
KATHLEEN A. FITZPATRICK

Restructuring to Achieve Outcomes 
of Significance for All Students

The people of Arlington Heights, Illinois, worked 
: together to define the learning outcomes essential 

for their students' success, then set about 
designing their curriculum around them.

'Would you tell me. please," said Alice, 
'which way I ought to walk from here?"

1 That depends a good deal on where 
you want to get to," said the Cat.

"I don't much care where . . . , " said 
Alice

"'Then it doesn't matter which way you 
walk," said the Cat.

". . so long as I get somewhere," Alice 
added as an explanation,

'Oh, you're sure to do that," said the 
Ca:, 'if you only walk long enough."

 from Alice in Wonderland 
by Lewis Carroll

I n sharp contrast to Alice's content 
ment simply to arrive "some 
where." our outcome-based pro 

gram in Township High School District 
214 in Arlington Heights, Illinois, has 
been designed to answer the question 
of where we want our students to travel 
in their learning. Over the past three 
years, teams of teachers, administrators, 
school board members, and residents of 
our district have worked together to 
define our learner outcomes, striving to 
address three key questions: (1) Upon 
completion oj their high school studies, 
what should our students know? (2) 
What should they he able to do? and (3) 
What should they feel or believe? As we 
embarked upon the effort to define es 
sential learning outcomes for our stu 
dents, we took steps to address several 
dimensions of our vision, including 
hindsight, depth perception, and pe 
ripheral vision. But it was our efforts to 
sharpen our foresight that probably 
made the greatest difference in our 
work to define essential outcomes.

Keeping an Eye to the Future
Our district's strategic plan includes our 
vision for our students and staff, as well 
as the district as a whole, and defines 
our mission, beliefs, and goals as well. 
Specifically, our mission is to "enable all 
students to learn the skills, acquire the 
knowledge, and develop the attitudes 
necessary for them to reach their full 
potential as citizens who can meet the 
challenges of a changing globil society." 

Our ongoing study of future world 
conditions predicted by the country's

We asked ourselves, 
What does the 
diploma from 
District 214 
represent? and What 
are the essential 
learnings we 
believe are critical 
to the success of all 
of our students?.

leading futurists and demographers 
has led us to ask ourselves how we are 
planning to help students:
  become self-directed learners;
  employ problem-solving and deci 

sion-making skills,
  attain communication and group- 

interaction skills;
  express themselves creatively;
  utilize skills necessary to adapt to 

and create change;
  enhance and sustain their self- 

esteem;
  demonstrate concern, tolerance, 

and respect for others.
During the process of defining the 

outcomes of significance for student 
learning, we focused on the image of 
our students walking across the stage 
on graduation day and receiving their 
diplomas. We asked ourselves, What 
does the diploma from District 214 
represent'! a nd What are the essential 
learnings we believe are critical to the 
success of all of our students'' This 
focus helped us identify the following 
exit outcomes, or general learner out 
comes, for our students:
  ability to communicate (in read 

ing, writing, speaking, listening, and 
numeracy skills);
  facility in social interaction;
  analytic capabilities;
  problem-solving skills;
  skill in making value judgments 

and decisions;
  skill in creative expression and in 

responding to the creative work of 
others;
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Fig. 1. Curriculum Alignment.

GENERAL (EXIT) LEARNER OUTCOMES

PROGRAM OUTCOMES

COURSE OUTCOMES

  civic responsibility;
  responsible participation in a 

global environment;
  skill in developing and maintain 

ing wellness;
  skill in using technology as a tool 

for learning;
  skill in life and career planning.
It is important to note that these 11 

statements are not goal statements or 
simply pan of the district's philosophy. 
Rather, they are outcome statements  
our students are required to demon 
strate achievement of these outcomes

Designing An Outcome-Based 
Curriculum
The district's general learner out 
comes serve as the foundation of our 
curriculum development process 
Based upon the principle of curricu 
lum alignment, which is one of the 
chief operational principles of out 
come-based education, we have em 
ployed the curriculum development 
framework illustrated in Figure 1

Our program level outcomes ad 
dress the following academic areas: En 
glish, mathematics, science, social stud 
ies, fine arts, physical education and 
health, foreign language, and practical 
arts We also developed program out 
comes in student services and student 
activities, to more fully address the 
totality of student life in our schools 
and to expand the range of opportuni 
ties for students to achieve each of the 
general learner outcomes

Besides defining the essential out 
comes in each content area and align 
ing them with the general learner out 
comes, program outcome teams were 
also asked to outline the most appro 
priate sequence of learnings within 
each program and to design curricu 
lum frameworks. These frameworks 
include various pathways students can 
follow to achieve the essential pro 
gram outcomes Some pathways in 
clude more courses than others, de 
pending upon the students' entry level 
achievement and degree of mastery of 
the course prerequisites Conse 
quently, while the amount of credit 
earned and the number of courses that 
students complete to achieve the es 
sential learner outcomes may vary, the 
core set of learnings that all students 
must achieve remains constant.

Developing Performance- 
Based Indicators
One of the most important steps we 
took to facilitate the task of aligning 
the program outcomes with the gen 
eral (exit) learner outcomes was to 
identify performance-based indica 
tors of students' achievement of the 
exit outcomes. Over the past two 
years an interdisciplinary team of fac 
ulty members and administrators, 
with the technical assistance and sup 
port of our friends from Alverno Col 
lege, 1 developed a set of indicators 
for each of our general learner out 
comes These indicators provide a

picture of the ability described in 
each outcome

Throughout our work, our col 
leagues from Alverno cautioned us to 
be aware of some critical challenges to 
identifying these indicators, such as 
the fact that an ability is larger than the 
observed performance of it or that any 
performance or demonstration of an 
ability is larger than the sum of the 
criteria applied to it. While we were 
mindful of these challenges, we were 
also determined to turn around the 
expression "I'll believe it wher I see 
it" to "I'll see it when I believe it."

If we truly believe it is important for 
our students to develop analytic capa 
bilities, for example, then what in their 
performances will indicate that they 
have indeed developed the skills of 
analysis? What would we accept as evi 
dence that we have made progress in 
helping students develop these skills? 
Some of our answers to these ques 
tions are;
  The student employs observation 

skills to acquire useful knowledge and 
information and classifies and orga 
nizes information;
  The student draws and supports 

inferences;
  The student describes and defines 

relationships such as cause/effect and 
comparison/contrast;
  The student integrates and applies 

skills in observation, classification, orga 
nization, inference, and in the definition 
of relationships in a variety of situations.

Shifting the Focus of 
Instruction
Since developing the indicators for 
each of our exit outcomes, we have 
designed an achievement level frame 
work that takes into account the devel 
opmental nature of the outcomes. Es 
sentially, we identified three levels of 
achievement:
  Level 1; the development of a 

knowledge base related to the out 
comes;
  Level 2: the students* demonstra 

tion of practical applications of the exit 
outcome within various contexts;
  Level 3; the ability to transfer their 

learning to new situations
An overview of the achievement level 

framework is presented in Figure 2.
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Fig. 2. District 214 General Learner Outcomes Achievement Levels Framework
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Demonstrate:
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  Understanding of

a knowledge base

  Application of
knowlege with
evaluative criteria

Level 2:

  Practical
applications of
their learning
within various
contexts

Level 3:

  The ability to
transfer their
learning to new
situations

  The ability to
integrate their
learning and
create new
applications of
learning
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Global
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Essentially, the original set of indica 
tors we developed addresses the first 
level of the achievement framework; 
and the second and third levels, devel 
oped later, deal with more extensive 
applications of learning. They provide a 
progression of applications by which 
students can demonstrate greater inde 
pendence as learners. A comparison of 
the learner's role and the instructional 
role, presented in Figure 3, provides an 
illustration of this progression.

The outline presented in Figure 3 not 
onfy highlights the developmental se 
quence of students' achievement of the 
exit outcomes, but also illustrates the 
shift in instructional focus, from a direct 
instruction role to coaching and facilita- 
tive roles, that complements students' 
progress and development as learners 
As we worked to develop the indicators 
of our students' performance, we often 
referred to this progressive shift in in 
structional focus as moving from the 
role of "sage on the stage" (direct in 
struction) to the role of 'guide on the

side" (coach/facilitator). Clearly, our ul 
timate goal is to enable our students to 
gain greater independence in their 
learning as they demonstrate mastery of 
the outcomes. To accomplish this goal, 
we believe it is essential to also restruc 
ture the instructional pnx'ess and sup 
port systems within an outcome-based 
framework.

Expanding Opportunities 
for Success
Defining the outcomes for all of our 
students and restructuring our curricu 
lum to provide the essential learning 
experiences are only the first steps in 
the development of our outcome-based 
education program If these efforts are 
gi ing to make a difference, deliberate 
and systematic connections must be es 
tablished throughout the instructional 
process. The outcomes we expect our 
students to achieve must drive our deci 
sions about the types of instructional 
strategies to employ, the design of learn 

ing activities for students, and the means 
of assessing student achievement. This 
principle of instructional alignment and 
outcome-driven decision making is one 
of the chief defining features of our 
district's adopted instructional model 
(see fig. 4).

Another key defining feature of our 
instructional model is the principle of 
expanded opportunity In particular, the 
instructional strategies component of 
the mtxlel calls for frequent formative 
assessment of student progress and the 
opportunity for students to receive re 
mediation or extra assistance when nec 
essary. In many respects our instruc 
tional model could be described as a 
second-chance system. The notion that 
failure is not absolute, but rather a tem 
porary setback that may be overcome, 
stands among the core set of beliefs that 
have directed our efforts to apply the 
principle of expanded opportunity

But although the positive effects of 
implementing the principle of ex 
panded opportunity have been thor-
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Fig. 3. District 214 Roles for Learners and Instructors.

Learner's Role

Students will demonstrate: 

Level 1:

• Understanding of a knowledge base.

• Application of knowledge with 
evaluative criteria.

Level 2:

• Practical applications of their learning 
within various contexts.

Level 3:

• The ability to transfer their learning to 
new situations.

• The ability to integrate their learning and 
create new applications of learning.

Instructional Role

Direct Instruction

• Helps students establish a foundation of 
knowledge.

Coaching Model

• Coaching for application. :

Facilitator

• Supports and encourages student as an 
independent learner.

oughly documented in the research 
and development on mastery learning 
(Block and Anderson 1975, Bloom 
1976, Guskey and Gates 1985) the 
implementation of this operational 
principle of outcome-based education 
poses serious challenges, particularly 
at the secondary school level

Restructuring Instructional 
Support Systems
Inbar and Sever (1986) identified two 
types of challenges similar to those we 
have faced in our district in imple 
menting second-chance systems:

Since second-chance processes do not take 
place in a vacuum and are part of a whole 
social structure, the facility of their imple 
mentation should not be taken for granted 
If we focus on the realm of educational 
structures, it seems safe to assume that 
many of the systems which offer a second 
chance challenge the regular (first-chance) 
systems This challenge can be of two 
kinds; (a) questioning the validity of the 
selection procedures by which some of the 
pupils were excluded from the option for 
further progress or mobility and (b) ques 
tioning the inputs and teaching processes 
of the regular system as inadequate for 
some of the pupils.

To address these challenges, we rede 
signed our procedures for validating 
student achievement in several impor 
tant ways. First, we restructured our

MAY 1991

placement process around our out 
come-based program. We decided that 
students' achievement of the prerequi 
sites for each program should drive 
decisions about the most appropriate 
placement of our students. Teams of 
faculty members from our district 
worked together to develop program 
and course outcomes aligned with other 
general learner outcomes, and they also 
determined the prerequisites students 
must accomplish to ensure their suc 
cess. Then they designed criterion-refer 
enced assessments of these prerequisite

outcomes. Consequently, these assess 
ments are now available to help us 
determine the most appropriate place 
ment for our students at the outset of 
their high school studies.

We have also adopted an outcome- 
based, rather than a time-based set of 
grading procedures Under our rede 
signed grading procedures, our fore 
most concern is whether or not students 
achieve the essential outcomes, not 
when they succeed. For example, if a 
student experiences great difficulty in a 
particular course, re-takes the course in 
summer school, and earns an A or a B 
during the summer, the higher summer 
school grade is entered on the student's 
transcript, not an average of the two 
grades. What matters is not when the 
student achieves the outcomes but, 
rather, whether the student eventually 
achieves success. Once the student 
demonstrates success, that level of suc 
cess is fully recognized. Much the same 
practice is followed within each grading 
period: once a student achieves the es 
sential outcomes, whether it is the first 
week of the term or the day before the 
final exam, the full level of achievement 
is reflected in his or her grade

Our restructured grading procedures 
also reflect our belief in the importance 
of establishing predetermined standards 
for student achievement of the out 
comes, not predetermined distribu 
tions of achievement ("grading on the 
curve") Consequendy, if 80 percent of 
our students meet the standards for an

Fig. 4. District 214 Instructional Model

1. Outcomes. Course outcomes established by consensus of the district's teachers 
will be used as (he basis for decisions regarding what will be taught. Individual 
teachers will dearly identify unit and lesson outcomes for students prior to each unit 
of instruction and each lesson.

2. Strategies. Teachers will design instructional strategies to maximize student 
achievement of the outcomes. The instructional strategies will include multiple 
learning opportunities for students. Teachers will provide frequent feedback to 
students concerning their achievement and will provide additional learning oppor 
tunities when necessary. Teachers will use a wide variety of instructional strategies. 
The selection of strategies will be based upon the nature of the outcomes and 
students' learning styles and needs.

3. Assessments. Teachers will reference their assessments of student achievement 
(tests, essays, projects, portfolios, performances) to course outcomes. Assessments 
may be drawn entirely or partially from a distrfctwide bank of teacher-developed 
and/or teacher-selected items which are referenced to the course outcomes.
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A, it gives us reason to celebrate and not 
a reason to change the curve.

Further, our belief in the importance 
of establishing predetermined standards 
led us to disband the practice of honor 
ing only one student per school as the- 
class valedictorian. We realized that this 
practice of singling out one individual 
was based on our former way of relying 
on predetermined distributions. The 
formula called for only one student to 
be honored, and in many cases it was 
only one ten-thousandths of a decimal 
point that actually distinguished that stu 
dent's performance. Now we celebrate 
with the young people in our schools 
who have met our Highest Honor Grad 
uate standard, which is comparable to 
the levels of achievement of our former 
valedictorians. Last year more than 80 
students from across the district's six 
high schools achieved this standard and 
were recognized at a special honors 
convocation.

One major component of the instruc 
tional support system we developed to 
facilitate the shift from a first-chance to a 
second-chance system is a districtwide 
instructional resource network. Thanks 
in part to funding from the Model Prac 
tices Grant program of the State of Illi 
nois, we developed a computer-based 
network that provides a clearinghouse 
of instructional strategies and learning 
activities aligned with the essential out 
comes. The network also serves as an 
assessment bank. Various forms of as 
sessments of the learner outcomes de 
signed by each faculty are made avail 
able to all teachers across the district to 
assist them in providing both formative 
and summative measures of student 
progress.

Arriving in the Future
Our struggle to define the direction 
learning should take for our students 
has taken us down a challenging road 
The restructuring of our schools within 
an outcome-based framework rests on 
the conviction that we cannot afford to 
merely hope that outcomes of signifi 
cance for our students might somehow 
become the consequences of our deci 
sions. Rather, we believe that such out 
comes must be the definers, the driving 
force behind each of our decisions, so 
that our students will arrive successfully

in the future and not, like Alice, simply 
get "somewhere." In many respects, we 
have stayed the course throughout the 
process because of the power of our 
affirmations affirmations of the poten 
tial of our students and affirmations of 
our ability to make a difference for the 
young people we serve. Today we re 
main optimistic and steadfast in our 
beliefs that all students can learn and 
that schools can indeed control the con 
ditions of success.D

'A special thanks is extended to our 
friends at Alverno College, in particular. 
Austin Doherty (Vice President for Aca 
demic Affairs), Georgine Loacker (Assess 
ment Committee Chair) and Jane Halonen 
(Professor, Psychology and Social Interac 
tion Departments) for their encourage 
ment and support of our efforts. We are 
especially grateful to Mary Kay Kramp (Pro 
fessor, History and Valuing Departments) 
for her contributions as the lead consultant 
in the development of performance-based 
indicators for our exit outcomes.

Author's note A version of this paper 
appeared in the January 1991 report of the 
Network for Outcome-Based Schools.
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C^eleoihafe
The Bicentennial of the Bill of Rights 

Inviting Teachers to Apply for
Mini Grants from 

The Bill of Rights Education Collaborative
Funds are available to support teacher initiated projects that 
engage students, colleagues, and/or members of their own 
community in the study of constitutional rights. Proposals for 
grants of up to $1500 are due by August 15, 1991.

The American Historical Association
and 

The American Political Science Association
\supportedby 

The Pew Charitable Trusts

Write for an applifntion to:

1527 New Hampshire Avenue, N.W., Washington, D.C. 20036
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