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This study represents two years of in-depth ethnographic research documenting the

PBAT process at two focal schools, the



In addition, we documented professional development activities for teachers focused on

PBATs, one network-wide professional development meeting, two network wide meetings about

PBATs of a Portfolio Committee convened by the network staff and with one rep from each of

15 NYC International schools, and two school-based professional development sessions. (In the

first of these sessions, teachers presented their PBAT curriculum to the staff. In the second,

teachers used a rubric to grade, or “norm,” an example of completed student work as a staff)

Finally, we analyzed documents, drafts of student work that demonstrate the writing and

revision processes, and rubrics that set expectations for student outcomes.

All data were coded and analyzed using ATLAS.Ti, a database specfically designed to

help researchers organize and analyze qualitative data. Coding included descriptive and

theoretical codes as well as codes from relevant literature. Invivo coding, or the practice of

assigning a label to a section of data, like an interview transcript, by using a word or short

phrase taken from that data, was used to highlight themes in the data using the participants’ own

voices. As part of our analysis, we wrote memos to develop themes that emerged from the

coding process. In our analysis, we found that although each IHS has adapted the PBAT process

to fit their student needs and school cultures, there are several common elements of the PBAT

process that we observed at each of the four schools we visited.
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In this section we provide an overview of common elements of the PBAT process. In the

section that follows, we provide ethnographic examples of these elements and identify key areas

of impact.
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Projects originate in student’s content courses and are developed and guided by content

teachers. Then, the process of transforming a student’s PBAT into a “graduation worthy” final

product and presentation takes place over several weeks or months of mentoring. Each students

who is actively working on PBAT projects is assigned a faculty mentor to support their work.

Mentors include teachers, administrators, counselors, literacy coaches, and social workers from

each school. The goal of mentoring is to help elevate a student’s classroom work into a finished

project that is, in the language of the PBAT process, graduation worthy, meaning that it reflects

the level of rigor, skill and knowledge that demonstrates college readiness as per the standards

in each discipline. This process includes polishing syntax, and grammar, and semantics,

tightening arguments, clarifying formulas, detailing procedures and refining conclusions. In a

focus group, a student described how he worked with his mentor to develop a paper. He

explained, “when you’re writing a PBAT it’s just not a simple paper, it is college-level writing.

You take it to the next level. Your mentor gives you feedback that they think is going to make

your paper better and they push you further.” With the mentor’s guidance, a student is able to

extend work that begins as a classroom assignment, further refining academic skills.

While mentors work to meet the individual needs of students, the students themselves

drive the pacing and outcomes of the PBAT process. At Prospect Heights, students fill out a

checklist for what they hope to accomplish during a mentoring session. At Flushing, students

and teachers communicate in a shared Google Doc throughout the week. Mentors expect

students to make progress on their PBATs outside of instructional time so that mentoring time

can be spent refining projects and setting goals for the week to come. In mentoring sessions,

teachers are responsive to students’ individual learning styles and draw on their home languages
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The revision process is guided by a set of rubrics1 that were developed and standardized

by teachers and leaders from New York City schools within the Internationals Network for

Public Schools. There are rubrics for four mandatory content areas (Language Arts, Social

Studies, Science, Math,), a native language project, and a personal statement that are used across

schools and have identical formats. The network has also developed rubrics specific to

engineering, art, and other content areas that may not be offered at all schools. Each rubric spans

four possible scores: three passing scores (outstanding, good, and competent), and one failing

score (needs revision). Each content area rubric addresses multiple “bands” or performance

standards. For example, in the math rubric, the seven bands include: a) Problem-solving and

planning, b) reasoning process, c) fluency, d) connections, e) representations, f) communication,

and g) presentation. On the rubric, each of these bands is linked to a Common Core State

Standard.

It is not unusual for students to generate as many as six drafts of an essay with their

mentor before it is considered to be meeting rubric requirements. Together, students and their

mentors set goals for the final project grade, using the rubric to guide their revision process.

Some students are able to earn a “competent” having provided “limited explanation of how

evidence presented supports each argument” while others earn an “outstanding having

“thoroughly explained and analyzed the connection between all



significance of their project and to make connections between what they learn in school and

what is happening in the larger community, country, and world.

Each student’s PBAT is evaluated in the final panel presentation using the specific

content-area rubric. The panelᘀ





they send you an email [during the week] and tell you, ‘ok you need to fix this, if you

have time, fix this.’

Students also reported that the revision process promoted the retention of what they were

learning and an understanding of its
of



I learned some things [from the English PBAT]. I was trying to implement the citation

through my words, so not saying ‘according to the author’, the quote, and then analyzing

it. When I was doing that with my history paper, my mentor told me, ‘you see you

learned, you have now a good structure, your phrases are well organized, and also your

grammar is becoming better!’

Similar to the revision process, we observed PBAT panel presentations in which students were

asked to defend their work by explaining concepts

we



tessellations in her presentation and decided to give her a “needs revision.” Working with her

mentor, the student revised the project and successfully defended the PBAT to her committee athe



students’ personal and cultural strengths, helps students examine content from multiple

perspectives, and makes the culture of the classroom inclusive of all students.

Performance-based assessment tasks at Internationals Network high schools are equitable and

meaningful because they emerge from open-ended projects that are designed by teachers with

the specific learning needs of immigrant and EL students in mind (Ancess &

Darling-Hammond, 1994; Darling-Hammond, 1994; Darling-Hammond, Ancess, & Ort, 2002;

Fine, Stoudt, & Futch, 2005; Fine, Jaffe-Walter, Pedraza, Stoudt, & Futch, 2007; Mendenhall,

Bartlett, & Ghaffar-Kucher, 2016).

When explaining why they believed completing performance-based assessment tasks

was a meaningful learning experience, students often drew a comparison to the state Regents

exams, which they are also required to take in two subject areas. One student, comparing his

experiencing taking the Math Regents with completing a performance-based task in math,

explained.

With my PBAT, I know how to explain the graph, I know how to show the correlation.

My PBAT is about driving accidents related to drugs, alcohol, and sex to see which one

has the higher correlation, to see which � fdI �N�Q�R�Z
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supportive relationships with adults at school are more academically engaged and are more

likely to feel a sense of belonging at school (Klem & Connell, 1997; Roorda, Helma, Spilt, &

Oort, 2011). In this study, we found that the PBAT process deepens students' relationships with

mentors who provide in-depth, individualized instruction and support to develop the academic

skills and confidence to successfully complete PBATs. Mentoring takes place at a designated

time each week. Sudents arrive, grab a laptop, and open up the Google doc of the PBAT they are

working on with their mentor. In some classrooms, students sit apart from each other- working

independently at different tables, hunched over laptops, periodically checking in with their

mentors to ask questions or get feedback. In others, the mentor provides small group instruction

to a few students.









In addition to acknowledging student migration experiences, teachers scaffolded their

instruction to meet the needs of students who were all at different levels of language acquisition

and literacy. This teacher did so by providing copies of The Alchemist in English, as well as in

the home languages of students in the class including Spanish, and Mandarin. He also had the

book in graphic novel form in other languages represented by students in the class. The class

read the book in English aloud over several weeks, pausing to take notes and gather evidence

from the text. Students would later develop these notes into analysis for their final PBAT essays.

The PBAT process provides opportunities for students to connect concepts in the

curriculum to their cultural frameworks. For example, one student wrote about the literary

elements of symbolism and word choice in two texts, The Circuit by Francisco Jimenez and The

Boy Without a Flag by Abraham Rodriguez. She identified that the authors used these literary

devices to convey a theme of hope. During the question and answer portion of the oral defense

of her essay, the student was asked if she could identify with either of the main characters in

these texts. She responded:

I connect my story with Panchito because, as I said before, I also crossed the border and

I know that feeling when you are like behind the river and then you say oh, that’s

America, and that’s how I’m going to get my dreams come to true. And even though I

was scared about crossing that river, my hope was more powerful than my fears. Like

Panchito did-- he crossed the border to get a better life in California.

The flexibility of the PBAT process allows students to choose topics and activities that are

aligned with their cultural frameworks and their connections to their home countries and the

United States. Mobilizing students’ experiences and attachments fosters their deeper

engagement and investment in their academic coursework, which also helps them to gain the
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academic skills and dispositions that are needed to be successful in college (Jaffe-Walter & Lee,

2018).

7KH 3%$7 3URFHVV )RVWHUV &ROOHJH 5HDGLQHVV IRU 6WXGHQWV

Conley (2007) argues that schools support college readiness when teachers encourage

students to “work independently and semi-independently outside of class on progressively

larger, more complex pieces of work” (p.17) and by modeling the types of assignment that

students will likely encounter in college. The preparation process for PBATs requires students

to use multiple key cognitive and behavioral strategies related to B
College









State Regents exams. Feeling comfortable publicly using emerging language skills is

particularly important for preparing immigrant students who are English learners for

post-secondary education.
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The literature on teacher learning explores how teacher inquiry and learning support the

collective capacity of schools to design and implement effective practices (Cochran-Smith &

Lytle, 1999; Little, 1990; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001). There is broad consensus that effective

teacher learning involves a “deprivatization” of practice (Little, 1990). Effective collaboration

extends beyond social interactions and involves shared work with teachers working together on

schoolwide projects and school improvement efforts. This should facilitate the sharing of

teacher expertise across the professional communities of practice to allow teachers to focus on

problems of practice (Bryk, Camburn, & Louis, 1997; City, Elmore & Fairman, 2009; Little

1990).

In contrast to the process of preparing students for standardized tests, the PBAT process

deepens teacher’s work in project-based curriculum design. Teachers repeatedly spoke about

how the PBAT process deepened their commitments to project-based learning. They spoke

about how PBATs encouraged them to improve projects they have taught in the past to make

them more “portfolio worthy,” meaning academically intensive and relevant for students. One

English teacher explained how she has become more reflective about her the way she designs

projects. Creating a PBAT project forces her to ask, “is this project that I’ve been doing [for

years] worthwhile? Is it something that’s actually helping students get there or can I enhance it?

Or, should I start over and do something different?” Teachers witness how their projects are
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experienced, understood, and explained by students in the culminating oral presentation and are

able to reflect on whether their projects are addressing students needs and learning standards.

In focus groups, teachers described how the transition from the use of Regents exams to

PBATs strengthened their abilities to develop a responsive project-based curriculum to meet

their students’ emergent linguistic and academic needs. Our research revealed that the work of

“becoming a PBAT school” and developing a “PBAT culture” is ongoing. Teachers at both

schools in this study described challenges they faced when implementing PBATs but explained

that working on PBATs with their colleagues promoted teacher collaboration and curricular

alignment. Lara, the principal at Flushing, described how work on PBATs supported

conversations across grades:

I think [collaboration related to PBATs] is making our instruction stronger... better

aligned. I think it’s a vertical conversation that just has to happen now. Teachers get

together and discuss: what are you doing for the PBATs? What are we doing? How does

what I do build off of what you’re doing? And, what kind of scaffolds are you providing

in ninth and tenth grade that we have to pull on in eleventh grade? All of those

conversations are happening
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In addition to the benefits for recently arrived immigrant students, this study indicates

that designing and continually developing and refining the PBAT process, reflecting on student

work on PBATs, and developing the projects that become PBATs encourages teacher’s

individual and collective capacities. Consistent with the Internationals Network’s commitments

to “One Learning Model for All” in which adult and student learning processes mirror one

another, the B砒
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Figure 1. The PBAT Presentation Process
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