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Coordinator:
Welcome and thank you all for standing-by. At this time all participants are in a listen-only mode. During the question and answer session, you may press star and then 1 to ask a question. This call is being recorded. If you have any objections, you may disconnect at this point. Now I’ll turn the meeting over to your host, Mr. Greg Darnieder. Sir, you may begin.

Greg Darnieder:
Thanks (Tory) very much. Good morning everyone. Appreciate you dialing in for this wonderful conversation we’re about to have around the middle grades and the middle grades connection to college and career access and the such. I’m personally looking forward to this as a former middle grades teacher a few California to North Carolina to Illinois.

(Debbie Casic) will, is the Executive Director of the national forum to accelerate middle grade’s reform. (Debbie’s) actually been to the Department a number of times over the past few years to do some internal briefings to ED staff on the middle grades.


(Melvin Ingram) who’s the Principal at Ellerbe Middle School in North Carolina and (Lynn Butler) who’s the Principal of Alondra Middle School in California. So let me make a couple of announcements before I turn it over to them and today’s presentation.


Let me mention that this is the first of two middle grades conversations that we’re going to have. The second one is scheduled for May 22, one on ACT and we’ll be presenting an update on their report from a few years ago along with several other folks.


Let me put a plug in for next week’s call which will be led by Mandy Savitz-Romer and Suzanne Bouffard who are professors at Harvard who recently released a book called Ready, Willing and Able. It’s a focus on adolescent development, identity motivation, self-regulation and their going to be joined by representatives from YES Chartered Network in terms of how this developmental approach to college counselling is being implemented within the YES Chartered Network.

So I read actually Ready, Willing and Able three times. I think it contains incredible insight into the challenges that we have in the field of college ad career awareness and readiness and would highly encourage you to pick that up but they will be presenting next Thursday.

Let me give a plug for an upcoming Webinar that we posted to the Affinity site that our, the White House Initiative on Educational Excellence for Hispanics. We’ll be conducting next week on the 23rd for Hispanics, around, the theme is around Hispanic males and so you might want to check into that.


Today, this afternoon, in a couple of hours, in fact right after this call, the First Lady is headed over to Howard University where she’ll be joining 40 students from Chicago public schools for the 11th year that they have journeyed for an emersion experience at Howard hosted by former Chicago public school students who are now enrolled at Howard University.

It’s a model that personally I think is incredibly powerful in terms of connecting first-generation students into college life. So they will, the First Lady will actually be meeting some of the students in a dorm and having a conversation with them around their aspirations and for their futures and also their concerns about college and such.


But the structure behind this particular approach to having first-generation students experience college life for the next four days is incredibly powerful and, so we’re thrilled that the First Lady has agreed to do this and to spend some time. Actually they’ll be a few students from her high school Alma Mater that she’ll meet in a little bit.


Last thing I’m going to announce is that we are working on you’ll recall that about, on March 7 we released information to the state grant agencies across the country that they can begin verifying FAFSA completion by high school senior name using what’s called directory information - name, address and birth date.

We are, will be issuing additional guidance to those state agencies that will allow them to also release that information to non-profit agencies including Department of ED grantees, Europe, TRIO and other grant formulas that we have here at the Department.

So be looking for that. It’s very exciting and we’ll open up the FAFSA confirmation beyond school districts to include those of you involved in the non-profit world. So that is about to happen. All right.

So with that I’m going to turn this over for the next 40 to 45 minutes to our team from The National Forum to Accelerate Middle Grades Reform which is headed by (Debbie) and also to two of her partners actually involved in this work on a daily basis. (Lynn Butler) and (Melvin Ingram).

(Debbie), it’s all yours.

(Debbie Casic):
Thank you very much Greg. And welcome everyone. I want to move to the first slide which is a call to the middle grade schools. We know that many sixth-graders are going to need the types of interventions and supports to stay on track for graduation in the (unintelligible) in the last few years has really heightened that awareness and brought some formula to it so that we can see, actually identify students.

And I’m hoping that you are all aware of the ABCs of attendance, behavior and course grades. And that information has really helped propel the importance of middle grades across the country. And in that work of the early indicators, there’s often the discussion about the tiered intervention that needs to take place which would be, the first level where it’s building wide, the second level where it’s targeted to a number of students but not all and the top level of the pyramid would be students who need the most intensive intervention.


And we know that without this intervention many students would likely drop out when they get to high school so the middle grades is very important for keeping on track. Different students need different types of intervention, supports and it’s also important that the middle grades be aware of what those interventions can be and the supports and the schools have to be organized to address these needs.


And in particular, we need to be looking at what we can do to build that really strong foundation in the middle grade school which are grades 6 through 8 by the way, no matter where we educate the students. They can be in any type of grade level configuration.


But we know that if we do a good job of really building this base of school practices, that there will be fewer students who will be at the top of the pyramid who need more intensive intervention.

And again, we know that the middle grades matter because the habits that students have and acquire in the middle grades will follow them to high school. We know that lots of students have trouble in getting the credits that they need to be promoted to 10th grade. We know 9th grade retention is a major factor and causes a lot of problems. And we also know that we have all this going on at a time when the adolescent is growing and maturing and particularly there is a need for this heightened awareness in low poverty communities or high poverty communities. Excuse me.


So we do see it as a last best chance to keep students on that pathway to success in high school and beyond but the big question is so what do we need to do to capitalize on this best chance and what does develop the strong base so that more students leave the middle grades on that good pathway to success?


So if we go to the next slide, The National Forum came together in 1997 and was funded by several major foundations that have middle grades work going on because it wanted to unite the effort and it wanted to address reform. The middle grades movement across the country had mostly been sort of pockets of good practices going on across the country but there was not a concerted effort that would connect these pockets of excellence and not any kind of infrastructure.


So we were faced with many middle grade schools in the country. Again those grades 5 through 8 are filled with young adolescents but we were not really all aware of the kinds of practices and programs that we needed to have to really address them.

So the National Forum really became a movement creator and a message unifier so that we could speak with one voice and we could add value to one another’s work. There had been this lack of understanding or clarity about what best practices are at the middle grades.


And one way that we went about doing this and the Forum has on its membership groups from all major organizations, key practitioners, researchers, professional organizations and foundations. And we found that it was very important to set a vision for what high-performing middle grade schools should be all about.


And with that we talked about academic excellence, developmental responsiveness, social equity and also emotional organizational supports. And let me just clarify a little bit about what we talked about in our vision about academic excellence.

We talked about students who, that would be able to use their minds well and would provide them with the kind of curriculum instruction, assessment, support and time. They would have to meet vigorous academic standards. But we would do it in a way that was challenging and engaging, that was tapping into young adolescent’s boundless energies and interest and curiosity.


Those of us who have worked in the middle grades know that energy and that curiosity and they’re quite engaging as students. We also wanted them to learn important concepts, to develop essential skills and to apply what they were learning to real world problems.
In developmental responsiveness, we knew it was really important to create small learning communities of adults and students in which they could have stable and close and respectful relationships that would provide intellectual support for their ethical and social growth. They would need time to reflect and have numerous opportunities to make decisions about their learning.


And we wanted schools to be socially equitable. We wanted students to keep their future options open, to leave the middle grade schools with many options before them. We (worked at) high expectations for average students and we’re committed and have been committed to helping each child produce work of high quality.


We really talked about students getting, everyone getting a first-class experience in a strong middle grade school. And we knew there were certain kinds of organizational supports that would help build those.

It’s not about having one of those domains or another but it’s this balance of all of them working together that creates this dynamic relationship and creates the kinds of schools that build a culture and climate to accelerate learning and help with adolescent growth and development.


So we created a set of criteria that would support the vision and we went about asking ourselves where would we find schools that were living up to this vision? And that led our collective efforts, sort of crystallized around a national initiative that we have come to call Schools to Watch, which was established actually before 2002 with individual schools that had a state program in 2002.

We wanted it to accelerate changes, create capacity within the state and provide exemplars so other schools could learn from these Schools to Watch. Our attempt was to train leaders at the state, district and school levels so that school could access a school’s performance based on a set of criteria.

So schools applied to be designated as a Schools to Watch. We decided upon the state model because we are about accelerating reform and individual schools doing good work across the country is noble but it doesn’t help accelerate reform so we chose the state system.

Once a school is identified as a Schools to Watch, it serves as a valuable mentoring exemplar to others in the state and actually they must be re-designated every three years.

So let’s look at what was about Schools to Watch today. We started with 3 states and now we’re in 18. We’ve identified over this time (unintelligible) 2014 over 4 hundred schools that have either been designated for the first time or re-designated on a 3-year cycle.

In fact we will have some schools who next year will be coming on up to their fourth re-designated cycle so that will be 12 years of being a Schools to Watch. All schools have to look to and use and apply the School to Watch Rating Rubric and make an application and talk about their schools. And they use the Rubric as a school improvement tool.

The Schools to Watch are all grade spans. You can see that they’re K-8, to 5-8, 7-8, 6-8. We don’t care. (Unintelligible). What we’re concerned about is what happens within the buildings and actually across the country disturbingly, there are 68 to 70 different types of grade level configurations where we educate young adolescents.


So having the guiding vision and the criteria is a most important matter. Our role must range from 3 hundred or fewer students to more than 3 thousand students. We have examples in urban and rural and suburban communities with (unintelligible) diverse student bodies.

The Rubric provides the parameters. It’s a school improvement tool as I mentioned but the schools talk about and show how they apply the information in the Rubrics to best meet the needs of their students in their community.

We believe that it’s the national model that we can look to to advocate for federal and state policy for middle grades and push for improvement. And as such, we have actually used the Schools to Watch and the Schools to Watch network in both the states, both of the I-3 grants that we’ve received that work in actually five states now.


So if we look at some of the examples on the next slide of the school systems and structures that we see in Schools to Watch, we’re going to see things that build the foundation for the strong bottom tier of both intervention strategies that are often talked about, about (unintelligible) Forums work.

These actually will benefit the majority of the students in the building, 80 to 85% of all students that set up the conditions for great success across the buildings. So we have things that you will see that are embedded in continuous staff development, professional development of all kinds. We have students that organize into small learning communities either in small teams or in grade-level teams or some are cross-grade teams.

Teacher-teams meet with regularity. They review data. They plan instructions and that collaborate around student’s success. They learn to use their team, time and other sources of professional learning time to benefit student’s success.

The school uses time for interventions and supports, looks at themselves often and says what can we do differently to better meet the needs of our students? There’s lots of rules and procedures that build the whole school culture. There’s usually an advocate for each student in the building programs such as Advisor/Advisee or time to meet with students who have more needs. Lots of different types of social services that can be brought in to help.

And there’s lots of emotional and social skills that are taught directly and really this feeds into we think the non-(academic) factors that are becoming so much more important. Those things that sort of grease the wheel for academic success that are part of our Schools to Watch and the school culture and environment.


So schools that have students actively engaged in learning, there’s intentionality on teaching academic behaviors, academic perseverance. Skills such as tenacity or grit or self-discipline or self-control, academic mindsets that help students know that they can succeed if they put effort into it, that the work that we’re asking them to do has value to them. Their learning strategies such as study skills, goal setting, metacognition activities and social skills around interpersonal skills and empathy. All that are embedded within our different Schools to Watch.


So across these 4 hundred schools, I have a system of 18 State Directors and those State Directors go out each year and do site visits to every one of these schools along with a team of evaluators and here are the commonalities that we see among the Schools to Watch on the next slide.

Often schools have overcome obstacles that you would normally say wouldn’t be impossible. They really have no excuses. They find ways to achieve and they find ways for their students to succeed. And we have many schools who have moved from being low-performing schools to high-performing schools using the process of Schools to Watch.


If a school is not identified as a Schools to Watch, their given feedback by the visitation team and then the schools use that information to come back in another year and say look at us again. Have we made the kind of progress we should be making? So people are action oriented. They are taking deliberate steps so that students achieve outcomes and they do make changes in their curriculum and their teaching and their school services.


For example one of the schools in Southern California was doing such a good job of getting more of their students ready for a higher level math, that the high school had to add more higher level math classes at the incoming freshman. We see that kind of example of changes that happen at the high school level because of what is going on at the middle grades.

These schools aren’t satisfied with their current levels of involvement with families and parental involvement however there’s a lot of involvement with the community and wonderful parent activities going on. But they are hungry for other kinds of ways to connect their students to the community to the family.


They have set benchmarks for implementing their strategies and they do hold themselves accountable for results which is a culture aspect that comes into the school. They are driven by data. The data, the kind of data that makes a difference in what they do on a day-to-day basis and as a school so they look certainly at academic data but they look at other data within their building to help them understand themselves and move them forward in this continuous improvement.


They concentrate their energies on focus areas and so they really boil down deeply in terms of what’s going on in their school. And many of these designated schools that I talk about actually have had different leaders by the time they get to the re-designated stage either, three years, six years, nine years.

The improvements are continuing and in fact my State Directors will often say to me they were good places when we designated them originally but these schools are so much better down the road and they don’t have the same leader there so what does that tell us?


That tells us that the improvement and the understanding of the vision and the culture and the criteria really become part of the schools fabric and helps the innovation to sustain. Teacher leaders are really important and because teacher leaders sort of peak the work moving forward we have had new stories of new principals coming in that will get up in the middle of the meeting and they’ll say I’m a new principal. I didn’t know anything about what a strong middle grade school should be but these teachers in my building taught me about Schools to Watch and helped me to learn what it means to be a strong school for young adolescents.


We see some great leadership at the superintendent level. We have a few of our districts across the country whose superintendents have put the gauntlet down for their schools, their middle grade schools to say we want everyone at the schools in our district to become a Schools to Watch so let’s work hard to make that happen so that each school can rise to that level and continue the process.


And it really helps in individual schools when the districts rally around and put that as a priority because they know what happens in middle grades can really affect what happens in the high school.


So state admissions are actually changing school. We’re accelerating reform. We’re improving practice and affecting policy. Two quick examples about that. In California the Schools to Watch rating Rubric has for many years been part of the middle grades improvement process set-out by the state and just this year in Georgia, the Schools to Watch rating Rubric has not become part of the systems within the Common Core where they can receive points for being engaged in using the Schools to Watch Rubric. We’re seeing several examples of that in other states as well.

So our purpose again was to what can we do to spread the message of middle grades? To show what it takes to move students to high performance around academic excellence, development a responsiveness and (unintelligible) equity and how to we build capacity within these schools to sustain and help one another.


Now let me introduce to you (Lynn Butler) from one of our newly designated Schools to Watch in California. She’ll give you a glimpse into life in a middle school and this shows you that a small example of what some of our 4 hundred schools across the country do.

(Lynn Butler):
Great. Thank you (Debbie). Good morning and thank you for letting me showcase what we’re doing right now for our middle grade students in Los Angeles County, California. As (Debbie) mentioned my name is (Lynn Butler) and I am the Principal of Alondra Middle School. I’ve been a part of the Paramount Unified School District for the past 20 years and up until five years ago Paramount Unified School district was a kinder through 8th grade district.

Because of our Board of Education in our community we realized it was time to start focusing on our middle grade students and prepare them for high school and get them college ready. Since the configuration to 6 to 8th grade middle schools, Alondra Middle School has most recently, three months ago, has become a school, a national Schools to Watch, has been awarded as a Title 1 academic achievement school and has been recognized by the business sector for education excellence for the past two years.


Paramount Unified District is a Title 1 district and as you can see from our first slide, we have approximately 960 students, 88% of those students are Hispanic, 6% African American, 6% Other. Ninety-one percent of Alondra Middle School students receive free and reduced breakfast and lunch, 31% percent of our students are English language learners and are provided with English language development support.


Approximately 10% of students are classified as students with disabilities, 62 are considered resource students. We do have three SDC moderate to severe classes on campus. Our collaborative team consists of 105 fantastic staff members and we are very fortunate and lucky to have two instructional coaches onsite supporting our teachers and students at all times. And unique to our site is that we are afforded the opportunity to have two counselors that are able to give our students what they need on a daily basis.

Looking at slide 8, the next slide, slide 8 represents our California state testing, our STAR testing, the history and results as a middle school. To conclude our state testing as of last year we did end up with an 823 API. Due to reconfiguring to middle school, we’ve achieved a 94 point gain over the last four years.

Consistency of an upward movement through performance bands for all sub-groups leaving very minimal students, the number of students far below and below basic bands. As well as we accomplished the statewide rank of 6 and a similar school’s rank of 10.


The bottom portion of slide 8 represents our English language learners SELT state testing results. Our AMA Objective 1 requires that a defined percent of students make adequate progress toward English proficiency from one year to the next. And as you can see since focusing on our middle grade students, each year we’ve exceed our state targets, not to mention our district targets for English language learners.


Looking at slide 9, you can see that we have presented here a tree-map from Thinking Maps and this tree-map outlines the four critical components that (Debbie) was speaking to earlier in regards to a school, using the Schools to Watch Rubric in how we’ve assessed our schools overall structure.

You can see there, the four components, Academic Excellence, Developmental Responsiveness, Social Equity, Organizational Structures and Processes. Through the reflection process and the Schools to Watch Rubric, the following were identified as key programs that have contributed to our overall success in us becoming a Schools to Watch.


For example, if you look under the Academic Excellence branch, we begin every year with goal setting. Personally, goal setting has been a huge factor for our academic success. Within the cycle of inquiry, every year we set school-wide department content coals, grade-level goals, period-by-period goals and even individual student goals.

Goal setting takes place in our collaborative team meetings and in our structured teacher planning time which takes place quarterly. We look at quality first instruction and we share best practices. We create ongoing formative assessments and we provide our students with immediate feedback.

And then currently, we’re looking at Common Core strategies and structures that we have just recently put in place this year and as you look at Developmental Responsiveness, we are a safe and civil school and we take pride in developing our master schedule in giving students what they need. And for example, you can see that our 6th grade students are house or have a block schedule and that is to help transition them into our 7th and 8th grade program.


Looking at Social Equity, we, at Alondra Middle School present opportunities that are fair for all students whether or not they’re afforded an opportunity within an elective class, we provide them with elective before or after school. We do hold all of our student accountable through goal setting. We celebrate weekly, monthly student success, improvement and progress.


As I mentioned, we have our instructional coaches and our RSP teachers co-teach with our general ED teachers and the one thing we do pride ourselves on is knowing our students and building relationships with all students within the building, within your period and one thing that we do is make sure that we highlight our student’s needs and who we have in each period through seating charts.

And lastly, the organizational structures and processes, like I mentioned, we are very goal oriented. We are committed to our vision that we’ve created as a team. We set goals. We share ownership. And we have an online assessment and reporting system, our OARS system that helps provide our teachers and our students and our parents with immediate feedback on how our kids are progressing.

We do take, we do collaborate vertically and horizontally so we look at grades prior to coming in which is our 5th grade. We also look at our 9th grade campuses and we collaborate with teachers on both campuses just to make sure that we’re meeting the needs of our middle grade students and preparing them for high school.


If you look at slide 10, as I mentioned to you earlier, we are a safe and civil school. And we have been afforded the opportunity to have been provided professional development on the safe and civil schools program. So slide 4 does represent four years of building an environment and a climate that has been very motivating, very inviting, a positive place to be, to learn where student learn from their mistakes and shape their behaviors before moving on to high school.


Alondra Middle School has consistently created an atmosphere where we all use the same language. From the cafeteria, into the classroom, out of the classroom, whether we’re holding an assembly, from the moment they walk on campus to the moment they leave our campus.

On our campus teachers are able to teach. Students come to school to learn. We actually had the highest attendance rate in our district for all schools including dedicated free sites. We’ve exceeded their attendance rate. Students feel connected not only to adults on campus but to our community and as you can see from this slide, all of our safe and civil procedure are in place to support all students and teachers.

And all of these policies in schools that have been created, they’ve been created through a bi-monthly safe and civil team. For example, we have CHAMPS procedures in every classroom. We’ve increased the 3 to 1 ratio for positive reactions to 1 corrective reaction or action.

We’ve created a wonderful reporting system where students can tell an adult anything anonymously. We have locations around the school to report unsafe or uncivil actions or just simply contact somebody if you’re having a bad day or just want to talk. And in addition, we have incentives and celebration built in what we do daily, weekly, monthly and quarterly.


Looking at our next slide, slide, I guess it would be your slide 11, the last slide, Dolphins Take Center Stage. This slide is represented by a flow-map. This map outlines our journey as a School to Watch and shows next steps in providing our middle grade students in preparing them for high school and college.

As you can see we began our journey as a national School to Watch in January 2014. We then attended the California League of Schools annual conference in Sacramento this February and currently you might be wondering what we’ve been doing over the last three months and what has becoming a School to Watch done for Alondra Middle School?

Well I can tell you we definitely have been building capacity not only within our site, our district but our surrounding districts. Over the last 3 months, we’ve been able to share best practices, conduct learning-locks with other districts, engage in valuable (debriefs) and discussions with colleagues, with Schools to Watch personnel.


And in addition, we are definitely committed to moving forward and with using the continuous improvement, looking at The Schools to Watch Rubric annually using it to reflect and identify our next step, continue with our vertical collaboration using, our instructional coach support increase our parent involvement and lastly, to conclude, and begin our new wave, it will be an honor to attend the National Conference in Washington DC.


And that concludes my portion of our presentation and I just wanted to say thank you for riding Alondra Middle School waves of success.

(Debbie Casic):
Thank you (Lynn). Our Schools to Watch State Directors in the program has grown. We began to get lots of interests from schools who said we’re not there yet but we want to help. And that led us to creating some grants for the investing innovation program.

The one that was funded first was our Schools to Watch School Certification Network. So that’s on the next page. And in interest to make sure we have time to hear from (Melvin), I’m going to just have you quickly skim through the framework about the network. We actually are working in three states, North Carolina, California and Illinois.

Our students are high-need students as you can see on the next page with the demographics ad characteristics. We have students who were in the category of needing exceptional help in turnaround schools. And our teacher characteristics are such that you will notice on the last line, there are very few of them that are actually middle certified.

And in our three states, North Carolina does have middle grades distinct preparation. Illinois requires two imbursement courses for middle grades. Teaching in California has no specific requirements.

On the next page you will see the ongoing services that we provide and you’ll see the various types of coaching including a mentor school, Schools to Watch Network experience where schools are matched with our I-3 schools.


There’s professional development. There’s the early indicators training and strategies and that has been working at a number of schools and then our conference options.


The next group of pages show some changes in teacher reports of about what’s happening in the schools and I think I can sum it up if you want to look at the next three pages by saying one, that we’re seeing better reporting of the kinds of things we want to see happening around our main domains to consider better change over time.

We are seeing more collaboration in these schools. We are seeing greater practices being used, higher climate and cultural ratings and administrative leadership has improved. And importantly, we are also seeing academic improvements and this grant, beyond our evaluation, will also be tracking individual student changes over time.


I’m going really quickly so that we have time to hear from (Melvin Ingram) who is Principal at Ellerbe Middle School which is one of our four rural schools in Richmond County North Carolina that’s involved in the grant. So (Melvin) would you please talk about Ellerbe.

(Melvin Ingram):
Thank you (Debbie). Again, my name is (Melvin Ingram). I am Principal of Ellerbe Middle School I Ellerbe, North Carolina and I’m just happy to tell the story about Ellerbe Middle and our journey toward excellence.


As you look at the slide you will see our hedgehog concept. Every morning at school we have the student repeat after us and say our motto, I am, you are, we are the force for real hope in the world. Our work with the National Forum Schools to Watch Transformation Network has really represented a shift, a paradigm shift for our teachers and a cultural shift within our school has moved us from a place of isolation and (unintelligible) to a place where we can feel free to collaborate with each other and also with the outside world. The biggest thing is bringing the outside world to Ellerbe.


I want to give you a picture, a little bit about Ellerbe Middle School and of where we came from. In 2008 we had a reconfiguration of our district where we changed from a junior high model to a middle school model. And so we started they were like so what is the middle school? What are we supposed to do? What does that mean for us?


And so in 2010, 2011, we became a part of the (Act-3) grant and that really helped us and gave us some structure and a framework to realize success as a middle school. And the thing I like about the Schools to Watch criteria ad Rubric is that it gives you specific things to do in terms of the criteria but it is open enough, it gives you the leeway to kind of establish your own identify and organically become who you are in terms of the middle school and form that positive identity.


A hedgehog concept and I’ll focus on Common Core and its central standards using appropriate instructional strategies and assessments with a focus on rigor and relevance. And we’ve been working on those things with our Schools to Watch coach (Sally Alston), instructional coach, my principle mentor (Dr. Camaquen) and a number of mentor schools.


In terms of Ellerbe Middle School just to give you a picture of what, where we are and how we’ve progressed, Ellerbe Middle School in Ellerbe, North Carolina. We are one of four middle schools in Richmond County. In 2011, our median income was $28,704 where the median income, household income for North Carolina is $43 thousand.

We’re a 90% free reduced lunch. We are a Title 1 school. We have 14 fulltime teachers, one shared art teacher, one media specialist, one academic coach and yours truly, the Principal, and that creates a situation where we have one teacher for each subject in each grade level and so they’re the only person who teaches that subject in the building. So collaboration is very, very key to us.

Our mission for the school is students become lifelong learners who are independent thinkers prepared for the 21st century and form positive social and academic identities while understanding their potential in a global society.


We’ve been working on this and I remember a distinct memory is in 2008 when I arrived there I had my first awards assembly. And I remember when I was calling on students to get an honor roll certificate, an A/B honor roll certificate, students didn’t want to come up front and be recognized for those honors and sometimes students would actually stay out of school when they knew awards assembly was coming because they didn’t want to be recognized.

And that’s a, in sharp contrast to what we have now where students are working hard and want to be recognized and are proud of their accomplishments and I think that speaks to the work of this grant and all those involved in an Ellerbe Middle School success.

Our make-up in population is diverse. We have a lot of sub-groups. We have 36% being African-American, 33% Caucasian, 24% Hispanic, 4% American Indian and 2% bi-racial.

Some of the things we’ve worked on with Schools to Watch, on slide 20, is the Schools to Watch vision and Rubric is imbedded in our PLCs. That was something that was a struggle for us before we started working with the grant but now we are a professional learning community.

We learn from each other. We go to mentor schools and learn from them and we’ve also had some schools visit us and learn from us and that’s created a sense of pride in our building for all the work the teachers and students are doing throughout the school year.

Teacher leadership through the North Carolina Middle Educator Conference at first we didn’t have any participation in our professional organization but now we have grown to the point where teachers are leading sessions in the conference and become experts and that’s been a wonderful thing.


Data driven decision making, we used the early indicators. We have good attendance. We’ve always had good attendance at Ellerbe Middle School. The key focus for us has been grades, has been discipline. Discipline is down so students are able to spend more of their time in classrooms learning and also our grades have improved. We’ve implemented a grading policy that was the brainchild of the work with Schools to Watch.


We have a summer leadership academy and our school and we came up with a grading policy. We have a redo policy that allows students, if they have mastered a content, to challenge their grade and redo a subject and work towards mastery. And that’s improved the grades at our school.


We also started using research based strategies more consistently. They’re pervasive throughout the school and so since we only have one teacher per grade level teaching that subject area, it’s been important to have those conversations at the level of strategy. So one idea, when they talk about the content, we can talk about strategy and that’s been very helpful.


We shifted from a teacher center to a student center approach to learning. We’ve increased the rigor and as I said before, we have a more collaborative culture. We work hard with our Schools to Watch principle coach and instructional coach to improve, to watch each other and learn from one another.

And this year, we’re applying for Schools to Watch recognition. We just came out of a mock visit that gave us a lot of important feedback and we’re going to be ready to be recognized as a School to Watch and we’re looking forward to that.

I wanted to give you some pictures of some of the things that we’re doing at Ellerbe Middle School to support our trajectory toward excellence on the four criteria. The first picture you’ll see is our (absences) data wall. We do use absences, behavior and we also use academic indicators in our work when we talk in our PLCs and that’s been a big shift from just thinking about these things and just saying I think this might be a problem to having data to back us up in terms of our decision making about students.

We target students. We have mentor/mentees that address those needs when they arise so we are more responsive to student needs as a result of our work with Schools to Watch.

The second picture is a picture of our Schools to Watch data reflection wall. So we use that in all our PLCs to talk about okay, we scored ourselves, it’s a 1 to 4 rating scale. So 1 meaning you hardly ever see those behaviors to 4, they’re solidly implemented in our school.

So we look at each area and we write down some of the things that we’re doing in terms of these are great, these are positive and they also have (deltas). What can we do to improve in this criteria? And as you see in the next picture where it says school culture and teacher buy-in, you’ll see some of the little sticky notes about what teachers are doing or suggestions about what we could do in the area of academic excellence. And these things are a way for us to brainstorm and a way for us to look to the level of policy in our school that we can implement school wide.

One of the programs that we had in our school is the Seven Habits of Highly Effective Teens. Our (On Core) Team has done a wonderful job with this where they taught each of those behaviors and I think that’s been key to changing the mindset of our students from a fixed mindset to a growth mindset to a mindset where, you know, I can impact my grades. I can impact myself as a learner and become a better learner as a result of the decision and choices that I make.


And so we’ve been talking extensively throughout our school and then also with teacher buy-I and school culture, we’ve had some things that we do on a school-wide basis. Lessons plans are posted. We have collaborative periods and distributed summarization throughout our school, interactive notebooks, world walls, learning targets, agenda, thinking maps. We have vision boards where students create a vision for themselves and our teachers create a vision for themselves. And so we get to know them and we work, help them to see how they can create a plan to achieve their vision.


The last slide I think is very powerful. We participate in a state-wide competition. It was a statewide (STEM) challenge where students had to invent, they had to create their own apparatus to move different freight and they also participated on a Pitcrew challenge.

And we’ve been able to win two out of the three years this competition has been going on and this year we were the grand champions again. And it just speaks to the change in our culture that we’re the smallest school in the county and oftentimes they think we won’t win this. We won’t win that. We’re small so how can we compare to these bigger schools?


But great things can come from small places and this is an example of that so we were able to come up on top in terms of our (STEM) challenge and so I’m very proud of the work that we’re doing at Ellerbe Middle School and I look forward to continue working with (Debbie) and National Forum and The Schools To Watch Transformation Network.

Thank you again for this opportunity.

Greg Darnieder:
(Debbie), let me jump in and since we’re kind of short on time, and let’s skip the question and answer time because I think it would be important for you to wrap up with your last few slides and kind of bring all this together which is been really inciteful and terrific


(Melvin) and (Lynn), thank you very, very much for painting the picture of how this translates on the ground. But (Debbie), why don’t you just take the last seven minutes or so, so we don’t cut-off. All of your contact information is on the first cover sheet so people can reach out to each of you with any questions and the such.

(Debbie Casic):
Sure.

Greg Darieder:
So we’ll just skip over the Q&A today. So go ahead.

(Debbie Casic):
Okay. You know, I’ll try to do my best as summarizing quickly here and moving us forward. I think what you heard in each of the voices of those Principals is the kind of excitement that develops in these schools as they use the schools to watch vision and criteria and Rubric and supports to move their schools on that trajectory to high-performance in impacting students for the future.


As a result of all this work, again, we stepped back and we said, what’s a major area that seems to be lacking that could help us to accelerate this (unintelligible) further? And that certainly has to do with leadership at the middle grades.


There are very few Principals that come into the job prepared to be just middle school Principals and so that led us to the development and writing of another development grant through I-3 which was approved and we (unintelligible) is January 1.


You’ll see on the page that talks about the major rationale some of the situations that there is with middle grade’s Principals. This is the last best chance and one of the guiding areas.

We have to help our people who lead these schools to the types of changes and innovations that you’re hearing about and we don’t have enough of those folks prepared. So we are going to be working in the next page, the leadership development grant, we’re going to be expanding our work to Michigan and Kentucky. And we’re modeling the California League of Middle School Leadership Matters Principals to Watch program that started in L.A. County actually with the United Way.

Again, they’re doing pretty extensive research around Principal development and also school outcomes. We’ll be working with 12 schools in Michigan and Kentucky plus our control schools.


There’s a statement about the goals and objectives and our category was under Principal and Teacher Development and we certainly are working on the Principal development as you’ll see in the first goal to increase capacity of these struggling schools.


But we also know from our work in Schools to Watch that teacher leaders are very important so we’ll be working with a variation of a distributive leadership model.


We’re going to train them in collaboration skills to do the kinds of things that you heard (Melvin) and (Lynn) talk about. We’re going to have the shared vision, the mission and the beliefs using the Schools to Watch Rubric, having some work through the (unintelligible) ED instrument to help school leaders look at themselves.


We’re going to build collaborative relationships and also the district office because we know that it’s really important and we’re going to engage them in the network as we have done with the Schools to Watch Transformation Network.

Our folks continue to tell us over and over again the value of being able to connect to other schools where they can learn from one another and they can see the practices and actions. They can ready about them. They can hear about what the practices should be and when they send teams of teachers out to the schools to see the desirable practice in action that helps them accelerate their adoption of those principles.


So I just want to say, so in closing I think we can do a couple of questions maybe after. I don’t know. But our efforts in Schools to Watch and I-3 and turning around those schools in leadership are really starting to have some emerging data come out and are helping us continue and expand the growth of schools across the country.

The more we can have happening at the middle grades level and the more understanding that there is about what makes a high performing middle grades school, the better we’ll be at having those high school graduates of the future. The critical role of middle grades cannot be underestimated and the graduates of tomorrow really start, they start in the middle grades.

We appreciate this time and you have some information on the last sheet that’s about the National Forum, our Web site where you can find out more about all the Schools to Watch. And there’s a conference in June of each year where we bring the schools together to share best practice.

I believe there’s some time for a question or two.

Greg Darnieder:
I don’t think we have time for that so if you have any other last thoughts. Let me just congratulate the Forum for being and I-3 winner twice over. As I think everybody on the phone knows, getting an I-3 grant over the last few years is more than a notion and you’ve been successful twice which I think speaks to the quality and to the vision of your leadership and the importance of this work from a national context and something that we at the department are looking at very closely in terms of how this work fits into, you know, the Presidents 20/20 goal and preparing all young people for success in post-secondary endeavors and the such.


So...
(Debbie Casic):
I might just share Greg that we’re working in other states that are not involved in the grant directly to help them build the capacity to begin to do the work that’s happening in the Schools Transformation Network in their states and we’re seeing some really good movement there. So we’re spreading the work.
Greg Darnieder:
And are you open to people on this call who are, you know, had a lamp lit in their heads saying oh? Are you looking to expand as you’re looking into Michigan and Kentucky as new states or even into current states in California?

(Debbie Casic):
You look in the states each year. There’s a call each year for states that want to become Schools to Watch.

Greg Darnieder:
Okay.

(Debbie Casic):
And we’re also looking for key influential members and groups who would like to be part of this growing movement with a national forum. So, we would be happy...
Greg Darieder:
And we can go to a Web site to kind of get additional background information, you know, and obviously connect, reach out to you directly.

(Debbie Casic):
Mm-hmm. That’s true.
Greg Darnieder:
Right. Okay. Well again, (Melvin), (Lynn), (Debbie), thank you very, very much. You did great. We got, you know, you each did your (TED) talk, I guess is one way to look at the last 45 minutes. So you did just beautifully. So thank you very, very much. Thank you for the work you do day in and day out with young people in your schools across the country and (Debbie) for your leadership on all of this.


Again, next week we’ll hear from Mandy Savitz-Romer and Suzanne Bouffard from Harvard kind of continuing this theme around adolescent development. And I encourage if you’re driven to pick up their book, Ready, Willing and Able, ahead of time, again, I’ve found it incredibly inciteful and as such.

So we appreciate all of you dialing in today and (Tory), do you want to conclude this in any specific way?
Coordinator:
Yes thank you. And that concludes today’s conference call. Thank you all for participating. You may now disconnect.
END
