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Impact Journal Publication 
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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.  
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summer conferences.
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author(s), each author’s present position and school (if applicable), each author’s academic 
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Letter from the Editor
Mary Rhodes

Editor

If we consider our practice 
as educators and our physi-
cal anatomy, we might find 
that curriculum, caring, and 
competence can be compared 
to our brains, heart, and hands.  
This edition of Impact includes 
articles that address each facet 
of our profession.

Curriculum is a constant 
and fundamental part of our 
world.  Assessment based on 
curriculum is not going away, 
but it is changing in profound 
ways.  Daron Kennet provides 
a preview of the SAGE testing and gives insight 
into the new conceptual leaps in assessment; he 
also tells us how to help teachers prepare students.  
Carolyn Schubach and Sharon Gracia keep us 
current on changes in dual immersion curriculum 
and offerings, reminding us of the opportunities to 
build cognitive capacity for our students.

Moving to the heart, Danielle Latta has a 
powerful piece about the role of community con-
nections.  Her YMCA perspective adds fresh and 
important information for administrators on the 
ability to bridge beyond our school day.  Positive 
peer practices enlarge the hearts, and two articles 
by Paul Edmunds and Marcia Taylor describe 

programs designed to diminish 
bullying and build student-to-
student interactions.  

Our hands represent capac-
ity building, and John Anderson’s 
piece about vision is exciting 
in examining the role of leader-
ship and the effects on physiol-
ogy—effects that expand our 
intellect, inspire our hearts, and 
build our capacity.  Courtney 
Stewart compares our profession 
with medicine to explore new 
ways to expand our competence.  
Finally, Aaron Wilson has a well-

researched article on trimesters; as innovation 
continues on scheduling, this is required reading 
in providing argument and implementation guides.

Discussing brains, hearts, and hands indi-
vidually and compartmentalizing written articles 
is a useful metaphor.  The force of the metaphor 
is realizing that all three concepts are interacting 
and integrating and intertwining in our souls.  The 
expression of that soul is evident in each article, 
in Robert King’s cover, through David Tanner’s 
photography of our conferences, and in the es-
sential anatomy of our profession.  We accomplish 
living miracles.
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 SAGE ELA and Literacy Assessments: 
Supporting Students and Teachers 

Daron Kennett

After much fanfare and 
anticipation, Utah’s new as-
sessment system has finally 
arrived. Named SAGE (Stu-
dent Assessment of Growth 
and Excellence), this testing 
system is aligned with the 
Utah Core Standards and will 
require students to think and 
perform in ways that go well 
beyond the expectations of the 
old CRT tests. Consequently, 
educators’ practice will need 
to change, too. The purpose of 
this article is to give adminis-
trators and other instructional leaders information 
about the ELA and Literacy section of SAGE and 
approaches to support students and teachers in 
performing to the best of their abilities.

What’s New in SAGE
Components: SAGE is a true assessment 

system, with capabilities to provide educators 
with useful data to inform all stages of the instruc-
tional cycle. SAGE has three components:

 • SAGE Summative 
(3-11): This replaces 
the CRTs. Administered 
at the end of the school 
year, the data will give 
summative feedback 
on the effectiveness of 
instruction and will be 
used for accountability 
purposes.
 • SAGE Interim (3-11): 
This test is an exact 
blueprint of SAGE Sum-
mative, taking the same 
amount of time and 

covering the same standards. It is meant to 
be administered up to two times during the 
school year. Because it uses the same blue-
print, SAGE Interim provides a snapshot of 
how students will perform on the summa-
tive assessment.

 • SAGE Formative (K-12):  
This SAGE component will eventu-
ally take the place of UTIPS. Like 
UTIPS, teachers can use this tool 
to gather formative data on what 
students know and what needs to 
be retaught. Unlike UTIPS, SAGE 
Formative will also link formative 
test results to effective instructional 
resources.

More information about SAGE, 
including test blueprints, rubrics, 
and other resources can be found on 
the SAGE Portal: http://sageportal.
org/

Item Types: One of the most exciting in-
novations of SAGE is its transcendence of the 
multiple choice item. (In the assessment world, 
test questions are called items.) Students will still 
encounter multiple choice items, but they will also 
see a range of other technology-enhanced item 
types, including:
 • Multiple Select (more than one correct 

answer, all of which must be selected for 
credit)

 • Drag and Drop (arrange terms/concepts 
within a graphic organizer)

 • Evidence-Based Selected Response (se-
lect the correct answer and then justify the 
answer with evidence from a text)

 • Short Constructed Response (type a 
sentence or two to respond to an item)

 • Equation Editor (construct an equation—
math only)

 • Virtual Labs (perform simulated experi-
ments—science only)

See functioning examples of the item types 
here: http://demo.tds.airast.org/AIRAssessment/

Cognitive Complexity: In addition to new 
types of items, SAGE will prompt students to 
think in more cognitively complex ways. Cogni-
tive complexity is measured with Webb’s Depth 
of Knowledge (DoK) scale. Every student will see 
a blueprinted percentage of DoK 1 (Recall), DoK 
2 (Skill/Concept), DoK 3 (Strategic Thinking), 
and DoK 4 (Extended Strategic Thinking) items. 

Named SAGE (Student Assessment 
of Growth and Excellence), this 
testing system is aligned with 

the Utah Core Standards and will 
require students to think and 

perform in ways that go well beyond 
the expectations of the old CRT 
tests. Consequently, educators’ 

practice will need to change, too.
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You can find examples and resources for Cogni-
tive complexity and DoK here http://dese.mo.gov/
divimprove/sia/msip/DOK_Chart.pdf and here 
http://static.pdesas.org/content/documents/M1-
Slide_22_DOK_Hess_Cognitive_Rigor.pdf

Writing: For the first time in Utah, students 
will write as a part of their end of year assessment 

in SAGE. Every student 
in grades 3-11 will 
compose two essays: 
a longer (≈60 minute) 
argument essay, and a 
shorter (≈30 minute) 
informative/explana-

tory essay. For each essay, students will receive a 
prompt and passage set. Students will need to use 
evidence and information from the passage set in 
their essays. 

Literacy Standards: The Utah Core includes 
literacy standards for reading and writing in His-
tory/Social Studies, Science, and Technical Sub-
jects. (The term technical subjects encompasses 
all the other content areas, including the CTE, the 
arts, health, etc.) SAGE will give every teacher 
in every content area feedback on the effective-
ness of their reading and writing instruction. See 
the Literacy Standards here (pgs. 69-81): http://
schools.utah.gov/CURR/langartelem/Core-Stan-
dards/ELA-Color-Standards-8-12-13.aspx

Supporting Teachers and 
Students with SAGE

Administrators and other instructional leaders 
can and should support teachers and students in 
the transition to the new testing system. 

Data Team Meetings: Each of the SAGE 
components—Summative, Interim, and Forma-

tive—will give teach-
ers an unprecedented 
amount of data about 
what individual stu-
dents know and can do. 
Teachers need to know 
how to use this informa-

tion in making instructional decisions. Data team 
meetings should be held regularly (especially after 
the SAGE Interim) to guide instruction. Teachers 
should have instructional plans for their students 
who are on a trajectory for success with the SAGE 
Summative, for those who have fallen below the 
trajectory (reteaching and intervention), and for 
those who have exceeded the trajectory (extension 
and acceleration).

Cognitive Complexity: Teachers need to 

be aware of the complexity of thought they are 
requiring of their students. DoK 1 and 2 thinking 
has dominated traditional instruction; teachers in 
every content area must give students the oppor-
tunity to engage in the kind of strategic, extended 
thinking that students will need to do with DoK 3 
and 4 test items. Hess’s Cognitive Rigor Matrix 
and Webb’s Depth of Knowledge chart are great 
resources for PLCs or departments to study and 
enact over the course of a few months during the 
school year.

Literacy Standards: Make the Utah Core 
Literacy Standards a part of your school’s or 
LEA’s ongoing discussion. Be sure that every 
teacher in every content area—from art to zool-
ogy—has a copy of the standards and knows that 
this is a part of their professional responsibility. 
No matter our students’ career or college pursuits, 
in the 21st century everyone will need to have 
the skills to read complex texts, and everyone 
will need to be able to express their thoughts in 
writing. In our current age of multiliteracies, ELA 
teachers can no longer be students’ only source 
of literacy instruction. Think about the following 
types of texts and who is the best person in your 
school to teach students how to read and write 
them (hint—it’s not an ELA teacher): 
 • Article from a scientific journal
 • Primary and secondary historical source 

texts
 • Play-by-play of a baseball game
 • Dietary guidelines for maintaining a 

healthy weight
 • Analysis of the composition of an oil 

painting
 • Instructions for changing out the wire on 

a flux core welder
Help teachers to understand that the Literacy 

Standards are not about foisting the ELA depart-
ment’s job onto other teachers; these standards 
are not about reading poetry in science or novels 
in gym. They are about the types of text that are 
integral to the professional discourse in each of 
the disciplines.

Writing: As an instructional leader, you 
should expect to see writing used in every class-
room as a teaching tool. In the same way that we 
know discussion and graphic organizers are ef-
fective instructional tools, teachers need to begin 
to view writing as a highly effective practice for 
teaching in all content areas. This does not mean 
that every teacher is assigning students to write 
lengthy research papers and essays; rather, teach-

For the first time in Utah, students 
will write as a part of their end 
of year assessment in SAGE.

Data team meetings should be 
held regularly (especially after the 
SAGE Interim) to guide instruction.
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ers should use short “writing to learn” strategies 
on a daily basis with students. These are easy to 
organize, take little or no time to grade, and are 
great formative assessments of what students un-
derstand. A number of excellent books have been 
published in recent years about writing to learn in 
the content areas (including this and this), any of 
which would be meaningful topics of study for a 
Professional Learning Community (PLC) or de-

partmental group. SAGE 
will require students 
to compose writing in 
the Mathematics and 
Science sections (short 
constructed-response 
items) and in the ELA 
and Literacy section (es-
says and short construct-

ed-response). To build the kind of writing fluency 
necessary for success on SAGE, students need to 
write across the curriculum.

Close Reading: Teachers in all content areas 
should engage students in reading complex, chal-
lenging, content-specific texts. This does not mean 
that teachers assign reading that is too difficult for 
students and then leave them to flounder. In-
stead, teachers need to spend class time showing 

students how to annotate and think about short, 
challenging texts that are integral to the course 
content. Too often, teachers in the past have 
“protected” students from difficult text by sum-
marizing the content in lectures or presentations 
so that students do not have to actually read. To 
truly prepare students for college and careers (and 
SAGE), we must engage them in the hard work of 
reading complex texts.

Text-Dependent Questioning: Teachers need 
to make it clear that they expect to see students 
justifying their thinking with evidence from text. 
Sentences like “Show us the evidence for that in 
what we just read,” and “Prove it to me with the 
text,” should become stock phrases for all of your 
teachers. The Literacy Standards place a high pri-
ority on students’ ability to muster evidence from 
text to support claims. SAGE will require students 
to do this to demonstrate proficiency.

The new SAGE assessment system presents 
changes and challenges for students, teachers, 
and administrators. Instructional leaders at the 
school and LEA level have the opportunity now 
to support teachers in the types of practices and 
approaches that will lead not only to success with 
the assessments, but also success in our students’ 
future college and career pursuits. 

Be sure that every teacher in every 
content area—from art to zoology—

has a copy of the standards and 
knows that this is a part of their 

professional responsibility.

Daron Kennett is the English Language Arts Special ist  at the Utah State Office of 
Education. He can be reached at daron.kennett@schools.utah.gov
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 Next Steps: Dual Immersion 
Secondary Programs  

Carolyn Schubach and Sharon Gracia

Dual 
immersion is 
a statewide 
program where 
students receive 
approximately 
50% of their in-
struction in oth-
er languages.  
Students begin 
the program in 
first grade, and 
by ninth grade, 
they are able to 
earn AP credit.  
The opportunities cannot be overemphasized, and 
the success of the program continues to grow.  
The infusion of new elements is adding momen-
tum.

Our statewide elementary dual immersion 

programs have 
grown to 98 
schools in the 
2013-2014.   
Currently 
20 of our 41 
districts have 
dual immersion 
programs. The 
programs serve 
nearly 20,000 
students in 
four languages:   
54 schools in 
Spanish (24 

two-way, 24 one-way, 6 secondary), 28 schools 
in Mandarin Chinese, 11 schools in French, and 
5 schools in Portuguese. The state will be adding 
15-20 new schools and one new language, Ger-
man, for the 2014-2015 school year.
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The state will be adding 15-
20 new schools and one new 

language, German, for the 
2014-2015 school year.

We have begun to extend these programs to 
the junior high/middle schools with specific cur-
riculum in grades 6-9 depending on the configu-

ration of the school.  In 
the junior high/middle 
school programs stu-
dents take two classes 
in the target language; 
an advanced language 
class and a social stud-
ies class.

The secondary 
course sequencing below describes the progres-
sion of the curriculum statewide for the second-
ary dual immersion program: 

 In the immersion classroom the teacher 
stays in the target language 100% of the time.  
This provides an environment of high academic 
language through which the students learn to 
think, discuss and express themselves.

This is a great opportunity for secondary 
students to continue their intensive language 
study immersed in content courses taught in the 
language they have been studying for 6 years.  
The implications for career and college readi-
ness and for participation in a global community 
are immense.  The program benefits the stu-
dents, the schools, and our position in a world 
beyond school walls.

Carolyn Schubach is Associate Director of Advanced Learning and Dual Immersion 
Programs in Granite School District,  and she can be reached at cschubach@

graniteschools.org.  Sharon Gracia is World Language Special ist  in Granite School 
District,  and she can be reached at sgracia@graniteschools.org.
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 Community Partnerships Impact 
on Secondary Schools  

Danielle Latta, B.S.

The learning doesn’t end 
after the school day is over at 
Eisenhower Jr. High School in 
Taylorsville, Utah.  There is still 
a robust energy of student learn-
ing and enriching activities tak-
ing place after school.  Thanks 
to many community partners, 
school teachers and the YMCA 
working together, youth are 
staying engaged far after the time 
school is over.  Eisenhower ad-
ministration couldn’t be happier 
with the transformation happen-
ing within the two years at Eisen-
hower.  The school leadership is thrilled with our 
blooming partnership—the impact, factors, and 
benefits that community partnerships can bring to 
secondary schools.   The importance of commu-
nity involvement is critical in schools, and I am 
thrilled at the opportunity to bring my perspective, 
spanning over 16 years working within school dis-
tricts and non-profits with expansive educational 
and community based experiences to attention 
of other administrators.  Most recently, I have 

been working within the 
capacity of Operations 
Director for the YMCA 
of Northern Utah in Salt 
Lake County.

School community 
partnerships have many 
benefits to enhance what 
is already happening in 
the classroom and can 

open the doors to vast opportunities.  Expanded 
learning opportunities have been shown to offer a 
chance for enrichment activities that may be cut 
from the regular school day. They help students 
successfully navigate transitions into and out of 
middle school.  They have also been shown to 
improve school culture and community image 
through parent engagement, public events and 
performances.  Community partners assist school 
day staff and support in-school learning.   The 

most impactful are those to the 
individual students, academically 
and beyond. In an article writ-
ten in Afterschool Alliance (July 
2012, Issue Brief No. 55) it states 
that:

“The number of studies 
proving afterschool ‘s effec-
tiveness in not only enriching 
students’ experience outside of 
school, but also improving their 
attendance, grades and behavior 
in school continues to grow;

• Ninety-four percent of 
middle school students attend-

ing 21st Century Community Learning Center 
programs in Pinellas County, Florida, maintained 
or showed growth in language arts, 84 percent 
maintained or showed growth in math and 85 
percent maintained or showed growth in science. 

• An evaluation of THINK Together 
afterschool programs in Santa Ana, California, 
conducted by University of California, Irvine 
found that the more THINK Together afterschool 
opportunities a student participates in, the more 
likely they are to experience significant standard-
ized test gains in math and English/language arts.

• Students in Washington D.C., attend-
ing Higher Achievement’s intensive year-round 
middle school and summer program significantly 
improve their standardized test scores.”

At Eisenhower Jr. High, the YMCA not only 
provides a safe place for youth to go after school, 
it also provides academic assistance, enriching 
activities, and opportunity for youth and parents 
to be involved in their community.  The school 
was able to leverage our partnership by including 
the YMCA as an instrumental resource to ac-
complish objectives written in the School Student 
Achievement Plan based around community and 
parent engagement.   In an article released by 
the Afterschool Alliance (July 2012, Issue Brief 
No. 55) they quote; “Afterschool programs also 
present an avenue for community involvement in 
school improvement efforts and have been proven 

School community partnerships 
have many benefits to enhance 

what is already happening in 
the classroom and can open the 

doors to vast opportunities.  
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Having the right people who 
are authentic, energetic, and 

talented is absolutely key.  

It’s also important to know what 
the needs are within your school 
community and what community 

resources are available in your area.  

to increase academic achievement, improve 
students’ attitudes towards school and reduce 
antisocial behavior.” 

Another great benefit to schools is often 
times community 
partners have the 
resources they are 
able to bring in, that 
the school would 
otherwise go with-
out.  For example, 

at Eisenhower the YMCA has partnered with Lati-
nos In Action, which historically has only been a 
program woven into the school day.   The school 
could not afford to give up the FTE during the 
school day for this phenomenal program which 
gives all students, especially targeting the Latino 
population, an opportunity to grow as leaders 
within their communities through leadership, 
service and literacy.  We reached out and worked 
with Jose Enriquez, founder of Latinos In Action 
and are now piloting the first after school model.  
The students also have the opportunity to partici-
pate in a variety of options including tutoring and 
mentoring elementary youth, First Lego League 
Robotics, Girl Scouts, sports, dance, service 
learning and other intentionally designed classes 
based on youth interest.  

As described, bringing in community re-
sources lends to plentiful benefits to students and 
the school, yet it does come with some strings 
attached.  There are some important elements to 
consider, what I like to call the recipe for success.  

Having the right peo-
ple who are authentic, 
energetic, and talented 
is absolutely key.  This 
includes the sup-
port from the school 
where everyone in the 
school being 100% 

on board including school administration, office 
staff, teachers and custodians.   It must be a two 
way street with on-going communication.  Where 
we have seen the success at Eisenhower is that 
the administrative team has been our biggest 
cheerleader through the whole process, willing to 
take the time to meet with us on a monthly basis 
to discuss and evaluate the current status of the 
YMCA After School Program, make school wide 
announcements and helped with the planning and 
design of the program.  This year, we are finally 

seeing the teachers coming around.  It almost 
feels like the light bulb went on and they are 
like “Oh yeah, the YMCA does have something 
to offer to our school.”  It has been an amazing 
transformation for our program.  Josh Taylor, the 
Site Coordinator and his team have been stunned 
at the number of youth coming in to sign up.  He 
reported that having teachers recommend the 
program to students has been a huge difference in 
student interest.  Having a talented and engaging 
team and community partner is critical.  It is not 
always easy to get middle schoolers to want to 
engage, and having the right people and programs 
make all the difference.  We are so fortunate with 
the talented wonderful YMCA staff at Eisen-
hower.  Many of the kids come, because there is a 
positive caring adult present.

It’s also important to know what the needs 
are within your school community and what com-
munity resources are available in your area.  A 
great place to start is to identify needs with stake-
holders and identify gaps that could be addressed 
in your School Improvement Plan.  With a team 
of key people, creating a vision of what the end 
product would look like will give you direction 
of what you want the end result to be and where 
to start looking.  It’s vital to have a clear path of 
goals and be ready to communicate these with the 
surrounding community.

Other key factors for the right ingredients 
for successful community partnership include 
finding ways to balance school personnel’s time 
and resources. Teachers and school administration 
are already over burdened by the changing nature 
of their work and you can’t let it be just one more 
thing.  There are many priorities within schools 
and fitting in time to dedicate to extra programs 
beyond the essential focuses can be a challenging 
task.  If the school’s focus is on school improve-
ment and there is a level of selectiveness within 
the extra programs brought in, there will be long 
term impacts to help support the core areas of 
focus.   Funding, of course is absolutely essential; 
government grants, sponsorships and trust lands 
are all great first stops to look for funding.  Many 
times this is where the partnerships come in.  The 
federal administration has funded over $4 billion 
in School Improvement Grants to more than 1,200 
schools since 2009.  Many schools nationwide 
have adopted expanded learning opportunities 
successfully using an afterschool model with 
these funds to assist in school improvements.
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Community partnerships provide many 
wonderful benefits to help enhance a school’s 

learning com-
munity.  I’d be 
happy to share 
my resources and 
knowledge with 
anyone interested 
in getting more 
information.   It 
has been an inter-
esting path work-

ing within the different parameters and dynam-
ics of schools as a community partner and 
adjusting the relevance as an outside agency 
to the ever changing needs of our educational 
system.

Reference
Afterschool Alliance, (July 2012). Afterschool: 

An Ally in promoting Middle School 
Improvement :Issue brief No. 55 If the school’s focus is on school 

improvement and there is a level 
of selectiveness within the extra 
programs brought in, there will 
be long term impacts to help 

support the core areas of focus.

Danielle Latta is Operations Director in Salt  Lake County for the 
YMCA of Northern Utah.  She can be reached at Dlatta@ymcautah.org.
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 Student-Led Bullying Prevention  
Paul Edmunds

The majority of current 
bullying prevention efforts in 
the schools are directed and 
administered by the adults in 
the building, but momentum is 
gathering for a shift to student-
led bullying prevention in these 
settings.  Packman, Lepkowski, 
Overton, & Smaby (2005) make 
several arguments in favor of 
accessing the problem-solving 
and leadership capabilities of 
students to drive prevention ef-
forts and anti-bullying programs 
in schools.  The first is that 
bullying in the schools is predominantly a student 

experienced problem. 
Secondly, student and 
adult perceptions of 
bullying issues vary 
significantly.  The third 
reason involves the 

student’s role within the group context of bul-
lying.  The student influences bullying behavior 
either for the bette,r as an ally, or for the worse 
as a bystander or reinforcer, thereby giving the 
students significant peer power to help curb un-
desirable behaviors. A final argument is that this 
peer leadership can actually serve to build student 
trust that adult involvement will be effective and 
beneficial.

Initial Training
The Prevention 

and Student Placement 
Department (P&SP) in 
Granite School Dis-
trict has embraced this 
model and is striving 
to provide our students 
with the resources and 
training they need to 
successfully implement 

peer-led bullying efforts in our schools, beginning 
at the secondary level.  This campaign was kicked 

off during a summer training for 
the Student Body Officers (SBOs) 
from each high school.  During 
this day-long event, the student 
leaders learned essential informa-
tion about bullying prevention 
and participated in activities that 
helped them recognize and un-
derstand how they and their peers 
are impacted by this growing con-
cern.  As their ticket out, students 
were asked to create an action 
plan which included the forma-
tion of a diverse, student-led 
bullying prevention committee 

that represented as many of the school’s adoles-
cent social groups as possible.  It is essential that 
every student have someone they can relate to and 
respect on that team. 

After this training, P&SP wanted to help 
these student leaders maintain the initial enthu-
siasm that was generated.  Email addresses were 
gathered for student representatives, as well as 
their on-site advisors, and periodic reminders and 
messages of encouragement have been sent out.  
During the months of October and November, 
SBOs were visited at their high schools to get an 
update on their progress and to provide ongo-
ing support.  These reports included events and 
initiatives that were already in place, plans for 
future efforts, and evidence that the students had 
expanded on the initial plans formulated in the 
summer.

Student-Led Implementation
Packman et al. (2005) describe the three A’s 

of student-driven bullying prevention: aware-
ness, avenues, and assimilation.  Awareness must 
be created and fostered among staff and students 
alike in the schools.  Then students must be 
provided with avenues or opportunities to both 
prevent and appropriately react to bullying situ-
ations. Finally, the efforts must be sustainable.  
Bullying prevention must become part of the 
school climate and persist throughout each year. 

Momentum is gathering for a shift 
to student-led bullying prevention.

Students were asked to create 
an action plan which included 

the formation of a diverse, 
student-led bullying prevention 
committee that represented as 

many of the school’s adolescent 
social groups as possible.
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The student-created plans tended to fit this pat-
tern.  Each began with efforts to increase aware-
ness and followed with opportunities for involve-
ment and intervention, and most plans included a 
timeline that sustained the effort throughout the 
school year.

 Awareness
The summer training was the first step in rais-

ing student awareness concerning how pervasive 
and detrimental bullying can be.  It was im-

perative that the student 
leaders have a strong 
enthusiasm for this 
initiative.  An effective 
training led to student-
driven plans that focused 
on efforts to increase 
student body aware-

ness about bullying.  Each group had developed 
school-wide themes or slogans such as “Not in 
our house” and “If you can’t text anything nice, 
don’t text anything at all.”  Several held assem-
blies or lunch-time activities to put the issue at the 
front of students’ thoughts.  Another school pub-
lished an article in the school newspaper.  Many 
of the schools identified cyberbullying as the 
most prevalent of the different forms of bullying.  
Several had made a point to educate their student 
body about this.  All of these actions helped raise 
awareness amongst the student body and included 
messages to help turn bystanders into allies for 
those who are bullied.

Avenues
The SBOs went 

on to create avenues 
for students to combat 
bullying and promote 
an ongoing increase in 
awareness.  In doing 

so they recognized the importance of proactive 
prevention in addition to efforts that respond to 
bullying behaviors.  It is not enough to simply tell 
students not to be a bully.  They need to be taught 
what replacement behaviors they should engage 
in.  Many of the efforts involved teaching and en-
couraging respect and other pro-social behaviors. 
They included:

 • New-student luncheons
 • Anti-bullying pledges
 • Better publicity for school events to  

 encourage increased attendance

 • A wider variety of school events to 
  appeal to more students
 • Implementation and recognition of 
  random acts of kindness
 • New-Friend Fridays to reach out and  

 meet new people
 • Encouragement of great sportsmanship
 • Promoting ways to report bullying 
  including phone and text hotlines

As a support to these student-led efforts, 
P&SP has created Twitter and Instagram accounts 
with specific hashtags as an avenue for students 
from all of the high schools to share their suc-
cesses with each other.  They can encourage one 
another and get new ideas for their own preven-
tion efforts.

Assimilation
The students recognize that efforts this year 

will lay the groundwork for years to come as 
future classes build upon what has been done.  
The high schools are already seeing a subtle shift 
in their school climate as a result of these efforts, 
but there is much yet to be done.  For this effort to 
endure, student leaders need to develop and per-
petuate a climate of respect and tolerance that is 
more powerful than any inclination towards bul-
lying behaviors.  This needs to become the culture 
of the school, with the torch of leadership passed 
on to each subsequent class of students.  The 
awareness will continue to build, and avenues will 
already be in place as junior, sophomore, and even 
freshman class officers participate in the planning 
and implementation of these efforts and activi-
ties.  The end goal is a school culture in which 
students are no longer content to be bystanders as 
bullying goes on around them, but rather they will 
be allies in preventing and stopping disrespectful 
behaviors.  

Ongoing Training and Support
The main struggle the SBOs encountered was 

the charge to create a diverse bullying prevention 
team at the school level.  Some of the students 
felt that the SBOs were already a diverse enough 
group, but failed to recognize several outlying 
peer groups that did not have the popularity or 
recognition that the SBOs enjoy.  Only one school 
had truly made the effort to invite others to the 
table, but had not yet had success in bringing them 
to it.  Suggestions were made to help expand their 
vision, and follow-up training has been scheduled 
to provide ongoing support.  This will include 

The summer training was the first 
step in raising student awareness 

concerning how pervasive and 
detrimental bullying can be.  

Many of the efforts involved 
teaching and encouraging respect 

and other pro-social behaviors.
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helping the student 
teams in solidifying 
their plans to carry over 
their efforts to the next 
year.  Once a successful 
pattern is established at 
the high school level, 
student-led prevention 
will be addressed in the 
junior high schools.

Conclusion
 As this initiative gains momentum and 

increases awareness and understanding, students 
will own the process and know the avenues 
available to resolve many of the concerns they 

are experiencing with bullying in their school.  
They will better utilize opportunities to be allies 
to those in need and will perpetuate these ef-
forts throughout their lives.  The Granite School 
District is excited about the positive impact these 
student-led bullying prevention efforts are already 
having, and are optimistic about the ongoing po-
tential for creating a lasting culture of respect and 
tolerance in the Granite School District secondary 
schools.  
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For this effort to endure, student 
leaders need to develop and 

perpetuate a climate of respect 
and tolerance that is more 

powerful than any inclination 
towards bullying behaviors.
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Student Leaders Take 
a Stand against Bullying 
Training Bystanders to Become Allies 

Marcia Taylor

Students at 
Eisenhower Junior 
High took a bold 
approach to stop 
bullying. Student 
leaders in grades 
7-9 (SBOs and 
cheerleaders) were 
trained and given 
copies of the Don’t 
Stand By…Be an 
Ally! Program, an 
anti-bullying cur-
riculum created by 
the Granite School 
District’s Preven-
tion Department. 
This curriculum is 
delivered through 
an engaging Pow-
erPoint presenta-

tion, complete with eye 
catching graphics and 
thought provoking video 
clips.  It was presented 
to the entire student 
body, one classroom at a 
time, two student lead-
ers at a time, empower-
ing students to become 

allies when they see bullying happening. An ally 
is someone who takes a stand against bullying…
who sticks up for the person being bullied. 

Everyone is affected by bullying. We are all 
either bullies, bullied, bystanders or allies! In fact, 
we often cross between roles, being a “bully” in 
one situation, but perhaps an “ally” in another. 
According to 2010 bullying statistics, “Some of 
the top years for bullying include 4th through 8th 
graders in which 90% were reported as victims of 
some kind of bullying” (www.bullyingstatistics.
org). “Seventy-one percent report bullying as an 

ongoing problem” (www.bullyingstatistics.org). 
Bullying has been around for a long time, yet 
it still leaves us with the question of what to do 
about it. 

The “Don’t Stand By…Be an Ally!” Pro-
gram is based on a statistic found from Craig 
and Pepler’s 1997 study that determined 57% 
of the time bullying stops within 10 seconds if a 
bystander intervenes. School administration and 
faculty can and should prevent and stop bully-
ing, but the real power comes from empowering 
bystander students to safely get involved when 
they see bullying happening. In a study by Melton 
et al, students were asked, “What do you usually 
do when you see a student being bullied?” Thirty-
five percent said that they would try to help him 
or her. Thirty-eight percent said that they would 
do nothing because it was none of their business. 
Twenty-seven percent said they don’t do any-
thing, but they think they should help (Melton et 
al., 1998). The “Don’t Stand By…Be an Ally!” 
program focuses on training and empowering 

This curriculum … was presented 
to the entire student body, one 

classroom at a time, two student 
leaders at a time, empowering 
students to become allies when 

they see bullying happening.
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The “Don’t Stand By…Be an Ally!” 
Program is based on a statistic 
found from Craig and Pepler’s 

1997 study that determined 57% 
of the time bullying stops within 10 
seconds if a bystander intervenes.

these bystanders to safely intervene when bullying 
happens.

 The Don’t 
Stand By…Be an 
Ally! program was 
developed in 2010 
and implemented at 
elementary schools 
throughout Granite 
School District. Ad-
ditional programs 
tailored to junior high 

school students including specific cyber-bullying 
prevention programs were introduced in 2011. A 
sexual harassment bystander training component 
was developed and approved for junior high and 
high school students beginning in 2012. The goal 
was to set up the framework (teach the language 
and concepts in the initial curriculum) within 
the schools so that when presenters left, existing 
school staff could integrate follow up materials 
(provided by the district) to maintain the program 
within the school. A role play within the presenta-
tion allows student volunteers to show how to be 
an ally. The presentations give bullied students 
skills to use, as well as safe things they can do if 
they come across someone else being bullied or 
harassed. 

It is well known that student driven anti-
bullying efforts are more effective than 
adult led preventative programs. Forty 
student leaders at Eisenhower Junior 
High were trained, and grouped into 
pairs or triads. They were assigned 
to present to all 42 classrooms so the 
entire school learned the same mes-
sage within a three day period. The 
classrooms were given posters with the 
“Don’t Stand By…Be an Ally!” logo 
and student leaders were given buttons 
with the same logo. 

A single one time assembly or 
classroom presentation does little to 
permanently reduce bullying. This 
requires a continual, consistent effort 

by both the adults and students within a school. 
Administrators at Eisenhower Junior High School 
are committed to provide student led follow-up 
presentations and regular school-wide announce-
ments reminding students to look for opportuni-
ties to be allies. The buttons and posters with the 
program logo will also help to remind students…
”Don’t Stand By…Be an Ally!”

We can put a stop to bullying and combat the 
lasting negative effects it leaves upon our chil-
dren. This is accomplished by changing the peer 
culture that encourages bullying. We can teach 
and empower bystanders, one student at a time, to 
take a stand against bullying.
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 There is No Gravity in the Spiral  
John Anderson

There are many reasons 
why schools hover around 
mediocrity. Indeed there are 
shelves full of books offering 
organizational advice to avoid 
such a fate. Yet there remains a 
preponderance of schools and 
organizations in this category. 
Why? I believe it may be as 
simple as forgetting to ask that 
question. Why? But I have an-
other idea as I look over the past 
years and it goes like this…

We start this career with 
big ideas but then spiral down to the everyday 
tasks in the trenches. The talk that happens in the 
trenches is seldom the kind of conversations we 
had with ourselves (and those that would listen) 

when we dreamed about 
teaching.

In those first days 
of teaching we were 
committed to our 

dreams of making a difference. We wanted to 
steer students to success. Those ideas drove us to 
do whatever it took–to give and give again, even 
when the giving fell on rejection. Our present 
selves spoke to our future selves and saw our 
dream manifesting.

Then the next day came full of distractions 
causing us to lose focus. The present started grab-

bing and choking us 
for our full attention. 
As a result, we started 
to slip further down the 
spiral. The freshness of 
our idealism lingered 
but our original visions 

started fading in full force. 

Time passed. Students behaved badly and 
we found shock invading our dreams. The world 
of teaching cascaded down on us. Our thoughts 
and our conversations changed. The paperwork 
overwhelmed, the students were difficult, and the 

politics were crushing. We began 
to doubt. Teaching was not what 
we thought. We spiraled toward 
the bottom of the vortex. 

The National Commission on 
Teaching and America’s Future 
(n.d.) estimates that one-third of 
all new teachers leave after three 
years, and 46 percent are gone 
within five years. Those statistics 
are much worse than the high 
school dropout rate that gets all 
the attention. Further, it is also es-
timated that teacher attrition costs 

roughly $7 billion a year as districts and states 
recruit, hire, and try to retain new teachers.  

Those that make it beyond five years learn to 
ascend the spiral—but in mediocre schools they 
don’t climb far. They toil away like worker ants 
unaware of the vision from the top.

You’ve heard the old phrase, “You are what 
you eat.” Certainly a truism. Here is another one 
germane to organizations: You are what you talk. 
When all the talk germinates from the bottom 
of the vortex, schools will never be great. From 
that position your vision is limited, your frame of 
reference is small, your ambition low. In addition 
the more you talk the more likely what you talk 
about become habits. Habits are hard to break and 
are major ingredients to the culture.

Good leaders talk from the top of the spiral. 
Mediocre leaders simply toil and talk with the 
herd at the bottom of the vortex. Bad leaders talk 
superficially, secretly, and with only a few, giving 
commands to others.

At the top of the vortex the view is grand and 
inspiring. It is from there where great sacrifices 
are willingly made for the good of the group. It 
is where we all want to be and where we become 
part of something bigger than ourselves. The talk 
is filled with possibilities which rush dopamine to 
the brain. The stronger those neural networks be-
come the more the impossible becomes possible. 

We start this career with big 
ideas but then spiral down to the 
everyday tasks in the trenches.

Our present selves spoke to 
our future selves and saw 
our dream manifesting.
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The National Commission on 
Teaching and America’s Future 

estimates that one-third of 
all new teachers leave after 
three years, and 46 percent 
are gone within five years.

When all the talk germinates 
from the bottom of the vortex, 

schools will never be great.

I’m absolutely convinced of this truth. It is 
a golden nugget of leadership. Never forget your 
dreams and talk about them often. I’ve seen the 
eyes of employees turn their attention to this kind 

of talk. It draws and in-
spires whereas the talk at 
the bottom of the vortex 
diminishes and weakens 
the culture. We cannot 
allow the bottom talk to 
continue to strengthen 
the neural networks of 
our employees. We need 
to speak truthfully from 

our hearts about our most ardent desires to make a 
difference—to do whatever it takes. 

When we started 
teaching we were ideal-
istic and had a vision of 
wide possibilities. When 
we spiraled down we lost 
that vision and became 

blind to the greater possibilities. The good news? 
There is no gravity in the spiral. We can go up as 
easily as we went down.
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 How Medicine Teaches Us 
to Care for Every Student  

Courtney Stewart

In a recent opinion piece 
submitted to Education Week 
titled “Why Education is Not 
Like Medicine” (Nehring, 
2013), the author addresses 
three ideas held among educa-
tional writers that he considers 
“bad” ideas.  Although most of 
the author’s identified issues 
are valid, in presenting his first 
bad idea held by educational 
writers, the author himself, 
ironically, manifests what is 
bad with our education system 
and how the medical field can 
help. 

The author’s first argument contrasting 
education and medicine is, “In medicine, a doctor 

treats one patient at a 
time for a physical or 
psychological malady. 
Educators, on the other 
hand, see large numbers 
of students all at once 
for an extended pe-
riod of time.” Here he 
clearly highlights one 

of greatest problems in our field of education; we 
lump all students into one large group. We teach a 
whole class and not a single student. We narrowly 
focus on whether the whole school meets Ad-
equate Yearly Progress (AYP). We show evidence 
of a school’s progress by hiding our failures in the 
average. For example, the median state gradua-
tion rate was 78.6 percent in 2010(US Depart-
ment of Education, 2013). “Yeah” we shout and 
celebrate, “we had 78.6 percent of students even-
tually graduate from high school, highest since 
1974.”  Wait, that means 21.4 percent or 669,396 
students did not graduate that year. Are we really 
okay with that loss even after all we know what 
happens to students who drop out, or should we 
just acknowledge the average and celebrate? We 
should, like medicine, have zero acceptances of 
failure regarding each individual. We do not need 

to be the medical profession, but 
simply by the nature of our field 
of education where we constantly 
learn, we can learn from other 
fields. There are two practices in 
medicine that can be applied in 
education, even if only analogous-
ly, to help address the neglect of 
not focusing on individual students 
and instead focusing on the whole 
or average. The first practice is the 
Hippocratic Oath of “first do no 
harm” and second is the “delicate 
nature of learning from medical 
error” or the Morbidity & Mortal-

ity Conferences (M&MC) (Orlander, Barber, & 
Fincke, 2002). 

The Hippocratic Oath of “Do no harm” is 
solemnly sworn by every medical doctor that 
practices. The analogy of “Do no harm” has 
relevance in the field of education as forewarning 
and preventive measure for educators to consider 
as we interact with each student. The phrase 
reminds educators that as a profession they work 
with a living human being and are in positions of 
influence where they can have a lasting impact 
on the lives of those who come under their care. 
There are few careers held by individuals that 
are as publicly scrutinized, watched over, and 
held to such a high expectation for their potential 
effect on a human’s life as to that of an educator. 
The public is very cautious of the potential harm 
educators may inflict on a child. Whether the 
influence is real or simply perceived, an educator 
can benefit by cautiously approaching his or her 
role toward each single student. The entire field 
of education can benefit by being cautious as we 
determine future courses of action or recommen-
dations for reform in the field. Educational harm 
may not be the harm of a failed surgical repair or 
misprescribed chemical treatment, but it may be 
harm of simply not doing what was best for each 
student. It is the unintentional action or lack of 
action that may eventually lead to a real harm. 

Yet in education, knowing full well the re-

The analogy of “Do no harm” has 
relevance in the field of education 

as forewarning and preventive 
measure for educators to consider 
as we interact with each student.
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The medical profession believes so 
strongly in this level of perfection that 

they implement systems and structures 
to evaluate and analyze the near death 
or deaths of patients within their care.

percussions of dropping out of high school (more 
likely to live in poverty, receive public assistance, 
become incarcerated, have poorer health, have 
shorter life span) (Rumberger, 2011), we continue 
to allow it to happen. Is the threshold of accep-

tance held by edu-
cation that most 
or at least half 
of the students 
in school gradu-
ate? What would 
be the threshold 
for acceptable 
harm or death in 
a hospital? Do 

doctors plan on a 70% rate of recovery for those 
they provide care to and just accept that 30% will 
have serious pain and suffering, or do they hold 
an expectation where everyone with a treatable 
condition can recover and live? Is perfection the 
goal in education? Unfortunately the sad fact 
remains that because of the complexity of the 
system and provision of student choice, we will 
continue to have dropouts from high school and 
failing students. Inevitably there are students who 
do not succeed, and it is a reality that we can-
not eliminate. That is our current reality and we 
have accepted the station of less than perfection 
in education. Even the medical field admits there 
is a “necessary fallibility” inherent in the practice 
that can never be absolutely eliminated. However 
medical professionals are held and hold them-
selves to that level of perfection even with the 
known possibility of failure. The medical profes-
sion believes so strongly in this level of perfection 
that they implement systems and structures to 
evaluate and analyze the near death or deaths of 
patients within their care. These structures occur 
in regular conferences they term Morbidity and 
Mortality Conferences (M&MC).

Although different models are adopted 
throughout various hospitals and systems, the 
modern day M&MC is a conference created to 
identify medical errors with the purpose to learn 
from them and to improve practice of medicine. 
The medical research has even stated that the 
conference itself is a physical manifestation of 
inner commitment to face mistakes and profit 
from them. Medical researchers have called this a 
“delicate nature of learning from error” (Orlander, 

et al., 2002).
The field of education has a difficult time 

with failure. It is such a stigmatizing label that 
many fear and loathe the slightest chance of fall-
ing under its identification.  We often brush failure 
away and consider dropouts as inevitable and 
move on. The casualness in which we approach 
dropouts is in essence similar to wartime when we 
expect causalities. We numbly move on.  Instead, 
we must embrace the reality of what failure means 
and learn from it. Education in its very nature is 
about learning. Should we not then learn even 
from the errors and failures we suffer?

We have failure in education. We have harm. 
How do we know? We know by the 21% of stu-
dents that do not graduate from high school. We 
know by the public listing of “failing” schools. 
The failure and harm in education is not left solely 
to the average, but to many individual students. 
Yet often we approach failure and harm, (to use 
another medical analogy) as an ambulance parked 
at the bottom of the hill versus a fence at the top. 
We treat the symptoms and not the cause. Uphold-
ing the “first do no harm” as an educator may 
provide a vision toward preventing each and every 
students’ future failure. And when we unfortunate-
ly do experience individual student losses, we can 
like the medical field approach it in a new way, as 
a delicate way to learn from failure. 
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 Assessing the Effectiveness of 
Trimester Scheduling Systems 

in Public High Schools and Best 
Practices for Implementation  

Aaron R. Wilson 

This article explores 
the considerations of having 
a trimester system versus a 
traditional seven-day periods 
or block scheduling broken 
by semesters.  Arguments for 
trimester systems in secondary 
schools are outlined, includ-
ing social and organizational 
benefits for students, as well 
as professional incentives for 
teachers.  Suggestions are 
offered for schools as they 
consider implementing and 
transition to trimester systems. 
Myths and counterarguments to trimester sys-
tems in secondary schools are considered and 
answered.

Research and Literature
Foundation

 
Effectiveness of Alternate Day Block Sched-

ules
In their article The Effects of a High School 

Block Scheduling Program on Student, Trenta and 
Newman (2002) bring 
to light the fact that cur-
rent education reform 
does not often focus on 
pedagogy, but rather “the 
use of time.” The status 
quo of master scheduling 
once was seven-class day 

all year broken into semesters. While this system 
has long touted the benefit of regularity from the 
student perspective, Trenta and Newman found 
that an alternate-day block system promotes “bet-
ter achievement in the academic subject areas.” 
Over the last decade, vast numbers of secondary 

schools have made the switch to 
this scheduling system.  And there 
they have remained. Authors note 
that schools who have “adopted 
alternative (block) scheduling 
models continue to be satisfied 
with their decisions” with minimal 
revisions (Rettig and Canaday, 
2003).  

Wilson and Stokes argue that 
it makes sense why secondary 
schools have not looked back to 
consider seven-period days. In 
their exposé on student viewpoints 
of block systems, they give read-

ers insight into student perception. For secondary 
students who have experienced both traditional 
and block scheduling systems, they prefer the lat-
ter. They identify that there are “more opportuni-
ties to gain credit for graduation,” allowing them 
to take more elective classes or retake failed core 
classes. Students also appreciate that the longer 
periods allow for “teachers to get to know them 
better.” Furthermore, pupils note how the longer 
block systems allow for “more student-teacher in-
teraction” and the “teachers use a greater variety 
of instructional activities” (Wilson and Stokes, 
2000). Yet, can we claim that our educational 
system has reached a perfect balance of class 
length in minutes and course duration of months? 
As educational reform continues in this country, 
other types of alternate schedules worth our atten-
tion have been introduced. One such model is the 
trimester system. 

While this breakdown of an academic year 
into three sections is used in colleges, the integra-
tion of this system into high schools is relatively 
new. If the change from block schedules from 
traditional systems was a step in the right direc-

Over the last decade, vast 
numbers of secondary schools 

have made the switch to 
this scheduling system.
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Yet, can we claim that our 
educational system has 

reached a perfect balance of 
class length in minutes and 
course duration of months?

tion for educational reform, will the trimester 
system add further benefits to public education, or 
will such scheduling cause the schools to regress 
in their progress? Now that the context of this 
change is developed, researching a definitive 
answer to such a question and suggestions for 
implementation in the case of the affirmative are 
important. 

Student Benefits of Incorporating 
a Trimester System into 

Public High Schools
 
In Stumpf’s article A Colorado School’s Un-

Rocky Road to Trimesters, the benefits that one 
high school received from making this transition 
are outlined. Skyline High School, in Longmont, 
Colorado, found that with the additional semester 

included in the school 
year, the increase of 
course offerings led 
to smaller class sizes 
(from 29 to 24 on aver-
age). Consequently, 
teachers could give 
more individualized 
instruction.  With fewer 

class sections to worry about in one semester 
(5 or 6 classes instead of 8), students could be 
more focused on each subject area under the new 
trimester system (Stumpf, 1995). Put differently, 
students are not expected to be a jack-of-all-trades 
and master of none. In contrast, they are encour-
aged to master the content of fewer classes at a 
time under the trimester schedule.

Not only do students benefit from having 
fewer balls in the air to juggle at one time, but 
they are also given more schedule flexibility with 
the trimester system than in the block or tradi-
tional method. Courses taught in two semesters 
of a block system are taught in two of the three 
trimesters. Consequently, a student who fails one 
trimester in a two-trimester course can repeat the 
course the next semester and remain in the same 
grade with his peers (Stumpf, 1995). Such flex-
ibility allows for students who fail core courses 
to remediate credit without facing the stigma 
their peers may place on students who are a year 
behind in school.  

Stumpf notes how the trimester system not 
only benefits students who fail their classes, but 
also may provide accelerated learning for stu-
dents because trimesters allow for students to 

earn two to three more credits than so traditional 
block systems. For example, at Cottonwood High 
School, students take eight half-year courses, 
earning them 24 credits in three years. Under the 
proposed trimester system, students would take 
six classes per trimester, earning them a half-year 
of credit each term. Thus, in their three years at 
the school, they can earn 27 credits. An increase 
of credits allows for students to make room for 
more Advanced Placement courses or enroll in 
other elective courses to which they would have 
otherwise been unable.

Teacher Benefits of Incorporating 
a Trimester System into 

Public High Schools

Students not only enjoy the benefits of trimes-
ters, but Stumpf claims that teachers and coun-
selors also found that this structure made their 
jobs easier to perform. The teachers “report that 
their days are less hectic and tiring” because they 
have less students to teach less day, less periods to 
prepare for each week, and under the structure this 
school provided, more consultation time through-
out the year. With the flexibility for students to 
earn credit in three semesters each year instead 
of two, some counselors state that they “have 
never found it so easy to adjust student schedules” 
(Stumpf, 1995). Other schools studied have found 
that using the trimester system offers flexibility 
to offer a plethora of other programs such as ACT 
preparation or intervention time.

These added benefits to the trimester system 
in high schools are explored in Brower’s article 
The 3x5 Trimester Schedule: Time to Improve 
Teaching and Learning. With less courses offered 
each day under this schedule, many schools in-
corporate a free period during which students can 
receive intervention help from a core teacher, time 
to work on projects in an elective class, attend 
sport practices, go to club meetings, or attend test 
preparation sessions (Brower, 2000). 

Because of the built-in remediation that the 
trimester system uniquely offers to schools, some 
campuses such as Westfield High School have 
seen: student class failures decrease (by 12%), 
students placed on academic honor roll increase 
(by 22%), school graduation rates improve (by 
9%), and discipline referrals wane (by 31%). This 
data considered with the findings of Stumpf pro-
vide a powerful argument for schools to change 
from a traditional or block schedule to a trimester 
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schedule. Doing so adds the flexibility to provide 
students with additional credits needed for gradu-
ation, along with time built in the school day for 
interventions in their courses, participating in 
extra-curricular activities, and receiving test-prep-
aration help for exams such as the ACT.  

Elements of Effective Transitions from 
Block Scheduling to Trimesters

Schools that effectively transition from a 
block system to the use of trimesters all have a 
common thread tying them together: teachers are 

offered professional 
development that “help 
them implement teach-
ing methods that con-
centrated on concepts 
more than coverage” 
(Brower, 2000). Spe-
cifically, teachers need 
content-specific profes-
sional development 

training that allows them to align their curriculum 
to a new trimester-schedule. Such training can 
stifle teacher fears that they would not be able 
to adequately cover the material of an 18-week 
semester into a 12-week semester (Rettig and 
Canaday). If expected to figure out the details on 
their own, many teachers experience frustration 
in having their pacing disrupted and feel that they 
must teach at a frantic pace.

Even more frustrating to teachers would 
be the feeling of being left in the trenches by 
administration while they experience this curricu-
lum realignment that their principals never had to 
endure. In order to negate these claims, and also 
to provide more authentic professional develop-
ment to their staff, principals are urged to attend 
development trainings themselves in content areas 
to be “both successful school managers and strong 
instructional leaders (Leonne, Warnimont, & 
Zimmerman, 2009).” In other words, they cannot 
expect teachers to realign their content if doing 
so requires a process about which administrators 
know little or nothing.

Administrators’ efforts to prepare their teach-
ing staff for the change should begin early.  By 
explaining the proposed change to teachers over a 
year in advance, teachers can be purposely reflec-
tive on the content they are teaching, knowing full 
well that next year their lessons will be shorter, 
more frequent, and more concept-based, rather 

than based on coverage of content. They may 
be asked to keep a reflective journal throughout 
the year on how units and lesson plans may be 
adapted to align to the course pacing guides of 
the upcoming system so that the summer prior, 
curriculum mapping will be much easier. Ideas 
compiled by teachers in this “year of study” may 
be shared in large staff meetings and in depart-
ment meetings to encourage resistant staff mem-
bers to also be reflective and to be anticipating the 
changes of the upcoming year. 

Prepared with their own reflections of the 
curriculum, trainings offered over the summer 
on adapting their curriculum will become easier 
and make the trimester system more attainable.  If 
no professional development has been provided 
throughout the year, staff may feel unprepared 
to meet their future assignments challenges, and 
hoping the trimester plan will fail, not adjust their 
curriculum over the summer. Worse still, teachers 
may let their insecurities about adapting curricu-
lum catalyze an exodus from the school in the 
form of early retirements, requesting transfers to 
another school, or quitting teaching altogether. 

An administrator facilitating a change to 
trimesters does not want this educational opportu-
nity to scare their staff way. Principals must infuse 
excitement among the staff and create a level of 
commitment to assure teachers the aligning cur-
riculum to trimesters is worth their effort.  It is es-
sential that administrators make it explicitly clear 
that this change is permanent, regardless if the ad-
ministrators instituting the change move schools 
or not.  Once a level of interest is established, a 
level of excitement can be built in sharing data 
that supports the need for such change, offering 
success stories of other schools who have made 
similar changes, and offer incentives for teachers 
to start preparing early.

As an added measure to ensure teacher buy-in 
the year before a trimester system is implemented 
in schools, administrators are encouraged by 
Rettig and Canaday to have the staff design “an 
evaluation of the effectiveness of a new schedule 
before implementation (italics added).” If such 
measures are not taken, then teachers may feel 
that this new class schedule and their prepara-
tory work will be “vulnerable to the whim of a 
leadership change” because “another principal 
may arrive and ‘evaluate’ the schedule differently 
(Rettig and Canaday, 2003).” Teachers will be 
more vested in their efforts to support a trimes-

Students are not expected to be 
a jack-of-all-trades and master 
of none. In contrast, they are 

encouraged to master the content 
of fewer classes at a time under 

the trimester schedule.
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ter schedule if there is some insurance against a 
leadership change. Providing a rubric that outlines 
success both gives goals for teachers to reach and 
once reached, data that would keep the trimes-
ter program from dissolving based upon future 
administrator’s contrary preference.

What to Expect During the 
First Year of Transition

In their research concerning transitions to a 
trimester schedule, Salvaterra and Adams outline 
in Departing from Tradition: Two Schools’ Stories 
what frustrations schools can expect while in the 
middle of the transition experience. They note 

that principals play an 
integral role in starting 
off the year with great 
enthusiasm and excite-
ment. Maintaining this 
excitement can be in 
the form of “work-

shops on instructional strategies, …visits to other 
… schools, and frequent communication with 
both student and faculty committees. (Salvaterra 
and Adams, 1995).” The efforts of the principal 
can create a mood of excitement that permeates 
each classroom. 

As the second semester begins, it is common 
to see the initial excitement wane and worries to 
creep into the minds of teachers. For example, 
Advanced Placement teachers begin to worry that 
they will not adequately cover all of the mate-
rial in time for their end-of-year tests. Many staff 
focus on logistical bugs of the system instead of 
student learning. Perhaps some teachers wonder if 
this change was best for student interest and worth 
their efforts. Consequently, one school ended 
their first school year under the trimester system 
with “only two-thirds of the teachers remained 

to the intensive time 
schedule,” the others 
“continued to teach 
the way they always 
had (Salvaterra and 
Adams, 1995).” 

While there is no 
silver bullet that will keep teachers from expe-
riencing the frustrations inherent with change, 
principals can minimize the feelings of frustra-
tion through facilitating collaborative group work 
among teachers. In addition to ongoing profes-
sional development offered by administration, 

departments or teams can help teachers through 
the process in sharing and overcome their frustra-
tions in responsive, constructive ways rather than 
in isolation.

Counterarguments to the 
Trimester System

 Teachers may grasp at straws, trying to 
find reasons why they should not have to put in so 
much effort into realigning their curriculum to fit 
a new yearly schedule. If they do their homework, 
they will realize that not every school that uses 
a trimester sees the results outlined above. For 
example, in their article A Trimester Schedule that 
Works, Brower and Moran conclude that struc-
tural changes alone do not lead to student achieve-
ment (Brower & Moran, 2009). Students, parents 
and teachers making this claim are correct. There 
is no magic inherent in simply altering the bell 
schedule and changing the number of semes-
ters. As mentioned before, success in using the 
trimester system comes in providing meaningful 
professional development early to both teachers 
and administrators that provides content-specific 
training to alter curriculum maps and focus on 
concepts rather than coverage. In other words, tri-
mesters will work if teachers are not left on their 
own to iron out the details.

Inevitably, some teachers will pull out the 
calculators to prove that when you move to a 12-
week schedule to an 18-week schedule, instruc-
tional days are lost each semester. It may also be 
argued that the condensed timeframe to cover 
content is detrimental to pupils because it gives 
fewer days in between classes to absorb informa-
tion and fewer weekends each semester to work 
on projects. While some faculty share these senti-
ments, the perceived effectiveness of trimesters 
really boils down to preference. Teachers and 
students both can admit that semester-long classes 
can drag on towards the end of the term, having 
a diminishing rate of instructional value. While it 
takes getting used to, trimesters are considered by 
many schools to provide the perfect length of in-
struction. Students who have obtained mastery do 
not have to wait until the next school year to ad-
vance courses; they can start in March. Likewise, 
students who have failed a trimester can retake the 
half-year credit in March and be caught up by the 
end of the school year.  Any time lost in a con-
densed schedule can be minimized by prior align-
ment of the curriculum and is further absorbed by 
the above-mentioned benefits for students.

Courses taught in two semesters 
of a block system are taught in 

two of the three trimesters.

Teachers and counselors also 
found that this structure made 

their jobs easier to perform.
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Researchers such as Gallo and Odu as-
sert that the practice of cramming a semester’s 
worth of material into a trimester is not help-

ing anyone. In their 
article Examining the 
Relationship between 
Class Scheduling and 
Student Achievement 
in College Algebra, 
they find that the 
practice of condens-
ing information into 

shorter timeframes creates a culture of students 
who rely on superficial and rote learning strate-
gies instead of making meaningful connections, 
especially in classes like mathematics that are 
sequential in nature (Gallo and Odu, 2009). In 
a similar argument, Bair and Bair find that the 
tendency for teachers is to cover the same mate-
rial because they feel there is no time for inquiry-
based learning. Consequently, students do not 
gain meaningful connection to content. 

Bair’s Scheduling Inequality in Math and 
Science illustrates how implementing a trimester 
system, if done without adequate preparation, can 
have negative effects on student learning. Effec-
tive trimester systems require a change of behav-
ior from teachers and students. Both have to adapt 
to the new structure of education. Teachers need 

to focus on teaching 
concepts instead of 
cramming the same 
material in a shorter 
time span while stu-
dents need to narrow 
their focus on the five 
or six trimester classes 

more deeply than they would eight semester-long 
courses. Researchers also warn administrators of 
the tendency to approach trimesters “as an end in 
itself rather than a means to an end.” Trimester 
programs have failed when principals focus all of 
their efforts on the logistics of the transition rather 
than “the resultant educational impact (Bair and 
Bair, 2009).” When the focus remains on student 
learning, trimester systems work.

 

Conclusion
 It should be made clear that principals 

should not make changes for the sake of change 
itself, but they do so knowing that institutional 
changes such as adopting a trimester system can 
be best practice to promote student learning. 
With an increase in available credits that students 
are able to learn and added opportunities for 
school remediation and intervention, and with 
more credit options for graduation each year, the 
trimester system can put students ahead of the 
game in terms of college preparation. Teachers 
would teach fewer classes at any given time of 
year, equating to less preparation time needed. 
These teachers would have fewer students at a 
given time, resulting in less grading and lesson 
planning. Students are enrolled in fewer classes 
concurrently, meaning they are not expected 
to multi-task as much. Students receive daily 
interaction with teachers, as opposed to every 
other day under the block schedule. Yet with all 
of the outlined benefits, the success of trimester 
systems rests on administration’s ability to build 
consensus and support among faculty prior to 
implementation.
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schools who have made similar 
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teachers to start preparing early.
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