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Carson City School District Race to the Top Project Description and Preliminary Results 

In January 2012, the US Department of Education announced that the Carson City School District was 

selected as the nation’s top applicant for the Race to the Top project. This project was selected above 

applications from New York, Boston, and Los Angeles public schools among others. Along with this 

application came a responsibility to develop a program that would first significantly improve educational 

opportunities for the students of Carson City, but more importantly, develop a system that has potential 

to change educational practices nationwide. The District is well on its way to meeting both of the 

expectations that have been set in this project. This document has been developed to share the key 

components of the project as well as the promising results that the District is collecting.   

In an exceptional educational system, every student has the opportunity to identify and map out their 

academic pathway, determine if they are making appropriate progress, and are able to partner with 

their teachers to achieve the academic and career ready expectations set before them. Carson City’s 

reform model provides a system that when implemented can transform traditional school districts into 

learner centered organizations that support every student in the process of becoming college and career 

ready.  

Developing an aligned system:   

When we began this project we recognized as an organization that our learning expectations for each 

classroom were not well defined. Despite having scope and sequence documents, curriculum maps, and 

common semester assessments, we found that when we moved from classroom to classroom that the 

expectations for mastery varied greatly. A simple example could be connected to our series of Algebra I  

 

 

classrooms. As we moved from class to class, observing, gathering data, and talking with teachers and 

students, we found that the learning experience varied greatly, there were virtually no common 
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assessment points with the exception of the semester exams, and other than grades, there were no 

common data points present that could be used to verify student mastery of required learning. We 

knew that we had to develop a system that would create a guaranteed knowledge and curriculum 

pathway for all students and provide consistency across every classroom.  

The best way to describe this work is the development of a competency model in which specific student 

outcomes are tied to each unit of study.  Our goal as an organization was to shore up our system so all 

stakeholders held a clear understanding of learning expectations and we could develop a method of 

tracking student performance for each unit in real time.  

Resolving this Dilemma: Elements of an Aligned System 

We understood that our challenge included the process of developing common curricular units for each 

course, common assessments for each course, and a student mastery tracking system that could be 

used to track student progress in real time. In the following sections we have taken the time to further 

clarify this work.  

 

Figure 1A: Represents the process of developing three essential components of the system. Common Units of study which define what students 

are learning by unit. Common Unit Assessments which define how students are going to demonstrate mastery by unit, and the Student Tracking 

System which is used to define how well students have mastered the learning expectations both summatively and formatively. (Please see the 

description below)  
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1. Our first step was to clearly define the curriculum based on units and placing the information in 

a format that teachers and students could access equally. Our belief centered on the fact that if 

both the teacher and the student could clearly identify and understand the learning expectation 

then they could form an effective partnership in the process of working toward mastery 

together. When we built our curriculum we followed the Wiggins and McTigh (1998) model of 

backwards learning design. As we implemented this process we unwrapped the state standards 

and created specific learning pathways for students by units. In this process we made it possible 

to clearly define what a student is to know and be able to do when they complete the learning 

experience contained within the unit. Essentially, we built a learning road map by unit. This is a 

student friendly way to help students clearly understand their learning expectations for each 

unit of study.    
 

2. Two critical documents came out of that process, the first is the learning guide(s). This tool is 

used by teachers, students, and parents to identify and define the learning expectations for the 

unit. Think of it as a syllabus for the unit. This document defines essential learning for student to 

master, as well as performance requirements for the unit. The second document is the course 

summary document(s), this is simply a document that lays all the units/learning targets within a 

single document. A course on one page if you will.  

 

See Appendix A for samples several samples of learning guides and course summary documents. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. As we had seen from our previous work, setting the curriculum guidelines is not sufficient to 

solidify the boundaries of learning for both teachers and student, we needed to set the 

assessment guidelines as well. In order to verify a guaranteed implementation of the curriculum 

Common Course Unit/ 
Learning Targets (LT) 

Common Course Assessments 

(Unit/Semester) 

Specific – Well Defined Learning Expectations 
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we developed short cycle assessments by unit. Common courses utilize common unit and 

semester assessments. I.E. all Algebra I classes utilize the same post unit assessments. Please 

note that assessment does not necessarily mean a test. When we use the term assessment we 

are considering performance tasks as well as traditional pen and paper tests. The key here is 

that all common course teachers utilize the same assessment or activity to verify mastery.  

 

 

2. Our system is a short cycle system in which common assessments are given roughly every three 

weeks, other districts across the country have chosen 9 week assessments or quarterly 

assessments instead of short term assessments. We chose a short cycle assessment system 

because it establishes a relatively short time to provide critical interventions. In the short cycle 

model, students and teachers have the opportunity to make midcourse corrections before they 

get too far behind.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. In a traditional system, staff and students use grades as benchmarks for performance, however, 

most people recognize that using a grading process alone does not necessarily define whether 

or not a student can demonstrate mastery of specific knowledge and or skill. In order to provide 

specific support to students a shift to a system that tracks specific performance related to each 

unit of study (learning target) is needed.  The Carson City School District Partnered with Mastery 

Connect. The company (Mastery Connect) has developed a 1:1 item to learning target tracking 

system that allows the district to track student progress toward mastery of individual learning 

targets. This system works in both the formative and summative environments. (See Figure 2A 

on page 5)   

 

The tracking system collects data each time a student completes a task or assessment and 

categorizes the results as mastered, near mastered, or requires remediation of each learning 

target. This process works in real time, thus, once a student completes the task, the results are 

immediately entered and are available to view.  

 

Track Mastery by Learning 
Targets (Unit) 
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Figure (2A) The figure above represents an excerpt from a mastery tracker. In this system the green yellow and red area represents 

data collected from classroom activities that is used to provide formative feedback to teachers and students as to whether or not a 

student has mastered the material. The slate colored column represents a post unit or three week assessment and whether or not 

students mastered the material on the assessment.   
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Having the curriculum, assessment, and student mastery data system in place provides a foundation for 

a very special classroom experience. These elements also provides the foundation for system reform 

across, departments, schools, and districts.  

 

 

 

 

 

1. The curriculum is clearly spelled out by unit in terms that both teachers and students 

can understand. This information sets the foundation for instruction. 

2. When moving from class to class the learning and performance expectations are the 

same. In other words, all Algebra I classes have the same units of study, learning guides, 

and common assessments. Student performance is tracked by unit and specific skill 

attainment can be shared from class to class 

3. Learning guides define the curriculum and learning expectations for teachers and 

students. When used effectively, students can clearly define the day to day learning 

expectation by unit. (Administrators, also use the learning guides to monitor instruction 

as part of a coaching and evaluation model) 

4. Professional Learning Communities can now work effectively because they have 

common units of study, common assessment, and common data.  

5. Utilizing Mastery Connect Data, teachers have a color coded data set in which mastery 

for each student is easily identified.  

6. Although the units of study and end of unit assessments are the same, teachers are not 

expected to teach lock step during the unit, essentially, each group of students carries 

unique needs, and teachers are expected to use information from the system and their 

individual teaching skills to move each student to mastery in a way that best meets the 

needs of the students being served.   

7. Teachers can utilize the system to look back at the instructional targets and direct 

student mastery results to evaluate classroom effectiveness based on data. Thus 

significantly increasing the chances of improving the right elements of the learning 

cycle.  

Aligned System for Teachers 

Teacher 
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1. In this system students are taught with the support of a learning guide which defines 

what they are learning, why they are learning it, and defining the expectations of 

mastery before ever entering the unit of study. In this model, students are expected to 

work with teachers and advocate for their own learning. This model is based on a true 

partnership between the teacher and the student.  

2. Throughout the learning process students are expected to connect with information 

shared by teachers throughout the learning process and then are able to adjust their 

personal pathway to mastery. In essence creating personalized course corrections 

throughout the unit so that they can reach the mastery targets set for them.    

3. As students interact with the Mastery Connect they receive information about specific 

progress to mastery within the unit. This moves beyond traditional grading and provides 

specific feedback as to what area needs to improve within the unit. The system is color 

coded and highly motivational.  

4. Conversations change for students in this system from what assignment do I need to 

turn in to what steps do I need to take to learn and then show mastery of specific 

learning targets.  

5. Student collaboration within this system is much more focused. Student enter and 

participate in the unit with shared understanding of the outcomes.  

6. This system helps to activate intrinsic motivation in students because of the clear 

learning pathway and real time specific feedback. In addition each time they make a 

correct step within the unit they receive positive feedback, thus further propelling their 

desire to succeed.  

 

 

 

Aligned System for Students 

Student 



CARSON CITY SCHOOL DISTRICT RACE TO THE TOP PROJECT – EDUCATIONAL SUCCESS FOR ALL STUDENTS  

1.25.15  10 | P a g e  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Utilizing Course Summary Documents and Learning Guides administrators can look 

closely at the targeted learning within each classroom. Classroom observations become 

more focused with a connection to both what is learned as well as how well students 

are learning the material identified within the lesson. The use of these tools makes this 

process much easier for a supervising administrator. In a traditional setting this 

information is often difficult to gather or access for each observation.  

2. Supervision of teachers can be completed in terms of student mastery of learning 

targets. 

3. Mastery Connect data provides insight into student mastery of key learning targets and 

data is available that provides direct evidence of students mastering or not mastering 

learning targets. Unlike a traditional system, an administrator in this system can look at 

data in real time that defines student mastery of key learning within every unit of study.  

4. Conversations with students can help administrators to understand if students are truly 

connected to learning expectations and progress.  

5. Supervision shifts to supporting learner centered practices.  

 

 

 

 

 

1. Common curriculum implementation within and across campuses 

2. Common assessment practices within and across campuses 

3. Common data systems that can be used to track student progress both within and 

across campuses 

Aligned System for 
Administrators 

Aligned System for Schools 

Administrator 

School  
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4. The ability to develop a common learning mission for all common classes both within 

and across campuses 

5. Transparent data motivates staff and students both within and across campuses 

 

 

 

 

  

1. Shift in organizational beliefs: A complete change in the belief system of the organization. This 

shift is elevating the belief that all students can leave the district college and career ready. 

Student performance data and evidence of mastery is supporting this shift. 

2. Intrinsic motivation is growing: Students are beginning to be able to define their learning 

pathway and take control of their learning and performance. They are becoming advocates for 

self-development. This is true of teachers as well. As students master the material and evidence 

supports this, teachers are feeling empowered and recognized for their success.  

3. Alignment and shared work is growing collaboration: Teachers having a truly common 

curriculum and assessment system is building skills of individuals and the organization. Teachers 

are becoming a team, both in school and across schools. 

4. Robust curriculum and assessment systems:  A minimum curriculum has been set. All students 

will take Algebra I, Biology, and English Language Arts on a curriculum level that will lead 

students to college readiness. An increased rigor and belief students can meet these elevated 

expectations.  

5. All students in Algebra I: Prior to 2015 about 40% of Carson City’s student population took a 

freshman math class that was at a lower level than Algebra I. In the previous model only 72% of 

the students passed this course. In this new system, all students must take Algebra I or higher 

their freshman year and the current pass rate is 88%. A significant increase in the quality of the 

course and the performance level of students.  

6. Summer School: Prior to 2014 approximately 60-80 middle school students were required to 

attend summer school and make up at least one course in order to advance on to high school. 

During the summer of 2015, the number decreased to 25 students and 24 of those met their 

requirements and moved on to high school.  

7. Credit Accrual Rates: The number and percent of students who passed their courses and earned 

credits went up significantly from 2013 to 2014. Please see table listed on the next page.  

 

 

Early Results 
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Table AI: The data table above represents the number and percentage of students, grades 6-12 who passed all of their core classes in the Carson City School District; 

this includes the campuses of Carson High School, Pioneer High School, Carson Middle School, and Eagle Valley Middle Schools. This data connects directly to the 

number of credits earned and student graduation rates.  
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Support and Sample Documents    

 

Appendix A Sample Learning Guide Mathematics 

Appendix B Sample Course Summary Document Mathematics 

Appendix C  Sample Learning Guide ELA 

Appendix D Sample Course Summary Document ELA 

Appendix E Sample Pass Fail Document 

Appendix F Sample Intervention Tracker 

Appendix G Sample Mastery Connect 
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Appendix A: Sample Learning Guide: Mathematics Algebra I 
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Appendix B: Expert of Course Summary Document: Mathematics (Algebra I) 
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Appendix C: Sample Learning Guide: ELA 8th grade 
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Appendix C: Sample Learning Guide: ELA – Student Self-Assessment  
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Appendix D: Expert of Course Summary Document: ELA 

 

 

 




