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A note from the Chair

In October 2000, Superintendent of Public Instruc-
tion Terry Bergeson commissioned a task force to
investigate exemplary school performance in the
middle grades in Washington state and determine
a set of strategies that can be used to enhance
student learning. The task force was comprised of
educators from across the state, as well as repre-
sentatives from school boards, higher education,
business groups, and community-based organiza-
tions. The members of the task force are listed on
the following page.

In determining exemplary school performance, the
task force considered individual school results on
the seventh grade Washington Assessment of
Student Learning (WASL) from 1998 through
2000. The task force focused on schools that
performed well on the WASL compared to schools
with similar student demographics and school
characteristics.

Schools were not chosen simply because they
had a history of high WASL exam scores, al-
though that history was taken into consideration.
Instead, WASL improvement rates and score
consistency across the different tests were major
factors. For instance, schools normally were
considered only if scores were high or showed
continuous improvement in at least two of the
three major academic areas — math, and reading
or writing.

Thirty-two middle level schools were chosen to
participate in the study. The schools chosen
represented geographic regions from throughout
the state, reflected a rural/urban mix, came from
large and small districts, and contained student
populations that varied greatly in ethnicity, wealth
and English language proficiency. Participating

schools are listed on page iii, and Figure 1 depicts
their geographic distribution throughout the state.

Site visitations were completed in January, Febru-
ary and March of 2001. The visits were conducted
by task force members (usually a team of two or
three) who followed a set of questions that asked
school representatives about the factors that, in
the opinion of the representatives, were linked to
high or improving WASL scores. Visitation reports
were compiled, follow-up questions were asked,
and corroborating information was supplied from
surveys that were distributed to staff in all 32
schools.

Based on the results of the visits and surveys, 23
schools were selected for school profiles or
vignettes that summarize strategies employed in
their school improvement efforts.

| thank the task force members that participated
throughout this process and the staff of the 32
participating schools. In addition, a special thanks
to Debora Merle, Senior Researcher from OSPI,
for her work in developing, distributing, collecting
and analyzing the staff surveys, and for her help in
writing and editing this report. Other OSPI staff
that contributed to the editing and production of
this report include Kim Schmanke and Steve
Riddle. Finally, a special thanks to Jill Hearne, for
her help in analyzing data and writing the report.

Alan Burke, Chair
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Executive Summary

The 32 middle level schools in this study were selected on the basis of their
improvement in WASL scores beyond what might result from chance alone. And,
the activities described by participants in our surveys and site interviews are not
chance happenings. School improvement is purposeful, planned and revisited
when new information is presented. A cluster of strategies arose which were
attributed by school staff as having positively impacted WASL scores over the
last three years.

Most of the schools have moved away from the traditional six or seven period
day, and time is seen as a critical resource. Block scheduling, core subject area
classes or a reduction in elective offerings result in increased time for instruction
focused on the EALRs. School organization is designed to create opportunities
for team planning and staff development opportunities. Early release days, daily
planning periods, summer staff development, and innovative scheduling all serve
to create time to improve teaching and learning.

Curriculum, instruction and assessment are linked, not separate activities. Staff
works together to develop lesson plans and units that align with classroom-based
assessments as well as with district and state standards. Teachers provide
instruction and curriculum that support student success on the WASL, including
instruction in WASL vocabulary relative to the subject areas, use of scoring
rubrics and attention to the development of higher order thinking skills.

Staff development is broadly conceived, continuous, focused, embedded in
teachers’ daily work, and supported by administrative supervision and evaluation.
Staff members receive ongoing training through workshops, classes, and in-
school activities that contribute to their understanding of the EALRs and lead to
changes in their instruction and curriculum. Teachers with expertise in a given
subject area or set of instructional strategies are called upon to mentor or train
other staff. Study groups are created to inform decisions about changes in in-
struction and curriculum. Instructional leadership is focused on supporting profes-
sional growth and knowledge related to effective teaching practices and curricu-
lum development.

Teachers do not work in isolation; they take collective responsibility for student
learning. Teachers plan in teams, share materials and instructional strategies and
make team decisions about students’ learning needs. All staff members are
involved in addressing the EALRSs regardless of their grade level or subject area
expertise.

Leadership is shared. Rather than one person responsible for instructional
leadership, department chairs, grade level representatives and subject area
specialists are key players in school reform efforts. Decision making is demo-
cratic; school staff, parents, community members, and, when appropriate, stu-
dents are involved in efforts to improve conditions for teaching and learning.



Staff works together to analyze data. Teachers understand that analyzing data
leads to more targeted and purposeful instruction. They use ongoing assess-
ments to add to their understanding of student achievement and to make neces-
sary improvements in curriculum and instruction. District support for use of data
and training in data collection and interpretation are key in many of the schools.

Students are supported on an individual basis. Student achievement is frequently
monitored and interventions are particular to identified needs. Both in-school and
after-school programs are used to provide additional academic support for
students not meeting school, district or state standards. Individual differences are
perceived as inclusive and enriching rather than limiting and distracting.

Staff and students work in harmony. Learning environments are active and
positive. Mentoring programs and advisory classes focus on academic support,
as well as providing time for students and teachers to discuss social or emotional
issues of import to adolescents. In larger schools, interdisciplinary, grade-level
teams of teachers and students remain together throughout the year, allowing
them to come to know one another well. These smaller learning communities
enable teachers to develop an indepth understanding of students’ individual
academic and social strengths and challenges, and provide students with a
stable peer group.

Parent and community support is broadly defined. Parental involvement includes
not only homework monitoring and field-trip supervision but also participation in
school-based decision making, financial support through fund-raising efforts, and
direct participation in extracurricular programs and community-based learning
opportunities. Community members and organizations are purposefully recruited
for specific activities and program support. They are invited to attend celebrations
of student success and presentations of student work. School-based activities of
interest to the broader community are also used to draw local residents into the
schools.

Among the 547 classroom teachers surveyed for this study, the two factors most
frequently cited as having had a “great” or “very great” impact on student
achievement on the WASL were “high expectations among staff for student
achievement” and “unified vision/purpose aimed at improving WASL scores.” A
high percentage of classroom teachers also believed that improved math, read-
ing and writing instruction; improved alignment of the math, reading and writing
curriculum with the EALRSs; and class time spent preparing for WASL content
contributed to improved WASL scores.

Staff indicated a variation in familiarity with the EALRs for the seventh grade.
While over 85 percent noted that they were “moderately” or “very” familiar with
the EALRSs for the seventh grade in their own subject area, only 54 percent
indicated the same degree of familiarity with the seventh grade EALRSs for other
subject areas.



The survey responses revealed limited staff development related to the EALRS.
While the importance of training on instruction related to the EALRs was often
cited during the on-site interviews, the survey respondents did not report exten-
sive training. Only 36 percent of teachers indicated that they had received “a lot”
or “a very great amount” of training on instruction related to the EALRS in their
subject area over that last three years, and just 14 percent had received training
on instruction related to the EALRSs in other subject areas during the last three
years.

In both the site interviews and the staff surveys, respondents were asked to
describe their biggest challenges or obstacles to further improvement on the
WASL. Responses focused on issues related to time for curriculum and lesson
plan development, resources to meet the needs of diverse students, and staffing
concerns.

Time was often mentioned as a barrier to ensuring that teaching and learning are
coordinated within the building. Concerns about time and resources to meet the
needs of highly mobile populations, students with limited English proficiency, and
students not yet prepared to meet state standards were common. Staffing con-
cerns included both preservice and inservice issues. A cadre of well-trained
teachers and ongoing staff development were often mentioned as key factors in
school improvement. Also mentioned were building-level challenges such as
convincing reluctant staff of the need for change. The difficulty in recruiting staff
of color was often cited in surveys and interviews in urban schools. Another
concern was the difficulty in maintaining staff focus in the face of administrative
changes at the school or district level.

There was a sense among some respondents that the improvements made in
their schools over the last three years would not continue at the same pace
without additional time and resources to address the barriers identified. How-
ever, interview and survey respondents generally indicated optimism in coping
with these challenges.



