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Executive Summary
A lot of [students] have said, “I’ve never had to do anything like [the senior
defense]. And I learned a lot about myself.” That’s really exciting, … especially the
sense that we’re giving students the opportunity to do this before they step out into
a bigger venue.
This reflection was shared by a district-level administrator in Pasadena Unified School District
(Pasadena Unified) and refers to the experience Pasadena Unified students have completing a
performance assessment called the senior defense. This performance assessment requires all
graduating students in Pasadena Unified to curate a collection of their work, including a research
paper, and present to a judging panel consisting of teachers, peers, and/or community members.
The senior defense became a graduation requirement for all students in Pasadena Unified starting
with the graduating class of 2019. After 4 years of planning and capacity building, Pasadena Unified
saw every senior complete a senior defense during the 2018–19 school year.
Pasadena Unified introduced the senior defense to help each student develop the skills, abilities,
and mindsets associated with the district’s ideal graduate. These include critical, creative, and
innovative thinking; effective communication and collaboration; a healthy mind and body;
cultural competence; and students being prepared for college and the career(s) of their choice.
The characteristics of the ideal graduate are articulated in Pasadena Unified’s graduate profile—a
unified vision for student outcomes, developed in collaboration with educators, district leaders, and
community members. After developing this vision, the Pasadena Unified Board of Education passed
the senior defense as a graduation requirement, signaling a commitment to equitable access to
high-quality learning for all students.
Pasadena Unified’s approach is grounded in research on how performance assessments help
students and educators strive for meaningful learning goals, while also reliably assessing student
learning. Performance assessments encompass a wide variety of activities, all of which require
students to show what they know, rather than selecting answers from predetermined options
on a multiple-choice test. Recent reviews of the literature show that well-designed performance
assessments can provide the opportunity for students to demonstrate readiness based on a wide
range of activities and under conditions that mirror those in which students will need to apply their
skills in their work beyond secondary school. Further, these reviews demonstrate that performance
assessments can measure outcomes for students of different racial and ethnic groups. Performance
assessments, therefore, can have implications for curriculum, instruction, and school design.
This report is part of a series of three case studies examining the key district-, school-, and
classroom-level conditions necessary to support high-quality performance assessment practices.
All three districts actively participate in the California Performance Assessment Collaborative
(CPAC), a community of educators, researchers, and technical assistance providers who are working
to study and advance the use of performance assessments throughout the state. A cross-case
study that accompanies this report provides insights across all three case study districts, as well as
recommendations for district policymakers interested in implementing well-designed performance
assessments within their own context.
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The Pasadena Unified case study draws on data from a range of sources, including documents,
district administrative data, interviews with a range of personnel at the district and school levels,
focus groups with teachers and students, observations of senior defense presentations, and
observations of professional learning opportunities for teachers and staff. The study is not an
evaluation of Pasadena Unified as a whole or of the success of the senior defense initiative within
the district. Instead, it provides an in-depth description of how Pasadena Unified has attempted to
advance districtwide implementation of the senior defense.
Our analysis of data from Pasadena Unified suggests that the following key conditions enabled the
district’s performance assessment initiative:
• A supportive policy and practice environment
• A strong vision and district-led policy
• Access to resources and technical assistance
• Multiple, varied opportunities to observe performance assessment systems
• A plan for implementation
Further, data from student and teacher interviews and focus groups show that:
• the first year of the senior defense broadened the ways student outcomes are measured; and
• the implementation of the senior defense supported instructional practice
and improvement.
Based on these findings related to key conditions and perceived student and teacher outcomes, we
identify five of the emerging implications of Pasadena Unified’s performance assessment practices
for student learning and teacher practice:
1. Starting with a clear vision for students’ college and career preparation can be a
powerful driving force for implementing performance assessments. By defining a
set of skills and competencies for students to develop by the time they graduate, schools
and districts can think critically about the instructional practices that enable students
to achieve this goal and the best methods to assess student learning in these areas. The
Pasadena Unified story shows how the process of developing a graduate profile can lead to
an effort to establish districtwide performance assessments as part of a balanced system
of assessment.
2. Having opportunities to observe performance assessments—in addition to receiving
clear and consistent messaging about the purpose and components of such
assessments—can help staff, students, parents, and community members see the
value in this work. Pasadena Unified stakeholders described the importance of seeing
students engage in defenses of their work. This reportedly helped increase understanding
of what performance assessments are and why they are important. After witnessing even a
single instance of students defending and reflecting on their learning, such as the Pasadena
Unified districtwide professional learning day, stakeholders may better understand the
purpose and value of this assessment practice. Messaging about both the purpose and the
components of a performance assessment initiative, such as the Pasadena Unified senior
defense, can also help stakeholders see the value in the assessment practices and ensure
that both students and teachers understand the process and requirements. In Pasadena
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Unified, some students and staff suggested that if they received more clear and consistent
messaging from the start, it could have helped ease the transition to the new performance
assessment initiative.
3. Implementation of a districtwide performance-based graduation requirement can be
supported by ensuring that educators have sufficient time and resources. Developing
a phase-in plan and dedicating time to relevant professional learning opportunities
can help support the implementation of a districtwide performance-based graduation
requirement such as the Pasadena Unified senior defense. Having dedicated district- and
school-level staff take on certain responsibilities, including offering professional
development for teachers, coaching students, and scheduling student defenses, can also
help ensure a smooth transition to a new performance-based graduation requirement at
individual school sites.
4. Strong supports can help teachers and students succeed, especially in the early years
of implementing a new performance assessment policy. In Pasadena Unified these
supports included a site coordinator, guidance for teachers and students, and professional
learning around the use of rubrics and calibration of scoring. In particular, Pasadena Unified
educators viewed consistent guidance and support for students as an essential component
of ensuring students were able to meet the new senior defense graduation requirement with
a high level of rigor. This support could include a site coordinator to guide students through
the new process, as well as peer supports (i.e., formal or informal opportunities for students
to talk with their peers who have already completed the process). Similarly, consistent
guidance and support for teachers can help build their capacity to implement curricular and
instructional practices aligned to a new performance assessment requirement, such as the
senior defense. Professional learning opportunities that focus on the implementation of
performance assessments, including how to use rubrics and calibrate scoring practices, may
be especially valuable. It is also important to provide support on an ongoing basis to both
new and veteran teachers, especially as new teachers and staff are hired.
5. Engaging in performance assessments can positively influence educators’
instructional practices, even as the work is just starting out. Because of the feedback
loop performance assessments can create, participation in a performance assessment
process can help educators diagnose areas in need of instructional and curricular
improvement and adjust their practice to better support student learning. For example,
after participating on a judging panel for student defenses, teachers may better understand
the need for vertical alignment of instructional practices and the importance of providing
students with opportunities to reflect on their learning.
Taken together, these practices in Pasadena Unified represent a shift in assessment, teaching,
and learning from more traditional teacher-directed activities in autonomous classrooms toward
collaboration and shared responsibility with colleagues, as well as with students themselves.
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Introduction
In Pasadena Unified School District (Pasadena Unified), the ideal graduate is a critical, creative,
and innovative thinker who can communicate and collaborate effectively, has a healthy mind and
body, is culturally competent, and is prepared for college and the career(s) of their choice. To help
each student develop the skills, abilities, and mindsets associated with the ideal graduate, Pasadena
Unified introduced a new districtwide graduation requirement: a performance assessment, which
is a hands-on approach to assessing student learning that can range from essays and open-ended
problems on tests to classroom-based projects. This performance assessment, called the senior
portfolio and defense (senior defense), requires all graduating students to curate a collection
of their work, including a research paper, and present to an audience of teachers, peers, and/or
community members. It became a requirement for all students starting with the graduating Class of
2019. After 4 years of planning and capacity building, Pasadena Unified saw every senior complete a
senior defense during the 2018–19 school year.
Pasadena Unified’s approach is grounded in research on how performance assessments help
students and educators strive for meaningful learning goals, while also reliably assessing student
learning.1 Performance assessments encompass a wide variety of activities, all of which require
students to show what they know, rather than selecting answers from predetermined options
on a multiple-choice test. Recent reviews of the literature show that well-designed performance
assessments can provide the opportunity for students to demonstrate readiness based on a wide
range of activities and under conditions that mirror those in which students will need to apply their
skills in their work beyond secondary school.2 Further, these reviews demonstrate that performance
assessments can measure outcomes for students of different racial and ethnic groups. Performance
assessments, therefore, can have implications for curriculum, instruction, and school design.3
A performance assessment such as Pasadena Unified’s senior defense can provide students with
opportunities to reflect on their learning, conduct original research, demonstrate creativity and
innovation, and orally present in front of an audience of educators and community members. This
process can both enhance student learning and support teachers in understanding where to address
instructional gaps.
In its work on the senior defense, Pasadena Unified draws on the support of a statewide community
of practice, the California Performance Assessment Collaborative (CPAC). Launched in 2016 in
response to the suspension of the standardized California High School Exit Exam, CPAC has
brought together more than 300 educators, technical assistance partners, researchers, and funders
to learn with and from each other about implementing well-designed performance assessments in
schools and districts throughout California. This group represents over 60 secondary schools across
15 districts, 6 school districts with active engagement from district leaders, 6 school networks, and
5 technical assistance partners—together serving many thousands of California students.
This report is part of a series of three case studies of districts participating in CPAC. The study
examines the key district-, school-, and classroom-level conditions necessary to support highquality performance assessment practices. The other two cases focus on Oakland Unified School
District and Los Angeles Unified School District. We also analyze data across the three cases in the
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accompanying cross-case report, Using Performance Assessments to Support Student Learning: How
District Initiatives Can Make a Difference. Individual research teams collaborated on the design of
each district case study, as well as on the broader cross-case study.
This case study draws on interviews, focus groups, and observations of district-led professional
learning sessions and senior defense presentations. Three Pasadena Unified sites were selected to
represent schools of different sizes and student populations. (See Appendix A for more information
on our methods.)
The goal of this study is to better understand the dynamics of implementing performance
assessments districtwide and to bring this information to the attention of educators and
policymakers. The study is not an evaluation of Pasadena Unified as a whole or of the success of the
senior defense initiative in the district. Instead, the study provides an in-depth description of how
Pasadena Unified has attempted to move to districtwide implementation of its senior defense.
This report begins with a description of the district context and a brief history of how the senior
defense became a graduation requirement for all students in Pasadena Unified. It then describes the
components that define Pasadena Unified’s senior defense practices and what our analysis suggests
are the key conditions supporting that initiative. Next, the report explores participants’ perceptions
of student and teacher outcomes based on one-on-one interviews and focus groups. Based on
these findings related to key conditions and perceived outcomes, we identify some of the emerging
implications of Pasadena Unified’s performance assessment practices for student learning and
teacher practice.
The cross-case study that is related to this report provides insights across all three case study
districts, as well as recommendations for district policymakers interested in implementing welldesigned performance assessments within their own context.4

2
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District Context for Performance Assessments
Pasadena Unified is notable for passing a districtwide requirement that all graduating students
successfully compile a portfolio of their work and complete a defense of their learning, starting with
the Class of 2019. This performance assessment is called the senior portfolio and defense (senior
defense). To understand the administrative work and community input that has driven this policy
change, it is first necessary to situate Pasadena Unified’s performance assessment initiative within
the broader demographic context and historical policy landscape of the district.

About Pasadena Unified School District
Bringing together students from the cities of Pasadena, Altadena, and Sierra Madre, Pasadena
Unified serves more than 17,000 students across 33 schools.5 Of the district’s 28 non-charter
schools, three are combined middle and high schools, two are traditional high schools, and one
is a continuation high school.6 Together, these secondary schools serve a total of 5,959 students.7
Among these students, 58% are Latino/a, and the remainder of the student population is composed
primarily of African American, White, Asian, Filipino, and Pacific Islander students (see Table 1).8
English learners comprise 15% of the student enrollment—slightly lower than the statewide
percentage (19%).9
The demographics of students within Pasadena Unified are not, however, aligned with the
demographics of the Pasadena community at large—a dynamic that accounts for “a real disconnect
between the community and the school district,” in the words of one Pasadena Unified school board
member.10 According to the board member, in the wake of the district’s court-ordered desegregation
efforts decades ago, “White families, the predominant group making up the higher socioeconomic
demographic, left the district for private schools.”11
As a result, Pasadena Unified schools serve a disproportionately high concentration of Latino/a and
African American students relative to the overall demographics of the city. Additionally, while less
than 16% of residents of Pasadena earn incomes below the poverty line,12 60% of the students in
Pasadena Unified come from low-income families (see Table 1). These dynamics have reportedly
resulted in a “historically strained relationship between the school district and the community” and
in “low expectations, community disengagement from the school district, and an initial ‘us versus
them’ culture.”13 These dynamics matter in the context of the district’s performance assessment
system insofar as they contribute to the overall political climate of the district.
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Table 1
Pasadena Unified at a Glance (2018–19)
Pasadena Unified School District

California

Student Enrollment

17,748

6,186,278

Schools

33

10,521

Race/Ethnicity

• 58% Latino/a
• 19% White
• 7% Asian, Filipino/a,
or Pacific Islander
• 12% African American
• 4% Other or Not Reported

• 55% Latino/a
• 23% White
• 12% Asian, Filipino/a,
or Pacific Islander
• 5% African American
• 5% Other or Not Reported

Students From
Low-Income Families a

60%

61%

English Learners b

15%

19%

Students With Disabilities

15%

13%

4-Year Adjusted Cohort High
School Graduation Rate

85%

88%

11th-Grade Smarter
Balanced Assessment
Performance (non-charter
students)

• 47% proficient for
English language arts
• 22% proficient for
mathematics

• 58% proficient for
English language arts
• 33% proficient for
mathematics

Graduates Meeting A‑G
Course Requirements for
UC/CSU Admission

49%

50%

a

Percentage of students who were classified by the California Department of Education as “socioeconomically
disadvantaged,” meaning that they were eligible for free or reduced-price meals or had parents or guardians who did not
receive a high school diploma.

b

Does not include English learners who have been reclassified as “fluent English proficient.”

Notes: For high school–level data only, we excluded charter schools (and students enrolled in charter schools) because the
district performance assessment initiatives do not include charter schools. We included students enrolled in both charter
and non-charter schools when reporting overall district demographics.
Data source: California Department of Education, DataQuest, 2019.

As Table 1 indicates, the 11th-grade standardized test scores in English language arts and
mathematics, as well as the percentage of graduating students who met the A-G course
requirements for admission to the University of California or California State University systems,
were below average for the state in the 2018–19 school year. When comparing Pasadena Unified’s
outcomes to statewide averages, it is important to keep in mind that research indicates student
outcomes, particularly on standardized tests, are associated with demographic factors including
family income and education level and the influence of neighborhood peers and of classmates who
may be relatively more advantaged or disadvantaged.14
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Historical Context of Performance Assessments in Pasadena Unified
Pasadena Unified’s existing performance assessment system is grounded in the district’s longstanding commitment to advancing career and technical education at the secondary level. One
of the earliest signals of this priority was the district’s implementation of California Partnership
Academies (CPAs), which were introduced as a statewide pilot program by the California State
Assembly in 1984.15 The CPAs provide a selective, “school-within-a-school” learning experience
to students who meet at least three “at-risk” (now referred to as “at-promise”) criteria.16 CPAs
were introduced in select districts across the state as a means of improving student outcomes by
connecting academics with career and technical education, with each academy built around one
of 15 industry fields, such as Health Science and Medical Technology or Business and Finance.17 In
the 1989–90 school year, the Health Careers Academy at Blair High School was the first CPA to be
introduced to Pasadena Unified.18
During the 2007–08 school year, when John Muir High School in Pasadena Unified experienced a
significant drop in academic performance on state testing, the district recognized that it would
need to make some major changes at that school site in order to avoid state intervention. Working
with “parents, staff, local businesses, and other community members,” the district developed a
plan to reconstitute John Muir High School in order to center “small, caring, relevant, rigorous, and
personalized learning communities” as a guiding principle.19 Pasadena Unified also adopted the
Linked Learning “multiple pathways” framework for reforming John Muir High School. The Linked
Learning approach—developed by the James Irvine Foundation—is designed to prepare collegeand career-ready high school graduates through a high-quality program of study that integrates
college preparatory curriculum, a rigorous career technical education sequence, and work-based
learning opportunities.20
Since the introduction of the Linked Learning approach at John Muir High School, the district
effectively helped the school recover, bringing the schoolwide dropout rate down from 9% in the
2007–08 school year to 2% in 2016–17.21 Seeing the Linked Learning approach transform John
Muir High School inspired the district to scale up Linked Learning as “the primary reform strategy
for secondary education” across the entire district.22 As such, Pasadena Unified was awarded an
initial $125,000 planning grant, and then a subsequent $1.2 million implementation grant from the
James Irvine Foundation to work with ConnectED: The National Center for College and Career.23
ConnectED partnered with the foundation to support the implementation of Linked Learning
through technical assistance to schools and districts in California.24 Pasadena Unified worked
closely with ConnectED to scale the Linked Learning model across the district—largely within the
existing CPA structure.25
Today, Pasadena Unified’s eight College and Career Academies represent a blend of the CPA model
and the Linked Learning approach. The academies are each housed in one of four district secondary
schools (see Table 2) and enroll a total of 2,052 students (34% of the district’s total population of
high school students).26 These academies build on the legacy of CPAs and Linked Learning, and
they function analogously to the Linked Learning programs of study—i.e., pathways—that are the
hallmark of other Linked Learning districts throughout the state.
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Table 2
Pasadena Unified’s College and Career Academies and High Schools
Academies

High Schools

Health Careers Academy

Blair High School

• Arts, Entertainment & Media
• Business & Entrepreneurship
• Engineering & Environmental
Science Academy

John Muir High School

Academy for Creative Industries

Marshall Fundamental

• App Academy
• Creative Arts, Media, and
Design
• Law and Public Service

Pasadena High School

Source: Pasadena Unified School District. (n.d.). College and Career Academies: Academies. https://www.pusd.us/Page/711
(accessed 05/21/20).

The College and Career Academies maintain a focus on college preparation and career and technical
education, which helps students across the district meet the Pasadena Unified Graduate Profile (see
Figure 1). This graduate profile was developed based on input from over 800 district and community
stakeholders and focuses on operationalizable outcomes for students. To dissect the concept of
“college and career ready” and define measurable goals for students to achieve, Pasadena Unified
also used the Graduate Profile Quality Criteria Check (Appendix B), a tool from Envision Learning
Partners, a technical assistance provider.27 The profile was approved by the Pasadena Unified School
Board in May 2014 as part of the district’s strategic plan.28
Once the graduate profile was introduced, stakeholders across the district recognized that three
key competencies—research skills, creativity, and written communication—were still not being
effectively taught or measured. This was partly because these competencies were not a focal point
of the existing curriculum.29 Though seniors in academies had the option to earn graduation
distinction (i.e., a merit medallion) by completing a portfolio and defense, this amounted to “only
40 percent of seniors [having] the opportunity to do a research-based portfolio at the end of their
senior year.”30 The district administration recognized that they could make small curricular changes
to help students meet these competencies—such as requiring a research paper in 11th-grade history
or a presentation in 12th-grade science, for example; however, they wanted such curricular shifts to
be systemic, and aligned throughout secondary education, rather than isolated in a few courses.
Accordingly, in November 2014, the Pasadena Unified Board of Education moved to adopt the senior
defense as a districtwide graduation requirement, starting with the graduating Class of 2019.31
Alongside this requirement, students are required to complete at least 40 hours of community
service with a nonprofit organization or work-based learning (i.e., job shadowing or internship) and
must earn 220 academic credits (including a semester each of health and—starting with the Class
of 2021—career and technical education).32 According to district documents, these requirements
address 21st-century skills (communication, collaboration, critical thinking, and creativity/
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innovation), college and career readiness, global citizenship, cultural competency, and “other
attributes for graduates to lead a healthy life.”33 In adopting this policy, the district signaled its
commitment to improving access to high-quality instruction for all students in the district.34

Figure 1
Pasadena Unified Graduate Profile

G

Pusd
raduate Profile

our Graduates...
Critical Thinker
•Analyze and evaluate information critically and competently
•Propose solutions based upon studied data
•Have the ability to quickly and easily adapt knowledge and skills to new
environments (cognitive flexibility)
•Demonstrate perseverance
•Effectively solve problems

Creative & Innovative Thinker
•Create original work that demonstrates thoughtful and
reflective approaches
•Provide original solutions to problems, analysis, modeling,
prototyping, and testing
•Use obstacles and setbacks as opportunities to learn, reflect,
and improve

Communicator
•Acquire multilingual verbal and written skills
•Advocate for their future and communicate personal values
•Write with precision, clarity and coherence appropriate to task and
audience
•Listen effectively to decipher meaning, values, attitudes, and
intentions
•Deliver information effectively in multiple formats

Collaborator
•Share responsibility for collaborative work, and value individual
contributions made by each team member
•Practice interpersonal and social skills in order to build positive
relationships with peers and adults
•Work effectively on diverse teams
•Build consensus while making decisions

Prepared for college & career
PUSD graduate profile is aligned to district and pathway initiatives. Our
guidelines address rigor, relevance, relationships,
21st Century Skills and college and career readiness. There are seven
major components to our graduate profile

2

•Demonstrate academic and professional excellence (including content
mastery and academic skills in reading, writing, and math)
•Gather, filter and synthesize information from a wide variety
of sources
•Create new ideas based upon strong content knowledge
•Possess self-discipline and appreciate the importance of
goal-setting
•Acquire strong organizational skills to support academic and personal
growth
•Have the option to complete courses that satisfy A-G requirements for
University of California and California State University eligibility
•Are prepared for the post-secondary program of their choice in college,
career, vocation or employment
•Are reliable, punctual and professional with proper etiquette
•Possess financial literacy and basic money management skills
•Are equipped with a range of interpersonal, academic,
vocational, and technological skills
•Possess career skills that will enable them to compete locally and globally

External & Internal ValuesCulturally competent citizen
•Are contributing members of society
•Understand their own and others’ cultural heritage
•Use their cultural knowledge to engage in a diverse world
•Value and use the arts as a fundamental form of human
expression
•Behave with integrity; are responsible for their behavior, actions and
choices
•Are compassionate and have empathy toward others
•Volunteer and give back to the community
•Value and support family and community
•Connect learning to local, national and global events
•Return to PUSD community

Healthy Mind & Body
•Become lifelong learners and find joy and satisfaction in
learning
•Are positively motivated
•Are internally driven and resilient to overcome challenges
•Have respect for themselves and others
•Build self-confidence and pursue their passions
•Are independent and self-sufficient
•Are resourceful and willing to take risks to reach their goals

Approved on 5/22/14

Source: Pasadena Unified School District. (n.d.). Secondary education (6–12): PUSD Graduate Profile. https://www.pusd.us/
Page/2961 (accessed 05/21/20).

Implementing a Performance Assessment Initiative Through District Policy
After the Pasadena Unified Board of Education passed the senior defense as a graduation
requirement for all students, the district decided to use a collaborative approach to implement its
new policy. This process included district-led meetings with teachers and other stakeholders to
make important decisions about roles and responsibilities. Through these meetings, it was decided
that the senior defense would not live in a single class subject. As one district leader described, this
was because “[the senior defense] cannot be the responsibility of one set of teachers, and everybody
in the organization needs to be accountable for producing these results.”
These meetings also led to the decision that at each school there would be a site coordinator who is
responsible for guiding and planning senior defenses. To fill this position, rather than hire new staff,
the district added the responsibilities to existing positions. Pasadena Unified initially asked for
volunteers at each school. When the district found that librarians typically volunteered for the role,
the district added senior defense management to the role of librarians across the district.
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To help guide the duties and responsibilities of these site coordinators and ensure that adequate
support structures would be in place at each school, district leadership created a year-by-year plan
to develop and scale the senior defense from the 2016–17 school year through the 2018–19 school
year. (See Figure 2.) This plan included monthly meetings for site coordinators to ensure they were
up to date on senior defense requirements and understood these requirements enough to answer
questions and help make decisions at the site level. All site coordinators received extra training and
compensation for taking on these additional duties. Though this funding originally took the form of
stipends (as reflected in Figure 2), site coordinators are now compensated hourly for their time.35

Figure 2
Plan to Develop and Scale the Senior Defense
2016–17

2017–18

2018–19

Site Coordinator Duties and Responsibilities
• Attend 2-hour meeting after
school once a month
• Communicate expectations
and outcomes with 9th-grade
English language arts and
10th-grade world history
• Become the expert on
Graduate Portfolio and
defense requirements
(including uploading evidence
to Naviance, ePortfolio, or
another digital platform)
• Help assistant principal
coordinate calibration of
scoring with rubrics
• Communicate with teachers
regarding the matrix
(including assignments
that need to be scored with
portfolio rubrics)
• Work with department chairs
to create implementation
guide for using senior
defense rubrics

All of the duties and
responsibilities of 2016–17,
plus…
• Review uploaded materials
from Naviance, ePortfolio,
or another digital platform
with assistant principal and
department chairs
• During extra prep period(s),
schedule meetings with
all 11th-graders to review
portfolios (and create plan
of action by the end of first
semester)
• Meet with 11th-grade
students who did not meet
portfolio requirements at the
end of first semester

All of the duties and
responsibilities of 2016–17,
plus…
• Schedule senior
presentations
• Organize panel of judges

Comprehensive High Schools
• $1,000 stipend per semester
• One release period per 200
students in the 12th grade

Comprehensive High Schools
• $2,000 stipend per semester
PLUS
• One release period per 200
students in the 12th grade

Site Coordinator Compensation
Comprehensive High Schools
• $2,000 stipend per semester

Source: Adapted from Pasadena Unified School District, College and Career Academies Department PowerPoint presentation,
January 2017.
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Pasadena Unified had a 4-year window between the school board passage of the senior defense
requirement and the first graduating class completing their senior defenses. During this time,
district staff and leaders recognized the need to generate community buy-in for the policy. In
response to this need, the district hosted four town hall meetings at Pasadena Unified schools
between February and March of 2018 to inform families of the graduation requirement and field
any questions about the process. During these sessions, district staff discussed the reasons that
Pasadena Unified adopted the senior defense as district policy and highlighted the ways in which
such a model might help the district better meet the desired outcomes of its graduate profile.
During one of these sessions a district staff member further emphasized the district’s commitment
to a high caliber of instruction and student learning, noting, “Graduate requirements are the floor.
They’re not the ceiling.”36
Though Pasadena Unified took a district-led approach to implementing performance assessments,
each secondary school in the district had flexibility in the process to roll out the implementation of
the new requirements. For example, one school started offering students the opportunity to defend
before their senior year, so that some students would have already completed the requirement
before it was fully mandated for their graduating classes. This was done to see what supports
students and staff might need once the requirement went into full effect, such as peer mentorship,
curricular alignment, and professional learning. While each school ultimately chose to implement
the new graduation requirement on its own timeline, with some waiting until the requirement went
into effect, all were able to support students through the portfolio process by the beginning of the
2018–19 school year, and all graduating seniors in the Class of 2019 (including those in alternative
education and special education classes) completed and passed the senior defense.
Overall, the districtwide senior defense policy aims to ensure that all Pasadena Unified students
have equitable access to the high-quality curricula and teaching practices necessary to achieve
the skills and competencies outlined in the district’s graduate profile. The theory of change
for the district policy is that, by establishing high expectations through consistent districtwide
implementation of the performance assessment system, teachers, staff, and administrators at the
school level will have both the structures and the knowledge to support students’ 21st-century
learning. As with any major districtwide policy shift, it will take time to fully reach these ends;
however, the policy is a commitment to ensuring equitable access to high-quality learning for
all students.
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How the Senior Defense Works
Senior Defense at Pasadena Unified
A row of desks is lined up facing the front of a classroom, where a projector is queued up. The desks
are occupied by a judging panel, among them the school librarian and two other educators from a
high school in Pasadena Unified. The panelists wrap up their discussion of the student presentation
they have just observed, and then the school librarian steps outside to call in the next student,
Maria,37 who is ready and waiting in the hallway.
Maria enters the classroom dressed professionally and stands poised in front of the panelists
despite her slight nerves. She is here to present her senior defense, a culminating event of her high
school education as a Pasadena Unified student, and her professionalism signals how seriously she
takes the experience.
Maria pulls up her PowerPoint with support from the librarian and waits at the front of the room for
a cue from her judging panel that they’re ready for her to begin her presentation.
She begins by introducing herself and sharing her educational journey. Maria is currently a
12th-grader and has been a student in Pasadena Unified since 6th grade. When she moved to
Dallas from Peru at age 5 and skipped kindergarten, she did not speak English. She reflects that
it was only once she moved to Pasadena Unified that “[her] life started.” She credits this to her
involvement in the Puente program—an extracurricular program designed to support the college
readiness of first-generation Latino/a students—and the mentorship of two particular teachers at
her high school. “Yes, they are teachers to me,” she reflects. “But they are also my mentors—my
father figures. They’ve seen me laugh; they’ve seen me cry.”
After introducing herself, Maria presents her first artifact—a research paper she wrote on the topic
of “designer babies,” a genetic concept that touches on both science and ethics. As she presents,
she reflects on both the content of her research and what the process of researching taught
her about her own identity as a learner, noting that the assignment taught her how to “search
deeper” in her thinking. Throughout her presentation, she maintains strong eye contact with the
panelists, gesticulates to help communicate her points, and displays a strong grasp over her
research topic.
Next, Maria presents her second and third artifacts—a reflection on her experiences volunteering
at a local Ronald McDonald House with a group of her peers, and an original dance she
choreographed with a group of her peers for a school basketball game. Throughout her reflections,
she shares how these artifacts helped her cultivate the district’s graduation competencies of
collaboration and creativity, and develop the sort of leadership that has allowed her to take greater
ownership in projects in her academic coursework.
To conclude her presentation, Maria shares her plans for the future: to stay involved in her
community and to study psychology in a 4-year college to learn “why people talk and think the way
they do.” She shares: “All of this, and my artifacts, show that I am ready to graduate…. I’ve gone
through those struggles and learned how to conquer them. I can take them into college. College is
not an easy path to go in. [My high school] has taught me how to not give up.”
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After Maria concludes her presentation, the panelists begin their question-and-answer session,
during which Maria continues to demonstrate great mastery over the district’s graduation
competencies: research, collaboration, and creativity.
When one panelist asks Maria which experiences have helped her develop as such an effective
speaker, she adds a personal reflection, saying, “I used to be shy—the girl in the back. I feel like
keeping my voice shut and not getting it out there made me belittle myself. I had to learn how to put
myself out there. I want to study psych[ology] and help people with suicide problems. If I don’t have
communication skills, how am I going to help them?”
After the panelists run through their questions for Maria, they ask her to step outside while
they deliberate on her score. Immediately, each of the panelists shares that they believe
she has clearly demonstrated proficiency in each area of the district rubric, highlighting
how thoughtful she was in reflecting on her own growth. After identifying “wow” areas (i.e.,
strengths) and “wonder” areas (i.e., opportunities for growth) to share with Maria, the judging
panel invites her back in to share the good news that she has passed her senior defense with
distinction. Maria breathes a sigh of relief and walks out of the room one step closer to her high
school graduation.

Maria’s senior defense presentation reveals the sort of college- and career-ready graduate that
Pasadena Unified aims to prepare through its districtwide performance assessment initiative: She
demonstrates a strong command over content knowledge (as evidenced by her research paper),
the ability to reflect critically on this knowledge and her personal growth, and the tools to apply
her education beyond high school. Performance assessments, such as the senior defense, place an
emphasis on assessing higher-order thinking skills, driving high-quality instruction, and aiding in
the development of deep content knowledge in order to support 21st-century learning outcomes.
With the understanding that such assessments can drive both improved instructional practices and
student learning, Pasadena Unified decided that all of its students should go through the senior
defense process. In doing so, the district voiced its commitment to ensuring equitable access to
high-quality instruction for all students.

Student Work
Building off the graduate profile (see Figure 1), the district identified research, creativity and
innovation, written communication/reflection, and oral communication/presentation as the four
specific areas in which all students should demonstrate proficiency in order to pass their senior
defense. Thus, the portfolio is designed as a space for students to provide evidence that they have
satisfied the requirements for the first three of these domains, and the defense is an opportunity for
them to demonstrate their oral communication proficiency.

The portfolio
The Pasadena Unified senior defense process culminates for students in 12th grade as they select
two to four graded artifacts (i.e., examples of their best work) across different disciplines to
include in their portfolio. These artifacts can be from core courses, electives, career and technical
education coursework, or other experiences, as long as they are aligned to the first three district
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competencies—research, creativity and innovation, and written communication/reflection—and
represent students’ highest-quality work from across their high school career.38 Student work
included in the portfolio must demonstrate:
1. Research, as evidenced via a research paper (6–8 pages)—evidence of the student’s
critical-thinking skills, use of evidence to support claims, and critical-reading ability.
2. Creativity, as evidenced via various student work—evidence of the student’s creative
and innovative solutions, processes, and/or actual product.
3. Written communication, via a reflection paper (3–5 pages)—evidence of the student’s
written communication skills, ability to reflect on and assess growth, and progress on items
1 and 2. This paper also serves as the script for the oral presentation.39
Throughout the high school experience in Pasadena Unified, students are prompted to store
examples of their best work from across their classes in a digital portfolio housed on Naviance,
ePortfolio, or another digital platform.40 During students’ senior year, they have the option to select
their best work from these assignments meeting the critical competencies, or they can decide to
generate new work to include in their portfolio during their senior year.41 They then complete a
written reflection that will guide their defense presentation. This reflection essay requires students
to examine what they have learned throughout their high school experience more broadly, reflect
on the specific skills and content they have learned, and articulate their postsecondary plans.

The defense
After students have finished assembling their portfolio, they are expected to prepare to orally
defend their learning to a judging panel composed of teachers, staff, peers, and/or community
members. The senior defense is built around the following two components:
1. Individual presentation (8–10 minutes)—students select two to four graded documents
and present them to a panel of judges. Students are to use well-produced audiovisual aids
or media when presenting.
2. Question-and-answer session (5 minutes)—students answer questions posed by the
judging panel as a demonstration of growth, reflection, and self-evaluation.42
Each student defense is designed to take roughly 15 minutes. After students have completed their
presentations and gone through the question-and-answer session with their panelists, they leave
the room while the judging panel deliberates on their score to determine whether the student will
pass or be asked to resubmit. When the scoring is complete, the student re-enters the room and
hears affirmations (wows) and formative feedback (wonders) from the panel before receiving a
score: passed, passed with distinction, or revise and resubmit.

Scoring and Feedback
The use of common rubrics across performance assessment systems is understood in the research
field as a method for increasing the reliability and consistency of such assessments.43 In light of this
research, Pasadena Unified has introduced four districtwide rubrics, each of which is aligned to one
of the district’s key competency areas:
1. Research Rubric (Appendix C)—students are scored on their argument, citation of sources,
evidence presented, organization, and language.
12
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2. Creativity/Innovation Rubric (Appendix D)—students’ projects are scored on their point
of view, originality, value, style, and reflection.
3. Written Communication/Reflection Rubric (Appendix E)—students are scored on
evidence of their metacognition/growth, connections made, analysis, organization, and
language use.
4. Oral Communication/Presentation Rubric (Appendix F)—students are scored on their
explanation of ideas and information (through a reflective lens), organization, eyes and
body (i.e., eye contact with the audience), voice (i.e., speaking clearly), presentation aids,
and response to audience questions.
Accordingly, the district encourages teachers to use the four rubrics to score student work in their
classrooms throughout the school year. In addition, site coordinators are required to score the
final artifacts students submit for their portfolios using these rubrics. Panelist judges use the Oral
Communication/Presentation rubric in scoring the senior defense. All of these rubrics are grounded
in research and adapted from existing, vetted rubrics developed by Envision Learning Partners,
EdLeader21, and PBLWorks (formerly the Buck Institute for Education). These organizations
provide technical assistance for professional learning as well as resources, such as exemplar models
of rubrics, to districts and schools implementing performance assessment initiatives. Pasadena
Unified’s rubrics were modified by the district administrators, in consultation with Envision
Learning Partners, to be more directly aligned with the Pasadena Unified Graduate Profile.44
Envision Learning Partners provides ongoing support to the district to further refine these rubrics
and ensure they reliably measure student learning.
The senior defense rubrics are designed for panelist judges to take notes on during a student’s
defense presentation, so they can then provide specific evidence regarding which indicators and
domains the student has met. During the question-and-answer session after each student’s defense
presentation, panelist judges are expected to ask clarifying questions about any of the indicators
for which they have not marked the student as proficient. After all of the panelist judges have
independently scored the defense rubric, the district advises that they discuss their scores with each
other by reviewing the rubric domain by domain. Panelist judges should provide evidence not only
for points of disagreement between their rubric scoring, but also for the areas in which they agree,
to ensure that their scoring is fully calibrated.
For the 2018–19 academic year, district policy dictated that students could pass if they demonstrate
50% proficiency in the Oral Communication/Presentation rubric, and they could pass with distinction
if they demonstrate 100% proficiency. This proficiency is determined based on the collective score
that the full judging panel agrees on. The district raised the requirement for the 2019–20 school
year, expecting students to demonstrate 75% proficiency to pass (see Appendix G for how this
requirement was maintained during the COVID-19 pandemic). According to the district, students
will be required to demonstrate 100% proficiency starting in the 2020–21 academic year.45
Students who do not pass their defense are expected to revise, resubmit, and re-present their work.
When panelist judges decide that a student has not passed the defense, they fill out a Re-Submit
Form to provide the student with actionable areas for improvement and next steps. This form
includes space for specific and individualized feedback to help make the process of resubmission
an opportunity for growth. The following section outlines the systems of support the district has in
place for students who are asked to resubmit their defense, as well as general supports that benefit
all students and educators in the senior defense process.
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Systems of Support
Research suggests that the success of performance assessments depends on how teachers are
trained, supported, and engaged and on the structures that are in place to support students.46 At
the time of this study, Pasadena Unified had completed its first full year of implementing its senior
defense requirement districtwide. In preparation for this first year, the district put a number of
support systems in place for educators and students and was actively working to deepen those
systems, and develop additional supports, in the years to come.
During this study, participants identified structures
As Pasadena Unified helped
and resources they felt best supported the
implementation of the senior defense. Some of
secondary schools adopt
the supports identified began informally during
curricular changes associated
the planning years (2014–18) and developed into
more established structures as schools began
with the new graduation
implementing the senior defense. This includes
requirement, specific needs for
professional learning opportunities for educators
student and teacher supports
and the establishment of site coordinators. As
Pasadena Unified helped secondary schools
were identified along the way.
adopt curricular changes associated with the new
graduation requirement, specific needs for student
and teacher supports were identified along the
way, including accommodations for English learners and students with disabilities. Throughout
the planning phase and the first year of the senior defense requirement, many of the systems and
structures were enhanced by funding and technical assistance from external organizations.

Teacher Supports
To ensure that students across Pasadena Unified would be well and equitably prepared to meet the
demands of the districtwide graduation requirement, the district provided professional learning
opportunities to train the secondary teachers and staff responsible for supporting students through
their senior defense process. As described below, these opportunities existed for specific gradelevel and subject teams, in addition to the districtwide supports available to all secondary school
teachers and staff.
Since the passage of the senior defense as a districtwide graduation requirement, all high school
teachers have participated in two professional learning days in which they were introduced to the
senior defense process and then worked through the corresponding district rubrics and graduate
profile.47 Pasadena Unified has also held a number of professional learning sessions for teachers
and staff who work with students in earlier high school grade levels, so they can support students to
successfully complete the new requirements in advance of their senior year. For example, 9th-grade
English teachers had a full-day professional learning session focused on how to teach students
to evaluate various sources and determine the strength of a given source. Because all 9th-grade
English teachers took part in this professional learning, all 9th-grade students had a teacher
who had engaged in this senior defense–specific professional learning. The district also hosted a
professional learning day for 10th-grade history teachers, focused on engaging with the Research
Rubric (Appendix C).
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To help support teachers, the district also received technical assistance from Envision Learning
Partners, who specifically worked with teachers to develop a shared understanding, or common
standard, around the use of the district’s rubrics. This process is also known as calibration. The
district collaborated with Envision Learning Partners to kick off its first calibration exercise,
which took place in October 2018 as the senior defense requirement first went into effect. This
was accomplished through a districtwide high school professional learning day with the explicit
intention of calibrating graduate defense presentations in order to drive quality at Pasadena
Unified (see “Calibration Exercise for Teachers and Staff”). The professional learning event
was split across two campuses but brought together teachers from all five high schools so they
could calibrate around their use of the Oral Communication/Presentation rubric for the senior
defense as well as the Research and Creativity/Innovation rubrics for the portfolio. All teachers
completed a calibration exercise for the Oral Communication/Presentation rubric together, and
teachers were also assigned to calibration breakout sessions for the Research rubric or Creativity/
Innovation rubric, based upon their teaching content area. At the time of this study, this was the
only districtwide calibration exercise teachers and staff had experienced. The district leadership
team, however, recognizes the importance of calibration and plans to continue working with school
campuses across the district to address more targeted, site-specific teacher needs.

Calibration Exercise for Teachers and Staff
Teachers and staff from across Pasadena Unified filter into a high school multipurpose room,
cordially chatting as they fill their plates with breakfast food and take a seat among their peers. It
is October 2018, and these educators are gathered together for a daylong, districtwide calibration
day—the professional learning event to kick off the district’s inaugural year of implementing the
senior defense graduation requirement.
At one of the two campuses hosting this event, the morning begins with an introduction from
Pasadena Unified’s assistant superintendent of secondary education. She frames calibration as a
means to work as a “community of learners” to standardize practices districtwide. Given the unique
context and specialties of each campus (two are combined middle and high schools, four have
College and Career Academies, etc.), she emphasizes the importance of calibration as a driver of
quality throughout the senior defense process. She also reminds the room that the district “wants
our students to be able to present, reflect, and communicate orally, visually, and in writing,” as
“these skills will help them compete in college.”
After this opening frame for the day, a technical assistance provider from Envision Learning Partners
further frames the importance of calibration by showing a video titled “What Is the Purpose of
Calibration?” She asks educators in the room to pay close attention to what teachers in the video
are doing and saying as they score a student’s presentation. When the video is over, she asks,
“What is the purpose and the benefit of calibration?”—a question they are to discuss in a pair-share
format with their neighbor before engaging in a full-group share-out.
Before the group moves on to the next agenda item, which is to practice scoring senior defenses,
the technical assistance provider encourages everyone to approach the process with an “inquiry
mind.” She then leads the educators through note-taking on the district’s rubrics while listening to
students present—a process she admits can be challenging at first, but she reassures them it will
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become easier to do with experience. Teachers then have an opportunity to ask questions, and they
request clarity on how to score students during this first academic year, when they must meet only
50% of the requirements on the rubric to pass.
Next comes the time for teachers and staff to apply their learning. A student enters the room, and
three preselected teachers and staff members are identified as her judging panel. The remainder
of the participants are encouraged to listen and use their rubrics as if they, too, were members
of her judging panel. After the student completes her senior defense, including the question-andanswer portion with the panel, the technical assistance provider leads the panel through a mock
deliberation to see how aligned they are in their assessment of her presentation against the rubric.
Throughout this process, the technical assistance provider highlights the need to go through the
rubric domain by domain and discuss areas of both agreement and disagreement with the other
panelists before determining a student’s final score. One teacher observing the panel asks how to
assess language proficiency using the rubric when a student learning English presents in Spanish.
The technical assistance provider responds by saying the rubric can still be used because “we are
about professional language—the language itself doesn’t matter.”
Over the next several hours, teachers cycle through three more student defense presentations in
smaller breakout sessions across campus. In each, they practice taking notes using the rubrics, ask
students questions about their defense, and reflect on the panel experience as a group.
To close the day, a Pasadena Unified staff member brings the group of educators back together
by asking them to share their “wows” and “wonders” for the day, mimicking the same process
judging panels use to provide feedback to students after their defense. Overall, while the group
acknowledged there is still work to be done to calibrate scoring as the senior defense requirement
goes into full effect, they generally agree that the senior defense is a valuable experience for
students and for themselves as educators. Speaking more specifically to the professional learning
day and its focus on calibration, one teacher even says, “I’m glad I came. [This] was one of the best
in-service days I’ve ever had.”

In addition to professional learning opportunities provided by the district, teachers received support
with the implementation of the senior defense from the designated site coordinator at each school.
While teachers took responsibility for making sure students had work to include in their portfolio (a
research paper, creative piece, and reflection), site coordinators took on the overall management of
the senior defense process, including planning the senior defense days. Part of the site coordinators’
responsibilities also included communicating with teachers and department chairs to help create
alignment between curricular offerings and expectations on the senior defense rubrics.

School Administrator Supports
While site coordinators at Pasadena Unified schools supported teachers throughout implementation
of the senior defense, they were also seen as a support for school administrators. One principal
interviewed for this study said that choosing one person to be in charge from the beginning
helped his school implement the senior defense as a requirement. He also explained that his site
coordinator and assistant principal worked together and “really pushed and organized and did all
the work” to implement the senior defense.
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On the district side, Pasadena Unified helped school administrators prepare for this role in several
ways. First, site administrators participated in the same professional learning opportunities as
teachers, allowing them to have shared learning experiences with staff. One principal in particular
described the October 2018 professional learning day—in which students defended their portfolios
and educators calibrated their use of rubrics to score student presentations—as so helpful that he
will try to maintain it as a structure at his school, in the event that the district no longer provides it
as a support.
School administrators also participated in monthly site coordinator meetings and district
administrator meetings. These meetings supported school administrators leading up to the
implementation of the graduation requirement, providing information about the senior defense
and allowing school leaders to talk with their colleagues about how they were approaching
implementation. One school leader shared that “having that time to reflect and to talk to one
another about the level of implementation—where they were at—in preparation for this first year
was important.” He also appreciated that the district had these “structures in place to help facilitate
and keep the dialogue going.”
Lastly, Pasadena Unified supported school leaders by holding students accountable for completing
their defenses, communicating that it was a requirement for graduation, not an option. In some
ways, this took the pressure off of school leaders because it was not seen as their decision. For
example, one school leader explained how she felt this communication helped at her school,
particularly for students who, by the spring, had still not completed their senior defense. She said
the district “helped us put the teeth in [the requirement]” so that students understood it was not
the assistant principal and the principal just “arbitrarily making these decisions.”

Student Supports
In addition to supporting administrators and teachers, Pasadena Unified recognized the need to
support students so they could be successful in their completion of the senior defense requirement.
Given the early stages of this work at the time of this study, Pasadena Unified was still in the
process of standardizing support structures for students going through the senior defense process.
However, several practices emerged at the school level and the district level that supported students
through the first year of the new graduation requirement.
Greater curricular alignment was one approach that Pasadena Unified saw as a support for all
students. For example, the professional learning opportunities provided to secondary school
teachers across grade levels and subject areas was intended to drive curricular alignment to the
senior defense rubrics and ensure students would be prepared to complete their portfolio and their
defense. In addition to curricular alignment in high schools, at the time of this study, the district
was working toward greater curricular alignment in earlier grade levels as well. For example,
district leaders and school principals were discussing the possibility of introducing performance
assessments in which students could defend their learning (what they would call “mini defenses”) in
the 5th, 8th, and 10th grades, so students could develop and practice the skills associated with the
senior defense much earlier than their senior year. By doing this, the district aims to ensure that all
students throughout their educational experience have opportunities to develop skills associated
with the senior defense, such as research and oral presentation skills, while also ensuring that
teaching is aligned to support their cultivation of these skills.
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While curricular alignment is an ongoing process to support students throughout their educational
journey, Pasadena Unified also created a number of supports for students as they go through the
senior defense process itself. For example, schools in the district are working toward creating
systems to accommodate groups of students, such as students with disabilities and English
learners, who might require additional scaffolding to successfully engage in the senior defense
process. Pasadena Unified staff have advised school sites to allow students receiving special
education services to submit fewer artifacts in their portfolio and have modified conditions for
their defense presentation (e.g., shorter presentations, teacher-only judging panels), depending
on their Individualized Education Program (IEP) or 504 support plan. The district also advises
that school sites make similar accommodations for English learners, such as allowing students
to partially defend or answer questions in their native language. Making these accommodations
more consistent across schools is one of the primary priorities for the district as its performance
assessment initiative continues to mature.
Students completing the senior defense in the 2018–19 school year also had the opportunity to do a
trial run of their defense. These “mock defenses,” as they were called, were hosted by the district in
April and May 2018 and were offered to students in the graduating Class of 2019 who volunteered
to present as juniors as a way to practice for their senior defense.48 Providing these practice spaces
gave students an opportunity to become comfortable with the academic and social-emotional
demands of the defense presentation.
In addition to these practice defenses, all students completing the senior defense were given
multiple opportunities to pass their official defense presentations. If students did not pass their
defense on their first attempt, they did not receive a failing grade. Rather, they were asked to
resubmit, and would work closely with a teacher at their school to receive ongoing feedback on how
to improve their defense for their next attempt, until they were able to pass (a common practice for
performance assessments). Though some schools allowed students to complete their defense before
their senior year, the first districtwide opportunity for seniors to defend their learning occurred
in fall 2018, giving students adequate time to work through feedback before the end of the school
year, if they were asked to resubmit. Site coordinators also identified students in need of additional
support and worked with the district to provide targeted supports for those students. Lastly,
district leaders decided that students who do not pass their senior defense before graduation day
are allowed to walk at their graduation ceremony but will receive additional support through the
summer until they are able to pass.

Funding and Technical Assistance
To date, Pasadena Unified has primarily used philanthropic funding and private donations to
sustain the costs associated with the senior defense. This included a grant from the Assessment for
Learning Project (ALP) for a project the district was engaged in with Los Angeles Unified School
District, Oakland Unified School District, Envision Learning Partners, ConnectED, and the Learning
Policy Institute. The ALP grant was co-funded by the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation and
the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation and aimed to support the development of each participating
district’s performance assessment initiative. Through this grant, Pasadena Unified received
additional technical assistance from Envision Learning Partners and ConnectED, as well as funds to
support the district’s professional learning focused on performance assessments.
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Pasadena Unified has also received private donations to support its professional development for
teachers and staff. For example, the full-day professional development event in October 2018 was
sponsored by the California Credit Union, which provided food and beverages for participants
throughout the day. According to district leaders, private sponsorship is typical for professional
development days in Pasadena Unified.
Though philanthropic and private funds were used to support the implementation of the senior
defense, the district is prepared to sustain the initiative using general funds, if needed. For example,
Pasadena Unified included the senior defense in the district’s Local Control Accountability Plan
(LCAP) as a key indicator of college and career readiness. As such, district leaders have allocated
Local Control Funding Formula (LCFF) funding to support site coordinators leading the senior
defense, who provide direct services to classes and targeted students (such as students from lowincome families, foster youth, and English learners).49
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Conditions That Support the Implementation of a
High-Quality Performance Assessment Initiative
Throughout the course of our research in Pasadena Unified, we identified a number of conditions
that supported the adoption of a districtwide graduation requirement utilizing performance
assessment. These include a supportive policy and practice environment, a strong vision and
district-led policy, access to technical assistance providers, multiple and varied opportunities to
see performance assessments in action, and a phase-in plan for implementation. These conditions
helped the district build an infrastructure conducive to performance assessments in Pasadena
Unified and helped develop the capacity for student and educator supports at the classroom, school,
and district levels.

A Supportive Policy and Practice Environment
As Pasadena Unified worked toward the adoption of performance assessments, a supportive policy
and practice environment aided its efforts. In the years leading up to the implementation of the
senior defense, district leaders were keenly aware of broader policy shifts related to standards
and assessment within the state of California, and the opportunities for flexibility those shifts
created within their district. At the same time, a growing number of educators within Pasadena
Unified wanted to change instruction and assessment practices, creating an opportunity for
curricular reform aimed at helping students develop 21st-century skills (including communication,
collaboration, critical thinking, and creativity/innovation).50 This section describes the specific
manner in which this policy and practice environment paved the way for a districtwide
senior defense.

District leaders in Pasadena Unified stayed informed about opportunities within California’s
educational policy environment
District leaders said that before Pasadena Unified made the decision to adopt performance
assessments, they, and some of their colleagues, began to think differently about how to assess
student learning. This thinking was supported by the overall educational climate within California,
as the state adopted the new Common Core State Standards, or CCSS (a set of standards focused
on 21st-century learning), and suspended the California High School Exit Exam (a statewide highstakes, largely multiple-choice test required for graduation).
While these shifts did not lead directly to the adoption of performance assessments on their own,
Pasadena Unified staff interviewed for this study noted that district leaders’ attention to the overall
policy environment, along with their understanding of the opportunities these shifts afforded,
played a critical role in the success of rolling out a new graduation policy. For example, one district
staff member described the efforts of district leaders to stay informed about educational policy
within their state, saying, “When California switched over to the Common Core, we [district staff]
were following a lot of what the potential changes would be.” She also recalled that Pasadena
Unified’s chief academic officer at the time was “deeply involved with the ACSA [Association of
California School Administrators],” which held meetings to discuss the shifts in assessment policy
and the movement toward performance assessments.
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In addition to being informed about general policy shifts and involved in specific conversations
about performance assessments, key district staff at Pasadena Unified had a clear understanding of
how the policy environment in California could create opportunities within the district. Reflecting
on these opportunities, one district-level administrator said,
The good thing about being in this state [California] is that the accountability
system is not as punitive as in some other states. You have a little bit of freedom
and a little bit of time, even though there’s a sense of urgency to make sure that
all students are achieving at a high level. We have the time and space to put all
these key pieces in place so that we have a clear system and our school district is
performing at a high level.
Having “the time and space to put all these key pieces in place” supported Pasadena Unified in
developing an implementation plan for the new senior defense graduation requirement that could
be rolled out over the course of 4 years. This plan, as discussed later in this section, aimed to ensure
that adequate supports were in place for students and educators before it became a requirement for
all students to complete a senior defense before graduation.
Overall, because some district personnel were informed about state policy shifts and opportunities,
they were able to think critically about what that could mean for their unique district context,
including the realization that they could have time to build capacity and prepare if the district
chose to move in the direction of performance assessment. Importantly, however, this choice to
adopt a senior defense did not mean students would be exempt from taking traditional standardized
tests at multiple grade levels, including 11th grade. The purpose of those assessments differed from
that of the senior defense, and the senior defense plays an important role in the district’s balanced
system of assessment.

Curricular reform efforts in Pasadena Unified occurred alongside the development of a senior
defense requirement
As district leaders participated in conversations about broader state policy shifts and their relation
to performance assessments, many educators within Pasadena Unified were already pushing for
curricular change. Though the district had created eight College and Career Academies that utilized
performance assessments, those academies only served a subset of students in the district. School
and district staff interviewed for this study said that they saw the adoption of the CCSS as an
opportunity for the district to think critically about the curricular offerings districtwide, including
how performance assessments could fit in. For example, one district leader described how she
felt the CCSS supported 21st-century learning and enabled the use of performance assessments.
Expanding on how these efforts occurred together and complemented each other, she said:
Whenever we select resources and things like that, [we are] ensuring that they are
vetted through the lens of 21st-century learning and performance…. [I came] into
this position with the district adoption of Common Core curriculum. And I believe
that Common Core curriculum really already points students in that direction.
So, it was something that we all very much, in coming to these roles, believed in
and saw as an embedded part of what kids should be doing, regardless of whether
or not there was a [graduate] profile that articulated it, or if there was going to be
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a [senior] defense. I think this is the kind of learning that we wanted to happen.
And it was just a very perfect match, and really, I mean, they happened alongside
each other.
What emerged from these simultaneous efforts was a pedagogical environment aimed at supporting
students to develop 21st-century skills. While schools in Pasadena Unified are still focused on
continuously improving practice in response to curricular shifts, some school and district leaders
identified these curricular changes as a condition that enabled students to complete their senior
defense. For example, one district leader described how the district’s adoption of the CCSS
facilitated a shift in classroom practice to include more work around writing and research. As
she said, this directly supports students in successfully completing their senior defense because
“a lot of what the kids are seeing and doing around the artifacts that they’re using in their
[senior] defense have really been supported all the way along with what the new expectations
are in their ELA [English language arts] classes, or in their science and history classes.” Because
the district intentionally aligned curricular reform efforts with its adoption of performance
assessments, it created a pedagogical environment conducive to the implementation of a senior
defense requirement.
Based on our analysis of interview data for this study, the timing of state and district policy shifts
appears to have created opportunities for alignment between new curriculum and assessment
practices, laying the groundwork for a districtwide senior defense graduation requirement and a
pedagogical environment in which students could develop 21st-century skills. The next section
further describes how district policy played a role in the development and implementation of a
performance assessment initiative in Pasadena Unified.

A Strong Vision and District-Led Policy
While an awareness of statewide policies and
an overall shift toward 21st-century learning
District leaders in Pasadena Unified
helped pave the way for the senior defense
took a collaborative approach to
in Pasadena Unified, the development of a
developing the graduate profile,
graduate profile and the board-approved
graduation requirement had a direct impact
gathering input from a range of
on the districtwide efforts to implement the
stakeholders and solidifying a
senior defense. District leaders in Pasadena
strong vision throughout the district.
Unified took a collaborative approach to
developing the graduate profile, gathering
input from a range of stakeholders and
solidifying a strong vision throughout
the district. This graduate profile was then codified with the passage of the senior defense as a
graduation requirement, requiring that all schools make the changes necessary to prepare students
for a senior defense and to ensure that all students participate.

Collaboratively developing a graduate profile created a strong district vision
While the graduate profile was in development, Pasadena Unified gathered input from over
800 stakeholders, including educators, parents, students, and other community members. One
district leader who was involved in the process of developing this vision described it as “packaging
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up what the community had come up with in terms of what they want to see in our graduates”
and “putting that into a coherent document.” By turning the voices of the community into a set of
desired outcomes for all students, the district created a unified vision representative of multiple
viewpoints and had many advocates for the changes they were trying to make, including the new
graduation requirement.
Multiple district leaders we spoke with said the collaborative approach to developing the graduate
profile helped support the implementation of the senior defense requirement. In describing the
importance of gathering input from diverse groups, one district leader even recommended that
other districts looking to implement a similar policy use the same process as a model, saying, “I
think that when you begin, you need to be really strategic in who comes to the table in that initial
planning group, that you have representation from curriculum, from student groups, from schoolbased leaders, from teacher leaders, from academies, all of these different components. I think
that’s something that [district leaders in Pasadena Unified] did really well.”
Bringing diverse voices into the process and including their input in a unified graduate profile
helped create the visionary alignment needed when trying to enact a board policy. Another district
leader described in an interview how the collaboration upfront helped to garner support before the
graduation requirement was considered. He described the process and said:
I think it’s important for those closest to the work to have a voice in all of this,
and in this particular case, the students and the teachers [should have a voice].
So, we did a lot of work; we included them at every phase of the planning, [and]
we also included the parents as well. As you do your political mapping, you think
about who could derail the effort. We targeted those people. We got them involved
in everything that was going on around planning and multiple conversations in
public at the board meetings, focus group meetings, and so forth. We were able to
get to a point where, by the time we brought it to the board, there really wasn’t
much opposition.
By engaging a diverse group of stakeholders in developing a shared vision, district leaders were able
to address concerns before they began the process of solidifying the graduate profile in board policy.

A board-approved policy enabled districtwide adoption
The school board played a key role in the development of the graduate profile and senior defense
requirement. This collaboration between Pasadena Unified and its school board was particularly
important, as it led to districtwide adoption of the senior defense, rather than an opt-in approach
for schools and teachers. One of Pasadena Unified’s district leaders provided an example of how
including the school board in this collaborative process helped to embed performance assessment
into the overall vision and mission of the district. He said:
The process that we went through to develop our theory of action, and I call it,
“The Board’s Theory of Action for Change,” allows them to really have a better
understanding of how things should function, how policies should be put into place
that would allow us to continue the important work that we’re doing. Having a
theory of action from the board level allows them to rally around an approach but
also to utilize this theory of action if there were to be a superintendent change [and
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the board needed] to then hire a new superintendent. So in other words, if you’re
interviewing someone for the job and they’re philosophically opposed to the theory
of action that’s in place, you wouldn’t want to hire that superintendent. You’d want
to hire somebody who would come in and say, “Well, this is great. I believe in this,
and I want to continue this work.”
The school board’s involvement went beyond participation in the development of the vision. Board
members also pushed the district’s thinking about what was possible with the shared vision and
asked critical questions about the graduate profile. One district leader we spoke with recalled that
“the school board said, ‘Well, [the graduate profile] is great. But if it doesn’t get measured, it doesn’t
get done. So how will you assess that students are actually meeting, or are embodying the skills of,
the graduate profile?’” This questioning led to the district’s decision to implement a senior defense
as a way to measure the skills named in the graduate profile. The school board then passed a policy
to make this a new graduation requirement for all students.
Making the senior defense a districtwide graduation requirement was an intentional move to
ensure all students would have access to an instructional environment that would prepare them to
graduate with the skills outlined in the graduate profile. This move also signaled to educators and
students that the district was serious about supporting these changes. For example, one teacher
described how the board’s policy showed her that this was a change she should care about, saying,
“Once it became a requirement to graduate, and it came from the higher-ups, it was just like ‘OK,
now everybody is on board. Everybody’s going to do it.’” One district leader we spoke with was also
clear that she did not feel that simply complying with policy was what made the implementation of
the senior defense successful. She said:
One of the biggest reasons why this was so successful isn’t necessarily because
we’re all being compliant to [the policy], but because we created the policy, it was
public. It went before a board. A big to-do was made about it because it is a big
to-do. And I think that when you put yourself out there, those stakes are pretty
high, and you have to follow through.
In other words, because Pasadena Unified was public about the changes, district leaders put
themselves out there to the community and showed they were serious about making changes to
support the implementation of the senior defense.

Access to Resources and Technical Assistance
At all stages—from the development of a graduate profile to the first year of districtwide
implementation of a senior defense 4 years later—Pasadena Unified staff sought support from
performance assessment experts. This support varied over the years, but often included shared
resources such as exemplar models from other schools and direct technical assistance for
professional learning. Evidence from our case study shows that these supports helped to shape
Pasadena Unified’s senior defense, build systems and structures for implementation, and even help
the district to build support for the initiative among stakeholders.
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Pasadena Unified stakeholders learned from exemplars and models of
performance assessments
As district leaders in Pasadena Unified explored the idea of adopting a senior defense graduation
requirement, they first looked to other schools and education reform organizations that had a
similar vision for 21st-century learning. In their search, they sought to learn from other school
systems and organizations utilizing performance assessments. One district leader explained that,
as a district, they “were really just trying to figure out what does this look like, and who’s doing it
well?” As she described:
[Pasadena Unified was] pretty open to this idea and concept of performance
[assessments], but we had no idea what it would look like, and how in the world we
would monitor it or assess it at the end. So, a lot of it was us staying in touch with
current things, doing work with ConnectED, doing work with the Stanford Center
for Opportunity Policy in Education, just following a lot of these organizations that
were really willing to try and design and redesign. And so it kind of came together
when we started looking at 21st-century learning skills, with the framework from
P21, and the Common Core together, and saying, “OK, so if these are the skills and
expectations within the standard, and this is what 21st-century learning should
encapsulate, how does that merge into what a classroom experience looks like
for kids? And then what does it look like if they were to demonstrate that?” So
we started doing a lot of inquiry as our own leadership team, exploring projectbased learning.
By drawing on what other organizations and schools had done around performance assessments,
Pasadena Unified began to shape what a districtwide performance assessment would look like in its
own context. Pasadena Unified also learned from other districts and schools in CPAC, including from
Los Angeles Unified School District’s work implementing Linked Learning pathways. As the idea of
a senior defense became more concrete, the district also sought out specific, exemplar resources to
aid it in the development of systems and structures that support performance assessments. This
included example rubrics from PBLWorks that the district was able to use as a starting point for its
own rubric development.
Models and exemplars of senior defenses at other schools also supported the implementation of
the senior defense in Pasadena Unified. Several district and school staff we interviewed for this
study referenced videos the district received from Envision Learning Partners as key resources
that supported their understanding of performance assessment. These videos featured students
at an Envision school conducting their senior defenses. Watching these videos was described as “a
lightbulb moment” by one district leader, as she said they caused her to “realize that every student
needed to do this [performance assessment].” These videos were also used by school and district
staff to help articulate the vision for what the district was trying to achieve, a messaging tactic that
one site coordinator used with her students when introducing the new graduation requirement as
well. As she explained, these videos were key to her own understanding, so she thought it would
prove useful to show students as well:
I went to a lot of meetings, and I had a lot of questions about what exactly they
were asking for. What did it look like? And there are two things that I did that
helped explain it to me, and that was looking at the videos online, from Envision.
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That really crystallized it for me. So, I always have kids watch those first, because
I feel like that explained so much to me. [Second was] just working with the kids,
and seeing them go through the process, and just doing it with a couple [of them].
The students were … understanding that we were learning together, and that
really helped.
Overall, Pasadena Unified staff utilized resources from other schools, networks, and education
reform organizations to educate themselves about performance assessments and articulate their
vision of the senior defense to key stakeholders. By building off of preexisting materials, such as
the PBLWorks rubrics, and using video examples of senior defenses at other schools, Pasadena
Unified staff were able to ground their efforts in existing practices and create understanding among
educators and students.

Pasadena Unified staff received direct support from technical assistance providers
Educators identified direct support from technical assistance providers as a factor that specifically
supported the implementation of the senior defense graduation requirement. Pasadena Unified
has a history of working with technical assistance providers and received assistance from these
providers in developing its graduate profile and planning professional learning for educators. In
describing the impact this technical assistance had, one district leader said, “A huge piece was the
assistance we received from the technical assistance providers.… The whole process made sure that
we actually had better [student work] products, which was really critical.”
District and school staff alike named the direct support they received from Envision Learning
Partners as a condition that enabled the development of the senior defense. Overall, this support
followed the same theory of action that Envision Learning Partners uses with other schools and
districts across the country: Define the graduate profile for the learner, design a performance
assessment that measures the graduate profile, and implement pedagogies and school structures
that lead to success on that performance assessment.51 As Pasadena Unified developed the graduate
profile before it went before the board for approval in 2014, district staff worked closely with
Envision Learning Partners, using resources such as exemplar graduate profiles from other districts
to better understand the purpose of such documents. Once Pasadena Unified had developed the
vision and idea of a senior defense, Envision Learning Partners helped facilitate conversations with
stakeholders to start planning what the senior defense would actually look like in practice. One
site coordinator explained that Envision Learning Partners would come to Pasadena Unified once a
month to help the district “figure out how to make this vision come to life.”
This hands-on capacity building continued through the first year of implementation of the
districtwide graduation requirement (in 2018–19). Most notably, Envision Learning Partners
directly supported Pasadena Unified in developing a full-day professional learning session at
the beginning of the 2018–19 school year that included calibration exercises and then allowed
educators to practice their new skills as they watched 12th-grade students present their senior
defenses in real time. This guidance supported teachers in developing the skills needed to
implement performance assessments and provided an opportunity for educators to see performance
assessments in action during the professional development day—a key activity that enabled some
educators to see the value of the senior defense if they had not already. For example, one school
leader described not being sold on the idea of the senior defense until he sat on a panel and saw two
of his students present during that professional development day. Though ongoing opportunities
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for educators to come together for professional learning and calibration are common for schools
and districts using performance assessments,52 this event occurred just one time in Pasadena
Unified. However, the district recognizes it as a valuable part of its process and is hoping to continue
offering additional learning opportunities like this in the future.
Overall, Envision Learning Partners’ expertise in performance assessments and its knowledge of
how to support schools in developing capacity for implementing this type of assessment helped
create a hands-on learning experience grounded in practice. Though it only occurred one time, this
professional learning day was identified by almost everyone interviewed as one of the most critical
supports they received in the process of implementing the senior defense.

Multiple, Varied Opportunities to Observe Performance Assessments in Action
During the development of Pasadena Unified’s senior defense, district leaders, school leaders,
teachers, community members, board members, and even a city council member had opportunities
to see students engage in performance assessments. This occurred both within and outside of
Pasadena Unified. Some school and district leaders reported that observing students in other
districts helped them see the value of a senior defense, while preexisting structures, such as the
College and Career Academies, helped demonstrate the sort of internal district practices that could
be scaled districtwide.

Observing performance assessments in other districts helped Pasadena Unified educators see
the value of the senior defense
Early on in the development of the districtwide senior defense, some school and district leaders in
Pasadena Unified were able to visit an Envision school to observe students conducting their senior
defenses. Multiple educators interviewed for this study identified these observations as a powerful
experience that showed them not only the feasibility of implementing a performance-based
graduation requirement, but also that the type of deep learning occurring in those schools was not
yet widespread in Pasadena Unified.
As part of the partnership with Envision Learning Partners, Pasadena Unified was invited to send
school and district leaders to visit an Envision school in northern California multiple times during
the 2013–14 school year. One district representative participating in this study shared how powerful
it was for her to see students reflecting on their own learning. She also shared that the experience
helped her see that the goal of the senior defense was attainable: “When you talk about the millions
of pieces that go into making that end product, it’s overwhelming. But when you see the end
product, you’re like, ‘OK, it can be done. It can be done.’”
One school leader who was also able to visit an Envision school during the 2013–14 school year
described how the experience led him to compare what he saw there to what was occurring at
schools within Pasadena Unified. He said:
When I went to [the Envision school], they do the sophomore presentation, and
there was a young lady who did an Algebra I project [about graphing]. The problem
was: OK, so you get this cup from Starbucks that’s $12. Then it only costs you
10 cents to refill. At what point are you going to break even, and when does it make
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sense to buy this, and does it even make sense? I was sitting there the whole time
thinking, “I can’t tell you one class on this campus where they’re doing something
like that with math, where they’re applying it.”
Because this school leader was able to see performance assessments in action at another school,
he saw the value of implementing the senior defense at his school and the positive impact it could
have on teaching and learning in the classroom.

Preexisting academies allowed stakeholders to see performance assessments already
occurring in Pasadena Unified
According to district and school staff, Pasadena
All students should have
Unified’s eight College and Career Academies
provided evidence that some students were
the opportunity to engage in
already achieving positive outcomes from
learning that is more meaningful,
instructional environments utilizing performance
assessments. These outcomes, which included
connected to students’ interests,
development of research and presentation skills,
and applicable to the real world.
showed educators, parents, and other stakeholders
what an educational experience aligned to the
new graduate profile could look like. It also
demonstrated that all students in the district should have the opportunity to engage in learning
that was more meaningful, connected to students’ interests, and applicable to the real world.
One district leader noted that once Pasadena Unified developed a graduate profile, district
staff “were able to really go back and see that the students who are in [the College and Career]
Academies were demonstrating all of these skills because of the capstone project [and] because
of the internships that they did.” This was an important realization that also led the district to
think about how to make these learning environments accessible to more students. The same
district leader also explained that seeing positive outcomes for students in the College and Career
Academies—outcomes that were aligned to those in the district graduate profile—made her realize
that only some of the district’s graduates were being held to that standard. One school leader
expressed a similar sentiment, saying, “If this is good for this group of students, it should be good
for all students.”
Prior to the districtwide adoption of the senior defense, parents were able to see firsthand, via
community information sessions, the positive experiences students had in academies. For example,
a district leader described an advisory council meeting she attended in which the new senior
defense was a topic of discussion among parents:
Our parents … had, I think, some bigger fears and concerns than probably some
of the students. And I was really impressed that in one meeting … a parent of a
foster student stood up and said, “My child has already gone through this and the
accommodations were in place. And it really gave her a feeling of self-confidence
that she didn’t have before.” And so that kind of alleviated some of the, I would say,
anxiety that was in the room from the parents that were on the district advisory
council. Because this has really been the first time when it was going to happen
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for 12th-graders, so some of [the parents] were really worried about it. And I really
appreciated that she stood up and said that. And they said to her, “Well, how is that
possible, because we’re just doing it this year?” And she said, “My daughter … [has]
been in the academy program, and that’s what they do.
As this example demonstrates, parents were able to share positive experiences their students had in
completing performance assessments similar to the senior defense because the students in College
and Career Academies were already engaging in similar practices.
As the district rolled out its new senior defense graduation requirement, these academies also
provided structures to build on when scaling the use of performance assessments. For example,
teacher collaboration was identified as a necessary component of how the College and Career
Academies operated, which indicated that non-academy educators would also need collaborative
structures to implement the senior defense. One district leader described the academies as “a pretty
key structure” and said they “have been leaders in a lot of this work,” explaining she thinks this is
because the academies “by design had a natural structure in place for teacher collaboration, for
expectations that were beyond just what we’ve seen in traditional classrooms.” At the time of this
study, Pasadena Unified was still in the process of building out supports for teacher collaboration
beyond the academy structure. However, teachers within academies talked about how the structure
facilitated collaboration, suggesting that the district as a whole could benefit from adopting some of
the practices in a broader context.
A leader from one of Pasadena Unified’s high schools with multiple academies also saw the existing
academies as an important precursor to the entire school implementing the senior defense. In
describing his school’s experience implementing the senior defense as a graduation requirement,
he said,
I think what we’ve realized is that we have pockets of this [performance
assessment]. For us, I think the big help has been the academies. Having that
structure in place, they were already doing a lot of this work before [the senior
defense] was rolled out. I think that having that as a foundation and having them
as a model … has eased the transition for students who aren’t in the academy and
haven’t been used to this.
Some students also mentioned that knowing other students in College and Career Academy classes
helped to ease their transition, because they knew they could ask for advice from those students,
who had already experienced work akin to the senior defense. Having the academies in place,
however, was not something that directly helped all students, and many students were still in the
process of learning the ins and outs of this new requirement.
Overall, the existence of College and Career Academies within Pasadena Unified helped to lay the
groundwork for the eventual development of a districtwide senior defense initiative. By having
opportunities to see students engage with performance assessments both within their own district
and while visiting other districts, school and district leaders in Pasadena Unified had something to
build from and a clearer idea of what to aim toward when implementing the senior defense.
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A Plan for Implementation
Pasadena Unified decided to roll out the implementation of the senior defense over a 4-year period
of time, with the goal that all 12th-grade students in the district would complete a senior defense
by the end of the 2018–19 school year. To achieve this goal, district leaders in Pasadena Unified
recognized the need to ensure that school leaders, educators, and students throughout the district
had a clear understanding of the requirements and the purpose of the senior defense. The district
therefore hosted professional development opportunities for teachers and planning meetings for
school administrators and site coordinators, the latter of whom were tapped to lead implementation
of the senior defense at the school level. This involved managing the senior defense rollout and
supporting school administrators, teachers, and students as they collectively engaged in the senior
defense process for the first time. The district’s rollout approach also created flexibility at the
school level, allowing each school to decide how and when to fully implement the senior defense.
While the educators interviewed for this study generally agreed that this flexibility played a positive
role in the implementation of the new policy, a potential drawback was that some schools waited
much longer than others to start rolling out the senior defense. This meant that not all schools were
at the same stage of implementation during the first year of the new graduation requirement.
Importantly, Pasadena Unified’s approach of implementing the new graduation requirement over
a 4-year period of time enabled district staff to begin developing student and educator supports
for the senior defense in advance of the requirement. This included offering “mock defenses”
for students and a calibration exercise for educators, as described earlier in this report. As the
implementation plan evolved, it also grew to include the development of supports for English
learners and students with disabilities (including those with IEPs) in addition to driving greater
curricular alignment.

A clearly defined site coordinator role supported implementation at each school
Leading up to the implementation of the senior defense, district leaders in Pasadena Unified
recognized the need for clearly defined roles. As one district staff member said, “People need to
understand all throughout the [district] how they fit into us realizing the mission and vision of
our school system.” While the graduate profile articulated the vision for what all students should
achieve in the district, district staff recognized that teachers and students needed to be supported
through the senior defense process and understand the purpose of the new requirements. To do
this, Pasadena Unified created the role of site coordinator, who would lead implementation at
each school and deliver clear messages to all staff about the purpose and requirements of the
senior defense.
The creation of the site coordinator position was identified by many as a key condition that enabled
each school to reach the district’s goal of all graduating students in the Class of 2019 completing a
senior defense. It was decided early in the 4-year process of implementation that site coordinators
would act as on-site experts on the portfolio and defense requirements, while also providing
support to school administrators, teachers, and students. The district was able to create the
position by expanding the role of librarians and providing extra compensation to those librarians in
recognition of the added work.
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Site coordinators took on much of the responsibility for supporting students at each school. For
example, leading up to the full implementation of the senior defense, site coordinators offered
to meet with students individually to ensure they had what they needed to engage with the new
process. Importantly, this occurred in the high schools with the largest student bodies as well as in
the smaller schools. As one site coordinator described his role:
We’ve [site coordinator and school leader] met with basically every senior
individually to go over every aspect of it…. We met with most of them in the
beginning of September; a few were in the beginning of October. We got a warm
fuzzy, “Hey, do you have a research paper? Do you have a piece of work that you think
encompasses you and the graduate profile?” and then talked about the reflection. I’ve
spoken to the seniors at large, in either class presentations or in their senior class
meetings, three or four times, … and whenever they’ve come, unless I was super busy,
I’ve always taken that time to talk to them and work through those issues.
Site coordinators had many responsibilities, managing logistics and serving on judging panels for
senior defense presentations, as well as supporting students and teachers to prepare portfolios and
defenses. While teachers also supported students by answering questions and helping them prepare
their portfolios and presentations, site coordinators took on the bulk of this work, due to their role
as the lead at each school.
This support that site coordinators provided to students and teachers was in addition to their
regular job responsibilities, though they did receive a stipend from the district in recognition of the
additional work. According to one school leader, the stipend “is really helpful to have, because it is
such a great amount of work and workload.”
Further emphasizing the importance of site coordinators, one district leader summed up how
necessary they were to the process of implementing the senior defense:
I don’t know that it [implementing a senior defense] can be done without a
designated person [at each] site that kind of takes that role. All of our librarians
who are the site coordinators, they’ve done a phenomenal job putting all this
together—everything from identifying students [to] meeting with students. If we
don’t have a site coordinator, I don’t know that this could be done.
Over time, the site coordinator’s role expanded to include assisting the district in communicating
clear messages about the purpose of, and requirements for, the senior defense. Pasadena Unified
initially communicated to students through district materials and presentations in classrooms and
used planning meetings and professional learning sessions to deliver messages about the purpose
and requirement of the senior defense to school leaders and teachers. This district approach alone,
however, did not always result in the clear and consistent messaging district leaders had intended.
For example, district staff interviewed for this study described explaining that the purpose of the
senior defense was for students to develop the skills outlined in the graduate profile while reflecting
on and “celebrating their learning,” but some teachers and students we interviewed reported that
they did not understand the purpose, at least initially.
While those students and staff did describe having a clearer understanding of the purpose
after completing their own defense or witnessing a student defense, respectively, this initial
misunderstanding resulted in some teachers and school leaders being apathetic toward the
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requirement leading up to, and during, its first year, giving students mixed messages about its value.
Site coordinators, however, played a key role in managing the information students received, even
intervening to ensure students saw the value of the requirement. One site coordinator, for example,
shared the messaging she used with students. She said:
I try to communicate with [students] that [the senior defense is] about their
individual growth, and also understanding what they can do now that they weren’t
able to do before. And that is really, really hard for kids. They say, “I do research.”
It’s like, well, what does that mean? So we break it down.
While this site coordinator shared how she broke down the purpose of the senior defense, another
site coordinator said that when he realized students at his school were not responding well to the
term “senior defense,” he took it upon himself to change the narrative, calling it instead a “senior
reflection.” The more positive connotation associated with reflection reportedly helped students
have a better attitude about the process.
Importantly, site coordinators helped shift the mindset about the senior defense for teachers and
school leaders as well. For example, one school leader described how the site coordinator at his
school came up with the idea to have a few students, who completed their senior defenses early,
come to a staff meeting and do their presentations. He explained how this changed his thinking
about the senior defense as a whole, saying:
My mindset [was], “OK, if it’s a mandate, we’re going to do it, and we have to do it.
I’m not going to put my kids at a disadvantage.” … [Students presented] at the staff
meeting, and that was very eye-opening for me, but also for the whole staff, like the
amount of work, and what was to be done, and how it was going to work out.… So I
kind of started to change my mind about it then.
As he described, this staff meeting was an important factor in shifting his mindset about the
value of the new graduation requirement, and the site coordinator was responsible for making
that happen.
Overall, because of the site coordinators’ lead role in the senior defense and their work on the
ground to understand student and staff needs, they were able to intervene with clearer messaging
about the purpose of the new requirement and make decisions that supported the implementation
of the senior defense, such as changing its name. This helped to make implementation of the senior
defense a reality by the 2018–19 school year. As described in the next section, schools were given
latitude to determine when in the 4-year window was the right time to implement the defense, and
site coordinators led that decision-making process in collaboration with school administrators.

A flexible implementation timeline gave schools an opportunity to prepare
Though it would become a districtwide requirement for all schools to fully implement the senior
defense by the 2018–19 school year, individual schools within Pasadena Unified were allowed to roll
out the senior defense in the preceding years. In some instances, this led schools to start the process
early and slowly roll out the senior defense starting with only a few students, to learn alongside
these students and revise the approach as necessary.
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This rollout approach was particularly useful to one school within Pasadena Unified, whose
principal described how it contributed to curricular and vertical alignment:
As [students] were doing [their senior defense], that helped the teachers, and they
were able to align it to our professional development. [They started considering,]
“Are we building in a little bit of research? Are kids doing oral presentations? Are
we using common rubrics? These are the types of skills that the kids need to be
doing.” So we backward-mapped it … all the way through to our middle school.
The benefits of implementing the senior defense and starting with students before their senior year
were felt by other staff as well. For example, one staff member at the same school explained that
she felt it would have been challenging to have the entire senior class and the school go through
the process together for the first time, noting that the one site coordinator would need to deliver
information to over 200 students without having a classroom to do so. This dilemma led staff at
that site to develop a peer mentorship process for students, something they found hugely helpful as
more students started engaging with the senior defense process. The same staff member explained:
Having those kids help each other has been the only way to survive with a large
student body like that…. I would say if there’s one thing that we did here that I
would keep for next year … [it] is having those kids who’ve already been through the
process, who can teach their sisters and brothers, and all that. And that really helps,
because for one person to [support every student] on a campus, it’s a lot.
By starting with a subset of students, this school was able to better prepare for the needs of the
entire student body that would be completing the senior defense the following year. As the staff
member explained, this resulted in a mutually beneficial circumstance in which those students
who completed their senior defense early could gain mentorship experience to put on their college
applications, while the site coordinator had a group of students who could provide peer supports
as the senior defense was rolled out, taking some of that responsibility off that site coordinator’s
shoulders. This approach was also recognized by a district administrator as a key approach for
scaling up the senior defense. She said:
At [one school], we took that small group of students that first year, which was
10th-graders … and they presented. We just wanted to see, how is this going to
look? I know you’re not a senior, but can you do this? And then, those students,
we called on them over and over. The librarian there is pretty fantastic. She pulled
those students together, and she said, “Now you’re going to be the mentors for the
students in the grades below you to help them do their projects.” So those students
were like little worker bees, helping the class beneath them. And then they became
juniors, and then they became seniors. And now, they have, I think, 25 juniors now
that have presented, and they will be there to mentor the juniors for next year. So,
building that community within the senior defense has also been really nice to see.
While some schools saw the flexible implementation timeline as an opportunity to better prepare
for full implementation, not every school approached it in this way. Individuals interviewed for this
study who were at schools that opted in to implementing early believed it helped with the overall
implementation. However, because implementing early was optional, some school leaders chose
not to do so, and their students did not begin working on their senior defenses until the beginning
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of the 2018–19 school year. In some cases, that choice was made to allow schools time to better
develop a schoolwide plan and help teachers prepare, but the approach also presented challenges.
For example, one teacher explained that it was “very challenging to have kids write an academic
research paper, an analytical research paper, without really ever practicing that.” At least one school
that did not implement early reportedly saw how it benefited the school that did, and one staff
member shared that the school is now starting the senior defense process with its 11th-graders,
asking them to reflect or even complete the defense before their senior year.
Overall, the flexibility of the district’s approach created an opportunity for schools to decide
how and when they wanted to implement the senior defense before it became a requirement.
This allowed some to implement on a small scale to test it out with a handful of students and
learn more about the kind of supports that would be needed. Those that took advantage of this
opportunity found it beneficial to their implementation process. Though the exact approach taken
at each school differed, the flexibility to introduce the requirement early and the leadership of site
coordinators were identified as key aspects of the district’s phase-in plan for implementation. Now
that the senior defense has been completed by the first class of 12th-grade students in the district,
Pasadena Unified recognizes that there is more to be done to fully meet its vision for a senior
defense requirement. As one Pasadena Unified district leader described it, the 2018–19 school year
was still very much a “learning year,” and the district would plan to keep iterating on the processes
and structures it created to better support teachers and students (see Appendix G for an update on
the 2019–20 school year).
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Meaningful Learning for Students and Teachers
There is ample research highlighting the potential impacts of performance assessments on student
and teacher outcomes. The focus of this study builds on this research, which suggests that the
successful implementation of performance assessments depends on teachers’ training, support, and
engagement throughout the performance assessment process and on support structures for students.53
Based on interviews and focus groups with 12th-grade students, educators participating in the work
of the senior defense, and school administrators, we learned how the senior defense influenced
students’ learning experiences and outcomes, as well as the teaching experience, in Pasadena Unified.

Broadening Student Outcomes
Students and educators in Pasadena Unified shared the ways they believe the senior defense
impacts student learning outcomes and can have a further impact on these outcomes in the future.
In particular, they indicated that the senior defense provides students with opportunities to reflect
on their learning and to develop their presentation skills, as well as to prepare for their future
college and career trajectories.

The senior defense provided an opportunity to reflect on learning
Both students and educators in Pasadena
Unified described how the senior defense
By connecting these reflections
process of curating a portfolio and developing
on their learning to their personal
a presentation enabled students to reflect on
stories—their extracurricular
past assignments by pushing them to think
about the value of those assignments, the skills
interests, their personal journeys,
they developed through those assignments,
and their future goals—students are
and how they could have improved their work.
The senior defense process provides students
able to connect the dots between
with multiple opportunities to reflect on their
their learning and the real world.
learning. First, in selecting artifacts for their
portfolio, students are tasked with reflecting
on their high school journeys to identify their
highest-quality work. Then, in presenting their senior defense, students are asked to reflect on why
they chose each artifact, how the artifact demonstrates their growth and acquisition of key district
graduate outcomes, and what room they might still have to grow. By connecting these reflections on
their learning to their personal stories—their extracurricular interests, their personal journeys, and
their future goals—students are able to connect the dots between their learning and the real world.
In the words of one student, “The senior defense makes you find a connection to everything. Now
when I think of something, … I’m thinking about how this relates to what’s going on around me.”
Students also shared that they appreciated the opportunity to demonstrate their growth in a
new way. About their engagement with the senior defense, one student shared, “It was one of
the only times I could remember that I got to show a way that I grew that wasn’t our usual A
through G [course requirements for admission to the University of California or California State
University systems].”
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District leaders also described these opportunities similarly. For example, one district leader
explained that the senior defense empowers students to share their “learning journey.” A teacher
described the power of providing students with the space to connect the dots between their learning
and their personal experiences, saying that it gives the classroom more “purpose”:
I think [the senior defense is] exciting, because it allows you to take something you
already love to do and go further and go deeper and make the connections between
what you’re learning in a classroom to the things you’re passionate about. And I
think that’s super important because it gives the classroom purpose. Being able to
see, being able to use your English skills to write about it, or being able to … cross
over between school and life—to me, that’s what tells me you’re ready, because you
can see that connection, because you use that connection.
From the perspective of students, this focus on reflection has also helped break through the pattern
of simply learning new material and moving on. Instead, it has provided them the space to pause
and take stock of what they have learned. According to one student,
I personally like the aspect of the whole reflection thing, where you’re trying to
look at your old work and how you improved over the years, because for most of our
grades, we do it, just get it done, and say, “That’s it. I don’t have to look at it ever
again.” And I think the whole process of looking at it again and saying, “Oh this is
what I did for this, this is the process of it” was kind of a different experience than
what we usually do.
This student reflection also highlights the possibilities of leveraging the senior defense as an
opportunity to positively shift teaching and learning.

The senior defense provided an opportunity to develop presentation skills
Students and educators also said that practicing oral presentations in class, and ultimately
presenting in front of a judging panel, offered meaningful opportunities for students to hone their
presentation skills. Several students shared that the senior defense was the first opportunity they
had to present in such a way. They appreciated that the senior defense presentations differed
from other presentations they had done in their classes in terms of format (i.e., they presented to
a judging panel, instead of reading off of a slideshow to their classmates) and content (i.e., they
presented about themselves and their learning rather than solely on a topic they researched).
One teacher noted that students take the oral presentation element of the senior defense
seriously, and the senior defense has inspired more teachers to incorporate opportunities for
oral presentations in their classes, saying, “There’s a lot of student ownership … and just the
development of oral communication skills. That’s increased drastically. You’ll have one person
teaching here or there, but with this project it’s like they’re constantly presenting in classes.”
Students reflected that the senior defense has helped them develop their public speaking skills and
their confidence presenting. One commented that she is “not afraid to speak in front of people.”
An educator noted that this opportunity to present is particularly significant for students who
are traditionally “really quiet and shy in class.” An English learner instructional coach in the
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district also shared that the senior defense can be particularly powerful for bolstering the public
speaking skills and confidence of English learners, who may otherwise have limited opportunities
to present:
I think it also helps [students] with regard to their public speaking, especially
our English learners. [They] realize, “Wow, this is part of what lies ahead in my
future, and I need to have these skills,” which is part of the speaking, listening, and
reading portion of [the senior defense]. More and more, we have classrooms where
they’re speaking less, reading more—which is great—but developing those speaking
[skills] and realizing that they’re going to be expected to stand up and deliver a
presentation of this scale … I think that really sets the tone for, “OK, I’m going into
the big world now, and I’m going to need to be prepared and be able to prepare
to present.”
As this educator explained, the senior defense created opportunities for students to practice and
develop presentation skills they will likely need after graduating.

The senior defense encouraged college and career preparation
Students and educators in Pasadena Unified both felt that the senior defense was a powerful tool
for fostering students’ college and career readiness. Across the three sites we observed, students
were instructed to begin their senior defense presentations by introducing themselves and their
academic and extracurricular interests. They then shared their postsecondary plans and reflected
on the academic and personal path that led them to these plans. Beyond providing the students
with an opportunity to reflect on their postsecondary plans, the senior defense also supports
students’ acquisition of skills that are critical to their college and career readiness. For example,
educators shared that the senior defense has supported their schools in ensuring that all students
are equipped with key academic skills—such as research—necessary in college. In the words of one
site coordinator:
I think [the students are] more ready for college, especially the ones who might not
have been getting the essay, the research paper [taught in their traditional classes].
So [the defense] really pushed research, and a more focused teaching of research,
across the board, for both the AP [Advanced Placement]/honors kids and the kids in
special [education].
Students also shared that they see the nature of oral presentation required for the senior defense
as aligned with the types of assignments they will be expected to complete in college. Educators
agreed that the senior defense helps students to develop public speaking and presentations skills
that are key to students’ college and career readiness. Additionally, students said that the senior
defense allowed them to develop skills that are directly applicable to their intended college major.
For example, one student explained that she felt the senior defense was preparing her for the type
of work she would do in college as a marketing major.
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Supporting Instructional Practice and Improvement
Through interviews and focus groups, educators who were involved with implementing or
supporting the senior defense also reflected on how this experience has influenced their teaching
practice. Educators described how the senior defense supported them in continuously improving
their instructional practice, in implementing curricular and instructional practices aligned with
performance assessments for all students, and in supporting deeper teacher–student relationships.

The senior defense encouraged continuous improvement
Educators across grade levels and subject areas shared that engaging with the senior defense—
including preparing students and observing their senior defense presentations—helped them better
diagnose potential areas for instructional and curricular improvement. Similar to the ways in which
the senior defense facilitated additional opportunities for students to reflect on their learning,
engaging with the senior defense allowed educators to see their own assignments on display and
reflect on the effectiveness of their teaching practice. One teacher explained:
This [senior defense] is the project that pushed me creatively the most.… For a
teacher, that’s so valuable. You get to see what sticks. That’s what all the teachers
are going for, is to create a lesson that kids remember 2 years from now after they
do it…. That’s gold. And so, [teachers] got to see: What’s the goal that’s happening?
And what are the qualities of those projects that the kids are learning from and
remembering? … It helps [teachers] with lesson planning and everything.
In this way, the senior defense can offer useful
formative feedback to teachers and can provide them
The senior defense can offer
tangible data to inform their future work. Educators
useful formative feedback
also said that the senior defense provided a unique
to teachers and can provide
opportunity to assess which assignments students
are connecting with and which assignments are
them tangible data to
helping students develop the skills they need. As these
inform their future work.
educators explained, this allows them to adjust student
assignments more intentionally, creating a positive
feedback loop for continuous improvement. One teacher
described how this process has helped her reflect on her
teaching practice in key competency areas the senior defense focuses on, such as critical thinking
and presentation skills:
[The senior portfolio and defense] just makes you reflect as a teacher: Am I covering
this in class? Am I asking them to think critically? Am I asking them to present [in
class] and in a manner that they could present to an audience?
By putting students’ artifacts “on display” to the wider school community, this process also allows
educators who may not be formally tied to any one classroom to contribute more effectively to
schoolwide instructional improvement and to reflect deeply on instructional practices. One English
learner instructional coach framed it as such:
I don’t have a classroom, but because I get to see [students’ senior defense] artifacts
they’re using, ... it helps me coach new teachers and explain to them the sorts of things
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or the artifacts the students choose, and it also helps me to reflect on a lot of things as
far as the school and what our schools offer, and I’ve been very vocal about it.
One school administrator also reflected on how the senior defense has encouraged collaborative
continuous improvement across his school:
One of the things [that makes defenses effective] is reexamining those Common
Core standards around literacy, especially with writing and research in the
content areas, so that it’s not just the responsibility of the English teachers. That’s
something that has surfaced, so we’re seeing a lot more discussion—dialogue where
we didn’t have that before. I think this is, in a positive way, having an impact—that
positive pressure of really looking and making sure that what we’re doing in class is
aligning with what our goals are for the end of [our students’] 4 years here.
In this way, educators and school administrators have the “positive pressure”—and the formative
data—to consider the extent to which their curriculum and instruction are aligned with standards,
and what room they may still have to grow.

The senior defense encouraged the alignment of curricular and instructional practices across
subjects and grades
As a result of these continuous improvement efforts, school-level educators described seeing
improvements in their own practice, and district leaders described seeing improvements in
instructional practices employed across schools. They observed that school sites are now building
more opportunities for students to engage in oral presentations, research projects, creative
activities, and reflections about their learning. Educators also described how the senior defense
requirement has helped ensure that these curricular and instructional practices reach all students,
especially students with disabilities, English learners, and students who are not in College and
Career Academies in Pasadena Unified.
One school administrator explained the ways in which the senior defense has helped his school
better align its instructional practices with its goals:
We have a research writing piece in our defense, and that’s one thing which worked
for us…. We had been wanting to improve the amount of research writing for all
students on campus, and it was difficult to get everyone on board. But then this
gave a, “Look, everyone has to present about a research paper they did. If we’re
not doing it, we’re setting the kids up for failure.” So it helped align to our goals,
that we wanted to increase the amount of research that we were doing on campus.
And so to make it better for our kids, then we could add more research. So that
has helped increase the amount of research work that we’re doing here on our
own campus.
In addition to helping educators recognize the need for more research opportunities across
classrooms, the senior defense has supported educators in identifying their school’s need for
effective integration of reflection opportunities and has already led schools in the district to
take tangible steps toward greater vertical alignment (the process of ensuring the curriculum
in one grade or subject prepares students for learning in the next grade or subject). One school
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administrator described in detail how the senior defense has shaped continuous improvement in his
school through a process of backward mapping (a practice that educators use to plan the timeline
and benchmarks necessary to achieve a larger end goal):
We did a vertical articulation plan.… We took the requirements of the senior
defense, the oral and the writing particularly, and we backward-mapped it. If they
have to have an 8-page paper written, they can’t do it their senior year; they have
to have it written by their junior year. So then if every junior is writing an 8-page
research paper and doing a 10-minute presentation, let’s say by their junior year,
then what’s the expectation in all classes for presentations and paper writing? … So
what do they need in their sophomore year? Their freshman year? We mapped it all
the way back to 6th grade, so that way we see more oral presentation skills.
As educators continued aligning curricular and instructional practices, students noticed how some
of these shifts support their engagement with the senior defense. In the words of one student:
Our Spanish teacher gave us a creative piece so that we could have the opportunity
to use that in senior defense in case we hadn’t taken some kind of visual arts class.
I think [it] was really helpful to have the teachers be involved in it to an extent,
and it gave students the opportunity to use their specific assignments … with the
knowledge that it will be for senior defense.

The senior defense facilitated positive teacher relationships with students
Educators shared that the process of implementing the senior defense provided them with an
avenue to get to know their students more deeply. Especially for larger school campuses, finding
and building spaces for students and teachers to build positive relationships can be a challenge.
By providing students with a way to share their personal stories and extracurricular and academic
interests, through their portfolio work and presentation, the senior defense has allowed educators
to better understand their students’ lives and experiences within and beyond the classroom.
Across the three school sites we observed, students frequently began their senior defense
presentations on a very personal note—sharing their families’ immigration stories, personal
challenges they have encountered in their educational journeys, and key teachers who have
served as mentors through these challenges. The senior defense has the potential to build deeper
relationships between students and school staff by providing a formal space for students to share
their stories. In addition to creating this space for storytelling, the senior defense provided a
space for students to share their interests and reflect on how they have grown as learners. As one
student reflected,
[The senior defense] gave us an opportunity to [present on] something we felt
we valued a lot, some work that we’ve put a lot of work into, and it gave us the
opportunity later to expand on that.… Some of the stuff that I presented is
something that I still do in my life, so some of the artifacts affected my life…. I
think that was something good, that our teachers and other people know that we’ve
actually grown from that.
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In the words of one school administrator, the senior defense is students’ “moment to shine.” After
observing a student’s senior defense, another school administrator recalled reflecting, “Wow, I
didn’t realize that they did these extra things outside of school, or [that] this is what they felt.”
Teachers agreed that getting to know their students in such a way is key to building empathy with
them and recognizing the fuller picture of who their students are. The senior defense can therefore
be a powerful tool in creating spaces for teachers and students to build relationships with each
other. In the words of one school administrator, “This gives us a chance to really get to know our
kids.” Such relationships matter because research shows that cultivating strong relationships in
schools is foundational to students’ healthy development and learning.54
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Lessons Learned
This case study of Pasadena Unified found that several key conditions supported the
implementation of a districtwide senior defense requirement: a supportive policy and practice
environment, a strong vision supported by district-led policy, access to resources and technical
assistance, multiple and varied opportunities to see performance assessments in action, and the
development of a plan for implementation. Evidence from the case study also indicated that the
implementation of the senior defense is associated with positive outcomes from the perspectives of
both students and teachers. In particular, the senior portfolio and defense thus far has broadened
the ways in which student outcomes are measured and has supported instructional practice
and improvement.
Through our research, we identified additional lessons that can be learned from Pasadena Unified’s
experience implementing its senior defense requirement. Following are five lessons for district
leaders and local policymakers who are interested in adopting performance assessments through a
collaborative, district-led approach to consider:
1. Starting with a clear vision for students’ college and career preparation can be a
powerful driving force for implementing performance assessments. By defining a
set of skills and competencies for students to develop by the time they graduate, schools
and districts can think critically about the instructional practices that enable students
to achieve this goal and the best methods to assess student learning in these areas. The
Pasadena Unified story shows how the process of developing a graduate profile can lead to
an effort to establish districtwide performance assessments as part of a balanced system
of assessment.
2. Having opportunities to observe performance assessments—in addition to receiving
clear and consistent messaging about the purpose and components of such
assessments—can help staff, students, parents, and community members see the
value in this work. Pasadena Unified stakeholders described the importance of seeing
students engage in defenses of their work. This reportedly helped increase understanding
of what performance assessments are and why they are important. After witnessing even a
single instance of students defending and reflecting on their learning, such as the Pasadena
Unified districtwide professional learning day, stakeholders may better understand the
purpose and value of this assessment practice. Messaging about both the purpose and the
components of a performance assessment initiative, such as the Pasadena Unified senior
defense, can also help stakeholders see the value in the assessment practices and ensure
that both students and teachers understand the purpose and requirements. In Pasadena
Unified, some students and staff suggested that if they received more clear and consistent
messaging from the start, it could have helped ease the transition to the new performance
assessment initiative.
3. Implementation of a districtwide performance-based graduation requirement can be
supported by ensuring that educators have sufficient time and resources. Developing
a phase-in plan and dedicating time to relevant professional learning opportunities
can help support the implementation of a districtwide performance-based graduation
requirement like the Pasadena Unified senior defense. Having dedicated district- and
school-level staff take on certain responsibilities, including offering professional
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development for teachers, coaching students, and scheduling student defenses, can also
help ensure a smooth transition to a new performance-based graduation requirement at
individual school sites.
4. Strong supports can help teachers and students succeed, especially in the early years
of implementing a new performance assessment policy. In Pasadena Unified these
supports included a site coordinator, guidance for teachers and students, and professional
learning around the use of rubrics and calibration of scoring. In particular, Pasadena Unified
educators viewed consistent guidance and support for students as an essential component
of ensuring students were able to meet the new senior defense graduation requirement with
a high level of rigor. This support could include a site coordinator to guide students through
the new process, as well as peer supports (i.e., formal or informal opportunities for students
to talk with their peers who have already completed the process). Similarly, consistent
guidance and support for teachers can help build their capacity to implement curricular and
instructional practices aligned to a new performance assessment requirement, such as the
senior defense. Professional learning opportunities that focus on the implementation of
performance assessments, including how to use rubrics and calibrate scoring practices, may
be especially valuable. It is also important to provide support on an ongoing basis to both
new and veteran teachers, especially as new teachers and staff are hired.
5. Engaging in performance assessments can positively influence educators’
instructional practices, even as the work is just starting out. Because of the feedback
loop performance assessments can create, participation in a performance assessment
process can help educators diagnose areas in need of instructional and curricular
improvement and adjust their practice to better support student learning. For example,
after participating on a judging panel for student defenses, teachers may better understand
the need for vertical alignment of instructional practices and the importance of providing
students with opportunities to reflect on their learning.
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Conclusion
Pasadena Unified developed a districtwide senior defense graduation requirement as a means to
ensure that all graduates develop skills that will prepare them for college and the career(s) of their
choice. After collaboratively developing a graduate profile that specified the skills and abilities
all Pasadena Unified students should be able to demonstrate, the school board passed the senior
defense as a graduation requirement meant to measure those skills. When the senior defense
became district policy in 2014, Pasadena Unified began a 4-year planning and implementation
period aimed at developing the capacity of educators and making curricular changes. The
2018–19 school year was the first year in which the senior defense was a requirement, and all
graduating seniors in the district successfully completed their portfolios and passed their defenses
by May 2019.
This study found that a supportive policy and practice environment at the district and state
levels was the first key condition that enabled the implementation of a districtwide performance
assessment initiative in Pasadena Unified. In particular, having a strong, collaboratively developed
vision for student outcomes helped enable the development of the senior defense, and having that
vision codified through district policy was a key factor in it reaching every student.
This study also found that utilizing resources from performance assessment experts and having
access to technical assistance supported the district through the development of its vision and as it
sought to build the capacity of educators through professional development. Many educators and
district leaders who participated in this study also referred to the multiple, varied opportunities
to observe systems and structures surrounding performance assessments, both within and outside
of Pasadena Unified, as a condition that supported implementation. Lastly, this study found that
developing an implementation plan created opportunities for some schools to build their capacity
early and designate a coordinator to oversee the process at each site.
Though the district was in its first full year of implementing the senior defense districtwide
during this study, participants identified a number of positive outcomes already emerging from its
implementation. These outcomes included the creation of opportunities for students to reflect on
their learning, develop skills for college and career, and hone their presentation skills. Teachers also
felt that the senior defense process supported their instructional practice and created opportunities
for continuous improvement, as well as opportunities for educators to develop closer relationships
with students.
Based on these outcomes, this study identified several lessons that other districts can learn from
Pasadena Unified’s approach to implementing districtwide performance assessments. First, a clear
vision for students’ college and career preparation can be a powerful driving force for implementing
performance assessments. Having opportunities to observe performance assessments, in addition to
receiving clear and consistent messaging about the purpose and components of such assessments,
can also help staff, students, parents, and community members see the value in this type of
initiative. Other districts can also look to the Pasadena Unified case to see that providing access
to sufficient time and resources is helpful, as it can be challenging to implement a districtwide
performance-based graduation requirement. During implementation, and especially in the first
year, strong supports, including a senior defense coordinator at each school, guidance for teachers
and students, and professional learning around the use of rubrics and calibration of scoring,
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were necessary in Pasadena Unified. Lastly, we learned from Pasadena Unified that engaging in
performance assessments can positively influence educators’ instructional practices, even as the
work is just starting out.
By taking a collaborative, district-led approach, Pasadena Unified was able to create a performance
assessment initiative that encourages rigorous instructional environments for all students. In
the years to come, Pasadena Unified aims to continuously improve its processes and instructional
practices to ensure that the senior defense is helping all students to develop the skills and abilities
they will need for their lives after graduation.
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Appendix A: Methodology
The goal of this study was to document Pasadena Unified’s implementation of a districtwide senior
defense graduation requirement. This individual case study is part of a larger multiple case study
of the implementation of performance assessments in a total of three districts in California: Los
Angeles Unified School District, Oakland Unified School District, and Pasadena Unified School
District.55 This case study is accompanied by a cross-case report.56

Site Selection
The Learning Policy Institute (LPI) chose Pasadena Unified because this district represented an
approach that was grounded in a decade of previous work on authentic student assessments.
Pasadena Unified was also actively engaged with the California Performance Assessment
Collaborative (CPAC) and, therefore, had support of this community of practice to reflect on its
implementation and use the case study for continuous improvement.
To inform this case, we also selected three Pasadena Unified high schools (School X, School Y,
and School Z). The schools are not named in this study in order to protect the anonymity of the
educators and students we interviewed. These school sites were selected in consultation with the
district administrators most familiar with each school’s work around performance assessments.
The researchers and these administrators chose school sites that represented the range of
performance assessment work being carried out by schools in the district. In defining the range, the
research team considered factors such as the amount of time a school site had been implementing
performance assessments, as well as existing schoolwide structures (such as College and Career
Academies). In selecting the sample, the research team also selected a range of school sizes and
selected schools whose student demographics did not significantly vary from those of the district
at large.
School X is a combined middle and high school serving approximately 1,000 students in
6th through 12th grade. School Y is also a combined middle and high school, and it serves
approximately 2,000 students in 6th through 12th grade. School Z is a comprehensive high school
serving approximately 1,500 students in 9th through 12th grade. All three schools in this study had
at least one College and Career Academy. At the time of data collection, all three schools were in the
first year of fully implementing the senior defense graduation requirement.

Research Questions
LPI collected data to address the following research questions:
• What are some of the external factors that influence these three districts’ ability to develop
and scale high-quality performance assessments?
• How do these districts build the infrastructure for developing, implementing, and scaling
high-quality performance assessments?
• How are participating schools building the systems and structures for developing,
implementing, and scaling high-quality performance assessments?
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• How are participating teachers using high-quality performance assessments to support
student learning through their curriculum and classroom practices?
• What are the perceived outcomes for teachers of participating in high-quality
performance assessments?
• What are the perceived outcomes for students of participating in high-quality
performance assessments?

Data Collection
We used a case study approach to address these research questions. Case studies allow researchers
to investigate real-life phenomena in context, generating understandings of a phenomenon
and its interplay with its environment.57 The majority of the data were collected from October
2018 to June 2019 by a three-person research team. In addition, the research team conducted
interviews with educators in April 2020 to understand how schools in the district responded to the
COVID-19 pandemic (Appendix G). We used data from a range of sources, including documents,
district administrative data, interviews with a range of personnel at the district and school levels,
focus groups with teachers and students, observations of student performance assessments, and
observations of professional learning opportunities for teachers (Table A1).

Table A1
Study Interviewees, Focus Groups, and Observations
Interviewee Roles

Total Participants

District Administrator and Staff Interviews

7

Principal and Assistant Principal Interviews

3

Teacher Leader and Site Coordinator Interviews

3

Teacher Focus Groups

3

Student Focus Groups

3

Observations of Students’ Senior Defenses
Observations of Teacher Professional Learning Sessions
a

49
a

1

This learning session was the primary districtwide, full-day professional development session offered in the
2018–19 school year.

To develop protocols for data collection, we conducted a review of the literature. We also drew
on the researchers’ experiences in supporting the districts through the California Performance
Assessment Collaborative (CPAC) network. With this work as a base, we identified factors we wanted
to inquire about during data collection (e.g., professional learning opportunities available to
teachers). We then constructed semi-structured interview, focus group, and observation protocols
to help us better understand the previously identified factors and to surface any other conditions
that might emerge as necessary to support implementation of district performance assessment
initiatives at the district, school, and classroom levels.
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To analyze the data, the researchers engaged in a multistep process. First, we drafted a preliminary
code list based upon the key conditions identified in the literature review. Next, we transcribed all
interview, focus group, and observation data. One researcher then coded the data independently
in Dedoose, a web-based application for qualitative analysis. This coding included deductive codes
based on the literature, as well as inductive codes that emerged during the coding process.
The research team then refined the codes based on the themes present in the data. Once the codes
were refined, all research team members engaged in a series of calibration exercises to ensure that
we held a shared understanding of each of the codes. After these calibration exercises, researchers
applied the codes in Dedoose to interview and focus group transcripts and field notes about
observations. To increase inter-rater reliability, researchers met weekly or biweekly to discuss
and compare decisions about the coding process. Document review supplemented the analysis of
interviews, focus groups, and observations, serving to describe the district processes.
Ultimately, the research teams triangulated findings across multiple data sources and sought
both confirmatory and disconfirmatory evidence to develop illustrations of the key conditions and
findings that emerged as well-grounded from the evidence. Each case study draft was reviewed
internally by two or three members of the research team, checked by a district leader for accuracy,
and revised based on expert peer review.
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Appendix B: Graduate Profile Quality Criteria Check

Graduate Proﬁle Quality Criteria Check
Form

Notes:

Content

Yes

Is your grad proﬁle comprised of 7 or fewer big
categories?

Is the grad proﬁle made up of complex cognitive skills,
not values?

Does your grad proﬁle ﬁt on one page?

Is it possible to describe what proﬁciency looks like for each
skill listed in the grad proﬁle? Is that description of
proﬁciency measuring the work, and not the person?

Is your grad proﬁle displayed graphically or visually?

Are the skills of the grad proﬁle cross-disciplinary?

Is your grad proﬁle organized into an easy to
memorize framework?

Are the skills of the grad proﬁle applicable beyond
school, do they extend to college or career?
• Would you see these skills in a job description?
• Are they necessary in the adult world?

Does your grad proﬁle use inclusive language,
especially for students?

Does your grad proﬁle synthesize all of the outcomes
for which the school is responsible (Common Core,
district, school, pathway, etc.)?

Is the student the subject of the sentences in your
grad proﬁle?

Are the big categories of your grad proﬁle distinct
enough that a student can be good in one and
struggling in another?

Do you provide succinct deﬁnitions for each of the
big categories of the grad proﬁle?

Does your grad proﬁle challenge the current default
setting of education in your context? Is it pushing
against “business as usual” in some way?

Yes

Notes:

Source: Envision Learning Partners. (n.d.). Graduate profile quality criteria check. http://teacher.justinwells.net/Downloads/
GraduateProfile_QualityCriteria.pdf (accessed 01/29/20).
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Appendix C: Research Rubric
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Appendix D: Creativity/Innovation Rubric
Pass

Resubmit

Pass with Distinction

Student’s Name: ______________________________ Student ID #:_____________Date:________________
Panelist Name: ___________________________ School:_____________________________
CREATIVITY AND INNOVATION NOTE TAKING RUBRIC
Scoring
Domain

Indicator

Point of
View

□ The product presents a specific point
of view
□ The student can clearly articulate the
intent of the work orally or in written
form

Originality

□ The product is new, unique,
surprising; shows a personal touch
□ The product may successfully break
rules and conventions, or use common
materials or ideas in new, clever and
surprising ways

Value

□ The product is seen as useful and
valuable; it solves the defined problem
or meets the identified need
□ The product is practical and feasible

Style

□ The product is well-crafted, striking,
designed with a distinct style but still
appropriate for the purpose
□ The product combines different
elements into a coherent whole

Reflection

□ The student uses appropriate
vocabulary and principles to describe
the work and the process of
developing and creating the work or
product
□ The student evaluates the work using
emotional response as well as cultural
information and art practice
conventions

Notes
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Appendix E: Written Communication/Reflection Rubric
Pass

Resubmit

Pass with Distinction

Student’s Name: ______________________________ Student ID #:_____________Date:________________

REFLECTION NOTE TAKING RUBRIC
Scoring
Domain
Metacognition
/Growth

Indicator
□
□
□

Connections

□
□
□

Analysis

□

□

Organization

□
□

Language Use

□
□
□

52

Notes

Explains the learning processes and
degree of effectiveness that he/she
utilized
Recognizes and discusses his/her growth,
accomplishments, and successes
Honestly acknowledges areas where
future growth and/or cognitive growth
and development are needed and
discusses a concrete plan/strategy to
manage their needs
Clearly connects and applies learning
from one area of study or point of view to
another
Thoroughly demonstrates evidence of the
use and application of at least one of the
Graduate Profile skills
Explains how learning from this
project/assignment/artifact helps him/her
to understand the world in a new way
Explains how the learning experience has
developed that ability for him/her to think
like an expert in specific discipline (like a
scientist, a researcher, an artist, etc..)
Provides appropriate and consistent
evidence to support an argument/thesis
about him/herself as a learner
Ideas are developed and logically
sequenced so that the audience can follow
the thread throughout the entire defense
Transitions connect ideas
Demonstrates varied syntax and effective
word choice
Language and tone are appropriate to the
purpose and audience
Is generally free of distracting errors in
grammar, usage, and mechanics
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Appendix F: Oral Communication/Presentation Rubric
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Appendix G: Districtwide Requirement With Two
Options for Students During a Pandemic
In March 2020, California schools and districts moved to distance learning in response to the
COVID-19 pandemic. Districts worked diligently to establish distance learning plans, and many
struggled to ensure that all students had access to the internet.58 For Pasadena Unified, this
included plans for whether and how to continue with the senior defense. The state suspended
required standardized testing on March 17, 2020, and optional standardized admissions tests
such as the SAT and ACT were put on hold as well.59 Our research team conducted interviews with
educators in Pasadena Unified between April and June 2020 to gain an understanding of how this
historic event impacted their implementation of performance assessments. Unless otherwise cited,
the information below comes from those interviews.
Pasadena Unified maintained its senior defense graduation requirement throughout school
closures. When the pandemic hit, 55% of seniors had already completed their senior defense.60
District staff reportedly felt “confident the remaining students [would] also be just as successful”61
and that upholding the graduation requirement would emphasize how much they valued the
senior defense.
In the days prior to the decision to move school online, district staff convened to create an approach
that provided schools with options for students to complete the senior defense and avoided placing
students at a disadvantage. This included two options. Students could either present their virtual
defenses to a live panel or prerecord their defense presentations and share that recording with
their site coordinator, who scored their presentation at a later time. Because this was the second
year in which Pasadena Unified implemented its senior defense, it planned to raise the bar for
students to pass, meaning students would need to meet 75% of the criteria on the rubric. Despite
the interrupted school year, Pasadena Unified required students to meet 75% of the criteria on
the rubric to pass, as planned. However, the district also recognized that some students could not
complete their senior defense, using either option, due to exceptional circumstances. In these cases,
students were not held at fault and were allowed to graduate.62
Throughout the remainder of the school year, district staff held consistent check-ins with site
coordinators to provide supports as needed and to maintain a sense of community. These forums
provided site coordinators with the opportunity to connect and share resources that facilitated
not only the senior defense, but also distance learning more generally. Shared resources included
mini-lessons, online projects, and alternative assessments. Distance learning also pushed teachers’
thinking on assessment throughout the grade levels, as they grappled with the challenges of
administering traditional tests online.
District staff felt that site coordinators were key to consistent implementation of virtual senior
defenses, because they had been trained in educational technologies that put them in a position
to support both students and teachers in the transition to virtual learning. Site coordinators found
that the virtual learning format—despite its challenges—provided an opportunity for more teachers
to experience the senior defense. They also found that some students who had previously been
disengaged expressed enthusiasm about the virtual defense format, and some were excited to
complete live, virtual presentations.
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