
  

 

 

 

 

 

 
  

Assessment of Progress in 

MERIT Schools – Synthesis 

Report 

 Prepared for the Office of 

Superintendent of Public Instruction 

June 30, 2011 

 



 
 
 
 
Assessment of Progress in MERIT Schools – Synthesis 
Report 
 

Prepared by 
 
 
 
 
 
The BERC Group, under contract, for 
District and School Improvement and Accountability 
Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction 
 
 
District and School Improvement and Accountability 
WIIN Center 
6501 North 23rd Street 
Tacoma, WA 98406 
(253) 571-3540 
wiin@k12.wa.us 
 
Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction 
Old Capitol Building 
PO Box 47200 
Olympia, WA 98504-7200 
  

  

 B A K E R    E V A L U A T I O N    R E S E A R C H    C O N S U L T I N G   

mailto:wiin@k12.wa.us


Synthesis Report District and School Improvement and Accountability        1 

Assessment of Progress in MERIT Schools 
Synthesis Report 

 
Introduction 
 
In 2010, in an effort to improve education and educational opportunities across the nation, the 
federal government provided funding for School Improvement Grants (SIG) to support the 
lowest performing schools and districts. Schools and districts throughout the country applied for 
these grants, and the program now serves more than 730 schools nationally (Klein, 2011). 
Schools and districts accepting SIG money are required to adopt one of four federally defined 
school intervention models: Closure, Restart, Turnaround, or Transformation. The school 
Closure model refers to a district closing a school and enrolling the students who attended the 
school into other higher-achieving schools in the district. The Restart model occurs when a 
district converts the school or closes and reopens it under management of an educational 
management organization (EMO). The Turnaround model includes replacing the principal and 
rehiring no more than 50% of the school’s staff, adopting a new governance structure, and 
implementing a research-based instructional program aligned to state standards. The 
Transformation model requires replacing the school principal and addressing four areas critical 
to transforming persistently low-achieving schools: developing teacher and principal leader 
effectiveness, implementing instructional reform strategies, extending learning time and 
creating community connections, and providing operating flexibility and sustained support.  

 
Most states required eligible schools and districts to complete detailed grant applications with 
specific information regarding how they would implement one of the four intervention models. 
Along with this process, some states elected to perform an assessment of each school to 
determine their specific needs. As part of the application process in Washington State, The 
BERC Group, Inc. conducted School and Classroom Practices Studies (SCPS) at all of the eligible 
schools. These studies included: a) a review of district level practices and policies to identify 
potential supports and barriers that may impact the district’s ability to implement an 
intervention; b) classroom observation data focusing on instructional practices within the school 
(researchers conducted 380 classroom observations in the winter of 2010); c) qualitative 
interviews and focus groups focusing on the alignment of school structures and practices with 
the Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction’s (OSPI) Nine Characteristics of High 
Performing Schools (Shannon & Bylsma, 2007); and d) high school outcomes data (course-
offering patterns, course-taking patterns and college eligibility, graduation rates, and college 
enrollment, college persistence, and college graduation rates). The BERC Group findings were 
used to complete the application for SIG support and were incorporated into the ongoing 
implementation of improvement goals and action plans at the school and district levels. 

 
In Washington State, 17 schools from nine different districts received a grant under this 
program. These schools were named Models of Equity and Excellence through Rapid 
Improvement and Turnaround (MERIT) by OSPI and began working together on the 
implementation of their plans in the summer of 2010. In the spring of the 2010-2011 school 
year, BERC Group researchers visited each of the schools and districts again to conduct an 
Assessment of Progress, which provided the same data as mentioned above and allowed for 
measuring changes the schools and districts made over the course of the year. Additionally, 
staff, family, and student surveys aligned with the Nine Characteristics of High Performing 
Schools were administered, collected, and analyzed by The BERC Group. OSPI is also using 
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other tools to monitor the success of the MERIT schools, such as benchmark data, leading 
indicator data required through the grant, and end-of-year reports, and each district is 
collecting data unique to their specific areas of focus. Approximately 762 people, including 
district and building administrators, union leaders, certificated and non-certificated staff 
members, counselors, parents, and students participated in interviews and focus groups. In 
addition, researchers conducted 417 observations in the spring of 2011 to determine the extent 
to which Powerful Teaching and LearningTM was present in the school. These observations were 
compared to baseline observations (380) collected in the winter of 2011. 

 
The following section of this report highlights district level changes occurring over the last year 
in support of the MERIT schools. Subsequent sections of the report discuss changes in the 
alignment of the schools to the Nine Characteristics and highlights promising and unique 
practices and policies being implemented at the schools over the last year. 
 
 

District Level Changes 

Researchers spoke to representatives from each of the nine districts and specifically 
investigated how each district is supporting their school or schools and what changes are 
occurring at the district level due to grant activities. District level change occurred in several 
major areas including: 1) personnel, 2) staff evaluation, 3) professional development, 4) 
compensation, and 5) supervision. The following sections provide greater detail on the changes 
taking place in each of these areas. 

 
One of the major supports the districts are providing to schools is assistance with personnel 
changes. In some cases, more than half of the staff at a school changed, and district personnel 
helped with the hiring process, sometimes hiring from within the district or recruiting qualified 
personnel from outside of the district. At many of the schools, new principals needed to be 
hired, and district personnel took time to either find a replacement from within the district or 
looked externally for a replacement. One unique practice was the partnering of one district with 
a university. This district hired a professor with expertise in research-based turnaround 
practices. This individual agreed to lead the school through the improvement process and 
transition back to his professorship gradually over the three-year grant period. Some of the 
districts helped schools develop new positions within their school or helped to expand already 
existing positions. For example, a few of the schools chose to hire additional administrators, 
such as a Dean of Students or a School Business Officer. Many of the schools hired literacy and 
math coaches or extended them from part time to full time. A couple of the districts helped 
their schools hire additional personnel to assist with family communication and connections to 
the larger community. 

 
One of the main requirements of the School Improvement Grants is to change the way staff 
members are evaluated. All of the districts are in the process of revising their staff evaluation 
criteria. Generally, most of the districts used last year for planning, where committees of district 
representatives, principals, union representatives, and teacher-leaders were assembled with the 
task of revising the evaluation process. In all of the districts, the new evaluation model will be 
in place for the fall of 2011. In some cases, districts are implementing the new system with all 
of the schools in the district whether they are MERIT or not, in others they will pilot the new 
evaluation system in non-MERIT schools starting next year, and in others, it will be optional for 
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the other schools in the district. Many of the districts are being aided in this process by the 
work of Charlotte Danielson, and many are basing their new model on her four-tiered 
framework (Danielson & McGreal, 2000). Researchers noted that district personnel reported the 
biggest challenge to be how to integrate student performance (test scores) into the teacher 
evaluation system.  

 
The other major supports provided by the districts are in the areas of professional development, 
compensation, and supervision. All of the districts reported changes in professional 
development this year, specifically due to the influx of grant funds. Districts were able to assist 
schools in finding external consultants when necessary and made efforts to provide teachers 
with more job-embedded training. A few of the districts also supported their new principals by 
hiring leadership coaches. One of the unique challenges in the districts with more than one 
MERIT school was differentiating training based on the unique needs of each school. One of the 
benefits of having the School Improvement Grant is the ability of each district to compensate 
teachers for extra time spent in training, planning, collaboration, and extending learning 
opportunities for students. Districts are helping schools to ensure that staff members are 
compensated appropriately for their extra efforts. Additionally, a few of the districts 
implemented creative monetary incentives for their schools for improvements in student 
performance over the course of the year, and some are also offering new teachers incentives 
for staying at the school for a certain number of years. Finally, most of the districts made 
adjustments to the district-level supervision and overseeing of the MERIT schools. For example, 
one district created a position for a SIG/MERIT coordinator and assigned a human resource 
generalist to oversee the management and implementation of SIG personnel requirements. 
Other districts reduced the school caseload for district representatives in charge of supervising 
MERIT schools and implemented policies so that any issues arising related to the MERIT schools 
could be expedited. 
 
When comparing the MERIT schools, it is important to note that the districts in which they 
reside have very different capacities to support the work. Some have in-house professional 
development and coaching, and others have no personnel dedicated to providing professional 
development for the improvement of instruction or the development of assessments or 
standards-aligned materials. Some districts are dependent on Educational Service District 
personnel to provide assistance and guidance in these areas. Some districts have specific 
individuals charged with overseeing MERIT schools and the additional requirements they have 
to meet, while others are unable to provide such specific support. The following section outlines 
school level changes occurring in each of the Nine Characteristics. This section is followed by a 
short summary of the results. 

 
School Level Changes 

 
Using data collected through School and Classroom Practices Studies and data from surveys 
conducted at each of the schools with staff, students, and families, research team members 
reached consensus on scores for 19 Indicators organized around the Nine Characteristics of 
High Performing Schools. Each Indicator was scored using a rubric with a continuum of four 
levels that describe the degree to which a school is effectively implementing the Indicator. The 
four levels are: 
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4 – Leads to continuous improvement and institutionalization (meets criteria in column 3 
on this indicator plus additional elements)  

3 – Leads to effective implementation  
2 – Initial, beginning, developing  
1 – Minimal, absent, or ineffective 
 

Table 1 includes rubric scores averaged across all 17 schools for all the Indicators, including the 
results from the School and Classroom Practices Study conducted in 2010 and the current 
Assessment of Progress. 
 
Table 1.  
Indicator Scores for the Nine Characteristics of High Performing Schools 

Indicators Average 
Rubric Score 

2010 

Average 
Rubric Score 

2011 

Clear and Shared Focus   

     Core Purpose – Student Learning 2.41 2.65 

High Standards and Expectations for All Students   

     Academic Focus 2.12 2.59 

     Rigorous Teaching and Learning 2.12 2.12 

Effective School Leadership   

     Attributes of Effective School Leaders 2.47 2.65 

     Capacity Building 2.24 2.53 

     Distributed Leadership 2.00 2.35 

High Levels of Collaboration and Communication   

     Collaboration 2.00 2.65 

     Communication 2.12 2.65 

Curriculum, Assessments, and Instruction Aligned with 
State Standards 

  

     Curriculum 1.94 2.53 

     Instruction 2.24 2.18 

     Assessment 1.71 2.00 

Frequent Monitoring of Teaching and Learning   

     Supporting Students in Need 2.35 2.71 

Focused Professional Development   

     Planning and Implementation 2.18 2.47 

     Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessment 2.12 2.53 

Supportive Learning Environment   

     Safe and Orderly Environment 2.24 2.41 

     Building Relationships 2.47 2.41 

     Personalized Learning for All Students 2.47 2.65 

High Levels of Family and Community Involvement   

     Family Communication 2.29 2.29 

     Family and Community Partnerships 2.06 2.41 
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Survey Results 
 
Staff, students, and families at the MERIT schools also completed surveys designed to measure 
whether these groups see evidence of the Nine Characteristics of High Performing Schools in 
their respective schools. The staff survey includes factors around each of the Nine 
Characteristics, and the family and student surveys include factors around each of the 
characteristics, except Focused Professional Development. Individual survey items were rated 
on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = neutral/undecided, 4 = 
agree, and 5 = strongly agree). Researchers consider a “4” or “5” response on an individual 
survey item a positive response. Likewise, an overall factor score of 4.0 and above is a positive 
response. These surveys were not administered in the initial assessment. 
 
A summary of the survey findings appears in Figure 1. All staff and student scores are below a 
4.0, indicating the factor does not exist to a high degree. On all factors, family scores were 
higher than staff members and students, with most scores hovering around 4.00. The MERIT 
staff members and students scored the Clear and Shared Focus (3.84 and 3.81, respectively) 
factor the highest and Family and Community Involvement (3.35 and 3.17, respectively) the 
lowest. Families scored High Standards and Expectations (4.07) the highest and Effective 
School Leadership the lowest (3.84). 

The results of these surveys are included in the following discussion of the MERIT schools’ 
alignment to the Nine Characteristics. Appendix A includes the frequency distribution for the 
three surveys, organized around the Nine Characteristics. 
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Figure 1. Survey Factor Scores 
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Clear and Shared Focus 

 

Everyone knows where they are going and why. The focus is on achieving a shared vision, and 
all understand their role in achieving the vision. The focus and vision are developed from 

common beliefs and values, creating a consistent direction for all involved. 
 

Table 2. 
Clear and Shared Focus – Indicator Means 

Indicators Average 
Rubric Score 

2010 

Average 
Rubric Score 

2011 

Clear and Shared Focus   

     Core Purpose – Student Learning 2.41 2.65 

 
Out of the 17 MERIT schools, six schools increased their rubric score for Core Purpose – 
Student Learning by one point, nine schools’ rubric scores remained unchanged since the first 
assessment, and two schools’ rubric scores for this area decreased by one point (see Figure 2). 
The schools that went up typically went from a 2 to a 3, and both of the schools that decreased 
in this area went from a 3 to a 2. Of the schools that had no change in rubric score, five of 
them remained at a 3 and four of them remained at a 2. Only one school scored a 4 on this 
rubric out of the 17 schools and no schools received a 1. 
 

 
Figure 2. Rubric Changes from First Assessment to Second Assessment – Clear and 
Shared Focus 
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Core Purpose – Student Learning. As highlighted by Figure 2, about one-third of the MERIT 
schools improved in this area over the first assessment. At these schools, focus group and 
interview participants talked about sharing the same beliefs about their school’s purpose and 
were clear on the goals and plans to improve the school. One of the keys to improvement in 
this area was a collaborative process to develop the vision, beliefs, and goals. The more 
collaborative the process to establish these, the more the vision appeared to be shared 
amongst the school community. Schools that were successful in this area took improvement 
goals in small, manageable chunks and monitored their progress along the way. One school 
engaged students in the process of tracking goals by distributing a weekly data dashboard with 
data points such as failure rates, attendance, withdrawals, dropouts, and discipline data. These 
data were then tied to rewards and consequences for the students. This helped make students 
more aware of the goals for the school and take more ownership in their role in improving the 
school. 
 
Commonly mentioned school improvement goals included improving instruction particularly in 
math and reading, providing more focused professional development for teachers, increasing 
learning time, and increasing family and community involvement. One of the most cited 
strategies to achieve improvement goals included changing master schedules to increase 
instructional time in certain content areas (mostly reading and math). Some schools were able 
to change teacher contracts to allow for extending the school day or school year to allow for 
increased instructional time, while others rearranged existing school schedules or incorporated 
more learning opportunities during other times such as before and after school, during lunch 
time, and during the summer. Many of the schools are using internal and external instructional 
and content-specific coaches to support the work around improving instruction. Other 
professional development included training around discipline programs, the Response-to-
Intervention (RTI) model, Professional Learning Communities (PLCs), and student assessment 
data. In general, teachers are receiving more professional development, and more of the 
training is job-embedded. Although, many focus group participants talked about increasing 
parent and community involvement as being a goal, most did not make substantial progress in 
this area and felt that other areas needed to be addressed first. 
 
As mentioned previously, many rubric scores in this area remained unchanged from the first 
assessment. Some of these schools were already at a 3 in this area, suggesting that they were 
already incorporating many of the aspects that lead to effective implementation. For the schools 
that remained at a 2 or went down from a 3 to a 2, some of the possible reasons for this 
included a lack of buy-in from staff around implementing grant activities. In some cases, a new 
leader came into the school with a specific vision, and more time will be needed for the staff to 
become fully invested. In other cases, the process of developing the vision, beliefs, and goals 
was not collaborative. Some focus group participants talked about this year as being more of a 
planning year and are focused on implementation next year. As one person commented, “This 
has been a year of planning, not implementing. Next year should be a smoother process 
because we are putting all of the planning time in.” Finally, staff members at many of the 
schools talked about feeling very overwhelmed and fatigued with needing to make so many 
changes in such a short amount of time. All of these reasons contributed to schools not making 
progress in this area. 
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High Standards and Expectations for All Students 
 

Teachers and staff believe that all students can learn and meet high standards. While 
recognizing that some students must overcome significant barriers, these obstacles are not 
seen as insurmountable. All students are offered an ambitious and rigorous course of study.  

 
Table 3. 
High Standards and Expectations for All Students – Indicator Means 

Indicators Average 
Rubric Score 

2010 

Average 
Rubric Score 

2011 

High Standards and Expectations for All Students   

     Academic Focus 2.12 2.59 

     Rigorous Teaching and Learning 2.12 2.12 

 
Out of the 17 MERIT schools, nine schools increased their rubric score for Academic Focus by 
one point, seven schools’ rubric scores remained unchanged since the first assessment, and one 
school’s rubric scores for this area decreased by one point (see Figure 3). The schools that 
increased typically went from a 2 to a 3, and the school that decreased in this area went from a 
3 to a 2. Of the schools that had no change in rubric score, three of them remained at a 3 and 
four of them remained at a 2. None of the schools scored a 4 or a 1 on this rubric for the most 
recent assessment.  
 
In comparison to Academic Focus, not as many schools improved in the area of Rigorous 
Teaching and Learning (see Figure 3). Most schools (13 out of 17) remained at the same score 
for this area for their second assessment; however, two schools increased one point in this area 
and two schools decreased one point. The schools that increased moved from a 2 to a 3 and for 
the schools that decreased in this area, one decreased from a 3 to a 2 and one decreased from 
a 2 to a 1. Of the schools that had no change in rubric score, all but one scored at a 2. None of 
the schools scored a 4 on this rubric for the most recent assessment. 
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Figure 3. Rubric Changes from First Assessment to Second Assessment – High 
Standards and Expectations for All Students 
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shared, “There are different expectations for different levels. They don’t expect as much from 
lower students in lower groups. They push the upper kids harder.” Schools implementing the 
Turnaround model talked about it being very challenging to get everyone on the same page 
regarding academic focus and rigor. All expect this to improve as their work continues, and they 
get to know one another better. 
 
Rigorous Teaching and Learning. In general, while school staffs are more knowledgeable 
about state standards, they do not agree on a common definition of rigorous teaching and 
learning, and researchers did not observe a great difference in the level of Powerful Teaching 
and Learning occurring in classrooms during this assessment compared to the first assessment. 
Classroom observations using the STAR Classroom Observation ProtocolTM yielded the following 
scores on the five essential components (3’s and 4’s combined): Skills (68%), Knowledge 
(52%), Thinking (35%), Application (31%), and Relationships (77%). This data suggests Skills 
and Relationships are relative strengths in MERIT classrooms. Compared to previous 
observations, there were decreases in the areas of Thinking (previously scored at a 44%) and 
Application (previously scored at a 34%). See Appendix B for the results of the classroom 
observations. 
 
Overall, the classroom observation data suggests that the efforts to integrate authentic 
instruction and research-based instructional practices are still in the early stages at most of 
these schools. Many classrooms continued to be very teacher-centered, and students were not 
regularly being asked to interpret, analyze, synthesize, or evaluate information, but rather were 
asked to perform simple tasks such as recalling information directly from a text or copying 
down information. Students also noticed this and reported differences in the types of tasks they 
are given depending on the teacher, some being very challenging and other being very easy. As 
some of the schools are moving toward integrating Special Education students and English 
Language Learners into mainstream classrooms, many teachers reported a challenge in 
differentiating their instruction to accommodate a wide diversity of learning styles and the vast 
differences in the level of experience students have with the content. Many talked about this 
hindering their efforts to challenge advanced students, while still providing the support and 
pacing appropriate for struggling students. 
 
Some of the schools implementing the Turnaround model hired teachers who were new to the 
field, and some school leaders admitted that these teachers are struggling with common issues 
that plague all new teachers, such as learning the curriculum, implementing common routines 
for students, and dealing with classroom management issues. They reported that sometimes 
the lack of classroom routines and poorly defined behavior expectations are interfering with 
instruction in some of these classrooms. Conversely, one of the schools improving in this area 
reported a change in classroom practice, such that a shift has occurred from focusing on 
student behavior, compliance, and assignment completion to active student engagement and 
collaborative student work. More changes such as this are expected as schools continue 
through the process of improvement. 
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Effective School Leadership  
 
Effective instructional and administrative leadership is required to implement change processes. 
Effective leaders are proactive and seek help that is needed. They also nurture an instructional 
program and school culture conducive to learning and professional growth. Effective leaders 
have different styles and roles. Teachers and other staff, including those in the district office, 

often have a leadership role. 
 

Table 4. 
Effective School Leadership – Indicator Means 

Indicators Average 
Rubric Score 

2010 

Average 
Rubric Score 

2011 

Effective School Leadership   

    Attributes of Effective School Leaders 2.47 2.65 

    Capacity Building 2.24 2.53 

    Distributed Leadership 2.00 2.35 

 
Out of the 17 MERIT schools, seven schools increased one point in their rubric score for 
Attributes of Effective School Leaders, six schools’ rubric scores remained unchanged since the 
first assessment, and four school’s rubric scores for this area decreased by one point (see 
Figure 4). Once again, the schools that increased typically went from a 2 to a 3, while the 
schools that decreased in this area went from 3s to 2s. Of the schools that had no change in 
rubric score, four of them remained at a 3 and two of them remained at a 2. Only one school 
scored a 4 on this rubric out of the 17 schools, and no schools received a 1 for the most recent 
assessment.  
 
In comparison to Attributes of Effective School Leaders, not as many schools decreased on the 
other two rubrics within this characteristic (see Figure 4). In the areas of Capacity Building and 
Distributed Leadership it was an almost equal split of schools remaining at the same score and 
schools improving by one point; however, for both of these rubric areas two schools went down 
one point from 3s to 2s.1 The schools that increased typically moved from 2s to 3s, although a 
few also went from 1s to 2s. Of the schools that had no change in rubric score, most were 
scoring a 2. No schools scored a 4 or a 1 for Capacity Building. One school received a score of 4 
for Distributed Leadership, while 2 schools received a score of 1 for this area.  
 

                                                                 
1 The schools going down in these rubric areas were unique, such that no single school went down in 
both rubric areas. 
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Figure 4. Rubric Changes from First Assessment to Second Assessment – Effective 
School Leadership 
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reported that administrators were not visible in classrooms or in the school. Some also 
complained of disorganization and lack of follow-through from some administrators. Others 
talked about discipline issues taking up too much time for some of the administrators. Many 
teachers at these schools also talked about wanting more helpful feedback regarding their 
instructional practice. Fifty-one percent agree there is an evaluation process in place that helps 
them improve their practice. For schools implementing the Turnaround intervention model, 
many focus group participants talked about the influx of new teachers adding to leadership 
challenges, with administrators needing to spend a lot of time building buy-in with staff around 
grant activities. 
 
Capacity Building. In general, focus group participants believed that the status of their 
school, the presence of the grant, and the increased focus on school improvement has raised 
expectations for adults. Some focus group participants reported positive results from 
implementing a different teacher evaluation system and believed the performance expectations 
to be much clearer this year. Some of the schools improving in this rubric area started providing 
weekly, structured time to visit one another’s classrooms. For schools that decreased or stayed 
the same in this area, staff members reported that there was no clear system for staff to give 
feedback or express concerns to administrators, and some felt that administrators were not 
approachable or not available. In instances where schools did not improve in this area, a 
common complaint by staff members was that performance expectations were unclear or were 
inconsistent. One area many teachers talked about needing improvement was training in 
cultural awareness and how to infuse student culture into instruction. Sixty-four percent of staff 
members agree that school staff receive training in working with students from diverse 
backgrounds. 
 
Distributed Leadership. The average rubric score for this area is lower than the other two 
areas in this characteristic, and although many schools improved from the first assessment, this 
is an area that remains a struggle for many schools. All of the schools have leadership teams, 
but not all of them are meeting on a consistent basis. One reason schools decreased or 
remained at 2s in this area is that there is not a clear understanding of the school-level 
decision-making process, and in some cases, administrators are making the majority of the 
decisions. Schools that did improve in this area talked about how distributed leadership is 
assisting with teacher buy-in to grant activities. Teachers are more accepting of the changes if 
they know that their colleagues are the one’s coming up with the plans and ideas. Many schools 
could benefit from a transition of allowing the leadership team to have more ownership and to 
begin bringing their ideas to the table. Some schools remained the same or decreased in this 
area because they admitted that the committee work and work of the building leadership team 
rarely led to any changes in classrooms or in what students are experiencing at the school. 
Additionally, schools continue to struggle with obtaining more student, parent, and community 
input in their decision-making. 
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High Levels of Collaboration and Communication 
 

There is strong teamwork across all grades and with other staff. Everybody is involved and 
connected to each other, including parents and members of the community to identify problems 

and work on solutions. 
 

Table 5. 
High Levels of Collaboration and Communication – Indicator Means 

Indicators Average 
Rubric Score 

2010 

Average 
Rubric Score 

2011 

High Levels of Collaboration and Communication   

     Collaboration 2.00 2.65 

     Communication 2.12 2.65 

 
Out of the 17 MERIT schools, eleven schools increased one point in their rubric score for 
Collaboration, six schools’ rubric scores remained unchanged since the first assessment, and no 
schools decreased in this area (see Figure 5). The schools that increased typically went from a 2 
to a 3, although a couple went from a 1 to a 2 and one school went from a 3 to a 4. All three 
schools implementing the Turnaround model went up in this area. Of the schools that had no 
change in rubric score, five of them remained at a 2 and one of them remained at a 3. None of 
the schools scored a 1 on this rubric for the most recent assessment.  
 
In comparison to Collaboration, not as many schools improved in the area of Communication 
(see Figure 5). Most schools (10 out of 17) remained at the same score for this area for their 
second assessment; however, six schools increased one point in this area and one school 
decreased one point. Most schools that went up moved from a 2 to a 3; the school that 
decreased in this area went from a 3 to a 2. None of the schools scored a 4 or a 1 on this rubric 
for the most recent assessment. 
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Figure 5. Rubric Changes from First Assessment to Second Assessment – High Levels 
of Collaboration and Communication 
 
Collaboration. As can be seen in the table above, Collaboration is an area of substantial 
improvement for the MERIT schools (see Table 5). The average rubric score went up from 2.00 
to 2.65. Staff surveys also confirmed this with 80% of survey respondents agreeing they 
engage in collaborative professional development opportunities (see Table 5). At many of the 
schools, students reported noticing teachers working together more. In general, the most 
common structure of collaboration at the MERIT schools is Professional Learning Communities 
(PLCs), although most admit the PLCs vary greatly in their effectiveness even within the same 
school. Many of the schools have early release or late arrival on a weekly basis to accommodate 
collaborative time. Teachers are reporting that collaborative work is focused around reviewing 
student data, aligning curriculum with standards, discussing instructional practices, planning 
common lessons, creating common assessments, and doing book studies, to name a few. More 
efforts are being made by many of the schools to ensure teachers have common planning time 
with other grade level or subject area teachers; some schools adjusted schools schedules to 
ensure this could happen. Some of the schools improving in this area also had teachers 
beginning to invite one another into their classrooms, and some were provided with substitutes 
so they could begin doing this on a more regular basis. 
 
One stumbling block at many of the schools implementing PLCs is that they are collecting more 
student data, but are not exactly sure what to do with all of it. Another common issue discussed 
by teachers was that increased instructional time did not necessarily come with added planning 
time. Others also talked about having additional time to plan, but little time to actually 
implement plans. Some interview participants also expressed frustration in having collaboration 
time taken up with other activities, such as district trainings. Finally, many teachers and 
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paraeducators talked about getting little chance to talk with one another and thought that it 
would be beneficial to have weekly time to plan and discuss student progress. 
 
Communication. In general, most MERIT schools are using a variety of methods to 
communicate with the school community, among the most common were emails, school and 
classroom newsletters, phone calls, bulletin and message boards, parent conferences, student-
led conferences, and parent nights. Most schools improving in this area talked about easy 
access to student records including attendance, discipline, and academic progress. Further, 
since many of these schools serve diverse student populations, some talked about the 
importance of sending home information in multiple languages and making sure translators 
were available at school events and in the front office at the school. A few added or increased 
the hours of positions such as parent community coordinators and home visitors, which they are 
hoping will greatly improve school-family connections and communication. 
 
For schools that went down or remained at the same score for this rubric, one issue appeared 
to be a lack of communication between teachers and parents. In some cases, parents 
complained that teachers did not get back to them in a timely manner or felt uninformed about 
school activities; others were frustrated that the school either had no online system for families 
to access student information or the systems were confusing or updated infrequently or 
inconsistently by teachers. Some also reported that communication with families was too last 
minute. Some staff members, parents, and students were also concerned that most of the 
communication from schools is negative, and parents talked about not hearing positive 
information about their students very often. Finally, one frequent issue was communication 
between adults working at the school; some staff members reported feeling inadequately 
informed about school events and school decisions. 
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Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessments Aligned with State Standards 
 

The planned and actual curriculums are aligned with the Essential Academic Learning 
Requirements and Grade level Expectations. Research-based teaching strategies and materials 

are used. Staff understands the role of classroom and state assessments, what the assessments 
measure, and how student work is evaluated. 

 
Table 6. 
Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessments Aligned with State Standards – Indicator 
Means 

Indicators Average 
Rubric Score 

2010 

Average 
Rubric Score 

2011 

Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessment Aligned with 
State Standards 

  

     Curriculum 1.94 2.53 

     Instruction 2.24 2.18 

     Assessment 1.71 2.00 

 
As can be seen in Table 6 and in Figure 6, the Curriculum rubric improved the most compared 
to the other two rubrics making up this characteristic. Out of the 17 MERIT schools, ten schools 
increased by one point in their rubric score for Curriculum and seven other schools’ rubric 
scores remained unchanged since the first assessment (see Figure 6). Once again, the schools 
that increased typically went from 2s to 3s, while the schools that remained the same in this 
area mostly scored 2s. No schools scored a 4 or a 1 on this rubric for the most recent 
assessment.  
 
In contrast, the Instruction rubric went down slightly from the previous assessment with only 
two schools improving from 2s to 3s in this area. Twelve schools remained at the same score as 
the previous assessment, typically remaining at a 2, and three schools decreased in this area 
from a 3 to a 2. No schools scored a 4 or a 1 on this rubric for the most recent assessment.  
 
On the Assessment rubric, six schools improved, ten schools stayed at the same score, and one 
school decreased. The schools that increased typically moved from 2s to 3s. Of the schools that 
had no change in rubric score, there was almost an equal split of those scoring a 2 and those 
scoring a 3. The one school going down in their rubric score went from a 3 to a 2. No schools 
scored a 4 for Assessment and one school scored at a 1. 
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Figure 6. Rubric Changes from First Assessment to Second Assessment – 
Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessment Aligned with State Standards 
 
Curriculum. In general, most MERIT schools reported using state standards to guide student 
learning and instruction, and many were more confident this year that curricular materials align 
with state standards. Survey results reflected this, with 82% of staff members surveyed 
agreeing that the school’s curriculum is aligned with state standards. One reason for 
improvements in this area is the introduction of new curriculum, which required teacher training 
and sometimes included lesson modeling by school coaches. In some cases, larger districts 
were able to provide schools with curriculum pacing guides or consultants to work with the 
school on curriculum alignment. For schools that decreased or remained at the same score for 
this rubric, some admitted that no defined curriculum existed for certain subject areas, that 
there were gaps between the curriculum and the state standards, and that the vertical (across 
grade level) alignment of the curriculum was poor. On the staff survey, 59% of staff members 
agreed that curriculum is vertically aligned. 
 
Instruction. As can be seen in Figure 6, most schools did not improve in the area of 
Instruction this year. The two schools that did improve talked explicitly about the link between 
instruction and student outcomes. For example, at one of the schools improving in this area a 
teacher shared, “Whatever I’m doing is not good enough if kids aren’t at proficiency. If I don’t 
make drastic changes, no matter how good I think my instruction is, the results won’t change. 
If I’m delivering [the information in] the same way; I will get the same results.” At schools 
improving in this area, staff members are noticing differences in what students are being asked 
to do in lessons. “Kids are now working together in groups of four and are having more math 
discourse. Before you would see more classrooms in rows and the teacher doing most of the 
talking,” shared one interviewee. Some of the schools are implementing peer observations for 
self-reflection, which appears to be a promising practice. 
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Although many of the schools talked about changing instruction as important for improvement 
and do have more resources this year to work on this area (i.e. instructional coaches and 
support materials), most admit that their school does not have a common instructional 
framework. As one person commented, “Although we talk about instruction, there is no 
organized structure on best instructional practice.” Additionally, many admit that this area is 
one of the hardest to change as one person commented, “It’s the hardest thing to do. That’s 
why it has taken so much to do it.” In general, in the schools that remained at the same score 
or decreased in this area, it is likely that some teachers are using elements of Powerful 
Teaching and Learning, but it is in pockets throughout the school rather than system-wide. 
Many interview participants talked about the difficulties of focusing on instruction when so 
many other school systems are changing. For example, schools switching to a full-inclusion 
model were overwhelmed with accommodating diverse learners in their classrooms. In fact, 
many schools are struggling with this, as 65% of staff survey respondents agree they 
differentiate instruction to accommodate diverse learners. Additionally, this year at some of the 
MERIT schools, teachers are being asked to teach new courses with new curriculum and are 
likely still adjusting their teaching for these types of courses. 
 
Assessment. Many of the MERIT schools improved on this rubric area. Those that improved 
reported more efficient use of data, and there were several instances where schools created 
and were implementing formative common assessments. Although most interviewees admitted 
that more training is needed on how to use assessment data to inform and revise instruction, 
curriculum, and programs, many of the schools are receiving more training in this area. For 
schools that decreased or remained at the same score for this rubric, some discussed that they 
are not using data for anything more than student placement and that it is not being used to 
modify programs or change classroom instruction. Many also saw the need to streamline and 
reduce the number of assessments given to students. One person reflected the sentiments of 
many sharing, “I feel like I’ve spent more time assessing kids than teaching them.” 
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Frequent Monitoring of Learning and Teaching 
 

A steady cycle of different assessments identify students who need help. More support and 
instructional time are provided, either during the school day or outside normal school hours, to 
students who need more help. Teaching is adjusted based on frequent monitoring of student 

progress and needs. Assessment results are used to focus and improve instructional programs. 
 

Table 7. 
Frequent Monitoring of Learning and Teaching – Indicator Means 

Indicators Average 
Rubric Score 

2010 

Average 
Rubric Score 

2011 

Frequent Monitoring of Teaching and Learning   

     Supporting Students in Need 2.35 2.71 

 
Out of the 17 MERIT schools, six schools increased one point in their rubric score for Supporting 
Students in Need and eleven other schools’ rubric scores remained unchanged since the first 
assessment (see Figure 7). All of the schools improving on this rubric went up from 2s to 3s, 
while the schools that remained the same in this area were split between those scoring a 3 and 
those scoring a 2. No schools scored a 4 or a 1 on this rubric for the most recent assessment. 
 

 
Figure 7. Rubric Changes from First Assessment to Second Assessment – Frequent 
Monitoring of Teaching and Learning 
 
Supporting Students in Need. As highlighted by Figure 7, about one-third of the MERIT 
schools improved in this area over the first assessment. At these schools, focus group and 
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interview participants talked about frequently collecting student data to ensure students are 
placed in appropriate intervention courses or are receiving extra support. Many of the MERIT 
schools are underway in implementing programs consistent with Response-to-Intervention. In 
surveys, 56% of staff respondents agree that structures are in place, such as early intervention 
and remediation programs to support all students. Student surveys show that 57% agree that 
teachers know which students are having trouble learning and make sure those students get 
extra help. At many of the improving schools, participants talked about working with coaches 
and school leaders to review data and to identify resources needed for students. These teams 
often involve a counselor, teachers, parents, and administrators who examine available 
academic and behavioral data to decide on support and monitor progress. Other frequently 
mentioned supports for students in need included personnel in the form of paraeducators, 
school psychologists, speech and language pathologists, special education instructors, 
graduation specialists, and family support workers. Non-personnel supports included having 
advisories, focus periods, or tutorial periods; having access to academic computer programs; 
and offering before, after school, and during the summer academic programs. 
 
As mentioned previously, many rubric scores in this area remained unchanged from the first 
assessment. Some of these schools were already at a 3 in this area, suggesting that they are 
already incorporating many of the aspects that lead to effective implementation. For the schools 
that remained at a 2, some of the possible reasons for this included that they are beginning 
implementation of these efforts but are still in the early stages and programs are not being 
monitored for effectiveness. Another issue mentioned by some was a lack of communication 
between people providing the support (i.e. outside agencies, paraeducators, etc.) and teachers. 
Another common concern was a lack of enough support and resources to address the needs of 
Special Education students and English Language Learners. Many interviewees talked about 
needing more training and resources around language acquisition. In general, inequitable 
distribution of support is one of the biggest issues in the majority of the schools. For example, 
many staff, students, and parents believe that there are few structures in place to provide 
opportunities for accelerated learning. Staff surveys reiterated these qualitative findings with 
57% of respondents agreeing that staff regularly uses data to target the needs of specific 
populations such as learning disabled, gifted and talented, and limited English speaking. 
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Focused Professional Development 
 
A strong emphasis is placed on training staff in areas of most need. Feedback from learning and 
teaching focused extensive and ongoing professional development. The support is also aligned 

with the school or district vision and objectives. 
 

Table 8. 
Focused Professional Development – Indicator Means 

Indicators Average 
Rubric Score 

2010 

Average 
Rubric Score 

2011 

Focused Professional Development   

     Planning and Implementation 2.18 2.47 

     Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessment 2.12 2.53 

 
Out of the 17 MERIT schools, six schools increased one point in their rubric score for Planning 
and Implementation, ten schools’ rubric scores remained unchanged since the first assessment, 
and one school decreased in this area (see Figure 8). The schools that improved went from 2s 
to 3s and the schools remaining the same typically stayed at a 2, although three schools 
remained at a 3 and one school remained at a 1. None of the schools scored a 4 on this rubric 
for the most recent assessment.  
 
The results for the Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessment rubric were very similar with most 
schools (10 out of 17) remaining at the same score for this area; however, seven schools 
improved one point in this area (see Figure 8). Once again, all of the schools improving moved 
from 2s to 3s and most of the schools staying the same were at a 2. None of the schools scored 
a 4 or a 1 on this rubric for the most recent assessment. 
 

  
Figure 8. Rubric Changes from First Assessment to Second Assessment – Focused 
Professional Development 
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Planning and Implementation. As can be seen in Table 8, Planning and Implementation is 
an area of improvement for the MERIT schools. The average rubric score went up from 2.18 to 
2.47. Staff surveys revealed that 65% of survey respondents agreed that there is a long term 
professional development plan to support the school’s mission and goals. Some of the different 
trainings MERIT schools are participating in this year included Positive Behavioral Interventions 
and Supports (PBIS) training, RTI training, ELL training, Guided Language Acquisition Design 
(GLAD) training, Advancement Via Individual Determination (AVID) training, and project-based 
learning training, among many others. The majority of the schools are also using literacy and 
math coaches to provide on-going training on-site. Schools that improved or already were 
scoring at a Level 3 on this rubric are ensuring that trainings are research-based and utilize the 
principles of adult learning. On the staff survey, 70% of respondents agreed that professional 
development activities are research-based and aligned with standards and student learning 
goals. While most schools are implementing whole school training or training by grade level or 
department, many also allow individual teachers to make professional development requests 
that are granted if they are well aligned with school improvement goals. 
 
At many of the schools that did not improve in this area, researchers could not identify a formal 
process for assessing professional growth needs of the staff. Staff members at these schools 
also talked about trainings not being relevant enough to their needs and not being 
collaborative. One issue at many of the schools was a lack of training for paraeducators. 
Because of the structure of paraeducators workdays and their contracts, few have received 
support through professional development opportunities. Many reported concern with this 
because much of the instructional support provided to students is through paraeducators, and if 
they have not had proper training on research-based classroom practices, school-wide discipline 
programs, and curriculum, then program fidelity and effectiveness decrease. One issue with the 
schools implementing the Turnaround intervention was the vast differences in the amount of 
training teachers already had, with some having substantial training and expertise in certain 
areas and others with little or no training. 
 
Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessment. In general, most teachers at MERIT schools 
have access to state standards as well as other curriculum-related materials. The MERIT 
districts and schools regularly provide teachers with training on the use of curricular materials 
and assessments; much of this appears to be done using math and literacy coaches, although 
teachers also attend external trainings related to standards and curriculum. Many are working 
with on-site coaches especially in the areas of literacy and math. These coaches are able to 
provide on-going support and job-embedded training that is more specific to individual teacher 
needs. Staff survey results show that 58% of respondents agree that professional development 
opportunities offered by the school and district are directly relevant to staff learning needs, and 
55% agree that professional development activities are sustained by ongoing follow-up and 
support. 
 
At schools remaining at the same score in this area, there appeared to be professional 
development opportunities in a variety of areas, but there did not seem to be a sustained focus 
on developing authentic pedagogy, using an instructional framework, or interpreting and using 
assessment data to drive instruction. One common concern expressed by focus group 
participants at many of the schools was that trainings are followed by little time for planning 
and implementation on what was learned. Teachers also worried about being out of their 
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classrooms too much for trainings. Some teachers expressed wanting professional development 
in some of the content areas that are not as emphasized, and many focus group participants 
identified that they would benefit from further trainings around issues of poverty and cultural 
awareness, especially on student populations that are similar to their own school’s student 
population. 
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Supportive Learning Environment 
 

The school has a safe, civil, healthy, and intellectually stimulating learning environment. 
Students feel respected and connected with the staff and are engaged in learning. Instruction is 

personalized and small learning environments increase student contact with teachers. 
 

Table 9. 
Supportive Learning Environment – Indicator 9 

Indicators Average 
Rubric Score 

2010 

Average 
Rubric Score 

2011 

Supportive Learning Environment   

     Safe and Orderly Environment 2.24 2.41 

     Building Relationships 2.47 2.41 

     Personalized Learning for All Students 2.47 2.65 

 
Out of the 17 MERIT schools, six schools improved one point in their rubric score for Safe and 
Orderly Environment and eight other schools’ rubric scores remained unchanged since the first 
assessment (see Figure 9). Once again, the schools that improved typically went from 2s to 3s, 
while the schools that remained the same in this area mostly scored 2s. No schools scored a 4 
or a 1 on this rubric for the most recent assessment.  
 
In contrast, the Building Relationships rubric decreased slightly from the previous assessment 
with only three schools improving in this area. Ten schools remained at the same score as the 
previous assessment, with half remaining at a 2 and the other half remaining at a 3, and four 
schools went down in this area from 3s to 2s. No schools scored a 4 or a 1 on this rubric for the 
most recent assessment.  
 
On the Personalized Learning for All Students rubric, five schools improved, ten schools stayed 
at the same score, and two schools decreased. The schools that improved all moved from 2s to 
3s on the rubric. Of the schools that had no change in rubric score, there was almost an equal 
split of those scoring a 2 and those scoring a 3. The two schools decreasing in their rubric score 
went from 3s to 2s. No schools scored a 4 or a 1 on this rubric. 
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Figure 9. Rubric Changes from First Assessment to Second Assessment – Supportive 
Learning Environment 
 
Safe and Orderly Environment. During this assessment, researchers noted that many of the 
MERIT schools began implementation of positive behavior reinforcement systems; the most 
common of these was PBIS. Schools earning a 3 on this rubric were noted by researchers and 
focus group participants as generally clean and safe. On surveys, 80% of staff members, 74% 
of family members, and 47% of students agreed that the school is a safe place. Several of the 
schools hired extra administrators or created positions such as a Dean of Students to help with 
discipline and behavior referrals. Schools scoring higher in this area reported few discipline and 
student behavior issues and reported that these types of issues are dealt with consistently and 
fairly. 
 
At many of the schools that did not improve in this area, researchers noted issues with the 
safety or cleanliness of the school such as leaking, flooding, or safety hazards for disabled 
students. The most common reason for schools to score a 2 on this rubric is that behavior 
expectations are unclear or inconsistently reinforced. Oftentimes, the school may have a 
behavior program that is not fully implemented or is not being used by all staff members. In 
several schools, researchers noted classrooms where student behavior interfered significantly 
with classroom instruction, and there appeared to be few consequences for this type of 
behavior. Other schools scoring low in this area had focus groups participants reporting more 
behavior issues this year and an unsafe environment due to issues with bullying, gangs, drugs, 
and vandalism. Forty-one percent of staff members agree that rules for student behavior are 
consistently enforced, and 52% agree that the school deals effectively with bullying if it occurs. 
Seventy-eight percent of families agree that their student is treated fairly by school staff. 
Eighty-nine percent of families agree they know what is behavior is expected of their children at 
school, and 83% of families agree that teachers enforce classroom and school rules. 
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Building Relationships. In general, most teachers at MERIT schools reported that the adults 
in the school try to form meaningful relationships with students and use those relationships to 
tailor their instruction. On surveys, 88% of staff respondents agreed that school staff members 
show they care about all students, and 75% of families agree that there is an adult at the 
school whom their child trusts and could go to with a problem. In surveys with students, 52% 
agreed that their teachers know them well, and 54% agreed that adults in the school show 
respect for students. According to classroom observations, 84% of the classrooms observed 
showed clear evidence of being positive, inspirational, safe, and challenging learning 
environments. Schools moving up on this rubric put more emphasis this year on increasing the 
ways they are recognizing student success and rewarding positive student behavior. Schools 
improving also implemented common strategies for building relationships with students such as 
advisories, enrichment activities, and school clubs and programs. In schools scoring a 3 in this 
area, staff members also report positive and respectful relationships among staff members at 
the school and talked about being able to go to school leadership with issues or concerns. On 
the staff survey, 63% of staff members reported feeling they can freely express their opinions 
or concerns to the administrators, and 58% reported agreeing that administrators consider 
various viewpoints and obtain a variety of perspectives when making decisions.  
 
One of the main reasons schools remained at the same score in this area or went down was 
because the school had no feedback system to express concerns to school leaders. Staff 
members at these schools often reported feeling very overwhelmed and isolated. 
 
Personalized Learning for All Students. In general, most teachers at MERIT schools were 
able to report several ways their schools are personalizing the learning environment. For 
example, some schools are personalizing learning through intervention times, where students 
can get help at their individual level in some subject areas. Another way some schools are 
personalizing is through the use of tutorial or advisory times to help create a structured time 
where teachers are able to conference with individual students and help them with academic 
skills such as organization and time management. Teachers at many of the MERIT schools work 
together with paraeducators or educational assistants in their classes to help with small group 
work and offer struggling students one-on-one time with an adult. A few of the schools held 
student-led conferences and reported them to be very successful in building relationships with 
students and their families. 
 
Schools scoring at a three in this area also have strong transition programs, including providing 
families and students with the opportunity to visit their new school and observe in classrooms, 
and attend presentations from existing students, counselors, and teachers. One high school 
demonstrated a promising practice of introducing ninth grade students to high school by having 
a week long ninth-grade academy to help with the transition. At this school, students are also 
offered help with transitioning to post-secondary education or a career through specific courses 
where they get help with writing college essays, filling out applications, and developing 
resumes. This school also provided students with the opportunity to visit with college recruiters, 
attend college fairs, and go on visits to local colleges. 
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High Level of Family and Community Involvement 

There is a sense that all have a responsibility to educate students, not just the teachers and 
staff in schools. Families, as well as businesses, social service agencies, and community 

colleges/universities all play a vital role in this effort. 
 

Table 10. 
High Level of Family and Community Involvement – Indicator Means 

Indicators Average 
Rubric Score 

2010 

Average 
Rubric Score 

2011 

High Levels of Family and Community Involvement   

     Family Communication 2.29 2.29 

     Family and Community Partnerships 2.06 2.41 

 
As can be seen in Table 10, most schools did not improve in the area of Family Communication 
from the first assessment to the second. Out of the 17 MERIT schools, three schools improved 
one point in their rubric score for Family Communication, eleven schools’ rubric scores remained 
unchanged since the first assessment, and three schools decreased in this area (see Figure 10). 
The schools that improved went from 2s to 3s, and the schools remaining the same were split 
between those staying at a 2 and those staying at a 3, although one school remained at a 1. 
None of the schools scored a 4 on this rubric and two of the schools scored a 1 for the most 
recent assessment.  
 
The results for the Family and Community Partnerships rubric were somewhat similar with most 
schools (10 out of 17) remaining at the same score for this area; however, six schools improved 
in this area (see Figure 10). Once again, most of the schools improving moved from 2s to 3s; 
however, several moved up from 1s to 2s, with one school moving from a 1 to a 3. Most of the 
schools staying the same were at a 2 or a 3. None of the schools scored a 4 on this rubric, 
while one school continued to score at a level 1. All three of the schools implementing the 
Turnaround model did not improve in either of these rubric areas. 
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Figure 10. Rubric Changes from First Assessment to Second Assessment – High 
Levels of Family and Community Involvement 
 
Family Communication. As can be seen in Table 10, Family Communication is an area where 
MERIT schools did not make much progress this year. The average rubric score stayed the 
same from the first assessment to the second assessment. Most focus group participants 
continued to report their school communicating with families in a variety of ways. Some of 
these ways included report cards, telephone calls, emails, newsletters, student-led conferences, 
open houses, parent nights, automated phone systems, and assemblies. At the few schools that 
did improve in this area, parents reported feeling welcome at the school and reported the 
Parent Teacher Association (PTA) or Organization (PTO) at the school to have a stronger 
presence this year. Some of these schools encouraged better family communication by hiring 
extra personnel (i.e. home liaisons, graduation specialists, family support workers, home 
visitors, parent community coordinators) to help make family connections or increased the 
caseloads of already existing family support personnel. Since many of these schools have a 
large population of non-English speaking families, schools that were able to provide translators 
scored more highly on this rubric. 
 
At many of the schools that did not improve in this area, parents participating in focus groups 
reported wanting more communication from the school around student progress, how the 
school is improving because of the grant, and information on how to help their students 
improve. In some cases, parents did not feel adequately informed about important events and 
incidents taking place at the school, or language presented a significant barrier for parents to 
feel comfortable visiting the school or participating in the parent organization. Oftentimes, 
parent organizations existed at the schools but were not very active or only had a few parents 
participating. On the family survey, 82% of families agree they felt welcome at the school and 
79% agree the school staff kept them informed about activities and events at the school. Staff 
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surveys results show that only 23% agreed that parents participate in school wide decision 
making, and 43% agree that teachers have frequent contact with their students’ families. 
 
Family and Community Partnerships. Although most focus group participants at the MERIT 
schools report that they encourage family and community volunteers, most admit that they do 
not observe parents or community members visiting the school or participating in school 
activities as often as they would like. However, several of the schools improved in this area 
compared to the first assessment. Schools improved if they were able to build new partnerships 
with local organizations and agencies to provide assistance, resources, and enrichment for 
students. These outside agencies are providing aid in the following areas: counseling, 
graduation support, summer transition assistance, family home visits, after-school 
programming, referral services, and drug and alcohol prevention programs. In several cases, 
school leaders made a point to attend local community meetings and events. One high school 
also held a job fair at their school, inviting local businesses to participate. At schools remaining 
at the same score in this area or decreasing, focus group participants had difficulty identifying 
any community partnerships and reported that their school has few volunteers. Staff survey 
results show that only 36% agree that community organizations or family volunteers work 
regularly in classrooms and the school, and 64% agree that the school works with community 
organizations to support its students. 
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Summary 

Changing a system can take many years. Staff members at the MERIT schools are attempting 
to undertake major improvement efforts in a very short period of time, and the staffs are 
attempting these changes after many years of demonstrating little progress. Additionally, the 
nature of these improvement efforts is more comprehensive than in the past. Much of the work 
in the past was focused on “restructuring” schools while the current effort includes improving 
not only the structure of schools, but also the quality of instruction in the schools. This type of 
comprehensive change requires a wide variety of data, strategic planning, and commitment 
from staff. While it is yet unknown how much students outcomes may be affected by the initial 
changes taking place at the schools, the Assessments of Progress revealed evidence of growth 
in many important areas of school improvement. In all, the average rubric score improved from 
the first to the second assessment in 15 areas, two areas showed no change (Rigorous 
Teaching and Learning and Family Communication), and two others went down slightly 
(Instruction and Building Relationships). 
 
The rubric areas showing the most growth were Collaboration, Curriculum, and Communication 
(The 3 C’s); all improving by more than half a point. SIG funding helped many of the schools 
carve out more time to collaborate in PLCs focused around reviewing student data, aligning 
curriculum with standards, discussing instructional practices, planning common lessons, and 
engaging in professional development. Creating the structure for staff members to meet 
regularly together to share practices, to monitor student learning, and to make adjustments is 
one of the essential first steps in changing the culture of a school toward one of academic 
improvement. Progress made in the area of Curriculum was also greatly assisted by the influx of 
grant money, which enabled districts and schools to adopt and implement new curriculum and 
to ensure curriculum alignment with state standards. Many of the MERIT schools were also able 
to improve their methods of communicating with the larger school community, which was aided 
by the addition of community coordinators and support workers. 
 
The two rubric areas that decreased from the first to the second assessment were Instruction 
and Building Relationships. The MERIT schools continue to struggle with coming to agreement 
on what teaching and learning should look like in classrooms, and although many are receiving 
support in this area from instructional coaches and consultants, so many other structural 
changes occurred at the schools this year (i.e. curriculum changes, changes to master 
schedules, changes in teaching assignments, etc.). Many admitted that changes in classroom 
practice will become more of a focus in the coming years. Schools also reported some difficultly 
in maintaining and building relationships with each other and with school leadership given the 
increased demand on their time and the stress occurring from the process of making such 
comprehensive changes. Additionally, as discussed by Michael Fullan in Principals as Leaders in 
a Culture of Change (2002), organizations undergoing major changes often experience an 
“implementation dip” and “no matter how much pre-implementation preparation, the first six 
months or so of implementation will be bumpy” (p. 6). Fullan also points out that while aligning 
systems and implementing new programs and policies often people will need to develop new 
skills and new understandings and that it is not unusual for performance to dip during these 
times. 
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The pattern of indicators increasing and decreasing points out two important things. First, 
based upon the comprehensive work of these 17 schools, it appears that it is reasonable to 
expect schools to make progress in the 3 C’s in Year 1 of a project of this magnitude. Second, 
based upon the comprehensive work of these 17 schools, it is clear that instruction / teaching 
and learning does not change without it being a direct focus of the work. This is helpful, 
because it leads to the idea that the 3 C’s (Collaboration, Curriculum, and Communication) are a 
prerequisite to improving Teaching and Learning. For those schools that have aligned their 
curriculum, have high levels of collaboration and have communication strategies in place, they 
can now move toward improving instruction next year. 
 
Although there are many indications MERIT schools are headed in the right direction, it may be 
unrealistic to expect schools to make significant progress on all of the Nine Characteristics in 
one year. Although the eventual goal is system-wide improvement, most of the schools have 
made progress in many of the areas and have plans to expand, improve, and refine their work 
next year. The rubrics scoring the highest (Supporting Students in Need, Core Purpose – 
Student Learning, Attributes of Effective School Leaders, Collaboration, Communication, and 
Personalized Learning for All Students) were clearly a focus for many of the schools this year 
and may represent areas that are most susceptible to immediate changes with the addition of 
extra support and resources. 
 
The rubrics scoring the lowest (Assessment, Instruction, and Rigorous Teaching and Learning) 
are ones that take longer to improve upon, often because these areas depend upon changes 
made by individual teachers. Instruction and Rigorous Teaching and Learning are rubrics that 
are heavily focused on what is happening in the classroom, and these areas must improve for 
the reform efforts to truly trickle down to the student level and affect how students are 
learning. Indeed, the most important change facing the schools is the alignment of instructional 
strategies with educational reform efforts. The goals of public education have changed and 
teachers need support in how to teach differently, and this type of professional development 
and change typically takes years; as it requires behavior change in individuals and requires a 
set of skills and knowledge that are still being developed by many teachers.  
 
Schools have taken on this work voluntarily in recognition that improvements are necessary. 
Many are doing this in the face of concerns about staff burnout and sustainability. In many 
cases, these schools are leading the way for other schools in their respective districts and are 
beginning the process of change that other non-MERIT schools throughout the state will need 
to take on eventually. These schools are courageously taking steps to improve, and are 
pioneering innovative and creative ways to solve the problems plaguing schools throughout the 
nation. Although major improvements still need to be made at all of the schools, clearly early 
measures indicate that many educators remain committed to the changes needed to bring 
about improvements in student achievement and are implementing the necessary elements to 
bring about the cultural shift required to improve their school.  
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Appendix A 
Staff Survey Demographics 

Gender   

Male 28.4% (n=145) 

Female 71.6% (n=366) 

Race   

American Indian/Alaska        
Native 2.9% (n=15) 

Asian 1.7% (n=9) 

Black/African American 3.8% (n=20) 

White 70.4% (n=367) 

Hispanic/Latino/a 10% (n=52) 

Pacific Islander .6% (n=3) 

Declined to identify 10.6% (n=55) 

Staff Role   

Certificated Staff 79.4% (n=416) 

Classified Staff 16% (n=84) 

Administrator 4.6% (n=24) 

Years Teaching at this 
School   

1st year 27.8% (n=135) 

2nd or 3rd year 15.6% (n=76) 

4th or 5th year 14.8% (n=72) 

6th-9th year 14.2% (n=69) 

10th year or more 27.6% (n=134) 

Total years Teaching   

1st year 9.5% (n=46) 

2nd or 3rd year 8.2% (n=40) 

4th or 5th year 11.3% (n=55) 

6th-9th year 15% (n=73) 

10th year or more 55.9% (n=271) 

National Board Certified   

Yes 7% (n=34) 

No 92% (n=453) 
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Family Survey Demographics 
 

Race   

American Indian/ Alaska Native 9.2% (n=67) 

Asian 4.6% (n=34) 

Black/African American 4.2% (n=31) 

White 16.9% (n=124) 

Hispanic/Latnio/a 63.4% (n=464) 

Pacific Islander .3% (n=2) 

Decline to Identify 1.4% (n=10) 

Relationship to Student   

Mother 76.9% (n=570) 

Father 16.2% (n=120) 

Grandparent 1.3% (n=10) 

Foster/adoptive parent or Guardian 1.3% (n=10) 

Mentor   

Sibling 2.1% (n=16) 

Legal guardian or Designee .8% (n=6) 

Extended family member .7% (n=5) 

Other caregiver .5% (n=4) 

Free or Reduced Lunch?   

Yes 86.4% (n=355) 

No 13.6% (n=95) 

English is the Primary Language    

Yes 49.7% (n=355) 

No 50.3% (n=360) 

School Provides Interpreter Services when Needed   

Yes 53.6% (n=376) 

No 11.3% (n=79) 

Not Applicable 35% (n=246) 

School Informs me of non-discrimination policy every 
year   

Yes 80.3% (n=511) 

No 19.7% (n=125) 
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Student Survey Demographics 
 

Gender   

Male 50.9% (n=1117) 

Female 49% (n=1076) 

Race   

American Indian/Alaska Native 8.3% (n=188) 

Black/African American 8.3% (n=188) 

Asian 5.8% (n=132) 

White 34% (n=771) 

Hispanic 37% (n=837) 

Pacific Islander 2.4% (n=54) 

Decline to Identify  4% (n=93) 

 
  



Synthesis Report District and School Improvement and Accountability        38 

Clear and Shared Focus 
 

3%

1%

2%

4%

2%

1%

8%

3%

5%

8%

6%

3%

21%

12%

16%

20%

30%

17%

51%

58%

56%

54%

50%

58%

18%

27%

21%

15%

12%

21%

13. My school's mission and purpose drive 
important decisions.

29. My school’s mission and goals focus on 
improving student learning.

40. My school’s mission and goals include a 
focus on raising the bar for all students and 

closing the achievement gap.

56.  My school's mission and goals are 
developed collaboratively.

57.  Resource allocations align with  school 
improvement goals.

61. My school's improvement plan is data-
driven.

Clear and Shared Focus - Staff
Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree



Synthesis Report District and School Improvement and Accountability        39 

 

 

3%

3%

2%

4%

3%

3%

3%

4%

8%

4%

11%

13%

17%

19%

13%

46%

48%

46%

43%

49%

37%

33%

31%

27%

31%

1.  I have a clear understanding of what the 
school is trying to accomplish.

2.  The school's mission and goals influence 
important decisions.

17.  The school has a clearly defined purpose 
and mission.

27.  The school communicates its goals 
effectively to families and the community.

36.  Academics are the primary focus at my 
child's school.

Clear and Shared Focus - Family

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree
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3%

6%

2%

6%

8%

3%

24%

26%

19%

38%

38%

41%

29%

21%

34%

8. The main purpose of my school is to help 
students learn.

19. I understand the mission and purpose of 
this school.

28. My teachers believe student learning is 
important.

Clear and Shared Focus - Student
Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree
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High Standards and Expectations 
 

 

 

 

 

  

 

2%

2%

2%

22%

2%

12%

7%

10%

28%

8%

18%

23%

19%

24%

17%

57%

56%

50%

23%

58%

13%

13%

19%

3%

17%

4. Staff believe all students can learn 
complex concepts.

12. Students are presented with a 
challenging curriculum designed to develop 

depth of understanding.

19. Our school maximizes instructional time 
for student learning.

24. Students are promoted to the next 
instructional level only when they have 

achieved competency.

31.  School Staff expects all students to 
achieve high standards.

High Standards and Expectations - Staff
Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree
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3%

3%

3%

3%

4%

3%

3%

5%

3%

6%

2%

5%

4%

4%

13%

10%

12%

9%

12%

14%

12%

49%

48%

40%

40%

42%

45%

43%

30%

37%

39%

46%

38%

34%

38%

3.  My child receives detailed feedback 
about the quality of the work he/she does.

4.  School Staff expects all students in the 
school to meet high standards.

5.  School staff keeps me well informed 
about my child’s progress.

12.  Teachers in this school communicate 
that they believe all students can learn.

18.  Teachers do whatever it takes to help 
my child meet high academic standards.

32.  My child is learning what he or she 
needs to know to succeed in later grades or 

after graduating from high school.

37.  Teachers challenge my child to work 
hard and become successful.

High Standards and Expectations - Family

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree
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3%

3%

5%

3%

4%

3%

4%

6%

8%

7%

5%

7%

6%

6%

36%

27%

21%

20%

27%

21%

22%

44%

47%

37%

38%

43%

40%

41%

11%

16%

29%

34%

20%

30%

27%

1.  In most of my classes, we stay focused 
on learning.

2. My classes challenge me to think and 
solve problems.

20. My teachers believe that all students 
can do well.

21.  My teachers encourage me to do my 
best.

29. My teachers are clear about what I am 
supposed to learn.

39. My teachers expect all students to 
work hard.

40. I know why it is important to for me 
to learn what is being taught.

High Standards and Expectations - Student
Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree
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Effective School Leadership 

 

2%

5%

10%

11%

4%

8%

3%

3%

5%

6%

7%

13%

20%

13%

12%

18%

8%

9%

12%

15%

16%

31%

33%

14%

25%

28%

16%

33%

20%

21%

53%

41%

31%

40%

47%

35%

49%

42%

47%

44%

22%

9%

6%

23%

11%

10%

25%

12%

16%

14%

6.  Administrators hold staff accountable for 
improving student learning.

20. We have an evaluation process in place that 
helps make all staff improve their practice.

32. A clear and collaborative decision-making 
process is used to select individuals for leadership 

roles in the building.

33.  School staff can freely express their opinions 
or concerns to administrators.

36. School leaders ensure instructional and 
organizational systems are regularly monitored 
and modified to support student performance.

37.  Staff accomplishments are formally recognized 
and celebrated.

44. Administrators expect high quality work of all 
the adults who work at this school. 

49.  Administrators intentionally recruit and retain 
a diverse and highly qualified staff.

53. The principal systematically engages faculty 
and staff in discussions about current research on 

teaching and learning.

68.  Administrators consider various viewpoints 
and obtain a variety of perspectives when making 

decisions.

Effective School Leadership - Staff
Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree
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4%

3%

7%

4%

6%

4%

10%

4%

16%

15%

28%

21%

46%

42%

34%

45%

28%

37%

22%

27%

6.  Administrators provide opportunities for 
me to express my ideas and concerns.

13.  Administrators at this school are 
available to parents/guardians.

19.  School staff asks for my ideas and 
suggestions on important decisions (for 
example, changes in curriculum, school 

policies, staffing, budget, dress codes).

20.  Administrators expect high quality work 
from all adults at this school.

Effective School Leadership - Family
Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree
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8%

9%

10%

9%

10%

12%

30%

25%

28%

36%

30%

30%

17%

27%

19%

22. At my school I can help make decisions 
that affect me (for example, decisions about 

school rules, student activities).

30. I see the principal all around the school.

41. I know I can ask the principal for help if I 
need it.

Effective School Leadership - Student
Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree
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High Levels of Communication and Collaboration 

 
 

2%

4%

3%

4%

1%

2%

7%

6%

10%

10%

16%

5%

11%

20%

12%

20%

21%

24%

22%

24%

27%

56%

46%

52%

47%

54%

48%

35%

24%

21%

13%

10%

19%

16%

12%

23. Staff members engage in collaborative 
professional learning opportunities focused on 

improving teaching and learning.

34. Our school translates a variety of documents, 
including newsletters, progress reports, event 
announcements, and letters into families’ first 

languages.

45. In our school we communicate effectively to 
families and the community using a variety of 

methods (for example, email, notes, newsletters, 
website).

51.  Staff members collaboratively review student 
work.

58.  Interpreters are readily available to teachers, 
students, and families.

65. Teachers invite their colleagues into 
classrooms to observe instruction.

69.  The school has a regularly maintained and 
updated website or other online platform that 

provides information for staff, students, parents, 
and community members.

High Levels of Communication and Collaboration - Staff

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree
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3%

4%

3%

2%

2%

4%

4%

5%

5%

6%

7%

4%

5%

2%

12%

14%

18%

19%

12%

11%

8%

44%

45%

42%

45%

43%

41%

42%

35%

32%

31%

27%

39%

39%

44%

14.  School staff communicates with 
parents/guardians and the community in a way 
that is convenient for us (eg. email, telephone 

calls, website, notes, home visits). 

28.  My child’s school makes it easy for 
parents/guardians and the community to attend 
meetings (for example, holding them at different 

times of the day or providing child care).

38.  School staff works with me to meet my child's 
needs.

39.  The school provides opportunities to learn 
more about the school.

48.  I know how to get my child what he/she 
needs to be successful in school.

50.  My child's teachers respond promptly to me 
when I have a question or concern about my child.

51.  The school provides information in my 
language.

High Levels of Communication and Collaboration - Family

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree
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4%

9%

8%

12%

10%

12%

29%

35%

29%

37%

31%

35%

18%

16%

15%

3. My teachers talk with me about how I am 
doing in class.

9.  Interpreters are available for me and my 
family if we need them.

42. My parents or guardians have a good 
idea about what goes on at school.

High Levels of Communication and Collaboration - Student
Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree
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Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessment

1%

1%

2%

1%

1%

2%

2%

1%

1%

9%

4%

7%

6%

6%

4%

8%

2%

5%

21%

21%

21%

11%

22%

21%

25%

15%

18%

52%

59%

57%

57%

61%

57%

51%

60%

57%

17%

16%

12%

25%

11%

17%

13%

22%

19%

2. Curriculum is aligned within grade levels 
at this school (horizontal alignment).

8. Instructional strategies emphasize higher-
level thinking and problem solving skills.

10. Schoolwork is relevant to students.

14. The school’s curriculum is aligned with 
state standards (EALRs). 

17.  School staff provides ongoing, specific, 
and constructive feedback to students about 

their learning.

18. Teacher modify and adapt instruction 
based on continuous monitoring of student 

progress.

26.  Teachers differentiate instruction to 
accommodate diverse learners, various 

learning styles, and multiple intelligences.

27.  Classroom learning goals and objectives 
are clearly defined.

30.  School staff uses assessment data to 
help plan instructional activities. 

Curriculum, Instruction, and Assesment - Staff
Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree
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1%

1%

3%

2%

2%

3%

11%

9%

10%

16%

26%

19%

62%

66%

51%

58%

26%

14%

8%

12%

46.  Teachers have good understanding of 
the state standards in the areas they teach.

52. Teachers use assessment methods that 
are ongoing and aligned with core content.

59.  Curriculum is aligned across grade levels 
at this school. (vertical alignment)

67.  School staff has a common 
understanding of what constitutes effective 

instruction.
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4%

3%

3%

3%

4%

4%

3%

6%

2%

4%

5%

5%

8%

7%

19%

19%

12%

13%

17%

18%

14%

40%

44%

51%

46%

42%

43%

46%

32%

33%

30%

33%

32%

28%

30%

8.  Schoolwork is interesting to my child.

15.  The school’s programs reflect and 
respect the diversity of all families in our 

community.

21.  School work challenges my child to think 
and solve problems.

29.  Teachers provide me with feedback on 
my child’s progress including suggestions for 

improvement.

30.  My child sees his/her culture and family 
respectfully portrayed in school learning 

materials, signs, and displays.

40.  Teachers make adjustments to meet 
individual student needs.

41.  Teachers understand and support my 
child's learning style.

Curriculum, Instruction, and Assesment - Family
Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree
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14%
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13%

10%

32%

26%

27%

24%

24%

35%

29%

33%

30%

38%

41%

44%

42%

46%

28%

40%

34%

37%

16%

22%

18%

25%

21%

12%

18%

12%

16%

4. I understand how to apply what I learn at 
school to real-life situations.

11. My teacher gives me opportunities to 
show what I have learned in different ways.

12. I am asked to revise or correct errors in 
my work. 

13. Most of my teachers are well prepared 
when class starts.

23. My teachers teach me how to think and 
solve problems.

31. My teachers make learning interesting.

32. My teachers help me understand my 
mistakes and correct them.

43. My teachers give students opportunities 
to do additional work on topics the students 

are interested in.

44. If I am having trouble learning 
something, my teachers usually find another 

way to help me understand it.

Curriculum, Instruction, and Assesment - Student
Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree
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34%
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39%

36%

41%

14%

13%

26%

45. I am asked to relate what I already know 
to new material.

46.  I understand how my teachers measure 
my progress.

53. My teachers wants me to explain my 
answers - why I think what I think.
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Frequent Monitoring of Learning and Teaching 
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3%

5%

1%

3%

3%

6%

11%
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17%

7%

11%

11%

11%

15%

39%

22%

28%

29%

50%

21%

46%

39%

45%

54%

46%

30%

50%

21%

8%

11%

10%

11%

5%

12%

9.  Administrators regularly visit classrooms 
to observe instruction.

22.  School level data is disaggregated by 
subgroup indicators (e.g. race/ethnicity, 

socioeconomic status, gender, etc.)

38. Structures are in place (for example, 
early intervention and remediation 

programs) to support all students to acquire 

skills and succeed in advanced courses.

42.  School staff works with students to 
identify their learning goals.

50.  School staff regularly uses data to target 
the needs of diverse student populations 

such as learning disabled, gifted and 

talented, limited English speaking.

60. ELL students each have a linguistic plan 
and an academic plan to accelerate their 
mastery of English and academic content 

knowledge and skills.

63.  Administrators provide teachers with 
regular and helpful feedback that enables 

them to improve their practice.

Frequent Monitoring of Learning and Teaching - Staff
Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree
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15%

41%

50%

41%

40%

33%

31%

11.  School counselors and/or teachers help 
my child establish academic goals.

22.  School staff uses school work and test 
scores to identify each student's learning 

needs.

31.  School staff contacts the families of 
students who are struggling academically.

Frequent Monitoring of Learning and Teaching - Family
Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree
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7%

6%

5%

7%

10%

9%

6%

9%

29%

28%

30%

30%

35%

38%

40%

38%

19%

19%

19%

17%

14. If I have a problem, adults in my school 
will listen and help.

24.  My teachers know which students are 
having trouble learning and makes sure 

those students get extra help.

47. The adults in my school help me 
understand what I need to do to succeed in 

school.

54.  My teachers know when the class 
understands and when we do not.

Frequent Monitoring of Learning and Teaching - Student
Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree
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Focused Professional Development 
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3%
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24%

12%

9%

15%
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10%

15%

22%
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21%

23%

21%
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25%

40%

51%
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45%

51%

49%

44%

9%

13%

15%

12%

19%

16%

11%

5.  School staff receives training in working 
with students from diverse cultural 

backgrounds.

11. Staff members receive training on 
interpreting and using student data.

21. Professional development activities help 
school staff acquire greater knowledge of 
effective, research-based, content-specific 

pedagogy.

35. Professional development opportunities 
offered by my school and district are directly 

relevant to staff needs.

47. Professional development activities are 
research-based and aligned with standards 

and student learning goals. 

54. The school has a long-term plan that 
provides focused and ongoing professional 
development to support the school’s 

mission and goals.

62. Professional development activities are 
sustained by ongoing follow-up and support.

Focused Professional Development - Staff

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree
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Supportive Learning Environment 
 

 

1%

4%

8%

5%

2%

16%

1%

2%

10%

8%

6%

16%

10%

9%

25%

2%

5%

17%

11%

12%

14%

21%

20%

19%

9%

13%

22%

53%

54%

39%

53%

55%

31%

52%

56%

38%

27%

24%

22%

12%

15%

10%

35%

24%

14%

1. School staff treats each other with 
respect.

15. This school is a safe place to work.

16. My school has clear rules for student 
behavior.

39. The school environment is conducive to 
learning.

41.  School staff recognizes and rewards 
accomplishments of all students.

48. Rules for student behavior are 
consistently enforced by school staff.

64. School staff shows that they care about 
all students. 

66.  School staff respects the cultural 
heritage of all students.

70.  The school deals effectively with 
bullying if it occurs.

Supportive Learning Environment - Staff
Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree
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15%
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13%

11%

11%

17%

7%

39%

39%

48%

48%

48%

46%

51%

36%

35%

33%

35%

33%

28%

39%

9.  There is an adult at the school whom my 
child trusts and can go to for help with a 

school problem.

16.  I feel that school is a safe place for my 
child.

23.  School staff teachers my child about 
respect for other cultures.

24.  My child’s teachers enforce classroom 
and school rules.

25.  Teachers give my child individual help 
when he/she needs it.

33.  School staff uses the information I 
provide to help my student.

42.  I know what behavior is expected of my 
child at this school.

Supportive Learning Environment - Family
Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree
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18%
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11%

11%

44%

46%

43%

41%

38%

29%

34%

35%

39%

41%

43.  School staff values my child's opinions.

44.  School staff recognizes student 
accomplishments.

45.  School staff treats my child fairly.

49.  As a parent, I know who to speak to at 
the school if my child is being bullied.

52.  My child feels encouraged to attend 
school.
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11%
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13%

18%

28%

18%

30%

32%

29%

31%

27%

31%

34%

33%

42%

29%

31%

36%

32%

40%

29%

27%

19%

34%

20%

16%

18%

18%

24%

11%

8%

5. My teachers know me well.

10. What I am learning now will help me in 
the next grade level or when I graduate 

from high school.

15. I trust my teachers.

16. I feel safe when I am at school.

17. The adults in my school show respect 
for me.

25. The adults who work at my school care 
about all students, not just a few.

26. The teachers and other adults in my 
school show respect for each other.

33. Discipline is handled fairly in my 
school.

34. My school is clean and orderly.

Supportive Learning Environment - Student
Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree
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10%
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11%

13%

20%
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12%
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8%

6%

34%

30%

32%

30%

28%

31%

31%

22%
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19%

35%

38%

33%

32%

37%

32%

14%

7%

13%

18%

18%

15%

18%

29%

35. My teacher and my family work 
together to support my learning.

36.  Most students respect each other, no 
matter who they are.

37. My teacher and other adults at school 
recognize my accomplishments.

48. My teachers help me gain confidence 
in my ability to learn.

49. I can talk with an adult in my school 
about something that is bothering me.

50. Students feel free to express their ideas 
and opinions.

51. My school teaches study skills, goal 
setting, time management, and other ways 

to succeed in school.

55.  I know where I can get help at school if 
I am being bullied.
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Family and Community Involvement 

 

 

 

 

 

  

0%

9%

4%

3%

11%

2%

4%

28%

19%

10%

28%

9%

14%

40%

34%

23%

25%

25%

57%

21%

36%

53%

29%
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24%

2%

7%

10%

7%

11%

3.  School staff makes families feel welcome 
at this school.

7. Parents (or guardians) participate in 
school wide decision making. 

25. Teachers have frequent contact with 
their students’ families.

28. The school provides information to 
families about how to help students succeed 

in school.

43. Community organizations and/or family  
volunteers work regularly in classrooms and 

in the school.

55. The school works with community 
organizations to support its students.

Family and Community Involvement - Staff
Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree
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41%

28%

26%

24%
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37%

7.  School staff keeps parents/guardians 
informed about activities and events at the 

school.

10.  I feel welcome when I visit the school.

26.  The school offers many opportunities 
for family members to volunteer or help in 

the school. 

34.  The school works with community 
organizations to support its students.

35.  The school helps to connect my family 
with community resources.

46.  Community volunteers work regularly 
with my child’s school.

47.  Parents/guardians can see updated 
information about student grades, 

attendance, or homework through access …

Family and Community Involvement - Family

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree
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13%
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16%

6. My teachers talk to my family about how I 
am doing in school.

7.  I see my culture in what we study at 
school

18. Parents and other adults often come and 
help at school.

27. The school provides information about 
how my family can help me learn at home.

38. There are ways for my family to 
participate at school.

52. My family feels welcome at my school.

Family and Community Involvement - Student
Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree
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Appendix B 
 
Overall - Categories Combined 

 
 

Skills 
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How well was this lesson aligned with Powerful Teaching 
and Learning?

MERIT Schools Winter 10 (n = 380) MERIT Schools Spring 11 (n = 417)
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Did students actively read, write, and/or communicate?

MERIT Schools Winter 10 (n = 380) MERIT Schools Spring 11 (n = 417)
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Knowledge 

 
 
Thinking 
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Did students demonstrate thinking through 
reflection or metacognition?

MERIT Schools Winter 10 (n = 380) MERIT Schools Spring 11 (n = 417)
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Application 

 
 
Relationships 
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Do interpersonal interactions reflect a supportive 
learning environment?

MERIT Schools Winter 10 (n = 380) MERIT Schools Spring 11 (n = 417)
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Overall 
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and Learning?
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Indicator Scores – Spring 2011 
Skills Indicators 0 1 2 3 4 

1. Teacher provides an opportunity for students to develop 
and/or demonstrate skills through elaborate reading, writing, 

speaking, modeling, diagramming, displaying, solving and/or 

demonstrating. 

2% 7% 17% 41% 34% 

74% 

2.  Students’ skills are used to demonstrate conceptual 
understanding, not just recall. 

5% 10% 28% 38% 19% 

57% 

3.  Students demonstrate appropriate methods and/or use 

appropriate tools within the subject area to acquire and/or 

represent information. 

6% 11% 20% 36% 27% 

63% 

Knowledge Indicators 0 1 2 3 4 

4.  Teacher assures the focus of the lesson is clear to all 

students. 

4% 7% 17% 36% 36% 

72% 

5.  Students construct knowledge and/or manipulate 

information and ideas to build on prior learning, to discover 
new meaning, and to develop conceptual understanding, not 

just recall. 

7% 18% 28% 31% 17% 

48% 

6.  Students engage in significant communication, which 
could include speaking/writing, that builds and/or 

demonstrates conceptual knowledge and understanding. 

10% 16% 31% 29% 14% 

43% 

Thinking Indicators 0 1 2 3 4 

7.  Teacher uses a variety of questioning strategies to 

encourage students’ development of critical thinking, 
problem solving, and/or communication skills. 

16% 18% 27% 22% 17% 

39% 

8.  Students develop and/or demonstrate effective thinking 
processes either verbally or in writing. 

11% 18% 35% 25% 11% 

36% 

9.  Students demonstrate verbally or in writing that they are 

intentionally reflecting on their own learning. 

20% 25% 26% 20% 9% 

29% 

Application Indicators 0 1 2 3 4 

10.  Teacher relates lesson content to other subject areas, 

personal experiences and contexts. 

28% 20% 18% 23% 11% 

34% 

11.  Students demonstrate a meaningful personal 

connection by extending learning activities in the classroom 
and/or beyond the classroom. 

34% 17% 19% 19% 11% 

30% 

12.  Students produce a product and/or performance for an 
audience beyond the class. 

88% 4% 3% 3% 2% 

5% 

Relationships Indicators 0 1 2 3 4 

13.   Teacher assures the classroom is a positive, 

inspirational, safe, and challenging academic environment. 

1% 3% 12% 48% 36% 

84% 

14.  Students work collaboratively to share knowledge, 

complete projects, and/or critique their work. 

28% 18% 17% 21% 17% 

38% 

15.  Students experience instructional approaches that are 
adapted to meet the needs of diverse learners 

(differentiated learning). 

10% 23% 23% 26% 18% 

44% 

 


