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Strategies and Innovations for Implementing Breakthrough Models

EAA's “Buzz”

Why was this tool
developed?

In 2012, EAA was tasked with turning
around 15 of Detroit's poorest
performing schools. Established as

a public school agency through an
agreement between the Michigan
Department of Education, Detroit
Public Schools, and Eastern Michigan
University, EAA developed a blended,
student-centered learning strategy
to help empower students to advance
their own learning. EAA’s mastery-
based strategy relies on Buzz, a
personalized learning platform

that facilitates the delivery of core
content and assessments to students,
allows students to advance at an
individualized pace, and provides
data to inform teachers’ instructional
strategies. EAA developed Buzz in
partnership with Agilix and School

Improvement Network.

How is it different?

Buzz supports EAA's blended learning
school design by organizing a variety
of digital curricular resources and
assessments for daily access by
students, tracking student progress,
and exchanging feedback between
students and teachers. Students log
into Buzz each day to access core

content resources that teachers have

““ | fully integrated the Buzz platform into
my classroom curriculum design. | used
the format that was provided in the
Buzz courses as an outline to guide my
progression and pace for the year. | then
added/deleted content in order to fit the
needs of my students. PP

Kristie Ford, EAA science and social studies teacher
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provides teachers with real-time data to
inform instruction

MODEL: Education Achievement Authority (EAA)

of Michigan

organized in instructional
units mapped to state
standards. The resources
might include:

1. Courses available
through license with
curriculum providers

2. EAA-created hybrid
courses that leverage
open and licensed
resources

3. Digital libraries of
open and licensed
digital assets and
applied projects

The content is presented through a
variety of media including online texts,
videos, and applied projects. Students
progress through units at their own
pace by demonstrating mastery—
producing project-based “evidence” for
each learning target within the unit—
and by taking assessments that are
integrated in Buzz.

Buzz enables EAA teachers to
group students by instructional level
rather than grade. Teachers can use
the various data provided by Buzz to
track each student’s pace and progress
to better enable real-time intervention.
The system is also interactive; students
can message teachers to ask for help
or message other students who have
been approved to be “peer coaches”
for a specific learning target. Through
Buzz, students complete daily self-
assessments measuring their well-

being, engagement, and effort.

What is the advantage for
students?
Buzz enables students to direct their

own learning. Students progress at

their own pace, completing work

required by the teacher as well as by
using Buzz's “picker” to choose from an
array of curricular resources sorted in
subject “decks.” Students choose the
projects that best suit their learning
style to provide evidence of mastery. In
accumulating evidence to demonstrate
mastery, students are learning how to
put their best foot forward—a Llife skill
that is applicable to many situations,
from building a résumé to asking for a
raise to finding a life partner.

Buzz also allows students to
establish goals, manage tasks, and
assess their own progress. The
platform tracks each student’s daily
activity completion; students can
compare this against their course-
level objectives to help measure their
progress. Students also receive tangible
evidence of achievement in the form of
“badges,” which helps build confidence.
Many of the students in EAA's schools
were performing below grade level and
may have been used to noticing their
failures; badges represent students’
accomplishments, helping them
recognize that they can succeed in

school and life.


http://www.educause.edu/library/resources/education-achievement-authority-nolan-elementary-middle-school
http://www.educause.edu/library/resources/education-achievement-authority-nolan-elementary-middle-school
http://nextgenlearning.org/grantee/education-achievement-authority-michigan-nolan-k-8
http://nextgenlearning.org/grantee/education-achievement-authority-michigan-nolan-k-8
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How does it improve
learning?

The goal is that the type of
individualized learning enabled by the
EAA personalized learning platform will
allow students to flourish where they
are comfortable, and yet continually

be challenged as they demonstrate
mastery and make progress. Students
are placed at appropriate instructional
levels based on assessments, and they
can be at different levels in different
subjects. Buzz allows students a degree
of choice among activities required in
their learning paths; this requires a
level of self-assessment that can help

contribute to success in school and life.

What is the advantage

for instructors and
administrators?

Buzz helps teachers track the personal
learning path of every student on a daily
basis. Every click and assessment in
Buzz is collected, stored, and displayed
real-time in a dashboard. This helps
teachers see, at-a-glance, how their
students are progressing, where they
may need additional help, what types of
resources they are most often choosing,
and how the class is performing as

a whole. Teachers do not deliver
one-size-fits-all lectures to students

at varying instructional levels in their
classes; they use the data collected in

Buzz to strategically group students
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for deeper learning opportunities

that might include direct large-group
instruction, peer-to-peer assistance
through small-group projects, or one-
on-one instruction with a student who is
stalled. Buzz enables teachers to direct
students to specific digital curricula for
help.

“| fully integrated the Buzz platform
into my classroom curriculum design,”
said EAA science and social studies
teacher Kristie Ford. “l used the format
that was provided in the Buzz courses
as an outline to guide my progression
and pace for the year. | then added/
deleted content in order to fit the needs
of my students. My students also had
the choice of using outside resources to
supplement their learning—textbooks,
resource books, peer-to-peer
discussion, and small group instruction
that matched the content in Buzz.”

The flexibility of Buzz allows
teachers to organize and plan with
content that most closely serves
the needs of their students. And the
platform offers a virtual community for
teachers. They can share resources and
learning strategies, air their challenges,

and exchange solutions.

What are the challenges?
Technology was a necessity for student-
centered instruction in EAA's model,
said Mary Esselman, Deputy Chancellor
of EAA. Yet many of the teachers in
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EAA's schools were not trained to work
in blended learning schools or to use
digital learning platforms. Therefore,
a significant amount of professional
development continues to be offered
to make the personalized learning
platform an integral and successful part
of EAA's school improvement plan.

In addition, as with any online
tool, there were technical difficulties;
Buzz would crash occasionally, and
schools’ internet connections required
upgrading and maintenance. It has also
been a challenge to purchase enough

devices for all students.

What'’s next?

After one year of using Buzz in
classrooms, EAA held focus groups
with teachers and students to define
additional functionality and integration
that teachers and students needed.
EAA plans to continue improvements
that make it easier for students to
access content and to take ownership
of their learning, for teachers to more
easily curate digital resources, and

for students and their parents to

track progress. The data will continue
to be expanded, as instructors and
administrators learn what type of
information is useful in improving the
learning environment. In addition, Buzz
will feature more resources—and ways
to access those resources—for students

with special needs.


http://www.educause.edu/library/resources/next-gen-tools-eaa-professional-development
http://www.educause.edu/library/resources/next-gen-tools-eaa-professional-development
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“The Student Side of Buzz:” a student-led video tour of the platform
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FOR MORE INFORMATION:
Contact: Mary Esselman, Deputy Chancellor-EAA

MEsselman(deaaofmichigan.org
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