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Letter from the Editor
Mary Rhodes

Editor

Our purpose as lead-
ers in our field is clearly 
to educate. This applies 
to our students, to each 
other, and to our personal 
lessons.  Our brains revel 
in relevant learning.  The 
summer edition of Impact 
is an opportunity to ex-
plore new ways to accom-
plish education.

Elevation is a con-
cept psychologists use 
to describe the almost 
reverent feeling we get when we witness 
people demonstrating kindness to others 
(Goleman, 2006).  Our hearts respond.  
As we educate each other, we can add 
power to our messages through appeals 
to emotions.  Our authors of the summer 
edition of Impact provide ways to for us 
to educate and elevate.

Spence Hansen gives vital informa-
tion on our newly adopted accreditation 
system, and his messages extend beyond 
the AdvanceEd process to trends critical 
in our work.  Rick Larsen, Bob Sonju, 
and Dean Wilson provide provocative 
and insightful commentary on intelligent 
and heartfelt leadership and strategies for 
implementing worthwhile trends.

Judy Petersen and Roxanne Nix 
examine an essential responsibility of 
leadership i--equity.  Judy speaks to the 

national trends, and Roxanne 
describes a school level jour-
ney.  Aaron Wilson provides 
a well-researched article on 
the successful movement 
of ninth graders to high 
schools.  Mary Burbank, 
John Bennion, Sarah Clark, 
Louise Moulding, Rich-
ard Sudweeks, and Travis 
Rawlins report research on 
effective teacher preparation 
and the need for continued 
support in early years of 

teaching; further, their research provides 
means of implementing these support 
systems.

Psychologists think that elevation 
contributed to our successful evolu-
tion because we are social animals who 
needed each other to survive, and eleva-
tion promotes helping each other.  Cer-
tainly, collaboration can contribute to our 
professional evolution.   Robert King’s 
stunning cover symbolizes balance of 
education and elevation.  Balancing the 
brain and the heart—through interaction 
of Utah leaders, readers, and writers --can 
educate and elevate our collective work.

Reference
Goleman, D. (2006).  Social intelligence:  

The new science of human relation-
ships.  Bantam Books:  NY.
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 Out with the Old- In with the New: 
The Changing Face of  Utah’s Accreditation System

Spencer D. Hansen MS,  MEd

Everybody hang on... the 
ground is shifting beneath 
our feet.   This year in Utah 
schools, we are working with 
a new Utah Comprehensive 
Assessment System and 
Common Core Standards in 
Language Arts and Math.  We 
are on the cusp of new evalu-
ation criteria and procedures 
for school administrators and 
teachers.  On the near horizon 
next year, we will have new 
formative and summative 
computer adapted tests or 
SAGE and dual-school accountability systems.  
Everywhere you turn, change is happening around 
us and the cumulative effects can be overwhelm-
ing.

To this motley mix, we now add USOE adop-
tion of school and system wide accreditation via 
AdvancedED. We know accreditation is nothing 
new; it has been happening in secondary schools 
for generations.   Most of us have accepted this 
as a required rite of passage for working in a 
secondary school. If you are like most educators 
thinking about school, accreditation is the same 
as thinking about a good external financial audit, 
something that we know in the end is supposed to 
be good for us but still strangely drums up feeling 
of dread and trepidation.  Only after the external 
visit can we sit back, take a collective sigh, and 
then positively reflect on the experience before we 
are on to the “next big pressing thing.”  

As a lead evaluator for 9 years with USOE 
working under NWAC (North West Accredita-
tion Commission) and now having completed one 
of the first AdvancedED Accreditation visits at a 
public secondary school, I am in a position to be 
able to compare and contrast the outgoing old sys-
tem (NSSE) in relation to our new AdvancedED 
version.  At the conclusion of this paper, I will 
give you, the school leader, three generalized sug-
gestions that will prepare you for this conversion 
to the new AdvancedED standards.  In the end, I 
do not intend to sway you as to the merits of the 

new system or the failings of the old 
system.  My sincere desire is to help 
you see this new change—a freight 
train barreling down the tracks to-
ward you just around the next bend. 

AdvancedED is a newcomer 
in the accreditation arena and was 
first established in 2006.  Advan-
cedED currently accredits 30,000 
public, private, parochial and charter 
schools in 70 different countries.  
The USOE and NWAC joint deci-
sion to join AdvancedED coincided 
with Utah’s adoption of Common 
Core Standards and the realization 

that inter-state credit reciprocity is critical in our 
global economy. Currently AdvancedED services 
the North Central Association (NCA) covering 
19 states, the Southern Association of Colleges 
and Schools (SACS) covering 11 states as well 
as NWAC covering seven states.  In short, 56% 
of the continental USA currently ascribe to the 
Advanced ED accreditation system.  Inclusion in 
this system provides greater credit recognition and 
reliability beyond our state and federal borders.  

NSSE vs. Advanced ED 
Biggest Changes

The single biggest change you will notice 
under Advanced ED is that the process of ac-
creditation has gone electronic. Do you remember 
all the time and effort that went into your school 
profile under the old system?  On the other hand, 
better yet, do you remember rushing to print your 
100-page profile and overnight ship it to your vis-
iting team while apologizing for getting it to them 
at the last minute or late?  For better or worse that 
detailed report is outdated.  The written report has 
been replaced by an on-line web portal called the 
Adaptive System of School Improvement Support 
Tools or ASSIST®.  Information from multiple 
sources can be automatically loaded by USOE 
and your local school district or managing charter 
agency.  Information can be loaded locally too by 
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the school’s administrative team or accreditation 
leadership team.  

The beauty of the ASSIST web portal is that 
now a school leader has access to school improve-
ment documents wherever they have internet 
access on a laptop, tablet or smartphone.  The 
ASSIST® program has also condensed important 
school improvement documents such as an 11-
page document that reports student achievement 
data that is clear, transparent and concise. The in-
formation is loaded directly from USOE’s Cognos 
Data Display and is virtually impossible to alter or 
edit. The report provides text boxes for the local 
leadership team to comment on achievement gaps, 
growth trends, and areas for improvement.  In 
addition, the Executive Summary under Advanced 
ED is one page (yes, you heard me correctly).  

The External Review Team (Visiting Team) 
has access to ASSIST® as well as a second web 
portal called the WORKSPACE®.  All required 
school information for accreditation is loaded 
into this on-line portal where the External Review 

team can view it be-
fore, during, and after 
the school’s visit.  All 
electronic documents, 
rubrics, evaluations 
tools, observation 
forms, ratings of Ad-
vancedED Standards, 

school action plans, assurances and support docu-
ments are contained in the WORKSPACE®.    In 
short, other than providing a master schedule, bell 
schedule, school map and an agenda there is not 
much to print anymore.  

The second biggest difference between NSSE 
and AdvancedED is the changes in the concluding 
report that is submitted to USOE as verification of 
the school’s accreditation process. Under the old 
NSSE system, the Visiting Team Report consisted 
of a document separated into seven standards 
with five questions per standard to answer in an 
essay format.  At the end of the report, there was a 
section for commendations and recommendations 
issued by the Visiting Team.  Under the new Ad-
vancedED system, the concluding report is called 
the External Review Report.  While the length of 
the document is similar to the old Visiting Team 
Report, much of the report is auto-generated from 
ASSIST®.  The report is broken down into three 
sections:  The Findings, the Conclusion and the 
Addenda.  In the Findings section, the Advanced-
ED standards are discussed at length along with 

the final ratings on the standard indicators and the 
final observation totals/averages from the EL-
EOT® observation tool (more on this later) from 
the External Review Team.  In the Conclusions 
section, the External Review Team provides a nar-
rative report on three items: the school’s Powerful 
Practices (Commendations), Opportunities for Im-
provement (Recommendations) and Required Ac-
tions (items that must be immediately addressed).   
In the Addenda section, AdvancedED outlines the 
“next steps” for the school after the conclusion of 
the visit.  It includes general information about 
Advanced ED, its affiliates and subsidiaries.  The 
External Review Report is succinct, data based, 
and focused on student learning.

The third biggest difference between NSSE 
and AdvancedED is the structure provided around 
classroom observations. Under the old NSSE sys-
tem, Visiting Team members made a commitment 
to visit every classroom in a school.  The visits 
were short, typically 5 minutes or less, and little 
data was collected during these visits. As such, the 
observations were highly suspect and caused vis-
ited schools to question their validity.   In contrast, 
AdvancedED has created and copyrighted their 
own classroom observation tool called the Effec-
tive Learning Environments Observation Tool 
(ELEOT ).  ELEOT® is a standards based on-line 
rating/data collection portal linked to the External 
Review Teams WORKSPACE®.   Similar to the 
collection of documents mentioned above, data 
collected in ELEOT® is recorded, automatically 
tabulated and inserted into various electronic 
AdvancedED reports.  ELEOT® is compatible 
with Apple and Android laptops, tablets and 
smartphones.  ELEOT® consists of a 20 minute 
structured observation protocol designed to look 
at seven areas within each classroom.  The areas 
are:  

• Equitable Learning
• High Expectations
• Supportive Learning
• Active Learning
• Progress Monitoring and Feedback
• Well Managed Learning
• Digital Learning

Each area has indicators to guide observa-
tions.  It is important to note that the focus of the 
observation is not on the classroom teacher. Each 
indicator is designed to be experienced from the 
perspective of the student in the class, which is 
consistent with current research on classroom 

To this motley mix, we now 
add USOE adoption of school 

and system wide accreditation 
via AdvancedED.
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observations (Moss & Brookhart, 2013).  This 
information is important to communicate to your 
faculty and staff regarding an AdvancedED visit. 
The biggest drawback to the ELEOT system is the 
amount of time required for observation.  Be-
cause the observation time must be a minimum 
of 20 minutes, it is impossible to visit even 75% 
of a large comprehensive middle or high school.  
A more realistic figure for classrooms observa-
tions would be 40-50% of total classes visited in 
a given school. This percentage may cause some 
schools to question the accuracy of reported EL-
EOT scores. 

Three Recommendations 
for Your Future

Start getting technology into the hands of 
your students... right away.  

Digital natives that are currently in our 
schools already know how to access and har-
ness technology to their benefit better than we 
do.  However, this does not mean that we can 
turn them loose to do with technology what they 
will; to do so is both reckless and unprofessional.  

Students need guid-
ance and support in all 
things but especially 
integrating technol-
ogy into the classroom 
(Gullen & Zimmer-
man, 2013).  

On the ELEOT® 
observation tool there 
is one entire dedicated 
standard for “Digi-
tal Learning in the 
Classroom.”  Gone are 
the days when a career 
teacher can turn on 

their LCD Projector in their room, turn to an Ex-
ternal Review Team Member, and say “See! I am 
using technology in my classroom... it’s on isn’t 
it?”  Remember the focus of the ELEOT® obser-
vation tool is on the student, not the teacher.  If 
students are passive learners watching the teacher 
use technology it does not satisfy the requirement 
of the ELEOT® observation tool or Advanced 
ED.  Here are a few suggestions that would meet 
what Advanced ED is looking for.  

1. Have students use their cell phones to ac-
cess polleverywhere.com to text responses 
to teacher questions. 

2. Have Tablet (IPad) labs being used in class 

with students to research primary and sec-
ondary sources for a research project. 

3. Have students using probe wear in science 
classes to report data changes in a scientific 
lab.  

4. Have English classes in computer labs 
utilizing writing tutorial software that helps 
students edit their own or other’s papers. 

5. Bring any Android or Apple application 
into content area class instruction and 
discussion.  Some of my personal favorites 
are: Socrative, Near Pod, Doceri, Show me, 
Wolfgramm Alpha, Noterize, BubbleSheet, 
Scribble Press or many, many others.  

From a state perspective, this focus on Digital 
Learning poses a local problem for us in Utah.  
With our notorious lack of adequate funding, it 
is difficult for schools to implement systemic 
student technology integrations.  Still, schools are 
making advances.

As an Instructional Leader in your building, 
focus on skills in veteran teachers that include 
facilitating rather than directing the teaching and 
learning process.  

Veteran teachers who are used to their tradi-
tional “stand and deliver” method of teaching do 
not tend to fair well under the new system.   Here 
are a few suggestion of where to focus your time 
and attention to help  them become better and 
more flexible teachers.

1. Help teachers to have a range of differ-
entiated instructional activities during 
the course of a class period.  Instruction 
should be brisk, involve smooth transitions 
between activities and maintain student 
interest and engagement.

2. Help teachers find ways to bring student 
backgrounds, culture and real-life experi-
ences into classroom discussions. We have 
known for years that relevancy is a key to 
obtaining and maintain student attention.  It 
is also critical to retaining learned concepts 
linking new content to previously known 
material.\

3. Help teachers learn to embed higher order 
thinking skills into their questioning reper-
toire in addition to classroom assignments, 
tests, quizzes, labs and discussion.  Make 
sure to use works like apply, summarize, 
synthesize are part of the vocabulary. As 
you review evidence of student achieve-
ment or discuss student-learning growth 
in end of year goal meetings, make sure to 

As a lead evaluator for 9 years with 
USOE working under NWAC (North 
West Accreditation Commission) 
and now having completed one of 

the first AdvancedED Accreditation 
visits at a public secondary school, 

I am in a position to be able to 
compare and contrast the outgoing 

old system (NSSE) in relation to 
our new AdvancedED version.  
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review presented material for the applica-
tion of higher order thinking skills. 

4. Help teachers understand the importance 
of constant formative 
feedback to students 
on their individual 
progress and learn-
ing.  Great teachers are 
always monitoring the 
teaching and learn-
ing process from bell 
to bell.  They prod, 
motivate, remind, and 
help students reflect on 
learning. This ongo-
ing dialogue between 

teacher and student is easily observable and 
critical to effective learning. 

5. Help teachers to make clear and transpar-
ent student assessment/grading practices 
so that students understand exactly what 
is expected.  Clarity of purpose assists the 
teacher in working smarter, not harder. 
Students appreciate knowing they are on 
the right track and their focused effort will 
yield learning results. 

 For some teachers this will feel very dif-
ferent as they move from being “dispensers” of 
knowledge to becoming “facilitators” of knowl-
edge.  This distinction is critical to the teaching 
and learning process respecting how students in 
this generation think.  A more worthy author could 
write an entire article just on this topic alone.  
For more information, I would consider the book 
“Visible Learning” by John Hattie.  The point I 
want to make is that ELEOT® and AdvancedED 
specifically ask to see evidence exhibited by stu-
dents of the above-mentioned items I have listed.  
There are additional standards and indicators that 
are less dominate in the AdvancedED framework, 
yet are still beneficial for teachers to learn and ap-
ply to their teaching practices. 

If you have not begun working on Profes-
sional Learning Communities in your school... 
start now.  

The AdvancedED Standards and Indicators 
are “littered” with PLC jargon.  The philosophy of 
Professional Learning Communities (Eaker, Du-
four & Burnette, 2002) is woven into all five stan-
dards and more than 12 indicators.  The External 
Review Team is expected to evaluate evidence of 
common assessments, common grading practices, 

collaboration time, unifying student achievement 
goals, professional development and refinement.  
I would encourage you to consider utilizing Drop 
box or Google Drive as a school wide “lines of 
evidence” data clearinghouse where each school 
department can upload evidence of the above-
mentioned items.  In addition, it is wonderful to 
include other assessments, surveys and documents 
required by AdvancedED.  I would not panic if 
you have not had your faculty go through formal 
PLC training, which can be expensive. What it 
does mean is that you need to lay the groundwork 
of what PLC’s are all about... groups of teachers 
getting together to decide who is learning, who 
isn’t, and what we are going to do about it.  As 
a school administrator, you need to be provid-
ing professional development on how to collect, 
evaluate, interpret, and use student achievement 
data. Schools should be dedicating structured time 
to unpacking student achievement data and decid-
ing on appropriate goals, plans and timelines.  
The School Leadership Team should be monitor-
ing and communicating progress toward student 
achievement goals.  

As a Lead Evaluator for Advanced ED and 
a building principal, I am cautiously optimistic 
about Utah’s future under Advanced ED.  Initial 
reports from the field are positive with the new 
system being more efficient due to electronic 
enhancements, less time consuming with no pro-
file to write, more objective with data instead of 
words, and more realistic in terms of action plans 
and stakeholder involvement in the accreditation 
process.   Wholesale change like our conversion 
to this system is never perfect and frequently 
comes with chunks of important concepts that are 
missing.  For the record, I will miss school action 
plans, as previously constructed under NSSE, that 
hold schools accountable for the school improve-
ment process.  I believe it is good for us as school 
systems to be held accountable if we do not 
follow through on the things we said we would 
do.  Here are some things that I can safely say 
will never change.  USOE will always mandate 
schools be affiliated with an accrediting agency.  
Schools can count on a visit every 5-7 years 
from representatives from an approved accredit-
ing agency.  That visit will never feel completely 
comfortable and will cause some feelings of stress 
for a school faculty and staff.  The accreditation 
process will always be aligned with standards and 
most importantly, it will always serve the school 

I would encourage you to consider 
utilizing Drop box or Google 

Drive as a school wide “lines of 
evidence” data clearinghouse 

where each school department 
can upload evidence of the 

above-mentioned items.
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improvement process for individual schools.  
Ready or not, the freight train is coming... are you 
ready? 
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Motivational Leadership 
in the 21st Century

Rick Larsen

Almost half a century 
ago two pioneers in the field 
of leadership and motiva-
tion came up with distinct 
theories on how to prop-
erly manage and motivate 
employees. These theories 
provide a model for leaders 
to properly influence and 
utilize their most valuable 
resource, their employees.

Shepherd and 
Sheepherder Analogy

Thomas S. Monson 
related the following contrasting experiences: 

“One thing I remember best about Provo 
Canyon is the experience encountered when 
driving around a bend near Vivian Park- to meet 
on the road a large herd of sheep.  Have you ever 
seen a sheepherder in one of our western moun-
tain canyons directing the sheep?  He is usually at 
the rear of the flock, slouched down on his horse, 
sound asleep.  And doing the work are half a 
dozen small dogs yapping and barking at the heels 
of the sheep.  He is a sheepherder.

A few months ago in Munich, Germany, I 
saw a true shepherd.  There he was with staff in 
hand, singing, walking in front of his flock: and 
the flock followed behind him.  When he turned 

to the left, the sheep 
turned to the left: 
when he went to 
the right, they went 
to the right.  There 
were no dogs bark-
ing at the heels of his 
sheep.  They indeed 
knew their shepherd 
and were following 
the pathway he took” 
(Moss, 1977).

The sheepherder moves his sheep by driv-
ing them forward with a stick and his dogs.  The 
sheep do what they are told out of fear of being 

punished.   They don’t necessarily en-
joy what they are doing, and they do it 
because they have to.  The sheepherder 
is effective in that he does accomplish 
his objective.

The shepherd, on the other hand, 
leads his flock.  He takes care of the 
sick and afflicted.  The sheep know his 
voice and feel of his presence.  When 
the shepherd moves his flock, he leads 
them and they follow him, not out of 
fear but of desire to be protected. The 
sheep know their leader, and know 
that he is there to protect and guide 
them.  The shepherd is effective in his 

objective of protecting and moving the sheep, but 
sheep do it because they want to.

Two distinct leadership styles are at play 
in the preceding example and two underlining 
principles of accomplishing a task: movement and 
motivation.

Theory X and Theory Y 
Leadership Styles

Douglas McGregor founded the “Theory X” 
and “Theory Y” leadership styles.

• Theory X says that employees are naturally 
lazy, dislike work, are not self-motivated 
and must be coerced into accomplishing 
tasks by extrinsic rewards or punishment.

• Theory Y assumes that people naturally 
want to work and do well at their job.  
They are self-motivated and find satisfac-
tion from their accomplishments (Mc-
Gregor,1985).

Movement Verses Motivation
Dr. Frederick Herzberg, acknowledged as one 

of the major contributors in history to manage-
ment theory and practice, was the originator of 
Motivation-Hygiene Theory and is known as the 
“father” of Job Enrichment.  

In order to comprehend M-H Theory, one 
must first understand the difference between 
movement and motivation. Dr. Herzberg states,

“Too often today we see motivation equated 

Dr. Frederick Herzberg, 
acknowledged as one of the 

major contributors in history to 
management theory and practice, 
was the originator of Motivation-
Hygiene Theory and is known as 
the “father” of Job Enrichment.  
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with what I call movement.  The main distinc-
tion in results between movement and motivation 
is in how long the effect lasts.  A moved worker 

must be “shoved” or 
“bribed” again and 
again, usually a little 
harder each time, in 
order to achieve ac-
ceptable work perfor-
mance.  A motivated 
worker, on the other 

hand, runs on his or her own internal desires.  
Motivation has a much more enduring impact on 
productivity and performance, resulting, in the 
long run, in greater efficiency and greater worker 
satisfaction” (Herzberg, 1969).

Movement
A myth exists among management that 

equates an employee accomplishing a task to the 
person being motivated.  

The stick approach 
(McGregor, 1985) 
asserts that a moved 
worker achieves tasks 
because of extrinsic 
rewards or punishment.  
The threat of losing 
one’s job or being fired 

can move an employee to do a desired task.  They 
are not doing the task because they want to; they 
are doing it because in order to keep their job, 
they have to. 

On the other hand, the carrot approach would 
be offering positive extrinsic rewards to accom-
plish a desired task (McGregor, 1985).  These 
would be in the form of incentives, rewards, or 
promotions.  The person is achieving the desired 
task not because they want to, but because they 
want the reward.  And in order to move them 
again you must give them another reward.  Dr. 

Herzberg explains, “I 
have a year old Schnau-
zer. . . now that I have 
finished its obedience 
training I hold up a dog 
biscuit when I want the 
Schnauzer to move, in 
this instance, who is mo-

tivated?  I or the dog?  The dog wants the biscuit, 
but it is I who wants it to move.  Again, I am the 
one who is motivated and the dog is the one who 
moves.  I exerted a pull (positive extrinsic reward) 

instead of a push (negative extrinsic reward)” 
(Herzberg, 1968). 

Movement is not motivation.  Herzberg also 
states, “I can charge a man’s battery and then I 
can charge it again, and recharge it again.  But it 
is not only when he has his own generator that 
we can talk about motivation.  He then needs no 
outside stimulation.  He wants to do it” (Herzberg, 
1968).

Application
Theory X managers are sheepherders who 

drive or move their employees.   They like to 
enforce strict policies and rules and tend to have 
their hands in everything.  They thrive on control 
of the organization and are known as the “Boss”.  
In order for this style to work, these managers 
need Theory X types of employees.  This theory 
does not apply itself well to theory Y types who 
are self-motivated.  Colonel Ben H. Swett stated 
the following: “If you hit them, you lose them- or 
at least you lose their self-motivation”(1981).

Theory Y managers are shepherds who 
befriend employees and create an atmosphere 
where motivation can take place.  Swett contin-
ued, “Praise, reward, commendations, reliance 
on self-discipline, and few restraints are a part of 
this management style” (Swett, 1981).  At times 
the downside to Theory Y type of managers is that 
they will be taken advantage of by theory X em-
ployees, who need stricter rules and regulations.

The most effective organization would be 
one made up of theory Y employees and theory 
Y managers.  But in the real world, this is not the 
case.  Some employees feel more comfortable 
doing what they are told, and they like it that way.  
An effective leader must use a combination of 
both styles in leading an effective organization.  
One must create an environment where motivated 
employees can flourish and then tighten up when 
necessary to manage the theory X types.  The 
greatest error in limiting human potential is to 
force Theory Y employees into Theory X environ-
ments.   One may destroy their motivation and 
never regain the opportunity to motivate them.

Final Thoughts
A great leader and a master teacher stated the 

following, “But he that entereth in by the door is 
the shepherd of the sheep…and the sheep hear 
his voice:  and he calleth his own sheep by name, 
and leadeth them out… he goeth before them and 
the sheep follow him: for they know his voice (St 
John 10:2-4).

An effective leader must use a 
combination of both styles in 

leading an effective organization.

The greatest error in limiting 
human potential is to force 

Theory Y employees into 
Theory X environments.   

They know when to push or 
move and when to get out of the 
way and let motivation unleash 

the potential that lies within
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Effective leaders know their employees, cre-
ate a friendly, caring environment where motiva-
tion can flourish, and lead their employees with 
vision and direction.  They know when to push 
or move and when to get out of the way and let 
motivation unleash the potential that lies within.  
By having a close relationship with and knowing 
the unique characteristics and talents of employ-
ees, they know who needs Theory X management 
techniques and who thrives on Theory Y.
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Congratulations, Bob
Bob Sonju

An interview conducted by 
Patti Kinney, NASSP Middle 
Level Director with Bob Sonju, 
principal of Fossil Ridge In-
termediate School and a 2013 
NASSP National Breakthrough 
School recipient. Bob Sonju 
was recognized as the UASSP 
Middle Level Principal of the 
Year in 2011 and a NASSP 
National Principal of the Year 
finalist. Fossil Ridge is also 
recognized as a National Model 
PLC School by AllThingsPLC.
info

Patti: Fossil Ridge Intermediate School 
strives to make every minute count for its nearly 
850 seventh and eighth graders.  Their profession-
al learning communities (PLC) have focused on 
redefining the school culture and providing imme-
diate specific interventions to students requiring 
assistance.  As a result, student achievement and 
proficiency levels in all core areas and subgroups 
have increased dramatically and the school has 
moved from a good school to an exemplary one, 
recognized nationally as a PLC model school.

Patti: What did you do to establish and sus-
tain effective professional learning communities 
at Fossil Ridge? 

Bob: Keep in mind that this is an on-going 
journey. As much as I’d like to think it’s a destina-
tion and that we are almost there, we’re not. The 
PLC process is a journey and not a destination. 
Our first step was fairly simple yet critically 
important. As a staff, we had to collectively define 
our purpose for why we existed as a school. This 
seems like a simple, possibly unnecessary step, 
yet it was one of the most critical steps in redefin-
ing our school. We had to be able to articulate 
why we existed as a school. This was tough work 
to accomplish this. 

Once we came to a collective consensus as 
to the purpose of Fossil Ridge, we then moved to 
developing a vision for what an exemplary school 
looked like…we needed a goal to strive for. We 
needed to be able to describe what an exemplary 
looked like, behaved like, and what leadership 

looked like.  Once we had a vi-
sion of what an exemplary school 
looked and behaved like, we then 
knew what our goal would be…to 
become an exemplary school.

From this began the work of 
developing collective commit-
ments, or what we are willing to 
commit to in order to become an 
exemplary school. These commit-
ments that we made as a school 
drive our everyday work. Once this 
cultural foundation was devel-
oped, we were then able to make 
structural changes that directly 

impacted student learning. Without question, 
the professional learning community model has 
proven to be the most effective way for schools 
to improve. As complicated as education is today, 
we have to stop relying on the same old, weary 
practices that didn’t work 20 years ago. We now 
know there is a better way to do things: PLC’s and 
Response to intervention.

Patti: Describe your intervention program 
and how it fits into your school day. 

Bob: If I may, I’d like to tell you about how 
we arrived at our current system. It was interest-
ing, once we developed our purpose, vision, and 
commitments; we knew where we had to go in 
order to be an exemplary school. 

And then something very humbling hap-
pened: we took a critical look at our interventions 
that were currently in place and felt like we had 
been literally slapped in the face. What a mess! 
Our interventions didn’t align with our commit-
ments that we had made AT ALL. Keep in mind 
that the only interventions we had at the time were 
the old “come in before or after school if you need 
help” and then a study hall that we had named 
something really cool (like academic enhance-
ment or something like that)…but in the end it 
was just an ineffective study hall.

The “come in before or after school“ phi-
losophy, which is so popular in our schools, is 
absolutely ineffective. We discovered that 80% 
of OUR students ride the bus making it virtu-
ally impossible for them to “come in before or 
after school” to get any help. With the jobs and 
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commitments that our students’ parents have, we 
just couldn’t expect them to drop everything and 
run their student to school to get help with five 
paragraph essays, absolute value, or the scien-
tific method. If we were committed to making 
sure that every student learns at high-levels (not 
just the ones with the drive for learning and the 
transportation to get help), we just had to do 
things differently. Plus, and this is important, we 
weren’t requiring that they come in to get help. It 
was optional. It was up to 12 year olds to decide 
if they were to get critical help for their learning. 
If, at 12, you were able to convince your parent 
to leave one of their 3 jobs they’re working to 
make ends meet, AND to bring you in early to 
school, we would be waiting to help (assuming 
that the teacher was sitting in their room and not 
making copies, visiting with a colleague, answer-
ing e-mails, or preparing for the day.) It’s almost 
embarrassing to talk about now. 

Our study hall was another storied disaster. 
Students were assigned to study hall based on 
one thing…they were failing a class. Mind you, it 
didn’t matter why they were failing. The reasons 
they were failing were as varied as the student. 
They were failing for a variety of reasons. Didn’t 
know how, didn’t want to, didn’t speak the 
language, were too disorganized…But we’d pile 
them in to a study hall and tell this poor teacher 
(who just needed an extra period in order to have 
a full schedule) to go ahead and catch everybody 
up! 

Have you ever looked back at something and 
thought, “What in the world was I thinking?” It’s 
almost laughable now as we talk about it. 

Now we know that there is a better way to do 
things. I must give a lot of credit to Mike Mattos 
(he wrote the books Pyramid Response to Inter-
vention and Simplifying Response to Intervention 
along with Austin Buffum and Chris Weber) who 
was especially helpful during our transformation 
process and has been an incredible resource for 
us. We referred to Mike’s work often (and still 
do!) We now have over 25 school-wide interven-
tions that are built in to the school day that focus 
on specific concepts and needs. We monitor 
student learning every 2-3 weeks using multiple 
indicators and assign or modify interventions. 
Interventions are based on concept need and are 
very fluid. (And… they’re not optional!)

Once a student demonstrates competency in 
a concept, we don’t leave them in the intervention 
until the end of the trimester, they are moved out 

of the intervention immediately. And that’s what 
I’m referring to when I say that our interventions 
are fluid. 

In regards to homework, we knew that we 
couldn’t rely on work being completed at home 
because oftentimes, our students go home to no 
parents, tired parents, single parents, or parents 
that didn’t have the skills to assist their student 
with work. We decided that if our students were 
to learn at high levels like we had committed to 
in our school commitments, then we had to create 
structures and systems within the school day to 
make sure that this happened. This time built into 
the school day for intervention, completion of 
work and demonstration of concept proficiency 
has been critical to our success. We had to make 
learning not-optional. Our system of interventions 
coupled with our beliefs and commitments makes 
this happen.

Patti: What programs or practices at Fossil 
Ridge are you most proud of? 

Bob: The practice that we are most proud 
of is our ability to work collectively to ensure 
that every student in our school will learn at high 
levels. Also, the fact that we have the confidence 
to look every student and parent in the eye and 
tell them they we guarantee that they will learn at 
high-levels and we have systems in place to make 
sure that this happens…learning is not left to 
chance.  This is at the heart of the PLC process

As a school, we have received a number 
of local, state and national recognitions. We are 
very proud of these. In 2011, Fossil Ridge was 
recognized as a National Model PLC school by 
Solution Tree and of course being recognized as 
a National Breakthrough School by the NASSP 
further validated our work. That being said, and I 
in no way want to diminish how wonderful these 
awards have been for us, our greatest validation 
is seeing our students take responsibility for their 
learning, seeing them love school and learning, 
watching them achieve at high levels, and having 
parents and students so proud of their school. 
There is just no substitute for that.

Patti: What have you learned through your 
school improvement process that you wish you 
had known when you started? 

Bob: I learned three big lessons. The first 
lesson, you must address the culture of the school 
prior to structural change. Far too often, in our 
improvement efforts, schools just add to or 
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change their existing structures. I think that this 
is a huge mistake that far too often, schools fall 
into. It has been well documented that structural 
change will have a very limited effect in increas-
ing student learning and will eventually be over-
whelmed by the existing dysfunctional culture of 
a school. That’s why addressing a school’s culture 
before structural change is critical.

Let me be very clear on this lesson I’ve 
learned…It’s only after a school’s culture has 
been clearly and collectively developed and 
articulated can structural change have a lasting 
effect and increases in student learning can occur. 
In short, and we say this a lot at Fossil Ridge…
culture before structure. 

Next, hire the right people. Not the best 
people…but the right people: the right people that 
fit within the culture and the system. Hiring is 
without question one of the most important things 
that we do as instructional leaders as we look to 
improve our schools and culture. So take your 
time and choose the right people to work within 
your system and not the best people to function 
independently.

And finally, and probably the most important 
lesson is this… It’s not easy and it doesn’t get any 
easier. Change of any type is a messy, emotional 
process. Honestly, there were times when I literal-
ly sat straight up in bed in the middle of the night 
and said, “What in the world am I doing?” The 
truth is, it really is much easier to be a building 
manager than a leader who transforms a school. 
Building managers keep the puck in play. And I 
know that we all have to be building managers at 
times. But true transformational leaders change 
schools, change learning, and change student’s 
lives for the better. We need more transforma-
tional leaders in our schools if we are to improve 
the system.

I’m going to get on a soapbox here but we 
desperately need courageous, transformational 
leaders who have the ability to create a vision, 
ignore the noise that comes with change, tackle 
the tough things, address the educational bullies 
that paralyze a staff, and lead their schools out of 
complacency and to exemplary….that is what is 
needed in our school system and in our schools 
today. We owe it to our students. 

Bob Sonju  is  Pr incipal  of  Fossi l  Ridge Intermediate School  and can be 
reached at  sonju@fossi lschool .org.   Bob is UASSP Middle Level  Pr incipal 

of  the Year in 2011 and a NASSP Nat ional  Pr incipal  of  the Year f inal ist . 
 Impact is proud to have Bob as a previous contr ibutor.
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The Holy Trinity of School Success
Dean Wilson

In the name of the Fa-
ther, the Son, and the Holy 
Spirit.  This phrase can be heard 
throughout many churches and 
sects throughout America every 
Sunday.  This reference pays 
homage to the Holy Trinity; 
three entities which in essence 
are one, with one fundamental 
purpose.  As I was reading an 
article about the separation of 
church and state, for an odd 
reason, my thoughts went to 
school-wide improvement. I 
thought to myself; as an educa-
tional leader, what would be the Holy Trinity for 
school success?

The question posed could have many 
answers, but as a principal of a school that had 
failed to make AYP just two years earlier and was 
now in the 79th percentile according to UCAS 
data, I looked around at what was in place now 
that was not in place then.  It was at that moment 
that the Trinity made itself manifest: PLCs, RTI 
and a move to Standards Based Grading. 

Professional Learning Communities
Our school focused on PLCs first, and 

developed a com-
prehensive plan to 
develop grade and 
subject level teams.  
The first task and most 
critical component 
our teams undertook 
was the creation of 

a guaranteed and viable curriculum.  If students 
have guaranteed access to curriculum that is both 
commonly paced and commonly assessed, student 
achievement becomes predictable and interven-
tions and extensions can be specifically tailored 
to the individual needs of the student (Marzano, 
2007).  As a school, we immediately set out to 
create curriculum maps that identified essential 
standards and skills which held the highest lever-
age and endurance for student success.  The result 
was a commonly paced curriculum that was com-

monly assessed.  
Our teams agreed to assess a 

specific skill each week, and set 
a proficiency target for students 
to achieve. Teacher teams would 
administer a common formative 
assessment and review the stu-
dents’ performance during PLCs.   
If they mastered the concept, the 
student moved on.  If they didn’t, 
the student was mandated, not 
requested, to attend a targeted 
Tier II re-teaching during Flex.  
Flex is a twenty-five minute class 
period each day, where students 

are retaught concepts they have not yet mastered.  
The content is presented in a new way after PLC 
teams have identified the best teaching practice 
for the concept.  This wasn’t a louder and slower 
approach; it was targeted re-teaching in a new 
way to ensure students acquired the necessary 
skills to master the essential concept.  The result 
was a deeper understanding by the student of the 
content, and a teacher who had the opportunity to 
identify best teaching practices and apply them 
with their students.

Response to Intervention 
This process gave birth to our schools’ 

creation of a comprehensive Response to Inter-
vention system aimed at identifying skill deficits 
early, and applying targeted interventions and 
extensions for students.  We agreed to do what-
ever it takes to ensure that students mastered 
material.  As we began this process, our staff 
quickly understood that our grades needed to be 
reflective of student learning, and that we needed 
to be sure that our grades were objective measures 
of student performance, not subjective.

Our PLC teams focus centered on providing 
specific data or feedback on student achieve-
ment.  Hattie (2012) points out that “Of all of 
the influences on student learning, feedback is 
among the top-ranked and this is also the case 
for teacher learning”.  After much research, PLC 
teams focused on several key processes in relation 
to grading.  As a group we focused on practices 

The result was a commonly 
paced curriculum that was 

commonly assessed.  
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that promote learning. We began to relate grading 
procedures to learning goals (standards).  We used 
criterion-referenced performance standards as 
reference points.  We limited the valued attributes 
included in grades to individual achievement.  
We chose to breakdown grades into practice and 
learning outcomes and chose to sample student 
performance.  Finally, and most importantly, we 
chose to discuss and involve students in assess-
ment (Connor 2002).

Standards Based 
Grading

The result of these 
efforts was a Standards 
Based Grading plan 
using a 4 point scale 
that tied directly to our 
RTI system.  If students 
received a 1 or 2 on a 
learning outcome, man-
datory Tier II interven-
tion, which was based 
objectively on student 
performance, was given.  
If a student received a 3, 

the student could opt to attend a Tier II interven-
tion to move from a 3 to a 4.

The result of these efforts was a very specific 
plan for intervention as well as a system which 
was predictable of student learning outcomes.  As 
a school, we moved from attempting intervention 
to excelling at it.

As I reflect on this process, I am convinced 
that the Holy Trinity of school success lies with 
having a Standards Based Grading program, 
which gives you the right data to discuss during 
PLCs, so that a very targeted and predictive RTI 
approach can be developed for each student. 

Creating Converts
So, now the question is how do we as educa-

tional leaders ensure the environment is right for 
the Trinity to occur?  The answer lies in conver-
sion.  As educational leaders, we find ourselves 
doing the work of ecclesiastical leaders, spreading 
the word and making nonbelievers see the light. 
How does one do this?  I think that there are only 
two ways to make converts in education, by the 

cross or by the sword, the latter being the last 
resort any educational leader should take when 
trying to produce converts, as it almost always 
leads to forced compliance to these initiatives, as 
opposed to being true believers.

If educational leaders are willing to develop 
a need for a change and work collaboratively with 
the teaching staff, meaningful change can take 
place.  As this work unfolds, it is crucial to show 
how by adopting these initiatives, the end product, 
or student success, can be improved.  As staff 
buys into this and can see the change in culture 
and student performance, the cross can be seen 
and a true believer is born.

There will no doubt be laggards in this 
process, and it doesn’t mean they are bad people; 
they just haven’t had enough motivation or 
haven’t had the right amount of training to de-
velop the ability to change.  Rather than an educa-
tional leader pulling the sword from the scabbard 
and forcing the change to occur, the situation is 
best remedied by going through the same process 
we would follow with students.  Offer the teacher 
additional time, and attempt a new approach to 
help the person develop the ability and motivation 
to change  (Patterson, Grenny, McMillan, Swit-
sler, 2005).  So there you have it, the Trinity of 
school success which rests upon educational lead-
ers being willing to do the work to make believers 
out of teachers.   Amen
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The School Counselor’s Role in 
College and Career Readiness

Judy Petersen, M. Ed.

College and Career Readi-
ness continues to be a promi-
nent theme in current school 
reform initiatives, educational 
research, politics (Presidential 
and Gubernatorial speeches and 
resolutions), community and 
state-wide initiatives (Prosper-
ity 2020), labor market proj  
ections, and more.  A sweeping 
concern across the country is 
that by 2020-2025 we will need 
a more educated workforce.  It 
has been determined by local 
labor market analysts and Utah 

Workforce Services that 
by 2020, 66% of adult 
workers will need post-
secondary education to 
meet job requirements 
and workforce needs. 
According to the 2010 
census, 44.6% of the 
adult workforce had 
attained some postsec-
ondary education and/or 

training.  Educators can begin now to prepare and 
equip our students with the education, support and 
guidance, and the social capital they need to be 
ready for college and career. 

Public education and higher education offices 
have made bold statements about the importance 
of college and career readiness needs.  The 2013 
Utah State Legislature passed a joint resolution 
adopting the twin goals of 90% reading and math 
proficiency in elementary schools and 66% of all 
Utah adults with a postsecondary degree or cer-
tificate by 2020.  And, more importantly, Granite 
School District’s charge and responsibility asserts:  
Students will leave us prepared for college, career 
and life in the 21st century world.  All reports im-
ply that students need to plan and prepare for high 
school completion and postsecondary education 
and training more deliberately and intentionally. 

Before venturing into this discussion any 

further, please understand college 
has been redefined.  College is 
now considered any higher educa-
tion and training post high school 
from a one-year certificate to a 
four-year degree and beyond.  It is 
no longer just a four-year bac-
calaureate pathway.  One cannot 
discount the benefits of education 
and training beyond high school; 
increased earning power and 
employment by nearly 50 percent. 
A two-year degree or even some 
college can have a positive impact 
on the ability to find and keep a 

job.  Basically, the higher the education level, the 
greater chances of finding and keeping a job that 
offers better pay, more security, and better ben-
efits like health insurance and retirement plans.

What will it take to prepare all students to be 
ready for college and career and the workforce 
needs of the near future?  Clearly, improved class-
room instruction and implementation of common 
core standards are critical elements.  But from a 
school counseling perspective, individual/person-
alized planning is paramount to reaching college 
and career readiness goals.  All students need 
more structured guidance and support in planning 
for college and career.  Granite School District’s 
school counselors are positioned to do their part.  
In January 2011, Granite District’s Board of 
Education approved a new department, College 
and Career Readiness. Through this department’s 
leadership, the work of secondary school counsel-
ors has been transformed, and in so doing coun-
selors focus on college and career readiness coun-
seling for all students. The catalyst for creating a 
college and career readiness department has been 
the College Board’s National Office for School 
Counselor Advocacy (NOSCA) and Granite 
District’s involvement in NOSCA’s Urban School 
Counseling Initiative (USCI).  NOSCA promotes 
the value of school counselors as leaders in 
advancing school reform and student achievement 
as supported through their vision and mission. 

It has been determined by local 
labor market analysts and Utah 

Workforce Services that by 2020, 
66% of adult workers will need post-

secondary education to meet job 
requirements and workforce needs.
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NOSCA’s vision is that every student exits high 
school with the educational preparation and 
social capital necessary for college success and 
full participation in a global society.  NOSCA’s 
mission is to endorse and institutionalize systemic 
school counseling practice that advocates for eq-
uitable educational access and rigorous academic 
preparation, achievement, and attainment for all 
students (College Board, 2010).  NOSCA outlines 
Eight Components of College and Career Readi-
ness Counseling that provide a systemic approach, 
across grades K-12 and beyond, to ensure equity 
in both process and results.  

Eight Components for College and 
Career Readiness Counseling 

(College Board, 2010)
1. College Aspirations – Build a college going 

culture based on early college awareness by 
nurturing the confidence to aspire to college 
and the resilience to overcome challenges 

along the way.  Main-
tain high expectations 
by providing adequate 
supports, building social 
capital, and conveying 
with conviction that all 
students can succeed in 
college.
2. Academic 
Planning for College 
and Career Readiness 

– Advance students’ planning, preparation, 
participation, and performance in a rigorous 
academic program that connects to their col-
lege and career aspirations and goals.

3. Enrichment and Extracurricular Engagement 
– Ensure equitable exposure to a wide range 
of extracurricular and enrichment opportu-
nities that build leadership, nurture talents 
and interests, and increase engagement with 
school.

4. College and Career Exploration and Selection 
Processes – Provide early and ongoing expo-
sure to experiences and information necessary 
to make informed decisions when selecting 
a college or career that connects to academic 
preparation and future aspirations.

5. College and Career Assessments – Promote 
preparation, participation, and performance in 
college and career assessments by all stu-
dents.

6. College Affordability Planning – Provide 

students and families with comprehensive 
information about college costs, options for 
paying for college, and the financial aid and 
scholarship processes and eligibility require-
ments, so they are able to plan for and afford 
a college education.

7. College and Career Admissions Processes 
– Ensure that students and families have an 
early and ongoing understanding of the col-
lege and career application and admissions 
processes so they can find the postsecondary 
options that are the best fit with their aspira-
tions and interests.

8. Transition from High School Graduation to 
College Enrollment – Connect students to 
school and community resources to help the 
students overcome barriers and ensure the 
successful transition from high school to col-
lege.
Granite District’s school counseling pro-

gram and practices--through implementation of 
the Eight Components of College and Career 
Readiness--have only enhanced opportunities for 
all students – especially students from underrep-
resented populations. School counselors depend 
heavily on the comprehensive program structure 
of their work and its four program delivery com-
ponents (guidance curriculum, individual plan-
ning, responsive services, and system support) to 
offer enriching activities, foster rigorous academic 
preparation, encourage early college planning, 
and guide students and families through the col-
lege admissions and financial aid processes.  To 
implement each component successfully, school 
counselors use strategies that take into account the 
context of the diverse populations in their school 
and community; implement multilevel interven-
tions with students, parents, schools, and com-
munities; and use data effectively to inform their 
work.

Granite School District’s school counselors 
are committed to comprehensive counseling 
and guidance program implementation while at 
the same time strengthening the comprehensive 
program structure with new emphasis on college 
and career readiness.  Counselors are experiencing 
a transformation of sorts as they adjust, modify, 
refashion, and refocus their work on college and 
career readiness and the data that support they are 
making progress. At the same time, school coun-
selors are advocating for equitable educational ac-
cess and rigorous academic preparation necessary 
for college and career readiness for all students.

Counselors are experiencing a 
transformation of sorts as they 
adjust, modify, refashion, and 

refocus their work on college and 
career readiness and the data that 
support they are making progress.
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School counselors use available data and to 
identify students who have high scores on end of 
level CRTs and are not enrolled in advanced or 
honors courses.  They intervene on behalf of their 
identified students, validate their academic ability, 
and inspire and empower them to take more rigor-
ous courses.  They have also reviewed enrollment 
policies and practices that have been barriers to 
getting into honors, advanced, and/or AP courses.  
With the support of district leadership, practices 

are changing and stu-
dents are “self-select-
ing” honors, advanced, 
and/or AP courses 
knowing the expecta-
tions and requirements 
of their choices.  The 
exciting news is that 
counselors are seeing 
results.  A powerful 
example of results data 

is evidenced by an increase in both the number of 
AP exams taken and percent passing from 2011 to 
2012 (College Board).  Data show Granite School 
District high schools increased the number of AP 
exams taken in 2011 by more than 500 in 2012 
and the overall passing rate increased form 67% 
to 69% for all exams taken.  GSD counselors also 
conducted a college and career readiness student 
and parent survey in spring 2012.  Over 6700 
students and 2000 parents from all secondary 
schools participated.  Data findings reported that 
all students and both senior high and junior high 
parents ranked preparing for college and career as:  
1) the most important service from their school 
counselor, and 2) the service they need the most 
help with from their school counselor.  

Lest we bask in the success of our work there 
is more to do.  Scaling up the academic planning 
(individual college and career readiness planning 
meetings, CCR-Plan) process for all students (es-
pecially in grades 6-12) must become a reality.  As 
previously stated, students need more structured 
guidance and support in planning for college and 
career.  It’s a complex process.  Counselors must 
plan and schedule adequate time for individual 
CCR-Plan meetings with all students and their 
parents.  The CCR-Plan meetings will incorpo-
rate the Eight Components of College and Career 
Readiness as outlined by the College Board at the 
appropriate levels and also include the recom-

mendations for college and career ready students 
as outlined by the State Board of Regents and the 
State Board of Education.  But more explicitly, 
the CCR-Plan meetings must be part of a bigger 
process and the vehicle through which counsel-
ors ensure school success and college and career 
readiness for all students by high school gradua-
tion.  This can be accomplished through careful 
and intentional planning for all students with 
focus on appropriate placement in school courses; 
opportunity to explore and review interests and 
abilities; setting and working toward goals aligned 
with interests and abilities; a four-year academic 
plan for school success also aligned with post high 
school goals; parents who are directly involved in 
the process; and, accurate information about all of 
the options and opportunities available. Counsel-
ors must facilitate classroom instruction and have 
ongoing conversations with students and their par-
ents as part of the CCR-Plan process; not limited 
to just one meeting each school year.  

The college and career readiness recom-
mendations outlined by the Utah State Board of 
Regents and the Utah State Board of Education 
can be mapped out developmentally and sequen-
tially to guide CCR-Plan discussions. 

Build an Academic Foundation:
• Take challenging classes in high school to 

develop an understanding of different sub-
jects and a solid academic preparation for 
college-level courses.

• Take Advanced Placement (AP), Interna-
tional Baccalaureate (IB), or concurrent 
enrollment classes that lead to college credit 
and provide direct experience in college-
level studies. Select concurrent enrollment 
classes that apply to general education, a 
certificate, or a degree that fits educational 
plans.

Develop Intellectual 
and Career Capacity:

• Select courses in high school that chal-
lenge the intellect and develop critical 
thinking, analysis, and problem-solving 
s trategies.

• Practice creative problem solving, 
increase written and oral communica-
tion and teamwork skills and become 
technology proficient.

Data show Granite School District 
high schools increased the number 

of AP exams taken in 2011 by 
more than 500 in 2012 and the 

overall passing rate increased form 
67% to 69% for all exams taken.
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• Establish time management and study 
habits to prepare for the greater amount 
of independent work required in college.

Evaluate Progress for College:
• Do the very best academic work pos-

sible in every class taken from middle 
school through the senior year of high 
school.

• Meet with a school counselor about 
course choices; ask for advice on en-
hancing college readiness skills.

• Throughout the middle and high school 
years, use external methods (such as the 
EXPLORE, PLAN and ACT sequence 
of tests, or Accuplacer) to determine 
progress toward college readiness.

• Adjust study habits and school course 
choices appropriately to address weak-
nesses and stay on track.

Explore Postsecondary Options:
• Visit at least one college campus; take a 

guided tour, and ask questions.
• Learn how much college costs. Submit 

the Free Application for Federal Student 
Aid (FAFSA) by the priority deadline. 
Ask a Financial Aid advisor about schol-
arships, grants, loans, and work-study.

• Complete the steps necessary for college 
entry: take a college entrance exam 

(ACT or SAT) and 
submit an admission 
application by the 
priority deadline.

Granite School 
District’s school 
counselors are ex-
cited and enthused 
by their critical 
involvement in pre-
paring all students to 
be ready for college 
and career.  They 

see the importance of taking intentional action to 
ensure equitable options and opportunities for all 
of their students.  School counselors are strong 
advocates for students, and they use their skills 
and expertise to drive positive change in schools.  
They can convey to school staff and communi-
ties the expectation that all students, regardless 
of backgrounds and economic status, can succeed 
in college. School counselors can be leaders in 
advancing school reform and student achievement 
when they advocate for equitable educational ac-
cess and rigorous academic preparation that leads 
to college and career readiness for all students.  
Through their work with students and parents in 
the CCR-Plan process, school counselors play a 
significant role in preparing students to be ready 
for college and career.
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Politics, Equity, and Reform:  
A Reflection 

Roxanne Nix  
Equity issues touch on all 

the work we do as school lead-
ers.  Student social economic 
status (SES), race, culture, and 
gender are some of the fac-
tors an educational leader is 
required to actively carry from 
the margin of a school culture 
to its center to be a successful, 
modern day leader.  When com-
munity, faculty, and staff are 
brought into the equity equa-
tion, the boundaries expand, 
for they too bring their own 
SES, race, culture, and gender 
identities, perceptions, and biases, which are most 
likely different from our own as school lead-
ers.  Combining all of these perspectives about 
difficult-to-talk-about issues in faculty profes-
sional development and community open forums 
seems at first an ominous task, especially when 
academic achievement is brought into the same 
conversation.

Research continues to demonstrate and 
suggest, through multiple research methods, 
that when formal school leadership sets equity 
related issues as a foundational goal both school 
culture and academic achievement improve.  A 
sample of authors that support this statement 
include:  Garcia and Guerra 2004; Cohen and 
Lotan 1995; Shields 2010; McKenzie, Skrla, and 
Scheurich 2009; Ladson-Billings 1954; Lugg 
2003; Edmonds 1979.  Their work is passionate 
and grounded in the importance of the academic 
achievement of all students through equity.  These 
findings, in addition to my own experience as a 
certified educator, single parent, graduate student, 
and administrative intern, have led me to apply 
equity related issues as the core of my school 
leadership vision.  From this core and founda-
tional leadership goal, one can face opposing 
viewpoints, federal mandates, individual biases, 
cultural stereotypes, faculty readiness, and many 
difficult conversations.

Federal Race Related 
Reform

—Achievement Gap
Tyack and Cuban (1995) 

describe educational reform as a 
pendulum that swings back and 
forth from a focus on societal 
issues toward a focus on higher 
academic achievement, in a re-
petitive and increasingly disillu-
sioned pattern.  Breaking this pat-
tern of seemingly failed, repetitive 
reforms requires trust.  We, as 
a nation, have learned from our 

past mistakes and continue to make 
steps to correct the initiatives that did not work as 
planned, while adding strength the ideas that have 
provided positive results for our schools.  In part, 
No Child Left Behind (NCLB) was a positive 
step.  NCLB was the first federal reform effort 
to bring racial inequities into focus.  We must as 
individual districts, schools, educational leaders, 
and educated faculties decide how we will fulfill 
top-down requirements and fortify them to bring 
forth positive change in our schools.

School Level Reform
—Achievement Gap

The application of reform and equity is politi-
cal.  Correcting school inequities through reform 
requires trust to be successful.  Formal school 
leaders must include trust-building as an ongoing, 
never ending work.  Without trust, school reform 
will fail (Tshannen-Moran 2004, Datnow 2003).  
In addition to trust, for change for successful 
change to occur, all school faculty members must 
feel that the reform goal is built on clear reasons.  
When building an equity-centered focus, sup-
plying the reason for change through data is a 
seemingly neutral place to start.  Data that has 
been disaggregated, a requirement of No Child 
Left Behind (NCLB), often displays gross inequi-
ties that have not improved under NCLB (Lee 
2006, Department of Education 2012).  When 
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these disaggregated data findings are presented, at 
a school level, simplistic presentation of the data 
is common.  Simply looking at the results of Utah 
Comprehensive Accountability System (UCAS) 
from the standing of passing or failing, without 
analyzing the reasons for failings and gaps in 
achievement between groups is superficial.  We 
march on, business as usual with a small amount 
of faculty-gained trust toward the same inequi-
table outcome next year.

Formal school leadership and faculty-wide 
personnel need to make a personal connection for 
true, equitable change to occur (Goodman 2000).  
Reasons for the educational gaps between groups 
must be explored deeply (McKenzie, Skrla, & 
Scheurich 2009).  Stereotypes, racist ideologies, 
culturally imbedded biases, and national power 
structures will ensue and can propel reasons for 
equity and change.  Once inequities are no longer 
accepted as the school social norm, change can 
be supported on school, faculty, and individual 
teacher levels.  It can be surprising how driven 
teachers are to help their students achieve.  Teach-
ers that believe in themselves (self-efficacy), 

know they have consistent administrative support 
(trust), gain collegial professional development 
(support), participate in the school-level change 
(empowerment), and see school level reform suc-
cess (student achievement) will show flexibility in 
reform implementation.

School Level Example--Economic 
and Ethnic Breakdown

Investigation of a Wasatch Front school 
deomonstrates principles of equity, conditions that 
promote reform, and guidelines for forward move-
ment.  This school is predominantly comprised 
of a White student body.  The school’s total 2013 
student population is approximately 1,050.  Of the 
approximately 1,050 students currently attending 
this school 19% of the students are non-White.  
Thirty percent (30%) of the school’s 2013 student 
body has been labeled low social economic status 
(SES).  

Honors Class Distribution—Ethnic Back-
ground
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It is unknown why, given the data 
available at the school level, 
significantly more Caucasian 
students choose to take honors 
classes than ethnic minorities.   
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School Level Example--Program Ethnic Breakdown 
 

Overall, the findings show that:  (1) Caucasian students are overrepresented in honors 
classes and underrepresented in remedial and intervention classes.  (2) Students of Hispanic/Latino 
background are overrepresented in remedial and intervention classes and underrepresented in 
honors classes.  (3) There are zero Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islanders enrolled in honors 
courses while all 4 of the American Indian or Alaskan Native students are represented in general 
special education.  

It is unknown why, given the data available at the school level, significantly more Caucasian 
students choose to take honors classes than ethnic minorities.  One can reasonably speculate, 
however, based on the data collected from school level interviews that this school has not 
specifically focused on equity or had school-wide conversations about race.  During these 
interviews, one teacher stated that “students do not seem to understand what their [race related] 
statements mean.  I have heard students make fun of each 
other for the way they look; when I talk with them about 
the issue, they have no idea what their comments mean” 
(Nix teacher informal interview 2013).  The school allows 
students to self-select into the honors classes that are 
offered.   Ford, Harris, Tyson, and Trotman (2002) found 
that students internalize nonverbal messages about race.  
When there are other students that are visibly like themselves present, they feel that they belong.  
For example, if there is only one Black student in an honor’s classroom that Black student will feel 
like they do not belong and will subsequently not enroll in another honor’s class or will choose not 
to finish the honors class at all. 

On the other end of this spectrum, the students in remedial and intervention programs at this 
school did not choose to be enrolled.  As with the honors class findings, the cultural school norms 
and societal structures most likely play a part in the inequities that exist by ethnic background in 
these programs. Students have been assigned roles to play and positions to fill with regard to their 
race.  The roles and positions seem to have been put into place unintentionally.  When the school 
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issues of race and equity he stated that “I hope 
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white students.  The most predominate inequities 
exist with the Hispanic/Latino and Hawaiian or 
Pacific Islander groups when compared to the 
White student group.  Significant gaps are present 
across all three CRT tracked academic areas.  The 
academic gaps are 41% science, 37% math, and 
12% English between White to Hawaiian or Pa-
cific Islander; 36% science, 25% math, and 23% 
English White to Hispanic/Latino.  These gaps are 
clearly inequitable.  Corrective measures need to 
be actively and promptly made at this school for 
achievement to reach equitable levels.

School Level Example
—Team Level Push for Equity

This school also implements teacher led 
grade level teaming.  The teams have been as-
signed the responsibility of providing academic 
student interventions.  Until this year all of the 
grade level teams provided interventions based 
on the number of failing grades each student 
received.  If an individual student received 4 or 

more failing grades at 
midterm, for example, 
that student would be 
placed on a team inter-
ventions needed list.  
School-wide, disag-
gregated data was not 
disseminated for team 
intervention purposes. 
Nor was disaggregated 
data discussed on a 
school-wide level with 

the intent to improve or close achievement gaps 
between groups.

 Toward the beginning of the current 
school year, one of the grade level teacher team 
leaders collected multiple sources of school-wide, 
disaggregated data. She then presented it to their 
team during a regularly scheduled meeting.  At 
first the team was apprehensive.  Some of team 
members questioned the leader’s motives.  Other 
team members were interested.  The rest of the 
team had no comment and wanted to move on to 
the usual team meeting conversation.  

 Race, culture, and marginalization were 
the main topics of the next team meeting.  The 
team leader used an activity and short video to 
guide the discussion.  When the meeting ended, 
there were fewer team members with no comment 
and more that questioned the leader’s motives.  
The team leader persisted.  Before the next team 

meeting the team leader started a team-wide e-
mail conversation.  The first team member e-mail 
reply read:

I think we were all a little blindsided in 
the last meeting; not in a negative way, but in a 
“huh?” way.  I’m getting the impression that we 
need a little more backstory.  What is the issue?  

The team leader promptly replied with:  
I appreciate the candor.  The topic we are ad-

dressing is a difficult one for many reasons.  Open 
communication is awesome.  I do need to provide 
more background.  Yes, I got the same impression 
from our last meeting.  During our next meeting I 
plan to go over more data that displays our inequi-
ties, articles, and more.  Our school has inequi-
ties.  Marginalized groups are not in an equitable 
position.  It needs to change.  Our school really 
need[s] our team’s strength, brilliance, and abili-
ties to make this a success.

Another team member added:
Can you be more specific? How are groups 

being marginalized?
The team leader responded by stating that:
I think we need to figure out why our minor-

ity/marginalized students are scoring 20% below 
our Caucasian, non-SES students together.  Then 
we need to act on our conclusions.

The second team member replied to the team 
leader only with the following:

That’s a good answer. That is something we 
can work with. I think that is what we were all 
wondering.

The team meeting that followed this conver-
sation was smoother.  Everyone seemed to be on 
the same page by the end of the meeting.  After a 
few more meetings the team developed a collec-
tive goal that included a discrimination activity, 
article readings, and a team lead conversation to 
tie all of the ideas together.  They decided to add 
on to the existing school year goal of mastery-
based, standard-based learning by developing 
a student engagement component.  It was also 
decided that the team, during the next meeting, 
would discuss and develop a plan to create higher 
levels of active, cognitive student engagement in 
each of their individual classrooms.  They also 
decided to support one another in their imple-
mentation through a peer observation sub-team.  
The development of this team’s action plan was 
fast considering the problem was stated, identi-
fied, discussed, and acted upon as a team within a 
school year and meetings were only held twice a 
month.  

One of the grade level teacher team 
leaders collected multiple sources 

of school-wide, disaggregated 
data. She then presented it to 
their team during a regularly 
scheduled meeting.  At first 
the team was apprehensive.
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The speed of this team was fostered by the 
trust that the team leader had developed during the 
previous 3 years she served as the team’s teacher 
leader.  Several trust and team building activities 

occurred prior to any 
direct discussions of 
equity.  The teachers 
also knew that they 
could solve the prob-
lem and implement 
the team decided goals 
in their classrooms.  
They understood that 
the team members 
would be there to 
offer support should 
they have questions or 
find failure.  Several 

teachers also felt comfort knowing that they were 
completing the principal-led, school-wide goal at 
the same time.  

During the first 3 years of this team leader’s 
term, the principal’s trust was also gained.  The 
principal felt comfortable supporting the team 
leader’s goals and experimental implementation.  
The principal offered some words of guidance, 
when the team leader asked for help, provided 
her OK on all ideas presented for pre-approval, 
and attended some of the team meetings.  For the 
most part, however, the team leader was given 
control over the team.  This structure provided the 
team leader with the empowerment and trust they 
needed to successfully complete what they knew 
they could achieve.

Conclusion
Currently, it is not known how this team’s 

work will directly impact student achievement 
across all school-level groups.  This group of 
team teachers has reported higher levels of active 
student engagement, however.  Most importantly, 
this group has demonstrated that teams can ef-
fectively build a collective collegial group that 
is guided by a common goal.  Higher levels of 
academic achievement for all students can be 
achieved through political strategy that focuses on 
equity.

Using proven reform methods, like collegial 
teacher groups for school-level professional de-

velopment and equity-based transformative lead-
ership, school leaders can invoke positive change.  
School level leaders can produce positive change 
by first creating feelings of trust, self-efficacy, and 
empowerment in their faculty.  Collecting detailed 
data on school level deficits and assets while mak-
ing connections with proven reform methods that 
build upon federal reforms, no matter which direc-
tion the pendulum happens to be swinging, can 
strengthen a school to bring about higher levels of 
academic achievement for all students.
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Effective Transitions to High School 
and How Administrative-Led Practices and Programs Lead 

to Higher Retention and Graduation Rates
Aaron R. Wilson

Desiring to improve gradu-
ation rates, many high schools 
may consider including ninth 

graders 
from its 
feeder 
schools 
onto its 
cam-
pus. 
While 
re-
search 
has 
identi-

fied ninth grade as the “make or break year” for 
high school graduation rates, stakeholders within 
a high school’s community may debate whether 
the benefits of placing ninth graders on a high 
school campus will outweigh the costs of upset-
ting the status quo. 

In the case of Cottonwood High School in 
2011-2012, this polemic issue led to several com-
munity councils in which parents from middle 
schools have expressed concern for their ninth 
grade offspring in socializing with high school 
seniors at dances, competing with them in school 
athletics, and in finding their niche in a school 
perceived to be socially dominated by the senior 
class.  Middle school teachers voice a differ-
ent concern about this organizational change: 
removing ninth graders from their current middle 
schools will displace numerous teaching staff, 
cripple their elective programs such as band 
and orchestra, and in turn leave the high school 
without strong incoming cohorts of musical talent. 
Parents have also expressed other concerns such 
as school overcrowding and the possibility of 
student bullying.

In contrast to concerns voiced by teachers 
and parents of ninth graders, high school teach-
ers, counselors and coaches have expressed that 
they view this realigning of grade levels through 
a more positive paradigm: the inclusion of ninth 
graders on one campus brings the reality of ninth 

grade courses counting towards 
college, it allows for increased 
communication among teachers 
who will be providing instruc-
tion during these college credit 
years, and it makes freshmen 
participation in high school 
sports logistically possible. 
Many parents have also ex-
pressed optimistic views about 
the proposed change.

 The purposes of 
conducting this research are 
three-fold.  In all of the commu-
nity council meetings, superin-

tendent town hall meetings, and meetings among 
principals and parents of the affected schools, 
the discussions do not seem to have been data-
driven.  Consideration of current research on the 
significance of the ninth grade year in context of 
graduation, on most appropriate placement for 
ninth grade students, and of effective transition 
programs can inform decision-making.

Research and Literature Foundation 
Student Perception of Ninth Grade 

Many students enter their high school doors 
as tenth graders deficient in ninth grade core 
credits such as math and English along with high 
absentee rates their ninth grade year. Their middle 
school transcript seems to be screaming, “I am 
not on track to graduate” as they walk in the 
door. While teachers, counselors and administra-
tors want to provide these students with a high 
quality education through rigorous instruction, 
they instead find themselves working under a 
deficit model trying to remediate missing credit 
from their ninth grade year while also providing 
them with the increasingly needed academic skills 
needed for high school courses not obtained in 
middle school. This deficiency phenomenon is not 
unique to Cottonwood or Granger; it was found 
to be an alarming national trend among freshmen 
students in the research summary Transition from 

Consideration of current research 
on the significance of the ninth 

grade year in context of graduation, 
on most appropriate placement 
for ninth grade students, and of 

effective transition programs 
can inform decision-making.
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Middle School to High School. Ninth-graders 
were noted to have higher rates of failure in class-
es, decline in their state test scores, and exhibit 
more behavioral problems than pupils in all other 
high school grade levels (Smith, 2006).  

 Interviews are informative. Of the 
students who failed one or more classes in ninth 
grade, many claim that they did not realize the 
importance of passing core classes. In retrospect, 
they wish that they “better understood the impor-
tance of their freshmen year on graduation.” In the 
report The Importance of Ninth Grade on High 
School Graduation Rates and Student Success, 
many students express that had they known of 
the importance of ninth grade, they would have 
worked harder to achieve higher grades (McCal-
lumore & Sparapani, 2010). In another exposé on 
student perceptions of ninth grade, students admit 
that they did not “understand the link between 
their classroom performance starting in ninth 
grade and their education path after high school 
(Somers, et. al, 2009).  It is my experience as ad-
ministrator as well that of students at Cottonwood 
High School, as they reflect on their academic 
efforts and GPA,  that they wish they would have 
better understood that exactly when their aca-
demic clock started ticking. Many of them feel 
like they have squandered their freshmen year 
and have underperformed in their high school 
courses, not understanding that these classes 
taught off the high school campus indeed go on 
their high school transcript.  Perhaps physically 
placing these freshmen on campus with other 
high school students will provide a reminder that 
their academic choices reflect on their high school 

transcript.

Earlier Transitions 
to High School 
Lead to Higher 

Graduation Rates
Alspaugh (2000) 

makes a strong case is 
made for having ninth 
graders on campus 
with other high school 
students. Graduation 

rates from 10-12 grade high schools are compared 
with rates from 9-12 schools that include fresh-
men on campus. It was found “the dropout rates 
were the highest at grades 10-12 high schools. 
When students made the transition at tenth grade 

and encountered difficulty adjusting to the high 
school environment, most were sixteen years old 
and were more likely to exercise the option of 
dropping out of school (Alspaugh, 2000).” As 
anyone who has gone through puberty or has had 
to change their VHS collection to DVD and then 
Blu-Ray can attest, life’s transition periods are dif-
ficult and can be met with resistance. The earlier 
one can be exposed to changes in their life, the 
more adaptable they generally are.  It is also why 
the institutional leap mentioned in Alspaugh’s 
study points to lower dropout rates the younger 
students enter high school. The earlier in life stu-
dents experience change, the more adaptable they 
are to it. In a different study, he also finds that 
the number of transitions a student makes from 
school to school correlates to higher dropout rates 
because school transitions have been associated 
with loss of self-esteem, especially for low SES 
students (Alspaugh, 1998). The take-home mes-
sage for educators is that while transitions from 
one school to another are inevitable, they are a 
necessary evil that automatically disrupts educa-
tion and must be handled with the utmost care to 
minimize the potential damage that can occur.

Although research suggests that transition-
ing to a high school campus during one’s fresh-
men year appears to be more conducive for 
overall high school graduation rates, transition 
from middle school to high school at this age is 
still perceived as stressful, especially for certain 
student demographics. Educators of the receiving 
high school need to be made aware which aspects 
of transitioning are stressful for the student body, 
and they should pinpoint which factors put these 
incoming freshmen most at risk of dropping out of 
high school. 

Concerns of Incoming 
Freshmen Transitioning to 

High School Campuses
Cauley and Jovanovich (2006) identify 

students’ three main transitional concerns. They 
assert that student’s concerns about transitioning 
between schools fall under three categories: aca-
demic, procedural or social.  Academic concerns 
of incoming freshmen stem from the uncertainty 
of teacher expectations in this new high school, 
not having tested the waters for homework in 
high school, not knowing how to get extra help 
if needed, dealing with high school teachers that 
often seem unapproachable or busy, and students 
worrying about coping with academic stress. 

Ninth-graders were noted to 
have higher rates of failure in 
classes, decline in their state 
test scores, and exhibit more 

behavioral problems than 
pupils in all other high school 
grade levels (Smith, 2006).
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Students’ procedural concerns of entering a new 
high school involve navigating crowded hall-
ways, finding their classrooms on time, having 
the right textbooks, finding the lunchroom and 
restrooms, finding their locker and remember-

ing their combinations. 
While high schools 
tend to adequately 
address the academic 
and procedural qualms 
of incoming students, 
their social concerns are 
often left unaddressed. 
These include foster-
ing new friendships in 
a larger school, know-

ing a teacher they could talk to if needed, having 
concerns about social pressures such as drinking, 
being bullied by older students, and dating.

In addition to these concerns, puberty also 
bombards students with a host of other physical 
and emotional changes to which students are not 
accustomed, making the transition to high school 
that much more difficult. The silver lining for edu-
cators is that many of the initial emotional con-
cerns expressed by students “about high school 
are unfounded.” Although students can be victims 
of their own false perceptions about the dan-
gers of high school, Cohen and Smerdon (2009) 
find that schools must address these concerns of 
students, whether real or not. “Initial social and 
emotional reactions can be problematic if they are 
not appropriately addressed” by schools.  Transi-
tional programs that can be put in place to assuage 
the concerns of incoming students while promot-
ing academic rigor (Cohen & Sermdon, 2009).  In 
actively addressing their needs and concerns, high 
school staff members show students that their new 
school cares about them, easing many social wor-
ries during this transitional period.

Risk Factors for Dropping 
Out Among Incoming Freshmen
While staff at Cottonwood High School 

desires to be sensitive to the concerns of all of 
the incoming freshmen at the school, this faculty 
is especially interested in providing support for 
students considered at risk of not graduating.  
Cohen and Smerdon (2009) provide insight as to 
what group educators can set their sights entering 
high school doors. Dropout rates are not signaled 
by low GPA as one might expect, but rather by 
eighth graders who have failed at least one course 

in mathematics and English along with attendance 
rates below 80%. These factors combined gave 
students at least a 75% probability of dropping out 
of high school (Cohen & Smerdon, 2009). 

Aware of these risk factors, staff at Cotton-
wood is well informed in identifying students in 
most need of support and remediation from day 
one at the school.  Montgomery and Hirth (2012) 
have identified other factors placing students at 
risk of dropping out of high school. These factors 
include coming from single-parent and low-
income households, having family members who 
have dropped out of high school themselves, and 
coming from homes where English is not spo-
ken well.  Latino students have specifically been 
found to suffer greater academic loss during this 
transition period. Being thus informed of the risk 
factors and populations in jeopardy of not gradu-
ating, these students can be placed on the school’s 
radar to ensure they are provided the support they 
need and do not slip through the cracks during the 
transitioning period.

Effective Transition Programs for 
Incoming High School Students
Transition programs vary in their degrees of 

effectiveness in overcoming student and parental 
concerns, in creating a culture among high school 
staff that welcomes freshmen, and in lowering 
overall dropout rates.  When schools design com-
prehensive programs to address all of these needs, 
the results are astounding. In research done with 
fifty-six Georgia and Florida high schools, it was 
noted that when extensive transition programs 
were put in place, there was significantly lower 
levels of student failure and dropout rates com-
pared to surrounding schools not offering such 
comprehensive programs (Bottoms, 2002). In 
other words, principals can create freshmen transi-
tion programs that have direct impact on school 
culture and upon graduation rates for all students. 
Specifically, high schools “with fully operational 
transition programs have an average dropout rate 
of only 8%, while schools without such programs 
have a dropout rate of 24% (McCallumore & 
Sparapani, 2010).” The attributes of transitional 
programs vary depending on student need, but 
there are common attributes of successful ones.

Effective programs for incoming freshmen 
begin early, involve a transition team comprised 
of members from both the receiving school 
and the feeder schools, give students access to 
meaningful hands-on experiences and access to 

Dropout rates are not signaled 
by low GPA as one might expect, 
but rather by eighth graders who 
have failed at least one course in 
mathematics and English along 

with attendance rates below 80%.
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high-stakes information about high school, in-
clude community informational meetings, provide 
frequent access to a counselor their ninth grade 
year for comprehensive guidance, structure ninth 
grade classes and teacher schedules so that fresh-
men have a somewhat isolated learning experi-
ence, enable teachers the common planning time 
to provide teaming for ninth grade students, and 
offer specialized courses for students who have 
been identified as at-risk. 

Transition Timeframe
Freshmen transition programs must begin 

long before these students step into their new high 
school. The year before entering high school, 
middle schools provide rigorous and challeng-
ing work that promotes academic achievement, 
prepare students for the expectations of high 
school coursework and instill in them greater 
competence. The spring and summer prior to 
entering the high school, students start receiv-
ing information from their receiving high school 
about freshmen-only orientations, parent nights at 
the high school, opportunities for student shadow-
ing, and other programs offered. The informa-
tion provided to these incoming students should 
not stop once they enter high school. Access to 
information should continue well into their ninth 
grade year. Researchers note that a main reason 
for ineffective transitions is that “typically, transi-
tion programs end as soon as school starts,” even 
though more efforts are needed “during the first 
quarter and perhaps throughout the 9th grade, for 
at-risk students” (Cauley & Jovanovich).

Roles of the Transition Planning Team 
A Transition Planning Team is needed to ad-

dress the various needs of students throughout this 
process. It is composed 
of principals, teachers, 
counselors, parents and 
students from both the 
receiving high school 
and feeder middle 
schools.   Cauley and 
Jovanovich (2006) assert 
that one of the main 

roles of this team is to conduct a needs assess-
ment among the incoming freshmen to determine 
concerns of the transitioning students.  Teachers at 
the receiving school are also surveyed to outline 
weaknesses in students’ preparation for high 
school that need to be addressed. Counselors and 
teachers from the sending school communicate 

the needs of incoming at-risk students, highlight-
ing their subject area achievement and behavioral 
problems.

The next task of this transition planning team 
is to facilitate experiences for incoming students 
and disseminate information to smooth the transi-
tion process.  Many transition teams have found 
success in having eighth graders shadow high 
school students the spring before they enroll in 
high school. During this experience, future fresh-
men were able to interact with older students in 
a controlled environment, gather information on 
academic programs from these student ambassa-
dors, and make friends among senior classmen in 
the process. Other transition teams have orches-
trated a comprehensive freshmen-only orientation 
with an assembly introducing all staff and student 
officers, a fair introducing all of the school’s spe-
cialized programs, or a lunch where new students 
and teachers could mingle together. 

While it may seem logistically easier for 
schools to work alone or without parent involve-
ment in planning transitional activities, “research 
suggests that those (programs) that involve 
students, parents and teachers in the transitional 
process have the greatest effect (Cohen & Smer-
don, 2009).”  Parental participation is key because 
higher involvement from home correlates with 
higher student success and lower dropout rates. 

Cooper and Liou (2007) note how too often 
these information meetings focus exclusively on 
functional information only and do not utilize the 
opportunity to expose them to academic rigor.  
Instead of checking off a list of how to help 
freshmen survive, it is recommended to set sights 
higher: what will make them thrive?

It is argued that many, especially low SES, 
freshmen students are not exposed early enough 
to rigorous programs, AP course offerings, or 
comprehensive guidance from their counselor. 
Instead, these students find access to this “high 
stakes information” when it is too late to access. 
Transition planning teams are therefore encour-
aged to not only cover the mundane aspects get-
ting students ready for high school, but also infuse 
excitement into activities that catalyze students 
towards honors programs. 

High School Counselor’s Unique Role 
on The Transition Planning Team
 Counselors have a place on the transi-

tion team in easing the transition to high school 
and setting freshmen students on the right track 

Teachers at the receiving 
school are also surveyed 
to outline weaknesses in 

students’ preparation
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for graduation. It is ironic that counselors “spend 
the least amount of time with ninth graders when 
compared with the rest of the student population 
” (Cooper & Liou, 2007) considering that ninth 
grade is the make-or-break year for graduating 
from high school.   Instead, high school counsel-
ors spend a disproportionate amount of time with 
seniors because they are the closest to graduation 
and are in most need of urgent attention. Con-
sequently, only 15% of freshmen report visiting 
with their high school counselor about their edu-
cational plans.  While counselors fully realize the 
importance of outlining academic goals with these 
new students, they claim feeling stretched too thin 
with all other responsibilities within the school. 

This overscheduling among counseling staff 
is unfortunate because “school counselors, per-
haps more so than other educational profession-
als, are well positioned to address the transition 
process from an advocacy perspective” (Cooper 
and Liou, 2007).  In order to address the needs of 
incoming freshmen, administration must give the 
support to counseling staff to address freshmen 
needs by either reallocating their time or have one 
counselor designated to work exclusively with the 

freshmen class. 

Freshman 
Academy or 

“School 
Within a School” 

Structure
 In order to 

overcome the large 
institutional leap from 
attending middle school 

to high school, many schools have developed a 
“School Within a School” or “Freshmen Acad-
emy” for ninth graders to attend on campus. The 
purpose of these semi-isolated learning centers 
are to provide nurturing and attention to freshmen 
at the time of high school during which they are 
most insecure and in danger of falling off track 
for graduation. By having a centralized location in 
a school for classes and their own bell schedule, 
students are given “the literal and psychological 
space they need to mature (Allen, 2001).” 

Other schools use a more integrated model 
to include freshmen on a high school campus. In-
stead of completely isolating students from other 
grades, “freshmen attend their four core classes 

isolated with other freshmen,” and attend their 
elective classes in mixed grade classrooms. Both 
structures of freshmen classes benefit students 
because in each case, there is a team of teach-
ers that help them rise to the level of increased 
expectations and requirements which high school 
demands while still providing them care and 
concern characterized by a middle school envi-
ronment. To further help a community of caring 
within the high school walls, these ninth grade 
classes are placed in close physical proximity of 
classes to each other. It is not the physical loca-
tion that makes the students feel more safe within 
the school, but the centralized “team of teachers 
dedicated to working solely with ninth-graders,” 
located there. Thus, an integral component of 
a ninth-grade academy is employing teachers 
who focus on a freshmen-centered philosophy of 
teaching. 

Another common thread to successful transi-
tion programs is the practice of interdisciplinary 
teaming among teachers of ninth grade students. 
Teachers of ninth grade students are provided a 
common planning time with each other to discuss 
specific student needs, outline teacher expecta-
tions, relate concerns to counselors, and provide 
interventions and remediation for students of 
concern.  Schools with freshman academies used 
teaming to complement existing departmentaliza-
tion or replace it altogether. Teaming among ninth 
grade teachers was found to build a more positive 
learning environment for freshmen.   Ellerbrock 
(2011) notes in teamed situations students claimed 
to have deeper sense of school pride, more stable 
relationships with teachers, and better peer rela-
tionships. 

Specialized Classes for At-Risk 
Incoming Freshmen

Incoming freshmen with deficiencies in core 
classes and attendance issues have a 75% prob-
ability of dropping out of high school. In order 
to remediate the credit for these students and 
empower them with skills needed throughout the 
rest of high school, some schools have created 
an elective class called “High School 101. ” In it, 
students “learn high school survival skills, such as 
time-management, decision-making skills, study 
skills, test-taking strategies, social tolerance, 
computer research skills, and career alignment. 
(McCallumore & Sparapani, 2010).” If at the end 

In order to address the needs of 
incoming freshmen, administration 
must give the support to counseling 

staff to address freshmen needs 
by either reallocating their 
time or have one counselor 

designated to work exclusively 
with the freshmen class.
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of their ninth grade year, students need further 
remediation, an extension course was also offered 
in tenth grade.

Conclusion
This current research on the significance of 

the ninth grade year in context of graduation, 
on most appropriate placement for ninth grade 
students, and of effective transition programs can 
promote success for all stakeholders, especially 
our students.
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 Today’s Teacher Education:  
Bridges in an Age of Accountability

By Mary Burbank, John Bennion, Sarah Clark, 
Louise Moulding, Richard Sudweeks, Travis Rawlins

Conversations through the media, 
at the water cooler, or through 
tweets and message boards 
cast blame on any number of 

reasons why the profession, as 
a whole, is perceived as in need 

of a fundamental overhaul.

Rarely a week passes where the status of 
the education field is not critiqued or parsed into 
its constituent parts. Often times, snapshots of 
educators are depicted running the gamut as either 
exemplary martyrs whose lives are consumed 
by “making a difference” to deviant behaviors 
that have somehow slipped through institutional 
cracks. This dichotomy highlights a continuum 
that serves as a public barometer on the status of 

the teaching profession, 
in general, and the quali-
ty of education provided, 
specifically. Subsequent 
conversations through 
the media, at the water 
cooler, or through tweets 
and message boards cast 
blame on any number of 
reasons why the pro-
fession, as a whole, is 

perceived as in need of a fundamental overhaul 
due to its inadequacy, subpar international stand-
ing, and downright broken status (Duncan 2009; 
Felch, Song, & Smith, 2010).

The following describes a statewide initia-
tive designed to examine teacher preparation 
across multiple elementary education programs 
in Utah. Data were collected using a longitudinal, 
multi-faceted study and illustrate how teacher 
education programs and a state office of educa-
tion have banded together in response to a climate 
that demands quality documentation on teacher 

preparation.  
History

Recurring discussions, editorials, and legisla-
tive mandates profess that the roots of teacher 
change must begin with fundamental transforma-
tions in teacher preparation programs in ways 
that hold accountable those most responsible 
for teachers’ failing performances (Eaton, 2011; 
National Council on Teacher Quality, 2011). As 
those responsible for teacher preparation, teacher 
education programs and their affiliated institu-
tions of higher education are the targets de jour 
for systemic critique; and perhaps rightly so. As 
the offspring of teacher education programs, it 
simply makes sense to examine the work of those 
who claim expertise in teacher preparation and to 
critique their performance in substantive ways.   

Movements such as No Child Left Behind 
Act (NCLB) of 2001 (Pub.  L. 107-110, NCLB) 
speak to the need for “highly qualified” teachers. 
The challenge facing teacher educators, among 
others, is finding ways to balance an approach to 
teacher preparation that acknowledges content 
rigor while simultaneously recognizing the nu-
ances of content development, classroom dynam-
ics, and context as keys to success in teaching. 
Of equal significance are efforts to evaluate the 
impact of teaching on student learning in ways 
that reflect myriad factors impacting learning and 
assessment. Without inclusive efforts that examine 
the range of factors that link teaching, learning, 
and assessment, education systems fail to meet the 
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policy standards of mandates such as NCLB.
Similar to the specifications for K-12 set-

tings, multiple stakeholders have come forward 
with new definitions of and standards for teacher 
education where programs are increasingly re-
quired to develop holistic assessments that capture 
the complexity of teacher preparation systems. 
Specifically, fine-grained analyses of multiple 
components within teacher education programs 
include data that link teacher education to mea-
sureable success of the students in K-12 class-
rooms (Eaton, 2011; National Council on Teacher 
Quality, 2011). Evaluations of teacher education 
are further informed through the perspectives 
of employers, graduates, and broader education 
communities often in response to oversight from 
various accreditation bodies. 

  
Factors That Impact Teachers’ Work

In a discussion on measures designed to 
improve teaching, Seed (2008) highlights the fac-
tors that contribute to effective efforts to impact 
teachers’ work. Collaboration, empowerment, re-
flection, and time are the dimensions of teachers’ 

work that are often 
neglected and must 
be addressed sys-
tematically. While 
Seed (2008) and 
Hargreaves (2004) 
recommend broad 
conditions that 
apply to teachers’ 

work, we have also adopted these tenets as central 
to our collective work in evaluating the impact 
of teacher education in Utah. The suggestions of 
Seed (2008) and Hargreaves (2004) illustrate the 
value of strong educational standards, a highly 
qualified and accountable teaching community, 
and an assessment system that recognizes and 
rewards quality teaching and the related impact 
on students in P-12 classrooms. The efforts of the 
Utah Teacher Quality Collaborative reflect a com-
mitment to collaboration as central to its mission. 

Studying Teacher Education in Utah 
In 2000, a former superintendent, Univer-

sity of Utah faculty member, and then Senior 
Fellow for the Oquirrh Institute headed up a 
13-state study underwritten by a federal grant to 
the Oquirrh Institute. The study analyzed how 13 
states scattered across the country endeavored to 
improve teacher preparation, certification, and 

induction. Findings from Keeping the Promise 
(2006) identified efforts in Ohio and Louisiana 
and the emergence of value-added assessment 
designed to link student learning to individual 
teachers. In the case of Ohio, a statewide survey 
of new teachers was distributed as they graduated 
from teacher training institutions prior to begin-
ning to teach in Ohio schools.

The Ohio-based Teacher Quality Partner-
ship (TQP) group identified the complexity of 
issues concerning quality teacher education and 
the related necessities embedded in assessment 
and effectiveness measures (Lasley, Siedentop, 
& Yinger, 2006). The Teacher Quality Partner-
ship reflects a P-16 commitment to understand-
ing and evaluating effective means of preparing 
and measuring teachers’ work, with the ultimate 
goal of providing P-16 with quality educational 
experiences. Our work, like that of the Teacher 
Quality Partnership, is specifically designed to 
examine the relationships between preservice 
teacher experiences and the subsequent impact on 
inservice teaching at 1-3 year intervals following 
initial licensure. In 2006 the Utah Teacher Quality 
Collaborative emerged.  

The Utah Teacher Quality Collaborative 
meets monthly with representatives from teacher 
preparation programs and the Utah State Office of 
Education. The Collaborative’s goals include:  a) 
identifying factors in teacher preparation, includ-
ing support in the first two years of teaching, that 
impact teacher performance; b) providing data 
to teacher preparation institutions on how well 
their graduates are teaching reading and math; c) 
determining differences in classroom practices 
between high-performing and low-performing 
teachers based on actual student learning; d) shar-
ing characteristics of high performing teachers 
through student learning data from Utah’s teacher 
preparation institutions to guide improvements 
in preparation, new teacher support, and ongoing 
development of novice teachers; and e) track-
ing the attrition of novice teachers and to better 
understand the reasons why they leave teaching.  

 
Teacher Preparation in Utah 

As a state, our community is relatively 
small in population, and our respective missions 
in teacher education are unique to the efforts 
of each institution. There are a total of eleven 
teacher preparation programs in Utah; this number 
includes an alternate route to license program 
and two online programs established through 

During the past seven years, 
multiple investigations have 

been conducted on the quality 
of teacher preparation in Utah.
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Western Governors University and the University 
of Phoenix. The remaining eight programs are 
situated within a four-year undergraduate pro-
gram with the last two years of the undergraduate 
degree focused on teacher preparation courses 

and field experi-
ences. The four-year 
institutions include 
Dixie State Uni-
versity, Utah State 
College, Southern 
Utah University, the 
University of Utah, 
Utah State Univer-
sity, Utah Valley 

University, Weber State University, and Westmin-
ster College.   

  The structure and organization of teacher 
preparation programs in Utah resemble many 
teacher preparation programs across the United 
States. Preservice teachers from each teacher 
preparation program complete foundational and 
methods coursework and field-based practica and 
culminate their training with a student teaching 
experience. 

Research Agenda and 
  Pilot Data Collection

 During the past seven years, multiple 
investigations have been conducted on the qual-
ity of teacher preparation in Utah. The work of 
the Utah Quality Teacher Collaborative has been 
instrumental in leading these efforts. Research 
questions that have influenced this work focus 
on three phases to include preservice, first year 
inservice teachers and student learning outcomes 
as a means of examining how preservice programs 
impact student performance over time. 

Preservice Teacher Data  
The first phase of data collection begins at 

the preservice level where a “Preservice Teacher 
Survey” is administered to elementary teacher 
education graduates at the conclusion of their 
teacher preparation program. Self-evaluations 
allow survey respondents to: a) offer perceptions 
of their teacher education programs; b) identify 
their perceived abilities to perform instructional 
tasks; c) report their self-efficacy and its influence 
on student learning; and d) present impressions 
of their student teaching experiences. Simple de-
scriptive statistics were used to analyze the survey 
responses.

The data collected thus far have proven use-

ful to preparation programs that seek to inform 
the training within their respective institutions. 
For example, cross-institutional comparisons 
provide a general sense of course offerings and 
emphases leading to increased course offerings in 
areas such as literacy and related methods course 
work. Other programs have altered or changed the 
number of student teaching placements required 
in response to feedback raised by their students. 

Inservice Teacher Data Collection
Once preservice teachers secure employment 

and at the conclusion of their first year of teach-
ing, they are invited to complete an Inservice 
Teacher Survey. The survey used in the second 
phase of this study includes many of the same 
scales as the preservice teacher survey to allow 
for longitudinal analyses of the teacher prepara-
tion As with their preservice evaluation, the first 
year teachers are asked to again rate their teacher 
preparation program and their perceived abilities 
to perform instructional tasks. Additional scales 
address the mentoring and professional develop-
ment provided to novice teachers. Finally, respon-
dents are asked to rate concerns about teaching.  
Research questions at the inservice level include: 
the following: 1) How do inservice teachers rate 
their Teacher Preparation Programs? 2) How do 
the responses of inservice teachers on survey 
compare to their responses at the preservice stage? 
3) How do inservice teachers in Western State rate 
their mentoring and professional development ex-
periences and opportunities? 4) How do inservice 
teachers in Western State rate their school culture 
and principal support?; and 5) How well do 
teachers in Western State rate their self-efficacy to 
teach?

Data patterns indicated that preservice teach-
ers, who rated their perceived ability to perform 
instructional tasks very highly at the conclusion 
of their teacher preparation program, often rated 
their perceived ability to perform instructional 
tasks as much lower once they began teaching. 
Preservice teachers who originally rated their 
abilities to perform instructional tasks much lower 
at the preservice level, often maintained percep-
tions of moderate ability once they began teach-
ing; indicating consistency in their efficacy levels. 
These findings suggest that those with a belief 
that they possess moderate levels of impact on 
student learning have more realistic expectations 
for teaching and may not be experiencing the 
“teaching shock” frequently cited in the research 
on novice teachers (Veenman, 1984).  

We originally believed that high self-efficacy 

Once preservice teachers secure 
employment and at the conclusion 

of their first year of teaching, 
they are invited to complete an 

Inservice Teacher Survey.
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scores at the conclusion of teacher education pro-
gram were desirable and sufficient in helping us 
understand the influence of teacher education pro-
grams with regard to perceptions of ability. After 
examinations of longitudinal data across multiple 

years, we realized 
the importance of 
trend examinations 
as our target preser-
vice teachers moved 
into their first and 
third year teaching 
experiences. 

Findings 
also indicate that 

pre-service teachers across teacher education 
programs who completed two literacy methods 
course, versus one, reported higher self-efficacy 
scores to perform reading and assessment in-
structional tasks after a year of teaching full time. 
Repeated analyses of variance measures indicated 
statistical significance, with moderate effect sizes. 
These findings suggest that more time spent in 
preservice coursework might be beneficial over 
time for novice teachers.  

While initial data analyses are in their pilot 
stages, inservice data offer two unique findings. 
First, lower perceptions among preservice teach-
ers at the conclusion of their teacher preparation 
program equate with a greater likelihood that 
these individuals would maintain these levels 
of perceived ability within the first two years of 
teaching. Second, for preservice teachers who 
rated themselves highly at the conclusion of their 
teacher preparation program, first year teaching 
reports indicated a decrease in their confidence 
and abilities as inservice teachers. Our findings 
may imply multiple reasons for our graduates’ re-
sponses including pre-service experiences, teacher 
development, quality of induction programs, and 
varying cultures of schools.  

Student Achievement Data 
The third and final phase of the statewide 

research initiative examines the influence of West-
ern State’s novice teachers on student learning in 
K-6 classrooms. Using statistical analyses such as 
those involving value-added models, we devel-
oped a research design based upon the strengths 
and limitations of other value-added analyses.

Conclusion
The work of the Utah Quality Teacher 

Collaborative illustrates how teacher education 
programs, along with a state office of education, 
have banded together to meet the demands for 
documenting quality in ways that maintain the 
respective missions of multiple teacher education 
programs. The lessons learned from a statewide 
longitudinal analysis are varied and reflect the 
complexity of initiating such comprehensive 
teacher evaluation systems across one state. 

Our findings reveal the need for comprehen-
sive teacher evaluation systems and reinforce 
issues educators must face in the preparation and 
work of educators during the next two decades 
(Barry 2010). Specifically, the Teacher Solutions 
2030 project identifies the need for new ways of 
thinking about teachers’ work in technologically 
advanced society where routes to licensure reflect 
global educational systems based on collabora-
tive networks across educators, business, and the 
broader local, national, and international com-
munities.  

The educational climate in 2030 will require 
evaluation frameworks that challenge current ac-
countability efforts, and their related policy prac-
tices (Barry, 2010). Barry (2010) further remind 
us that the profile of educational communities will 
necessitate “data” gathering, broadly speaking, to 
include outcomes with the potential to build lever-
age in ways that support the profession in general, 
and quality teaching specifically.  

As we are reminded by the works of others, 
efforts to collect and analyze data are informed by 
holistic understandings of students, their class-
rooms, and their communities – broadly speaking 
(Darling-Hammond, Amrein-Beardsley, Haertel, 
& Rothstein, 2012; Sanders, 2006). As such, data 
gathering must holistically provide profiles of 
program impact in ways that reflect the continuum 
of quality as central to professional standards in 
teachers work (e.g., INTASC; NBTS and Com-
mon Core Standards). 

Costs
 The complexity of evaluating teachers’ 

work is costly. The dilemma faced by the Utah 
Teacher Quality Collaborative is the challenge 
of investigating nuanced dimensions of program 
quality (e.g., efficacy and perceptions of pre-
paredness) while simultaneously responding to 
an increasing number of accreditation bodies and 
competing for increasingly limited funding and 
access to data. While much of Western State’s 
collaboration has been limited to small grants and 

The third and final phase of the 
statewide research initiative 

examines the influence of Western 
State’s novice teachers on student 

learning in K-6 classrooms.
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support by college deans, large scale funding has 
been non-existent, thus far. Efforts to seek addi-
tional resources bring their own sets of challenges 
in ways that have diverted attention in multiple 
directions through a series of initiatives designed 
to determine value-added analyses of teacher ef-
fectiveness as evidenced in student performance 
data. Further challenges stem from longitudinal 
data collection where access to performance data-
bases is either restricted or too costly.  

Above the Frey
Finally, the current political climate ne-

cessitates careful management of institutional 
information to avoid “horse race” comparisons of 
institutions within the system. The Utah Qual-
ity Teaching Collaborative has kept central to 
its mission a collaborative environment through 
data sharing, reporting, and a commitment to 
individual and collective accountability in teacher 
education where quality remains central and pro-
fessional goodwill is championed. 
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