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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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Students learn and practice elements of the PBAT process in the ninth and 10th grade

by working on group projects that mirror the types of projects that they complete independently

in the 11th and 12th grade. Ninth and 10th grade teachers design projects and rubrics that align

with the graduation rubrics. They may also use the Junior Institute rubrics that were designed

by the network to support teachers in the alignment of their curriculum and assessment.

Typically, these projects involve identifying valid sources, gathering evidence, framing

arguments, and responding to counter arguments. The projects are scaffolded to meet the content
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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
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Figure 1. The PBAT Presentation Process
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