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Katherine S. McKnight, Ph.D. 

Mastery Learning for the 
CCSS/Differentiated 
Instruction Focused 

Classroom (Grades 6-12) 

Look at the standards and determine 
why mastery learning is a great fit. 

Explore what makes a great question.   
It’s the foundation for a great project. 

Samples and ideas for projects in 
different content areas. 

What We’ll Do in this Session 

What are the expectations of CCSS?   

What are not the expectations of CCSS? 

How do we build a synergetic context between 
CCSS, curriculum, and assessment? 

SOME GUIDING QUESTIONS  
(ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS) 
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What do we already know about  
Common Core State Standards? 

The Common Core State Standards Initiative is a  
state-led effort coordinated by the National Governors 
Association Center for Best Practices (NGA Center) and 
the Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO). 
 
The standards were developed in collaboration with 
teachers, school administrators, and experts to provide 
a clear and consistent framework to prepare our 
children for college and the workforce. 

Common Core State Standards 
Development 

Designed to be robust, relevant, and rigorous. 

Robust: higher level thinking 

Relevant: engagement, student involvement, 
brain-based research 

Rigorous: high expectations, critical thinking, 
challenging thinking 

What do we know about CCSS? 
The 21st Century 3 Rs 
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Prescribe specific instructional 
strategies and/or curriculum. 

Interventions for students who are 
performing below grade level or who 

have special needs. 

Support for English Language  
Learners (ELL) 

WHAT IS NOT INCLUDED 

Why were  
Common Core  
State Standards  

created and how  
do they  

impact today’s  
classrooms? 

Intended to create greater consistency 
for student performance and 
expectations among states. 

NAEP data indicates that the majority  
of students are not college and  

career ready. 

Why were  
Common Core  
State Standards  

created and how  
do they  

impact today’s  
classrooms? 



3/21/13	
  

4	
  

What do we know about readers? 
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Students Most At Risk 
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Students Most at Risk 

Why New Standards? 

Students are not reading at levels sufficient for college 
and career readiness in content areas.  

 

Only slightly more than half  
(53%) of the members of the  
2009 high school graduating 
class were ready for college- 

level and workplace training– 

level reading. 

47% 
Not 

Ready 
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46 States + DC Have Adopted the 
Common Core State Standards 

*Minnesota	
  adopted	
  the	
  CCSS	
  in	
  ELA/literacy	
  only	
  

Assessment Consortia 

 
PARCC 

Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for 
College and Careers 

 
and 

 
Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium 

 

Assessment Consortia 

Ohio 

21st Century 
Skills 

 

Problem Solving 
Team Work 

Entrepreneurship 
Research 

Critical Thinking 
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CCSS Framework 

Your curriculum 
and assessment 
are the “guts” 
and CCSS is the 
overall design. 

Close Reading of the 
document is essential.  

Read the Standards and all 
goals. 

 

Discussion, interpretation,  
close reading and analysis  

is necessary. 

FIGURING OUT THE FRAMEWORK 
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Mathematics Example 

Activity 

We are going to move into groups… 

 

Activity: As You Read the Standards 

Why is it structured in this way? 

What does the language suggest? 

What do you learn about the  
Standards in the introduction? 

What information and why is  
the information included in the appendices? 

Record your responses on the back channel: 

http://www.corestandards.org/ 

 

 



3/21/13	
  

8	
  

Looking at the Structure  
and Hierarchy of CCSS 

Do the competencies have to 
be taught in the order 
presented in the document? 

Answer: No! The competencies are a 
guideline for ongoing instruction and are 
NOT intended to be units, activities or skills. 
The competencies are NOT intended to be 
a grocery  list of content skills that are 
taught and then checked off. 

CCSS, Differentiaion, and 
Mastery Learning 

Where are there opportunities 
for differentiated instruction? 
http://www.corestandards.org/ 

 

 

Activity: As You Read the Standards 
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Let’s look at an ELA standard and how it is broken down.  Where would we 
differentiate in developing these skills? 
 

W.1. Write arguments to support claims in an analysis of  substantive topics or 
texts, using valid reasoning and relevant and sufficient evidence. 

W.SECOND GRADE: 1. Write opinion pieces in which they introduce the topic or 
book they are writing about, state an 
opinion, supply reasons that support the opinion, 
use linking words (e.g., because, and, also) to 
connect opinion and reasons, and provide a 
concluding statement or section. 

Let’s Try Another…. 

Third Grade  
Mathematics 

Tenets of Differentiated 
Instruction 

• Students differ in their learning profiles. 

 
• Classrooms in which students are active learners, 

decision makers, and problem solvers are more 
natural and effective 

 than those in which students are served a "one-size-
fits-all“ curriculum and treated as passive recipients of 
information. 

 
• "Covering information" takes a backseat to making 

meaning out of important ideas. 
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Differentiated Instruction 
Strategies 

� Anchor Activities  

� Choice Boards  

� Curriculum Compressing  

�  Exit Cards  

�  Flexible Grouping  

�  Learning Centers  

�  Learning Contracts 

�  Learning Stations  

�  Tiered Activities 

Anchor Activities 

PURPOSE: 

• To provide meaningful work for students when they 
enter the classroom, finish an assignment or 
project, or are confused. 

• To provide ongoing tasks that connect to content 
and instruction. 

• To provide the teacher time to work with other 
groups or individuals. 

Choice Board 

�  Directions: Choose one activity from each line to 
make a Think-Tac-Toe. Circle your choices. 
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Choice Boards 

�  Multiple Options to target student’s individual 
needs. 

Write about the 
main character. 
Be prepared to 
provide a 2 
minutes report to 
the class. 

In your journal, 
create a graphic 
organizer and use 
It to compare 
yourself to the 
main character. 

Think of someone 
you know who is 
like the main 
character.  Write 
about how they 
are similar. 

Draw a picture of 
the setting of the 
story. 

Write a song 
about the story. 

Build a model of 
the story. 

Make a timeline to 
show the major 
events of the 
story. 

Create a group of 
three students 
and create a new 
ending for the 
story. 

With a group of 
three students, 
create a dramatic 
skit of the story. 

Curriculum Compaction 

�  Compress content to be learned in response to 
student readiness and prior knowledge. 
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Exit Cards 

�  Students respond to questions as a short 
assessment.  Index cards work well for this strategy. 

Flexible Grouping 

�  Place students in temporary groups based on 
readiness, learning profiles, and interest in specific 
topics and learning activities. 

Learning Centers 

�  Places in the classroom created by the teacher to 
teach or reinforce student skills.  These centers can 
also build or extend on an idea. 
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Learning Contracts 

�  Written assignments between the teacher and the 
students that articulate requirements, timelines 
and evaluation criteria. 

Learning Stations 

�  Different from learning centers.  A classroom 
location or space where students can work on the 
same task that relates to a single topic, concept, 
or skill. 

Tiered Activities 

�  Varied levels of content designed to engage 
students at their appropriate level of challenge---
without frustration. 
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Top Differentiation Strategies 

�  Pre-assessment 

�  Curriculum 
Compacting 

�  5 Most Difficult First 

�  Flexible Grouping 

�  Questioning 

•  Open-Ended Tasks 

•  Tiering 

•  Learning Contracts 

•  Choice Boards 

•  Independent Projects 

STRATEGIES THAT  
SUPPORT THE DEVELOPMENT  

OF LITERACY SKILLS  
IN ALL CONTENT AREAS 

 Pre Reading 

During Reading 

After Reading 

Vocabulary 

Posing Questions  
and Answers 

Handouts for this session are here: 
http://tinyurl.com/covo5ut 

or scan 

Project-Based/Mastery Learning to 
Meet  

Common Core State Standards 
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Some states, like West Virginia have strong Project Based Learning 
initiatives. See their website for some great materials. 

http://tinyurl.com/ckfjm4y 

 
 

 
 

Sample Inquiry Projects are here: http://tinyurl.com/2d7ykva 

 

 

Sample Inquiry Projects 

Common Core 

State Standard 

http://wvde.state.wv.us/teach21/PBLTools.html 

http://wvde.state.wv.us/teach21/PBLTools.html 

Performance Objectives:  What must all students know and 
be able to do as a result of this PBL experience? 
  
Know 
  
Do 
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http://wvde.state.wv.us/teach21/PBLTools.html 

Driving Question:  State the driving 
question or problem statement for the 
project. The statement should encompass 
all product content and outcomes, and 
provide a central focus for student inquiry. 
Be sure you pose an authentic problem or 
significant question that engages students 
and requires core subject knowledge to 
solve or answer. 

http://wvde.state.wv.us/teach21/PBLTools.html 

http://wvde.state.wv.us/teach21/PBLTools.html 
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http://wvde.state.wv.us/teach21/PBLTools.html 

  
Resources:  

  
School-based Individuals: 
  
Technology: 
  
Community: 
  
Materials: 

http://wvde.state.wv.us/teach21/PBLTools.html 

Manage the Process: Describe everything 
necessary to ensure targeted learning does occur. 
This may include, but is not limited to, plans related 
to grouping, classroom management, and the 
types of knowledge and skills students should have 
mastered prior to beginning the project.  
List the preparations necessary to differentiate 
instruction for the diverse learners in your 
classroom. 
  
  

Project Evaluation: How will you and your 
students reflect on and evaluate the project? 

Mastery Learning/
Differentiated Assessment 
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What do 
you 
see? 

Differentiated Instruction and  
Standardized Tests 

The only way students will do well on tests is if they 
learn the material. 

DI maximizes what students learn over what could 
otherwise have been learned with one-size-fits-all 
approaches.  

DI and standardized testing are mutually beneficial. 

---Rick Wormelli 

The Facets of True Understanding 

�  Explanation 

�  Interpretation 

�  Application 

�  Perspective 

�  Empathy 

�  Self-Knowledge 

Wiggins & McTighe (2005). Understanding By Design. 
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Formative and Summative Assessment 

�  Formative Assessment:  

With formative assessments, students are evaluated 
during the work process and the focus is on 
improving the process.  

Summative Assessment: 

With summative assessments, students are evaluated 
upon completion of the work and the focus is on 
the final product.  

We mark or grade against 
outcomes, not routes students 
take or techniques teachers 
use to achieve those 
outcomes. 

 

How would this affect class 
participation, discussion or 
group projects? 

What do grades mean? 

A 

B 

C 

D 

F 
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Assessment without Grades 

�  No letter or number grades 

�  Comments or progress symbols (checks) 

�  Learning goals are stated and shared with the 
students. 

�  Teaching and learning activities are adjusted. 

�  Opportunities for peer and self assessment 

No 
Evidence 

Developing Grasps and 
applies with 
prompt/
support 

Grasps and 
applies 
independently 
 

Recognize and 
apply relationships 
within and among 
geometric figures.  

Construct a model of 
a three-dimensional 
figure from a two-

dimensional pattern.  
Make perspective 
drawings, tessella-
tions and scale 
drawings, with and 
without the use of 
technology.  

Unit:  Applying Geometric Concepts involving points, lines, planes 
and space.  

Final Thoughts 

What did you learn today? 

 

How will this impact 
 your teaching? 
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Email: Katie@KatherineMcKnight.com 

Website: www.KatherineMcKnight.com 

Twitter: @literacyworld 

Facebook: Katie McKnight Literacy 

For more materials and updated powerpoint,  

see my blog at www.KatherineMcKnight.com 

How to Reach Me: 


