide frequent and ongoing observation of students’ progress toward
mastery of Foundational Skills standards RF.K.2 and RF.K.3.
Grade 1- Decoding one and two syllable words is an essential Foundational Skill for first grade
(RF.1.3.b, RF.1.3.e). Nevertheless, curriculum vetters found no evidence of decoding
assessments for first grade. There are also no assessments that require students to use context
to confirm or self-correct word recognition and understanding, which supports standard RF.
1.4.c.
Grade 2- Fundations does not assess decoding of words in isolation, only applications of
spelling. Foundational Skills RF.2.3.c and RF.2.3.d focus on decoding skills and not spelling
strategies. Fundations does not consistently measure how students are progressing toward
Foundational Skills standards.
Wit and Wisdom
In general, formative, interim, and summative assessment did not appear as a strength in Wit &
Wisdom curriculum. Similar sentiments around the need for assessment to drive effective
instructional practices were shared by all vetters with these examples supporting this claim.
Kindergarten:
•
No assessments for Foundations skills
•
In eight lessons, little to no formative assessments were obvious. No true rubrics were
evident with one clear example of success criteria for a summative writing assessment.
•
Students use non-verbal signals multiple occasions to show understanding on text
features. NOTE: text features is not a grade-appropriate standard at the kindergarten
level. Correction needed.
•
Students write an opinion about recess- not text-dependent
•
Multiple examples of missing or misaligned Learning goals to formal or informal
assessments.
•
Lack of rubrics for most student paired or individual assignments
•
Misaligned standard to assessment to write a sentence with illustration about how a
character feels
•
Little evidence of differentiated assessment practices for English learners, students with
disabilities, or students reading below grade level.
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Grade 1:
•
No validation on progress toward meeting Foundational Skills
•
Multiple references for teacher observation, but it is not clear on what criteria teachers
would assess student progress
•
Many experiences for assessing progress are conducted during student pairs or partner
work
•
Little evidence of differentiated assessment practices for English learners, students with
disabilities, or students reading below grade level.
Grade 2:
•
No validation on progress toward meeting Foundational Skills
•
No rubrics or guidelines for most vetted lessons
•
Little evidence of differentiated assessment practices for English learners, students with
disabilities, or students reading below grade level.
•
Misaligned standards with student performance expectations found in more than a few
lessons
•
Little modeling or scaffolding when preparing students for assessment
•
Clear checklist presented for written assessment using technology, but not well-aligned
to stated standard.
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Overall Rating Grades K-2
Using the MSDE-developed evaluation rubric for grade K-2, curriculum vetters assessed lessons
within the curriculum as shown in Table 6. During the review, the curriculum vetters reached a
consensus (See Appendix E) regarding the findings, arranged by areas of promise, opportunities
for growth, and recommendations for improvement. The curriculum vetters used the following
rating scale to rate the curriculum on a scale ranging from 0 to 4, for each of the four key
features. A rating of 4 indicates that the vetted curriculum met all or almost all of the
expectations for addressing each of criteria. In contrast, a rating of 0 indicates that the vetted
curriculum did not address or meet any of the criteria and/or inaccurately addressed the key
features.
Overall, the curriculum vetters rated the K-2 curriculum as a 3 Satisfactory- addresses all
criteria for each key feature. The curriculum was found to have several areas of promise
drawing from two of the key features with some areas for improvement in two other key
features. The chart, “Criteria on the ELA Grade K-2 Curriculum Vetting Rubric” (Table 6)
specifies the rating for each criterion.
Criteria on the ELA Grade K-2 Curriculum Vetting Rubric

Grade band

Characteristics
of a HighQuality ELA
curriculum
includes all
indicators:
K-2 Grade
band

Alignment with the
Maryland College and
Career Ready Standards
and Foundational Skills
Standards-- Anchor
Standard 2 (RF.2) and
Anchor Standard (RF.3)
● Measurable alignment
with MCCRS (RI, RL,
W, and L)
● Text complexity
● Vocabulary acquisition
● Variety of texts
● Measurable alignment
with Foundational
Skills*

● Text-based evidence
(including read-aloud
protocols)
● Write to source
(including drawing and
speaking)
● Academic vocabulary
● Balance of information
to literary text

2

3

Key Shifts

Instructional
Supports

● Equal access to
text
● Close reading
techniques
● Evidence of
differentiation
● Extensions
included and
appropriate

Assessment &
Measurability

● Valid measures
● Success criteria
● Accommodations
and accessibility
● Reliable
measures

3

2

Table 6. Ratings for each criteria in the curriculum vetting rubric.

Recommendations for improvement for the K-2 curricula are presented next in this report.
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Recommendations for Improvement Grade K-2
I.

Develop and Implement a comprehensive scope and sequence to
ensure all Maryland College and Career Ready Standards are
included.

It is essential that Baltimore City Public Schools incorporate a comprehensive scope and
sequence between the Fundations Intervention program and the Wit & Wisdom curriculum and
all other ancillary instructional materials for Kindergarten through grade 8. In meeting this
recommendation, it is suggested a gap analysis precede the scope and sequence as a way to
verify that all Foundational Skills Standards and the Literature, Informational, Writing, Language
standards are explicitly and extensively addressed as shown in the MCCRS Vertical Progression.
Foundational Skills create a strong structure for reading fluency, phonological awareness, word
recognition, and concepts of prints (Rasinski, T., 2014). Foundational Skills are iterative and
increase in complexity from prekindergarten through fifth grade (see). Therefore, if curricula
are not fully aligned, critical standards could be overlooked and the impact on student
achievement may be considerable and cumulative.
Fundations provides guidance on instruction in phonemic awareness, phonics, word study, high
frequency word study, fluency, vocabulary, and handwriting. Wit & Wisdom focuses on building
background knowledge, vocabulary, and writing skills. Still, curriculum vetters noted that
neither curriculum guide fully covers the scope or the depth of English Language Arts MCCRS
for the K-2 grade band. There is no well-defined scope and sequence document for teachers to
determine which standards are covered and where there are gaps that require additional
planning and instructional resources. If teachers create their curriculum maps with
accompanying materials, students may not get the benefits of a fully sequenced, coherent
learning experience (Steiner, 2018).
A well-defined, scope and sequence document, communicates the performance expectation, as
defined by all K-2 standards, including reading, writing, language, and foundational skill
standards. As part of this recommendation, implementing a K-2 scope and sequence document
would require significant and layered professional development for English language arts
teachers that would attend to building the knowledge and skills for teaching foundational skill
standards as well as appropriate ways to measure student performance.

II.

Incorporate instructional supports to meet the needs of diverse
learners.

The English language arts curricula does not consistently integrate differentiation strategies to
meet the needs of all students, and students with special services. Specifically, curriculum
vetters identified a lack of differentiation strategies for English learners, for students with
disabilities, for students who are performing above grade level, and for students who are
performing below grade level. The Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development
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(2011) explains that differentiation is based on the modification of four key elements: content,
process, product, and affect/learning environment. As presented, Fundations and Wisdom &
Wit offer little guidance in the modification of these elements. For example, extension activities
consist of answering extra questions or, in one case, reading more difficult text, neither of
which is evidence-based. English learners, students with disabilities, and students who are
performing below grade level could work in pairs and there was evidence of small group
instruction. However, there was a lack of decodable texts for students to apply new vocabulary
in context and for additional practice.
Additionally, the current ELA program does not fully plan for the needs of diverse learners as
alternative text that may be needed, was not identified. Exposure to and hands-on exploration
of text would support differentiation activities for students who are ready to work
independently, small groups, or one-on-one with teacher support. Availability of information
and narrative texts, which infuse high frequency words and/or promote the application of
decodable skills, is needed to meet the expectation of K-2 Reading Literature and Reading
Informational Text standards. When providing alternative text to support diverse learners, it
will be necessary to ensure that there is a 50/50 balance between informational texts and
narrative texts as both are needed to support K-2 skill standards.
As such, lack of guidance from the curriculum could create a planning barrier for teachers.
Consequently, teachers may need to search for additional instructional resources and rework
the lesson plans included in the guides. With teachers taking on the development or selection
of materials to fit various student needs, there may be inconsistencies with the level of rigor,
quality of instructional resources, and the alignment with state academic standards (Steiner,
2018).
Therefore, it is recommended that the school system review the current ELA curriculum
program to identify gaps in offering differentiation in meeting the needs of its diverse student
population. As part of this recommendation, a consideration for instructional resources and
assessment tools, aligned to MCCRS, may need to be incorporated as well.

III.

Increase opportunities for hands-on exploration of and exposure to
literary and informational texts.

Overall, there are few independent opportunities with text directly. In hand texts are needed to
practice common, high frequency words in context (RF.K.3.c), to practice decoding regularly
spelled one-syllable and two-syllable words (RF.1.3.b, RF.1.3.e), and to read words with
inflectional endings (RF.1.3.f). In early elementary, specifically, kindergarten through grade 2,
the more students get to read or are read to, the more they will learn how to read. Students
must have a volume of reading before they tackle the demands of the English language arts
standards by grade 3 (Liben, M., Pimental, S., 2018). The MSDE MCCRS/Vertical Progressions
show an increase in the complexity of Foundational Skills standards and all other ELA strands
(Reading Literature, Reading Information, Writing, and Language) starting at the prekindergarten level. To meet the rigor and complexity shown in the progression of standards,
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students need opportunities to practice reading a variety of complex text both in isolation and
in context. Research shows students being read to in early grades is beneficial as indicated
earlier, but, as pointed out, so too is the frequency with which students read independently,
with scaffolding as necessary. Thus, decreasing the many instances where students share texts
or the teacher displays the reading, can be replaced or bolstered with occasions for students to
have individual time with text.

IV.

Increase the frequency and the scope of assessment tools in the ELA
program.

Fundations
Formative assessments can have a positive effect on student academic achievement. Research
explains that students who participate in the formative assessment process performed better
on measures of academic achievement than those who do not (Klute, M., Apthorp, H.,
Harlacher, J., & Reale, M., 2017). While Fundations includes end-of-unit assessments that
determine student progress in the spelling application of phonological skills, they are
misaligned to the Foundational Skills standards for decoding (RF.K-2.3). To be clear, decoding
skills need to be assessed in isolation and in context. Incorporating methods of ongoing
measurement and progress monitoring of mastery toward meeting the Foundational Skills
standards is critical for emerging readers. Additionally, there are appeared to be no formal
method for determining phonemic awareness (RF.K-2.2) in the Fundations K-2 curriculum.
Wit & Wisdom
Wit & Wisdom provides checklists for teachers to individually assess student mastery of the
MCCRS. However, there is little curricular guidance on how to use the such methods is needed.
As the curriculum reads, all students are assessed similarly and with the same frequency.
However, English learners, students with disabilities, and students who perform below grade
level may benefit from additional “check-ins” to monitor skill attainment. Wit & Wisdom
suggests that students work in pairs or in small groups to complete a work product or writing
assignment. While this may help many students, students also need an opportunity to work
independently so teachers may assess individual skill progression. Frequently cited was the use
of teacher observation of student learning which can be helpful to intervene if students are
experiencing difficulty it allows the opportunity for a correction. If teacher observations are
used as a key assessment tool, then adding success criteria are needed to interpret student
performance so teachers and students can identify what is expected. Finally, Wit & Wisdom
suggests performance-based assessments where students act out events from a story to show
their level of understanding. This type of assessment provides yet another pathway for students
to show what they know and are able to do. However, alternate assessments may be needed
for English learners or students with disabilities.
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Overview Grades 3-5
Foundational Skills Standards must be included in all kindergarten through grade 3 and build
upon in grades 3-5 English language arts curriculum. As students learn how to unlock the
speech sounds of language and associate sounds with letters by the end of grade three
(Student Achievement Partners, 2018), they can begin to meet the demands and complexity
associated with grade-level literature, informational texts, vocabulary, and writing to and from
source for grades 3 to 5.
Using the MSDE-developed evaluation rubric for grades 3-10 English Language Arts/Literacy,
curriculum vetters assessed curriculum for grades 3, 4, and 5. Findings were summarized into
three categories: areas of promise; opportunities for growth; and recommendations for
improvement for each of the four criteria as shown below in Table 7. Vetters examined the
following modules for each grade level, totaling approximately 20% of the 3-5 grade band
curriculum, as follows:
● Grade 3, Module 1, Lessons 24-31
● Grade 4, Module 1, Lessons 1-7
● Grade 5, Module 3, Lessons 30-37
Curriculum vetters used the criteria below to assess K-10 English Language Arts curriculum:
ELA Grade K-10 Curriculum Vetting Rubric Criteria and Characteristics of a High-Quality ELA Curriculum
Alignment with the
Assessment &
Maryland College and
Key Shifts
Instructional Supports
Criteria
Career Ready
Measurability
Standards
• Measurable
• Text-based
• Equal access to text
• Valid Measures
alignment
evidence
• Close Reading
• Success Criteria
Characteris • Text Complexity
Techniques
• Writing from
• Accommodations
tics of a
source
• Evidence of
• Vocabulary
and Accessibility
high• Academic
Differentiation
Acquisition
• Reliable
vocabulary
• Extensions are
• Variety of Text
quality
Measures
Appropriate
• Foundational Skills • Balanced of noncurriculum
fiction to literary
text
Table 7. Summarizes criteria used by curriculum vetters to evaluate curricula.
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Areas of Promise Grades 3-5
I.

Vertical Progression of Text-Based Responses

Across the 3-5 grade band, the Wit & Wisdom curriculum affords many opportunities for
students to use text-based evidence to generate, ask, and respond to questions grounded in
text. As students move to each grade level, the complexity and rigor of text and standards
increase, thus a high-quality curriculum must keep pace with both rigorous standards and
complexity of text. The importance of this cannot be understated as a body of research has
linked the close reading of complex text to gains in reading proficiency (Baker, S., McEnery, L.,
2017). Evidence was observed multiple times in which text-dependent questions were included
within the Learn component of a lesson, tied directly to a text with the expectation for citing
text evidence (CCR.RL/RI.3-5.1) within an oral or written response. Most of the text-dependent
questions were delivered in whole group, small group, or as Think-Pair-Share, such as “3. Use
evidence from the text to explain how Dr. Roper felt about Dr. Kubodera’s success.” In many
cases, the curricula included a sample response for teachers. Examples that follow show a
deliberate progression of standards and complex text from grade 3 to grade 5, as expected for
each grade level.
By grade 3, students are expected to demonstrate their understanding of a text by supporting
their responses using details from the text (CCR.RL/RI.3.1). As cited, there are several activities
and tasks that encourage oral and written text-based responses. Examples include:
● Using Think-Pair-Share activities to develop oral responses about specific details in the
text;
● Posting written evidence-based responses on a visual board or in journals; and
● Generating evidence-based questions with possible responses for a role play activity
using anchor text.
By the time students reach grade 4 and 5, the level of text complexity and learning demands set
out by the standards progress such that the ability to cite text evidence (CCR.RL/RI.4.1),
including making inferences, becomes the norm. By grade 5, not only do students make
inferences, but the standards demand the use and explanation of how direct quotes support a
response. As exemplified, there are several examples for grade 4 and 5 grade students to
demonstrate their ability to incorporate text-based evidence in responses (CCR.RL/RI.4-5.1)
throughout the curriculum in correlation with increasingly demanding standards, either within
or across the grade band. A few of these are included below:
● In one grade 4 example, the Learn section involves identifying evidence (CCR.RI.4.1)
from the text (words and actions) that support why the person is famous (CCR.RI.4.3).
● In all eight lessons reviewed in grade 5, close reading activities are used, as specific
supporting details (CCR.RL.5.1) from the same text (The River Between Us, 740L) are
needed to participate in text-based academic discussions. In conjunction with
CCR.RL.5.1 were various standards including CCR.RL.5.4 (determine or clarify the
meaning of unknown or multiple-meanings words from grade 5 reading); CCR.W.5.2
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(write informative/explanatory texts…); and in later lessons, with same text, standards
included: CCR.RL.5.5 (explain how a series of chapters fit together to provide overall
structure of a particular story) and CCR.RL.5.6 (describe how a narrator’s or speaker’s
point of view influences how events are described.)
● In both grade 4 and grade 5 curricula showed evidence of
○ various types of charts and organizers, (i.e., t-charts, notice and wonder, class
anchor charts, quotation charts) are used to record written explanations with
supporting details from text (CCR.RL/RI.4-5.1).
○ text-dependent questions (CCR Standard-specific) are included in student
response journals.
Again, this is considered an area of promise primarily because of the way in which Wit &
Wisdom lessons are structured thus enabling a natural vertical progression of standards-based
learning, complex text, and the ongoing interaction between teachers and students, and
student-to-student in working through text.

II.

A Foundation for Differentiated Practices

A goal of a highly effective curriculum is to provide ways to differentiate or adapt teaching and
learning to support all students’ needs. The types of support, or scaffolding, can be adjusted or
modified as teachers move students toward meeting learning goals using a gradual release of
responsibility (Tomlinson,C., 2001). Some believe that a highly structured, or scripted
curriculum, similar to Wit & Wisdom, can present unintended consequences (Gallagher, 2005;
Nelson, L., 2014; Timberlake, Burns, Thomas, & Barrett, 2017), including the freedom for
teachers to actively consider how to reach all students, particularly English learners and
students with disabilities.
While Wit & Wisdom certainly provides a foundation upon which students could work toward
independently meeting academic content standards, some examples of differentiation, as in
the types of scaffolds, supports, and suggested modifications suggested, could be interpreted
as too general. Still, it was perceived Wit & Wisdom has laid a solid base for differentiated
practices, as shown in the grade band examples.
Grade 3, Module 1, Lessons 24, suggests modeling the use of text features to make meaning of
a complex text, through the delivery of CCR.RI.3.1 (ask and answer questions to demonstrate
understanding of a text), of an article to support students in finding and understanding the
main idea of a nonfiction passage; however, it must be noted, and thus corrected, that the
LESSSON SUMMARY
This lesson introduces students to a complex informational Text, Giant Squid: Searching for
a Sea Monster. Students use what they have learned about text features to establish initial
questions and a purpose for reading.
Box 1. Excerpted from Wit & Wisdom, Grade 3, Module 1, Lesson 24
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standard associated with using text features at grade 3 is CCR.RI.3.5- use text features and
search tools to locate information, not CCR.RI.3.1. (Box 1). Still, the use of modeling can be seen
as a type of scaffold or support when used for gradual release of responsibility.
In other grade 3 lessons, the use of text features is referenced again, sometimes appropriately
cited with CCR.RI.3.5, sometimes with an incorrect standard. That aside, there are instances in
which differentiation for process, product, content, or grouping appeared more accurately,
through the incorporation or guidance around scaffolds, as shown in the examples from grade 3
(Figure 6) and grade 5 (Figure 7). These scaffolding suggestions are noted in the Deep Dive
section for vocabulary (L.3.4) and again in Lesson 27, under the Analyze the Text portion, where
a Scaffold is embedded seemingly to layer instruction.

Figure 6. Grade 5, Module 3, Lesson 32 Lesson- shows another
version of scaffolding. In the Scaffold box is an analogy from a
character’s point of view. This scaffold seems to be posed as a
challenge to students who ostensibly have shown readiness for a
more complex task.

LEFT. Figure 7. Grade 3, Module 1, Lesson 27- shows
curricular guidance on scaffolding for an informational
text. In the Scaffold box are two ideas teachers can
employ to support student learning.

Moving to grade 4 curriculum, it appears in Figure 8 that educators are encouraged to preteach or ensure understanding through explicit instruction of two standards: CCR.RL.4.1 (cite
text evidence) and CCR.L.4.5 (demonstrate understanding of figurative language).

Figure 8. An excerpt from the Grade 4, Module 1 shows “Next Steps” from Wit & Wisdom as example of differentiation.
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The “Next Steps” sections, found in each lesson throughout the 3-5 grade band, affords
educators options or considerations for how to analyze student work in order to plan for future
differentiated instruction. These strategies support learners in building understanding toward
proficiency of stated standards. “Next Steps” also provide options for reteach for students who
need support understanding academic vocabulary such as literal and figurative definitions.
Similar in nature to the other lesson components is the call out box, Differentiation, which
makes occasional appearances, throughout the Wit & Wisdom curricula. See, for example,
Figure 9 in which grade 4 students are to examine a list of words such as, cardio, cardiologist,
encouraged, and courage to determine what “cardi” means. In this context, a call out box for
Differentiation states:

Figure 9. Shows the lesson call out for guidance on differentiating for English learners.

While differentiation strategies are acknowledged as an area of promise, there is room for a
deeper examination of the consistency and that which constitutes a useful support or scaffold
for diverse learners. This will be addressed in detail in the Opportunities for Growth section of
this report.

III.

Evidence of Close Reading Techniques

The 3-5 grade band vetters’ findings showed that Wit & Wisdom organization and structure
across and within lessons lends itself to facilitate close reading techniques. When used with a
high level of fidelity and consistency, close reading can provide students with an opportunity to
study deep text structures such as the way a text is organized, context-specific vocabulary, key
details, arguments, and inferential meanings (Fisher & Frey, 2012).
For example, in grade 3, Module 1, Lesson 25, the teachers read several pages (p. 12-24) while
students follow along annotating based on teacher directions. Then students use Think-Pairshare to discuss a few text-dependent questions posted. Later in the lesson, students work as
pairs to use all the information and discussion to identify the main idea (RI.3.2) Finally, as pairs
again, students reread an assigned passage and complete a Boxes and Bullets organizer to note
the main idea along with text support (RI.3.2- Determine the main idea of a text; recount the
key details and explain how they support the main idea).
In another example for grade 4, Module 1, Lesson 24, the curriculum guides teachers to
concentrate instruction on one section at a time thus developing students’ ability to identify a
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theme (CCR.RL.4.2) from Love That Dog. This is conducted through the use of teacher read
alouds, paired students read sections and tackle text-dependent questions, and by having
students either use examples of themes (form of scaffolding) or develop their own using text
support (CCR.RL.4.1) on a more independent level.
The same pattern was identified to a higher degree in grade 5 lessons. Often, it begins with the
teacher reading aloud, partner reads of select sections or passages, with some instances of
student reading independently. Interspersed throughout the lessons are text-dependent
questions, activities, and/or assignments aligned to learning goals and standards, for the
majority of lessons. In general, close reading best practices are emulated in Wit & Wisdom
vetted lessons, that is, when an “investigation of a short piece of text, with multiple readings
completed over multiple instructional lessons, through text-based questions and discussion,
students can be guided to deeply analyze various aspects of text” (Baker, S., McEnery, L., 2017).

IV.

Success Criteria as Teacher Guidance

Success criteria, sometimes referred to as criteria for success, serve to help teachers and
students determine whether learning goals have been met, as one of the several components
in the formative assessment process. The role of curricula, as it applies to formative
assessment, is to offer guidance and/or models on how to communicate the degree to which
they can identify whether they are successful through student-friendly language with checklists,
rubrics, scoring guides, and other structured methods. A general example could be the type of
criteria for developing a summary including developing an introductory sentence with a hook;
or, using transition words or phrases for moving to new ideas. Each criterion can include
exemplars, student models, or references to other resources (CCSSO, 2008).
Curriculum vetters noted certain instances of success criteria within the 3-5 grade band
including items such as performance standards, samples, and answer keys, albeit many of the
success criteria were geared toward what teachers should look for, instead of or in addition to
sharing the success criteria with students. According to the Center on Standards & Assessment
Implementation (2015), the presence of learning goals, that is what students will learn should
guide lesson design and the formative assessment process. A critical component of this process
is success criteria which are the specific ways students demonstrate and provide evidence of
learning. Further, a best practice could be to supply realistic examples and non-examples,
written in student-friendly language. Despite the fact Wit & Wisdom’s 3-5 grade band use of
success criteria is not integrated to its fullest form and function, vetters articulated it as an area
of promise as it lays out some necessary and useful guidance for instruction. Examples follow.
At grade 3, Module 1, Lesson 27- After reading Giant Quid: Searching for a Sea Monster,
students create questions based on information from the text, then write a summary. An
excerpt follows that shows detailed success criteria, for teachers, as stated, “Check for the
following success criteria:”
• Questions are clearly based on text evidence.
• Questions related to central ideas or key details in the text.
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• Includes a title and author of text.
• Includes key details and a main idea of the text.
• Explains how the main idea relates the essential meaning of the text.
This is an excellent example and could easily be transformed for use with students, by
substituting some language with student-friendlier terms. Other examples include:
• At grade 4, Module 1, Lesson 6- students complete a Quick Write to define the word
“greathearted”. Success criteria is listed for teachers on what to look for in checking
student definitions.
• At Grade 5, Module 3, all eight lessons reviewed included standards-based success
criteria. A specific instance in Lesson 32 shows a success criterion as students revise a
piece of writing to explain an analogy (RL.5.1, RL.5.4, RI.5.1, RI.5.4, W.5.2, W.5.4, W.5.5,
W.5.9, L.5.5.a). In addition to the listed success criteria, a full rubric is provided to guide
teachers in scoring student writing on structure, development, style, and conventions.
Success criteria or criteria for success is but one essential component of the formative
assessment process, which will be discussed more in Recommendations.
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Opportunities for Growth Grades 3-5
I.

Additional Support for Diverse Student Groups

Scaffolds should provide the assistance and support for students to learn what would be too
difficult to learn alone (Vygotsky, 1978). This assistance is even more vital for English learners,
who are learning both content and a new language at the same (August, D., Fenner, D., Snyder,
S., 2014). In the case of students with disabilities, there were little to no mentions made on
how to modify process, content, product, or grouping in grade-band lessons. Finally, a concern
exists about students who are reading above grade level or have shown mastery early in the
unit or lesson of a particular standard, skill, or concept. The following examples serve to
illustrate areas for discussion:
1) Grade 3, module 1, lesson 25, the Extension component advises teachers on the use
of text features from the article, Giant Squid: Searching for a Sea Monster, to
support students in deriving the meaning of “statolith”. While this could prove
helpful, the curriculum identifies this activity as an Extension, when it appears the
intent is that of support, or a scaffold.
a. Concern: It is not clear how vocabulary terms are sometimes called out for
Extension while others are placed in charts for whole group learning. Consider
that all students, unless tested out, should work on vocabulary acquisition
strategies. Vocabulary can be a scaffold, but not an Extension. Strong
evidence supports the notion to teach a set of vocabulary words intensively
across several days using a variety of instructional activities (Baker, S.,
McEnery, L., 2017).
2) There are lessons, at each grade level, devoid of essential guidance for teachers to
know what and how to deliver content standards for all students to acquire. For
instance, grade 3 students are assessed (module 1, lesson 26, Assessment 26) on the
use of text features to locate information for a relevant topic (RI.3.5) before the
lesson begins. There is no lesson extension for students who have met mastery of
standard RI.3.5 and there is no built-in remediation or scaffolds following the
assessment for those who may have demonstrated a lack of understanding.
a. Concern: Ineffective use of pre-assessment or diagnostic assessment to
inform instruction.
3) Grade 3, Module 1, Lesson 25, student pairs reread an informational text and
complete a Bullets and Boxer Organizer for main idea/details yet there are is no
curricular guidance for moving students to work independently toward writing a
summary. Success criteria for teachers on what to observe in student writing is
included, but not for students.
a. Concern: This lesson is one of many where students do not experience
opportunities for independent reading. As stated earlier, the grade level
standard for reading independently begins by the end of grade 2, with
scaffolding (CCR.RI.2.10). By the end of grade 3, students will read
independently and proficiently at the high end of grade 2-3 text complexity
(CCR.RI.3.10). If the only text available is at the “frustration level”, typically
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read aloud by an adult, then the school system may consider how to
accommodate for this.
4) Grade 4, module 1, lesson 3, students are expected to read one of three biographies
of Helen Keller(810-1000L), Clara Barton (1010-1200L), or Anne Frank(810-1000L).
Prior to the lesson, students are to be aware of the focus question: “How does
someone show great heart, figuratively?”, the content framing question, “What is
happening in each biography?”, and the craft question, “How does a focus statement
work?” During this lesson, students complete a I Notice, I Wonder chart, to record
unfamiliar words in their Vocabulary Journals, and are to be ready to work in a group
to identify words and actions show why the person (three biographies) famous.
Later, in the same lesson, students are supposed to group together similar facts
from their respective biographies to land on a focus statement to explain the
writer’s purpose.
a. Concern: Several activities occurring within the same 45-minute block that
are not all standards-based or cited within the “Welcome/Launch”
component. Two standards are identified: CCR.RI.4.3 (explain events,
procedures, ideas, or concepts in a historical, scientific, or technical text…)
and CCR.W.4.8 (draw evidence from literary or informational texts to support
analysis, reflection, and research).
b. Concern: The biographies “Helen Keller” and “Anne Frank” are the grade 4-5
level while “Clara Barton” is at the 6-8 grade level. What considerations or
accommodations have been made for students reading below grade level?
See: www.corestandards.org/assets/Appendix_A.pdf
5) Grade 4, module 1, vetted lessons 2, 4, and 7 show no Extension opportunities. In
lesson 1, students are to complete an evidence organizer with limited information to
pull from due to lack of text (just two quotes: “It is infinitely better to transplant a
heart than to bury it to be devoured by worms”; and “Wherever you go, go with all
your heart.”). Curricular guidance includes Differentiation, but not in the sense of
intentional grouping based on skill, ability or other qualifier: “Students can work
individually, in pairs, or in small groups of this activity”. In lesson 5, the Extension
prompts teachers to give students “a minute or two to enter one piece of knowledge
into their Knowledge Journals from the class discussion about the three biographies
or enter one piece of knowledge for each section. Teachers are encouraged to take a
picture of the class discussion chart to print for students.
a. Concern: No suggestions include or emphasize for which student groups this
would benefit or how to adjust for students who struggled with reading a
biography, particularly given the Lexile ranges provided earlier in Concern #4.
6) Grade 5, module 3, vetted lesson 30 contains success criteria for the Quick Write
activity, but provides no explicit mention of an Extension, Scaffolding, or
Differentiation; however, within the Learn section is a Teacher Note that issues
guidance on how to “help students process the volume of new, complex, and
potentially confusing ideas that arise…”During the component, it appears teachers
are reading the question aloud to students during the teacher read aloud. [The River
Between Us, 740L].
November 2019

42

English Language Arts Curriculum Vetting Report: Baltimore City Public Schools

a. Concern: The text-dependent questions offered are sound, but when
considering the needs of most students, vetters wondered if and how
students had access to the questions before, during, and after the read aloud.
Some questions were complex and if delivered through one learning style,
such as auditory, could cause confusion or missed meaning. It is hoped the
school system emphasizes that teachers post or provide questions and that
students have opportunities to revisit text, which in the case of this lesson, did
not happen. Two of the ten questions are included here: Q1. What do we
learn about Delphine’s mother and father on p. 126? What words help you
understand her attitude? Q6. What do you think Delphine means at the
bottom of p. 127, when she says, “They don’t understand how people of color
can be free…almost free?” In what ways are the free people of color in New
Orleans free? IN what was [ways] are they not?
To put this section into context for the kind of instructional supports (scaffolds), curriculum
vetters reviewed the Scaffold sections in Wit & Wisdom against six scaffolding strategies
detailed and explained in Table 8 below (Moro, n.d.). Vetted lessons not listed in Table 8 did
not include a Scaffold section.
Scaffolding Strategies by Grade, Module, and Lesson
Strategy
ModelingProviding clear examples
BridgingUsing previous knowledge to
bridge the gap to new
understanding
ContextualizingUsing examples or analogies
to put into context
Schema BuildingMaking connections between
connected ideas
Text RepresentationRepresenting text by
transforming it into something
else
Developing Metacognitionusing active, intentional
strategies to think about and
reflect on one’s own thinking

Grade 3
Module 1, Lesson 25
Module 1, Lesson 27

Grade 4
Module 1, Lesson 1
Module 1, Lesson 6
Module 1, Lesson 4
Module 1, Lesson 5
Module 1, Lesson 6

Grade 5
Module 3, Lesson 36
Module 3, Lessons 31
Module 3, Lessons 32
Module 3, Lessons 33
Module 3, Lessons 34
Module 3, Lessons 35
Module 3, Lessons 36
Module 3, Lessons 37

Module 1, Lesson 24
Module 1, Lesson 26
Module 3, Lesson 31

Table 8. Wit & Wisdom Scaffold section activities and instructions categorized by type of scaffold.
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Also, worth noting, are instances in which the suggested Scaffold detailed in the curriculum
does not meet the expectation for supporting students to reach their learning goals. For
example, in grade 3, Module 1, Lesson 26, the Scaffold section informs teachers of a possible
challenge for students, but without any guidance on how to address that challenge. In Grade 4,
Module 1, Lesson 1, the curriculum states that teachers can remind students about prior
discussions as needed. In grade 5, Module 3, teachers may encourage students to reread a
quotation. As illustrated by Table 8, the variety and distribution of scaffolds could be expanded
to ensure all learners are provided with the options, support, and input needed to learn new
content.

II.

Assessment Performance Provides Instructional Roadmap for
Teachers

Teachers receive important feedback about how individual students are progressing towards
skill attainment (Klute, M., Apthorp, H., Harlacher, J., & Reale, M., 2017). Some students may
require additional instructional support while others may be ready to further extend their
learning. In either case, rubrics or success criteria are needed to ensure scoring is valid and
reliable. While curriculum vetters found several examples of success criteria and rubrics for the
lessons vetted within the 3-5 grade band, there were many instances where none were evident.
Curriculum vetters noted where the presence of success criteria or rubrics would have
improved learning goals were absent within the 3-5 grade band:
● There is no evidence of success criteria or rubric for module 3, lesson 24, grade 3
● There are no guidelines provided for the student summary in module 1, lesson 25,
grade 3
● There are no guidelines to ensure mastery of standard RI.4.2 (main idea, key details,
summarizing) - grade 4
● There are no rubrics or Success Criteria provided for the module 1, lesson 2, grade 4
● Though teachers are directed to use response journals and Think-Pair-Share activities to
informally assess students, there is no valid way to collect an accurate measure for
student understanding included in the teacher’s guide.
● Teachers use discussion activities throughout the lesson, which does not provide a valid
measure of individual student learning (module 3, lesson 30, grade 5)
This is not a comprehensive list as only 20-25% of the 3-5 grade band curriculum was vetted
during this evaluation.

III.

Missed Opportunities for Students to Demonstrate Mastery
Independently and Proficiently

As evidenced throughout the grade band, most student experiences take place in pairs, small
group, or whole group, which from the perspective of assessing students in an engaging way,
Wit & Wisdom seems to hit the mark. However, assessment conducted largely this way may
not constitute a clear indication on how well individual students understand a particular
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concept, standard, or skill. Knowledge of individual student performance is needed to ensure
instructional time is targeted and efficient. Evidence-based assessment practices can include
“principles of universal design, together with the design of accommodations and modifications
to create maximum access to a wide range of learners” (Darling-Hammond, L., Herman, J, et al,
2013). Examples collected show instances in which determining individual student success
could prove challenging for educators.
● Grade 3, Module 1, Lesson 25 assesses students on their writing of a summary on the
main idea/detail organizer that they created with a partner. This activity does not
assess each student’s understanding of determining the main idea/supporting details of
a passage (RI.3.2).
● The graphic organizer that is started in Grade 4, Lesson 1, Module 1, is done with the
teacher and a peer. This assessment does not require students to show mastery or to
progress independently.
● Checking for Understanding in Grade 4, Module 1, Lesson 2, is intended to assess RI.4.4
but students complete the evidence organizer with a partner. There is no opportunity
to show mastery of this standard at the individual student level.
● Students do not work independently on the part of the lesson that is identified as
Checking for Understanding (lesson 3, module 1, grade 4).
● In Grade 4, Module 1, Lesson 3, when students are asked to identify the main
achievements of Clara Barton, Helen Keller, or Anne Frank, they are working with groups
of students.
● In Grade 4, Module 1, Lesson 5, there is not an opportunity for students to show
independent mastery of L.4.2.b when editing a peer’s focus statement.
● The grade 5 vetted lessons (Module 3, Lessons 30 through 37) direct students to write in
their Response Journals. These responses can provide informal feedback to teachers,
but no other valid measure of student understanding is included. In Lesson 31, for
example, students work with a partner to answer text-dependent questions, providing
even less information about individual student mastery or proficiency.
Curriculum vetters noted a similar trend, as articulated in the K-2 band, in a lack of
opportunities for students to engage in individual or independent reading time. Students need
extensive independent practice for skills and knowledge to become automatic (Rosenshine,
2012). Conversely, Wit & Wisdom often directs teachers to conduct read alouds to students.
Some lessons did advocate for the use of individual texts for students to read independently,
but for the most part, texts were shared with a peer, small group, or with a whole group.
A few examples from the 3-5 grade band are included below.
● In Grade 3, Module 1, Lessons 24-31, the non-fiction text, Giant Squid: Searching for a
Sea Monster is the focus text for five out of eight lessons. The text is read aloud to
students in four of the eight lessons and there are no opportunities for students to read
independently.
● Excerpts from the texts Amos & Boris are read aloud in Grade 3, Module 1, Lesson 24.
Students are not given an opportunity to read independently. The guide directs teachers
to read pages 5-11 aloud to the whole group.
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● In Grade 4, Module 1, Lessons 1-7, the texts in the lessons reviewed were intended to
be used as a paired text or as a read aloud. This does not allow each student to have
access to an individual book or to work independently.
● Grade 4, Module 1, Lesson 2, is a 75-minute lesson during which students reread two
quotes. There is no structured independent reading time and there are no additional
texts provided to students.

IV.

Wit & Wisdom is not fully aligned to the MCCRS

It is imperative for teachers to track student performance based on all MCCRS and indicators.
Maryland’s Vertical Progression shows the natural sequence of the English language arts
standards over an academic career. It makes clear how an increase in rigor, expectation, and
complexity progresses toward the final set of standards where a student could be deemed
college and career ready by grade 12. “Teachers must know on a day-to-day basis where their
students are in relation to the content standards to have the necessary information to inform
instruction” (Maryland State Department of Education, 2016). Therefore, ensuring all standards
are taught and assessed is paramount.
A high-quality English Language Arts curriculum identifies which standard is being introduced,
practiced and/or measured for each lesson. Although Wit & Wisdom identifies which standards
are expected to be formally and informally assessed for mastery, curriculum vetters noted
many examples where the standards are missing, or an incorrect standard was given for
learning goals of the lesson.
Curriculum vetters noted missing standards for the examples below:
● Grade 3, Module 1, Lesson 24- Students are directed to refer to the subheadings. This
aligns with standard RI.3.5 which is not referenced in this lesson. Refer back to MCCRS
RI.3.5 and RL.3.5 for accuracy of this standard as it relates to the grade 3 lessons and
expectation of students;
● Grade 3, Module 1, Lesson 24- Focuses on linking words and phrases and how they are
used to show relationships among pieces of evidence and the main topic. This aligns
with standard RI.3.8 which is not referenced in the lesson;
● Grade 3, Module 1, Lesson 28- In Socratic Seminar, students agree or disagree and then
provide evidence from the text. Standard RI.3.6 is mentioned but not stated as a
standard to be addressed in the lesson;
● Grade 3, Module 1, Lesson 30- RI.3.1 is not listed in “Standards Assessed” but students
are asked to record their “most important learning” to the questions posed;
● Grade 4, Module 1, Lesson 1- The “Check for Understanding” is an informal exit ticket
that asks students to give examples of the figurative and literal meaning of heart. This is
showing an understanding of L.4.5. This standard is not referenced in the lesson;
● Grade 5, Module 3, Lesson 33- In the first Learning Goal, students are using evidence
from The River Between Us and A Note on the Story to complete their drafts for the
writing task. Standards RI.5.1 and RL.5.1 are not included in the learning goal;
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● Grade 5, Module 3, Lesson24- The lesson does not identify RL.5.2 as a standard for
instruction. However, students are directed to summarize chapters 13 and 14 during a
whole group discussion. RL.5.2 is a supporting standard for this lesson.
Curriculum vetters also noted evidence of misalignment of standards during their review of the
3-5 grade band. Misaligned standards can lead to erroneous conclusion on student
performance. Since Maryland’s Vertical Progressions another, missed standards could leave a
gap in the learning continuum. Evidence of misaligned standards for the 3-5 grade band are
included below.
● Two grade 3 lessons (Module 1, Lesson 25 and Lesson 27) listed R1.3.3 as a standard
assessed but there seemed to be no connection to that standard within the lesson.
● Grade 3, Module 1, Lesson 26 states that 15 minutes of the lesson is “analyzing text
structure” (pg.395). This part of the lesson is about text features. Text structure
(chronology, comparison, cause/effect, problem/solution, RI.3.5) is a grade 5 standard,
not a grade 3 standard. The lesson can focus on text features instead of structure.
● The learning goal in Grade 4, Module 1, Lesson 1 is to “differentiate between literal and
figurative use of heart” but does not align with the stated standards RI.4.2 (identify and
explain main idea; summarize), RI.4.4 (determine meaning of general and domainspecific words), and L.4.4.a (determine meaning of unknown words using context clues).
It does align with L.4.5 (demonstrate understanding of figurative language, word
relationships, and nuances in word meanings) which is not referenced in the lesson.
● There is no evidence of RI.4.2 (main idea, key details, summarizing) in Grade 4, Module
1, Lesson 1. Students are learning literary terms and applying the terms to two quotes
that are provided. There is no text to identify the main ideas, key details or to
summarize.
● Grade 4, Module 1, Lesson 3 asks students to review the exemplar essay from the
previous lesson. Students are not actively participating in the writing. The lesson is not
aligned with the identified standard W.4.8.
● Grade 5, Module 3, Lesson 30 has a misaligned objective. Standard W.5.5 is listed as an
addressed standard in this lesson and within the learning goal. This standard is not
utilized in this lesson. It is explained in the teacher instructions that it will be addressed
in the next two lessons.
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Overall Rating Grades 3-5
Using the MSDE-developed evaluation rubric for grade 3-5, curriculum vetters assessed lessons
within the curriculum as shown in Table 9. During the review, the curriculum vetters reached a
consensus (See Appendix E) regarding the findings, arranged by areas of promise, opportunities
for growth, and recommendations for improvement. The curriculum vetters used the following
rating scale to rate the curriculum on a scale ranging from 0 to 4, for each of the four key
features. A rating of 4 indicates that the vetted curriculum met all or almost all of the
expectations for addressing each of criteria. In contrast, a rating of 0 indicates that the vetted
curriculum did not address or meet any of the criteria and/or inaccurately addressed the key
features.
Overall, the curriculum vetters rated the 3-5 curriculum as a 3 Satisfactory- addresses all
criteria for each key feature. The curriculum was found to have several areas of promise
drawing from two of the key features with some areas for improvement in two other key
features. The chart, “Criteria on the ELA Grade 3-5 Curriculum Vetting Rubric” (Table 9)
specifies the rating for each criterion.
Criteria

Characteristics
of a HighQuality
curriculum
include all
indicators:

Criteria on the ELA Grade 3-5 Curriculum Vetting Rubric
Alignment with the
Instructional
Assessment &
Maryland College and
Key Shifts
Supports
Measurability
Career Ready
Standards
● Measurable
alignment with
MCCRS (RI, RL, W,
and L)
● Text complexity
● Vocabulary
acquisition
● Variety of texts

● Text-based
evidence
● Write to source
● Academic
vocabulary
● Balance of
information to
literary text

Score for each
criterion for 3-5
2
grade band
Table 9. Ratings for each criteria in the curriculum vetting rubric.

3

● Equal access to text
● Close reading
techniques
● Evidence of
differentiation
● Extensions
included and
appropriate

● Valid measures
● Success criteria
● Accommodations
and accessibility
● Reliable measures

3

2

Curriculum vetters rated the curriculum on a scale of 0-4 for each of the four criteria. The
overall rating for grade band 3-5 was a 3.
4 - Meets almost all or all of the criteria with strong connections between standards and lessons.
3 - Meets most of the criteria with strong connections between standards and lessons.
2 - Meets some of the criteria, but connection between standards and lessons are questionable.
1 - Meets few of the criteria and connections between standards and lessons are weak or vague.
0 – Does not meet the criteria.
Recommendations for improvement for the 3-5 grade band are presented next in this report.
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Recommendations for Improvement Grades 3-5
I.

Improve differentiation practices and components of the formative
assessment process.

A lack of consistent guidance on differentiation methods and accompanying resources was
evident within the lessons reviewed by curriculum vetters for student groups receiving special
services. The MSDE suggests the local school system review the 3-5 grade band of Wit &
Wisdom to identify areas where additional differentiation resources and guidance are needed.
Currently, differentiation practices seem to be geared toward all students, which is a good first
step with additional emphasis and focus on:
● Differentiation techniques for all students and student groups, including English
learners, students with disabilities, those reading above or below grade level;
● Varied, clearly explained scaffolds and supports that are less generalized;
● Alternate or optional text for those students reading above or below grade level;
● Routinely visible success criteria for student work products, not obscured or lost by
multiple lines of text over the course of many lesson pages;
● Success criteria that mirrors what exists for teachers, but also outlines how to write and
incorporate student-friendly terms for assignments, tasks, or projects that involve
several steps or may not be clear for students.
This recommendation could take many forms such as professional development in which
teachers learn more about the components of the formative assessment process. The MSDE
offers virtual and in -person training and workshops throughout the school year with the goal of
learning how to set standards-based learning goals with a set of criteria for success. Since Wit
& Wisdom has laid a solid foundation of incorporating success criteria for teachers to observe in
students, this could be a natural next step.
In terms of differentiation, vetters were concerned with the use of the term “scaffold” which
appeared throughout the band. Scaffolding is useful for teaching new tasks, concepts, or
strategies that have multiple steps. By adding lesson-specific scaffolds, students can receive the
kind of aid or support they may need to work toward mastery. In general, there approaches to
instructional scaffolding that include content, task, or material scaffolding (IRIS Center Peabody
College Vanderbilt University, 2019). Finally, referring back to Table 8 to identify possible gaps
in lessons or other methods of scaffolding could prove useful.

II.

Incorporate Success Criteria for Assessments and Lesson Activities

Wit & Wisdom includes success criteria within many of its units. However, curriculum vetters
identified many instances where no success criteria are readily available or explicitly designed
for students. Success criteria are an essential element within the assessment process. “Rubrics
that provide descriptions of a high-quality product—and of the progression students may go
through while working toward mastery—can be an important part of that toolbox” (Turner &
Shellard, 2004). To reliably assess students’ knowledge, clear performance expectations must
be communicated from teachers to students. Armed with this information, teachers may
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provide specific feedback about how students are progressing on their individual learning
continuum. Teachers may also note where additional support is needed. Success criteria,
samples, answer keys, and the like provide performance expectations for students to ensure a
valid and reliable method is used when determining the extent to which students are
successful.
Each time the curriculum directs a teacher to assess or to determine the level of learning for
students (performance, work products, assessments, etc.), success criteria are needed. It is
recommended that Baltimore City Public Schools fully review the 3-5 grade band to identify
where additional success criteria are needed within the Wit & Wisdom curriculum.

III.

Fully align the Wit & Wisdom curriculum to MCCRS

“The goal of a well-designed curriculum should be to ensure that students have a range of
opportunities to gain the knowledge, skills, and abilities required by the standards. While
standards describe what students are intended to learn; curriculum describes how they are
intended to access the knowledge, skills, and abilities embedded within the standards” (The
Center on Standards & Assessment Implementation, 2018). It is critical for teachers to know
which standards are being introduced and practiced in each lesson. When curriculum is not
fully aligned to the standards, teachers do not have the roadmap needed to support students in
meeting the MCCRS.
Teachers must know the extent to which students can demonstrate their understanding of
MCCRS and develop plans based on the curriculum guidance to mitigate challenges when
students do not reach performance targets. The teaching and learning cycle is interrupted when
the curriculum either does not identify a standard or the standard is misaligned to the lesson
activities.
Curriculum can support teachers in delivering targeted instruction by consistently citing
standards and ensuring learning activities are designed to lead the learning towards those
standards. In the 20- 25% of the curriculum vetted, however, many lessons did not cite
standards or cite standards did not align with the lesson content, learning goal, or assessment.
The MSDE recommends a review of each unit and lesson, and its corresponding activities to
confirm alignment with MCCRS and that every activity, task, and assessment are standardsbased.

IV.

Increase opportunities for Independent Student Learning and
Practice

Wit & Wisdom suggests Think-Pair-Share, partner, and teacher to student activities for many
lessons in the 3-5 grade band. While these strategies can support students to engage in
discussions and “try out” their answers before sharing with the whole group, there are limited
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opportunities for independent work or independent reading time. Students need extensive
independent practice for skills and knowledge to become automatic (Rosenshine, 2012).
Scaffolding is important for students, especially when new concepts are introduced. Curriculum
can provide guidance that proactively moves students toward independence (Larkin, 2001).
Wit & Wisdom does not consistently plan for multiple opportunities for independent student
work or reading time within the 3-5 grade band ELA curriculum. Instead, it was noted that the
guide directs teachers to read to students or students are asked to read in pairs in many of the
lessons reviewed. It is strongly recommended a review be conducted across the grade band to
identify opportunities to integrate independent student work and reading time, where
appropriate. Research purports that independent reading can:
• Build a cognitive processing infrastructure that massively influences every aspect of our
thinking (Stanovich, 2003);
• Improve vocabulary, spelling, and mathematics when reading for pleasure between the
ages of 10-16 (Sullivan & Brown, 2013); and,
• Support the deep intellectual work and psychological exploration by the teenage years
(Wilhelm & Smith, 2013).
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Overview Grades 6-8
Curriculum vetters evaluated grades 6-8 content using the MSDE-developed English Language
Arts 3-10 Curriculum Vetting rubric. Findings were summarized into areas of promise,
opportunities for growth, and recommendations for improvement.
As explained earlier in this report, curriculum vetters assessed each grade level and developed
a consensus report detailing their findings. The findings are organized into areas of promise,
opportunities for growth, and recommendations for improvements. The criteria shown in Table
10 was used to assess the K-8 ELA curriculum.
ELA Grade K-10 Curriculum Vetting Rubric Criteria and Characteristics of a High-Quality ELA Curriculum
Criteria
Characteris
tics of a
highquality
curriculum

Alignment with the Maryland
College-and Career-Ready
Standards
• Measurable alignment
• Text Complexity
• Vocabulary Acquisition
• Variety of Text
• Foundational Skills

Key Shifts
•
•
•
•

Text-based evidence
Writing from source
Academic vocabulary
Balanced of non-fiction
to literary text

Instructional
Supports

Assessment &
Measurability

• Equal access to
text
• Close Reading
Techniques
• Evidence of
Differentiation
• Extensions are
Appropriate

• Valid Measures
• Success Criteria
• Accommodations
and Accessibility
• Reliable Measures

Table 10. Summarizes criteria used by curriculum vetters to evaluate curricula for grades 3-10 English Language Arts.

Curriculum vetters rated the curriculum on a scale of 0-4 for each of the four criteria.
4 - Meets almost all or all of the criteria with strong connections between standards and lessons.
3 - Meets most of the criteria with strong connections between standards and lessons.
2 – Meets some of the criteria, but connection between standards and lessons are questionable.
1 – Meets few of the criteria and connections between standards and lessons are weak or vague.
0 – Does not meet the criteria.
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Areas of Promise Grades 6-8
I.

Variety of Complex, Grade Appropriate Text

Across the 6-8 grade band, vetters found the inclusion and explicit citation of the Maryland
College- and Career-Ready Standards for literature and informational text to be an area of
promise. Consistent across grade band teams, vetters used the same tools (Figure 10 and Figure
11) for determining text complexity. It is when a text meets each of these dimensions that they
are considered appropriately complex for the respective grade level. The dimensions are
summarized as follows:
•
•
•

Qualitative dimensions- refers to aspects measured by a human reader, such as levels of
meaning or purpose; text structure; language conventions; and the types of topics or
themes addressed.
Quantitative dimensions- measured by word length or frequency, sentence length, and
text cohesion, such as identifying the Lexile level through the use of the Lexile
Framework for Reading.
Reader and Task- this dimension focuses less on the inherent complexity, unlike the
qualitative and quantitative dimensions. Rather, the focus here is on the reader’s
motivation, knowledge, and experience as it relates to the nature of the reading or
writing task such as the level of rigor associated with the text-dependent questions,
summaries, etc.

By employing the tools shown in Figure 10 and Figure 11, vetters verified the Lexile for each of
the core or anchor texts using a web-based application (Lexile Framework for Reading) and
detailed descriptions from Core Standards information. CoreStandards provides detailed
information on selecting complex text using the three dimensions summarized earlier. These
resources were supplied and trained on during each in-person training session to ensure a
consistent vetting process.

Figure 10. Web-based application provides multiple resources to
determine complexity such as Lexile and grade level comparability.

Figure 11- From Core Standards website. Provides detailed
explanation for each dimension.

Having utilized these tools and resources, vetters found the following information on the
selected text and other media:
Grade 6
The vetted lessons included one novel, Bud, Not Buddy, a video, 1930’s Sit-down Strike, and the
poem Mother to Son. The historical fiction novel is at the appropriate Lexile reading level
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(950L) for the 6-8 grade band. The qualitative measure of text complexity corresponds with the
grade band requirements as complex topics such as of racism and family dynamics are
presented throughout the novel, video and poetry. Additionally, the video The 1930’s Sit-down
Strike satisfies the qualitative dimensions of text complexity, focusing on women’s impact on
union relations.
Grade 7
Vetted lessons contained a variety of informational or literary non-fiction texts (historical fiction
novel, memoir, informational articles, and photographs) that feature Navajo and Japanese
American characters and depictions. Two full-length texts, Codewalker (910L) and Farewell to
Manzanar (1040L) and several shorter texts are included in the curriculum. Both full length
texts are within the low to mid-range Lexile range for the grade level. However, qualitative
measures show topics of war and internment along with themes of identity and racism raise
text complexity to on or above grade level. The selection of multiple texts representing
historical fiction and primary source documents from the same time period serve to meet the
demands of standards RI.7.9 and RL.7.9, which require multiple accounts of the same event.
Grade 8
Students read literary texts by two notable authors, William Shakespeare and Kurt Vonnegut. A
Midsummer Night’s Dream (1040L) and EPICAC (800L) both involve love triangles as a means of
developing themes about the complicated nature of love, which is can be an appropriate theme
for 8th graders. Additionally, curriculum incorporated artwork in vetted Lessons 24-31.

II.

Text Evidence and Writing from Source

By the time students reach the middle grades, the expectation to read and write independently
and proficiently has increased significantly through early and middle elementary grades. So,
too, is the expectation to supply evidence from text in response to text-dependent questions,
whether they are mostly oral at the primary level or in formal essays, by the time they reach 8th
grade. Keeping true to the vertical progressions, as early as kindergarten, the standards call for
students to answer questions about text so that by the time they reach grades 6-8, students are
expected to cite text evidence for all purposes of writing; specifically, to write arguments (W.68.1), to write informative/explanatory texts (W.6-8.2), and to write narratives (W.6-8.3).
Vetters found evidence where curriculum featured opportunities for students to show
understanding of text through a variety of student-developed written pieces. These examples,
in particular, show the expectation of including text evidence from the source, or text.
Grade 6
• Lesson 10, students craft two paragraphs incorporating evidence from two sources
(“1930’ Sit-Down Strike” and Bud, Not Buddy).
• Lesson 11 directs students to complete Handout 11A, an evidence organizer. Students
must identify and explain the characteristics of Bud, Not Buddy and use evidence from
the text to support their thinking (RL.6.3).
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•

Lesson 13 - Students develop an introductory paragraph for an essay which must include
text-based support. Students use a model essay to identify a thesis and two pieces of
support. Students are then asked to write their own introductory paragraph which
includes a thesis and support.

Grade 7
Eight of the nine vetted lessons include opportunities for students to draw evidence from texts.
The amount of textual evidence required is based upon the purpose and the requested writing
product.
•
•
•
•
•
•

Lessons 16- two paragraphs following a ToSEEC paragraph structure (topic statement,
evidence, elaboration, and concluding statement
Lesson 17- postcard, journal entry, or a brief summary
Lesson 18- written response exit ticket.
Lesson 19- a journal entry
Lesson 20-21 is a writing assessment
Lesson 23 provides evidence of the curriculum’s requirement for text support, “Have
students write a summary that clearly captures the informational text’s central idea and
most important supporting details” (RL.7.2).

Grade 8
Most vetted lessons provide text-based writing opportunities focusing on both argument
writing (W.8.1) and explanatory writing (W.8.2). Seven of the eight lessons vetted provide
opportunities for students to offer text-based ideas using evidence from one or more texts
(RL.8.1). Curriculum vetters identified evidence of routine writing in lessons 24, lesson, 25,
lesson 26, lesson 29, and lesson 30.
For example:
● Lesson 24 - routine writing and Chalk Talk
● Lesson 25 – routine writing and partner discussion
● Lesson 26 – Socratic Seminar in preparation to write a journal response
● Lesson 29 – discussion following by Stop and Jot
● Lesson 30 – Claim-Support-Question exit ticket
Evidence of extended process writing was noted for lessons 27 and 31. Lesson 27 directs
students to “write a two-paragraph response that explains how the love triangle in Kurt
Vonnegut’s EPICAC draws on the complexities of love in A Midsummer Night’s Dream and also
makes this pattern of events new.” Lesson 31 provides the prompt, “Is love strange or is love
true? Write a one-paragraph argument that conveys your agreement or disagreement with
Theseus’ statement”.
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III.

Foundation for Vocabulary Study

When students can incorporate new vocabulary into their writing and speaking, educators can
infer that they truly understand the vocabulary and, in fact, own it (Blachowicz, C., Fisher, P.,
2004). Adolescent readers may be able to read single-syllable words but must be taught
strategies to decode multisyllabic words common in complex texts. To accomplish this,
curriculum can offer guidance on which words to select and various methods to use to teach
new words through explicit and direct instruction. Common best practices can include
explaining the strategy, modeling the process, providing guided practice with scaffolding and
providing adequate time for independent application of the newly acquired words (Hougen, M.,
2015). Within the 6-8 grade band, there are findings that show guidance on integrating the
teaching and learning of new Tier II and Tier III words within the 6-8 grade band. Irrespective of
the tier type, it is more important to select words that have the highest utility in supporting
students making meaning of complex text with full alignment to the appropriate grade level
standards:
RL.6-8.4: Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text, including
figurative and connotative meanings; analyze the impact of specific word choice on meaning
and tone; analyze the impact of rhymes and of sounds; analyze the impact and meaning of
analogies or allusions.
RI.6-8.4: Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text including
figurative, connotative, and technical meanings.
L.6-8.4: Determine or clarify the meaning of unknown and multiple-meaning words and phrase
based on grade-level specific text using a range of strategies.
Grade 6
In each of the highlighted lessons that follow, the expectation is to interact with vocabulary
terms in various ways such as inferring from context clues, participating in Think-Pair-Share,
and practicing direct application using passages from Bud, Not Buddy. Twelve terms are
presented in the vetted lessons. Six Tier II and six Tier III words were identified with the
following student tasks:
•

•
•
•

Lesson 10- the terms tone, idiom, slang are defined as suggested in the Launch section
with application practice locating and determining mean of idioms and slang, which is
supports the understanding of character dialect. Note: Study of idioms and slang are a
below grade level standard (L.5.3.b).
Lesson 11- the term disturbed is defined as suggested in the Learn section, with some
application in two text-dependent questions (L.6.4).
Lesson 12- strategy, strategically is defined by curriculum in the Learn section and is
used in the context of the craft question: How does disagreeing strategically work in an
academic discussions? It was unclear to what standard this is connected.
Lesson 14- figurative language defined by curriculum with application to locate
examples of figurative language from chapter 16 and 17 from Bud, Not Buddy.
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Grade 7
Academic vocabulary instruction aligned with L.7.4.a, L.7.4.b, L.7.4.c, L.7.4.d sets the
expectation to determine or to clarify the meaning of unknown and multiple meaning words
both in and out of context. Three out of nine vetted lessons include academic vocabulary
instruction on vocabulary that are pulled directly from the texts. For example, Lesson 22
includes the terms: “alien, foreign, and interrogation” from Farewell to Manzanar. Two of the
nine vetted lessons include terms that do not come from the studied texts. For example,
Lesson 22 includes the word “memoir”, which is not an identified vocabulary term in Farewell
to Manzanar, rather it is associated with the genre.
Grade 8
In Lessons 24 and 26, students work with the CREE-A model for argument writing. This model
introduces the following terms: “claim, reason, evidence, elaboration, and alternate claims.” In
Lessons 25-27 students practice with identifying verb mood, with a focus on the subjunctive
mood (L.8.1.c). Lessons 29 and 31 expand to include coverage of inappropriate shifts in verb
mood (L.8.1.b).
Although academic vocabulary is listed as an area of promise in this report, some enhancement
within this area may need more attention. This topic will be addressed more deeply in the next
section.

Opportunities for Growth Grades 6-8
I.

Improve Alignment and Use of Maryland College and Career Ready
Standards

Mounting evidence supports the idea that a high-quality curriculum and instructional materials
can drive student growth (Olson, L., 2018). As such, it was found to be of concern that the 6-8
grade band was not determined to be in full alignment of expected Maryland College-and
Career-Ready Standards. When curriculum is not fully aligned, teachers do not have the road
map needed to support students in meeting the MCCRS. Curriculum can support teachers in
delivering targeted instruction by consistently citing standards and ensuring each learning
activity directly supports its intended learning goal, that is derived from standards. That is, the
standard specifies what students should know and be able to do as evidenced in a learning goal.
Wit & Wisdom embeds both the Learning Goals and Standards Addressed on the opening page
of each lesson, vetters were able to easily determine some alignment concerns across the 6-8
grade band. The examples that follow represent some of the alignment concerns as well as the
way in which standards were used in relation to instruction and/or a check for understanding or
assessment piece.

November 2019

57

English Language Arts Curriculum Vetting Report: Baltimore City Public Schools

Grade 6
Lessons 8-14 Bud, Not Buddy is the text studied from Lesson 1-16. Lessons average 75 minutes.
• Lesson 9- standards cited include RL.6.1, RL.6.4, RL.6.9, RI.6.1, RI.6.9, and W.6.10;
Learning Goals include: RL.6.1, RL.6.9, RI.6.1, RI.6.9, W.6.10.
Concern: a large number of standards for which there is little evidence of explicit
instruction taught or assessed for each. No direct connection to RL.6.4. Students read
one chapter and view a video two times. One assessment- (Handout 9A) worksheet is
completed by student pairs who discuss three questions. Numerous standards within
the context of one lesson could lead to less focus and depth toward meeting the depth
and intent of a standard (McTighe, J., Wiggins, G., 2015).
•

Lesson 10- standards cited include RL.6.1, RL.6.4, RL.6.9, RI.6.1, RI.6.9, and W.6.2, W.6.3,
W.6.4, W.6.9, and more; Learning Goals include: RL.6.1, RL.6.9, RI.6.1, RI.6.9, W.6.2,
W.6.4, W.6.9; and more.
Concern: a large number of complex standards for which there is little evidence of
explicit instruction taught or assessed for each. No direct connection to RL.6.4. Two
Assessments: students complete Focusing Question Task 2- What hardships did people
face in the Great Depression? (using Bud, Not Buddy and other texts). Students
complete Handout 10A-Examining Slang and Idiom in Bud, Not Buddy. This activity
assesses standard L.5.3.b a below grade level expectation.

•

Other lessons follow a similar pattern.

Grade 7
6 of the 9 lessons vetted for 7th grade contained misaligned standards in the At a Glance
section. Examples include:
● Lesson 15, RL.7.3 is not explicitly taught or clearly aligned with the close reading lines
identified for small group analysis.
● Lesson 16 - W.7.4 (Produce clear and coherent writing appropriate to the task, audience,
and purpose) is misaligned to the learning activities. Students are asked to “write
elaboration sentences to clarify ideas and analyze evidence” which is aligned to W.7.2.b
(Develop the topic with relevant facts, definitions, concrete details, quotations, and
other information and examples).
● Lesson 17 – This lesson includes standards RL.7.1, RL.7.2 and RL.7.3. However, in the
lesson, students analyze a photograph of the raising of the flag on Iwo Jima and
compare it with the description of the scene in Code Walker where the Iwo Jima flag is
raised. This lesson also aligns with RL.7.9 (Compare and contrast a fictional portrayal of
a time, place, or character and a historical account of the same period). Yet, the
standard is not listed. Included in the analysis of a photograph of the raising of the flag
in Iwo Jima as compared with the description of the scene in the historical fiction novel.
This should be aligned with RL.7.9. The Learning Goal says to “evaluate Bruchac’s
content, style, and structure” and on p. 238 students are given a series of question to
help them “analyze content, style, and structure” (Handout 17A) without any clear
instruction around these three terms. This is misaligned with the stated standard RL.7.2
(Determine a theme or central idea/provide an objective summary. The activity is better
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aligned with grade 6 standard RL.6.5- Analyze how a particular sentence, chapter, or
stanza fits into the overall structure of a text and contributes to the development of the
theme, setting, or plot.
Grade 8
In 7 of the 8 lessons vetted, a standard is not identified under Standards Addressed or Learning
Goals but is addressed by an activity in the lesson:
Lesson 24: L.8.6, W.8.2, RL.8.3
Lesson 25: RL.8.6, W.8.2, W.8.9, L.8.6
Lesson 26: W.8.10
Lesson 27: RI.8.1, RI.8.2, RI.8.4
Lesson 28: RL.8.7
Lesson 29: W.8.10
Lesson 30: W.8.10, RI.8.4
In 4 of the 8 lessons vetted, a standard is listed under the Standards Addressed section, but that
standard is not explicitly addressed in the lesson:
Lesson 26: RL.8.6, RL.8.9
Lesson 28: RL.8.4, L.8.5a
Lesson 29: RL.8.4, L.8.5a, L.8.5b
Lesson 30: L.8.5a
In 2 of the 8 lessons vetted, a standard is identified in a Learning Goal, but that standard is not
explicitly addressed in the lesson:
Lesson 27: L.8.3a
Lesson 29: L.8.3a
In 1 of the 8 lessons vetted, the activities align to standards above grade 8, although these are
not identified as such in the lesson:
-The Context and Alignment section in Lesson 30 specifies that students should “consider the
ambiguities of the play’s ending in their analysis of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. This aligns to
RL.11-12.1. This section also specifies that students should analyze “the genre-specific
technique of the play within a play” in A Midsummer Night’s Dream and, as an extension, how
the ending of the play would be different without the inclusion of “Pyramus and Thisbe.” This
aligns to RL.9-10.5.

II.

Missed Opportunities for Student-Centered Application and Practice in
Developing a Robust Vocabulary

As reported, Wit & Wisdom showed a strong foundation in offering guidance on strategies for
the acquisition of new words and strategies for unlocking meaning of words, particularly as
they support understanding of increasingly complex text through the middle grades. Yet, there
is a case to build on this foundation to encourage more student application and practice toward
developing a robust vocabulary.
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Strong evidence suggests providing explicit vocabulary instruction as part of the English
language arts program and reading in other content areas can give students the support they
need, especially in upper elementary, middle, and high school (Kamil, M., Borman, G., 2008). As
students progress from the early stages of reading into more complex text, the vocabulary
carries a “large share of the meaning through specialized vocabulary, jargon, and disciplinerelated concepts” (Kamil, 2008), thus robust instruction is essential. As show in an Area of
Promise, the key vocabulary standards include:
RL.6-8.4: Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text, including
figurative and connotative meanings; analyze the impact of specific word choice on meaning
and tone; analyze the impact of rhymes and of sounds; analyze the impact and meaning of
analogies or allusions.
RI.6-8.4: Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text including
figurative, connotative, and technical meanings.
L.6-8.4: Determine or clarify the meaning of unknown and multiple-meaning words and phrase
based on grade-level specific text using a range of strategies.
Grade 6
In Lesson 13, for example, contain no vocabulary standards cited, yet there is an “Analyze Word
Choice” whole group activity in which students copy the definition of test into the Vocabulary
Journals, followed by three text-dependent questions: 1) Which part of this definition reflects
the kind of test being given to Bud? 2) How has Mr. Calloway already tested Bud’s spirits? 3)
What do Bud’s reactions to these tests reveal about his character?
At the end of this lesson, a Teacher Note reads, “Note that there is no Deep Dive in this lesson.
Use any additional time to support practice of the vocabulary and/or style and convention skills
introduced in the module. This lesson could align well with RL.6-8.4 or L.6-8.4.
Grade 7
Terms including “elaboration” (Lesson 19), “propaganda” (Lesson 18), “memoir/internment/
interrogation” (Lesson22), and “concentration camp” (Lesson 23) are introduced to students,
and then students copy a definition. The intent of L.7.4 (Determine or clarify the meaning of
unknown and multiple-meaning words) is for students be able to apply strategies to help them
to independently define words. The curriculum misses an opportunity to suggest that students
practice context clues, use affixes, consult reference materials, or infer and verify meaning for
themselves as a means of learning before the teacher provides a definition.
Vocabulary acquisition is addressed in three of the eight lessons reviewed (Lessons 24, 25, and
30) for grade seven. However, only lesson 25 references vocabulary journals. The teacher
provides definitions of terms in Lesson 24 and reminds students to look up unfamiliar words in
A Midsummer Night’s Dream using the Folger glossary and a dictionary. These activities do not
require students to interact with or to apply the terms in a manner that will increase their
vocabulary acquisition skills. Vocabulary instruction should also include RL.7.4 Determine the
meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text, including figurative and connotative
meanings; analyze the impact of rhymes and other repetitive sounds). The vetted lessons
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include instruction on connotation (Lesson 17), but no connection to figurative language is
made. In addition, the vetted lessons do not include the second half of standard RL.7.4, which
refers to the analysis of sound elements and meaning.
Grade 8
Lessons 25-27 expose students to academic vocabulary related to argument writing and verb
mood. However, the vetted lessons provide limited exposure to Tier 3 vocabulary related to
reading and analyzing literary texts.

III.

Inconsistent Guidance and Resources to Assess Need and Type of
Differentiation

The curriculum provides a foundation for differentiated practices in the 6-8 grade band. There
are some suggestions for scaffolding through the extensive use of teacher modeling to meet
the needs of “struggling students” but most of the learning is teacher-centered with an
abundance of group work. Little evidence was cited for lesson- or text-specific suggestions for
supporting the learning of students who are performing below grade level, English learners, or
students with disabilities. In some cases, the grade band included suggestions for
differentiation for students who perform above grade level through an “Extension” activity, but
there were not many. This could be a promising practice as scaffolds and extensions are
essential components of any high-quality ELA curriculum (Council of Great City Schools, 2017).
Still, consistency in approach, resources, suggestions could use strengthening in meeting the
needs of students reading above grade level, students with disabilities and English learners.
Furthermore, the way in which students are assessed and, as important, how the information
and data are used to guide grouping configurations could alleviate concern.
In grade 6 (Lessons 8-14), curriculum vetters noted that no extension options or little in the way
of differentiating for diverse learners were identified. To demonstrate this, a few lessons are
shared:
•

Lesson 9- 10 texts Bud, Not Buddy and 1930’s GM Sit-Down Strike video. There is an
emphasis on locating and analyzing examples of theme between texts, figurative
language, idioms, and slang (Note: The standard identified for idioms and slang is a
grade 5 standard). Beyond whole group and small group configurations for working
toward the expectations of these standards, guidance suggests, “sort students into
groups of four…” [to view a video two times and write responses in an organizer]
without clear rationale on how or whom to group. During the last five minutes of the
lesson a Next Steps suggests, “If students are unable to articulate the challenges faced
by those who went on strike…allow them to view the video again…consider pausing
halfway through…for a brief discussion of events and challenges.” During the idiom and
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•

slang lesson, modeling is used before students are paired to complete the organizer on
locating and telling the meaning of examples found in the text, Bud, Not Buddy.
Lesson 12- Bud, Not Buddy Most learning is conducted through Think-Pair-Share, small
group (of three students), partners and whole group. No evidence found for
differentiation, scaffolding, or extensions to access RL.6.1 and RL.6.3 around the
question, “Do Bud’s actions in chapters 14-15 show he’s maturing?”

In contrast, grade 7 (Lessons 15-23) curriculum contains a few extension opportunities, but
those options are limited to an extended reading list for advanced learners. The titles listed are
not included in the sequence of instruction, so it is unclear if the titles are simply opportunities
for independent reading or if the readings reinforce specific ELA standards. It appears in these
types of examples, Wit & Wisdom seeks to satisfy a differentiation practice through extra work
or extra practice with similar instructional materials whereas differentiation calls for a range of
instructional practices (Tomlinson, 2014). Other examples include:
•

•

Lesson 15- text Code Talker, students are to craft a topic sentence and relevant
information for an informative writing piece (W.7.2). In Next Steps, “students who are
ready to move ahead can partner with struggling readers and writers. More advanced
learners might also enjoy extension activities, such as engaging in independent research
on a related topic…such as writing a letter home, writing a newspaper article, reading
additional texts…” There is no guidance or research offered on how to group varying
ability levels. It is not clear what kind of information or data teachers could use in the
grouping of students, but the concept of student choice is an approach that holds
promise.
Lesson 18, text Code Talker, an Extension is offered, “If time allows, students may want
to research more about the dropping of Atomic bombs on Hiroshima…” Later in the
same lesson, in the Next Steps section, “Should students have trouble with this activity,
engage in a class-wide discussion, inviting students to share their ideas…” and,
“Students who benefit from visual, kinesthetic, and active learning styles may benefit
from additional alternative extension activities, such as dramatizing key events…” Again,
it was unclear as to what information or data to determine who is “having trouble” and
who “would benefit”; however, vetters extended praise on the lesson-specific
suggestions that are grounded in text.

Grade 8 curriculum seems to miss an opportunity to provide guidance on supporting struggling
students during a Socratic Seminar activity. The “Next Steps” section acknowledges that
students may have difficulty unpacking ideas around the academic vocabulary words
responsibility and agency. However, no suggestions are provided concerning how teachers
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might support students who struggle or who do not participate during the Socratic Seminar.
This example is emblematic of this grade band.

IV.

Close-Reading Techniques with Formative Assessment Practices

Close-reading techniques provide students with an opportunity to deeply study text structures
such as the way a text is organized, context-specific vocabulary, and its key details, arguments,
and inferential meanings (Fisher & Frey, 2012). When used with a high level of fidelity and
consistency, close reading can provide students with an opportunity to study deep text
structures such as the way a text is organized, context-specific vocabulary, key details,
arguments, and inferential meanings (Fisher & Frey, 2012). Similar to grade band 3-5, vetters
found a high level of structure and organization to the curriculum ostensibly making it easy to
navigate. The organization and structure could certainly lend itself to close reading activities
and tasks and in some lesson, vetters identified instances where close-reading techniques are
infused. Yet, the integration of this strategy throughout the 6-8 grade band was inconsistent,
grade 7 and 8 showing some concerns.
In fact, grade 7 and 8 curriculum provided some limitations for students to analyze text deeply..
When close-reading techniques were present, curricular direction and guidance were
sometimes vague or lacked appropriate models to assist with clarity.
For example, grade 7, Lesson 15, directs the use of small groups to closely analyze the
significance of one quote, as it relates to the content of chapters 18-20, and to prepare a fourminute presentation from the novel Code Talker. Preceding this exercise, students had 10
minutes to “offer quick summaries of key developments in chapters 18-20”. Guidance
suggested calling on volunteers. Next, students map the character’s journey on a Code Talker
World War II Map followed by writing an original headline from key events. Focused attention
on a short passage, in this case, one quotation, can be a component for close reads, but the
sequence of the lesson calls into question whether all students would meet with success in
developing one seems to be a high expectation in developing a 4-minute presentation.
In grade 8, lesson examples showed some lessons involve students analyzing thematic ideas
based on specific words or quotes taken from or relating to the text(s) being studied (e.g.
Lesson 25: p. 308; Lesson 26: pp. 317-318); however, there is no evidence of close reading with
sections of text that extend beyond a single sentence.
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Overall Rating Grades 6-8
Using the MSDE-developed evaluation rubric for grade 6-8, curriculum vetters assessed lessons
within the curriculum as shown in Table 11. During the review, the curriculum vetters reached a
consensus (See Appendix E) regarding the findings, arranged by areas of promise, opportunities
for growth, and recommendations for improvement. The curriculum vetters used the following
rating scale to rate the curriculum on a scale ranging from 0 to 4, for each of the four key
features. A rating of 4 indicates that the vetted curriculum met all or almost all of the
expectations for addressing each of criteria. In contrast, a rating of 0 indicates that the vetted
curriculum did not address or meet any of the criteria and/or inaccurately addressed the key
features.
Overall, the curriculum vetters rated the 6-8 curriculum as a 3 Satisfactory- addresses all
criteria for each key feature. The curriculum was found to have several areas of promise
drawing from two of the key features with some areas for improvement in two other key
features. The chart, “Criteria on the ELA Grade 6-8 Curriculum Vetting Rubric” (Table 11)
specifies the rating for each criterion.
Criteria on the ELA Grade 6-8 Curriculum Vetting Rubric
Criteria
Characteristics
of a HighQuality
curriculum
include all
indicators:
6-8 grade
band rating

Alignment with the
Maryland College and
Career Ready Standards
● Measurable alignment
with MCCRS (RI, RL,
W, and L)
● Text complexity
● Vocabulary acquisition
● Variety of texts

Key Shifts

Instructional
Supports

● Text-based
evidence
● Write to source
● Academic
vocabulary
● Balance of
information to
literary text

2

3

Assessment &
Measurability

● Equal access to text
● Close reading
techniques
● Evidence of
differentiation
● Extensions included
and appropriate

● Valid measures
● Success criteria
● Accommodations
and accessibility
● Reliable
measures

3

2

Table 11..Ratings for each criteria in the curriculum vetting rubric.

4 - Meets almost all or all of the criteria with strong connections between standards and lessons.
3 - Meets most of the criteria with strong connections between standards and lessons.
2 - Meets some of the criteria, but connection between standards and lessons are questionable.
1 - Meets few of the criteria and connections between standards and lessons are weak or vague.
0 - Does not meet the criteria.

Recommendations for improvement for the 6-8 grade band are presented next in this report.
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Recommendations for Improvement Grades 6-8
I.

Fully align the curriculum with the Maryland College and Career
Ready Standards

A fully aligned curriculum provides teachers with a clear path to support students in meeting
the demands of the MCCRS. A well-designed curriculum consistently identifies standards that
are intended to be introduced/applied within each lesson and lesson activities directly
correspond to the stated standards. “While standards describe what students are intended to
learn; curriculum describes how they are intended to access the knowledge, skills, and abilities
embedded within the standards” (The Center on Standards & Assessment Implementation,
2018). When curriculum is not fully aligned to the standards, teachers do not have the
roadmap needed to support students in meeting the MCCRS.
Curriculum vetters found examples of misalignment to MCCRS within the 6-8 grade band.
Several of the lessons reviewed for this report did not cite standards or the instructional
activities did not align with the intended standard.
The MSDE recommends a review of each cited standard within each lesson and its
corresponding learning activities. A supplemental document may need to be developed to
identify where standards are missing from the written curriculum. Additional lessons or clear
sequences of instruction may need to be developed in any instances where the lesson activities
do not directly correspond or do not satisfy the standard(s) that are cited for the lesson.

II.

Include Essential Components to Ensure a High-quality English
Language Arts Curriculum for All Students

The 6-8 grade band includes many elements of a high-quality curriculum. Close-reading
techniques, scaffolding strategies, and extension opportunities are provided. However, the
curriculum does not consistently include these components throughout the entire grade-band.
Inconsistencies were noted across grade levels and within vetted lessons from the same grade
level.
Curriculum vetters identified examples where the curriculum acknowledges that instructional
supports may be needed but does not provide suggestions for how the teacher might scaffold
or differentiate learning activities for students. And, there are examples where extensions are
listed but the suggested activities lack the adjustments (e.g. learning environment, work
product, learning process, etc.) that would be considered an extension opportunity. A “Next
Steps” section is included in lessons and it sometimes highlights areas where students may
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need instructional support. However, curriculum vetters noted examples where this
acknowledgement occurs and yet no suggestions are provided.
The quality and integration of differentiation strategies are inconsistent throughout the 6-8
grade band. It is recommended to identify gaps in guidance on differentiated instruction from
the perspective of all student groups and to increase accessibility, incorporate options for
student responses and demonstrations of understanding using the Action and Expression
principle of the Universal Design for Learning guidelines (CAST, 2018).

III.

Improve close-reading techniques using formative assessment
processes to support decision-making for developing intentional
student groups

It is not suggested that the way in which Wit & Wisdom is organized and structured be changed
as it was found to be a strong component. In fact, vetters across the K-8 grade bands agreed
the organization definitely laid a foundation for stronger close reading and formative
assessment practices. Using the MCCRS Vertical Progressions is one way to ensure close reading
incorporates grade-appropriate standards through each of the strands: reading, writing, and
language. Close-reading techniques provide an opportunity for students to apply vocabulary
skills, identify key details, refine their arguments with details from the text, and infer meanings
of new terms.
The recommendation is to incorporate close reading techniques that describe it as “an
instructional strategy that provides modeling and guiding practice of the skills and strategies
needed to independently read increasingly complex text and apply newly acquired knowledge
in text-based demonstrations of deep understanding” (Brown and Kappes, 2012). One
sentence or quotation, even if it is taken from a high-quality text, is not a sufficient text
sample to achieve the goal of “deepening content knowledge and learning to read like an
expert”. Using the gradual release of responsibility, with more emphasis placed on the student
independently reading, could portray where students struggle lies in regard to the expectation
of the college and career reading, writing, or language standard.
The other suggestion could fall under the category of professional learning on the integration of
evidence-based practices for close reading and formative assessment and Wit & Wisdom’s
current lesson structure. As mentioned earlier in the report, text and standards naturally
become more rigorous and complex in nature, thus a high-quality curriculum must keep pace
with both rigorous standards and complexity of text. The importance of this cannot be
understated as a body of research has linked the close reading of complex text to gains in
reading proficiency (Baker, S., McEnery, L., 2017).
Finally, including rubrics, success criteria, and assessment guidelines throughout the grade band
will allow teachers to accurately interpret student performance (Brookhart, 2013).
November 2019

66

English Language Arts Curriculum Vetting Report: Baltimore City Public Schools

November 2019

67

English Language Arts Curriculum Vetting Report: Baltimore City Public Schools

Discussion and Conclusion
Curriculum grounded in standards is the foundation for improved student outcomes. It is a
priority of the MSDE that all students engage in curriculum, instruction, and assessments that
prepares them for postsecondary success. As a result, the Maryland State Board of Education
adopted Maryland College and Career Ready Standards. These standards identify what
knowledge is measured through state assessments.
It is essential that students in the Baltimore City Public School system have access to highquality curriculum that will prepare them for future success. Baltimore City Public Schools has
done a great job of organizing and formatting their curriculum, thus making these documents
useable for first-year teachers, actionable for teacher-mentors and/or department chairs, and
reliable for school leadership. With that in mind, a greater impact on student achievement is
promised with greater alignment to the Maryland College and Career Ready Standards,
strategic use of the supporting standards and clarity in guidance over embedded resources. The
MSDE is committed to supporting Baltimore City Public Schools in identifying and implementing
curriculum and professional learning experiences that is in alignment with state standards and
effective practices for curriculum and instruction.
Next Steps
Recent studies have shown that a high-quality curriculum can have a more noticeable impact
than other commonly used interventions such as decreasing class size or merit pay for teachers
(Steiner, 2018). Beginning with meeting the Recommendations for Improvement, such as
tighter alignment between all facets of the curriculum (standards, content, objective,
assessment, and all ancillary documents and hyperlinks) or ensuring a clear and balanced
approach to all aspects of rigor, can make a difference. However, making the necessary
revisions toward stronger curricula is only part of the shift necessary to make the greatest
impact on student achievement (Steiner, 2018).
What follows must be a coordinated and collaborative partnership between the MSDE and
Baltimore City Public School leaders throughout the process of making improvement to the
English language arts curriculum. The MSDE is committed to supporting Baltimore City Public
Schools in finding and implementing solutions in a reasonable timeframe. The MSDE will
provide resources, tools, and training that supports the improvement and implementation of a
high-quality English language arts curriculum.
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Appendix A: Kindergarten English Language Arts Curriculum Vetting Rubric
Criteria 1 Background: Lessons must reflect a wide range of text types and genres, as required by the standards. Knowledge built at one grade level should be
expanded in other grade levels. Lessons must reflect explicit instruction of foundational reading skills as required by standards.
Strengths
Ia: Alignment to Maryland College- and Career-Ready Standards: Kindergarten Foundational Skills: Phonological
Awareness and Phonics Criteria

Provide specific
evidence or
examples of
commendations.

Challenges or
Concerns
Provide specific
evidence or
examples of
areas for
improvement.

Phonological Awareness: Lessons include analysis of sounds of oral language (words, syllables, phonemes). CCR Anchor
Standard 2
 Recognize and produce rhyming words
 Count, pronounce, blend, and segment syllables in spoken words
 Blend and segment onsets/rimes of single-syllable spoken words
 Isolate/pronounce the initial, medial, and final phonemes in CVC words
 Add/substitute individual phonemes to make new words
Phonics and Word Recognition: Lessons include explicit phonics instruction and word analysis skills in decoding words.
CCR Anchor Standard 3
 Demonstrate knowledge of one-to-one letter-sound correspondences
 Associate the sounds with the spellings of the five major vowels
 Read common high-frequency words by sight (the, of, to, my, she, is, are, do, does, etc.)
 Distinguish between similarly spelled words by identifying the sounds of the letters that differ
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1b: Alignment to Maryland College-and Career-Ready Standards for the Reading, Writing, and Language Strands
Criteria
Curriculum includes or provides Measurable Alignment: Clear and specific purpose between MCCRS and the behavioral (measurable)
objective/outcome.
 Text Complexity: Engaging texts that align with the requirements in the standards and are of sufficient scope
for the purpose.
 Vocabulary Acquisition: Strategies for vocabulary acquisition
 Variety of Texts: There is a range of materials, both print and digital, which feature diverse cultures, represent
high-quality, and are appropriate in topic and theme for the grade level.
For essential skills and knowledge aligned to this standard, please see the Maryland College-and Career-Ready
Curriculum Framework
Qualitative Summary of Evidence

Rating Scale for Part I: Select only one to support your summary above.
☐4- Meets almost all or all of the criteria with strong connections between standards and lessons.
☐3- Meets most of the criteria with strong connections between standards and lessons.
☐2- Meets some of the criteria, but connection between standards and lesson is questionable.
☐1- Meets few of the criteria and connections between standards and lessons is vague or weak.
☐0- Does not meet the criteria.
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Criteria II Background: The Key shifts, as indicated in the adoption of the MCCRS (CCSS), are evident throughout. Thoughtful/Sustained focus on these shifts means
students must have access to and regular practice with complex text and related academic language, reading, writing, and language standards. Instruction explicitly
calls for students’ responses to be grounded in evidence from texts, both literary and informational. (corestandards.org)
II: Key Shifts are Evident
Criteria

Strengths
Provide specific
evidence or
examples of
commendations.

Challenges and
Concerns
Provide specific
evidence or
examples of
areas for
improvement.

❏ Text-based evidence: Lessons facilitate rich text-based discussions and responses driven by thought-provoking
questions about common texts (including read alouds and other media).
❏ Writing from sources: Lessons provide opportunities for students to routinely draw evidence from texts and present
ideas and information through writing and/or drawing and speaking.
❏ Academic vocabulary: Lessons focus on explicitly building students’ vocabulary and concepts of syntax.
❏ Balanced of Informational to Literary text: In K-2, there is a 50/50 balance of informational and literary texts.
Qualitative Summary of Evidence

Rating Scale for Part II: Select only one to support your summary above.
☐4- Meets almost all or all of the criteria with strong connections between standards and lessons.
☐3- Meets most of the criteria with strong connections between standards and lessons.
☐2- Meets some of the criteria, but connection between standards and lesson is questionable.
☐1- Meets few of the criteria and connections between standards and lessons is vague or weak.
☐0- Does not meet the criteria.
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Criteria III Background: While scaffolds are not a part of the standards themselves, it is important to meet the range of student needs in the classroom. Supports and
scaffolds should include small group instruction informed by the assessment of foundational skills including phonological awareness and phonics. All scaffolding and
supports require ongoing formal and informal assessments that provide multiple opportunities for students to demonstrate their proficiency, both cooperatively and
independently. Scaffolding is not just intended for struggling students, but also for students who are ready for above grade-level work.
III Instructional Supports Build Proficiency and Independence
Criteria

Strengths
Provide specific
evidence or
examples of
commendations.

Challenges or
Concerns
Provide specific
evidence or
examples of
areas for
improvement.

❏ Equal Access to Text: Lessons provide all students with multiple opportunities to engage with text (including read
alouds) of appropriate complexity for the grade level.
❏ Close Reading Techniques: Lessons model close reading of text (including read alouds) a central focus of instruction
and includes opportunities for students to ask and answer text-dependent questions.
❏ Evidence of Differentiation: Considerations are made for students with disabilities, English learners, and students
who are performing at or below grade level.
❏ Extensions are Appropriate: Provides extensions for students who read above grade level.
Qualitative Summary of Evidence

Rating Scale for Part III: Select only one to support your summary above.
☐4- Meets almost all or all of the criteria with strong connections between standards and lessons.
☐3- Meets most of the criteria with strong connections between standards and lessons.
☐2- Meets some of the criteria, but connection between standards and lesson is questionable.
☐1- Meets few of the criteria and connections between standards and lessons is vague or weak.
☐0- Does not meet the criteria.
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Part IV Background: Since assessment drives instruction, lessons include regular formative and summative measures to determine whether students are mastering
standards-based content and skills.
IV. Assessment Design and Purpose
Criteria

Strengths
Provide specific
evidence or
examples of
commendations

Challenges or
Concerns
Provide specific
evidence or
examples of
areas for
improvement

❏ Valid Measures: Lessons elicit observable evidence of the degree to which a student can independently demonstrate
foundational skills and targeted grade level literacy.
❏ Success Criteria: Lessons include aligned rubrics and/or assessment guidelines sufficient for interpreting
performance.
❏ Accommodations and Accessibility: Assessments are appropriate for all students.
❏ Reliable Measures: Assessments, whether formal or informal, are designed to provide multiple opportunities for
students to demonstrate their proficiency.
Qualitative Summary of Evidence

Rating Scale for Part IV: Select only one to support your summary above.
☐4- Meets almost all or all of the criteria with strong connections between standards and lessons.
☐3- Meets most of the criteria with strong connections between standards and lessons.
☐2- Meets some of the criteria, but connection between standards and lesson is questionable.
☐1- Meets few of the criteria and connections between standards and lessons is vague or weak.
☐0- Does not meet the criteria.
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Appendix B: First Grade English Language Arts Rubric
Criteria 1 Background: Lessons must reflect a wide range of text types and genres, as required by the standards. Knowledge built at one grade level should be
expanded in other grade levels. Lessons must reflect explicit instruction of foundational reading skills as required by standards.
Strengths

Ia: Alignment to Maryland College- and Career-Ready Standards: Grade 1 Foundational Skills: Phonological Awareness and
Phonics and Word Recognition Criteria

Provide specific
evidence or
examples of
commendations.

Challenges or
Concerns
Provide specific
evidence or
examples of areas
for improvement.

Phonological Awareness: Curriculum include analysis of sounds of oral language (words, syllables, phonemes). CCR Anchor
Standard 2
 Distinguish long from short vowels sounds in spoken words
 Orally blend phonemes to produce single-syllable words
 Isolate/pronounce the initial, medial, and final phonemes in CVC words
 Segment spoken single-syllable words into their complete sequence of individual phonemes
 Orally add, substitute, or delete phonemes at the beginning or end of words to make new words
Phonics and Word Recognition: Lessons include explicit phonics instruction and word analysis skills in decoding words. CCR
Anchor Standard 3
 Know the spelling-sound correspondences for common consonant digraphs
 Decode regularly spelled one-syllable words
 Know final –e and common vowel team conventions for representing long vowel sounds
 Use knowledge that every syllable must have a vowel sound to determine the number of syllables in a printed
word
 Decode two-syllables words following basic patterns by breaking the words into syllables
 Read words with inflectional endings
 Recognize and rad grade-appropriate irregularly spelled words
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1b: Alignment to Maryland College-and Career-Ready Standards for the Reading, Writing, and Language Strands Criteria

Curriculum includes or provides Measurable Alignment: Clear and specific purpose between MCCRS and the behavioral (measurable)
objective/outcome.
 Text Complexity: Engaging texts that align with the requirements in the standards and are of sufficient scope for
the purpose.
 Vocabulary Acquisition: Strategies for vocabulary acquisition
 Variety of Texts: There is a range of materials, both print and digital, which feature diverse cultures, represent
high-quality, and are appropriate in topic and theme for the grade level.
For essential skills and knowledge aligned to this standard, please see the Maryland College-and Career-Ready Curriculum
Framework
Qualitative Summary of Evidence

Rating Scale for Part I: Select only one to support your summary above.
☐4- Meets almost all or all of the criteria with strong connections between standards and lessons.
☐3- Meets most of the criteria with strong connections between standards and lessons.
☐2- Meets some of the criteria, but connection between standards and lesson is questionable.
☐1- Meets few of the criteria and connections between standards and lessons is vague or weak.
☐0- Does not meet the criteria.
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Criteria II Background: The Key shifts, as indicated in the adoption of the MCCRS (CCSS), are evident throughout. Thoughtful/Sustained focus on these shifts means
students must have access to and regular practice with complex text and related academic language, reading, writing, and language standards. Instruction explicitly
calls for students’ responses to be grounded in evidence from texts, both literary and informational. (corestandards.org)
Strengths
Provide specific
evidence or
examples of
commendations.

II: Key Shifts are Evident
Criteria

Challenges and
Concerns
Provide specific
evidence or
examples of areas
for improvement.

❏ Text-based evidence: Lessons facilitate rich text-based discussions and responses driven by thought-provoking
questions about common texts (including read alouds and other media).
❏ Writing from sources: Lessons provide opportunities for students to routinely draw evidence from texts and present
ideas and information through writing and/or drawing and speaking.
❏ Academic vocabulary: Lessons focus on explicitly building students’ vocabulary and concepts of syntax.
❏ Balanced of Informational to Literary text: In K-2, there is a 50/50 balance of informational and literary texts.

Qualitative Summary of Evidence

Rating Scale for Part II: Select only one to support your summary above.
☐4- Meets almost all or all of the criteria with strong connections between standards and lessons.
☐3- Meets most of the criteria with strong connections between standards and lessons.
☐2- Meets some of the criteria, but connection between standards and lesson is questionable.
☐1- Meets few of the criteria and connections between standards and lessons is vague or weak.
☐0- Does not meet the criteria.

November 2019

81

English Language Arts Curriculum Vetting Report: Baltimore City Public Schools

Criteria III Background: While scaffolds are not a part of the standards themselves, it is important to meet the range of student needs in the classroom. Supports and
scaffolds should include small group instruction informed by the assessment of foundational skills including phonological awareness and phonics. All scaffolding and
supports require ongoing formal and informal assessments that provide multiple opportunities for students to demonstrate their proficiency, both cooperatively and
independently. Scaffolding is not just intended for struggling students, but also for students who are ready for above grade-level work.
III Instructional Supports Build Proficiency and Independence
Criteria

Strengths
Provide specific
evidence or
examples of
commendations.

Challenges or
Concerns
Provide specific
evidence or
examples of areas
for improvement.

❏ Equal Access to Text: Lessons provide all students with multiple opportunities to engage with text (including read
alouds) of appropriate complexity for the grade level.
❏ Close Reading Techniques: Lessons model close reading of text (including read alouds) a central focus of instruction
and includes opportunities for students to ask and answer text-dependent questions.
❏ Evidence of Differentiation: Considerations are made for students with disabilities, English learners, and students who
are performing at or below grade level.
❏ Extensions are Appropriate: Provides extensions for students who read above grade level.
Qualitative Summary of Evidence

Rating Scale for Part III: Select only one to support your summary above.
☐4- Meets almost all or all of the criteria with strong connections between standards and lessons.
☐3- Meets most of the criteria with strong connections between standards and lessons.
☐2- Meets some of the criteria, but connection between standards and lesson is questionable.
☐1- Meets few of the criteria and connections between standards and lessons is vague or weak.
☐0- Does not meet the criteria.
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Part IV Background: Since assessment drives instruction, lessons include regular formative and summative measures to determine whether students are mastering
standards-based content and skills.
IV. Assessment Design and Purpose
Criteria

Strengths
Provide specific
evidence or
examples of
commendations

Challenges or
Concerns
Provide specific
evidence or
examples of areas
for improvement

❏ Valid Measures: Lessons elicit observable evidence of the degree to which a student can independently
demonstrate foundational skills and targeted grade level literacy.
❏ Success Criteria: Lessons include aligned rubrics and/or assessment guidelines sufficient for interpreting
performance.
❏ Accommodations and Accessibility: Assessments are appropriate for all students.
❏ Reliable Measures: Assessments, whether formal or informal, are designed to provide multiple opportunities for
students to demonstrate their proficiency.

Qualitative Summary of Evidence

Rating Scale for Part IV: Select only one to support your summary above.
☐4- Meets almost all or all of the criteria with strong connections between standards and lessons.
☐3- Meets most of the criteria with strong connections between standards and lessons.
☐2- Meets some of the criteria, but connection between standards and lesson is questionable.
☐1- Meets few of the criteria and connections between standards and lessons is vague or weak.
☐0- Does not meet the criteria.
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Appendix C: Second Grade English Language Arts Vetting Rubric
Criteria 1a Background: Lessons must reflect a wide range of text types and genres, as required by the standards. Knowledge built at one grade level should be expanded
in other grade levels. Lessons must reflect explicit instruction of foundational reading skills as required by standards.
Ia: Alignment to Maryland College- and Career-Ready Standards: Grade 2 Foundational Skills: Phonics
and Word Recognition Criteria

Strengths
Provide specific
evidence or examples
of commendations.

Challenges or Concerns
Provide specific evidence or
examples of areas for improvement.

Phonics: Curriculum includes explicit phonics instruction and word analysis skills in decoding words. CCR
Anchor Standard 3
 Distinguish long and short vowel sound-spelling patterns when reading regularly spelled onesyllable words (CVC, CVCE, CVVC)
 Know sound-spelling correspondences for additional common vowel teams
 Apply syllable division rules to decode regularly spelled two-syllable words with long vowels
 Decode words with common prefixes and suffixes (identify base word, prefix, suffix, and describe
how the affix affects word meaning)
 Identify and read words with inconsistent but common spelling-sound correspondences
 Recognize and read grade-appropriate irregularly spelled words.
 Apply learned phonics patterns in connected, decodable text
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1b: Alignment to Maryland College-and Career-Ready Standards for the Reading, Writing, and Language
Strands Criteria
Curriculum includes or provides Measurable Alignment: Clear and specific purpose between MCCRS and the behavioral
(measurable) objective/outcome.
 Text Complexity: Engaging texts that align with the requirements in the standards and are of
sufficient scope for the purpose.
 Vocabulary Acquisition: Strategies for vocabulary acquisition
 Variety of Texts: There is a range of materials, both print and digital, which feature diverse
cultures, represent high-quality, and are appropriate in topic and theme for the grade level.
For essential skills and knowledge aligned to this standard, please see the Maryland College-and CareerReady Curriculum Framework
Qualitative Summary of Evidence

Rating Scale for Part I: Select only one to support your summary above.
☐4- Meets almost all or all of the criteria with strong connections between standards and lessons.
☐3- Meets most of the criteria with strong connections between standards and lessons.
☐2- Meets some of the criteria, but connection between standards and lesson is questionable.
☐1- Meets few of the criteria and connections between standards and lessons is vague or weak.
☐0- Does not meet the criteria.
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Criteria II Background: The Key shifts, as indicated in the adoption of the MCCRS (CCSS), are evident throughout. Thoughtful/sustained focus on these shifts
means students must have access to and regular practice with complex text and related academic language, reading, writing, and language standards.
Instruction explicitly calls for students’ responses to be grounded in evidence from texts, both literary and informational. (corestandards.org)
II: Key Shifts are Evident
Criteria

Strengths
Provide specific
evidence or examples of
commendations.

Challenges and Concerns
Provide specific evidence or
examples of areas for
improvement.

Curriculum❏ Text-based evidence: Facilitates rich text-based discussions and responses driven by thoughtprovoking questions about common texts (including read alouds and other media).
❏ Writing from sources: Provides opportunities for students to routinely draw evidence from texts
and present ideas and information through writing and/or drawing and speaking.
❏ Academic vocabulary: Focuses on explicitly building students’ vocabulary and concepts of syntax.
❏ Balanced of Informational to Literary text: In K-2, there is a 50/50 balance of informational and
literary texts.
Qualitative Summary of Evidence

Rating Scale for Part II: Select only one to support your summary above.
☐4- Meets almost all or all of the criteria with strong connections between standards and lessons.
☐3- Meets most of the criteria with strong connections between standards and lessons.
☐2- Meets some of the criteria, but connection between standards and lesson is questionable.
☐1- Meets few of the criteria and connections between standards and lessons is vague or weak.
☐0- Does not meet the criteria.
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Criteria III Background: While scaffolds are not a part of the standards themselves, it is important to meet the range of student needs in the classroom.
Supports and scaffolds should include small group instruction informed by the assessment of foundational skills including phonological awareness and phonics.
All scaffolding and supports require ongoing formal and informal assessments that provide multiple opportunities for students to demonstrate their proficiency,
both cooperatively and independently. Scaffolding is not just intended for struggling students, but also for students who are ready for above grade-level work.
III: Instructional Supports Build Proficiency and Independence
Criteria

Strengths
Provide specific
evidence or examples of
commendations.

Challenges or Concerns
Provide specific evidence or
examples of areas for
improvement.

Curriculum❏ Equal Access to Text: Provides all students with multiple opportunities to engage with text
(including read alouds) of appropriate complexity for the grade level.
❏ Close Reading Techniques: Models close reading of text (including read alouds) a central focus
of instruction and includes opportunities for students to ask and answer text-dependent
questions.
❏ Evidence of Differentiation: Considers students with disabilities, English learners, and students
who are performing at or below grade level.
❏ Extensions are Appropriate: Provides extensions for students who read above grade level.
Qualitative Summary of Evidence

Rating Scale for Part III: Select only one to support your summary above.
☐4- Meets almost all or all of the criteria with strong connections between standards and lessons.
☐3- Meets most of the criteria with strong connections between standards and lessons.
☐2- Meets some of the criteria, but connection between standards and lesson is questionable.
☐1- Meets few of the criteria and connections between standards and lessons is vague or weak.
☐0- Does not meet the criteria.
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Criteria IV Background: Since assessment drives instruction, lessons include regular formative and summative measures to determine whether students are
mastering standards-based content and skills.
IV: Assessment Design and Purpose
Criteria

Strengths
Provide specific
evidence or examples of
commendations

Challenges or Concerns
Provide specific evidence or
examples of areas for
improvement

Curriculum❏ Valid Measures: Elicits observable evidence of the degree to which a student can
independently demonstrate foundational skills and targeted grade level literacy.
❏ Success Criteria: Includes aligned rubrics and/or assessment guidelines sufficient for
interpreting performance.
❏ Accommodations and Accessibility: Includes assessments appropriate for all students.
❏ Reliable Measures: Includes assessments, whether formal or informal, designed to provide
multiple opportunities for students to demonstrate their proficiency.

Qualitative Summary of Evidence

Rating Scale for Part IV: Select only one to support your summary above.
☐4- Meets almost all or all of the criteria with strong connections between standards and lessons.
☐3- Meets most of the criteria with strong connections between standards and lessons.
☐2- Meets some of the criteria, but connection between standards and lesson is questionable.
☐1- Meets few of the criteria and connections between standards and lessons is vague or weak.
☐0- Does not meet the criteria.
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Appendix D: Grades 3-10 English Language Arts Vetting Rubric
Criteria I Background: Curriculum and instructional materials must reflect a wide range of text types and genres, as required by the
standards. Knowledge built at one grade level should be expanded in other grade levels as indicated in the Vertical Progressions.
I: Alignment to Maryland College- and Career- Ready Standards (MCCRS)
Criteria

Strengths

Provide specific
evidence or examples
of commendations.

Challenges or
Concerns

Provide specific
evidence or examples of
areas for improvement.

Curriculum❏ Measurable Alignment: includes a clear and specific purpose between MCCRS and the
behavioral (measurable) objective.
❏ Text Complexity: consistently provides opportunities to read both literary and
informational texts in the text complexity grade band, which include a mix of short and
Click graphic for
full selections.
❏ Vocabulary Acquisition: provides strategies for vocabulary acquisition.
❏ Variety of Text: There is a range of materials, both print and digital, which feature diverse cultures,
represent high quality, and are appropriate in topic and theme for the grade level.
Additional tool: Lexile Framework for Reading

Qualitative Summary of Evidence
Rating Scale for Part I: Select only one to support your summary above.

☐4- Meets almost all or all of the criteria with strong connections between standards and lessons.
☐3- Meets most of the criteria with strong connections between standards and lessons.
☐2- Meets some of the criteria, but connection between standards and lessons is questionable.
☐1- Meets few of the criteria and connections between standards and lessons is vague or weak.
☐0- Does not meet criteria
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Criteria II Background: The Key shifts, as indicated in the adoption of the MCCRS (CCSS), are evident throughout. Thoughtful/Sustained focus
on these shifts means students must have access to and regular practice with complex text and related academic language, reading, writing, and
language standards. Instruction explicitly calls for students’ responses to be grounded in evidence from texts, both literary and informational.
Lessons have a greater emphasis on informational texts in order to build knowledge through content-rich nonfiction, which includes literary
non-fiction, historical documents, and scientific texts. (corestandards.org)

II: Key Shifts are Evident

Strengths

Criteria

Provide specific
evidence or
examples of
commendations.

Challenges and
Concerns
Provide specific
evidence or
examples of areas
for improvement.

Curriculum❏ Text-based evidence: facilitates oral and written responses grounded in textual evidence and driven by higherorder thinking skills.
❏ Writing from sources: suggests that students routinely draw evidence from texts in writing to analyze, create, or
argue.
❏ Academic vocabulary: focuses on building students’ vocabulary through instruction and context.
❏ Balanced of Non-fiction to Literary text: In K-5, there is a 50/50 1 balance of nonfiction to literary texts, whereas in
high school, nonfiction texts are to be more prominently featured in English classes as well as in science, history,
and technical classes to maintain a 70/30* balance of nonfiction to literary texts.

Qualitative Summary of Evidence
Rating Scale for Part II: Select only one to support your summary above.

☐4- Meets almost all or all of the criteria with strong connections between standards and lessons.
☐3- Meets most of the criteria with strong connections between standards and lessons.
☐2- Meets some of the criteria, but connection between standards and lessons is questionable.
☐1- Meets few of the criteria and connections between standards and lessons is vague or weak.
☐0- Does not meet criteria.

1 *The balance of non-fiction and fiction should be evident over the course of the unit; however, breakdown may not necessarily be seen in each lesson. For example, over the

course of a unit, literary text explicitly connected to standards-based lessons as well as non-fiction text should reflect the 50/50 or 70/30 split.
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Criteria III Background: While scaffolds are not a part of the standards themselves, it is important to meet the range of student needs in the
classroom. Supports and scaffolds should draw students back to the text and provide strategies for vocabulary acquisition. All scaffolding and
supports require ongoing formal and informal assessments that provide multiple opportunities for students to demonstrate their proficiency,
both cooperatively and independently. Scaffolding is not just intended for struggling students, but also for students who are ready for above
grade-level work.
III: Instructional Supports Build Proficiency and Independence
Criteria

Strengths

Provide specific
evidence or
examples of
commendations.

Challenges or
Concerns
Provide specific
evidence or
examples of areas
for improvement.

Curriculum❏ Equal Access to Text: provides all students with multiple opportunities to engage with text of
appropriate complexity for the grade level.
❏ Close Reading Techniques: focuses on challenging sections of text(s) and engage students in
productive struggle through academic discussion and text-dependent questioning techniques that
build toward independence and proficiency.
❏ Evidence of Differentiation: Considers students with disabilities, English learners, and students who
are performing at or below grade level.
❏ Extensions are Appropriate: Provides extensions for students who read well above grade level.

Qualitative Summary of Evidence
Rating Scale for Part III: Select only one to support your summary above.
☐4- Meets almost all or all of the criteria with strong connections between standards and lessons.
☐3- Meets most of the criteria with strong connections between standards and lessons.
☐2- Meets some of the criteria, but connection between standards and lessons is questionable.
☐1- Meets few of the criteria and connections between standards and lessons is vague or weak.
☐0- Does not meet criteria.
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Criteria IV Background: Since assessment drives instruction, lessons include regular formative and summative measures to determine whether
students are mastering standards-based content and skills.
IV. Assessment Design and Purpose
Criteria

Strengths

Provide specific
evidence or examples
of commendations

Challenges or Concerns
Provide specific evidence or
examples of areas for
improvement

Curriculum❏ Valid Measures: elicits observable evidence of the degree to which a student can
independently demonstrate mastery of the standards with appropriately complex text.
❏ Success Criteria: includes aligned rubrics and/or assessment guidelines sufficient for
interpreting performance.
❏ Accommodations and Accessibility: includes assessments appropriate to all students.
❏ Reliable Measures: includes assessments, whether formal or informal, designed to provide
multiple opportunities for students to demonstrate their proficiency.
Qualitative Summary of Evidence

Rating Scale for Part IV: Select only one to support your summary above.

☐4- Meets almost all or all of the criteria with strong connections between standards and lessons.
☐3- Meets most of the criteria with strong connections between standards and lessons.
☐2- Meets some of the criteria, but connection between standards and lessons is questionable.
☐1- Meets few of the criteria and connections between standards and lessons is vague or weak.
☐0- Does not meet criteria.
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Appendix E: Grade K-10 English Language Arts Consensus Report
Directions: Using the Evaluation Rubric, indicate the criteria evidenced in the curriculum.
I. Alignment to MCCRS
II. Key Areas of Focus/Shift in
III. Instructional Supports
MCCRS
(Check ☑ all that apply.)
(Check ☑ all that apply.)
(Check ☑ all that apply.)
☐Measurable Alignment: Lessons
☐Text-based evidence: Lessons
☐Equal Access to Text: Lessons
includes a clear and specific purpose
facilitate rich text-based discussions and provide all students with multiple
between MCCRS and the behavioral
responses driven by thought-provoking
opportunities to engage with text
(measurable) objective.
questions about common texts
(including read alouds) of appropriate
(including read alouds and other media). complexity for the grade level.
☐Text Complexity: Lessons include
engaging with texts that align with the
requirements in the standards and are of
sufficient scope for the purpose.

☐Writing from sources: Lessons
provide opportunities for students to
routinely draw evidence from texts and
present ideas and information through
writing and/or drawing and speaking.

☐Vocabulary Acquisition: Lessons
provide strategies for vocabulary
acquisition.

☐Academic vocabulary: Lessons
focus on explicitly building students’
vocabulary and concepts of syntax.

☐Variety of Texts: There is a range of
materials, both print and digital, which
feature diverse cultures, represent high
quality, and are appropriate in topic and
theme for the grade level.
☐Alignment with Foundational Skills:
Wit & Wisdom: Lessons include explicit
development of foundational literacy skills
(concepts of print, phonological awareness,
phonics and word recognition, and fluency).

☐Balance of Informational to
Literary text: In K-2, there is a 50/50
balance of informational and literary
texts.
☐Kindergarten Fundations

November 2019

☐Close Reading Techniques:
Lessons make reading texts closely
(including read alouds) a central focus of
instruction and includes opportunities for
students to ask and answer textdependent questions.
☐Evidence of Differentiation:
Considerations are made for students
with disabilities, English learners, and
students who are performing at or below
grade level.
☐Extensions are Appropriate:
Provides extensions for students who
read above grade level.
☐Grade 1 Fundations

IV. Assessment/Measurability
(Check ☑ all that apply.)
☐Valid Measures: Lessons elicit
observable evidence of the degree to
which a student can independently
demonstrate foundational skills and
targeted grade level literacy.
☐Success Criteria: Lessons include
aligned rubrics and/or assessment
guidelines sufficient for interpreting
performance.
☐Accommodations and
Accessibility: Assessments are
appropriate for all students.
☐Reliable Measures: Assessments,
whether formal or informal, are designed
to provide multiple opportunities for
students to demonstrate their
proficiency.
☐Grade 2 Fundations
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Directions: Using the criteria evidenced above and the Evaluation Rubric notes, provide a synthesis of the strengths and challenges in the curriculum. Be
sure to cite specific objective examples for each of the criteria.
I. Alignment to MCCRS
II. Key Areas of Focus/Shift in MCCRS
III. Instructional Supports
IV. Assessment/Measurability
Synthesis of Strengths

Synthesis of Strengths

Synthesis of Strengths

Synthesis of Strengths

Challenges/Concerns

Challenges/Concerns

Challenges/Concerns

Challenges/Concerns

Select an overall rating for all lessons
evaluated for the grade level.
☐ 4-Meets almost all or all of the criteria with
strong connections between standards and
lessons.
☐3- Meets most of the criteria with strong
connections between standards and lessons.
☐2- Meets some of the criteria, but
connection between standards and lessons
are questionable.
☐1- Meets few of the criteria and connections
between standards and lessons are weak or
vague.
☐0- Does not meet the criteria.

Select an overall rating for all lessons
evaluated for the grade level.
☐ 4-Meets almost all or all of the criteria with
strong connections between standards and
lessons.
☐3- Meets most of the criteria with strong
connections between standards and lessons.
☐2- Meets some of the criteria, but
connection between standards and lessons
are questionable.
☐1- Meets few of the criteria and connections
between standards and lessons are weak or
vague.
☐0- Does not meet the criteria.

Select an overall rating for all lessons
evaluated for the grade level.
☐ 4-Meets almost all or all of the criteria with
strong connections between standards and
lessons.
☐3- Meets most of the criteria with strong
connections between standards and lessons.
☐2- Meets some of the criteria, but
connection between standards and lessons
are questionable.
☐1- Meets few of the criteria and connections
between standards and lessons are weak or
vague.
☐0- Does not meet the criteria.

Select an overall rating for all lessons
evaluated for the grade level.
☐ 4-Meets almost all or all of the criteria with
strong connections between standards and
lessons.
☐3- Meets most of the criteria with strong
connections between standards and lessons.
☐2- Meets some of the criteria, but
connection between standards and lessons
are questionable.
☐1- Meets few of the criteria and connections
between standards and lessons are weak or
vague.
☐0- Does not meet the criteria.

I. Recommendations for Aligning to MCCRS

II. Recommendations for
Demonstrating Evidence of Key
Shifts
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III. Recommendations for Providing
Instructional Supports for ALL

IV. Recommendations for
Developing Appropriate
Assessments
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Appendix F: Evidence Organizer
Criteria I. Alignment to Maryland College- and Career-Ready Standards

Curriculum must reflect a wide range of text types and genres, as required by the standards. Knowledge built at one grade level should be expanded in other grade
levels.

Overall Rating Assigned by Vetter(s): ☐4 ☐3 ☐2 ☐1 ☐0
Summary of Recommendation(s) = Opportunities for Growth
from Consensus Report

Grade Band Claim

Evidence and/or Examples

from Consensus Report (Challenges/Concerns)

from Consensus and Grade-level Findings as a Challenge/Concern

Research-Based Rationale for

Opportunities for Growth aligned to each Recommendation

Summary of Strengths = Areas of Promise
from Consensus Report

Research-Based Rationale for
Areas of Promise
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Criteria II. Key Shifts are Evident

The Key shifts, as indicated in the adoption of the MCCRS (CCSS), are evident throughout. Thoughtful/Sustained focus on these shifts means students must have access to and regular practice with complex
text and related academic language, reading, writing, and language standards. Instruction explicitly calls for students’ responses to be grounded in evidence from texts, both literary and informational.

Overall Rating Assigned by Vetter(s): ☐4 ☐3 ☐2 ☐1 ☐0
Summary of Recommendation(s) = Opportunities for Growth
from Consensus Report

Grade Band Claim

Evidence and/or Examples

from Consensus Report (Challenges/Concerns)

from Consensus and Grade-level Findings as a Challenge/Concern

Research-Based Rationale for

Opportunities for Growth aligned to each Recommendation

Summary of Strengths = Areas of Promise
from Consensus Report

Research-Based Rationale for
Areas of Promise
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Criteria III. Instructional Supports Build Proficiency and Independence

Supports and scaffolds should include small group instruction informed by the assessment of foundational skills including phonological awareness and phonics. All scaffolding and supports require ongoing
formal and informal assessments that provide multiple opportunities for students to demonstrate proficiency, both cooperatively and independently. Scaffolding is intentionally designed for all student
needs.

Overall Rating Assigned by Vetter(s): ☐4 ☐3 ☐2 ☐1 ☐0

Summary of Recommendation(s) = Opportunities for Growth
from Consensus Report

Grade Band Claim

Evidence and/or Examples

from Consensus Report (Challenges/Concerns)

from Consensus and Grade-level Findings as a Challenge/Concern

Research-Based Rationale for

Opportunities for Growth aligned to each Recommendation

Summary of Strengths = Areas of Promise
from Consensus Report

Research-Based Rationale for
Areas of Promise
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Criteria IV. Assessment Design and Purpose

Since assessment drives instruction, lessons include regular formative and summative measures to determine whether students are mastering standards-based content and skills.

Overall Rating Assigned by Vetter(s): ☐4 ☐3 ☐2 ☐1 ☐0

Summary of Recommendation(s) = Opportunities for Growth
from Consensus Report

Grade Band Claim

Evidence and/or Examples

from Consensus Report (Challenges/Concerns)

from Consensus and Grade-level Findings as a Challenge/Concern

Research-Based Rationale for

Opportunities for Growth aligned to each Recommendation

Summary of Strengths = Areas of Promise
from Consensus Report

Research-Based Rationale for
Areas of Promise
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Appendix G: Curriculum Vetter and Report Writer Information
Curriculum Vetting Leadership Team
• Tiara Booker-Dwyer, Assistant State Superintendent
• Ed Mitzel, Executive Director of Leadership Development and School Improvement
• Laura Liccione, Coordinator of Academic Improvement
• Tara Corona, Continuous Improvement Specialist
• Anders Alicea, Instructional Transformation Specialist
English Language Arts Curriculum Vetters
• Dr. Andrew Freeburger,
Baltimore County Public Schools and
Associate Professor at Notre Dame of
Maryland University
• Susan Corby,
Anne Arundel County Public Schools
National Board Certified Teacher and
Writing Tutor at University of Maryland
Graduate Studies
• Christian Bouselli
Carroll County Public Schools and Adjunct
Professor at McDaniel College for English
and TESOL
• Thomas Porter
Cecil County Public Schools
• Richetta Coelho-Tooley
Prince George’s County Public Schools
• Dr. Rachel McGann
Allegany County Public Schools and Adjunct
Professor at Frostburg State University for
the Master of Education Program

• Amy Siracusano
Calvert County Public Schools
• Lisa Sauerwald
Baltimore County Public Schools
• Shannon Fuller
Howard County Public Schools
• Julie Heltsley
Anne Arundel County Public Schools
• Steven Van Rees
Calvert County Public Schools and
Educational Coach for Harvard Graduate
School of Education
• Tricia Blackman
Prince George’s County Public Schools
• Linda Gent
Queen Anne’s County Public Schools

• Donna Beeman
Allegany County Public Schools
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Mathematics Curriculum Vetters
• Beth Sappe
Baltimore City Public Schools

•

Nicole Paris
Frederick County Public Schools

•

Deborah Mateer
Harford County Public Schools

•

Carolyn Thomas
Montgomery County Public Schools

•

Brenda Hommel
National Board Certified Teacher,
Worcester County Public Schools

•

Kimberly Quintyne
Howard County Public Schools

•

Sherri Stevens
Montgomery County Public Schools

•

Bridget Dunbar
Saint Mary’s County Public Schools and
Adjunct Instructor at St. Mary’s College

•

Theresa Gloyd
Retired - Queen Anne’s County Public
Schools

•

Brett Parker
Baltimore County Public Schools

•

Asha Johnson,
Howard County Public Schools

Curriculum Report Writers
• Portia Bates
• Tameka Payton, Ph.D. Psychometric Solutions, LLC
• Thomas Porter
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