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Executive Summary
This study examined the experiences of teachers with the Converging Curriculum Project.  The goals of the study were to 1) understand why teacher become a part of the program, 2) identify the biggest obstacles teachers encounter when implementing the curriculum, 3) identify the biggest help teachers encounter when implementing the curriculum, 4) better understand how and to what degree other instructional aides in the classroom facilitate teachers’ implementation of the curriculum, and 5) identify why teachers chose to remain with the project for multiple years.  Results indicate that teachers become a part of the program in part because of their desire to better meet the needs of their students and their desire to become better teachers.  One of the biggest obstacles teachers encounter remains trying to fit the required lessons into the natural scope and sequence of their daily curriculum.  The biggest helps teachers continue to find in implementing the lessons are: the training sessions and the opportunity to collaborate with their colleagues.  The training sessions and opportunity to collaborate with other colleagues are also some of the biggest reasons teachers stay with the project year after year, although the biggest reason teachers chose to stay with the program is simply because teachers desire to continue to hone their teaching skills.  A significant portion of teachers utilize an instructional aide in a least some of their mathematics instruction.  Instructional aides are primarily used to keep students on task and assist students in learning in either a one-on-one or small group setting.  The overwhelming majority of teachers would like their instructional aides to have access to the same training they are provided.  

Introduction

The main goal of the Converging Mathematics Project intervention program is to increase mathematics competency of at-risk and special education students and their teachers.  For its first year of implementation, the project targeted a small cohort of teachers in grades five through nine.  For its second year, the project expanded to include a larger group of teachers.  In its third and fourth year, the program continued to serve teachers from the previous year, as well as new cohorts of teachers.
 The project provides recommendations for materials and methods for extended math time interventions for at-risk students that are carefully aligned to the existing mathematics program.  The Converging Mathematics Partnership is expected to accomplish the following:
1. strengthen the knowledge of teachers of at-risk students, and in particular special education teachers, by providing curricular content training and the use of the identified instructional approaches
2. provide teachers with tools they will not only use, but also understand 
3. enable teachers to become more adept in the diagnosis of student thinking through a continuous loop of formative assessment, student feedback, and refined instruction
4. increase teacher content knowledge and instructional effectiveness
5. facilitate the provision of better quality programs that meet the needs of the students who have fallen through the cracks
6. improve student achievement 
7. establish a strong community of learners with a belief that all students can succeed in learning challenging mathematics.

Classroom observations of 20 randomly selected participants (at least two teachers from each district involved) were conducted in fall 2008 and spring 2009 to address these goals as they related to classroom instruction.   The results of these observations were released in the spring of 2009.  Two areas for further research noted in this report were deemed to have important implications for program design.   The first was the role other professionals in the classroom play in facilitating teachers’ implementation of the Converging Curriculum.  To address this, in September 2009, follow-up phone interviews were completed with almost all of the teachers who were enrolled in both last year and this year of the program and who indicated they had an instructional aide in their classroom last year. The second area noted in the report for further research was why teachers chose to stay with the program for multiple years.  Because understanding in this area could provide insight that would enable program developers to increase longitudinal participation, questions related to this area were added to the interview protocol.
Study Design
As previously mentioned, the purpose of the phone interviews was to develop a better understanding of the teachers’ experiences with the Converging Curriculum Project.   This is the third year of interviewing teachers.  While the interview protocol in the past provided important information that informed program design, after three years, some questions from the protocol became obsolete.  For the current interviews, three goals from the previous protocols were retained.  The original purposes of the interviews were to help program developers:
1.  understand why teachers become a part of the program.
2.  identify the biggest obstacles teachers encounter when implementing the Converging Curriculum.
3.  identify the biggest help teachers encounter when implementing the Converging Curriculum.
In addition to the three previous goals, the two new goals for the interviews were to help program developers to : 
1. better understand how and to what degree other instructional aides in the classroom facilitate teachers’ implementation of the Converging Curriculum.  
2. identify why teachers chose to remain with the project for multiple years.
In September 2009, a program evaluator attended the initial training sessions of the Converging Curriculum Project.  The evaluator explained the evaluation activities including the planned phone interviews and observations and collected information directly from teachers as to their teaching environments.  Of the 32 returning teachers from which information was collected, 12, or approximately 38%, indicated that they utilized an instructional aide during some of their periods of mathematics instruction.  
In September 2009, all of the teachers from the returning teacher cohort who indicated they had utilized instructional aides during some of their periods of mathematics instruction last year were contacted for phone interviews.  Eleven of the 12 phone interviews were completed.   The structured interviews were completed by three interviewers who wrote down the teachers’ responses at the time of the interview and, with the teachers’ permission, tape recorded the interviews as well.  The tape recordings were used whenever clarification of the written response was needed.
 The domains and some questions for the interview protocol were determined by a team composed of members from the Converging Curriculum project and the project evaluation team from the University of Delaware Education Research and Development Center (R & D Center).    
As in past years, once the interviews were completed, the responses to each question were coded using an open coding system.  For each question, two to three responses were used to identify an initial set of conceptual categories.  The categories were refined and expanded as the remaining responses to the question were coded.  Once all of the responses to a question had been coded, a final set of conceptual categories was identified.  All of the responses to a question were then coded a second time using the finalized system of categories from the first round of coding. 
 For the coding, each response was divided into the smallest unit of meaningful text.  Therefore, many teachers’ responses were categorized into multiple coding categories.  This means that the percents given throughout the report indicate the percent of teachers who had at least part of a response that supported a given category.  Practically speaking, this means that in many cases the percents will not sum to 100. The results of the analysis are detailed below.

Study Findings

Motivation
As in the previous two years, teachers were asked two questions regarding their motivation for joining the project, “Why did you become a part of the Converging Curriculum Project?” and “Did someone encourage you to become a part of the project?”  Regarding the first question, all of the teachers indicated that their motivation to join the project was due in part to either their desire to find a better way to reach their student population which they often described as struggling or below average or their desire simply to become a better teacher.  In addition to these two motives, similar to last year, slightly more than a third of teachers (36% as compared to 27% last year) noted that part of their motivation for joining the project originally was because they were new to the methods, curriculum or district and hoped the project would help them learn the new strategies for teaching math.  This year over four times as many teachers as last year, (36% as compared to 9% last year) commented that someone encouraging them to join the project was the main way they became aware of the project.  Respecting the second question, an overwhelming majority of teachers (73%) responded that their principal, math specialist, curriculum director or supervisor encouraged them to join the project.  
Long-Term Involvement
On average, the teachers interviewed had been a part of the project for slightly over 3 years (M=3.4 years).  Over half of teachers (54%) remarked that the biggest reason they enrolled in the program year after year was that they wanted to continue to hone their teaching skills.  One teacher commented that she was “Now not using tools just to use them, but to see how they actually help with what they [the students] are learning.”
The second most popular reason teachers cited for their continued involvement with the program was the opportunity to collaborate with their colleagues.  Over one-third of teachers (36%) indicated they valued the time to work with other teachers.  One teacher remarked that she “liked to talk to all of these different teachers because you get to hear and see all different perspectives”.  Another teacher noted, “I really, really like talking and meeting with other people throughout the state and learning new ways to present things.”    
Three reasons came in third in popularity as explanations for teachers’ longitudinal involvement with the program.  Slightly more than one-quarter of teachers (27%) indicated that the support they received from their district and program staff contributed to their long-term involvement.  Similarly, a little more than one-quarter of teachers (27%) noted that they appreciated the opportunity to collaborate with colleagues that taught students similar to their own.  Finally, a similar 27% indicated that someone from their school’s leadership signed them up for the program each year. 
 Two teachers (18%) noted that their school’s DSTP scores motivated them to continue in the program.  One teacher remarked, the “year before last our [DSTP] scores made such a great gain.  We contributed it to the fact that during our prep period we were allowed to use the Converging Math materials and curriculum.” One teacher did mention that while the stipend was not her biggest motivation for involvement in the program, it was definitely part of her drive to participate each year.
Obstacles to Implementing Curriculum
Regarding implementing the curriculum in their classrooms, teachers were asked to “Describe the biggest obstacles you encountered last while implementing the methods you learned in the Converging Curriculum Project.”  A little less than half of the teachers (45%) noted that scheduling, or fitting the required lessons into the natural flow of their curriculum was the biggest obstacle they encountered.  One teacher illustrated this struggle remarking, “If I had to do a ratio table and I was on something like geometry, I didn’t know how to align that.  I had to stop to do the [ratio table] lesson and then start back up [on geometry].”  About 36% of the teachers believed that a mismatch between their students and the curriculum was their biggest obstacle.  This mismatch occurred in a variety of ways.  One teacher did not have a consistent group of students with whom to work.  Another teacher found that changing grades from one year to the next, made it difficult to implement the strategies (s)he had learned because the new students did not have the necessary prerequisite skills.  In a slightly different, but related problem, one teacher found that his/her students had mastered all of the tools (s)he knew the year before (s)he was their teacher. (S)he found that she did not have any new examples with which to provide students.  Three teachers or approximately 27% indicated their students’ behavior made implementing the methods difficult.  It should be noted that many of the students in these teachers’ classes were in the classes specifically because of behavior issues.
Facilitating Implementation of the Curriculum
Also in respect to implementing the curriculum in their classrooms, teachers were asked , “Describe the things last year that most helped you implement the methods you learned in the Converging Curriculum Project.”  The majority of teachers (55%) indicated that the opportunity to collaborate with their peers during the training session was the biggest help to implementing the curriculum in their classroom.  One teacher commented that because a group of teachers from the school attended the training together they, “were reminding each other or asking for assistance for implementing it [the Converging Curriculum] in the classroom.”  Slightly less than half of teachers (45%) noted that they found that being able to anticipate student responses was a big help in implementing the curriculum.    One teacher remarked that is was, “really cool because now I almost know what they will come up with in a class period.”  Twenty-seven percent of teachers felt that the strategies they learned in the training were a significant help in implementing the curriculum.  One teacher commented that (s)he found it helpful to have the first and second year teachers together because it gave teachers an opportunity to review and refine the strategies they had learned the previous year.  Another teacher noted that the prep period their school gave them to use for the Converging Curriculum materials aided in their implementation of the curriculum.
Instructional Aides and Curriculum Implementation
As previously mentioned, when the evaluation plan was presented to teachers at the first Converging Curriculum Training of the year, teachers were asked to indicate if they were assisted by an instructional aide during any of their periods of math instruction.  All of the teachers who indicated they had utilized an instructional aide in the past year were contacted for a phone interview.   Through the interviews it became apparent that teachers consider a variety of individuals in their classrooms as instructional aides, including parents, para-professionals and co-teachers.  Responses for teachers utilizing parents and para-professionals as instructional aides were coded separately from teachers utilizing  co-teachers because the training opportunities are fundamentally different for the two groups.  It should be noted however, that despite the difference in training opportunities, teachers indicated that parents, para-professionals and co-teachers engaged in very similar tasks in the classroom.
With respect to their aides’ awareness of their involvement in the Converging Curriculum Project, teachers were asked, “Is your aide aware of your participation in the Converging Curriculum Project?  If so, how?”     Eight of the 11 teachers interviewed utilized a para-professional or parent as an instructional aide.  Of these eight teachers, 75% indicated that their aide was aware of their participation in the project.   Often the aides were made aware of the teacher’s involvement in the program because of the teacher’s absence from the classroom for trainings.  Aides were also made aware of participation through informal discussion with the teachers and noticing teachers’ new methods of instruction.  Three teachers utilized a co-teacher for instruction.  Of the three co-teachers, two were aware of the teacher’s involvement in the Converging Curriculum Project.  Similarly, co-teachers were aware of the teacher’s participation in the project through the teacher’s absence from the classroom, informal discussions and changes in teaching methods.    
Regarding training for their instructional aides, teachers were asked, “Has your aide received any instruction concerning how to implement the strategies that are a part of the Converging Curriculum Project?  If so, please describe their training.”  None of the parents or para-professionals had received any formal training on the Converging Curriculum Methods.  Two of the three co-teachers had not received any training in the Converging Curriculum.
Concerning their aides’ general classroom duties, the teachers were asked to “Describe the tasks your instructional aide usually completes during a typical mathematics class.”  Generally, all of the teachers indicated that both aides and co-teachers primarily helped keep students on task and worked one-on-one or in small groups with students to reinforce or assist learning.  The biggest difference between aides and co-teachers was that some aides sometimes had clerical or organizational duties outside of the classroom while some co-teachers shared the burden of whole-group instruction with the teacher.
Teachers were asked two follow-up questions regarding their instructional aides’ classroom duties.  The first was, “What are the most helpful tasks your aide completes during a typical mathematics class?”  For both teachers working with either parents and para-professionals or co-teachers, keeping students on task and assisting student through answering questions or working in small groups was the biggest help in implementing the curriculum.  The second follow-up question teachers were asked was, “What is the biggest challenge you encounter when working with your aide using the Converging Curriculum?”  Three-quarters of the teachers working with parents or para-professionals and one teacher working with a co-teacher indicated that their instructional aides lack of exposure or training with the Converging Curriculum Methods was their biggest obstacle they encountered when working with their aide to implement the curriculum.  One teacher summarized the problem saying, “sometimes, I have to stop [teaching] and explain. Or (s)he might say you do things one way and I have to correct him/her.  Sometimes I have to redirect my aide when they are doing something they think is right.  For example, with ratio tables (s)he might go right t o multiplication that the students can’t actually do…so it isn’t a tool for them [the students].”  One teacher noted that providing two much help was the biggest obstacle (s)he encountered with his/her aide when implementing the curriculum.
Finally, the teachers were asked, “If you could send your aide to three in-service trainings, what are the top three topics you would want covered ?”  Seventy-five percent of the teachers who worked with parents or paraprofessionals noted they would like their aides to have the opportunity to attend the same trainings they attend.  One teacher noted that his/her aide “actually asked why they can’t get the same kind of training because they are working with the students one on one.”    The teachers cited several reasons why they would want their aides to receive the trainings.  One teacher remarked, “It would be nice to have an aide and myself to go to some of the trainings. Then they could see what a training is like.  They really are a part of this and they need to be included.”  Another teacher noted, “if they[students] do something wacky [on their seatwork], (s)he[the aide] would know where the different errors would be or different ways to suggest to them to maybe change it.”  It should be noted that if aides were to receive training, teachers wanted the focus to mirror the tools they use most frequently in their classrooms, with ratio tables, arrow strings, bar models and integers rated as the top used power tools.  One of the two teachers whose co-teacher had not received any training on the curriculum, indicated they would like their co-teacher to receive the same training. 

Conclusions and Recommendations

Responses to the interviews provide important insight into teachers’ experiences with the Converging Curriculum Project.  Teachers are clearly looking for ways to better meet the needs of their struggling students and to become even better teachers.  Being a part of a community of teachers where they can collaborate with colleagues and experts is a significant reason for teachers continued involvement with the Converging Curriculum Project.  Furthermore, district and project support for teachers’ use of the methods learned in the Converging Curriculum Project also supports teachers’ long-term involvement.  The project should continue its focus on building a supportive, collaborative community.   Teachers are still struggling to implement the lessons from the Converging Curriculum Project into their daily curriculum.  However, discussions and practice lessons at the trainings make implementing the lessons in the classroom easier.  Further guidance as to how to incorporate the required lessons into different lessons in the classroom curriculum would benefit participants.

Instructional aides are present in over one-third of the classrooms represented by the returning cohort. Whether the aide is a parent, para-professional or co-teacher, teachers in the Converging Curriculum Cohort overwhelmingly agree that they would like their aides to have access to the same trainings they experience.  Aides are primarily used to keep students on task and to work with students one-on-one or in small groups.  Having aides trained in the methods of the Converging Curriculum Methods would greatly enrich the implementation of this curriculum in the classroom and expand the collaborative community of educators.
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