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Impact Journal Publication Guidelines
Impact Journal is an open-ended theme journal published by the Utah Association of 

Secondary School Principals (UASSP). We welcome opinion essays, interviews, pro-
gram descriptions, research reports, theoretical pieces, school climate pieces, reviews of 
books, humor, satire, poetry, and cartoons.  

Impact is published twice each year to correspond with the UASSP annual winter and 
summer conferences.

Form
•	 Impact editors use American Psychological Association (APA) style manual.
•	 Manuscripts can be sent by e-mail attachment or on a disk.
•	 Manuscripts sent by mail should be accompanied by a disk. MS word is preferred.
•	 Most of our articles are between 1000 and 3000 words.
•	 Submit a cover sheet with the manuscript. The cover sheet should include the title,   

author(s), each author’s present position and school (if applicable), each author’s academic 
status (if applicable), each author’s mailing address, telephone, and email address.

Submission deadlines are November 15 and April 15 of each year.

Manuscripts will be reviewed as to content and acceptability. Authors should assume 
that manuscripts will be edited to conform to length and clarity.

 
Send manuscripts either electronically or mail disk to either editor listed below:

Mary Rhodes
mrhodes@graniteschools.org

Bennion Junior High
6055 S 2700 W

Taylorsville, UT 84118
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Welcome to the winter edition 
of Impact.  The word impact can 
mean contact, and I appreciate this 
opportunity for Utah administra-
tors to achieve contact with each 
other through shared information, 
ideas, and practices.

All reflective educators worry 
about professional performance, 
and Kerrie Naylor, Education 
Specialist with Utah State Of-
fice of Education, discusses USO 
efforts to provide leaders with 
effective tools for amplifying our 
own performance.   Kerrie stresses 
the importance of the education 
community controlling the development of an as-
sessment framework for administrators.

A persistent educational trend is serving our 
underperforming students, and several articles 
address that directly or indirectly.   Ryan Miller, 
a teacher at Granite Peaks, Granite District’s al-
ternative high school, discusses means to develop 
intrinsic motivation, and Greg Proffit, principal of 
Park City Learning Center, Park City’s alternative 
high, describes a visit to Lakeridge Junior High. 
Several of the mechanisms at Lakeridge, such as 
flex time for immediate intervention, are designed 

to ensure success for students who 
may be not be functioning as well as 
desired.  Similarly, Kandace Barber, 
principal of Kearns Junior High, de-
scribes the intertwining strategies that 
create a context for success for all 
students.  Tom Sachse discusses the 
expectations of counseling programs 
serving our at-risk students and ways 
data can better target interventions.

Finally, I offer three articles that 
address my personal and professional 
passions: technology and writing.  
Rick Anthony, a leader in technol-
ogy and principal of Jefferson Junior 
High takes his school to Twitter.  I 

love writing and inserted my thoughts on the New 
Year and new semester. Denise Huppi, writing 
specialist for Granite School District, infuses 
writing instruction with technology.  The results 
are delightful. 

The cover of this edition, contributed by 
Robert King, symbolizes the bold and noble force 
of our work. As you open the cover and enjoy the 
various topics and commentary in this edition of 
Impact, remember that impact also means having 
an effect.  I am confident the journal will have an 
impact on you and on our work together.

Amplifying Performance
Mary Rhodes

Editor
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The quality of an orga-
nization, system, or institu-
tion depends on its people.  
This simple statement identi-
fies just one of the issues 
that politicians, researchers, 
leaders, and practitioners are 
currently focusing on as they 
continue to debate, challenge, 
and redefine our American 
school system.  

Those of us in the trenches of practicing, 
executing, and implementing education everyday 
already know that quality matters.  I recall when I 
was working on my administrative license I asked 

a friend who was already a practicing 
elementary principal what she felt was 
the most important aspect of being a 
principal.  She did not even hesitate; 
“Choosing and hiring the right people; 
quality teachers for the students,” was 
her reply.  Choosing quality individuals 
to be the teachers and administrators 
in our schools is a top priority and one 
of the main aspects of reformer focus 
as we continue to work through issues 

relating to the improvement of our education 
system.

So what does quality mean?  How do we 
recognize it?  How do we measure it?  How do 
we affect it?  How do we maintain and sustain 
it?  And, most importantly, what is the focus of 
the quality? Is it quality of instruction, quality of 
assessments, quality of the common core?  Is it 
about the quality of the teachers, administrators, 
or is it about the quality of the entire system?  All 
of this can make your head swim.  At some point, 
it is necessary to step back and start at a point 
where we can really do something. But change is 
hard.  Sometimes people argue for change just for 

change sake.  When that hap-
pens, change is often thrust 
on educators through policy 
that has been implemented 
because lawmakers have 
legislated new trends, fads 
or ideas.  Some of these may 
have merit; others may not.  
The reality is that change is 
often mandated because the 
education system has been 

known to be slow to change on its own, even 
when we know what needs to be done.  I believe 
that we can affect change if we continue to be 
involved, informed, and inclusive.  We can work 
together, be open and examine possibilities.  We 
can seek to understand, have a dialogue, be open 
to new ideas, and learn from each other.  We can 
find ways to make changes by being on the inside 
of the profession and working together both inter-
nally and externally.   

So where do we start?  What are the 
strategic efforts currently in operation that will 
make a difference in our profession, and how will 
these efforts help us move ahead before decisions 
are done to us by those that really want a quick 
fix?

In Utah, the State Office of Education has put 
forward a project initiative aimed at improving 
teacher and administrator effectiveness based on 
a statewide assessment framework.   I affection-
ately call it the “effectiveness project for quality 
education.”  The premise of the project recognizes 
that improving instructional quality in the schools 
must focus on 1) improving preparation programs 
for teachers and principals, 2) recruiting qual-
ity teachers and principals to the profession, 3) 
retaining, recognizing, promoting, and rewarding 
the most effective teachers and principals, and 4) 
providing appropriate professional development 

In Utah, the State Office of 
Education has put forward 
a project initiative aimed 
at improving teacher and 

administrator effectiveness 
based on a statewide assessment 

framework.  

Utah’s Effectiveness Project for Quality 
Education:  Making a Difference in Leader 

Preparation, Mentoring Programs, and 
Performance Assessment

Kerrie Naylor, Ph.D.
Utah State Office of Education, Department of Teaching and Learning

Kerr ie .naylor@schools .utah.gov

Choosing quality 
individuals to be 
the teachers and 

administrators in our 
schools is a top priority 

and one of the main 
aspects of reformer focus 
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for teachers and administrators at all stages of the 
career continuum. 

The project premise sounds pretty familiar, 
but it is not about keeping the status quo.  It is 
not about doing the same thing in just a different 
order; nor is it about tweaking the system hop-
ing for that quick fix that so many politicians 
desire.  The project is not about defending what 
we already do well, nor is it about making excuses 
stating that we need more resources to make 
progress.  Instead the project aims to 1) provide 

clear approaches to measuring 
student growth connected to 
instructional effectiveness; 2) 
design and implement rigorous, 
transparent, and fair evalua-
tion systems for teachers and 

principals; 3) provide annual evaluations with 
timely and constructive feedback and provide 
data on student growth; and to use evaluations to 
make decisions regarding induction, mentoring, 
professional development, compensation, reten-
tion, promotion, and licensure.  As you can see, 

this is no small project.  It 
requires a major commit-
ment from the Utah State 
Board of Education and 
state administration to see 
it through within a three 
to five year timeframe.  
And, it requires district 
leaders to contribute their 

expertise and time to the project.
The project is laid out in three phases.  The 

first phase focuses on the development of teacher 
and administrator standards.  Standards are 
important because they provide the benchmark 
for quality.  Two work groups have been created 
to develop these standards.  Utah teacher stan-
dards already exist (Utah Professional Teacher 

Standards and Continuum 
of Teacher Development, 
USOE, 2006) and will most 
likely be revised and updated.  
This document has been used 
statewide and is considered a 
viable, credible, and excep-
tional working document from 
which to start making revi-
sions.  National organizations 

such as the Interstate Teacher Assessment and 
Support Consortium (InTASC), an affiliate of the 
Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) 

have also been working on developing standards 
for teacher quality.  These standards (2010) are 
being reviewed and commented on nationally by 
influential leaders in organizations and associa-
tions such as NAESP, NASSP, and NSDC.  The 
state’s teacher standards work group, made up 
of teachers, administrators, teacher preparation 
professors, association representatives, state office 
administrators, teacher specialists, and district 
specialists, will also be reviewing these standards 
as they prepare new teacher standards for Utah.

The work group developing the standards 
for educational leadership is fortunate to have a 
well-respected document that outlines standards 
for educational leadership created by the Interstate 
School Leaders Licensure Consortium (ISLLC) 
to help with its work.  The National Board for 
Professional Teaching Standards working with the 
National Policy Board for Educational Adminis-
tration collaborated with CCSSO to publish the 
Educational Leadership Policy Standards:  ISLLC 
2008.  This publication has been approved by na-
tional and state agencies and provides the founda-
tion for “all states to prepare, train, and evaluate 
school leaders” (June, 2008).  The Utah educa-
tional leadership standards work group plans to 
use this document to discuss what standards Utah 
will approve as it moves forward with aligning 
administrator preparation programs, performance 
evaluation, and recommendations for mentoring 
programs for school leaders.  The challenge will 
be to discuss the appropriateness and compat-
ibility of these nationally recognized standards 
with Utah’s values and decide whether to adopt 
them in full, modify them, or to create our own 
standards based on the work we do in Utah.  The 
work group is made up of district administrators, 
principals, state office administrators and special-
ists, association representatives, parents, and pro-
fessors associated with administrative preparation 
programs and administrative practice.  Both work 
groups, teachers and educational leaders, will be 
responsible to share and discuss the development 
of the standards in district focus groups, region 
meetings, and organizational meetings to gather 
input and build stakeholder support before they 
are recommended to the State Board for approval 
and adoption.  

Following the adoption of the teacher and ad-
ministrator standards by the State Board of Educa-
tion, the second phase of the project includes the 
development of indicators of quality instruction 
and indicators for quality instructional leadership.  

This document has been used 
statewide and is considered a 

viable, credible, and exceptional 
working document.

The challenge will be to discuss the 
appropriateness and compatibility of 
these nationally recognized standards 
with Utah’s values and decide whether 
to adopt them in full, modify them, or 
to create our own standards based on 

the work we do in Utah.

…tools will be available to the 
local school districts to assist 
them in creating, adapting, 

and/or adopting their district’s 
performance evaluation systems.
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Once these are developed, then work will begin 
on a framework for statewide performance assess-
ment instruments for teachers and administrators.  
The framework will be built around the adopted 
standards with indicators of performance expecta-
tions operationalized to assess quality of work.  In 
addition, tools will be available to the local school 
districts to assist them in creating, adapting, and/
or adopting their district’s performance evalua-
tion systems.  You can see that the development of 
standards clearly affects Utah’s college and uni-
versity pre-service preparation programs, as well 
as the evaluation of the practitioner’s performance 
once they are working in local school districts.  

The third phase of the project is to create a 
continuum of practice for professional educators 
(for both teachers and administrators) in Utah.  
Such a continuum requires all stakeholders to be 

involved in the 
discussion of 1) 
how teachers and 
administrators 
learn about the 
work (prepara-
tion programs), 
2) what they 
should be doing 
to perform the 
work (standards 

and indicators of quality for performance assess-
ment), 3) how they grow, advance, and excel in 
their work (career continuum for promotion and 
advancement), and 4) how they can improve, 
learn new skills, and continue to be motivated 
in their work (licensure, induction, professional 
development, mentoring, and reward programs).  
The work of the Multi-State Consortium (2010) is 
available to assist Utah in this phase of the work.  
In addition, the highly successful programs that 
Utah has already in place (i.e. the EYE program, 
the ARL licensure opportunities, CACTUS, On-
Track, etc.) will help this project complete its 
work without undoing what is already considered 
quality work.

The vision of the Utah’s Effectiveness Project 
for Quality Education is indicative of the forward 

thinking, hard working, quality educators we 
have in this state.  The forty-plus educators who 
are currently members of the two work groups 
for teacher and administrator standards are an ex-
ample of this quality.  As the public masses argue, 
challenge, legislate, persuade, insist and resist 
changes to our American institution of education, 
Utah educators will be quietly and consistently 
moving ahead with what it knows to be important 
and right:  using research and proven practices 
(evidenced-based) to improve our schools for 
the sake of the students.  That means, of course, 
enhancing the effectiveness and quality of the 
individuals working in the system.  
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Notes

In the past two decades, 
there has been a gradual 
transformation in K-12 public 
education.   In particular, there 
has been an increasing emphasis 
on standards, accountability, 
quality, and excellence in the 
public school system.  Parents, 
legislators, and school boards 
have been demanding better 
outcomes on student achieve-
ment.   Much of the impetus for 
the reform of public education 
includes apprehension about the 
literacy of high school graduates 
and their ability to perform and 
compete in the global economy 
(Leone & Drakeford, 1999).   

On January 8, 2002, the No Child Left 
Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) became law and 
represents a pervasive change to public education.   

It contains 
four basic 
education 
principles: 
a) a stronger 
accountability 
for results, b) 

increased flexibility and local control, c) expanded 
options for parents, and d) an emphasis on teach-
ing methods which have been proven effective 
through research (U.S.  Department of Educa-
tion, 2001).  Much of the accountability would 
be measured by allowing states to create stan-
dards for what students’ should know in all grade 
levels (e.g., state core curricula).  Based on these 
standards, states must monitor every student’s 
progress.  This mainly occurs through standard-
ized tests which are aligned to the standards (e.g., 
benchmark testing, basic skills testing).   NCLB 

aims to make high-stakes testing 
more pervasive than ever before 
(Amrein & Berliner, 2003) as 
each school is expected to make 
adequate yearly progress toward 
meeting state standards.  

In response to the pressures 
placed on education, public schools 
have emphasized excellence by 
raising standards, implementing 
new graduation requirements, low-
ering the tolerance for violation of 
school rules, and high-stakes test-
ing which assumes that the rewards 
and consequences of such tests 
will motivate the unmotivated to 
learn (Orfield & Kormhaber, 2001).   
Overlooked in the push to reform 

education are students who are at-risk and have 
struggled in the traditional K-12 school setting.    
Alternative schools and education programs are 
growing in diversity and number in the United 
States as schools are driven by the need to provide 
a positive and productive learning atmosphere 
for all students.  This may involve removing 
disruptive, dangerous, and truant students from 
classrooms without suspending or expelling them 
from school (Tobin & Sprague, 1999).  Powell 
(2003) states: “Alternative education programs 
have burgeoned across the country, often with an 
emphasis on serving those students at greatest risk 
for educational failure due to their behavioral and 
emotional concerns” (p.68).    

Alternative Education Programs
In the United States, we have a strong tradi-

tion of valuing opportunities to learn, where poor, 
minority, and non-traditional students may have 
access to all of the educational opportunities 
available (Stevens & Grymes, 1993).   Access to 

Intrinsic Motivation 
and Alternative Education:

Thoughts on Increasing High School Student 
Motivation through Learning Communities

Ryan T.  Miller, Ph.D.
Granite Peaks High School in Granite School District. 

University of Phoenix, Utah Campus
r tmil ler@graniteschools .org

Many alternative schools do provide intensive, 
individualized services to students, but too 

often, failure in the traditional school is a pre-
requisite for admission.
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resources in educational environments is, how-
ever, not equally distributed and approximately 
one-fourth of ninth-grade students in the United 
States drop-out before graduating high school 
(Alspaugh, 1998).   Many schools tend to focus 
on the college-prep track and students who are un-
successful in that track tend to leave high school 
early, but may enter a school where alternative 
educational strategies and practices are used (To-
bin & Sprague, 2001).   

Too often, alternative education settings 
are punitive responses or last chance options 
for youth (Leone & Drakeford, 1999) and focus 
on students who are labeled as disadvantaged, 

marginal, or at-risk 
(Nichols & Utesch, 
2001).   Alterna-
tive programs, in 
reality, were largely 
founded to serve a 

population of students whose education required 
the utilization of innovative and comprehensive 
techniques and methodologies that were largely 
absent from most regular education settings (Ol-
ive, 2003).   Many alternative schools do provide 
intensive, individualized services to students, 
but too often, failure in the traditional school is a 
pre-requisite for admission.   The “last chance” 
model of alternative education can be detrimental 
to students and should be a proactive response to 
the needs of students for whom traditional schools 
are a non-productive fit (Leone & Drakeford).   In 
essence, the external and internal motivational 
factors have not been successful to keep alterna-
tive students in school.

Successful Alternative Education
Most research concerning high school drop-

outs has been aimed at defining the characteris-
tics of dropouts and at-risk students and has not 
focused on school organizational characteristics 
associated with high drop-out rates (Alspaugh, 
1998).   Successful alternative programs include 

certain curricular 
and behavioral ele-
ments and often 
incorporate an array 
of other program 

features such as enrichment activities, alternative 
assessment, technology, teacher training, dif-
ferentiated curricula, and parental involvement 
(Guerin & Denti, 1999; Johnson, 1998; Phillips, 
1998; Schorr, 1997; Tobin & Sprague, 1999), as 
well as maintain the same expectations, standards, 

and outcomes valued in more traditional settings 
(Leone & Drakeford, 1999).  

The literature on alternative programs cites 
many program components that are effective for 
at-risk programs.  First, is the need for a lower 
ratio of students to teachers (Tobin & Sprague, 
1999).  More personal time can be spent with each 
student to provide more individualized and high-
quality instruction.   

Second, is the need for a highly structured 
classroom with positive rather than punitive 
emphasis in behavior management (Tobin & 
Sprague, 1999).   Classroom rules are clear and 
explicitly taught, and rewards for acceptable 
behavior and progress are given.   Initial rein-
forcement fades to normal levels when the student 
is performing to classroom expectations.  Behav-
ioral interventions should also be individualized 
as the causes and triggers of the behavior are 
identified and positive replacement behaviors are 
implemented through praise and reduced criticism 
(Johnson, 1998).   

Third, adult mentors and parental involve-
ment at the school can provide positive reinforce-
ment, take special interest in the student, and track 
the student’s behavior, attendance, grades, and 
attitude (Johnson, 1998; Tobin & Sprague, 1999).   

Fourth, is the need for social skills instruc-
tion and service learning projects (Phillips, 1998; 
Tobin & Sprague, 1999).   Social skills deficits in 
school may help predict future delinquency and 
poor vocational outcomes (Walker, Stieber, & 
Bullis, 1998).   Social skills are often learned in 
small group settings with materials and lessons 
developed by the teacher.  A thematic unit used to 
organize curriculum into skill building and dem-
onstration activities that can have multiple entry 
and exit points for the student could provide this 
opportunity (Phillips).    

Fifth, alternative students need high qual-
ity academic instruction (Schorr, 1997; Tobin 
& Sprague, 1999) which accommodates their 
individual learning styles (Johnson, 1998).   Uti-
lization of differentiated learning methods (e.g., 
student-centered and teacher-directed), differen-
tiated curricula, and differentiated assessments 
(Phillips, 1998) is encouraged.   The teacher needs 
to control the level of difficulty of each instruc-
tional task to help students maintain their level 
of interest and progress toward their individual 
goals.   For example, a portfolio collects student 
information and products and acts as a history of a 
student’s school progress (Guerin & Denti, 1999).  

By incorporating instructional and social 
principles into daily classroom practices, 

the intrinsic motivation of alternative 
school students can be increased.

The literature on alternative programs 
cites many program components that are 

effective for at-risk programs
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Finally, Schorr (1997) recommends that 
successful alternative teachers and schools are 
in-house decision makers and life-long learners.  
Successful alternative programs provide teachers 
with stimulating, ongoing professional develop-
ment activities that help teachers to maintain an 
academic focus, enhance teaching strategies, and 
develop alternative instructional methods.  Also, 
decisions about staffing, leadership, budgets, 
scheduling, curriculum, and pedagogy need to be 
made by stake-holders that have direct contact 
with the students.  Schools that focus on the 
creation and maintenance of intentional commu-
nities and celebrate cultural diversity (Johnson, 

1998) are 
more likely to 
succeed than 
bureaucratical-
ly organized 
schools.

So how 
do we help 

increase a student’s intrinsic motivation to learn 
in the alternative educational setting?  If schools 
and teachers follow the successful alternative 
educational components for-mentioned, then we 
can begin to increase student intrinsic motivation 
to learn.   However, this is a broad generaliza-
tion and requires the participation of various 
stakeholders and utilization of many school and 
community resources.   Teachers can take the first 
step in increasing student motivation to learn by 
creating learning communities in their respective 
classrooms (Brophy, 2004; Schorr, 1997).   By in-
corporating instructional and social principles into 
daily classroom practices, the intrinsic motivation 
of alternative school students can be increased.

Intrinsic Versus Extrinsic Motivation
Student motivation is rooted in students’ sub-

jective experiences, especially those connected to 
their willingness to engage in lessons and learning 
activities (Brophy, 2004).   In general, intrinsic 
motivation refers to the fact of being engaged in 

an activ-
ity for 
itself and 
for the 
pleasure 
and sat-

isfaction derived from participation (Deci, 1975).   
This is in contrast to extrinsic motivation which 
pertains to a wide variety of behaviors in which 
the goals of action extend beyond those inherent 
to the activity itself (Karsenti & Thibert, 1995).   

Many times teachers give students an incentive to 
participate in or to complete an activity.   These 
extrinsic motivators often include extra credit or 
a prize and are the easiest direct way to address 
the value aspects of motivation.  Rewards are 
one proven way to spur students to put forth 
effort.   However, from the standpoint of most 
motivational theorists, this is control of behavior, 
not motivation for learning (Brophy).   Research-
ers have found that tangible rewards and other 
extrinsic motivators can have detrimental effects 
on the intrinsic motivation of the learner (Green 
& Lepper, 1974; Poonam, 1997) as rewards and 
punishments given by teachers tend to be viewed 
as stressful by students.   

Encouraging student intrinsic motivation 
can help improve academic success as students 
learn to value participation (Brophy, 2004; Wiest, 
Wong, Cervantes, Craik, & Kreil, 2001).   Ac-
cording to Brophy, intrinsic motivation can 
include, but is not limited to the following char-
acteristics: a) genetically based temperament or 
predispositions, b) fun, enjoyment, c) relevance/
utility to one’s agenda, d) self-actualization pow-
er, e) meaningful, satisfying, f) identification/self-
projection, and g) identification/assimilation to 
self.  Teachers who incorporate intrinsic motiva-
tion methods into their classrooms may help stu-
dents who complete tasks have better conceptual 
understanding of the task compared to externally 
motivated peers (Gottfried, 1983).   Accordingly, 
when motivation is purely extrinsic, the activity 
itself is not valued except as an instrument that 
students can use to achieve other rewards.   

Deci, Hodges, Pierson, and Tomassone 
(1992) found that internal motivation variables 
were found to be important components of 
achievement among non-traditional students.   
Teachers can plan learning activities that stu-
dents are likely to find enjoyable or intrinsically 
rewarding (Brophy, 2004).   If teachers help alter-
native students increase their intrinsic motivation, 
with little use of extrinsic motivation for learning, 
the students will have a more positive educational 
experience through increased personal success.   

This is not to say that extrinsic rewards 
should not be used.   Teachers need to be aware 
of how instructional practices are designed from 
the motivational perspective.   A study conducted 
by Nichols and Utesch (1998) concluded that 
student’s who failed to complete alternative pro-
grams were initially higher in extrinsic motiva-
tion.   They entered the alternative setting with 
motivational strategies which followed extrinsic 
reward structures and they lacked the intrinsic 

Notes

If teachers help alternative students increase 
their intrinsic motivation, with little use 
of extrinsic motivation for learning, the 

students will have a more positive educational 
experience through increased personal success.   

Alternative teachers need to gear the lessons toward 
intrinsic motivational strategies and keep a clear 

focus on academic learning.   This can occur through 
the establishment of a learning community…



UASSPPage 11 Impact Journal

motivation to participate in learning activities 
even when the teacher provided intrinsic motiva-
tional opportunities.   This suggests that alterna-
tive students may be motivated more by extrinsic 
rewards, prior to entering the alternative setting.   

Alternative teachers should focus on building 
intrinsic motivation, but if extrinsic rewards and 
motivation are used in the alternative setting, it 
should be limited.  For example, Greene & Lepper 
(1974) found that the more powerful the extrinsic 
rewards, the more likely they are to undermine in-
trinsic motivation in the absence of these rewards.   
Also, if extrinsic rewards are used, they need to be 
phased out before intrinsic motivation is lost.  

Intrinsic Motivation and the Learning 
Community

Poonam (1997) states that educators need to 
keep in mind that individual differences are likely 
to influence the efficacy and outcome of the strat-

egies used to increase intrinsic 
motivation.    Students are not 
likely to be motivated to learn 
when engaged in pointless or 
meaningless activities such 

as skill and drill or activities designed to fill time 
(Brophy, 2004).   Alternative teachers need to gear 
the lessons toward intrinsic motivational strate-
gies and keep a clear focus on academic learn-
ing.   This can occur through the establishment 
of a learning community, based on socio-cultural 
teaching and learning pedagogy.   A learning 
community should emphasize learning within a 
group of people (e.g., cooperative learning and 
peer tutoring), where there is a common or shared 
purpose and the diversity of students and stake-
holders is respected.  Ultimately, this community 
has social connections and responsibilities toward 

one another and the group.   
The following three 

suggested applications of 
learning communities in 
alternative schools have been 
adapted from Brophy (2004) 

and Poonam (1997) can be utilized by alternative 
teachers to help increase student intrinsic motiva-
tion.  They are also sub-components connected 
to the behavioral, curricular, teacher competence, 
and school design principles of alternative educa-
tion (Johnson, 1998; Phillip, 1998; Schorr, 1997;  
Tobin & Sprague, 1999).   

Student Involvement
If students have control of their learning and 

have opportunities to reach their learning goals, 

there is the possibility of increasing intrinsic 
motivation.   Alternative teachers and schools 
can modify their curriculum to allow for student 
evaluation of their own progress on projects and 
goal attainment by utilizing student and teacher 
evaluation of the learning process.   By utilizing 
goal setting, contracting, and rubrics, students 
may begin to realize their strengths by reaching 
their goals.   Eventually the student may begin 
to set goals spontaneously without the need for 
contracting.   In effect, the student is setting learn-
ing goals, reaching success, and increasing their 
intrinsic motivation to learn.

 The key to making student learning experi-
ences worthwhile is to focus planning on major 
instructional goals in terms of desired student out-
comes, or the skills, attitudes, knowledge, values, 
and dispositions the teacher wishes the students to 
gain.   Goals provide the rationale for instruction 
and curriculum, not the coverage of content or the 
learning process (Brophy, 2004).  For example, 
students who are more performance goal oriented 
could have the opportunity to choose from an ar-
ray of differing products for an assignment (e.g., 
informational posters, oral reports, skits).   Teach-
ers can involve students in planning and evaluat-
ing learning experiences to increase motivation, 
interest, and self-esteem as students develop a 
sense of classroom contribution and personal 
empowerment (Johnson, 1998).   

Positive Praise and Response  
Alternative teachers need to remember the 

population of students which they serve.   A posi-
tive response to a question posed by a student 
as opposed to a punitive response can help to 
increase intrinsic motivation.   Responding to a 
student, who has posed a question irrelevant to the 
class discussion, in a positive way: “We can talk 
about this after class if you wish,” as compared 
to a punitive way: “Stay on task,” can make the 
student feel safe in a classroom and not be afraid 
to ask questions in which he/she is intrinsically 
interested in learning about.

Verbal praise by teachers has also been shown 
to increase intrinsic motivation (Johnson, 1998).   
Authoritative communication, which explains the 
rationale for a demand, and immediacy, a term for 
actions which enhance physical and psychological 
closeness with students, are two appealing com-
munication practices which can enhance student 
motivation.   Working together, the compliance-
gaining and immediacy aspects of instructors’ 
communication styles reinforce each other to pro-
duce positive effects on motivation and learning 

Eventually the student may begin 
to set goals spontaneously.

Both curricular elements and 
instructional elements are involved 

in authentic activity teaching.
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in students who are not highly motivated (Brophy, 
2004).   

Alternative teachers need to remember that 
praise needs to be given in moderation.   If it is 
given inappropriately or too often, it could be 
perceived as excessive extrinsic motivation or 
college-track motivation.   Many times alternative 
students struggle with new ideas and concepts.   
By utilizing communication which explains the 
demands, the teacher can praise a student for the 
progress toward learning goals and task mastery 
or encourage student learning.   

Motivational Zone of Proximal 
Development
The more the variety of stimulating and chal-

lenging activities, the more likely the student’s 
interest and attention will remain on the activity.   
A significant concern for educators is to inspire 
students to engage, perform, and become life-
long learners (Schrum, Shelley, & Miller, 2008).  
Emphasizing authentic activities is a method to 
help challenge and stimulate student learning as 
school instruction is most effective when it has 
personal meaning and relevance and is con-
nected to real-life experiences (Johnson, 1998).   
Authentic activities require using what is being 
learned for accomplishing the varying sorts of life 
applications that justify inclusion of this learning 
in the curriculum in the first place (Brophy, 2004).   

Both curricular elements and instructional ele-
ments are involved in authentic activity teaching.   
A teacher may adapt their teaching activities and 
curriculum to meet potentially relevant ideals of 
their students which may help to relate the mate-
rial to a student’s life outside school (e.g., math 
represented as shopping lists or planning and 
booking an international trip on-line in Geogra-
phy).   

One way to help students to see the relevance 
of an activity is to have motivation occur in what 
Brophy (2004) terms: the motivational zone of 
proximal development.   This aligns with concepts 
of Vygotsky (1978), who maintained that a child 
follows the adult’s example and gradually devel-
ops the ability to do certain tasks without help or 
assistance.  The difference between what children 
can do with help and what they can do without 
guidance is the “zone of proximal development” 
(ZPD).  In education, the learning activity should 
match the learning environment.   The classroom 
setting is a socio-cultural environment and in 
learning and cognitive development there is a 
correlation.   The best learning environments are 
optionally challenging, being neither too easy nor 
too difficult for the learner.   

By utilizing the teacher as a mentor who 
models, scaffolds, and coaches students, a teacher 
can guide a student into a learning task which is 

Table 1
Correlation between cognitive zone of proximal development and motivational zone of proximal development

 Above Motivational 
ZPD

At
Motivational ZPD

Below Motivational 
ZPD

Above 
Cognitive
ZPD

Learning goal above 
both cognitive and 
motivational ZPD’s 
even with mediation

Motivational zpd 
achieved through 
mediation.   Learning 
goal above cognitive 
ZPD.

Motivational zpd 
already achieved.   
Learning goal above 
cognitive ZPD.   

At 
Cognitive
ZPD

Learning goal could 
be achieved through 
mediation.   Still 
above motivational 
ZPD.

Learning goal achieved 
in cognitive and 
motivational ZPD’s 
through mediation.

Learning goal achieved 
in motivational ZPD 
Cognitive ZPD reached 
through mediation.

Below 
Cognitive
ZPD

Learning goal already 
achieved.   Above 
motivational ZPD 
even with mediation.

Learning goal already 
attained.   Motivational 
ZPD can be reached 
through mediation.

Learning goal below 
both cognitive and 
motivational ZPD’s.
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in the educational zone of proximal development.   
Both Dewey and Vygotsky see the environment 
and interest as keys to promoting activity in an 
individual (Glassman, 2001).  However they 
differ in the role of the teacher in the educational 
process.   Glassman states that Vygotsky views 
the role of the teacher as active.   It is therefore 
important for teacher/mentors to be a proactive 
force and take greater control in the educational 
process.   According to Glassman, Dewey views 
the teacher as assuming a more passive role.   For 
Dewey the teacher is one of a number of pos-
sible sieves that the social environment can pour 
through in the general development of an activity.   

Re-
gard-
less of 
the role 
of the 
teacher, 
a 
student 
needs 
to be 

present in an environment which is conducive to 
learning and teachers’ need to be aware of their 
students’ cognitive and motivational levels.  A 
summary of the correlation between the motiva-
tional zone of proximal development and the cog-
nitive zone of proximal development, in terms of 
learning goals (Brophy, 2004) is shown in Table 1.

Conclusions
If teachers of alternative students maintain 

a positive learning community through the three 
highlighted curricular and social classroom ap-
plications discussed, students may become more 
intrinsically motivated to learn.   There are many 
factors relating to student academic success which 
are out of the control of the alternative school 
and schools in general (e.g., latch-key children, 
poverty, gang involvement, etc.).   However, if 
alternative students have opportunities to increase 
their intrinsic motivation through curriculum and 
social settings, such as participation in an activity 
purely out of curiosity, the desire to engage in an 
activity purely for the sake of participating and 
completing a task, and the desire to contribute, 
they will be more likely to attend school (Poonam, 
1997).   There will be less pressure and stress on 
student performance as opposed to rewarding 
students through external factors, which can cause 
students to feel competition and/or stress for a 

reward and may decrease their intrinsic motiva-
tion to learn.   

The goal of the alternative school should be 
to maintain high expectations for students and 
provide opportunities to learn while maintaining 
a social and curricular setting which distinguishes 
it from the curriculum of the traditional school, 
where alternative students were already unsuc-
cessful.  Further research into the effect of the 
three learning community criteria in alternative 
settings and research into the effect of the learning 
community on intrinsic motivation for alternative 
students is recommended.   

If alternative teachers and schools create a 
learning community which promotes intrinsically 
motivating curricula and learning activities as 
described in this paper and give students regular 
opportunities to collaborate with their peers, it is 
possible to retain a larger population of regular 
school drop-outs in the alternative school setting 
and to help enhance the student’s capacity to work 
productively in our democratic society.  It could 
also lead to success in meeting differing criteria 
aligned to NCLB and help meet the increasing 
emphasis on standards, accountability, and excel-
lence in public schools.   
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American public schools are 
in the midst of changes, a move-
ment from an inputs-framework 
to a results-driven, outcomes-
based model. From this evolving 
process orientation, Professional 
Learning Communities (PLC’s) 
have emerged with a shift from 
professional development focused 
strictly on teaching to the obvi-
ously essential considerations of 
student learning. These outcomes-
based intentions led to examina-
tions of the systems schools have 
put in place to support student learning. Tiered 
instruction or response to intervention models are 
the latest representations of system supports for 
student learning. This article is a practitioner’s 
case study of systemic school support found in the 
Alpine School District.

Lakeridge Junior High, Alpine School 
District 

Lakeridge Junior High (LJH) located in 
Orem, Utah is a 1200-student school in the Alpine 
School District. The school’s enrollment demo-
graphics include a changing population bringing 

significant number 
of English Language 
Learners and low 
socio-economic status 
students over the last 
decade. LJH has es-
tablished a standards-

based, just-in-time, safety net for learners – a 
model of responsiveness that ensures students’ 
academic success. Instructional time is treated as 
an independent variable so that students’ learning 
is the dependent variable - a promised outcome. 
The school employs a daily flex period tool to 
support student learning. This paper presents Lak-
eridge’s model through the eyes of a visiting team 
of educators from a neighboring school district.

Visiting Team, Park City 
School District

On September 14, 2010 repre-
sentatives from the Park City School 
District’s (PCSD) four secondary 
schools visited Lakeridge Junior 
High. The visit was planned to help 
support educators’ understanding 
of the facets of tiered instruction at 
the secondary level. LJH’s pyra-
mid of interventions is built around 
the collaborative assumptions of 
Professional Learning Communities 
at Work (DuFour & Eaker, 1998). 

Their learner-focused model of teacher collabora-
tion asks four essential questions of schools:

1.What do we want our students to learn? (Cur-
riculum) 

2.How do we know if our students learned it? 
(Assessment)

3.What do we do if our students don’t learn it? 
(Intervention)

4.What if our students already know it? (Enrich-
ment)

With these questions in mind the PCSD 
visiting team walked the halls and classrooms of 
Lakeridge. We were looking for lessons that we 
might share with colleagues in our own district. 
The visiting team spent one morning on the LJH 
campus. What significant learning did we obtain 
while at Lakeridge?

Takeaways: Lessons from the School Visit
The visiting team heard a presentation by 

LJH Principal Garrick Peterson and then spent 
some time in LJH hallways and classrooms. After 
our school tour we met and shared lessons from 
the day. Our team’s ‘takeaways’ follow below.

 Treasure Mountain International School 
math teacher Melissa Horn observes that bench-
marked mathematics tests are already constructed 
and currently ready for use – an assessment tool 
for intervention is in place. Ms. Horn is perceptive 

Professional Learning Communities 
(PLC’s) have emerged with a shift from 

professional development focused strictly 
on teaching to the obviously essential 

considerations of student learning.

Three Tiered Instruction or Response to 
Intervention 

Greg Proffit
Data, Assessment, and Alternative Education, Park City School District

isgprof f i t@pcschools .us.
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Many Park City School District 
students are academically talented 
with enriched home environments. 

They already have mastery of 
subject area content. What do we do 

if they already know it?

in highlighting the important role of assessment 
in systemic responses. She also notes the distinc-
tions between formative and summative assess-
ments - assessment for learning (formative) and 
assessment of learning (summative.) Educators 
understanding and practicing quality assessment 
is key in a standards-based learning environment: 
Assessment drives systemic responses.

Ecker Hill International Middle School As-
sistant Principal John Hall extends appreciation 
for the possibilities suggested by DuFour’s 4th 
question. Many Park City School District students 

are academically talented 
with enriched home en-
vironments. They already 
have mastery of subject 
area content. What do we 
do if they already know it? 
The 4th question urges our 
school system to consider 
and provide for 4th ques-

tion students. 
Eighth grade English Teacher Michelle Strat-

ton notes the fluidity of the LJH intervention mod-
el. The school uses the flex period (time) as a tool 
for ensuring student learning. Specificity in the 
school’s common formative assessments targets 
students for ‘just-in-time’ academic support. Once 
students show content mastery they move back 
into activities of their choice during the school’s 
flex period. This fluidity aligns with the ’48-
hour guarantee’ shared by LJH Principal Garrick 
Peterson: LJH students will get timely support 
for learning an explicit, clearly defined concept. 
The support is provided within one cycle of the 
school’s A/B block schedule. The flex period is a 
system tool for supporting student learning.

Park City High School Assistant Principal 
Dave McNaughtan clarifies the term common 
assessment – it refers to those standards and 
assessments common for all students. All of the 
students taking a course - no matter who is teach-
ing - are assessed with the same measures against 
the same standards or objectives.  Marzano (2003) 
reinforces the importance of this idea: providing a 
guaranteed and viable curriculum is a significant 
school quality indicator. Also Mr. McNaughtan 
divines certain philosophical questions regarding 
grading practices. He notes there is some uncer-
tainty about the meaning, validity, or reliability of 
letter and percentage grades. Are standards-based 
report cards an eventual systemic outcome?

Tom Burchett compiles PCSD data for use 

in schools’ systems of tiered instruction. Mr. 
Burchett sees a systems format for the secondary 
schools’ models of intervention. He wonders if 
our system might look backwards at our existent 
data to build impetus for future systems supports. 
Instruction and learning improve when data from 
assessment informs teachers about students’ learn-
ing.

PCHS history teacher Alyssa Smith furthers 
this idea noting that assessment informs and 
promotes organizations’ learning. Teachers should 
collaborate to construct assessments and to create 
organizational learning. The systems’ thinking 
emerges as schools consider the three questions: 
What do we want students to learn? How do we 
know if they learned it? How do we respond if 
they don’t? At Lakeridge organizational learning 
is centered on student learning.  A purposeful PLC 
fuels both levels of learning.

PCHS English teacher Matt Nagel discerns a 
purposeful climate at Lakeridge Junior High. Matt 
asserts that mood matters. Students and teachers 
are provided the individualized academic reports 
that they need for timely intervention. Such 
security is uplifting. But the school also provides 
students with choice – respecting their individual 
needs and preferences during flex period. Lak-
eridge’s program satisfies basic human needs for 
freedom, fun, power, and belonging (Glasser, 
1990).

TMIS Principal Bob O’Connor reflects on the 
role of data at LJH. The school’s common forma-
tive assessments have contributed to positive 
summative results – rises in CRT scores, declines 
in failing grades, and increases in low socio-
economic-status student achievement. The use of 
data at Lakeridge proves results - summatively, 
but the school’s use of formative assessments 
feeds these positive end results. Clarity in purpose 
and measure is followed by active intervention 
and response. Data informs instruction. 

PCSD Counselor Sam Walsh notes that 
comprehensible input “i+1” (Krashen, 1981) is 
at the heart of the LJH philosophy on grading. 
The idea is to find and allocate the time within the 
school day to provide students with good instruc-
tion so that they learn. Learning = i + 1. Under-
standing feels good. Humans are natural learners. 
When time (the independent variable) is flexible 
then learning (the dependent variable) becomes 
constant. The challenge for teachers is to use re-
allocated time to deliver i + 1 instruction leading 
to academic learning.
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By considering Lakeridge Jr. High the PCSD 
visiting team provides educators with several 
major facets of responsive, tiered instruction:

So what now? Our visiting team deliberated 
next steps, items of action that we can undertake 
to make a difference ‘back at the ranch’.

Next Steps
Change abounds in the education world in-

cluding our own school district. So what are some 
realistic and sustainable ideas for bringing back 
to our schools? The visiting team proposed a few 
ideas.

Mr. McNaughtan and Mr. Burchett caution 
us not to “see a solution in search of a problem”. 
They suggest that we examine our data before 
further changes, posing the question, “Who are 
we trying to serve? What other models are out 
there?” A variety of school and district initiatives 
are already in place.  We certainly don’t want to 
introduce a new model of intervention that is dis-
connected from the current school district context. 
Yet LJH does teach some pertinent concepts for 
our own schools.

Mr. O’Connor and others provide ideas of 
immediate value. Perhaps our schools ought 
to generate a printed daily report card (small). 
This would give students routine feedback on 
their learning. Rather than relying on students’ 
own juvenile initiative our schools might in-
stead choose to ‘push’ Powerschool reports into 
students’ hands, foregoing the current ‘invitational 
log-in’ paradigm. Why not send the message that 
feedback matters and that measured academic 
achievement is not optional?

Ms. Walsh and Ms. Smith suggest that the 
LJH/PLC ideas be discussed at upcoming profes-
sional learning forums, faculty meetings and early 
release hours.  Perhaps the schools could pilot the 
LJH format with a few planned catch-up days, 
start small and collect the data. The schools could 

then gauge how such opportunities to learn are 
received by students, and consider the outcomes 
on students’ achievement. 

Mr. Nagel senses connections and relation-
ships with the school district’s adoption of a class-
room management system, (Instructure Canvas.) 
With online delivery options teachers will have 
more opportunities to differentiate instruction. 
The use of time will flex as more of our students 
gain high access through the district’s planned 
1:1 high access web2.0 learning initiative. High 
access will provide asynchronous instruction 
that supports teachers in holding student learning 
constant by varying instructional time.

Conclusion
The No Child Left Behind act has forced 

schools to examine their results for students. Over 
the past decade we’ve learned a great deal from 
mandated summative assessments. Perhaps the 
greatest learning is that schools cannot wait until 
the school year is over to gauge students’ learn-
ing. Working together teachers and administra-
tors must create responsive systems of support 
– school systems that creatively ensure that failure 
is not an option.
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Kearns Jr. High serves 
diverse populations.  It 
is comprised of 42% 
Hispanic, 2% Asian, 5% 
Pacific Islanders, 2% Native 
Americans and the balance 
Caucasian.   Sixty-eight 
percent have been identified 
as youth who are eligible 
for free and reduced lunch, 
40 % ELL students (non or 
limited English speaking 
youth), and 35% youth with 
disabilities.  Even though 
Kearns Jr. has Title One 
statistics they are not a Title 
One School.    Kearns Jr. 
has passed AYP for the past 
two years in a row, and the CRT scores are above 
Granite School District average.  Between 2006 
to 2010 -  Language Arts scores have gone  from 
53% to 72% (19 point gain), math scores have 
gone from 49% to 59% (10 point gain), and sci-
ence scores have gone from 40% to 56% (16 point 
gain).

There are many great programs going on at 
Kearns Jr. High.  Our school motto is:  “Success is 

Our Only Option”.  Students 
are not allowed to fail and must 
retake assessments until they 
understand the core concepts.  
Last year only 11% of the 
students were below 1.5 GPA 
(down from 15% the year be-
fore).  KJH has switched from 
a traditional grading system to 
one in which only give A, B, 
C, and I’s are given.  Teach-
ers are required to identify the 
main core concepts each term 
and design assessments that 
test for understanding of these 
key concepts.  Every teacher 
has four signs posted in their 
rooms for the students to read 

daily.  The signs say:
What Will I Learn? (Objective)
How Will I Learn It 
(Agenda and Language Objective)
How Will I Show I Learned It 
(Assessment)
What  Will I Do If I am Still Confused  
(Re-Teaching Activity)

Students are required 
to retake assessments until 
they can pass these with at 
least a C.  To help students to 
relearn information, we have 
put the following interven-
tions into place:

 Students may attend 
Tutor Lab every morning 
before school and every day 
after school in the library.  
Teachers and aides help give 
students individual help on 
work.

All teachers keep a 
web page where they post 
their assignments so that 

Kearns Jr. High
“Success is Our Only Option”

Kandace Barber
Kearns Junior High, Granite School District

kbarber@graniteschools .org.
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other adults can help students with the work, and 
parents and students can look up the assignments 
at home.

Students attend Enrichment/Intervention after 
1st period on Mon, Tues., 

and Wed.  At the end of 1st period, students 
get their grades.  If they do not have missing work 
students can select an enrichment class to go to 
like Open gym, music, art etc.  If they are missing 
work they must go to that teacher for help or to 
complete work and retake tests.

All extra funds from 
Trustland Funds are used 
to hire adult teaching 
aides.  These aides are 

placed with teachers to help give students more 
individualized help during class time. 

Students get paid Kearns Cash every Thurs-
day.  If a student does not have any missing 
assignments, any tardies that week, or completes 
advisory work they can earn up to $10.00 in 
Kearns Cash a week.  This money can be spent 
on treats one day a week at lunch or at the school, 

or they can put cash in for a drawing at the end of 
the term.  This quarter some of the prizes that can 
be won in the drawing are a drum set, BMX bike, 
gift cards and more.  There are also many rewards 
for honor roll, perfect attendance, no tardies etc.  
These include banana split parties at lunch to 
enrichment field trips.

Students are on a academic team where they 
share a social studies, science, math and English 
teacher.  These teachers get together weekly and 
discuss ways to integrate the curriculum, common 
policies, discipline issues, rewards, field trips, and 
guest speakers.  Parents might be invited to team 
meetings to help come up with a plan to help their 

student to be more successful in school.  Elective 
teachers also work with the teams to meet the 
needs of students.

KJH is on a Block schedule to allow students 
more time to:  start work, get help, and participate 
in real life application of the learning.

AVID has been implemented to help students 
to prepare for college.  The school is working to-
wards implementing AVID strategies on a school 
wide basis.  These include keeping notebooks, 
Cornell notes, and critical thinking strategies.

We supplied all students with school supplies 
that included a notebook they are to decorate.  
Students are required to take their notebook to all 
classes.  Some teachers require students to keep 
portfolios where they keep work to show concepts 
learned.  

Teachers keep in contact using the Teleparent 
system that notifies parents when tests are coming 
up and how their child behaved in class that day.

Teachers use one of the nine computer labs 
to allow students to use the following computer 
programs that helped remediate skills:  MY AC-

CESS, YPP, Acuity, IMAGINE Learning, 
and Success Maker.

In addition, we have a TEAM of 
teachers representing all CORE areas 
and grade levels that meet every Tuesday 
morning to discuss Response to Interven-
tion (RTI) strategies that we have in place 
to help struggling students.  We look at 
Tier 1, 2, and 3 interventions to see what 
will most benefit the student.  In addition, 
we look at our school data to determine 
what staff development strategies teach-
ers need and what areas we need to work 
on.  Right now our reading data is low so 
the whole school is working on vocabu-
lary (which is a pre-reading strategy) and 

Cornell notes which incorporate during and after 
reading strategies.  The ELL and Special Ed staff 
meet with teachers to make sure they are aware of 
interventions that need to be in place for these stu-
dents to be successful.  The staff is also learning 
teaching strategies to help with differentiation.  

To support the staff we have coaches that 
help teachers in areas they want support in.  The 
administration does walk throughs to make sure 
staff is implementing what we are working on, 
to see the percentage of students on task and to 
give teachers positive feedback.  The staff also 
participates in weekly staff development on our 
early out Fridays.  We continually look at school 

We continually look at school data and 
see the areas we need to address.
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data and see the areas we need to address.  Teach-
ers also use this time to meet in grade level teams 
and departments.

In addition, we have a positive behavior sup-
port matrix posted in the halls and all classrooms.  
Students are taught the expected behavior in all 
areas of the building.  Teachers work together to 
enforce common rules throughout the building.

We have learned that we cannot be as suc-
cessful without parent and community involve-
ment.  We have partnered with United Way and 
we are the only Junior High that has a Community 
Learning Center.  We have parent classes that 
over one hundred parents attend daily.  Classes 
include GED, computers, and English.  A day care 
is provided for parents while they attend.  In addi-
tion we have a medical van that comes every other 
month to provide services for families without in-
surance.  Students cannot be successful in school 

if their medical needs are not met.  Parent classes 
are offered monthly.  We do clothing exchanges 
at all parent teacher conferences and have a great 
Christmas store to help families that are in need.  
We have partnered with Salt Lake Youth Services 
and have received a 21st Century grant that has 
helped us to set up a daily After School Program 
that provides tutoring and enrichment activities 
for our students after school.  Classes include Spy 
hop computer programming, DJ classes, dancing, 
art, sports, cooking, chess, and much more.

The teachers at Kearns Junior High are 
amazing.  We continually look at data and work 
together to meet the needs of students.  If some-
thing is not working we look at research based 
strategies so see what will be most beneficial to 
meet the needs of students.  If that doesn’t work, 
we don’t give up; we try another strategy.

Kandace Barber is principal at Kearns Junior High School in Granite School District.  
Her e-mail is kbarber@graniteschools.org.
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Utah’s Comprehensive 
Counseling and Guidance pro-
gram has been in effect in Utah 
for over twenty years. In that 
time it has evolved into what we 
have today – The Utah Model for 
Comprehensive Counseling and 
Guidance: K-12 Programs. The 
Utah Model is closely aligned 
with the American School Coun-
selor National Model for School 
Counseling Programs, 2nd 
edition, which is well supported 
by research. Utah State Office 
of Education’s Comprehensive 
Counseling and Guidance Basic 
Trainings website explains the 
particulars in great detail. Also, a 
hard copy of The Utah Model for Comprehensive 
Counseling and Guidance: K-12 Programs is in 
every school and is informative. 

As you read through the Utah Model you’ll 
find that the counseling program has been stan-
dardized. Counseling now has a curriculum, and 

counselors are expected 
to present this curriculum 
at each secondary school 
in the state, to all the 
students - thus, a com-
prehensive program. 
The Utah Model’s focus 

depends not on what counselors do, but on how 
students have changed or have benefited because 
of the counseling program in their school. There 
are 
seven elements of the Comprehensive Counsel-
ing and Guidance program that make it effec-
tive. A school counseling program needs to be: 

comprehensive in 
scope, preventative in 
design, developmen-
tal in nature, student 
centered, conducted in 
collaboration, driven 

by data, and an integral part of the total education 
program.

Arguably, the most deep-
seated concern here is the idea 
that the school counseling 
program be data driven.  Data 
collection has been an integral 
part of the Utah Model since its 
foundation in 1988, but it was 
with the 2004-2005 school year 
that all secondary schools receiv-
ing state funding for counseling 
had to submit two data reports 
each year to the Utah State Of-
fice of Education (USOE), one 
requiring a large-group guid-
ance activity report and the other 
requiring a small-group “Closing 
the Gap” report. These reports are 
the foundation of each school’s 

counseling program.  In order to effect change 
within the school system and to ensure that every 
student receives the benefits of the school coun-
seling program, school counselors must show that 
each activity implemented as part of the school 
counseling program was developed from a careful 
analysis of student needs, student achievement, 
and related data. Data can then be used by the 
counselors to concretely demonstrate accountabil-
ity of their program and the progress that is being 
made toward their goals. Counselors can also use 
data to monitor student progress and to focus on 
resources, programs, interventions and strategies 
where they are needed most. 

The CCG Program expands the responsibili-
ties of the school counselor to include being a 
school leader in terms of student academic suc-
cess, a collaborator of the many different pro-
grams and resources that are available, a student 
advocate, and a promoter systemic change where 
change is needed. The data projects can support 
these responsibilities as it provides evidence 
that may challenge existing policies, practices, 
attitudes and mindsets. These challenges can 
then serve as a catalyst for focused action and the 
urgency to create needed change. Counselors as 
leaders are then in a position to provide evidence 
that can engages decision makers, district leaders, 

Utah’s School Counseling: Data-Driven 
Programs of Value to Administrators

Tom Sachse
Davis County School District, Utah State Office of Education

The Utah Model’s focus depends 
not on what counselors do, but on 

how students have changed or have 
benefited because of the counseling 

program in their school.

The data projects can support these 
responsibilities as it provides evidence 
that may challenge existing policies, 

practices, attitudes and mindsets.
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school teams, and others in decision making that 
is data-driven. 

In order to create a data-driven school 
counseling program, school counselors must use 
a variety of data from several perspectives. 
Through data analysis of collected data, 
school counselors, administrators, faculty 
and advisory council members are 
able to create a “snapshot” of their 
students and the school envi-
ronment. This “snapshot” 
provides foundation for the 
discussion and planning 
of students’ needs 
and the school 
counselor’s role 
in addressing 
those needs.

To help 
stimulate this 
discussion and to 
provide evidence of 
this “snapshot” image 
of their school, counselors 
submit two data projects on the 
research they analyzed from their 
school counseling program. From this 
analysis, discrepancies and gaps in their 
school counseling program emerge. Counsel-
ors then identify the plans that must be in place 
in that school year to ensure equity and access 
to academic achievement for every student in 
their school. The first data project, then, becomes 
the school guidance curriculum, or large group 
project. The large group project focuses on the 
guidance curriculum activities that are designed 
for “all students.” A large group data project may 
examine the effectiveness of the CCG Programs 
SEOP process or on the effectiveness of an ori-
entation program. This data project will look at 
the ways the counseling program has reached out 
to all the students in the school or to a particular 
grade- a large group. 

There are also gaps that have surfaced from 
the counselor’s analy-
sis of the data. School 
counselors know that 
not all students come 
to school with equal 
academic, personal, and 
social resources. Data 

helps uncover areas where groups of students are 
having difficulty. Analyzing data also uncovers 

equity and access issues. Once the problem areas 
are brought to light, it is important for counselors 
to thoughtfully consider those factors that are 
creating barriers in those areas. School counselors 
then strategically design programs or activities to 

help lessen the barriers and begin to close the 
opportunity gap. This, then, is the second 

data project reported to USOE, the small 
group, or “closing the gap” project.

Ensuring academic achieve-
ment for every student includes 

counselor-initiated activi-
ties designed to meet the 

needs of under-served, 
under-performing and 

under-represented 
populations. 
School coun-

selors do this by 
examining the stu-

dent academic achieve-
ment data and developing 

interventions designed to 
help students succeed. These 

interventions may take the form of 
traditional school counseling ac-

tivities such as classroom presentations 
and individual or small-group counseling. 

School counselors must also be advocates for 
students. As advocates, school counselors work to 
remove barriers that hinder academic success.

School counselors, through a data-driven 
school counseling program, challenge school 
policies that don’t promote student achievement 
or equal access to a rigorous curriculum. School 
counselors advocate for adequate academic sup-
port mechanisms; tutoring classes, quality teach-
ers, a rigorous curriculum and standards-based 
assignments are all variables that the literature 
has shown influence the achievement gap. School 
counselors also advocate for a school climate 
where access and support for rigorous prepara-
tion for every student are expected. The results 
of these interventions, designed to close the gap, 
can be documented with student-achievement and 
achievement-related data. These types of program 
results move school counseling from the periph-
ery of the school’s mission to a position where 
the educational community views it as crucial to 
student success.

School counselors, through their analysis 
of student data, create their school counseling 
program with the inherent beliefs that: all students 

School counselors, through a data-
driven school counseling program, 
challenge school policies that don’t 

promote student achievement or equal 
access to a rigorous curriculum.
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Ensuring academic achievement for 
every student includes counselor-initiated 

activities designed to meet the needs of 
under-served, under-performing and 

under-represented populations. School 
counselors do this by examining the 

student academic achievement data and 
developing interventions designed to help 

students succeed.

can succeed at high levels if given sufficient 
support, diversity is valued, all students should 
receive a quality education for the development 
of the whole child, all students should have ac-
cess to the skills, knowledge, and dispositions 
provided by school counseling professionals, and 
all students should graduate with lifelong career 
decision making and management skills that are 
necessary to succeed in postsecondary education, 
training, and the workplace. 

Several questions for administrators can 
promote effectivenss of the school counseling pro-

gram and school 
counselors.

What do 
you see as the 
most significant 
challenges fac-
ing your school?

1.  Does 
your school 
counselor have 
particular skills 
for helping you 

address these challenges? If so, what types of 
skills does your school counselor contribute? How 
do these skills differ from other members of the 
school staff?

 2. How do your school counselors spend 
their time? What services does the school coun-

selor perform in your school?
3. Is this set of work activities or services dif-

ferent from what you think is needed? What type 
of services would you like the school counselor to 
engage in at your school? How do you structure 
your relations with your school counselor?

4. How does your school counselor learn 
about your ideas of what services they need to 
provide? Who or what else influences what guid-
ance services are offered?

5. What suggestions would you have for 
(a) school counselors in training and (b) school 
education programs regarding this type of role 
expectations that school counselors should be 
equipping themselves for?

These guidelines can enhance the collabo-
ration of counselors and administrations.  The 
ultimate goal of a school counseling program is 
to support the school’s academic mission, and 
augmenting the leadership role of counselors can 
benefit the administrator and the school.

Tom Sachse has been in a variety of positions with Davis County School District, Utah 
State Office of Education, and Washington County School District.  

Currently, he is contributing to our profession through independent efforts.
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I make resolutions.  I always want to change 
me.  I like to put resolutions in writing, too.  I 
make resolutions for myself;  I think that a Dae-
dalus navigation system might protect my Icarus 

inclinations, and,  I admit, I 
suggest for others, too.  Maybe 
my colleagues, teachers, and 
students don’t appreciate that, 
and my family definitely does 
not, but I make multiple and 
ubiquitous resolutions.  

As 2011 and a new semes-
ter are upon us, I made seven 
resolutions.  Although I like 
to make resolutions, I usu-
ally write two, or preferably 
one.   Seven is a large number, 
so I categorized these.  Two 
philosophical, two psychosocial, 

and three practical guidelines provide my frame-
work this year.  The philosophical can provide a 
fundamental operating core, and the psychosocial 
can address needs of self and others.  Finally, the 
practical can simply help with navigation through 
the year.

Philosophical Foundations
In a world of distractions, few fundamental 

ideas help me achieve coherence.  We all like to 
be in control, but embracing ambiguity has merit.  
Also, in spite of inclination or even introversion, 
our roles and hearts require that we care about our 
employees.

Embrace Ambiguity
Gilbert (2006) states that we “come into the 

world with a passion for control” (p. 21).  We 
like to control our own lives and affect change 
for others, and he maintains that control, or even 
the illusion of control, is mentally healthy; we 
can, however, explore the benefits of embracing 
ambiguity.  For one thing, an ambiguous situation 
is inherently engaging and suspenseful.  Piaget’s 
term “cognitive dissonance” comes to mind.  We 
struggle to solve the mystery, and that is where 

learning happens.  Also, we have opportunity 
to interpret if a situation is ambiguous.   Gilbert 
begins by noting our penchant for control, but 
paradoxically shows that ambiguity provides 
opportunities for happiness because we give 
meaning to situations.   He says that the world is a 
“mixture of stark reality and comforting illusion.  
We can’t spare either” (p. 161).  

Professional trends abound, and directions 
aren’t always clear. Perhaps The Killers, our local 
Orem singing group of national fame, have an 
idea.  “Close your eyes, clear your heart.”  Ignore 
reality, open your heart, and see what emerges.  
Being willing to accept uncertainty, wrestle with 
the possibilities, and watch the results is elevating 
in process and possibility.

Care about Others
We need to about others, but caring benefits 

from definitions and sometimes boundaries.  Ful-
lan (2008) says we must love our employees, and 
he defines the caring:   “It is helping all employees 
find meaning, increased skill development, and 
personal satisfaction in making contributions that 
simultaneously fulfill their own goals and the 
goals of the organization” (p. 25).  Efficacy is a 
person’s expectations of making a difference.  A 
study of mine linked meaning and efficacy.  My 
premise is that providing meaning can help oth-
ers make a difference.  Efficacy is also linked to 
improved student outcomes, so the cycle is worth 
promoting.   Providing meaning can remind teach-

Guidelines Philosophical, Psychosocial, 
and Practical:  Seven for ‘11

Mary Rhodes
Bennion Junior High Granite School District

mrhodes@graniteschools .org.
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ers of our purpose of student achievement.
Caring can also be dangerous, strange to say.  

Allen (2010) discusses the concept of overcaring, 
giving an unfair amount of our emotional energy.  
Instead, she reminds us “that we can care about 
what’s going on without the anxiety, worry or fear 
sometimes brought about by over identification or 
attachment or information overload.”  The image 
of Icarus’s fall in the sea in the Bruegel’s paint-
ing is remote, barely visible, and unattended  as 
a reiminder of the proper proportion of events.   
This is not to say we shouldn’t care, but our car-
ing should be defined and confined.  

Psychosocial Choices
A few wise choices can contribute to our own 

psychological well-being and that of the social 
context in which we operate.   These seem obvi-
ous, but remembering them at the right moment is 
important.

Choose Optimism
The benefits of optimism are real, readily 

available, and abundant.  Health, organizational 
effectiveness, and ability to persist are some of 
them (Seligman, 1990).  Simply altering attitudes 
or having the confidence and tenacity to alter cir-
cumstances will improve our psyche, associations, 
and work.  Our profession can feel overwhelming 
or discouraging, so sometimes a conscious effort 
to reframe is necessary.

Choose Action
Speaking of feel-

ing overwhelmed, if 
you don’t have too 
much to do, you are 
an anomaly among ad-
ministrators.  Time and 
money are diminished, 
and our tasks multiply.  
Still, choosing action 
and immersion are 
gratifying personally 
and professionally.   
“Indeed, in the long 
run, people of every 
age and in every walk 
of life seem to regret 
not having done things 

much more than they regret things they did”  (Gil-
bert, 2006). As noted, educational trends abound 
and can be confusing enough to make us want to 
ignore them all.  Still, reviewing your personal 
and professional regrets can remind us to act.  

Practical Pointers
If these are not quick and easy, they aren’t 

practical.  They have to improve personal and pro-
fessional efficiency to be really useful.

Close the Door
If someone comes to my office with confi-

dential information or inquiry, I shut the door ex-
plaining, “I have a closed door policy.”  I find this 
encourages open mouths and even, sometimes, 
open minds.  Recently, I have also closed the door 
to work.  I stay focused, and really important 
news breaks through the door anyway.  Some-
times important ideas break through the computer.

Learn from Everywhere
I love books, music, and movies.  I have 

referred to some of my favorite books.  As I write 
this, I can’t help but think of the title message in 
the song, Get Born Again from Cory Chisel and 
the Wondering Sons.  After seeing True Grit¸ I 
delighted in the ambiguous characterization.  The 
fourteen-year-old girl tells the Rooster Cogburn 
that she has heard he has “true grit,” but multiple 
interpretations emerge as the story progresses.  
Speaking of teenagers, they are main characters 
in our setting and a constant source of delight.  
Listening and learning language, fashion, and 
technology from them is a privilege of our profes-
sion. 

I love to learn through observation.  I have 
done so more often in classrooms lately.  Mike 
Fraser, the new superintendent at Granite School 
District, has stressed the importance of the strat-
egy for student achievement and student man-
agement.  An NASSP pre-conference session I 
attended two years ago convinced me of the effec-
tiveness of simple observations.  Pancoast (2008) 
advocated them with the promised result of saving 
time.  “The leader is to be ‘on the field’ where the 
game is being played, and in your case, that’s the 
classroom” (Pancoast, 2010).  Observing teens in 
this setting offers rewards.

Hegloe (2008) discussed the French concept 
of being a flaneu: “There is something wonder-
fully grounding about remaining stil as others 
mull about—or about mulling about while others 
remain still (p. 4315, Kindle).  Sitting in the 
middle of a classroom and becoming invisible is a 
elevating.

Create Your Own Script
These are my resolutions, written to share 

and to improve my resolve; a true and main point 
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of emphasis, however, is that each person writes 
their points to ponder during the New Year.  Our 
own wisdom creates meaning as we journey 
through the year and the years.  Collaboration 
and sharing are part of the process, but individual 
scrutiny of our hearts is an indispensible step.  

Conclusion
With some philosophical foundation, com-

mitment to psychosocial health, and ideas to help 
me implement aspirations, I anticipate a wonder-
ful year.  I am not sure what it holds.  Although 
Daedalus carefully crafted wings, surprises still 
happened.   Of course, I won’t achieve everything, 
but this reflection has embedded the possibility, 
and the wings worked for Icarus.   He flew for a 
bit.  
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The middle level years 
seem to be a time where 
communication with parents 
becomes more of a challenge.  
The problem we encounter at 
the middle level is we operate 
in much different ways than 
the elementary school and 
have a whole new set of expec-
tations new middle level stu-
dents need to learn.  We need 
parents’ understanding and 
support to help our students be 
successful.

At Jefferson Junior High 
in Granite School District, we 
have attempted to use tech-
nology to our advantage in 
building communication with 
parents.  With the predominate 
use of cell phones regardless of socio-economics , 
we have turned our attention to text messaging as 
a way of getting information to parents.  We have 
had limited success in terms of participation but 
are hopeful this will grow into something parents 

find very valuable. 
Several factors play a role 

in the communication break-
down.  Parents and schools 
regard students at the middle 

level as being able to handle more responsibil-
ity and thus they are given more freedom.  Many 
parents have been highly involved and proactive 
in communicating with the elementary school and 
their student’s teacher. When their student reaches 
middle school parents want to take a step back-
ward in hopes their student is ready to take re-
sponsibility (and let’s face it, parents are ready for 
a break).  We also know that middle level students 

want their independence 
and resist the amount of 
parent involvement they 
had wanted in the lower 
grades.   Other factors 

contributing to diminished communication can be 
the move to several teachers rather than the one to 
three teachers at the elementary school.  In addi-

tion there are the common factors 
such as family dynamics, socio-
economics, and language barriers 
that inhibit communication at any 
level.

Despite our best efforts and 
considering the fact that there 
really are several responsible 
middle level students, the age old 
communication of sending a note 
home with the student really does 
not work in the middle level.  In 
reacting to this fact, we put our 
information out in every way we 
know how.  We send the notes, 
we put it on our marquee, we 
give important information in our 
newsletter, we make calls home, 
and we put it on the website.  Our 
idea in adding text message up-

dates was prompted by the ever increasing amount 
of students and parents with cell phones and how 
relatively easy it is to get a message out.   We 
began looking for technology to accomplish this.

Two years ago we paid for a service that 
allowed parents to subscribe to our messages by 
texting a short message to a short phone number.  
This is similar to the way many people submit 
their “votes” on popular television shows.  We 
advertised this in every way possible and after an 
entire school year, we had about one hundred and 
eighty subscribers (our school enrollment is over 
one thousand students).  Subscribers were notified 
immediately via their cell phone of information 
and dates such as no school, reports card distri-
bution, and parent teacher conferences.  The ad-
vantage was that those who subscribed loved the 
service and we did see improved communication.  
The disadvantages were low number of subscrib-
ers and the cost to the school (the service we used 
charged us fifty cents per enrolled student annu-
ally).  Essentially we were not getting enough 
bang for our buck.  We needed a better system.

Over the summer I began experimenting with 
“Twitter”.  Twitter is part of the social network-
ing craze we are starting to see everywhere.  
Without a long explanation, Twitter allows us to 

Text Message Updates at Jefferson
Rick Anthony

Jefferson Junior High, Granite School District
ranthony@graniteschools .org.

…the age old communication 
of sending a note home with the 

student really does not work.

Over the summer I began 
experimenting with “Twitter”.
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offer the text messaging service at no cost to our 
school.  Creating and using an account on Twitter 
is something anyone can do for free.  Parents can 
subscribe to our “Tweets” by creating an account 
on Twitter or by simply texting a short message to 
a short phone number.  Using this service we were 
able to eliminate the negative cost impact on our 
school.

What I have learned over the last couple 
of months is that there are some possible added 
public relations benefits to this service other than 
communication directly to parents.  Where Twitter 
is more tied to social networking there are more 
than 100 million users (Wikipedia).  News organi-
zations, politicians, and businesses all use Twitter 

to one degree or 
another.  The specific 
example I have done 
outside of sending 
updates to parents is 
thanking businesses 

via Twitter for their help with various donations.  
As you can imagine, this thank you can then be 
spread via the Twitter network and results in a 
positive public relations for the business. 

The concern prior to using Twitter was the 
lack of subscribers for the amount it was costing 
the school.  Although we have eliminated the cost, 
we still have not seen a large number of subscrib-
ers.  In fact, we have seen more businesses, news 
organizations, schools, and politicians subscribe 
than we have seen actual parents sign up online.  
However, we do not know exactly how many 
subscribers we have.  A disadvantage of Twitter 
is that you can only see subscribers who have 
Twitter accounts.  You cannot see subscribers 

who have simply joined via texting a message 
to a short phone number.  As you can imagine, I 
suspect we are more likely to get our parent sub-
scribers via the short text rather than going online 
to create an account.  My hope is that Twitter will 
soon fix this or add a way to see who is subscribed 
only through text messaging.  That will allow us 
to know exactly how many people we are reach-
ing.

In summary, text messaging is the latest and 
greatest use of technology to improve commu-
nication with parents.  Unfortunately, because it 
is new, we have yet to see it reach a large parent 
audience.  I liken the technology to parents being 
able to access their student’s grades online.  We 
have offered the ability for several years, and 
just now we are seeing the audience we hoped 
we would have the first year we provided it.  My 
guess is that services such as Twitter will con-
tinue to progress and become a greater part of our 
lives.  “There is no better public relations effort 
that reporting good news (Robbins & Alvy, 2003, 
p. 227).  Social media can be very powerful in 
promoting good news, and we can use that to our 
advantage when it comes to communication with 
parents.  Based on the amount of cell phones we 
see in the hands of students, we have to assume 
that the number of parents using text messaging is 
growing rapidly.          

Reference
Robbins, P. & Alvy, H.B.  (2003).  The principal’s 

companion:  Strategies and hints to make 
the job easier.  (2nd ed.).  London:  Corwin 
Press, Inc. 

In summary, text messaging is the 
latest and greatest use of technology to 
improve communication with parents.

Rick Anthony is principal at Thomas Jefferson Junior High School in 
Granite School District.  His e-mail is ranthony@graniteschools.org.
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The Literacy Stampede
“{Our Students} are growing 

up in the dawn of the Information 
Age.  More than ever before in 
history, the ability to read and write 
will determine how far (they) will 
go in this world.  For the most part, 
people who read and write well 
will compete and prosper; people 
who read and write poorly will be 
left behind.  Simply put, there is a 
literacy stampede approaching, and 
it is bearing down right on top of 
(our students).

I want my students to recognize the stark 
choice they face – either they work hard at elevat-
ing their literacy skills or they risk being trampled 
by today’s literacy stampede.”  (Gallagher, 2006).  
Like Gallagher, we want our students to suc-
ceed in the world they are preparing to enter.  We 
have recognized for a long time that reading is 
extremely important to this survival, but we are 
just realizing how incredibly important the skill of 
writing is to surviving the onslaught of the future 
our students face.

Writing Improves Learning
It does not matter which researcher, the 

results are the same.  Dr. Doug Reeves, CEO of 
the Leadership and Learning Center states it quite 
succinctly:  “The evidence is clear that writing 
improves all academic subject areas.  Studies that 
we’ve conducted at the Center, as well as research 
from others, reveal that the value of critical think-
ing, reasoning, and writing is widely accepted yet 
rarely practiced.”  (Vantage Learning - School)

If writing improves learning, then we have no 
choice as educators than to include writing in our 
curriculum.  Evidence shows that writing needs to 
be included in three ways:

Write in all areas every day –  “In every 
content area, teachers should provide instruction 
in the reading and writing skills that are specific to 
that content area” (AFED Brief, 2006). 

Writing does not need to be lengthy, revised, 
finished projects, or even graded.  Students just 

need to be writing in all ways con-
ceivable within every area.  Just as in 
content reading, the expert in writing 
in math is the math teacher, in science 
the science teacher, health the health 
teacher.  As the common core enters 
the scene, we will be required to write 
in all areas because of the recogni-
tion that our students’ future success 
depends on their ability to write.   

 
Write to think – “Write in all 

areas every day.  We do not write in 
order to be understood; we write in order to un-
derstand” (C Day Lewis QuotationsBook, 2007).

Students must write to clarify their own 
thinking.   They should summarize a science text, 
reflect on the implications of a historical act,  
put in their own words how the physical fitness 
activity for that day can help them, explain the 
structure of a formula, create an emotional con-
nection to a piece of music or art, and make real 
world connections to a math or physics problem.  
It is not until a student writes to understand what 
he is supposed to be learning and reflects on his 
understanding of the content that he will actually 
learn it.

Write with technology – Studies done by 
Steve Graham (2007) prove that writing improves 
comprehension in all areas of the curriculum. In 
Writing Next, he details 11 key elements of effec-
tive writing.  One of these key elements is writing 
using technology.

Writing with technology engages the student, 
encourages fluency, and allows for revision with-
out stress.  In addition, writing with technology 
encourages development of the important other 
technology skills needed for survival in today’s 
world of fast moving literacy growth.

Granite
Granite School District  along with more than 

20 other districts across the state  are using a tool 
called MYAccess! that provides, if used properly, 
the elements needed for students to write better, 
comprehend content, and be better prepared to 

Granite Writes Right
By Denise Huppi

K-12 Writing Specialist, Granite School District
dhuppi@graniteschools .org
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enter the technically demanding world around 
them.  In essence, they are running ahead of the 
stampede.

Use of MYAccess!
“MY Access!® (www.myaccess.com) is 

a prompt-driven, web-based instructional writing 
program that scores student responses to prompts/
writing tasks nearly instantaneously through 
advanced artificial intelligence technologies. 
Through the consistent, time-sensitive scoring of 
student writing, teachers can conduct early diag-
nosis, deliver writing assignments more frequent-
ly, and monitor writing performance by student 
and class” (Vantage Learning - Products).

Although a few schools, such as David Gour-
ly and West Lake Junior, had used the program 
before, MYAccess!  was introduced to the Granite 
School District in the fall of 2007.    Since then it 
has grown from 1000 licensed users in the fall of 
2007 to over 19,000 currently.  This growth is due 
to teacher demand and students being engaged.  
The program has been approved in Granite for 
both fees in the secondary and text book funds 
in all grades because of the extensive materials 
available: 
lesson plans
safe search engine of primary and secondary 
sources
writing models
textbook alignment with the new Holt series for 
secondary and the elementary ImagineIt!
rubrics
model papers
personal revision plans
wizards and graphic organizers
editor with feedback in several languages
student workbook
much, much more

The company has worked faithfully with 
Granite School District in respond to specific 
needs.  An example of this would be a request 
two years ago to put 4 square in as an organizer 
because all of the elementary schools were using 
it.  It is now to be found in the Resource section of 
the program as a printable.  

Teachers Love MYAccess!
Teachers love MYAccess! because of the ease 

of use and because of the engagement of the stu-
dents.  They can put in their own materials or use 
prompts that are already in the system.  They have 
complete control over what students see and can 

even change the scoring if they disagree with what 
the computer feedback.  Comments and correc-
tions, teacher feedback, and communication with 
the students individually or as a group through an 
instant message style system or in traditional print 
are some of the available mechanisms.

Possibly most importantly, teachers can 
monitor the progress of the students because data 
is available immediately.  They can see error 
reports and guide instruction according to what 
the classes or individuals are doing correctly and 
what errors are being made.  It is one place that 
total differentiation can be achieved while saving 
precious time.  Teachers also have full power over 
scores, being able to change any that they disagree 
with.  Because the writing stays in an electronic 
portfolio for as long as the student has access to 
the program, teachers and students can look at and 
compare different versions of the same paper and 
or review growth of from one year to the next. 

Several schools in the Granite District are us-
ing the program in all curriculum areas.  Teachers 
are finding that they can have their students write 
and get feedback from the computer.  Then they 
can concentrate on the specific content or focus of 
the paper.  This makes life easier as a teacher, es-
pecially for content areas other than English.  As a 
French teacher at Kearns High, I was able to adapt 
the prompts to my specific needs.  I loved how I 
could comment on and receive writing completely 
in a completely paperless fashion.  I was able to 
focus on correction of content and leave the basics 
of construction to the system.  Although students 
did their usual complaining about it not being an 
English class, I could see how much they grew in 
writing and in thinking by applying writing in a 
content area.  

The Data Proves It Works
Even more exciting is the growth that is be-

ing seen in the data reports. Starting in the fall of 
2008 schools could choose to do a fall and spring 
benchmark to help analyze growth.  Because the 
data is not controlled and voluntary it is not as 
valid as it would be if it were being administrated 
in a controlled environment.  It is nonetheless 
valid enough to know that what is happening is 
working.

Bennion Jr. High is one school that has 
benchmarked consistently.  Their writing initiative 
consists of writing in all content areas, all teachers 
being required to use the MYAccess! program.  
In addition, they have writing teams that analyze 

http://www.myaccess.com


UASSPPage 31 Impact Journal

data, gather input, and suggest and implement 
changes and improvements in their writing initia-
tive.

The fall of 2008 benchmark shows Bennion 
(after one year of using the MYAccess! program)  
students writing at a proficient or advanced profi-
cient level of 45% and a Spring 2009 proficiency 
level at 71%  showing that the combined initiative 
is working. This fall to spring comparison is good 
for discussion and formulation of future plans and 
goals.

An even more telling comparison is to follow 
a particular class as they go through the school.  
Bennion’s fall benchmark for 2008 yielded 29 
% proficiency for the seventh grade.  Fall  2010 
ninth grade (the same class) proficiency level is 
at 65%.  The embedding of a writing initiative in 
all content areas and giving time  and consistent 
writing training is resulting in not only better writ-
ers but, by comparing the fall benchmarks, we see 
that these skills are being retained even through 
the summer break.

Positive results are being seen across the 
Granite District.    As more schools benchmark 
their students the data will become more valid and 
effective in determining not only what is working, 
but what needs to happen for future growth.

Qualitative feedback is also extremely en-
couraging.  Kearns Junior High has used MYAc-
cess! extensively since its beginnings in 2007.  
We know that it takes several years to embed 
instruction and actually see results from any ef-
fort.  Those original 7th graders are now in 10th 
grade.  Mike Kaly, who has taught 10th graders 
or many years and is now at Kearns High remarks 
that he has never seen writing as good as it is from 
this year’s 10th grade class.  These students com-
ing from Kearns Junior are writing papers that are 
thoughtful, well organized, and deeply reflective.  

Students Love MYAccess!
“My students are writing a research paper. I 

set a minimum score of 5 for the prompt. They got 
so excited every time they added information and 
saw their score increase. It was inspiring. Not one 
complaint among them! Very rare for teenagers.”  
Sally Boland Granite Park Junior  - November 
2010

I get the wonderful opportunity of doing 
model lessons at a variety of schools from 4-12th 
grade.  Some of the comments from students in 
the classroom  are:  “Wow!”  “This is great.”  
“Can I use it at home?” (Yes, because it is web 
based, it can be used anywhere there is internet 

access 24/7.)  We know that our students are 
definitely “wired” differently today than they were 
even five-ten years ago.  If we want to reach them 
and have them become independent learners, we 
must follow the “wiring” that they come with.  
Tools like MYAccess! accommodate the way our 
students learn and engage them in the process.  I 
have watched many fourth grade classes work for 
40-50 minutes straight and then complain when 
told they need to stop for the day.

For students, one of the most important fea-
tures is the instant feedback.  It allows them to an-
alyze what they have done, and work to improve.  
Because the feedback is immediate, they can 
revise, resubmit, and compare scores at the same 
sitting.  This allows them to see what really mat-
ters (content, details, and organization) in making 
improvement.  Let’s not forget that the teacher 
must teach.  If students are given the instruction, 
taught to understand the writing process and the 
workings of the program, and to use and know the 
resources in this online “textbook,” they will see 
success that they might never see through another 
method.  Students get excited about the immedi-
ate feedback.  Reluctant students find that they are 
one-on-one on the computer, that the computer 
is nonjudgmental and that the only competition 
is with themselves.  They are willing to revise 
because  of the ease of use.  One special education 
Teacher in Granite starts her students out with low 
level prompts and works with simple sentences.  
By the end of the year, these same students are 
writing well written five paragraph essays.  

Another element of the program that the stu-
dents have responded to is the complete objectiv-
ity.  No one is making a judgment.  It is just the 
student and the computer.  

Coalition Efforts
Granite does not stand alone in these efforts 

to bring literacy to our students.  The coalition 
is definitely an advantageous group.  Because of 
the numbers of users across the state, the coali-
tion has been able to secure a contract to maintain 
the price for licenses for the next three years.  In 
addition, we work hand in hand with Vantage to 
develop and analyze the value of new technolo-
gies and ideas that make the program better for 
everyone.  That keeps us ahead of the herd and 
allows the program and students to grow with 
the need.  Kate Ross from Alpine is the one who 
first brought the MYAccess! program to Utah 
and her “baby” is certainly growing.  As she so 
wisely says, “Teachers from across the state have 
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worked together to integrate MYAccess! with the 
best practices of teaching writing.  And as a result, 
students are writing more, and most importantly, 
students are writing better.”  (Writing MYAccess!, 
2008).  Granite and Utah are definitely running 
with the literary stampede.
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Writing MyAccess! 2008 – Video

Denise Huppi is District K-12 Writing Specialist at Granite School District.  
Her e-mail is dhuppi@graniteschools.org, and she invites you to view a 

My Access collaborative video produced by Kearns High students.  
The link is http://www.vantagelearning.com/school/news/media/myaccess_utah_district_success.html.
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