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A successful elementary

school reexamined its

Kurtis Hewson
and Lorna Adrian
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sr'hool at which most students experi-
ence success crcate a sense oI urgen()
fnr imnrnrrpment?

Clarcsholm Elementary. a K-J rural
nrrhlic school seninp l8 t students rn

Albena. Canada. found Lhe rmpet us to

change when we looked more closcJ; at

our sclrools histoncall; high reading
<4,\Tpc ln )OO6 ,rn nrrr nrnrineial <ten-

dtrd,izel, readino ?q\cqqmenr Q5 ne rennt
.f -r^-^^L^r*- r-! --^rers scored at theUI UIdII>LILITLLT) JlU 5I4q

proiiciency letcl or hrgher. wLh 29

nercenl scorins at the erccllence levcl.
Avpmsino lhp cenrcc,rf thrpn vncrc Q),''...b...b
n.r.pn1 ^f .t ,,,'1".r. qe hio, erl -.^finio."t
Because thesc scores were srgnificant ly

above the distnct and provincial averages,

we could have celebrated and continued
vrith cvicrino nmr-rieeq

Birr rverroes ofr en hrde rahats"-' -''' -b'-
hanneninp in a school We rrali:ed thcse

scores meant that almost 10 percenr of
Ciaresholm students were noi reading

successf ully'. Looking more closelr- at

indir.idual scores on the standardized

test and on various classroom assess-

menlc oir cn hefr)rp lrd orde rvp re:l-.,,.,'.- b'

i-ed u'e en'rld hrvc nredicted u'hjch
kindergarten students would develop
nrnhle mc letcr ^n if r^,c hrd enmnqr"rl

readino .cores earlier So we launched a

schoolwide effon to improve reading.

uslng prolessional learnlng communrtres
to nrohe rhe learnino n{ ali Claresholm'" r'-"-
students.

Five Essential Elements
\\e ensured that five elcmenrs consisteni

wlth professlonal learning communit;'
Iilerntrrrc he, :me nrrt nI Claresholms

school culture: (l) common assessments

at all grade leveis, (2) collaborative team
tttcctinos (l) riered mrrltrnle qnnn.)rr\'''.'....b". ,.,-.',y.'
(4) a crrltrrre nl hnne rnd ncr-cer er2nec

and (5) celebration.I

Comrnon Assessmenfs

lf Claresholm i.r'antcd to idenril; srrug-
plinq readers waitino rrntil lrd orade rnb''.'b'.*-..".''.'-.,.b
pive srttdents thcir first sLandardrzed

rcadin" ascessment w2s loo latc. We

needed to administer a common annual
aqqeqqmenl frnm J<indnlorrlen nn <n rhrr
rvc cnrrld detprmine orn1y1fi as students
nrnolesced lrnm olcde rn orrde rnri

oinnoint prade levels or classroonrsr^_'r.-''_'
whcre growth stallcd ln 2007.
Claresholm began implemenring a sran-

dardizcd reading assessmenr ar all grade

ler.els. We also had grade-level teams

ad mi n isLer common formar ive asscss-

sc}res and

schoolwide

its weakest

launched

effart to
readers.
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ments-created, graded, and analyzed
by these 1s2m5-lhleughout the year.

However, adopting these two levels of
assessment would have been meanlng-
less if we had not disaggregated the data.
So in the spring, Claresholm reachers
analyzed reading assessment data at the
school, grade, classroom, and student
level to determlne whether instruction
had been effective. Once we established
class lists.for the upcoming year,
teachers reexamined data for indilrdual
students who would be in thelr class and
pianned appropriately for lndividuals
and groups. As teams began to focus on
individual students, data became
increasingly valuable. We now follow
this process each school year.

C oll ab or qtiv e Te clm M e e tings
The best place to change a school's focus
from an emphasis on the whole school
to a look at indir,'idual students is in
collaborative team meetings.

Claresholm's coliaborative grade-level
teams, which include teacher assrstants
and admlmstrators, meet monthly to
discuss indilrdual srudenrs' progress rnd
plan any rnterventions necessary to
ensure reading growrh. On the basis of
assessments and observations, teachers
group studenrs into three caregories:

r Sustain (students curuenrly experi-
enclng success).

r Watch (sLudents beginning ro expe-
rlence difflculty or, conversely, moving
toward success).

r Concern (students not experienclng
success and in need of intensive support).

The monthly meeting ensures that
teacher teams address the needs of a1l

students in the concern and watch care-
gories. Our examinations and discus-
sions of student achievement now get to
a much deeper leve1 than they did when
we considered overall averages. This
practice enables teachers to coordinate
programs among classrooms and rein-
forces teachers' convlction that all
Claresholm students are "their" students.

T ier e d Multipl e S upp or ts
Although acknowledging individual
student needs is por,verful, it will not
iead to change uniess the school follows

up by articularing a riered sysrem of
multiple supports. A sysrem of supports
wrth increasrng intensity ensures that no
student wlll become part of the
"forgotten 10 percent" Claresholm
discovered when we looked more
closely at our reading scores.

As a first srep, we identified the effec-
tive lnterventions currently in place at
the school and ensured that these inter-
ventions were avaiiable for everyone.
Thls process helped us recognize gaps
and identify new suppofi srructures thar
we needed. We developed a pyramid of
interventions Init ia1 rnterventrons
inciuded

Averag#s sftss? Faide

wlaat's happeni:eg

iss a schocl.

r Additional iime ar lunch and recess
for students to work with computer-
based reading programs.

r Early literacy instructron focused on
basic phonics for sma11 groups of
students needing extra help.

r Guided reading groups meering
during our schoolwlde silent reading
period.

A Culture of Hope qnd Perselterance
These first three elements can bring
powerful change to a school. But more
important is establishing a culture of'
hope and perseverance and creatlng a
sense of urgency that every student must
succeed.

When a school sustains a culture of
hope and a belief in the potenrial of
each indivrdual student, a "never say
die" attitude emerges; teachers. won't
stop invesrigrring how ro supporr all
students. We maintain hope and perse-
verance by taking collective responsi-
bllity and recognizlng successes. When
our kindergarten end-of-year assess-

ments identrfied which srudenrs were
not yet proficlent, reachers in the higher
grades became eager to work wlth these

students. We no longer heard such
comments as, "It's unreaiistic to expect
thatJim.,viil achieve at grade level.
Giving him essentlal life skills is
dauntrng enoughl" and "Until her
parents decide ro read wlth her at
home, shes never golng to make it."

Celebration!
Exceptional schools not only communi-
cate ihat "w-e wiil achieve exceptional
results," but also celebrate when they
do. At Clareshoim, every team meeting
starts wlth celebrations of student
progress. ltVe rejorce when any student
moves out of the concern category and
applaud progress on common assess-
ments. We celebrate large-sca1e achieve-
ments and individual successes during
community planning afternoons, at
whlch staff members, parents, and
community members come to
Claresholm to examine school data anci
coJlectively pian [or rhe coming yerr.

Since Claresholm launched our
reading improvement effort, the
percentage of students scoring proficient
or higher on our annual reading assess-
ment has lncreased. The percentage of
3rd graders scoring at proficiency has
remained high, and rhe percentage of
students sconng at excellence has risen
to 50 percenr. In 2008, the tesred
reading 1er.e1 of 24 studenrs in grades i
through 3 increased to proficiency for
their grade. Schoolwide, srr-ldents'
reading level has risen by an average of
one-and-one-haif years slnce we made
these changes. By focusing on indir,'idual
student progress, we have put excellence
within reach of aii. EI!
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