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MEMORANDUM 

 
To:  Members of the Board of Education 
 
From:  Jerry D. Weast, Superintendent of Schools 
 
Subject: Middle School Program Review 
 
 
Executive Summary 
 
The purpose of this memorandum is to present the Board of Education with the results of the 
Middle School Program Review. In March 2004, MGT of America, Inc., (MGT) was contracted 
by Montgomery County Public Schools (MCPS) to assess the current status of our middle 
schools.  An audit, or program review, of all 36 schools was conducted over the past 11 months.  
This paper outlines the findings, commendations, and recommendations contained in the report, 
and includes preliminary action steps required to continue the improvement of middle schools in 
a comprehensive and systematic manner, including improvements outlined in the Board of 
Education’s FY 2006 Operating Budget request.   
 
Background 
 
Current Status of Comprehensive Reform 
 
The middle school audit is an outgrowth of our ongoing reform initiatives.  Beginning in 1999, 
with Our Call to Action, MCPS embarked on an ambitious plan of systemwide reform.  
Although the district has some of the highest-performing schools in the nation, a careful self-
examination of data disaggregated by race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and English 
language proficiency has revealed significant disparities in achievement.  To address this 
concern, the district developed a comprehensive plan of research-based initiatives including the 
following: a literacy-rich curriculum, early success, workforce excellence, shared accountability, 
organizational excellence, and family and community partnerships.  With the support of the 
Board of Education, the Montgomery County Council, employee unions, and parent and 
community partners, a strategic decision was made to focus a comprehensive plan initially on 
our youngest learners.  The Early Success Performance Plan is the integration of this 
comprehensive reform.   
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The focus on elementary school produced significant results.  For example, more than 71 percent 
of students in kindergarten, Grade 1, and Grade 2 are reading at or above grade level, according 
to a study of last year’s performance.  Especially noteworthy is the progress of African American 
and Hispanic students; the percentage of students reaching benchmark increased significantly at 
all three levels, and exceeded percentage gains made by both Asian American and White 
students.   
 
At the same time, systemwide efforts at the high school level—related to the recommendations 
of the 1999 Honors and Advanced Placement Work Group and the 2004 High School Task 
Force—have resulted in significantly more students enrolling in higher- level courses, with 9,702 
MCPS students taking at least one Advanced Placement examination in 2003–2004, compared to 
4,597 students in 1999–2000, an increase from 12.5 percent to 22.7 percent.  The increase also is 
seen when participation rates are examined by race/ethnicity. African American student 
participation more than doubled, increasing from 11.1 percent in 1999–2000 to 23.3 percent in 
2003–2004, and Hispanic participation more than doubled, increasing from 16.9 percent to 29.5 
percent.  At the same time, the class of 2004 achieved the highest average SAT score, 1102. 
 
Current Middle School Improvement Initiatives 
 
Middle schools have benefited from several initiatives over the past five years in the areas of 
curriculum, instruction, and professional development. Units from the William and Mary 
Language Arts Program have been incorporated into the English instructional guides at all three 
grade levels to expose all students to challenging material and opportunities for greater academic 
success. While professional development accompanied the roll out of revised curriculum, this 
training was provided to all interdisciplinary resource teachers and to content teachers on a 
voluntary basis. The mathematics curriculum revision, including the accelerated pathways, has 
resulted in more middle school students taking and passing Algebra I and Geometry and earning 
high school credit, and more middle students are enrolling in full-year foreign language courses 
that also bear high school credit. Textbooks were purchased to align with revised curriculum in 
mathematics, social studies, Grade 6 reading, and science in Grades 6 and 7. Additionally, 
reading and mathematics intervention programs were designed to support students who were at 
risk for meeting proficiency on the Maryland School Assessment. 
 
While we have implemented a number of improvement initiatives at the middle school, we have 
not had the capacity to do so in a comprehensive manner since systemwide efforts have been 
concentrated on the Early Success Performance Plan. Therefore, we have not seen the sustained 
increased student performance that is evident in our elementary schools.  
 
During the past several years, the educational landscape, at both the state and local level, has 
changed.  The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB Act) has increased accountability at all 
levels—elementary, middle, and high—and places sanctions on local schools and districts that 
fail to make adequate yearly progress (AYP).  The Maryland School Assessment fulfills the 
requirements of the NCLB Act, and beginning with the Class of 2007, all students will be 
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required to pass the Maryland High School Assessments in English; Algebra; National, State, 
and Local Government; and Biology. These factors are changing the way we do business in 
education today, making it essential that our middle schools prepare all students for increasing 
rigor. 
 
It is now time to move the reform initiatives forward in a comprehensive and focused plan that 
concentrates resources in support of middle schools in an alignment that provides a seamless 
process of teaching and learning from pre-kindergarten through high school. 
 
Program Review Process 

In March 2004, MCPS contracted with MGT of America, Inc., to conduct a program review of 
the existing 36 middle schools.  MCPS identified the following list of required activities for 
MGT to complete as a part of the program review:  
 

• Analyze the revised standards-based middle school curriculum and the degree of its 
implementation in the classroom 

 
• Report on the alignment and congruence of core and elective offerings and determine 

strengths and areas of improvement specific to the needs of middle school students 
 

• Develop recommendations for an action plan to improve the middle school instructional 
program and student achievement 

  
• Examine the organization and structure of middle schools, including a review of the 

schedules, the use of middle school teams to create smaller learning communities, and 
staffing models 

 
• Examine the appropriateness of the intervention and acceleration programs and provide 

considerations for programming for special populations (e.g., English Language 
Learners, at-risk students, students with special needs) 

 
• Review the role of parents and the community in providing support to students and the 

middle schools 
 

• Review the technological competencies of middle school students and the use of 
technology by students in the academic and nonacademic course 

 

MGT consultants visited all 36 middle schools to observe classrooms, the structure of the day, 
the team approach, the administrative leadership model, the engagement of student learners, the 
use of instructional time, and the degree of implementation of the revised instructional guides. 
They reviewed all middle school revised curriculum documents in English/language arts, 
mathematics, science, and social studies as well as local/state assessments and standards. 
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Additionally, they examined the appropriateness of intervention and acceleration programs, and 
reviewed the level of parent involvement in the educational process.  
 
Methods used by MGT to collect data and respond to the program review requirements included 
the following: 
 

• Review of student assessment data, school improvement plans, school schedules, and 
revised curriculum documents 

 
• Examination of various reports generated by the Maryland State Department of 

Education (MSDE) and MCPS 
 

• Analysis of data collected through surveys, site visits of all 36 middle schools, and focus 
groups conducted with representatives from various stakeholder groups  

 
In addition, MGT used key research studies such as Turning Points 2000: Educating Adolescents 
in the 21st Century, various National Middle School Association documents including This We 
Believe, and developed a summary of the research-based characteristics of high-performing 
middle schools based upon a complete literature review of the identified areas that support their 
recommendations.  
 
Commendations and Recommendations  
 
The program review produced a series of commendations and recommendations identifying 
strengths and opportunities for improvements at the school level, as well as at the system level, 
to address improved middle school instruction, curriculum, and student achievement. MGT 
organized these commendations and recommendations into the following five categories: 
 

• Rigorous and Challenging Curriculum 
• Effective Staff and Professional Development 
• Student-Focused School Structure and Organization 
• Collaboration and Community Partnerships 
• Technology 

 
MGT identified 14 commendations and 32 recommendations in the final report (Attachment A). 
Key commendations include the observation that the MCPS standards-based curriculum is 
aligned with the Voluntary State Curriculum and that we have a standards-based grading and 
reporting system.  Also of note, the audit found a high percentage of Grade 8 students enrolled 
and passing Algebra 1 and Honors Geometry and a broad range of exemplary accelerated 
programs.  MGT recognized the Board of Education and the superintendent for their support of 
middle schools. Additional commendations include the array of programs that solicit parental 
and community involvement, as well as effective communication tools, including the Middle 
School Brochure and the MCPS Web site. 
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Although we are proud of these commendations, we recognize that student achievement remains 
inconsistent among our 36 middle schools. Additionally, we recognize that the achievement gap 
by race and ethnicity, which is narrowing as a result of our Early Success Performance Plan, 
persists in our middle schools, and that minority students continue to be underrepresented in our 
accelerated programs and courses. Clearly, we have additional work to do to address these 
important issues. 
 
Thirty-two recommendations were identified in the program review, centering on the following 
common threads: 
 

• Standard processes to ensure systemwide consistency in the implementation of 
curriculum and programs, monitoring of instructional practices, and accountability for 
student and school performance 

 
• Focused supports and services to ensure middle school students meet or exceed 

proficiency standards 
 

• Focused supports and services to middle school staff to ensure effective teaching and 
learning 

 
• Examination of middle school schedules, course offerings, and program/course access  

 
Standard Processes 
 
The development of standard processes that promote consistency appears as a theme throughout 
the recommendations. For example, our standards-based curriculum was described as rigorous 
and well written; however, MCPS needs to monitor the curriculum implementation to ensure the 
most effective teaching and learning. Additionally, two research-based programs, the 
Comprehensive School Counseling Program and the Collaborative Action Process (CAP) are 
being implemented in middle school. One of the MGT recommendations calls for an 
accountability process through which program implementation is evaluated. 
 
Another key recommendation addresses the process used to develop supports to schools that fail 
to meet AYP.  Currently, additional supports are provided to schools that do not make AYP; 
however, MCPS will need to review and document the process in order to ensure consistent 
implementation of the support plans, as well as the effectiveness of the support. 
 
Focused Student Support 
 
Consistent with what we learned from our work with the 60 focus elementary schools, targeted 
academic interventions and extended-day and extended-year programs that are aligned with our 
curriculum have a significant impact on student achievement. MGT recommends the 
development of a comprehensive reading and mathematics intervention plan, and a program 
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evaluation.  Our current and future budget initiatives support the recommendation to provide 
supports and services to middle school students at risk of not meeting proficiency on the state 
assessments.  These supports include extended-day and extended-year reading and mathematics 
intervention programs, academic interventions during the school day, and the implementation of 
reading and mathematics assessments that provide diagnostic and benchmark data on students. 
These interventions are and continue to be part of an ongoing program evaluation by the 
Department of Shared Accountability.  Another student- focused support that is a part of the FY 
2006 Operating Budget is the development of diagnostic assessments that provide teachers with 
data on student progress to guide instruction.   
 
Focused Staff Support  
 
While MCPS has a leadership training program for school-based administrators, the audit found 
that there needs to be additional focused professional development for middle school 
administrators on the organization and structure of middle schools; the characteristics of the 
middle school student; middle school curriculum, instruction, and assessment; and analyzing and 
monitoring student data. 
 
Equally important is the recommendation that the middle school instructional staff receive 
mandatory curriculum, instruction, and assessment training to ensure fidelity of curriculum 
implementation.  
 
Further Examination of School Structure, Offerings, and Program Access 
 
The program review also recommends that MCPS conduct an analysis of the various middle 
school schedules, grouping practices, teacher- led support program models, elective and core 
course offerings, and course placement criteria in order to determine which ones enhance 
teaching and learning and positively influence the teaching and learning environment. 
 
Preliminary Response 
 
Based on the findings and recommendations presented by MGT, we have developed preliminary 
action steps (Attachment B) that respond to recommendations that align with the goals of the 
MCPS strategic plan, Our Call to Action: Pursuit of Excellence 2004–2008 and the following 
reform elements: 
   

• Standards-based Curriculum, Assessment, and Instruction  
• Monitoring and Accountability  
• Extended Learning Opportunities 
• Ongoing Professional Development 
• Collaboration and Engagement of Parent and Community Partners  
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There are two categories identified in the program review, Student-Focused School Structure and 
Organization and Technology that are not included under the reform elements but reflect 
important recommendations and, as such, are incorporated in the preliminary action steps.   
 
Next Steps  
 
In order to ensure that our middle school reform efforts are focused and collaborative, it is 
essential that our educational stakeholders have an opportunity to provide feedback to the 
program review and preliminary action steps. Focus group meetings will be organized to solicit 
this feedback. In addition, a multi-stakeholder advisory group will be convened to review the 
results of the program review and feedback from the focus groups and to participate in the 
development of a detailed action plan. 
 
In anticipation of the Middle School Program Review results, the 2006 Operating Budget 
contains the following initiatives focused on middle schools: 
 

• Expand the extended-day program to 19 days at all middle schools and increase student 
participation 

 
• Purchase textbooks for English 6, Science Grade 8, and Fundamental Life Skills for 

students with disabilities 
 

• Provide additional reading intervention programs including Read 180 and Corrective 
Reading 

 
• Expand the middle school assessment program to include Measure of Academic 

Progress–Reading and the Stanford Diagnostic Reading Test—Fourth Edition 
 

• Expand the Middle Years International Baccalaureate Program to additional middle 
schools 

 
• Implement the Grade 8 center program at Roberto Clemente Middle School 

 
• Reduce oversize middle school classes 

 
• Implement the long-range SAT success plan beginning in middle school 

 
• Roll out the Instructional Management System in middle school 

 
• Provide mandatory training for middle school reading teachers 
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• Expand the Collaborative Action Program to reduce the disproportionate representation 
of African American students in special education and provide more access for students 
with disabilities to the Least Restrictive Environment 

 
Another factor to be considered as we embark on our middle school improvements is the work 
currently under way in the Middle School Magnet Consortium, a program funded through a 
United States Department of Education Magnet Schools of America grant.  Each of the three 
consortium middle schools will offer an accelerated core curriculum that provides students with 
engaging learning opportunities to develop the knowledge and study habits that lead to success in 
high school and college. The accelerated core curriculum combines curriculum with instruction 
and assessment enhancements from The College Board.  In addition, students will have the 
opportunity to take more high school- level courses that allow them to earn up to eight high 
school credits by the end of Grade 8.  We anticipate that the consortium program will serve as a 
model for middle school reform countywide. 
 
The FY 2006 budget initiatives, in conjunction with current improvement strategies and a 
detailed action plan, will serve as the vehicle to move middle school education to the forefront of 
our reform agenda. 
 
Conclusion 
 
At the heart of our middle school reform is the profound desire to create a strong instructional 
program at each of our schools. By raising expectations for student achievement and providing 
all staff with the skills and knowledge needed to meet these expectations, we are connecting the 
middle school program with a comprehensive elementary program with a rigorous and relevant 
high school experience.  
 
We have the ability to make improvements.  With the effective and consistent implementation of 
curriculum and instruction, ongoing use of assessment data to monitor instruction, and focused 
professional development, we will transform our middle schools and create the alignment 
necessary to improve student achievement from elementary through high school. 
  
Present at the table for this evening’s discussion are Mr. Dale Fulton, associate superintendent, 
Office of Curriculum and Instructional Programs; Mr. Donald Kress, chief school performance 
officer, Office of School Performance; and Ms. Linda Ferrell, acting director, Middle School 
Instruction and Achievement. 
 
JDW:DEF:jsl 
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Attachment A

MIDDLE SCHOOL PROGRAM REVIEW
COMMENDATIONS

C-1 The MCPS Middle School Department is commended for creating and publishing a
comprehensive up-to-date MCPS middle school program document to ensure clear
communication of general information, program offerings, discipline procedures, and
other important middle school information.

C-2 MCPS curriculum is based on rigorous academic standards in alignment with the
Maryland Content Standards and the MSDE Voluntary State Curriculum as evidenced by
reviews from independent consultants.

C-3 MCPS is commended for establishing information literacy skills to ensure that school
media specialists and teachers coordinate curriculum and are in alignment with MCPS
curriculum standards.

C-4 MCPS is commended for creating and implementing a standards-based grading and
reporting system to ensure that student grades reflect achievement of what students are
expected to know and do, as defined by MCPS curriculum.

C-5 MCPS is commended for its high percentage of eighth grade students enrolled in Pre-
Algebra, Algebra, Algebra 1, or higher and for the high percentage of passing rate for
Honors Geometry and Algebra 1.

C-6 The MCPS middle schools making 10 percent or more increase on standardized tests are
commended for marked improvement.

C-7 Montgomery County Public Schools is commended for its exemplary acceleration
programs.

C-8 Montgomery County Public Schools is commended for initiating a requirement for
subject area certification for middle school teacher applicants in the 2004-05 school year.

C-9 The Board of Education, Superintendent, and central office of Montgomery County
Public Schools are demonstrating a continued commitment to ensuring that middle
school education provides for defined student needs.

C-10 The MCPS central office has demonstrated exceptional proactivity in successfully
developing and receiving grants to support and improve middle school programs.

C-11 Montgomery County Public Schools has developed and implemented an appropriate
system of school-level leadership and decision making.
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C-12 MCPS middle schools implement many quality programs to involve parents and the
community.

C-13 MCPS is commended for its excellence and innovation in providing a state-of-the-art
Web site for all education stakeholders.

C-14 The MCPS is commended for its exemplary middle schools’ Career and Technology
Education (CTE) Program.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Rigorous and Challenging Curriculum  

R-1 Revise the middle school mathematics course sequencing.

R-2 Create a systematic curriculum distribution schedule, published on-line, which provides
teachers adequate planning time and requires that all personnel adhere to the written
schedule.

R-3 Assign one member of each curriculum committee to record minutes and post the
minutes of meetings on the MCPS Curriculum Department Web site.

R-4 Ensure all MCPS middle schools adhere to the Baldrige Guided School Improvement
Process and apply the Baldrige guided criteria to all aspects of writing the school
improvement plan.

R-5 Assemble a systemwide team, including representatives from various central office
departments, to develop and systematically implement a written plan to offer/provide
assistance to the schools that did not meet adequate yearly progress.

R-6 Develop a systemwide process for monitoring instructional practices and procedures.

R-7 Conduct a comprehensive review of the elective offerings structure and constraining
factors to ensure that schools provide the broadest possible elective curriculum offerings
meeting student needs.

R-8 Ensure central office support and technical assistance for the middle schools that did not
meet adequate yearly progress.

R-9 Conduct an alignment of the middle school assessments to the Maryland State
Department of Education’s Voluntary State Curriculum (VSC).
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R-10 Develop a comprehensive reading and math intervention plan.

R-11 Develop a school accountability system to ensure all middle schools are consistently
implementing the MCPS Comprehensive School Counseling Program.

R-12 Implement schoolwide social, emotional, and behavioral programs at selected schools.

R-13 Continue with full implementation of the recommendations of the Special Education
Classical Program Review as applied to middle schools.

R-14 Implement the Collaborative Action Process (CAP) for prevention and intervention
procedures prior to student referral for evaluation or special education services.

R-15 Develop a plan for overseeing intervention and student support teams.

R-16 Develop and infuse multi-cultural components into the existing curriculum at all middle
school grade levels.

Effective Staff and Professional Development

R-17 Establish and implement exit interview requirements to be used with personnel granted
voluntary transfers.

R-18 Revise middle school instructional staffing formulas to include provision for
implementing interdisciplinary teams with common planning periods for all core
teachers.

R-19 Develop and implement a plan to reduce the number of middle school teacher absences
and reduce substitute teacher days.

R-20 Prepare a written plan to ensure that the MCPS Professional Growth System’s evaluation
recommendations are appropriately implemented to make certain that MCPS middle
school teachers are obtaining appropriate and adequate professional growth.

R-21 Develop a leadership training program with a focus on middle school organization and
management and the characteristics of the middle school student.

R-22 Develop a principal internship program designed to prepare professionals for those
positions that MCPS deems as requiring prior principal experience and repeal the Board
of Education policy requiring prior principal experience.
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Student-Focused School Structure and Organization

R-23 Expand the Middle School Review and Refocus Work Group by appointing a Review
Subcommittee to include a student, one additional parent, a teacher, and a representative
of the university community, along with central office representation.

R-24 Implement measures designed to stabilize district-level administrative positions.

R-25 Review, develop, and adopt BOE policies to provide support to middle school
instructional initiatives.

R-26 Amend the Middle School Comprehensive Action Plan that is embedded in MCPS’ plan,
incorporating the approved recommendations of the Middle School Review and Refocus
Work Group.

R-27 Develop and examine options for preparing personnel for middle and high school
principal positions.

R-28 Conduct an analysis of block versus seven-period scheduling configurations based on
student outcomes, parent satisfaction, teacher effectiveness, and other factors.

R-29 Examine the value of developing and implementing a systemwide core or
interdisciplinary teacher-led small group developmental program for middle school
students.

R-30 Establish criteria that must be used to determine student placement in gifted talented
courses and other courses requiring specific criteria throughout Montgomery County
Public Schools.

Collaboration and Community Partnerships

R-31 Incorporate parent and community involvement initiatives into the school improvement
planning process.

Technology

R-32 Develop and implement an assessment of the level of technology integration in student
instruction.
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Attachment B

Middle School Program Review
Preliminary Action Steps

Standards-based Curriculum, Assessment, and Instruction

• Develop a process to guarantee the consistent implementation of the revised standards-
based curriculum and assessments at all grade levels in each middle school across the
county.

• Implement diagnostic assessments and other benchmarking instruments to monitor and
document student performance in reading and mathematics.

• Expand reading and mathematics intervention programs. 
• Expand the Collaborative Action Program to identify prevention and intervention

strategies in order to improve issues negatively impacting student learning.
• Expand middle school elective and core offerings to provide students with access to and

opportunities for rigorous instruction.
• Collaborate with the Department of Special Education staff to assess the staffing and

accommodate the instructional needs required to serve students with special needs in the
general education setting.

• Review and analyze the current gifted and talented grouping practices and placement
criteria in all middle schools.

Monitoring and Accountability

• Establish a systemwide process for monitoring the implementation of the curriculum and
instructional practices.

• Determine the summative and diagnostic metrics to be used at each middle school grade
level to guide instruction and measure student progress.

• Identify and set targets to monitor and analyze middle school student performance.
• Rollout the Instructional Management System to middle schools to support teaching and

learning. 
• Ensure the consistent use of the Baldrige-Guided School Improvement Planning Process

by middle schools to develop school improvement plans that set data-driven goals and
objectives for improved performance for all students. 

• Outline and document the process used to provide technical assistance to middle schools
that did not meet adequate yearly progress.

Extended Learning Opportunities

• Continue and refine middle school extended day program that assist students to achieve
challenging reading, writing, and mathematics standards.

• Continue and refine the middle school extended year program to provide support to
students in need of additional instruction in reading, English, and mathematics. 
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• Increase middle school student participation in The George B. Thomas, Sr. Learning
Academy.

Ongoing Professional Development

• Develop, implement, and monitor a comprehensive professional development plan for
middle school instructional staff, which would include mandatory core content
curriculum training.

• Analyze middle school schedules to determine how common planning time is scheduled.
• Align professional development opportunities with the rollout of the revised curriculum.
• Collaborate with the Diversity Training and Development Team to develop training for

middle schools to build the capacity of staff to meet the challenges and realize the
benefits of serving a diverse community.  

• Ensure that the curriculum and instructional program reflect the diversity of the student
population in the Montgomery County Public Schools, and that instructional staff have
the cultural competencies to recognize and celebrate the diversity of all students.

• Review the current secondary principal training program as it relates to middle school
instructional leadership and the unique learning needs of the middle school students.

Collaboration and Engagement of Parent and Community Partners

• Organize and schedule opportunities for stakeholders to respond to the middle school
program review.

• Establish a middle school program review advisory group to develop an action plan to
address the findings and recommendations of the program review.

•  Improve and increase the involvement of parents in the school improvement process.

Student-Focused School Structure and Organization

• Review and analyze middle school scheduling to determine the benefits and challenges as
they relate to student outcomes, parent satisfaction, teacher effectiveness, and other
factors.

• Identify and analyze the various teacher-led small group programs to determine the
benefit on student learning and/or motivation to learn.

• Review the criteria and grouping practices used to place students in gifted and talented
courses to determine the variance across the school system.

Technology

• Assess the level of technology integration in student instruction to ensure student
competency in technology by the end of Grade 8 as mandated by the No Child Left
Behind Act.
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MCPS has a solid written curriculum as evidenced by many independent reviewers; 
however, it should be consistently implemented and monitored in each of the 36 middle 
schools.   

Several comments received on MGT’s survey support that curriculum is not being 
consistently implemented and may not be as rigorous at all schools throughout the 
school system.  Comments from various stakeholders included: 

Many faculty members have too low expectations for students.  

A major issue is low standards.  When my son was in elementary 
school, the standards were so high.  When he got to middle school, 
much less was expected of him.  My fifth grader has more projects to 
complete and more homework than my eighth grader.  Also, in 
elementary school, they are strict when it comes to grammar, spelling, 
and content writing.  In middle school, they accept very poor work and 
give students a B on it.  My daughter will breeze through sixth grade 
next year because of the high standards at the elementary school and 
the low standards at the middle school.  I am concerned that my son 
who is in middle school is not prepared for high school. 

One should not have to live in the western portion of the county in order 
to get the best middle school education.  Practices should be the same 
at all schools. 

There is disparity between the eastern and western schools of the 
county.  There are a couple of magnet schools for gifted middle school 
students, but only a few (100) are accepted.  While the schools in the 
western part of the county can still offer a good education to children 
who do not enter a magnet program, the children at middle schools in 
the eastern part of the county (White Oak, E. Brooke Lee) do not have 
this available.  This means there are many very bright and capable 
students who are languishing in a substandard course of study. 

At our school, the humanities courses and science are almost 
ridiculously easy for many students.  Even the so-called GT classes are 
not much of a challenge.  My daughter is bright and is wasting her time 
in those classes. Many have pulled their children out of the public 
system for this reason.  It is infuriating to see how much better the 
middle school education is on the western side of the county.  However, 
there is no option for students to transfer.  Therefore, our children are 
underserved and basically deprived of the education that their more 
wealthy western county peers enjoy. 

There is a lack of good, content- rich curriculum.  No depth, no 
consistency or focus.  No grammar instruction, no vocabulary 
instruction, and little instruction on writing skills.  
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There is a lack of rigor in the academic curriculum in middle school.  
There is a noticeable drop in expectations from elementary school to 
middle school.  My child’s three years in middle school have been 
characterized by reduced expectations, an absence of academic 
challenge, and an inability of the school to meet her academic needs.  
Much of the same content is retaught each year; this disengages the 
students’ thirst for knowledge.  

Decide whether or not middle schools are for academic advancement or 
a holding tank while kids pass through puberty. 

The majority of the survey  comments were centered on lower expectations and lack of 
consistency in implementing the quality curriculum.  However, there were some positive 
comments as well, including: 

Differentiation at my child’s school is terrific.  Kids are truly placed in 
classes appropriate to their level.  There is a wide variety of program 
choices and the teams of teachers are terrific and truly put the needs of 
the students first.  

RECOMMENDATION 

Recommendation R-6: 

Develop a systemwide process for monitoring instructional practices and 
procedures. 

The school system has a research-based walk through policy and procedures handbook, 
but according to interviews, not all principals, Community Superintendents, and Directors 
of School Performance are following the appropriate procedures.  These walk throughs 
should be consistently implemented in all 36 schools, giving principals and staff 
feedback on what is working well in the school and what needs to be improved.   

Exhibit 2-9 shows the effective instructional practices supported by the Maryland 
Learning Outcomes.  Lesson plans, instruction, and walk throughs should address these 
practices and must be monitored for systemwide implementation and accountability.  

The systemwide accountability system should provide the means to ensure that the 
teachers of the school system have uniform standards guiding lesson preparations. 
These lesson plans should also facilitate ensuring that substitute teachers can carry out 
the appropriate instruction in the absence of the regularly assigned personnel. Lesson 
plan forms (templates) should be developed and should be offered to teachers 
electronically. 

Creating accountability measures to govern student homework should ensure that 
students are assigned appropriate quantities of work and at the same time safeguard 
them against excessive amounts. The policy should take into consideration the age and 
grade level of students. Implementing this recommended policy should provide a 
reasonable response to those parents and students voicing concerns regarding 
homework. 
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EXHIBIT 2-9 
EFFECTIVE INSTRUCTIONAL PRACTICES SUPPORTED BY THE 

MARYLAND LEARNING OUTCOMES 
 

 
Instructional decisions based on data. One middle school improvement team member calls 
data-based decisions “a major impact on our school.” 
 
 
Flexible schedules that support instructional programs. A school adjusts schedules to give 
classes adequate time in the school’s instructional lab. 
 
 
All teachers focused on key learning outcomes. “All the teachers realize it is their job to 
teach reading and writing,” a school improvement team member says. 
 
 
Interdisciplinary teaching. There is a significant collaboration among teachers, and time is 
allotted for team planning. 
 
 
Emphasis on higher order skills. Across grades, teachers teach thinking skills and the 
application of skills. 
 
 
All teachers exposed to performance assessments. Teachers at all grade levels become 
familiar with performance assessments; many compose assessment activities.  
 
 
Student-centered instruction. Teachers employ a balance of teacher instruction and student-
centered learning activities. 
 
 
Hands-on learning. Many classroom activities involve hands-on learning.  
 
 
Alternative strategies. Teachers use alternative, multisensory teaching strategies.  
 
 
Cooperative learning. Teachers make use of group learning activities that mirror MSPAP tasks. 
 
 
Integrated instruction. Teachers integrate content areas. 
 
 
MSPAP Classrooms (Now called MSP). Writing rubrics and icons, reading scores, learning 
outcomes and lesson objectives, and other elements of effective teaching are posted in the 
classrooms. 
 
 Source: MSDE Web site, Instruction: High Expectations, Assessment, and Achievement Article, 2004. 
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Exhibit 2-10 shows a sample policy used by other school systems for assigning student 
homework, and Exhibit 2-11 shows a sample policy related to teacher lesson plans. 

EXHIBIT 2-10 
SAMPLE ADMINISTRATIVE PROCEDURES 
RELATED TO HOMEWORK ASSIGNMENTS 

 
 
 
 
Homework is to be a regular part of the instructional process.  Teachers, under the direction of 
the principal, are responsible for assigning homework commensurate with course content as well 
as the maturity level and needs of individual students.  The following guidelines shall be used for 
making homework assignments in keeping with the district’s instructional goals: 
 
(1) Meet the needs of the individual student; 
 
 
 
(2) Be thoroughly explained to the student; 
 
 
 
(3) Result in learning and not be busywork or repetition of what the student already knows; 

 
 
 
(4) Be assigned with sufficient time for a student to obtain any resource that is needed or 

required; 
 
 
 
(5) Not be assigned as a disciplinary measure; 
 

 

 

(6) Be reasonable in length of time for completion of the assignment; and 

 
 
 
(7) Homework will not be assigned on the day of a religious holiday. 

 
 
 
 
Source: Center for Management Services, Inc., 2000. 

HOMEWORK ASSIGNMENTS 
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EXHIBIT 2-11 
SAMPLE ADMINISTRATIVE PROCEDURES 

RELATED TO LESSON PLANS 
 
 
 
 
 
The following procedures shall be followed related to teacher lesson plan: 
 
(1) Lesson plans serve two main purposes: 
 

a. Lesson plans guide instruction and reflect planning for instruction 
b. Lesson plans reflect professional decisions made by a teacher or group of 

teachers in translating state, District, and campus curriculum into an outline for 
instruction. 

 
 
(2) Lesson plans are required and should be readily available. 
 
 
(3) Lesson plans shall include the following components and each component should 

reflect the students’ abilities, needs and other unique learning characteristics 
(Examples may be obtained from principals for reference): 

 
a. Objectives; 
b. Learning activities; 
c. Resources; 
d. Assessment methods/strategies. 

 
 
(4) There is no required format for lesson plans. 
 
 
(5) In order to minimize paperwork, the four lesson plan components may be 

addressed in lesson plans with references to specific documents, resources and 
page numbers where those are appropriate. 

 
 
(6) Plans for instruction shall be available for a substitute in a form that is readily 

usable by a substitute. 
 
 
(7) The principal may periodically collect and review lesson plans.  This process is not 

to interfere with instruction and the lesson plan needed for the day is to be 
returned by the start of the school day. 

 
Source: San Antonio Independent School District, Procedures Manual, 1999. 
 

TEACHER LESSON PLAN ADMINISTRATIVE PROCEDURES 
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2.1.1 Appropriate Middle School Elective Offerings and Degree of Congruence 
with Core Offerings 

This section reviews the appropriateness of middle school elective offerings and the 
degree of congruency with core offerings. The section includes a review of elective 
courses offered, criteria for offering the various elective courses, meeting students’ 
needs in elective courses,  and a summary of the system’s most successful elective 
programs.   

The Maryland Middle Grades Mission reflects the national vision of the National Forum 
to Accelerate Middle Grades Reform: 

 Middle schools must challenge students to meet high rigorous 
academic standards: curriculum should emphasize deep 
understandings of important concepts, develop essential skills, and 
provide students opportunities to apply their knowledge to real-world 
problems and make interdisciplinary connections. 

 Middle schools must be sensitive to the unique developmental 
changes of middle grades students, creating personalized 
environments that support each student’s development⎯ 
environments in which all students voice their feelings, make 
choices, plan their futures, and explore a rich variety of topics and 
interests that will help them develop their identities and discover their 
abilities. 

 Middle grade schools must be socially equitable, democratic and 
fair: 

− providing every student access to high-quality teachers, 
resources, learning opportunities, and supports; 

− recognizing the value of the school and nation’s cultural diversity; 
and  

− forging connections and partnerships with all families⎯ 
encouraging them to actively participate in school activities and 
decision-making.  

Middle Grades Matter:  Meeting the Challenge for Systemic Reform is a report of 
recommendations for Maryland Middle Grades Education and was prepared by The 
Middle Learning Years Work Group, Maryland State Department of Education in 1999.  
The Middle Learning Years Work Group recommended: 

Increase academic expectations and course rigor, emphasizing the 
application of content knowledge to real-world problems.  

Middle Grades Matter:  Meeting the Challenge for Systemic Reform specifically 
recognizes the importance of the arts, health and fitness, physical education, technology 
education, and family and consumer sciences.  Each of these subject areas is included 
in the middle school elective offerings throughout Montgomery County Public Schools.   
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Montgomery County Public Schools also offers a wide variety of foreign language 
courses to its middle school students. 

Based on the Work Group recommendations, the arts are critical to the total 
development of the middle school student.  Involvement in dance, music, theatre, and 
visual arts expands the student’s creativity, intellectual achievement, social 
development, and aesthetic awareness.  Today’s research and educational methodology 
indicate that the arts in middle school education provide a primary foundation for 
creative, historical cultural, and aesthetic development, impacting in significant ways on 
academic and career success.  The Effects of Arts Education on Intellectual and Social 
Development, by James Hanshumacher, documents that arts education facilitates 
language development, enhances creativity, boosts reading readiness, helps social 
development, assists general intellectual achievement, and fosters positive attitudes 
toward school.    

Middle Grades Matter:  Meeting the Challenge for Systemic Reform further documents 
that health education exists to develop health-literate students; students who have the 
capacity to obtain, interpret, and understand basic health information and services, and 
who have the competence to apply this information to real-life situations.  Good health 
education emphasizes practice in obtaining, analyzing, and interpreting information; 
communication; goal-setting and decision-making; and analyzing the influences of 
culture, media, and technology.     

The report further states that physical education helps provide students with skills, 
knowledge, confidence, and desire to engage in healthy, active lifestyles.   Physical 
education teaches a problem-centered investigation in which each student serves as 
his/her own subject.  Key elements of middle school physical education include self-
management skills such as goal-setting, record-keeping, identifying and overcoming 
barriers, and decision making.  Research indicates that physical activity during youth 
reduces an individual’s lifetime mortality risk of cardiovascular disease, diabetes, and 
osteoporosis.  

The report asserts that new brain research also supports the need for daily physical 
education at the middle school level because: 

 physical activity increases the blood, oxygen, and nutrient supply to 
the brain, thereby accelerating brain activity; 

 physical activity changes brain chemistry by releasing 
neurotransmitters that increase the development of synaptic 
connections and improve mood and attention; 

 novel, personally challenging physical activities increase the number 
of synaptic connections in the brain and actually alter the structure of 
the brain, making it a better learning organ; and 

 physical activity develops the cerebellum, a part of the brain only 
recently shown to have a significant role in cognition. 
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Technology education results in the application of mathematics and science concepts in 
technology systems.  Students discover, create, solve problems and construct meaning 
by using a variety of tools, machines, materials, processes, and computer systems.   
Family and Consumer Sciences prepares students to be viable members of a family,  
community, and society.  Because of the changes that occur emotionally, physically, and 
intellectually in the middle grades, information and learning experiences provided in 
Family and Consumer Sciences is essential to middle grade students. 

FINDING 10: 

Montgomery County Public Schools offers a wide array of elective courses to its middle 
school students.  In the sixth grade, students are scheduled for one elective that could 
be an arts-based rotation, music, chorus, or special education resource.  In the seventh 
grade, students are scheduled for two electives that could be an academic support  or 
foreign language class, functional reading, special education resource, or an arts-based 
rotation.  In the eighth grade, students are also scheduled for two electives that could be 
academic support or foreign language, or special education resource.  Eighth grade 
electives can be a full year or a semester in length.    

Based on a review of school schedules, on-site school visits, focus group meetings, and 
interviews with staff, MGT found that school master schedules reflect approved elective 
curriculum offerings.  Several schools indicated that they offer courses that are not on 
the master schedule in addition to the approved ones on the master schedule.  An 
example of a course not listed on the master schedule is conflict resolution.  There is no 
structured, systemwide process for determining elective offerings throughout 
Montgomery County Public Schools.  Decisions regarding elective offerings are school-
based.    

A school’s ability to offer a broad selection of electives is determined by several factors, 
including size of school enrollment, availability of qualified teachers, and physical space 
requirements.  Additional criteria for offering the various elective courses at each middle 
school are based on several factors, including: 

 student interest; 
 student needs; 
 availability of staff; 
 staff certification; 
 parent input; and  
 available resources.   

Typically, schools cited student and parental interest and identified student needs as the 
primary factors in determining elective programs.  In one instance, students were 
assigned randomly in art and music classes.  At one middle school, the International 
Baccalaureate Middle Years Program requirements created the need for an array of 
liberal arts offerings that were not typical to other schools in MCPS.   Elective offerings 
vary considerably from school to school and are based on the above mentioned 
selection criteria.  Constraining factors that interfere with elective offerings are primarily 
the availability of qualified staff and available resources.   Montgomery County Public 
Schools has not conducted a review of constraining factors that interfere with elective 
offerings throughout the school system.     
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Parent focus groups provided mixed reports of support for the elective opportunities.  
Some parents believed that the elective opportunities are too limited, particularly in those 
schools that primarily offer music and art.   

Principals and teachers interviewed cited a number of ways in which student needs were 
met in elective courses, including: 

 meeting social as well as academic needs; 
 providing opportunities for remediation in reading and mathematics; 
 offering opportunities to take foreign languages; 
 extending music and arts experiences; and 
 expanding Web design, TV studio, and technology education. 

Some schools reported that the quality of instruction in the arts electives has greatly 
improved over the last several years by improving the quality of teachers.  Principals and 
teachers reported that students seem to enjoy the classes and they are creating high 
quality work in art, family and consumer science, and computer application classes.  
Some schools reported that leadership teams and administration would like to expand 
elective offerings to include additional science offerings, journalism, creative writing, and 
Chinese.  Other schools reported discontinuing some elective courses due to the lack of 
qualified instructors.   

Successful elective programs are shown in Exhibit 2-12.  As can be seen, schools 
reported a wide range of successful elective programs and the measures of success.   

Montgomery County Public Schools offers a wide array of elective courses to middle 
school students.  Elective offerings are based on school-level criteria.  While schools are 
providing elective courses that are within the master schedule, there are other elective 
courses that are offered, but are not included within the master schedule.  Schools are 
often limited to the type and number of elective courses that can be offered due to lack 
of qualified teachers or resources.  Systemwide, there is no consistent structure for 
determining elective offerings or analysis of constraining factors to ensure that schools 
provide the broadest curriculum offerings.   

RECOMMENDATION 

Recommendation R-7: 

Conduct a comprehensive review of the elective offerings structure and 
constraining factors to ensure that schools provide the broadest possible elective 
curriculum offerings meeting student needs.   

Montgomery County Public Schools should conduct a comprehensive review of the 
elective offerings structure to ensure that schools provide the broadest possible elective 
curriculum offerings meeting student needs.  Currently, elective offerings are determined 
at the school level and are based on the school’s selection criteria.  There is no 
consistency throughout the school system regarding the elective offerings.  In addition, 
Montgomery County Public Schools should conduct a comprehensive review of 
constraining factors that interfere with offering a broad elective curriculum to all students  
throughout the system.  
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EXHIBIT 2-12 
MONTGOMERY COUNTY PUBLIC SCHOOLS 

SUCCESSFUL ELECTIVE PROGRAMS AND MEASURES OF SUCCESS 
 

ELECTIVE PROGRAM MEASURES OF SUCCESS 
Foreign Language Program Student grades in course and on county 

exams, high numbers of students enrolled  

Civil Rights Course, TV Studio, and 
Computer Art in Grade Eight 

Number of students selecting the course 

Technology Consistently high student enrollment, 
awards won by teachers, impressive 
showings in Technology Challenge, 
participation in county media festivals and 
robotics competitions 

Instrumental music Consistently high student enrollment (25 
percent of student body), numerous 
awards won by students and teachers, 
exemplary marks at county and state 
music festivals, master teachers; band and 
orchestra top honors in Montgomery 
County and Maryland State Band and 
Orchestra Festival for last three years  

Drama productions Community monetary support and host of 
volunteers providing time and talents, two 
annual drama productions-case of over 75 
in each one; outstanding performance in 
local and state arenas 

Photography Filled to capacity each year 

Choral Music High ratings at county and state 
competitions, increasing numbers of 
students enrollment 

Art Program Students taking advanced art classes in 
high school and some selected for Visual 
Arts at Einstein High School, student 
engagement, performance grades, and 
conduct as measured by survey results, 
enrollment requests, filled to capacity each 
year  

Bay/Environmental Student engagement, performance grades, 
and conduct as measured by survey 
results and enrollment requests 

Family and Consumer Sciences Student engagement, performance grades, 
and conduct as measured by survey 
results and enrollment requests   

Source:  Montgomery County Public Schools, 2004. 
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2.1.2 Local and State Assessments 

Turning Points 2000 states,  

Assessment should be designed to provide ongoing, useful feedback, to 
both students and teachers, on what students have learned. This 
feedback should be used to improve teaching and learning 
progressively, not just to audit student performance.  The NMSA position 
statement echoes this belief by stating, “Continuous, authentic, and 
appropriate assessment and evaluation measures provide evidence 
about every student’s learning progress.  Grades alone are inadequate 
expressions for assessing and reporting student progress on the many 
goals of middle level education. 

Best practices research shows the following: 

 Assessment should lead to high expectations, foster high-quality 
instruction, and support higher levels of learning for every student 
(National Forum to Accelerate Middle-Grades Reform, 2002). 

 Research indicates it is important to include a variety of 
assessments that go beyond traditional paper and pencil tests but do 
not necessarily exclude traditional forms of assessment (Leon & 
Elias, 1998). 

The range of assessment methods includes: 

 Informal checks for understanding – activities such as oral 
questions, observations, and classroom discussions that occur every 
day (Wiggins & McTighe, 1998).  Both students’ responses to 
questions and students’ questions of teachers serve as gauges for 
learning progress; this is a particularly useful form of assessment for 
English language learners. 

 Traditional quizzes and tests – typically follow the format of multiple 
choice, fill in the blank, true/false, short response, and/or essay 
questions (Wiggins & McTighe, 1998).  These provide a snapshot of 
students’ grasp of content. 

 Interviews, questionnaires, and conferences – gather evidence from 
students by asking for it.  The value of these assessments is they 
allow for one-on-one interaction, and immediate feedback.  
Regularly scheduled conferences aid students in developing their 
ability to self-assess (Kinney, Munroe, & Sessions, 2000; Stowell & 
McDaniel, 1997; Shepard, 2000; The President and Fellows of 
Harvard College, 2000). 

 Performance tasks and projects – examples of authentic and/or 
alternative assessment.  Authentic assessment allows students to 
provide evidence of their learning in contexts and on tasks that draw 
on real life and real situations (Baron, Johnson, & Acor, 1998; 
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Lockledge & Hayn, 2000; Thompson, 2002; Wiggins & McTighe, 
1998; Stowell & McDaniel, 1997).  Performance tasks “require 
students to actively accomplish complex and significant tasks, while 
using prior knowledge, recent learning, and relevant skills to solve 
realistic problems” (Stowell & McDaniel, 1997).    

 Formative assessment makes a significant difference in student 
achievement, particularly for low-achieving students (Black & 
Williams, 1998).  Frequent short tests as opposed to infrequent 
longer tests is a good strategy for checking certain levels of 
feedback, but immediate feedback in relation to mistakes must be 
included.   

 Formative assessment is most effective when students are actively 
engaged, teachers systematically use the results to make 
adjustments in their teaching, students understand the main purpose 
for their learning, and teachers provide feedback that tells students 
how they can improve without making comparisons between 
students. 

 Turning Points 2000 recommends the use of standards and 
information gleaned from ongoing assessments in a “backward 
design” of instruction.  Analysis of student achievement data 
provides the information needed to diagnose learning needs and 
degrees of mastery that influence who to focus on and what to 
emphasize in instruction. 

FINDING 11: 

The 2003-04 school year is the first phase of a five-year plan for implementing a new 
standards-based grading and reporting policy for MCPS. The new grading and reporting 
practices are designed to be fair and meaningful and support rigorous performance and 
achievement in alignment with the MCPS curriculum standards. 

The Board of Education approved the revised policy IKA, Grading and Reporting, on 
March 23, 2004, to ensure consistency in grades throughout the school system and 
alignment with MCPS and state curriculum and assessment. The policy is one of the 
most comprehensive grading policies MGT has seen while conducting studies 
throughout the nation.  MCPS’  new grading policy establishes a strong link for 
assessing students based on the curriculum standards set forth for each grade level.  In 
a standards-based grading and reporting system, grades reflect achievement of what 
students are expected to know and do, as defined by MCPS curriculum. 

When the new standards-based grading and reporting system is implemented, year-by-
year, beginning with Grades 1 and 2 in 2005-2006, teachers will be provided with the 
tools needed to assign standards-based grades:  

 procedures for collecting, analyzing, and evaluating evidence of 
student learning; 
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 monitoring tools for recording student performance; and 

 proficiency targets.  

For the 2003-04 school year, learning skills (effort and behavior in Grades 1-5 and effort 
and task completion in Grades 6-8) will be reported separately from academic grades. 
Teachers will use rubrics to guide conversations with students, observe patterns and 
trends in students' learning skills, and report students' learning skills.  

In Grades 1-8, teachers can use homework in two different ways. Homework that is for 
practice will be reported as a learning skill, separate from the grade. Homework may 
also be included as a grade after a concept is taught and students are given time to 
practice and receive feedback.  

Whatever grading scale teachers are using, increments must be equal throughout the 
scale. For example, the increments on the four-point letter scale and number scale are 
equal throughout. Each grading symbol is one point apart from those on either side. In a 
percentage system, the revised grading and reporting policy uses 90-100 (A), 80-89 (B), 
70-79 (C), 60-69 (D) and 50-59 (E), because a wider increment for an E would skew a 
student's grade heavily toward failure.  

Plans for communicating the new grading policy with parents include a parent brochure, 
parent video, quad cluster meetings, and a grading and reporting hotline. In addition, a 
live call-in program, "Viewpoint," will air this fall on MCPS Cable Channel 34.  

COMMENDATION C-4: 

MCPS is commended for creating and implementing a standards-based grading 
and reporting system to ensure that student grades reflect achievement of what 
students are expected to know and do, as defined by MCPS curriculum. 

FINDING 12: 

Exhibit 2-13 shows the percentage of eighth grade students enrolled in pre-algebra or 
higher for 1999-2000 and 2002-03 for the nation, the SREB states, and Montgomery 
County Public Schools.  As shown: 

 In 2002-03, MCPS had 97 percent of the district’s eighth grade 
students enrolled in pre-algebra compared with 83 percent in 
Maryland,  and 62 percent nationwide.   

 In 2002-03, MCPS had 51 percent of the district’s eighth grade 
students enrolled in Algebra I when compared with 44 percent in 
Maryland, and 33 percent nationwide. 

Thirty-five (35) percent of eighth grade students in median SREB states enrolled in 
general mathematics courses in 2003.  These students were not on track to be ready for 
high school. 
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EXHIBIT 2-13 
PERCENTAGE OF EIGHTH GRADE STUDENTS  ENROLLED 

IN PRE-ALGEBRA, ALGEBRA, ALGEBRA I OR HIGHER FOR THE NATION, 
SREB STATES, AND MONTGOMERY COUNTY PUBLIC SCHOOLS 

1999-2000 and 2002-03 SCHOOL YEARS 
 

STATE 

PERCENT 
ENROLLED: 

PRE-ALGEBRA OR 
HIGHER 

PERCENT 
ENROLLED:  

ALGEBRA I OR 
HIGHER 

 1999-2000 2002-03 1999-2000 2002-03 

Nation 58 62 28 33 

SREB 62 65 25 29 

Alabama 53 57 16 19 

Arkansas 64 62 19 21 

Delaware __ 55 __ 28 

Florida __ 58 __ 33 

Georgia 78 79 29 31 

Kentucky 59 60 25 25 

Louisiana 53 50 13 15 

Maryland 75 83 40 44 

Montgomery County Public Schools - 97 - 51 

Mississippi 57 56 18 16 

North Carolina 59 61 26 34 

Oklahoma 70 79 21 28 

South Carolina 71 70 29 27 

Tennessee 51 54 20 22 

Texas 62 61 29 28 

Virginia 74 71 37 34 

West Virginia 60 60 28 30 
Source:  National Assessment of Educational Progress and National Center for Education Statistics. 
Notes: The dash indicates percentages not available, achievement levels not yet defined, or results not 
comparable. 
Shaded state percentages designate percentage equal to or above the national percentage. 
Higher percentage of eighth-grade students in SREB states enrolled in pre-algebra or higher than in the 
nation in 2000 and 2003. 
Lower percentage of eighth-grade students in SREB states enrolled in Algebra I or higher than in the nation 
in 2000 and 2003. 
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Exhibits 2-14 and 2-15 show that: 

 98 percent of the MCPS middle school students who took and 
passed the Honors Geometry Exam surpassing the high school 
percentage by 9 percent; and  

 92 percent of the MCPS middle school students who took and 
passed the Algebra I final exam compared with only 50 percent of 
the MCPS high school students.   

EXHIBIT 2-14 
2004 SEMESTER 1 

FINAL EXAMINATION PASSING RATES, 
HONORS GEOMETRY 

MONTGOMERY COUNTY PUBLIC SCHOOLS 
 

 
     Source:  MCPS, Office of Shared Accountability, 2004. 
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EXHIBIT 2-15 
2004 SEMESTER 1 

FINAL EXAMINATION PASSING RATES, 
ALGEBRA I 

MONTGOMERY COUNTY PUBLIC SCHOOLS 
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   Source:  MCPS, Office of Shared Accountability, 2004. 
 
 
COMMENDATION C-5: 

MCPS is commended for its high percentage of eighth grade students enrolled in 
Pre-Algebra, Algebra, Algebra I, or higher and for the high percentage of passing 
rate for Honors Geometry and Algebra I. 

FINDING 13: 

Using state and local sources, MGT provided MCPS with an analysis of the percentage 
of MCPS sixth grade students who scored at or above the 60th NP on the CAT Reading 
and CAT Mathematics test in 2003 for each MCPS middle school.  This analysis is 
provided in a separate document  from this report.   The analysis showed that several of 
the MCPS made at least a 10 percent or more increase over the past two school years 
while some MCPS made little or no gains.    

While MCPS has many central office initiatives to assist those schools not making 
adequate yearly progress or significant gains on standardized tests, a more coordinated 
effort is needed to ensure all central office departments have a well-coordinated, 
detailed plan for providing the schools technical assistance. 

Exhibit 2-16 shows the percentage of eighth grade students who scored above the basic 
level on the MSA tests in 2003 and 2004.   
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EXHIBIT 2-16 

MSA AND ALGEBRA ENROLLMENT 
 

MSA Math 
2003     

Grade 8

MSA Math 
2004 Grade 

8 

MSA Math 
Change 

2003-2004

MSA Read 
2003      

Grade 8

MSA Read 
2004 Grade 

8

MSA Read 
Change 

2003-2004

Algebra or 
Higher 

2001-02 

Algebra or 
Higher 

2002-03 

Change in 
Grade 8 
Algebra 

Enrollment 
2003-2002 

Algebra 
HSA 2003

Algebra 
HSA 2004

Algebra 
HSA 

Change 
2004-2003

Pyle   88.8 85.1 -3.7 92.2 91.3 -0.9 60.0 56.2 -3.8 99.5 100.0 0.5
Hoover   89.6 90.7 1.1 89.8 93.7 3.9 68.8 71.4 2.6 99.7 99.6 -0.1
Frost   86.6 82.2 -4.4 90.5 91.1 0.6 67.7 74.4 6.7 98.8 99.7 -0.1
Poole   67.3 78.8 11.5 85.1 85.6 0.5 52.6 54.2 1.6 100.0 98.0 -2.0
N. Bethesda   73.6 80.8 7.2 90.6 90.1 -0.5 64.0 59.4 -4.6 95.9 100.0 4.1
Rosa Parks 68.4 71.3 2.9 81.6 83.2 1.6 59.2 52.7 -6.5 98.8 99.4 0.6
Cabin John   84.8 88.7 3.9 89.5 92.2 2.7 65.8 62.5 -3.3 100.0 97.9 -2.1
Tilden   80.5 77.6 -2.9 77.0 84.2 7.2 56.8 64.0 7.2 99.4 100.0 0.6
Baker   60.2 60.6 0.4 78.1 81.5 3.4 45.6 56.0 10.4 100.0 100.0 0.0
Rocky Hill   57.1 56.8 -0.3 82.3 78.4 -3.9 46.1 47.3 1.2 100.0 98.4 -1.6
Farquhar   68.6 69.0 0.4 79.9 79.2 -0.7 33.5 41.3 7.8 100.0 99.3 -0.4
Ridgeview   65.2 66.3 1.1 74.2 78.3 4.1 42.9 56.0 13.1 98.1 97.5 -0.6
Westland   69.0 72.4 3.4 79.4 84.5 5.1 59.1 65.5 6.4 97.1 94.1 -3.0
Kingsview   58.6 58.3 -0.3 72.2 76.5 4.3 45.3 49.8 4.5 97.0 98.5 1.5
Briggs Chaney  57.4 58.2 0.8 70.3 70.1 -0.2 35.6 41.9 6.3 97.5 98.6 1.1
Redland   59.4 60.2 0.8 80.6 73.3 -7.3 62.5 61.7 -0.8 96.6 94.3 -2.3
Takoma Park   64.5 71.1 6.6 71.8 75.2 3.4 57.3 68.5 11.2 98.3 99.5 1.2
Wood   50.2 54.3 4.1 64.2 73.1 8.9 52.8 46.5 -6.3 98.3 94.3 -4.0
King   49.8 56.2 6.4 77.4 70.2 -7.2 42.7 49.8 7.1 95.5 97.4 1.9
Gaithersburg   58.1 51.7 -6.4 71.6 66.4 -5.2 50.9 58.9 8.0 94.7 92.7 -2.0
Shady Grove   47.1 55.5 8.4 63.9 73.9 10.0 44.0 48.4 4.4 91.1 98.8 7.7
Clemente   35.7 31.3 -4.4 58.4 62.7 4.3 35.8 35.5 -0.3 82.0 88.9 6.9
West   65.1 59.0 -6.1 74.7 73.5 -1.2 45.2 55.4 10.2 99.2 97.1 -2.1
Banneker   47.0 47.1 0.1 63.7 67.5 3.8 47.8 47.3 -0.5 92.6 92.7 0.1
Neelsville   49.1 44.4 -4.7 57.5 64.8 7.3 37.1 35.2 -1.9 92.9 97.4 4.5
Mont. Village   28.9 32.7 3.8 62.3 52.4 -9.9 36.0 39.8 3.8 73.1 90.4 17.3
White Oak   47.7 45.2 -2.5 60.0 60.6 0.6 53.9 54.8 0.9 89.8 94.4 4.6
Forest Oak   46.2 61.8 15.6 64.8 68.8 4.0 39.1 40.0 0.9 93.5 98.3 4.8
SSI* 37.1 33.8 -3.3 58.2 61.5 3.3 45.8 41.1 -4.7 81.4 90.3 8.9
Newport Mill*   NA 51.8 N/A NA 60.9 N/A NA NA NA 96.4 92.1 -4.3
Key   36.3 38.2 1.9 59.5 59.6 0.1 55.2 51.8 -3.4 71.2 71.5 0.3
Sligo   46.7 44.9 -1.8 60.0 53.9 -6.1 33.7 46.3 12.6 91.7 98.0 6.3
Eastern   47.8 50.5 2.7 60.5 61.1 0.6 53.6 53.5 -0.1 90.2 93.6 3.4
Lee   50.0 45.4 -4.6 56.1 57.3 1.2 34.6 36.7 2.1 100.0 100.0 0.0
Argyle   39.0 37.5 -1.5 56.2 56.8 0.6 41.1 32.9 -8.2 92.3 90.9 -1.4
Parkland   32.7 39.7 7.0 46.5 47.7 1.2 27.4 37.9 10.5 87.5 88.8 1.3
MCPS 57.5 58.6 1.1 70.8 72.3 1.5 48.8 51.4 2.6 94.2 95.6 1.4

SCHOOL

MSA Algebra Enrollment & HSA Results
% Students Above Basic Percent Grade 8 Students Enrolled % Students passing 

 
Sources:  OSA data file sent to MCPS Data Warehouse July 2003, OSA August 2003 report Results of the 2003 Census 
Administration of the Maryland Functional Tests, Data downloaded from MSDE Web site January 2004; school results 
differ slightly from those posted on MCPS Data Warehouse, Enrollment from OSA September 2003 report Key Areas of 
Progress in Secondary Schools 2002-2003; HSA results downloaded from MSDE Web site January 2004 
NA:  Not applicable; SSI did not have CAT math or math computation results in 2001 due to test administration 
irregularities; Newport Mill opened in 2002-03 with grade 6 and 7 students.
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COMMENDATION C-6: 

The MCPS middle schools making 10 percent or more increase on standardized 
tests are commended for marked improvement. 

RECOMMENDATION 

Recommendation R-8: 

Ensure central office support and technical assistance for the middle schools that 
did not meet adequate yearly progress. 

This recommendation is based upon an analysis of test scores and a review of key 
documents. 

MGT consultants believe that the development of these strategies requires the full 
technical and professional support of the many resources that Montgomery County 
Public Schools’ central office has available to assist schools. MCPS should assemble a 
systemwide team, including representatives from various central office departments to 
develop and systematically implement a written plan to provide assistance to the lower 
performing schools.  Central office staff should assist schools not meeting AYP in writing 
and implementing a school improvement plan based on data. 

FINDING 14: 

Since 2001, MCPS has been developing and refining the Montgomery County Public 
Schools Assessment Program (MCPSAP), a formative assessment that is used primarily 
to monitor each student’s progress toward mastery of academic standards.    

The program was designed to achieve the school system’s vision for aligning curriculum, 
instruction, and assessment.  In June 2003, the Council for Basic Education (CBE) 
conducted an alignment of the MCPSAP Primary assessment in reading and 
mathematics for kindergarten through grade 2 to the MCPS and the Maryland Content 
Standards.  In short, the study showed that MCPS is well on its way to achieving the 
alignment of curriculum, instruction, and assessments in the primary grades, and MGT 
commends the school system for this endeavor.  

However, MGT could not verify that any type of middle school alignment study has been 
conducted. 

RECOMMENDATION 

Recommendation R-9: 

Conduct an alignment of the middle school assessments to the Maryland State 
Department of Education’s Voluntary State Curriculum (VSC). 

The implementation of this recommendation should provide MCPS middle schools, 
cluster administration, and central office assurances of curriculum alignment in the 
middle grades program areas of mathematics and English. 
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2.1.3 Intervention Programs 

This section of the chapter analyzes intervention programs. 

In This We Believe, NMSA (2003a) asserts the distinctive developmental and learning 
characteristics of young adolescents provide the foundation for selecting learning and 
teaching strategies, just as they do for designing curriculum.  

Teaching approaches should enhance and accommodate the diverse 
skills, abilities, and prior knowledge of young adolescents, cultivate 
multiple intelligences, and draw upon students’ individual learning styles. 

Given the need for a variety of teaching and learning approaches, researchers have 
recommended several best practices.  The following recommendations are based on 
how students learn best (NMSA, 2003b).  Students and teachers together: 

 decide together how and what to study as students learn best when 
they have some control over their learning (Beane, 1997; Tomlinson, 
1999; Wiggins & McTighe, 1998); 

 enhance and accommodate diverse skills, interests, abilities, and 
talents (Tomlinson, 1999); 

 establish a culturally responsive classroom environment in which 
students and teachers: understand the diverse cultural backgrounds 
represented in the classroom; communicate acceptance and positive 
attitudes about cultural diversity; and build on cultural diversity 
through learning activities to promote pride, motivation, and improve 
parents’ perceptions of school (Gay, 2000; Shumow & Harris, 1998); 

 vary approaches to instruction including: experiments, 
demonstrations, surveys and opinion polls, simulations, inquiry-
based and group projects, and independent study; 

 connect new learning to prior knowledge and understanding 
(Bruning, Schraw, & Ronning, 1999); and 

 engage in hands-on activities in meaningful contexts (Eggen & 
Kauchak, 2001); 

Teachers should design learning activities that will ensure appropriate challenges for all 
types of learners, with an emphasis on collaboration and cooperation. 

Various forms of group work should be used, depending on the purpose, with students at 
different times clustered at random by ability, by interest, or by other criteria.  Less 
grouping by ability and a less rigid departmental structure appears to promote social 
equity in achievement among students (Lee & Smith, 1993). 
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FINDING 15: 

During school visits and interviews with school and central office staff, MGT found that 
schools rely on school administration and leadership teams for decision making 
regarding diverse learning needs of students.  In addition to leadership teams, schools 
report a variety of school intervention models or processes to provide additional support 
for struggling learners.    Schools typically review student progress through the core or 
interdisciplinary teams with support from other teachers, guidance personnel, and 
administration.  They review assessment results and determine probable future success 
in mathematics and English.  Having identified students in need of interventions, schools 
employ a variety of strategies.   

Strategies identified by MGT consultants at the middle schools visited included: 

 grouping of students for instruction with change in placement based 
on academic progress; 

 summer and fall intervention classes; 

 fast track reading programs; 

 alternative classes in basic skills; 

 Saturday school with focus on mathematics; 

 school homework clubs; 

 after-school Learning for Life Club for academic achievement; 

 assignment to a staff mentor in school mentoring program;  

 extended day program to reinforce skills that support mastery of 
curriculum indicators and objects and to prepare for Maryland 
School Assessment (MSA); 

 contracts; 

 homework clubs; 

 extra help during lunch; 

 teacher suggestion, review of diagnostic data or parent request to 
move students to and from accelerated track; and 

 tutoring from volunteers.  

One school offers a daily 15-minute Connections class that focuses on promoting 
effective effort while helping students monitor their academic progress.  Students and 
teachers utilize a variety of strategies and interventions that address and support 
academic, personal, interpersonal, career and healthy development for all students.  The 
time is designated for getting organized, reviewing progress reports, determining goals 
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and weekly assignments, and infuses character education lessons.  Schools also report 
special intervention programs such as the LEXIA Reading Program, Wilson Reading 
Program, double period English and Reading, the Ladder Program, and Catapult. 

Schools further report that diagnostic functional math tests are administered in the fall of 
each school year and results are used to determine remediation strategies.  SCALE-UP 
is used as an acceleration and intervention program in Science.  Alternative programs 
are also available for students with more significant academic or behavioral difficulties.   

Overall, most schools use the following Educational Management Team process to 
determine interventions for struggling learners: 

 teams meet to discuss the student; 

 parents are informed and involved throughout the process; 

 teams determine interventions to be implemented; 

 if indicated, the student is evaluated to determine if there is a 
disability;  

 if eligible, an Individual Educational Plan or 504 plan is developed for 
the student; and 

 student progress is monitored.  

During on-site interviews and focus group meetings, administrators and teachers shared 
that the current intervention services are not adequate in meeting the needs of all 
students.  Schools report the following additional needs to strengthen intervention 
programs: 

 interventions are considered “add-ons” rather than integral to the 
total school program, and consequently students are generally 
“deprived” of some other learning community; 

 funding is limited⎯schools have to rely on grants and other 
specialized funding sources to develop needed intervention 
programs; and 

 long breaks of instruction need to be reduced to maintain student 
progress over time.   

MGT found that schools offer a wide array of intervention services for struggling 
learners.  Examples of interventions include the Read 180 Program and the Great 
Source Summer Success Math Program.  The intervention services are developed and 
implemented at the school level and are tailored to meet the specific needs of the 
students within the school.  While schools work toward providing effective interventions 
for all students, administrators and teachers report that the interventions do not 
consistently meet the needs of all students.   
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Montgomery County Public Schools does not have a  systemwide intervention program 
for use by school teams and administrators.  Some schools reported the use of data 
analysis for determining needed interventions while other schools did not.  School teams 
were used in a variety of ways to determine needed interventions, and parents were 
involved in the process in various degrees of participation.  An intervention manual could 
be helpful to school support teams in the development, implementation, and 
documentation of interventions for struggling learners.  

RECOMMENDATION 

Recommendation R-10: 

Develop a comprehensive reading and math intervention plan. 

MCPS has various intervention programs, but the programs are fragmented and not part 
of an overall comprehensive intervention program.  The district should develop a 
comprehensive reading and math program to ensure a systemic approach to 
interventions. 

Montgomery County Public Schools should also develop a best practices intervention 
database from successful middle school actual applications.  A best practices database 
should be available to all school support teams in identifying student needs and 
providing research-based interventions that are proven effective in improving the 
performance of struggling learners.  

FINDING 16: 

Montgomery County Public Schools maintains school guidance counselors at all 
elementary, middle, and high schools.  School guidance counselors at the middle school 
level are responsible for various activities related to counseling, guidance organization, 
and positive interpersonal relations among students and between students and adults.  
Additional activities of school guidance counselors include coordination of student 
assessments and teacher support teams.  

Based upon the MCPS Counselor Standards, counselors: 

 are committed to students and their learning; 

 know counseling theories and techniques, and their application to 
student learning and development; 

 collaborate in the process of establishing and facilitating a positive 
learning environment to enhance student growth and achievement: 

 collaborate to continually assess and analyze student needs in order 
to develop appropriate counseling and guidance 
intervention/programs; 
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 are committed to continuous improvement and professional 
development; and 

 exhibit a high degree of professionalism. 

The MCPS Comprehensive School Counseling Program was developed in close 
alignment with the ASCA National Standards, as well as with the Code of Maryland’s 
requirements for Student Services professionals. The MCPS School Counseling 
Program is based on the following initiatives and standards:  

 Student competencies in the areas of academic, personal, 
interpersonal, career, healthy development have been in place since 
2001. The standards were developed by an interdisciplinary team 
that included counselors, school psychologists, pupil personnel 
workers, career educators and health educators. While the 
counselor has the primary responsibility for delivery, there are 
standards that pertain to all of the student services disciplines.  

 In 2003, the School Counseling Services unit developed program 
standards that match the ASCA program competencies. These 
standards are in the areas of: foundation, delivery, management, 
and accountability.  The program standards provide a foundation for 
consistent program delivery across MCPS at all school levels. The 
standards were reviewed by Dr. Reese House of the Education 
Trust. Dr. House indicated that no other district in the nation had so 
effectively operationalized the ASCA model through program 
standards.  

 To monitor consistency of program implementation, the School 
Counseling Services Unit developed a program study tool which 
asks counseling departments to assess the extent of their program 
implementation and to develop action plans to improve areas of 
need.  

 Data are collected annually from each school on program 
implementation. A case management database for school 
counselors was developed in 2003-2004 and rolled out in 2004-
2005. By September 2005, all school counselors will be expected to 
utilize the database.  

 For two summers, the MCPS School Counseling Services Unit 
partnered with Johns Hopkins University to offer a Summer Institute 
for School Counselors on the implementation of school counseling 
programs aligned with the ASCA model and the Education Trust’s 
research. In addition, ongoing staff development at all school levels 
provides school counselors with the skills and knowledge needed to 
implement the MCPS Comprehensive School Counseling Services 
model.  
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While the district has established a strong foundation for its counseling and school 
guidance program, interviews with staff and discussions in focus groups revealed the 
school guidance program varies from school to school.  Middle school guidance staff are 
often required to focus on the immediate needs of students, rather than having adequate 
time to effectively implement a guidance program that is preventative and 
developmentally appropriate for all students.  

Exhibit 2-17 shows the common domains of student development with the National 
Standards for School Counseling Programs and the National Career Development 
Guidelines.   As shown,  content areas of the guidance program should continue to 
include academic, career, and personal/social.  A quality guidance program needs to be 
comprehensive, preventative in design, and an integral part of the total educational 
program. The guidance curriculum needs to include classroom activities, interdisciplinary 
curriculum development, group activities and parent workshops.  While there are many 
commendable practices in the MCPS guidance program, there should be some 
consistent expectations established systemwide. 

 
RECOMMENDATION 

Recommendation R-11: 

Develop a school accountability system to ensure all middle schools are 
consistently implementing the MCPS Comprehensive School Counseling 
Program.  

The middle school guidance program in Montgomery County Public Schools should be 
revised to meet national standards.  The curriculum should include the domains of 
academics, career, and personal/social.   Montgomery County Public Schools guidance 
services currently provided are not adequate to ensure support for improved student 
performance and integration into the total middle school educational program for all 
students in Montgomery County. 

FINDING 17: 

As young adolescents, middle school students face a number of social and emotional 
issues that may affect behavior and school performance. 

During on-site interviews and focus group meetings, it was reported that MCPS middle 
school discipline procedures widely differ.  While most schools did not report significant 
student discipline issues, other schools noted student discipline as a major concern.  
Schoolwide approaches to social, emotional, and behavioral needs of students is lacking 
in some schools in Montgomery County.   

Exhibit 2-18 shows the percentages of the use of drugs in Montgomery County, 
Maryland, and the nation for 8th, 10th, and 12th grade students.  As shown, MCPS 8th 
grade students have an overall lower percentage of drug abuse than do the state and 
nation.  While the overall drug use for MCPS 8th, 10th, and 12th grade students is lower 
than the state and nation, school staff should be cognizant of these data and provide 
appropriate social and emotional support to students. 
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EXHIBIT 2-17 

COMMON DOMAINS OF STUDENT DEVELOPMENT WITH THE 
NATIONAL STANDARDS FOR SCHOOL COUNSELING PROGRAMS AND  

NATIONAL CAREER DEVELOPMENT GUIDELINES 
 

 
 

DOMAIN 
(Content 

Area) 

 
 
 

CSCA GOALS 
(Strands) 

 
 

ASCA NATIONAL 
STANDARDS 

(Goals) 

 
NATIONAL CAREER 

DEVELOPMENT 
GUIDELINES 

(Competencies) 

 
 
 

CT COMMON CORE 
(Skills/Competencies) 

 
Academic Skills for Learning Standard 1:  Students will 

acquire the attitudes 
knowledge and skills that 
contribute to effective 
learning in school and 
across the life span. 

Competency 4:  Awareness of 
the benefits of educational 
achievement 
Competency 5:  Awareness of 
the relationship between work 
and learning 

 Students will explore the information and 
arguments from various points of view to 
think critically and creatively and to solve 
problems. 

 School Successes Standards 2:  Student will 
complete school with the 
academic preparation 
essential to choose from a 
wide range of substantial 
postsecondary options, 
including college. 

Competency 6:  Skills to 
understand and use career 
information 

 Students will learn how to apply the 
academic, critical, practical, technical and 
employability skills needed for success in 
higher education and the work place and to 
manage their lives. 

 Academic to Life Success Standard 3:  Students will 
understand the relationship 
of academics to the world of 
work and to life at home and 
in the community. 

Competency 7:  Awareness of 
the importance of personal 
responsibility and good work 
habits 
Competency 8:  Awareness of 
how work relates to the needs 
and functions of society 

 Students will actively explore the world of 
ideas 

 Students will demonstrate the effort and 
persistence needed to be successful in 
school, work and life. 
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EXHIBIT 2-17  (Continued) 
COMMON DOMAINS OF STUDENT DEVELOPMENT WITH THE 

NATIONAL STANDARDS FOR SCHOOL COUNSELING PROGRAMS AND  
NATIONAL CAREER DEVELOPMENT GUIDELINES 

 
 
 

DOMAIN 
(Content 

Area) 

 
 
 

CSCA GOALS 
(Strands) 

 
 

ASCA NATIONAL 
STANDARDS 

(Goals) 

 
NATIONAL CAREER 

DEVELOPMENT 
GUIDELINES 

(Competencies) 

 
 
 

CT COMMON CORE 
(Skills/Competencies) 

 
Career Investigate Careers Standard 4:  Students will 

acquire the skills to 
investigate the world of work 
in relation to knowledge of 
self and to make informed 
career decisions. 

Competency 9:  
Understanding how to make 
decisions 
Competency 10:   Awareness 
of different occupations and 
changing male/female roles 

 Career Success Standard 5:  Students will 
employ strategies to 
achieve future career 
success and satisfaction. 

Competency 11:  Awareness 
of different occupations and 
changing male/female roles 

 Students will embrace career as a part of 
their future; acquire employability skills; 
demonstrate positive attitudes toward work; 
demonstrate attitudes and habits that are 
valued in the workplace; explore a range of 
careers; acquire knowledge of one of CT 
eight career clusters; explore postsecondary 
educational opportunities; manage data and 
use problem-solving and analytical skills to 
make reasoned decisions. 

 Relationship Between 
School and Work 

Standard 6:  Students will 
understand the relationship 
between personal qualities, 
education and training and 
the world of work. 

Competency 12:  Awareness 
of the career planning process 

 

Personal 
Social 

Respect for Self and 
Others 

Standard 7:  Students will 
acquire the attitudes, 
knowledge and 
interpersonal skills to help 
them understand and 
respect self and others. 

Competency 1:  Knowledge of 
the importance of self-concept 
Competency 2:  Skills to 
interact with others 

 Goal Setting/ 
Goal-Attainment Skills 

Standard 8:  Students will 
make decisions, set goals, 
and take necessary action 
to achieve goals. 

Competency 3:  Awareness of 
the importance of change and 
growth 

 Survival and Safety Skills Standard 9:  Students will 
understand safety and 
survival skills. 

 

 Students will work and learn independently 
and collaboratively as part of a team. 

 Students will gain knowledge and 
understanding of other cultures. 

 Students will demonstrate a sense of ethics 
and take responsibility for their actions. 

 Students will be active, constructive 
members of the larger community. 

 Students will develop and maintain 
behaviors that promote lifelong health. 

 Students will understand the implications of 
living in a finite world. 

 Students will understand the role of systems 
throughout our society. 

 Students will understand the dynamic nature 
of society and the universe of change. 

Source:  American School Counselor Association, 2003. 



Findings, Commendations, Recommendations, and Best Practices  
 

 
MGT of America, Inc.  Page 2-44 

EXHIBIT 2-18 
MONTGOMERY COUNTY PUBLIC SCHOOLS, MARYLAND (STATEWIDE), AND 

NATIONAL SUBSTANCE USE IN PAST 30 DAYS 
2002-03 SCHOOL YEAR 

 

MONTGOMERY 
COUNTY (%) 

 
MARYLAND (%) 

 
NATIONAL (%) 

GRADE GRADE GRADE 

 
 
SUBSTANCE 8 10 12 8 10 12 8 10 12 
Cigarettes 2.4 9.1 16.6 6.6 12.7 19.8 10.7 17.7 26.7 
Alcohol 8.6 30.9 39.1 16.4 35.0 44.3 19.6 35.4 48.6 
Marijuana 2.6 14.0 23.6 6.9 16.7 21.0 8.3 17.8 21.5 
Heroin 0.2 1.3 1.4 0.7 1.1 1.4 0.5 0.5 0.5 
Ecstasy 1.1 4.0 2.7 1.4 3.1 3.6 1.4 1.8 2.4 

Source:  Montgomery County Public Schools, Web site, 2004. 
 

An example of a schoolwide social/behavioral model that has proven to be highly 
effective at the middle school level is the Positive Behavioral and Interventions Support 
Model (PBIS).  The PBIS mission is to “give schools capacity-building technical 
assistance for adopting and sustaining effective schoolwide disciplinary practices.”  The 
program is recognized by the United States Office of Special Education. 

Schools using PBIS build capacity to: 

 address behavioral challenges; 

 diminish disruptions that impede teaching and learning; 

 create teaching and learning communities that establish and sustain 
positive and safe school climates; and 

 reclaim instructional time lost to behavioral disruptions. 

The procedures of PBIS are research-based and relate to: 

 schoolwide discipline systems; 
 classroom and nonclassroom management; 
 individual student behavior management; 
 functional assessment-based behavior support planning; 
 social skills and self-management instruction; 
 systems change and maintenance; 
 safe schools; 
 discipline and behavior support policy; and 
 family, school, and community partnerships. 

RECOMMENDATION 

Recommendation R-12: 

Implement schoolwide social, emotional, and behavioral programs at selected 
schools.  
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Montgomery County Public Schools should implement a schoolwide social, emotional, 
and behavioral program at selected schools.  Selection of schools should be based on 
discipline referrals or referrals for counseling due to social, emotional, or psychosocial 
factors.  The schoolwide social, emotional, and behavioral program should be piloted at 
selected schools, evaluated, and, based on evaluation results, be considered for 
expansion to additional schools.    

Exhibit 2-19 shows the PBIS assessment tool used for implementation planning of a 
behavioral system.  As can be seen, this instrument can be used for the planning of a 
schoolwide system, a nonclassroom setting system, a classroom system, or an 
individual student system.  PBIS is a comprehensive schoolwide discipline practice that 
shows improved performance of students and reduces the number of disciplinary 
referrals.  

2.1.4 Accelerated Programs 

In 1993, the Maryland Work Group on Gifted and Talented Education was formed.  The 
charge of the task force was to “study the current status of gifted and talented education 
across the State of Maryland and make appropriate recommendations.”  The final report 
of the task force provided recommendations for school systems throughout Maryland for 
the establishment or improvement of gifted and talented education.   

A sample of these recommendations includes: 

 If appropriate recognition and services of our most talented and high 
achieving students are not addressed clearly and directly in our 
efforts to provide the best education possible for all students, we will 
have failed these students, fallen sadly short of our goal for true 
educational reform in the State of Maryland, and compromised our 
nation’s future. 

 Students come into our schools with unique combinations of abilities 
and talents, learning rates and styles, hopes and dreams, problems 
and fears.  As educators, we must recognize and be responsive to 
their differing educational needs.  

 Outstanding gifts and talents are present in students from all ethnic, 
cultural and socio-economic groups.  The definition that drives our 
identification of these gifts and talents must reflect this 
understanding and ensure that students from typically underserved 
groups have an equal opportunity to demonstrate and develop 
talents. 

 Identification of gifts and talents must occur as an on-going process 
extending from school entry through grade twelve.  To ensure that 
students from the full range of backgrounds and talents are 
identified, schools should consider a variety of indicators of talent 
and ability. 
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EXHIBIT 2-19 
ASSESSING AND PLANNING BEHAVIOR SUPPORT IN SCHOOLS 

SCHOOLWIDE SYSTEM 
 

CURRENT STATUS FEATURE IMPROVEMENT PLAN 
High Med Low In 

Place 
Partial 
in Place 

Not in 
Place 

Schoolwide is defined as involving all students, 
all staff, and all settings.    

      
      
   

1. A small number (e.g. 3-5) of positively and 
clearly stated student expectations or rules are 
defined.    

      
   

2. Expected student behaviors are taught 
directly.    

      
   

3. Expected student behaviors are rewarded 
regularly.    

      
   

4. Problem behaviors (failure to meet expected 
student behaviors) are defined clearly.    

      
   

5. Consequences for problem behaviors are 
defined clearly.    

      
   

6. Distinctions between office v. classroom 
managed problem behaviors are clear.    

      
   

7. Options exist to allow classroom instruction 
to continue when problem behavior occurs.    

      
   

8. Procedures are in place to address 
emergency/dangerous situations.    

      
   

9. A team exists for behavior support planning 
and problem solving.    

      
   

10. School administrator is an active participant 
on the behavior support team.    

      
   

11. Staff receive regular (monthly/quarterly) 
feedback on behavior patterns.    

      
      
   

12. School includes formal strategies for 
informing families about expected student 
behaviors at school.    

      
      
   

13. Booster training activities for students are 
developed, modified, and conducted based on 
school data.    

      
      
   

14. Schoolwide behavior support team has a 
budget for (a) teaching students, (b) on-going 
rewards, and (c) annual staff planning.    

      
   

15. All staff are involved directly and/or indirectly 
in schoolwide interventions.    
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EXHIBIT 2-19  (Continued) 
ASSESSING AND PLANNING BEHAVIOR SUPPORT IN SCHOOLS 

NONCLASSROOM SETTING SYSTEM 
 

CURRENT STATUS FEATURE IMPROVEMENT PLAN 
In 
Place 

Partial 
in Place 

Not in 
Place 

High Med Low 

      
   

Nonclassroom settings are defined as particular 
times or places where supervision is emphasized 
(e.g., hallways, cafeteria, playground, bus).    

      
   1 Schoolwide expected student behaviors apply 

to nonclassroom settings.    

      
   2. Schoolwide expected student behaviors are 

taught in nonclassroom settings.    

      
   3. Supervisors actively supervise (move, scan, 

and interact) students in nonclassroom settings.    

      
   4. Rewards exist for meeting expected student 

behaviors in nonclassroom settings.    

      
      
      
   

5. Physical/architectural features are modified to 
limit (a) unsupervised settings, (b) unclear traffic 
patterns, and (c) inappropriate access to exit from 
school grounds.    

      
      
   

6.  Scheduling of student movement ensures 
appropriate numbers of students in nonclassroom
spaces.    

      
   7. Staff receive regular opportunities for 

developing and improving active supervision 
skills. 

   

      
   8. Status of student behavior and management 

practices is evaluated quarterly from data.    

   9. All staff are involved directly or indirectly in  
management of nonclassroom settings. 
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EXHIBIT 2-19  (Continued) 
ASSESSING AND PLANNING BEHAVIOR SUPPORT IN SCHOOLS 

CLASSROOM SYSTEM 
 

CURRENT STATUS FEATURE IMPROVEMENT PLAN 
In 
Place 

Partial 
in Place 

Not in 
Place 

High Med Low 

      
   

Classroom settings are defined as instructional 
settings in which teachers supervise and teach 
groups of students.    

      
   1. Expected student behavior and routines in 

classrooms are stated positively and defined 
clearly. 

   

   2. Problem behaviors are defined clearly.    

      
   3. Expected student behavior and routines in 

classrooms are taught directly.    

      
      
   

4. Expected student behaviors are acknowledged 
regularly (positively reinforced) (>4 positives to 1 
negative).    

      
   5. Problem behaviors receive consistent 

consequences.    

      
   6. Procedures for expected and problem 

behaviors are consistent with schoolwide 
procedures. 

   

      
   7. Options exist to allow classroom instruction to 

continue when problem behavior occurs.    

      
   8. Instruction and curriculum materials are 

matched to student ability (math, reading, 
language). 

   

      
   9. Students experience high rates of academic 

success (> 75% correct).    

      
      
   

10. Teachers have regular opportunities for 
access to assistance and recommendations 
(observation, instruction, and coaching).    

      
   11. Transitions between instructional and non-

instructional activities are efficient and orderly.    
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EXHIBIT 2-19  (Continued) 
ASSESSING AND PLANNING BEHAVIOR SUPPORT IN SCHOOLS 

INDIVIDUAL STUDENT SYSTEM 
 

CURRENT STATUS FEATURE IMPROVEMENT PLAN 
In 
Place 

Partial 
in Place 

Not in 
Place 

High Med Low 

      
   

Individual student systems are defined as specific 
supports for students who engage in chronic 
problem behaviors.  

   
      
   1. Assessments are conducted regularly to 

identify students with chronic problem behaviors.    

      
   2. A simple process exists for teachers to request 

assistance.    

      
      
   

3. A behavior support team responds promptly 
(within 2 working days) to students who present 
chronic problem behaviors.    

      
      
   

4. Behavioral support team includes an individual 
skilled at conducting functional behavioral 
assessment.    

      
      
   

5. Local resources are used to conduct functional 
assessment-based behavior support planning (70
hrs/week/student).    

      
   6. Significant family and/or community members 

are involved when appropriate and possible.    

      
      
   

7. School includes formal opportunities for 
families to receive training on behavioral 
support/positive parenting strategies.    

      
   8. Behavior is monitored and feedback provided 

regularly to the behavior support team and 
relevant staff. 

   

Source:  Washington County Public Schools, Department of Student Services, 2003. 
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  The Maryland State Department of Education, as well as each local 
school system, must include in their annual plans for school 
improvement and excellence specific directives that provide for 
appropriate services to address the needs of gifted and talented 
students. 

 Educational services should be locally selected and implemented on 
the basis of the identified characteristics and needs of students 
whose unique talents and abilities go beyond those of their peers. 

 Specific services for the gifted and talented, including instructional 
programs, should begin in early childhood, respond to individual 
strengths and needs and constantly aim for the realization of the 
highest potential for each child.  

 A positive school climate fosters optimal student learning by 
nurturing constructive attitudes and involvement on the part of staff, 
students, parents, and community. 

 The selection, training, development, and evaluation of staff who 
educate gifted and talented students is the most critical element in 
any attempt to provide for the special needs of these students. 

The National Middle Schools Association’s publication, This We Believe, documents: 

 A demanding curriculum has intellectual and practical benefits for 
students of all backgrounds, races, and ethnicities (Heller et al., 
2003). 

 Based on the National Education Longitudinal Survey of 1988 
(NELS, and The Third International Mathematics and Science Study 
(TIMSS), it is evident an analysis of course-taking patterns in the 
middle grades illustrates the changes needed to accelerate the 
curriculum. 

 According to the research reviewed by SREB (2003), best practices 
for middle grades students include providing an accelerated and rich 
core curriculum consisting of topics in algebra and geometry, 
laboratory-based science, weekly writing in all classes, and 
extensive reading of all types of materials in all classes for all 
students. 

 Students who take algebra by the eighth or ninth grade are far more 
likely to take calculus in high school and pursue higher education 
than those who don’t (Cooney & Bottoms, 2002; Riley 1997).  Taking 
algebra seems to produce almost as much achievement for low-
achieving students as for their high-achieving peers (Gamoran & 
Hannigan, 2000).  Results are especially promising when “average” 
students take high-level classes (Mason, et al 1992). 
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 Instructional time spent on geometry and algebra is related positively 
to improved mathematics achievement (Erickson & Neiss, 1998). 

FINDING 18: 

MCPS Board Policy IOA identifies the purpose of Gifted and Talented Education in 
Montgomery County Public Schools: 

 reaffirm gifted and talented education as a high priority; 

 affirm that acceleration and enrichment of the entire academic 
program is appropriate; 

 provide direction to staff and community that places special 
emphasis on addressing the cognitive and affective needs of high-
achieving and potentially high-achieving students; 

 extend each child’s intellectual boundaries and help all students 
achieve their highest potential; and 

 ensure that differentiated educational programs and/or services are 
systematically provided for gifted and talented students in all grades, 
including gifted students with learning disabilities or other special 
needs and to assure that gifted and talented students are offered an 
appropriate level and pace of instruction in all schools.  

In addition, the board policy documents that acceleration of instruction in gifted and 
talented programs gives students a curriculum that is at a higher level than the regular 
curriculum; the information is more complex or more information is covered; the material 
is presented more rapidly than in typical instruction; and students are confronted by a 
greater challenge than is typical with on-grade level material.  Acceleration may include, 
but is not limited to: 

 advanced placement in a subject; 

 curriculum compacting; 

 telescoping curriculum; and 

 concurrent programming in elementary/middle school or middle/high 
school. 

Enrichment gives students the opportunity to learn in great depth and breadth.  
Enrichment may include, but is not limited to: 

 complexity of content that allows students to pursue topics of interest 
and selection in depth with research and analysis; 

 emphasis on thinking, which requires comparisons and analogies 
and that encourages using the information gained in ways that apply 
and transform the knowledge; and 
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 creative and original products resulting from in-depth knowledge and 
reflection. 

The Gifted and Talented Team (GTT) serves as a resource to the Montgomery County 
Public Schools for the implementation of the Policy on Gifted and Talented Education.  
In addition to supporting the development of strong gifted and talented programs,  GTT 
coordinates secondary magnet programs, Centers for the Highly Gifted, and programs 
that serve gifted and talented learning disabled students.  GTT also supports programs 
that nurture and challenge students traditionally underrepresented in gifted and talented 
opportunities.  Through a combination of parent and staff trainings and curriculum 
development efforts, GTT promotes challenging and innovative instruction for all 
students.   

For qualified middle school students, Montgomery County Public Schools offers three-
year interdisciplinary programs that promote academic inquiry and problem solving at 
the Humanities and Communication Magnet at Eastern Middle School and the 
Mathematics/Science/Computer Science Magnet at Takoma Park Middle School.  The 
Humanities and Communication Center Program and the Mathematics/Science 
Computer Science Center Program at Roberto Clemente Middle School offers three-
year interdisciplinary programs that promote academic inquiry and problem solving.  
Montgomery County Public Schools offers an extensive and exemplary gifted and 
talented program for its students.   

COMMENDATION C-7: 

Montgomery County Public Schools is commended for its exemplary acceleration 
programs. 

2.1.5 Special Populations Programs 

This section reviews the special populations programs provided by Montgomery County 
Public Schools and includes a review of resources, personnel, and the Educational 
Management Team (EMT) functions.  

Best practices for the instruction of students with diverse learning needs include 
universal design, research-based instructional strategies, learning strategies, and 
differentiated instruction.    Universal design is recognized as a method to tailor 
curriculum, instruction and evaluation to the individual needs of all students in the 
classroom.  The fundamental contribution of universal design is to tailor teaching and 
learning to the needs of each student.  It focuses on student strengths, takes the 
student’s learning capacities into account, and offers each student a full opportunity to 
benefit from the general curriculum.   

Exhibit 2-20 summarizes the principles, rationale and criteria in applying Universal 
Design to curriculum, instruction, and evaluation.  As can be seen,  principles include 
flexible use, simple and intuitive use, perceptible information, tolerance for effort, 
reasonable physical, cognitive and psychological efforts, and size and space for 
approach and use.  
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EXHIBIT 2-20 
PRINCIPLES, RATIONALE, AND CRITERIA IN APPLYING UNIVERSAL DESIGN TO 

CURRICULUM, INSTRUCTION, AND EVALUATION 
 

PRINCIPLES/RATIONALE CRITERIA 

1. Flexible use.  Curriculum, 
instruction, and evaluation should 
be designed from the outset for 
students with diverse abilities. 

 Accommodates students with diverse abilities. 

 Accommodates students who speak various 
languages. 

 Does not stigmatize students. 

 Benefits as many potential users as possible. 

 Avoids inconveniencing students with any particular 
characteristics. 

2. Simple and intuitive use.  
Curriculum, instruction, and 
evaluation should be designed 
from the outset to be as easy to 
understand and use as possible. 

 Is easy to use. 

 Avoids unnecessary complexity. 

 Provides clear directions and understandable 
examples. 

 Breaks complex tasks into small steps. 

3. Perceptible information.  
Curriculum, instruction, and 
evaluation should be designed 
from the outset to be readily 
perceived regardless of 
environmental conditions or a 
user’s sensory abilities. 

 Communicates information to users independent of 
environmental conditions and/or users’ sensory 
abilities. 

 Highlights essential information. 

 Breaks information into comprehensive chunks. 

4. Tolerance for error.   Curriculum, 
instruction, and evaluation should 
be designed from the outset to 
minimize the likelihood of error and 
the negative consequences 
resulting from error. 

 Avoids punishing students for mistakes. 

 Provides ample time to respond. 

 Provides immediate and thorough feedback. 

 Monitors progress. 

 Provides adequate practice time. 

5. Reasonable physical, cognitive, 
and psychological efforts.  
Curriculum, instruction, and 
evaluation should be designed 
from the outset to avoid making a 
user uncomfortable or fatigued. 

 Presents information that can be completed in a 
reasonable timeframe. 

 Avoids physically, cognitively, and/or 
psychologically exhausting the user. 

6. Size and space for approach and 
use.  Curriculum, instruction, and 
evaluation should be designed 
from the outset to be used in a 
physically accessible manner. 

 Requires reasonable amount of space. 

 Incorporates accessible materials and learning 
activities. 

Source: Exceptional Lives:  Special Education in Today’s Schools, 2004.   
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FINDING 19: 

During on-site interviews and focus group discussions, it was reported that there were 
mixed views regarding the adequacy of staff and resources in special education.  
Approximately 50 percent of those interviewed found special education staff and 
resources to be adequate, while the remaining 50 percent of those interviewed found 
special education staff and resources to be inadequate.  Refer to Section 2.3 for 
additional information regarding school staffing. 

MGT did find, however, that the majority of administrators and staff believe that there 
needs to be improvement in appropriate curriculum for students with diverse learning 
needs, including a greater emphasis on accommodating students with diverse learning 
needs in the general education setting and a greater emphasis on inclusive education.   

The University of Maryland conducted an MCPS Special Education Classical Program 
Review in 2003.  MGT findings were consistent with the findings and recommendations 
of this review. Recommendations of the review included: 

 develop an indicator system and key performance benchmarks or 
goals to track special education program performance; 

 increase the capacity of general education classrooms to better 
support students receiving special education as well as other 
students with significant learning and/or behavioral needs; 

 review the current array of special education programs and classes 
to reduce the sorting and placing of students and create a seamless 
and flexible continuum of settings and services; 

 increase age-appropriate options for all students with disabilities; 

 develop a curricular framework, as well as a systemwide 
professional development program to ensure that all students with 
disabilities, regardless of where they receive their education, have 
the opportunity to access the general education curriculum and 
extracurricular activities; 

 address the discrepancies in staffing across classes and programs 
that serve students with high incidence disabilities; 

 engage in initiatives and exploration of how to reduce special 
education paperwork;  and 

 revise the process for determining staff allocations and other 
resources with the goal of increasing flexibility at the school level 
with appropriate accountability for specific program and student 
indicators.  These include both student performance data and other 
processes to be identified as part of the recommended indicator 
system. 
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District special education administrative staff reports significant progress in the 
implementation of the recommendations, including: 

 the elimination of the separation of special education in central office 
administration and within schools; 

 an increase in the capacity of the general education classroom 
teachers to better support students receiving special education 
services as well as other students with significant learning and/or 
behavioral needs; 

 the provision for more students with access to services in their home 
schools; and 

 the reduction of disproportionality in special education programs 
through an increase in pre-referral interventions. 

MGT supports the recommendation of the Special Education Classical Program Review 
and the continuation of the implementation of the recommendations.  

RECOMMENDATION 

Recommendation R-13: 

Continue with full implementation of the recommendations of the Special 
Education Classical Program Review as applied to middle schools.   

To assist with the full implementation of the recommendation, MGT is providing the 
following summary of best practices to assist in this effort.  Exhibit 2-21 shows the three 
components of universal design for learning, including curriculum, instruction, and 
evaluation.  As shown, effective teaching and learning involve making decisions about 
how the content (curriculum) will be delivered to students (instruction) and how students, 
teachers, and schools will be held accountable for the content and performance 
standards (evaluation).   

What Works in Classroom Instruction, a publication of the Mid-continent Research for 
Education and Learning (McREL), documents specific instructional strategies that have 
the highest probability of enhancing student achievement for all students in all subject 
areas at all grade levels.  McREL lists nine categories of strategies that research and 
experience show have a strong influence on student achievement.  The effectiveness of 
a strategy depends in part on the achievement level of a student, in part on the skill and 
thoughtfulness with which a teacher applies the strategies, and in part on contextual 
factors such as grade level and class size.  Instructional strategies are only tools to 
teach the standard course of study and performance indicators.  These categories of 
strategies include: 

 identifying similarities and differences: 

− comparing; 
− classifying; 
− creating metaphors; and 
− creating analogies. 
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EXHIBIT 2-21 
UNIVERSAL DESIGN FOR LEARNING TO ENSURE PROGRESS IN GENERAL CURRICULUM, 

CURRICULUM INSTRUCTION, AND EVALUATION 
 

 
 

CURRICULUM 
What you teach 

INSTRUCTION: 
How you teach 

EVALUATION: 
How you document learning 

Augmentation 
Do you need to 

add content, raise performance levels, or 
do both to ensure students’ progress in 

the general curriculum? 

Augmentation
Do you need to teach 

additional skills to prepare the student to 
benefit from instruction to ensure 
students’ progress in the general 

curriculum? 

Adaptation
Do you need to offer more 

Flexible evaluation options in how you 
present content (content with no 

changes, augmented content, or altered 
content) and/or how students respond to 

show evidence of progress in the  
general curriculum? 

Use content and 
performance 

standards with 
no changes 

 
 

Add content 
Raise 

performance 
levels 

Teach additional 
skills Use assessment 

with no changes 
Adapt content 
presentation 

Adapt mode of 
student response 

Adaptation
Do you need to offer other flexible 

instructional options in how you present 
content, how you make environmental 
accommodations, and/or how students 

are expected to respond to ensure 
students’ progress in the general 

curriculum? 

Adapt 
content 

presentation 

Provide 
environmental 

accommodations 
Adapt mode 
of student 
response 

Alternation 
Do you need to teach 

foundational content, scale 
back performance levels, or 
do both to ensure students’ 

progress in the general 
curriculum? 

Use content 
and 

performance 
standards with 

no changes 

Simplify 
content Scale back 

performance 
levels 

Source:  Exceptional Lives:  Special Education in Today’s Schools, 2004. 
 



Findings, Commendations, Recommendations, and Best Practices  

 
MGT of America, Inc.  Page 2-57 

 summarizing and note taking; 

 reinforcing effort and providing recognition; 

 homework and practice; 

 nonlinguistic representations; 

− graphic organizers; 
− pictures and pictographs; 
− mental pictures; 
− concrete representation; and 
− kinesthetic activity. 

 cooperative learning; 

 setting goals and providing feedback; 

 generating and testing hypotheses;  

 activating prior knowledge: 

− cues and questions; and 
− advance organizers; 
 

 teaching specific types of knowledge: 

− vocabulary; 
− details; 
− organizing ideas; 
− skills and tactics; and 
− processes. 

 using instructional strategies for unit planning: 

− at the beginning of a unit of instruction; 
− during a unit of instruction; and 
− at the end of a unit of instruction. 

The Content Enhancement Routine, which has been developed by the University of 
Kansas Center for Research on Learning, is a method of teaching an academically 
diverse group of students that is accomplished by using methods of inclusive education 
and strategic teaching in content area subjects.  Teaching devices and routines are 
developed and used to meet the following explicit goals: 

 meeting the needs of both the group and the individual student; 
 maintaining the integrity of the content; 
 selecting the critical features of the content; 
 transforming the content in ways that promote student learning; and  
 carrying out instruction in a partnership with students. 
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In addition to Content Enhancement Routine, the University of Kansas Center for 
Research on Learning has developed a series of explicit learning strategies that have 
proven to be effective for improved student performance through explicit instruction.  
These strategies relate to: 

 reading: 

− paraphrasing; 
− self-questioning; 
− visual imagery; and 
− work identification. 

 storing and retrieving information: 

− FIRST-Letter Mnemonic; 
− LINCS Vocabulary; and 
− paired associates.     

 expressing information: 

− InSPECT; 
− paragraph writing strategy; and 
− sentence writing strategy. 

 demonstrating competence: 

− assignment completion; and 
− test-taking. 

 math: 

− addition and subtraction; and 
− multiplication and division. 

To differentiate instruction is to recognize students’ varying background knowledge, 
readiness, language, preferences in learning, and interests, and to react responsively.  
Differentiated instruction is a process to approach teaching and learning for students of 
differing abilities in the same class.  The intent of differentiating instruction is to 
maximize each student’s growth and individual success by meeting each student where 
he or she is, and assisting in the learning process.   

Exhibit 2-22 shows a comparison of traditional and differentiated classrooms.  As can be 
seen, a differentiated classroom focuses on the individual needs of the students.   

Exhibit 2-23 further illustrates ideas for modifying the general education curriculum.  The 
special education teacher can provide some guidance consistent with the ideas shown in 
Exhibit 2-23 concerning types of modifications that can prove successful. 

Exhibit 2-24 suggests general competencies for General and Special Education 
Teachers of Students with Mild Disabilities.  As shown, teachers need to demonstrate 
competency in general knowledge, planning, evaluation, curriculum content, teaching 
strategies, and behavior management. 
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EXHIBIT 2-22 
COMPARING TRADITIONAL AND DIFFERENTIATED CLASSROOMS 

 
TRADITIONAL CLASSROOM DIFFERENTIATED CLASSROOM 

Student differences are masked or 
acted upon only when they present 
problems. 

Student differences are studied as a basis for 
planning. 

Assessment is most common at the 
end of learning to see “who got it.” 

Assessment is ongoing and diagnostic to 
understand how to make instruction more 
responsive to learner needs. 

A relatively narrow sense of 
intelligence prevails. 

Focus on multiple forms of intelligences is 
evident. 

A single definition of excellence exists. Excellence is defined in large measure by 
individual growth from a starting point. 

Student interest is infrequently tapped. Students are frequently guided in making 
interested-based learning choices. 

Relatively few learning profile options 
are taken into account. 

Many learning profile options are identified. 

Whole-class instruction dominates. Many instructional arrangements are used. 

Coverage of texts and curriculum 
guides drives instruction. 

Student readiness, interest, and learning 
profile shape instruction. 

Mastery of facts and skills out of 
context are the focus of learning. 

Use of essential skills to make sense of and 
understand key concepts and principles is the 
focus of learning. 

Single-option assignments are the 
norm. 

Multioption assignments are frequently used. 

Time is relatively inflexible. Time is used flexibly in accordance with 
student need. 

A single text prevails. Multiple materials are provided. 

Single interpretation of ideas and 
events may be sought. 

Multiple perspectives on ideas and events are 
routinely sought. 

The teacher directs student behavior. The  teacher facilitates students’  skills at 
becoming more self-reliant learners. 

The teacher solves problems. Students help other students and the teacher 
solve problems. 

The teacher provides whole-class 
standards for grading. 

Students work with the teacher to establish 
both whole-class and individual learning 
goals. 

A single form of assessment is often 
used. 

Students are assessed in multiple ways. 

Source:  Tomlinson (1999), p. 16 Reprinted with permission from Turning Points, 2000. 
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EXHIBIT 2-23 
BEST PRACTICES FOR MODIFYING THE GENERAL EDUCATION CURRICULUM 

 

Many general education teachers wish to assist the children with learning disabilities 
in their classes.  It would help those teachers if you, the special education teacher, 
can provide them with some guidance concerning the types of modifications that may 
be made to enhance the likelihood of success.  The following is a partial list of 
modifications that may assist in the mainstreaming of many children and youth with 
learning disabilities. 

1. Provide organizers for stories in advance. 

2. Use audiovisual materials to illustrate points in lectures and readings. 

3. Use assertive disciplinary procedures; provide clear consequences of good and 
bad behavior. 

4. Pay attention to cognitive planning concerning task completion. 

5. Monitor the on-task behavior of pupils at all times. 

6. Use a variety of instructional groupings such as peer tutoring, team teaching, and 
cooperative instructional groups. 

7. Give regular required assignments, and provide extensive feedback to illustrate 
strengths and weaknesses in the work. 

8. Use different curriculum materials that cover the same content at lower reading 
levels. 

9. Provide frequent use of unstructured time, computer reward time, or class 
privileges as rewards for good work and good behavior. 

10. Use specialized instructional strategies such as precision teaching, self-
monitoring, and so on geared to individual students’ learning problems. 

11. Use alternative test-taking approaches (oral administration, etc.). 

Source:  Learning Disabilities by William Bender, 2001. 
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EXHIBIT 2-24 
COMPETENCIES FOR TEACHERS OF DIVERSE LEARNERS 

 

General/Special Knowledge 

1. Knowledge of normal range of individual differences and deviations in human growth and development 
(e.g., discuss normal language development and possible deviations). 

2. Knowledge of the way children learn basic academic skills and difficulties encountered by students with 
learning disabilities. 

Planning/Evaluation 

3. Plan remedial instruction for small groups and individuals based on data showing discrepancy between 
a student's performance and school's goal. 

4. Plan lessons and activities based on diagnostic information about each student's specific learning 
deficit, such as focusing attention on learning task. 

5. Select/design materials and activities that match a student's looming needs and lesson objectives (e.g., 
modify mode of presentation or demonstration of knowledge or simplify language-reading level). 

6. Plan sequence of instruction that enables the student to meet lesson objectives and reach long-term 
goals (i.e., task-analyze objectives, provide for maintenance and generalization skills). 

7. Plan continuous evaluation of the student's achievement, basing decisions about changes on data 
collected. 

Curriculum Content 

8. Awareness and ability to implement specialized academic programs for the student (e.g., corrective 
reading programs or parallel alternate curricula). 

9. Knowledge of effective curricula for specific learning disability with social-interpersonal deficits. 

10. Implement programs that help students engage in self monitoring, predicting outcomes, and other 
deliberate attempts at studying-learning. 

Clinical Teaching Strategies 

11. Select appropriate clinical strategies for individual students (e.g., Does the student learn decoding better 
in context or isolation?). 

12. Apply direct instruction, using appropriate feedback to teach mastery of basic skills. 

13. Involve students as active respondents in learning rather than passive recipients of instruction (e.g., 
teach students questioning strategies to increase comprehension of main ideas). 

Behavior Management 

14. Decrease impulsive behavior and increase problem-solving techniques. 

15. Implement behavior-management system to increase appropriate and decrease inappropriate 
behaviors. 

16. Prevent behavior problems in class by management of simultaneous activities (e.g., room arrangement, 
engineered classroom, self connecting activities). 

Source:  Learning Disabilities, Fourth Edition, by William N. Bender, 2001. 
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Exhibit 2-25 shows best practices for arranging time for collaborative opportunities.  As 
can be seen, best practices focus on restructuring or rescheduling time, changing 
staffing patterns, and adding time to the school day or year. 

EXHIBIT 2-25 
ARRANGING TIME FOR COLLABORATION OPPORTUNITIES 

 
Restructuring or rescheduling time 

 Teach more minutes four days a week and use the time earned to have early release on one 
day. 

 Trade in staff development days at the beginning or end of the school year and spread the 
time out throughout the year for planning time. 

 Give teachers a common lunch period followed by a planning period for shared time daily.  
Provide a large group activity or small educational activities for kids after lunch.  Have special 
electives and classes in the periods after lunch to free core classroom teachers. 

Changing staffing patterns 

 Bring the regular substitute teachers (the same teachers whenever possible) or specialist 
teachers once a week to take over the classes and free the regular teachers. 

 Use other adults (administrators, volunteers, parents, instructional assistants) in the 
classroom to conduct an activity while teachers meet. 

 Arrange field trips led by volunteers, regular substitute teachers, or elective teachers to 
enhance or augment the curriculum and to free time for planning. 

 Hire physical education, art, and music specialists to provide 30 free minutes a day for 
classroom teachers.  Or schedule music and physical education at the same time for all 
students in a grade so that there can be a grade-level meeting of teachers. 

 Have a hobby period once a week.  All adults in the school, including office staff, cafeteria 
workers, and instructional assistants, teach hobbies to students, freeing up teachers to meet.  
Parents or other community members could also be involved in hobby period. 

 Form a partnership with a university or local college that could provide films, TV lessons, and 
demonstrations using interactive teacher arrangements that enrich the curriculum.  If 
university partners handle instruction and design follow-up activities, paraprofessionals can 
handle the monitoring. 

Adding time to the school day or year 

 Shorten the amount of classroom time each day, but add more days to the school year to 
cover state requirements.  Use the extra time saved from each day. 

 Extend the school day by starting earlier or finishing later.  Have special classes in the early 
morning periods.  Then required hours are completed in four and a half days.  This provides a 
free half-day each week. 

 Add meeting days to the school year. For example, one school built 21 pupil-free workdays 
into the calendar for the year. 

 

Source:  Exceptional Lives, Special Education in Today’s Schools, 2004. 
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Exhibit 2-26 shows implications for successful inclusive practice.  As can be seen, best 
practices for inclusive education include time, training, personnel resources, materials 
resources, class size, and consideration of the severity of the disability. 

EXHIBIT 2-26 
IMPLICATIONS FROM SCRUGGS AND MASTROPIER’S (1996) 

RESEARCH SYNTHESIS 
 

 Time – Teachers report a need for one hour or more per day to plan for students with 
disabilities. 

 Training – Teachers need systematic, intensive training, either as part of their certification 
programs, as intensive and well-planned in-services, or as an ongoing process with 
consultants. 

 Personnel resources – Teachers report a need for additional personnel assistance to carry 
out mainstreaming objectives.  This could include a half-time paraprofessional and daily 
contact with special education teachers. 

 Materials resources – Teachers need adequate curriculum materials and other classroom 
equipment appropriate to the needs of students with disabilities. 

 Class size – Teachers agree that their class size should be reduced, to fewer than twenty 
students, if students with disabilities are included. 

 Consideration of severity of disability – Teachers are more willing to include students with 
mild disabilities than student with more severe disabilities, apparently because of teachers’ 
perceived ability to carry on their teaching mission for the entire classroom.  By implication, 
the more severe the disabilities represented in the inclusive setting, the more the previously 
mentioned sources of support would be needed. 

Source:  Exceptional Lives:  Special Education in Today’s Schools, 2004. 

FINDING 20: 

Education Management Teams (EMTs) are school-based, problem-solving groups 
designed to assist school staffs and parents in the development of interventions and 
strategies to improve the learning or school adjustment of referred students. These 
teams seek creative ways to maximize the use of available resources. The purpose of 
the EMT is to provide schools with an efficient, effective, and clearly defined procedure 
for providing assistance to students, teachers, and parents in finding strategies to assist 
a student with educational social, or emotional needs. It is a collaboration model that 
provides a forum for routine and timely problem solving by building staff. School-based 
teams may have other names such as Child Study Team, Student Review Team, 
Student Assistance Team, or Schoolwide Assistance Team.  

Each school in Montgomery County Public Schools has a different format, procedures, 
and process for addressing intervention in their school.  There is no consistency among 
schools and the district has not established structured, uniform procedures across the 
district. No one person at the district oversees intervention. There is no monitoring 
process regarding implementation of intervention team procedures at the district level. 
For example, MGT found that several MCPS middle schools have strong intervention 
teams, while other middle schools do not.  EMTs at the middle schools meet with varying 
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frequency.  Some EMTs meet weekly, others bi-monthly, and others meet once per 
month or on an as-needed basis.   

Subsequent to MGT’s site visit, the district initiated a process called Collaborative Action 
Process (CAP) to replace the EMTs in all schools.  This replacement is scheduled to 
begin in the 2005-06 school year in six middle schools. 

The CAP is built upon problem solving through a collaborative, multi-disciplinary team.  
The model is based on research from literature and best policies.  The process has four 
key components which are: 

 problem identification; 
 problem analyses; 
 intervention planning; and 
 monitoring and evaluation. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Recommendation R-14: 

Implement the Collaborative Action Process (CAP) for prevention and intervention 
procedures prior to student referral for evaluation or special education services. 

By implementing this recommendation, Montgomery County Public Schools should 
create a collaborative, multidisciplinary team that is responsible for developing action 
plans that support individual students through the implementation of school and/or 
community-based strategies.  

MGT believes MCPS should review the model being used in North Carolina.  The 
Student Support Team (SST) is a model developed by the North Carolina Department of 
Public Education.  With targeted funding for prevention and intervention procedures, 
school systems in North Carolina developed policies, procedures, and guidelines for the 
prevention and intervention procedures prior to student referral for evaluation or special 
education services.  The SST model reviewed in this document was developed and is 
being implemented by the Division of Student Support Services, Wake County Public 
School System in Raleigh, North Carolina.  

The SST model involves viewing students from a holistic perspective. The SST makes 
inquiry about all aspects of the student’s environment and life circumstances to develop 
appropriate and effective ways to increase success, including academic achievement, 
improved family and peer relations, culture, and behavior.  

The SST mission is to “provide support to students and youth who are experiencing 
academic, behavioral, family and/or emotional difficulties that interfere with learning.” 

The SST at each school provides this support through a collaborative team approach, 
generating individualized strategies that influence the interaction of environment, family, 
emotions, and education on the student’s life.  The SST function is designed to support 
schools in helping any student placed at risk for school failure.  
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Exhibit 2-27 shows the six-step process of the SST, including: 

 Step 1 - a problem-solving process when a teacher identifies 
concerns about the student’s academic and/or behavioral 
performance in the classroom;  

 Step 2  - the identification  or the review of the factors that influence 
instruction and the student’s success in school performance;  

 Step 3  - the generation of proactive strategies to facilitate student 
success; 

 Step 4  - the selection of a set of strategies to facilitate the student’s 
success in improving performance in school (It is important to note 
that the person selecting a particular strategy is also responsible for 
the implementation of that strategy);   

  Step 5  - the writing of an implementation action plan; and  

 Step 6  - the development and implementation of the strategies to 
determine if the strategies are working. 

The results of the independent evaluation include effectiveness of classroom 
intervention strategies, effectiveness of school support-based services, effectiveness of 
family-based services, and effectiveness of community-based services.  A summary of 
the evaluation results include: 

 classroom intervention strategies rated as most effective were 
parent communication and involvement and flexible grouping; 

 school support-based intervention strategies rated as most effective 
were family-based interventions, including parent education and 
training regarding the educational process, home-learning activities, 
healthy diet, rest, and enrichment/leisure activities; and 

 community support intervention strategies rated most effective were 
medical, social, spiritual, and recreational services. 

Recommendation R-15: 

Develop a plan for overseeing intervention and student support teams. 

Montgomery County Public Schools should develop and implement a plan for 
overseeing the intervention and the Education Management Teams.  This plan should 
be a joint effort between the school administration and the Department of Special 
Education and ensure that school teams are effectively providing prereferral 
interventions and support to students in the general education setting prior to referral for 
evaluation for special education.  The student support team should be considered a 
function of general education with support from ancillary staff, including psychologists, 
guidance counselors, or the school administration.   
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EXHIBIT 2-27 
INSTRUCTIONAL STRATEGY PLANNING 
STEPS IN STUDENT SUPPORT TEAMS 
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Source:  WCPSS Office of Prevention Intervention, 2003. 
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FINDING 21: 

One of the greatest challenges of general education in Montgomery County Public 
Schools is the implementation of multicultural education for over 12,000 students of 
languages other than English.  Currently, the Maryland State Department of Education is 
developing content standards for ESOL.  The Montgomery County Public Schools 
curriculum guides for ESOL are currently in revision to align with Maryland content 
standards and student performance requirements.   

ESOL is scheduled as a separate class at the middle school level.  MGT found that there 
are no barriers to multicultural instruction in MCPS.  It was found, however, that general 
education teachers and counselors lack the necessary multicultural training to offer 
multicultural immersion opportunities within the general education setting.   

The Evolving Multicultural Classroom by Rose Reissman identifies three essential goals 
of multicultural education.  Multicultural education: 

 helps students realize both academic excellence and cultural 
experience (Cultural experience is defined in terms of students’ 
knowledge of their own cultural backgrounds and initiation in the 
studies of the differing cultural backgrounds of their peers.  As part 
of this cultural self-knowledge, students develop the skills to express 
and act on the answers to the questions of:  Who am I?  Where have 
I been?  What do I hope to do?  Student answers or reflections help 
them function in their own world, as well as in the larger community); 

 nurtures social growth and academic growth of students in school; 
and 

 helps students develop positive cultural, national, and global 
identification. 

Student identification focuses on neighborhood, community, and school;  national 
identification focuses on the students’ ability to live competently and function positively 
as citizens; and global identification focuses on student understanding of how their lives 
play a part in the world. 

The goals of multicultural education need to be infused into the MCPS curriculum by 
teachers who receive training in skills for teaching ethnic content and working with an 
increasingly diverse and multicultural population.   

The Evolving Multicultural Classroom suggests the implementation of a multicultural 
curriculum in four levels or approaches.  These approaches provide teachers with an 
easily infusible, curriculum-stepladder entry into the ongoing process of multicultural 
education: 

 Level 1: The Contributions Approach which highlights cultural 
heroes, holidays, and discrete cultural elements; 

 Level 2: The Additive Approach, expands instructional units 
dealing in depth with content, concepts, themes, and perspectives; 
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 Level 3: The Transformation Approach alters the structure of the 
curriculum to enable students to view concepts, issues, events, and 
themes from diverse ethnic or cultural perspectives; and 

 Level 4: The Social Action Approach enhances student 
engagement in exploring multiple perspectives by having them make 
decisions on issues and take actions to solve them.   

RECOMMENDATION 

Recommendation R-16: 

Develop and infuse multi-cultural  components into the existing curriculum at all 
middle school grade levels. 

School systems in Maryland are mandated to provide integrated multicultural education 
and appropriate instructional programs for students whose native language is other than 
English.  Montgomery County Public Schools should develop a systemwide multicultural 
education program at the middle school levels.   

The program should be an immersion program provided by the general education 
classroom teacher.  Supplemental services should continue to be provided by the 
teacher on assignment for ESOL.  In addition, the teacher on assignment for English as 
a Second Language Program should provide technical assistance and support to 
general education teachers in the implementation of appropriate modifications for 
students whose language is other than English.   Each school should include specific 
strategies for multicultural education and instruction of English learners in the school 
improvement plan.  The principal should serve as the instructional leader to ensure that 
the program is implemented and to provide support to teachers and staff in its 
implementation. 

Exhibit 2-28 shows a sample of best practices related to multicultural education. 

2.2 Effective Staff and Professional Development 

This section reviews the MCPS middle school staffing.  Included are the strengths and 
the challenges of this current structure. 

Turning Points 2000 asserts middle school teachers should come to their first teaching 
experience with: 

 a strong conceptual grasp of their academic discipline and skills in 
developing and using assessments to guide instructional decisions; 

 instructional knowledge and skills in how people learn best; 

 an understanding of how effective interdisciplinary teams work and 
how they can best contribute to effective teams; 
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EXHIBIT 2-28 
SAMPLE OF BEST PRACTICES RELATED TO MULTICULTURAL EDUCATION 

 

As classrooms become more and more culturally diverse, the need to infuse multicultural content 
into the curriculum becomes increasingly evident.  Multicultural education:  Issues and 
Perspectives by Banks and Banks, 2000, suggests effective strategies to meet the needs of 
students who are diverse can be infused into the curriculum by ability and by ethnicity.  Best 
practices for promoting a multicultural curriculum include the: 

 Contributions approach which focuses on heroes, holidays, and discrete elements.  In 
this approach, the traditional curriculum remains unchanged in its basic structure, goals, 
and characteristics.  Cultural traditions, foods, music, and dance may be discussed. 

 Additive approach which adds content, concepts, themes and perspectives of minority 
groups to the curriculum without changing its structure.  Teachers may add a book, unit, 
or course to the curriculum that focuses on diverse groups or topics.  

 Transformational approach, which involves changing the structure of the curriculum to 
enable students to view concepts, issues, events, and themes, from the perspectives of 
minority groups.  This approach offers changes in the basic assumptions, goals, nature, 
and structure of the curriculum. 

 Social Action approach, which allows students to make decisions on important social 
issues and take action to help solve them.  With this approach, students feel empowered 
and proactive; they are provided with the knowledge, values, and skills necessary to 
participate in social changes.   

The National Center for Accessing the General Curriculum (CAST) further suggests to 
differentiate instruction to recognize students’ varying background knowledge, readiness, 
language, preferences, learning, and interests.  Tomlinson (2001) identifies three elements of the 
curriculum that can be differentiated:  content, process, and products: 

 Content: 

– Several elements and materials are used to support instructional content.  These 
include facts, concepts, generalizations or principles, attitudes, and skills. 

– Align tasks and objectives to learning goals.  Goals are most frequently assessed by 
many high-stakes tests at the state level and frequently administered standardized 
measures.  Objectives are frequently written in incremental steps resulting in a 
continuum of skills-building tasks.   

– Instruction is concept-focused and principle-driven.  Then instructional concepts 
should be broad based and not focused on unlimited facts.  Teachers must focus on 
the concepts, principles, and skills that students should learn.   

 Process: 

– Flexible grouping is consistently used.  Strategies for flexible grouping are essential.  
Learners are expected to interact and work together as they develop knowledge of 
new content. 

– Classroom management benefits students and teachers.  Teachers must consider 
organization and instructional delivery strategies to effectively operate a classroom 
using differentiated instruction.  Tomlinson (2001) identifies 17 key strategies for 
teachers to successfully meet the challenge of designing and managing differentiated 
instruction in How to Differentiate Instruction in Mixed-Ability Classrooms. 
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EXHIBIT 2-28  (Continued) 
SAMPLE OF BEST PRACTICES RELATED TO MULTICULTURAL EDUCATION 

 

 Products: 

– Initial and ongoing assessment of student readiness and growth are essential.  
Meaningful pre-assessment naturally leads to functional and successful 
differentiation.  Assessments may be formal or informal, including interviews, 
surveys, performance assessments, and more formal evaluations. 

– Students are active and responsible explorers.  Teachers respect that each task put 
before the learner will be interesting, engaging, and accessible to essential 
understanding and skills.  Each child should feed challenged most of the time. 

– Vary expectations and requirements for students’ responses.  Items to which 
students respond may be differentiated for students to demonstrate or express their 
knowledge and understanding.  A well-designed student product allows varied means 
of expression, alternative procedures, and provides varying degrees of difficulty, 
types of evaluation, and scoring.  

Guidelines that make differentiation possible for teachers to attain include: 

 Clarify key concepts and generalizations to ensure that all learners gain understandings 
that serve as the foundation for future learning. 

 Use assessment as a teaching tool to extend versus merely measure instruction.  
Assessment should occur before, during, and following the instructional lesson, and help 
create questions regarding student needs and optimal learning. 

 Emphasize critical and creative thinking as a goal in lesson design.  The tasks, activities, 
and procedures for students should require that students understand and apply meaning.  
Instruction may require supports, additional motivation, varied tasks, materials, or 
equipment for different students in the classroom. 

 Engaging all learners is essential.  Teachers are encouraged to strive for development of 
lessons that are engaging and motivating for a diverse class of students.  Vary tasks 
within instruction as well as across students.   

 Provide a balance between teacher-assigned and student-selected tasks.  A balanced 
working structure is optimal in a differentiated classroom.  Based on pre-assessment 
information, the balance will vary from class-to-class as well as lesson-to-lesson.    

 

Source:  Exceptional Lives, 2004 
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 substantial comprehension of young adolescents’ developmental 
characteristics and needs; 

 willingness in the preparation to participate actively in the school’s 
governance system; 

 knowledge and skills to support a safe and healthy school 
environment; and 

 capacity to engage parents and community members in support of 
students and the school. 

FINDING 22: 

MGT consultant interviews with MCPS administrators revealed that all middle school 
teacher applications for the 2004-05 school year require certification in the specific 
subject area. This is not a requirement established by the State of Maryland; rather, a 
move by Montgomery County Public Schools to strengthen teacher knowledge in their 
respective subject area(s). One of the key issues supported by research and the 
recommendations contained in the Turning Points 2000 initiatives relates directly to this 
issue⎯developing or ensuring that teachers have a strong conceptual grasp of their 
academic discipline. 

This We Believe (National Middle School Association, 2003) recognizes the need for 
specially prepared middle level teachers. The National Forum to Accelerate Middle-
Grades Reform (2002) cites that almost 30 percent of seventh and eighth grade 
teachers assigned to teach mathematics or science do not have the knowledge to do so. 
Fewer than half of the states require specific licensure to teach in the middle grades and 
certification areas overlap significantly within each state [(Gaskill, 2002, Progress in 
certification of middle-level personnel.  Middle School Journal, 33(5), 33-40)]. This fact 
impacts the nature of the teaching and learning in middle grades⎯an issue of 
importance in the context of improving achievement. 

COMMENDATION C-8: 

Montgomery County Public Schools is commended for initiating a requirement for 
subject area certification for middle school teacher applicants in the 2004-05 
school year. 

FINDING 23: 

MGT consultants' interviews with central office personnel and examination of data show 
that a concern exists regarding the number of voluntary transfers occurring that impact 
the attrition rate for middle schools' teachers.  

It is reported that 143 voluntary transfers occurred in the 2003-04 school year. When 
compared with the total number of employed teachers (reported in Exhibit 1-11 - 2,184), 
this results in a 7 percent attrition rate based solely on voluntary transfers. This 
percentage figure does not account for additional staff attrition due to retirements, 
terminations, leaves-of-absence, deaths, or other causes. Data suggest that actual 
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teacher attrition rates for the middle schools may be in the range of 9-12 percent from 
year-to-year. MCPS does not collect data related to the reasons for these voluntary 
transfers. 

Research supports the proposition that an annual employee attrition rate of from 7 to 8 
percent is desirable as it brings into the organization personnel with fresh ideas and 
perspective untainted by persisting, unresolved issues (Rebore, 1998). 

The Human Resources Division maintains complete data on staff attrition due to 
retirements, terminations, leaves-of-absence, deaths, and other causes, including 
transfers; however, the division does not accumulate data relating to the reasons for 
voluntary transfer requests. 

RECOMMENDATION 

Recommendation R-17: 

Establish and implement exit interview requirements to be used with personnel 
granted voluntary transfers. 

The implementation of this recommendation should result in the collection of information 
that could be instrumental in reducing the percentage of voluntary transfers from middle 
schools in MCPS.  

The protocols should involve the releasing principal or his/her designee completing a 
prepared interview with the school-based employee. Periodically, no less than 
semiannually, the information should be codified for review and analysis by the Human 
Resources personnel with a report of findings and accompanying recommendation(s) 
submitted to all cluster administrators and school principals.   

FINDING 24: 

Principals report (and MGT consultants confirm) that teacher staffing formulas for middle 
schools do not take into consideration the best practice of core or interdisciplinary 
teacher teams' organization and the common planning format for those personnel.  

Schools consistently voiced concerns related to the challenging student population as it 
continues to grow. Meeting student needs is increasingly difficult without the full 
advantages of flexibility to create common teacher planning time and establish small 
group interactions with assigned teachers.  

Staffing formulas are based on numbers of students enrolled with considerations for 
special needs, but not founded on principles of middle school organization patterns. This 
is essentially a staffing plan based on more traditional premises and similar to that 
applied to high schools in Montgomery County Public Schools and junior high school 
structures elsewhere. The consequence is that allocation of teaching resources does not 
take into account personnel needs dictated when enrollment patterns do not conform to 
contractual requirements (union) or staffing formulas. This situation then results in  not 
assigning students to core or interdisciplinary teams or in some instances, assigned to 
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cross-teams that do not have common planning time.  Additionally, students may or may 
not be provided small group activity/guidance experiences. 

RECOMMENDATION 

Recommendation R-18: 

Revise middle school instructional staffing formulas to include provision for 
implementing interdisciplinary teams with common planning periods for all core 
teachers. 

The implementation of this recommendation should bring all middle schools into an 
instructional delivery organization pattern consistent with recommendations provided in 
the 1989 reports, What Matters in the Middle Grades prepared by the Maryland Work 
Group on the Middle Learning Years and the Mid-Level Work Group of MCPS. Further, 
this is consistent with contemporary literature. The following is representative of the 
research and professional literature supporting this recommendation: 

 Interdisciplinary team organization should be the standard model for 
organization (What Matters in the Middle Grades, 1989). 

 Teachers need time to plan curriculum and develop assessments, 
refine instructional strategies, and engage in collaborative inquiry to 
improve student work (Dickinson & Erb, 1997, We Gain More than 
we Give: Taming in Middle Schools). 

 A key issue is lack of common planning time for teachers on a team 
in middle school education⎯specially critical is common time for 
core or interdisciplinary teams (Turning Points 2000). 

 Daily or regular common planning time is essential so that teams 
can integrate the curriculum, analyze test data, review student work, 
discuss current research, and reflect on the effectiveness of 
instructional approaches. (National Middle School Association, 
Research and Resources in Support of This We Believe,  
Westerville, OH). 

 Flexibility within the schedule to facilitate teacher-advisor or 
mentoring, activity periods, and instructional support periods (What 
Matters in the Middle Grades, 1989). 

FINDING 25: 

Teacher absenteeism in middle schools is high.  Students may lose continuity in quality 
instruction when they have substitute teachers an inordinate amount of the time.   

Exhibit 2-29 shows the total number of short-term substitute teacher days.  As shown, a 
total of 22,944 substitute teacher days were used in MCPS middle schools in the 2003-
04 school year.  This number does not include the total number of long-term substitutes. 
Even without computing the number of days absences covered by long-term substitute 
teachers, this equates to an average of slightly over 10 days of absences per teacher 
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(2,184 teachers divided into 22,944 substitute days).  Parkland Middle School had the 
highest number of substitute teachers and John Poole had the lowest number.    

EXHIBIT 2-29 
MONTGOMERY COUNTY PUBLIC SCHOOLS 

NUMBER OF SHORT-TERM SUBSTITUTE TEACHERS 
2003-04 SCHOOL YEAR 

  

SCHOOL 
TOTAL # OF SHORT-TERM SUBSTITUTE  

TEACHER JOBS1 
Argyle 610 
John T. Baker 525 
Benjamin Banneker 726 
Briggs Chaney 644 
Cabin John 630 
Roberto Clemente 764 
Eastern 846 
William Farquhar 582 
Forest Oak 684 
Robert Frost 659 
Gaithersburg 668 
Herbert Hoover 507 
Francis Scott Key 720 
Martin Luther King, Jr. 640 
Kingsview 741 
Col. E. Brooke Lee 521 
Montgomery Village 604 
Neelsville 545 
Newport Mill 629 
North Bethesda 446 
Parkland 1,023 
Rosa Parks 371 
John Poole 329 
Thomas Pyle 494 
Redland 648 
Ridgeview 764 
Rocky Hill 539 
Shady Grove 671 
Silver Spring International 714 
Sligo 619 
Takoma Park 633 
Tilden 452 
Julius West 780 
Westland 706 
White Oak 679 
Earle B. Wood 831 
AVERAGE 637 
TOTAL 22,944 
Source:  MCPS, Middle Schools Department, 2004. 
1These data reflect short-term sub data for the 2003-04 school year, but only between the dates of 
10/8/03-6/15/04.  Unfortunately, data are stored in the system for only one calendar year. 
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One parent’s response to this issue in the MGT survey is instructive: 

The substitute teachers are with our children for many months, and it is 
imperative that they are knowledgeable in the classroom management 
as well as the subject they are attempting to teach.  Subs need time to 
grade papers and plan just as a regular teacher is provided. 

RECOMMENDATION 

Recommendation R-19: 

Develop and implement a plan to reduce the number of middle school teacher 
absences and reduce substitute teacher days. 

The implementation of this recommendation should result in the reduction in the number 
of teachers’ days of absences from teaching students with a consequent reduction in 
substitute teacher days and expense to MCPS.  

2.2.1 Professional Development  

Research and best practices show that in addition to a well-crafted mission statement, 
specific improvement goals, milestones, and a timeline for school improvement, a 
strategy for addressing professional development is a must (Flowers et al., 2002). 

During a reform effort, there is often an increased level of training needs among 
teachers.  Priority must be given to: 

 assessing teacher skill level and interests; 

 determining professional development needs; and 

 creating a plan for providing teachers the resources and skills they 
need to implement the new program or practices in their classrooms. 

Flowers et al. (2002) share four lessons learned in regards to professional development. 

1. Most middle grades teachers do not have middle grades 
certification.  This means that specialized training on young 
adolescents and best practices must occur as part of staff 
development activities in the school, and should be rooted in the 
school’s improvement plan. 

2. Teacher training comes in many forms.  From informal to formal, 
within a school and through specialized training at the district, state, 
and national levels, we must learn to recognize and target all types 
of professional development arenas. 

3. A mismatch exists between the availability of professional 
development activities and teacher participation.  Schools must 
address the barriers that appear to prohibit teachers from 
participating more often in readily available training opportunities 
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offered and supported by their school.  This process must include a 
dialogue between administrators and teachers about expectations 
for skill advancement and how these skills work together to ensure 
that teachers’ professional development needs and interests are 
closely aligned with the dynamics of the school 
improvement/initiative. 

4. Teacher professional development should be based on administrator 
and teacher input.  Administrators and teachers must realize they 
offer differing opinions about teacher needs for professional 
development because they each serve very different roles within the 
school.  Both parties must have input into the decisions regarding 
teacher professional development. 

FINDING 26: 

In  2000, the Montgomery County Public Schools (MCPS) embarked on a plan called the 
Professional Growth System.  The system is composed of six components, which are: 

 a common language and common framework for teaching gained 
primarily through the courses entitled Studying Skillful Teaching 
(SST) and Observing and Analyzing Teaching (OAT); 

 job-embedded professional development under the guidance of 
school-based Staff Development Teachers; 

 time to participate in ongoing professional development for all 
teachers through the Staff Development Substitute Teacher Project; 

 teacher-directed professional growth through individual Professional 
Development Plans (PDPs); 

 a Peer Assistance and Review Program for teachers new to 
teaching and for under-performing experienced teachers; and 

 a teacher evaluation system based on standards of effective practice 
from the National Board for Professional Teaching Standards. 

A review of the  recent evaluation  of the MCPS Professional Growth System (PGS) 
shows seven key findings: 

1. Administrators and teachers concur that implementation of the 
PGS is moving in the right direction—Survey results indicate that 
nearly all administrators believe that implementation of the PGS “is 
moving in the right direction.” Very high percentages of teachers are 
of a like mind. 

2. The PGS is bringing about substantive changes in teaching—
Changes are noted particularly in acknowledged sources of student 
learning, in the increased use of data to drive instruction, and in the 
increased use of specific proven instructional strategies. 
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3. The Staff Development Teacher Program gives form and 
substance to the PGS—Staff Development Teachers (SDTs) serve 
as mentors and coaches. They provide one-on-one assistance and 
group and team support. Large majorities of teachers report that 
SDTs employ collaborative practices for instructional improvement 
and nearly equally large percentages report that SDTs work with 
teachers to use data to improve instruction. 

4. Implementation of Professional Development Plans is 
improving, but is not yet smooth and consistent across the 
district—Survey data suggest that a fair number of teachers find 
value in the PDPs. However, Professional Development Plans, 
designed to assist teachers to tailor professional growth to their own 
constantly changing needs, continue to receive somewhat mixed 
reviews from teachers.  

5. MCPS’ teacher evaluation system is a significant step forward— 
Montgomery County’s standards-based teacher evaluation system 
endeavors to tackle some of the most vexing dilemmas plaguing 
performance appraisal. The system is grounded in standards of 
effective teaching and organized to assess the quality of instruction. 
Moreover, it is based on the notion that a primary purpose of 
evaluation is improvement. The majority of administrators reported 
that the evaluation system has “enabled me to be a more effective 
administrator.” Large majorities of teachers find the evaluation 
process “highly effective.” 

6. MCPS’ Peer Assistance and Review Program seems to be off to 
a smooth and productive start—PAR is earning high marks from 
principals. Consulting Teachers are valued for their professionalism 
and expertise. MCPS’ program is designed primarily for teachers in 
serious professional jeopardy, not for teachers who require modest 
improvement in their practice. There remains a question in MCPS 
about Consulting Teachers’ authority as evaluators.  

7. The PGS is promoting the evolution of professional learning 
communities in MCPS schools, though this evolution is not yet 
complete—The development of professional learning 
communities—shared norms and values, a common language about 
teaching and learning, collaboration around content and planning—is 
an essential component of the PGS. Data suggest that professional 
learning communities are evolving in MCPS schools. However, on a 
number of significant dimensions, including the extent to which 
administrators and teachers share a common vision, whether 
teachers use a common conceptual framework to discuss teaching 
and learning, and whether schools are conducive to continuous 
improvement, administrators and teachers see the world of PGS 
implementation somewhat differently. 
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Exhibit 2-30 shows a list of recommendations as a result of the MCPS in-house 
evaluation.  Based on MGT’s interviews, review of professional development training 
documents, and on-site observations, MGT consultants support these 
recommendations.   

EXHIBIT 2-30 
MCPS PROFESSIONAL GROWTH SYSTEM’S 

EVALUATION RECOMMENDATIONS 
2003-04 SCHOOL YEAR 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. Continue implementation of the PGS. 

2. Consider making Studying Skillful Teaching available in different formats and 
venues to make it more widely accessible to teachers. 

3. Continue to review the impact of the SDT Program in high schools with a 
continuing eye to discovering the most successful model(s). 

4. Continue the Staff Development Substitute component of the PGS. 

5. Take steps to ensure that SDTs are focused on the primary responsibilities as 
indicated in their job descriptions. 

6. Continue to monitor the development and implementation of PDPs with an eye 
toward additional changes that might be warranted. 

7. Take steps to resolve the evaluator dilemma of MCPS’ PAR Program. 

8. Consider adding a CT Assist component to PAR. 

9. Continue monitoring development of professional learning communities in MCPS.  

Source: MCPS Web site, http://mcps.k12.md.us, 2004. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 

Recommendation R-20: 

Prepare a written  plan to ensure that the MCPS Professional Growth System's 
evaluation recommendations are appropriately implemented to make certain that 
MCPS middle school teachers are obtaining appropriate and adequate 
professional growth. 

The implementation of this recommendation should ensure that the MCPS Professional 
Growth System Initiative, which is well constructed when compared to many other 
school systems, is constantly improving.  The plan should contain specific goals, 
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timelines, and person(s) who should be responsible for overseeing that the 
recommendations are fully implemented. 

FINDING 27: 

Evidence of increasing retirements of administrators at all levels within MCPS exists and 
is creating a demand for more trained personnel. Data on middle school principal 
experience as the 2004-05 school year is as follows:  

 nine principals have not had any middle school administrative 
experience;  

 ten principals are in their first year; 

 eight principals are in their second year; 

 four principals are in their third year; 

 three principals are in their fourth year; 

 one principal is in his fifth year; 

 three principals are in their sixth year; and 

 eight principals are in their seventh through twelfth year.    

Of the 36 middle school principal positions, 25 principals have fewer than four full years 
of experience. Of all middle school principals nearly one-third have no prior middle 
school administrative experience. 

While MCPS has a program for training school-level administrators, no primary focus 
exists for the specific training and placement of personnel in middle school positions, 
including resource teachers, reading specialists, and staff development teachers.  A 
review of data regarding principals shows that many persons aspiring to the high school 
principal position begin as middle school principals. There is written policy stating that a 
high school principal must have prior principal experience, but the middle school 
experience appears to be the practice to ensure meeting the policy requirement.  

The resulting consequence is that some middle school principal positions are held by 
professionals who have not been trained in middle school philosophy and its application, 
nor do they have extensive experience in dealing with this age student. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Recommendation R-21:  

Develop a leadership training program with a focus on middle school organization 
and management and the characteristics of the middle school student.  
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The implementation of this recommendation should result in providing middle schools 
with teachers and leaders who are more fully trained in the middle school tenets with 
particular emphasis on understanding the factors supporting organization systems. 
Additionally, this should ensure that contemporary information related to students’ 
characteristics are included in essential training programs. 

Recommendation R-22:  

Develop a principal internship program designed to prepare professionals for 
those positions that MCPS deems as requiring prior principal experience and 
repeal the Board of Education policy requiring prior principal experience.  

This recommendation should be considered in conjunction with Recommendation R-21 
in the Leadership section of this report.  Recommendation R-22 proposes the 
development of options for preparing personnel for middle and high school principal 
positions. This recommendation provides an additional means for preparing 
professionals for the high school principalship without serving an apprenticeship with the 
elementary or middle school. 

2.3 Student-Focused School Structure and Organization 

This section reviews the Montgomery County Public Schools' middle school central 
office support/organizational structure.  

A 1989 report of the Carnegie Corporation of New York, Turning Points: Preparing 
American Youth for the 21st Century contained eight primary recommendations related to 
middle years education. In summary, these included: 

 support for smaller learning communities; 

 transmission of a core of common, substantial knowledge in ways 
that foster curiosity, problem solving, and critical thinking; 

 organization that ensures student success by utilizing cooperative 
learning and other techniques suitable for this developmental phase; 

 teachers and principals vested with the major authority for 
transforming the school; 

 teachers who are specifically prepared for this group; 

 schools as environments for health promotion, with emphasis on life 
sciences and their application; 

 joint efforts between schools and families; and 

 schools partnered with various community organizations. 
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While the 1989 document provided a basic frameworks, Turning Points 2000: Educating 
Adolescents in the 21st Century, an in-depth examination of how to improve middle 
grades education, provides additional guidance and support.  

Throughout the Turning Points 2000: Educating Adolescents in the 21st Century report it 
is clear that middle schools must have the support, both administratively and politically, 
of the central offices and boards of education in the quest to strengthen educational 
programs. MGT discovered a unique and strong commitment to this within Montgomery 
County Public Schools. 

FINDING 28: 

Central office support for MCPS middle school development and programs is evidenced 
in numerous forms and contexts.  

Exhibit 2-31 presents the 2004-05 Montgomery County Public Schools organizational 
chart. As can be seen, a comprehensive curriculum and instruction support system is 
delineated. 

Within the Department of School-Based Services are assigned directors over units 
responsible for the various school levels including middle school. A Director of Middle 
School Instruction and Achievement is assigned a staff of two instructional specialists 
and one administrative assistant providing support to the 36 Montgomery County public 
middle schools. 

MGT consultant interviews with school-based administrative and teaching personnel 
revealed a pattern of responses consistent with the following sample remarks: 

 Central office support is responsive and effective. 

 Our central office is service centered. 

 The system of having clusters has provided schools with more direct 
access to central office support. 

 The Department of Staff Development responds to requests with 
regular and relevant training. 

 There is consistent support of central office for dealing with issues of 
student behavior. 

 The support for crisis management team training is excellent. 

 Monthly administrative and supervisory training has been an 
effective means for keeping the administration aware of county 
initiatives and identifying resources to support local schools. 

The National Middle School Association and experts in the field discuss actions districts 
and schools can take to begin making a positive transition for students moving from 
middle school to high school.  Exhibit 2-32 presents such actions as provided by the 
Southern Regional Education Board (SREB) in Opening Doors to the Future, Making  
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EXHIBIT 2-31 
MONTGOMERY COUNTY PUBLIC SCHOOLS 

ORGANIZATIONAL CHART 
FY 2004–05 

 
 
 
 

MONTGOMERY COUNTY 
BOARD OF EDUCATION

SUPERINTENDENT OF 
SCHOOLS

Department of 
Communications

Office of Shared 
Accountability Chief of Staff Deputy Superintendent 

of Schools 
Chief Operating 

Officer 
Community

Superintendents 

Associate Superintendent 
for Student and 

Community Services 

Department of School 
Safety and Security 

Associate Superintendent 
for Staff Development 

Department of Student 
Services 
Department of 
Alternativ e Programs 
  Adult Education and 

Summer School 
 
Department of Special 
Education 
  Division of School 

Based Special 
Education Services 

 
  Division of Preschool 

Special Education, 
Special Schools, and 
Related Services 

Associate Superintendent 
for Curriculum and 

Instructional Programs 

Staff Development 
Projects Team 

Leadership Training and 
Development Team 
Department of Staff 

Dev elopment Initiatives 

Department of School-
Based Curriculum 
Services 
Department of 
Curriculum and 
Instruction 
  Pre-K 12 Curriculum 

Development Team 
  Gifted and Talented Team 
  Career and Technology 

Education team 
  Outdoor Education Team 
Department of 
Instructional Programs 
  Community and Family 

Partnerships 
  School Library Media 

Programs 
  Division of Academic 

Support 
  Division of Early 

Childhood Programs and 
Services 

  Division of ESOL/Bilingual 
Programs 

Schools
125 Elementary 

36 Middle 
25 High/Edison 

6 Special Schools 

Associate 
Superintendent for 
Human Resources 

Chief Information 
Officer for Global 

Access Technology 

Employ ee Assistance Unit
Perf ormance Ev aluation 

Unit 
Department of recruiting 
and Staffing 

Div ision of  Inf ormation Serv ices
Div ision of  Applications and 
Dev elopment 
Div ision of  Systems  
  Architecture and Operational 

Support 
Department of End User 

Support 
Div ision of  Field Operations 
Div ision of  User Support 

Division of Financial Services
Div ision of  Controller Employ ee and Retiree Serv ices Center 
Department of Association Relations  
Department of Facilities Management 
Div ision of  Construction, Div ision of Maintenance, Div ision of School Plant 
Operations 
Department of Management, Budget and Planning 
Department of Materials Management 
Div ision of  Food and Nutrition Serv ices 
Department of Planning and Capital Programming 
Department of Transportation 

Source:  Montgomery County Public Schools, Office of Superintendent, 2004.
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EXHIBIT 2-32 
BEST PRACTICES IN MIDDLE SCHOOLS 

SOUTHERN REGIONAL EDUCATIONAL BOARD 
 
Establish a middle-grades and high school transition study committee. The district 
can charge middle grades schools and high schools to work together to improve 
transition between the middle grades and high school. 

Conduct a needs assessment. Determine how many students are failing in grade nine, 
which courses they are failing and which level (honors, regular or basic) has the highest 
failure rate. Find out how many students are leaving grade eight unprepared to succeed 
in college-preparatory-level courses — Algebra I, honors English and science. What are 
middle-grades educators doing to acquaint students and parents with rising high school 
requirements? What process are high schools using to place students in higher-level or 
lower-level academic courses in grade nine? Which teachers are assigned to teach 
challenged students in the middle grades and the ninth grade? What is working for other 
schools in improving transition between the middle grades and high school? 

Develop a plan. Base the school’s plan on strategies that work in helping students 
make the transition from the middle grades to high school. Upgrade the curriculum, 
adopt a more flexible schedule, provide professional development, organize the faculty 
to facilitate the plan, communicate with students’ parents, and determine how students 
will move through the transition program. 

Implement the transition program. Involve the “best” teachers — ones who know their 
subject matter, know how to engage students in completing challenging assignments, 
and believe most students can succeed in algebra, high-level English and college-
preparatory lab-based science courses. Give these teachers enough time to work 
together on curriculum and instructional planning. 

Review, evaluate, and revise the transition program. Ask the transition committee to 
meet regularly to review progress and to adjust the plan as needed. Give continuous 
oversight to the program. Decide which data to collect at the end of the first year to see 
what is working and what is not working. Develop a plan for analyzing and applying the 
data in the second year. 

Provide professional development. Administrators and teachers need to know how to 
develop and operate transition programs. Make it possible for leaders and teachers to 
learn from their peers by visiting schools that have effective transition programs. Allow 
teams of teachers to identify their own professional growth needs in helping students 
learn at a higher level and support these teachers in completing their personal staff 
development plans. 

Provide special funding for transition programs. School boards need to allocate 
funds to support the transition program. Special funding will be needed to operate 
summer school programs; to provide transportation to summer school, after-school 
programs and Saturday sessions; and to extend the school day and the school week to 
provide extra time and extra help. Some funding will be needed to support teachers as 
they provide special tutoring for low-achieving students in out-of-school time. 
Source:  SREB, Opening Doors to the Future, Making Middle Grades Work, 2002. 
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Middle Grades Work (2002). MGT consultants noted proactive efforts by the MCPS 
Board of Education and administration consistent with these recommended actions. 

Consistent with these recommendations, the MCPS Superintendent established a 16-
member Middle School Review and Refocus Work Group under the management of the 
Director of Middle School Instruction and Achievement within the Department of School-
Based Services. This Work Group has met regularly since its inception and first meeting 
of April 16, 2004. MGT consultants reviewed meeting minutes, attended one session 
during the on-site visit, and interviewed various participants. The activities of this Work 
Group are fully documented and represent the Board of Education and administration’s 
commitment to ensure that students’ middle years education is appropriately organized 
and focused to ensure maximum student performance and readiness for high school. 

COMMENDATION C-9: 

The Board of Education, Superintendent, and central office of Montgomery County 
Public Schools are demonstrating a continued commitment to ensuring that 
middle school education provides for defined student needs. 

FINDING 29: 

Montgomery County Public Schools applied for (and received) a $7.2 million grant for 
the Middle School Magnet Consortium.  Exhibit 2-33 provides the program design 
summary of the three-year grant. The purpose of the grant is to reduce racial/social 
economic isolation by creating high quality programs designed to attract students from 
outside the attendance area of the three identified schools. Focus in those schools will 
include creating cross content curriculum; organizing interdisciplinary teams; using 
extended and flexible instructional time; and providing staff development opportunities 
for those teachers in those schools.  

COMMENDATION C-10: 

The MCPS central office has demonstrated exceptional proactivity in successfully 
developing and receiving grants to support and improve middle school programs. 

FINDING 30: 

The Middle School Review and Refocus Work Group project team is composed of three 
middle school principals, one elementary and one high school principal, two parents, a 
support staff, and eight central office representatives. Participating personnel were 
assigned to various subcommittees; however, a student representative has not been 
selected. Additionally, representatives from the university community are not included. 

There is no specific independent review process in the overall plan for finalizing the 
Work Group’s recommendations. 
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EXHIBIT 2-33 
PROGRAM DESIGN FOR THE 

MCPS MIDDLE SCHOOL MAGNET CONSORTIUM 
 

GOALS 

The Middle School Magnet Consortium (MSMC) is funded by a $7.2 million grant from 
the United States Department of Education. The grant goals are to: 

 improve student performance at Consortium schools; 
 broaden student choices in middle school programs in MCPS; and 
 decrease socio-economic isolation in Consortium schools. 

VISION 
MSMC FACULTY AND STAFF BELIEVE 

 academic rigor is necessary preparation for the knowledge-based economy; 

 curiosity, the basis of the human desire to learn, must be developed and 
preserved; 

 all students benefit from caring, clear, and consistent adult guidance; and 

 middle school is the time to gain the skills and knowledge for high school, 
college, and life. 

MILESTONES 

Middle School Magnet Consortium students will keep track of their educational progress 
through grades and assessments in their course work. They also will track their progress 
through several milestone achievements each year that span the skills and knowledge of 
the disciplines. MSMC schools are developing milestones for each grade level in each of 
the following categories: 

 Writing 
 Research 
 Problem Solving 
 Presentation Skills 
 Magnet Area of Focus 

COMMON ELEMENTS 
The Middle School Magnet Consortium Schools each have a distinct instructional focus, 
yet share several common elements to establish a rigorous academic program for all 
students. The common elements are described on pages 6, 7, and 8. 

All MSMC schools will offer– 

 an Accelerated Core Curriculum; 
 specialized courses and extended learning opportunities; 
 highly effective instructional programs; and 
 collaborative partnerships among schools, parents, and the community. 

Source:  Middle School Magnet Consortium Program Booklet, 1st edition, 2005. 
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RECOMMENDATION 

Recommendation R-23: 

Expand the Middle School Review and Refocus Work Group by appointing a 
Review Subcommittee to include a student, one additional parent, a teacher, and a 
representative of the university community, along with central office 
representation. 

The implementation of this recommendation should ensure that the Middle School 
Review and Refocus Work Group activity includes a wider range of stakeholders 
including some personnel with limited knowledge concerning the group’s work. MGT 
consultants recognize that augmenting the task force at this stage of the work poses 
some logistical problems associated with the project team’s objectives.  

The issues could be overcome by including the additional representatives as a part of a 
subcommittee charged with a comprehensive review of the draft report. This would be 
consistent with the idea that the draft report should be reviewed at an early stage (prior 
to submission to the executive staff) by a group representing full involvement in the 
report’s development as well as personnel with little official involvement. Those with 
limited involvement may identify issues, concerns, or other matters that may require 
additional data/support. 

FINDING 31: 

The Director of Middle School Instruction and Achievement has been staffed by four 
different professionals through the last seven years. The current director assumed the 
position in January 2004. Turnover in other district level administrative positions is also 
evident. 

The current emphasis on middle education development, as represented by the work of 
the appointed Middle School Review and Refocus Work Group, creates a significant 
need to stabilize the director’s position and ensure constancy of purpose and 
appropriate administrative direction to the Work Group and the work of the Middle 
School Achievement Department.  

RECOMMENDATION 

Recommendation R-24: 

Implement measures designed to stabilize district-level administrative positions. 

The implementation of this recommendation should result in providing incentives to the 
administrative personnel, including the Director of Middle School Instruction and 
Achievement, to remain in assigned positions. These measures could involve financial 
remuneration for meeting clearly defined objectives related to the success of the work of 
the department and other identified outcomes. Additionally, consideration should be 
given to establishing important intrinsic rewards. An intrinsic rewards structure could 
include broader participation in decision making, job discretion, increased responsibility, 
additional opportunities for personal and professional growth, recognition, and possibly 
other options. 
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As vacancies occur, specific recruitment and selection measures designed to increase 
the chance that a longer term commitment to positions should be developed and 
implemented. These measures, among other strategies, should include prescreening to 
determine commitment to the goals and objectives of the position and willingness to 
serve over a prescribed period of time. These could be particularly important for middle 
school support. 

In regard to middle school support, these actions should contribute to assurances that 
MCPS middle school improvement initiatives have consistent central office support and 
oversight. 

FINDING 32: 

MGT consultants examined MCPS Board of Education policy for currency and 
consistency in application/interpretation as applied to middle schools and related 
matters. Areas that raise concerns include: 

 BOE policy IEB, Middle School Education, is comprehensive in 
scope, but does not address common planning time for core or 
interdisciplinary teaching teams (see BOE policy IEB C 3 c). Such 
common planning is a theme throughout the literature. 

 No student retention policy exists, while a county grading policy has 
been adopted and the state has established the Maryland Content 
Standards. 

 The middle school staffing allocation policy does not focus on 
staffing as a function of students' program design requirements and 
does not provide community clusters and their respective middle 
schools latitude to allocate assigned personnel resources based on 
these needs. Staffing patterns are modeled for organizational needs 
for high schools rather than middle schools. 

 Central office personnel raise questions regarding the need for more 
explicit policy or regulations on middle school student attendance.  
Suggestions include relating the attendance policy to "loss of credit" 
as is the case for high schools or to participation in school activities. 

 BOE policy IEB C 2 (d) addresses grouping and regrouping of 
students for instruction and provides general guidelines. A review of 
actual practices in schools suggests that a wide variation exists, and 
criteria used vary from school to school. 

RECOMMENDATION 

Recommendation R-25: 

Review, develop, and adopt BOE policies to provide support to middle school 
instructional initiatives. 
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The implementation of this recommendation should involve addressing the following 
policy areas: 

 establishing a promotion/retention policy for middle school students; 

 preparing a policy to require the establishment of common planning 
time for core or interdisciplinary teachers; 

 establishing a policy related to middle school professional staffing  
that accommodates the need for flexibility necessary to provide 
expressed middle school organizational philosophy; and 

 promoting middle school enrollment numbers consistent with 
research. 

The implementation of the development and application of these policy 
recommendations should result in actions consistent with research on middle years 
program organization. The report of the Carnegie Corporation of New York, Turning 
Points 2000, Educating Adolescents in the 21st Century, describes a recommended 
design system driven by eight primary points integrated into a whole system. The 
Turning Points 2000 recommendations address needs for organizational flexibility 
including scheduling, teams of teachers and students, site-based decision making, and 
other best practices.  

A 1989 Maryland Task Force on the Middle Learning Years prepared a comprehensive 
report with recommendations on middle years education. In 1989, the MCPS 
Superintendent submitted an MCPS Mid-Level Task Force report to the Board of 
Education containing 34 recommendations. Recommendations in two reports support 
the development of these proposed provisions. 

The implementation of this recommendation should involve extensive examination of 
cost factors related to the various policy positions. The prudent course of action should 
involve⎯following the receipt and approval of the full report from the Middle School 
Review and Refocus Work Group⎯assigning a team to conduct a comprehensive cost 
analysis for the review of the Executive Team and the Board of Education. 

FINDING 33: 

The initial project mission charged the Work Group with preparing recommendations to 
refine and refocus middle schools  in the areas of organization and structure; leadership 
and staffing; curricular fidelity, implementation, and congruence; and acceleration and 
intervention programs.  The recommendations are to be a result of identifying, collecting, 
and analyzing data and information from the 36 middle schools through the external 
Middle School Program Review and through an internal student achievement data 
analysis.  These activities are to be based on national benchmarking. 
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RECOMMENDATION 

Recommendation R-26: 

Amend the Middle School Comprehensive Action Plan that is embedded in 
MCPS's plan, incorporating the approved recommendations of the Middle School 
Review and Refocus Work Group.  

The implementation of this recommendation should amend the Comprehensive Action 
Plan  embedded in Montgomery County Public School's Strategic Plan.  

The implementation of this recommendation should result in providing a guiding 
document that can be understood by all stakeholders. Its approval by the Board of 
Education as a supporting initiative for the Call to Action should ensure that school board 
members have a thorough exposure to and understanding of the school system’s 
approach to middle years education. 

School Leadership 

This section reviews the MCPS middle school leadership, including administrative and 
teaching staff involvement.  

Research supports the development and assignment of clear and effective leadership 
roles at the school level. Turning Points 2000: Educating Adolescents in the 21st 
Century, an in-depth examination of how to improve middle grades education, provides 
evidence for placing major authority of transforming the school with those closest to the 
educational delivery system⎯teachers and principals. Montgomery County Public 
Schools has promoted this model for school-level leadership. 

FINDING 34: 

Typically, the middle school leadership team called the Instructional Leadership Team 
(ILT) is composed of administrators, department chairpersons, interdisciplinary team 
leaders, staff development teacher, and media specialist. The ILT may include as many 
as 21 or more members depending on the school size and program configuration. The 
ILT may meet as few as two times or as many as four times per month depending on 
each school's needs. Agendas are prepared from information provided by the principals, 
administrative team (if so organized), and other ILT members for each regular meeting, 
and minutes or notes are taken and distributed to faculty and staff. Distribution may be in 
paper or electronic form depending on the school's procedure. School improvement 
goals and other important schoolwide issues essentially drive ILT activity. Additionally, 
some schools have organized an administrative team that meets weekly (or more often 
in one instance) and is composed of the principal, assistant principals, and in some 
instances, other key support positions such as the staff development teacher.  

The primary decision-making model provides for discussion at the ILT level with further 
input from other faculty on important schoolwide or department/team issues brought 
forward by the ILT membership. This feedback is then reviewed by the administrative 
team or administration, and final decisions are made and communicated to faculty, staff, 
and other stakeholders.  
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Teachers are involved in a variety of leadership roles, including the department chair, 
team leaders, the committee chair, Montgomery County Education Association liaison, 
ILT membership, and numerous ad hoc opportunities. Teachers are empowered to make 
important team and departmental, classroom, student assignment, and other decisions 
with input from the administration.  

COMMENDATION C-11: 

Montgomery County Public Schools has developed and implemented an 
appropriate system of school-level leadership and decision making. 

FINDING 35: 

Middle school principal turnover and training have become significant concerns (see 
Section 2.3 on school staffing and professional development for additional discussions 
related to this issue). Information presented to the Middle School Review and Refocus 
Work Group as Data Source #12: Principal's Tenure is shown in Exhibit 2-34.  As can be 
seen, a series of three recommendations were outlined for the Work Group's 
consideration.  The emphasis is on developing expertise unique to the middle school for 
all leaders, but the first bullet clearly references the principal position. 

An examination of the various leadership development models employed reveals that 
considerable emphasis is placed on preparation of elementary and high school 
principals. This includes the requirement that high school principals, before assignment, 
should have prior principalship experience. This results in a number of middle school 
principal positions being filled by aspiring high school candidates with little or no 
significant middle years background.  This situation could be changed by developing a 
program for high school principalship preparation within the high school structure rather 
than using the middle school principalship  as a training ground.  

As can be seen in Exhibit 2-34, nine principals (approximately 25 percent of the 
positions) are reported as not possessing middle school administrative experience.  

RECOMMENDATION 

Recommendation R-27: 

Develop and examine options for preparing personnel for middle and high school 
principal positions. 

The implementation of this recommendation should result in developing options for 
reducing the number of middle school principal positions that are committed to 
professionals seeking to meet prior principalship experience in order to be considered 
for the high school position. 
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EXHIBIT 2-34 
DATA SOURCE #12: PRINCIPAL'S TENURE 

 
INTERPRETATIONS IMPLICATIONS RECOMMENDATIONS 

 There are nine principals that 
have not had any middle school 
administrative experience.  

 There are 10 principals in their 
first year 

 There are eight principals in 
their second year 

 There are four principals in their 
third year 

 There are three principals in 
their fourth year 

 There is one principal in his fifth 
year.  

 There are three principals in 
their sixth year.  

 There are eight principals in 
their seventh through twelfth 
years.    

 Train principals to be middle 
school instructional leaders and 
mentors.  

 Allow principals to 
identify/define personnel 
position needs so that they can 
be instructional leaders.  

 Share leadership with IRTs. 
 Look at the process for hiring 

IRTs 
- Selecting 
- Job description 
- PGS 

 Hold leadership to PGS 
standards 

 Allocate positions based on data 
 Identify a middle school model 

that is research based and that 
all schools must follow. 
(systemic and systematic) 

 

 Middle school principals need to 
have experience plus qualities 
unique to middle school 

 Continue and expand 
professional development and 
support after one year of 
experience.  
- i.e. cohort action research 

group  
- monthly professional growth 

meetings 
 Professional development for 

leadership members at the 
school level 

Source: Middle School Review and Refocusing Work Group, September 2004. 
 

The examination process should consider the following: 

 a careful analysis of the actual professional school-level 
administration aspirations of middle school principals and assistant 
principals; 

 a study of high school enrollment size and the number of assigned 
assistant principal positions; 

 a review of responsibilities assigned to large high school assistant 
principal positions; 

 a determination of the feasibility of converting one or more large high 
school assistant principal positions to deputy principal (a position 
designed to carry out a variety of administrative responsibilities 
including acting in the absence of the principal) status with related 
assigned duties; 

 consideration of the range and type of responsibilities that could be 
assigned to a role of high school deputy principal;  

 an assessment of school-level as well as central office-level existing 
training opportunities that could be integrated into the option; 
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 an assessment of additional training opportunities required to make 
the option viable; and 

 an examination of the potential fiscal impact of such a decision 
(however, a deputy position could be created by converting an 
existing assistant principal position). 

The implementation of this recommendation should be considered fiscally neutral since 
no additional positions are recommended and professional development could be 
provided through currently scheduled sources. 

2.3.1 Structure of the Middle School Students' Day, Schedule, Teaming, and 
Instructional Time 

This section reviews the structure of the middle schools students’ day, schedule, teacher 
teaming, and instructional time.  

The literature on school size, teaming, and grouping of students is instructive. A 
summary of research includes the following regarding school size. 

 Middle grade school size may have some influence on student 
achievement, but it is not yet clear how much of a difference it 
makes relative to grades and other factors.  Lee and Loeb (2000) 
found in their study of sixth grade and eighth grade students that 
smaller school size positively influenced student achievement.  
However, they noted that the result in better achievement could be 
due to the positive effects the smaller school size has on teachers’ 
attitudes. 

 Mertens et al. (2001) noted that middle schools with fewer than 750 
students tend to have better instructional practices, more parent 
involvement, more common planning time for teachers, and other 
features that predict higher achievement. 

 Jackson and Davis (2000) assert that schools should not exceed 
600 students.  However, they offer the idea of subdividing larger 
middle schools into “houses” or “schools within schools.” 

 Turning Points 2000 states that research documents the advantages 
of small schools for all students, as they tend to be safer, and have 
higher attendance rates and better participation in school activities.  
In addition they benefit students’ achievement, attitude toward 
school, social behavior, interpersonal relationships, self-esteem, and 
sense of “belongingness.” 
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As related to teacher teaming, MGT consultants found: 

 According to the review of literature conducted by the Southern 
Regional Education Board, teaming is associated with increases in a 
school’s capacity for change (Center for Prevention Research, 
1998). 

 Research shows that effective teams lead to improved student 
achievement, increased parental contacts, enhanced school climate, 
and positive student attitudes.  Furthermore, teaming has a positive 
impact on the professional lives of teachers, improving their sense of 
accomplishment (Erb, 2001; Flowers et al., 2000). 

 Teaming is defined as two to four teachers working with a common 
group of students.  While there is no one way to organize effective 
teams, there are several researched-based principles useful (Erb & 
Stevenson, 1999). 

 Teams must be kept small in terms of both the number of teachers 
and the number of students involved. 

 Sufficient team and individual planning time needs to be provided to 
teachers. 

 Team teachers must be allowed to design the bulk of their students’ 
daily schedule. 

 Team areas should be designated in the building. 

 Team continuity should be allowed over a number of years. 

 For teams of 90 or fewer students, the use of desirable instructional 
practices and the quality of team member interactions are 
substantially higher than on larger teams (Flowers et al., 2000). 

 Daily or regular common planning time is essential so that teams 
can integrate the curriculum, analyze test data, review student work, 
discuss current research, and reflect on the effectiveness of 
instructional approaches (NMSA, 2003). 

And, relating to tracking/flexible grouping of students, the following is included in the 
research. 

 Tracking refers to long-term placement of students in academic 
tracks that are qualitatively different in the breadth and depth of 
curriculum offered, in the instructional and assessment strategies 
used, and in the kind and amount of resources allocated for teaching 
(including teachers’ level of experience and competence).  Jackson 
and Davis (2000) adamantly oppose tracking as an acceptable 
educational practice noting the “inherent inequity and 
ineffectiveness.” 
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 According to the Southern Regional Education Board literature 
review, there is extensive research documenting the positive effects 
of “de-tracking” (Gamoran et al. 1997; Hallinan & Kubitschek, 1999) 
and the role tracking plays in perpetuating achievement gaps 
(Alexander, 1996; Horn et al., 2001). 

 Flexible grouping and other forms of differentiated instruction refer to 
short-term differences in content or instructional strategies specific to 
particular units of instruction.  Such strategies can significantly 
benefit student learning and motivation to learn. 

 The goal of flexible instruction is to enable all students to meet or 
exceed higher academic standards and develop their full intellectual 
potential. 

The preceding is based on information found in the following sources. 

 Erb, T. (2001). This we believe…and Now we must act. Westerville, 
OH: National Middle School Association. 

 Erb, T. & Stevenson, C. (1999). From faith to facts: Turning Points in 
action – What difference does teaming make? Middle School 
Journal, 30(3). 

 Flowers, N., Mertens, S., & Mulhall, P. (2000). How teaming 
influences classroom practices: What research says. Middle School 
Journal, 32(2). 

 Heller, R., Calderon, S. & Medrich, E. (2003). Academic 
achievement in the middle grades: What does research tell us? A 
review of the literature. Atlanta, Georgia: Southern Regional 
Education Board. 

 Jackson, A. & Davis, G. (2000). Turning Points 2000: Educating 
adolescents in the 21st century. New York: Teachers College Press. 

 Lee, V. & Loeb, S. (2000).  School size in Chicago’s elementary 
schools: Effects on teachers’ attitudes and students’ achievement. 
American Educational Research Journal, 37(1). 

 Mertens, S., Flowers, N., & Mullhall, P. Schools size matters in 
interesting ways: Research on middle school renewal. Middle School 
Journal, 32(5). 

 National Middle School Association (2003a). This we believe: 
Successful schools for young adolescents.  Westerville, OH. 

 National Middle School Association (2003b). Research and 
resources in support of This we believe.  Westerville, OH. 
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FINDING 36: 

Most middle schools visited use some variation of the seven-period day structure. The 
typical organizational pattern is seven periods, or from 45- to 50-minute periods 
depending on how the first period of the day is structured.  

Fourteen (14) schools employ a modified block schedule with periods on alternating 
days, and three schools employ a seven-period schedule for one or more days. At least 
three schools employ eight-period schedules, with four periods on alternating days 
constituting a form of block scheduling. In the aggregate, schools devote approximately 
70 percent of the time to the four core instructional areas of English/language arts, 
mathematics, science, and social studies. Additionally, depending on the defined needs 
of students, schools provide other instructional programs such as art, music, and 
prevocational type offerings, and the schools meet the Maryland physical education 
requirement. Generally, schools offer intervention programs in mathematics and reading. 

Information collected from parents and interviews with numerous educators suggest 
some significant concern regarding the block schedule application. Parent comments 
indicate that they believe that the block schedule is not appropriate for middle school 
students. This observation was confirmed in interviews with teachers and school-level 
administrators.  

Exhibit 1-11 in Chapter 1 provides considerable comparative data for middle schools, 
and variations among the schools are easily noted. Many confirm the comments and 
observations collected from parents and other stakeholders. Assessing the detailed 
effectiveness of these variations is beyond the scope of this review. 

RECOMMENDATION 

Recommendation R-28: 

Conduct an analysis of block versus seven-period scheduling configurations 
based on student outcomes, parent satisfaction, teacher effectiveness, and other 
factors. 

The implementation of this recommendation should provide valuable information relating 
to the extent to which the scheduling of the middle school instructional day should be 
standardized among all 36 middle schools⎯or, stated otherwise, the extent of flexibility 
each school should have in this domain.  

The study of the scheduling configuration should involve establishing a subcommittee of 
the Middle School Review and Refocus Work Group with the following considerations: 

 include parent, teacher, assistant principal, principal, cluster, and 
Central Office representation; 

 restrict the focus to the block and seven-period schedule options 
with data collected on other options currently used in Montgomery 
County Public middle schools only; and 
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 ensure that the analysis minimally includes data related to student 
achievement in core subjects, an examination of parent feedback; a 
review of teachers' "burnout issues,” use of instructional time, and 
other factors affecting instruction and related to the schedule 
structure, and related fiscal information. 

FINDING 37: 

MCPS does not require the systemwide employment of small group student 
developmental activities provided by core or interdisciplinary teachers.  The concept is 
represented as one of the best practices in middle years’ education and is designed to 
provide opportunities to serve the unique adolescent needs of this student group.  

Exhibit 1-12 in Chapter 1 reports the status of weekly small group guidance or advisory 
instruction for students in each middle school. As can be seen, only 15 of 36 schools 
reported such activity on a regularly scheduled basis of at least weekly. One school 
reported utilizing the practice as the Teacher Advisory Period for the 2001-02 and 2003-
04 years. Five of the schools reported an advisory period each day of approximately 20 
minutes in duration.  

MGT consultants' observation of some of these revealed that the primary tasks 
appeared to be administrative in nature (e.g., roll, announcements) rather than 
developmental or structured around other objectives. 

RECOMMENDATION 

Recommendation R-29: 

Examine the value of developing and implementing a systemwide core or 
interdisciplinary teacher-led small group developmental program for middle 
school students. 

The implementation of this recommendation should lead to providing each school with a 
unique tool to address the developmental needs of the middle school student. Research 
and professional recommendations supporting the value of teacher-led small group 
developmental programs include the following. 

 A guidance program should involve counselors and teachers in 
helping students develop positive attitudes, values, and self-esteem 
(1989, What Matters in the Middle Grades, Maryland Work Group on 
the Middle Learning Years). 

 Such strategies can significantly benefit student learning and 
motivation to learn (Turning Points 2000). 

 Every student should be well-known by at least one adult. A 
significant adult who provides support and direction is an important 
factor in helping students avoid academic failure and a variety of 
other problems (Galassi, Gulledge & Cox, 1997, Middle School 
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Advisories: Retrospect and Prospect, Review of Educational 
Research, 67). 

 Students need help in getting to know themselves as well as 
sustained support in crafting relationships with their peers and adults 
both in and out of school (Galassi et al., 1997). 

 These programs help students gain emotional strength, self-
knowledge, and social skills through peer interaction and acceptance 
and personnel affirmation of trusted adults (Fenwick, 1996, Creating 
Communities for Learning, unpublished paper). 

Turning Points 2002 concludes that research reveals that small schools, teams, and 
advisories are the structures commonly associated with a successful middle grades 
school. 

FINDING 38: 

The MCPS general practice is to group middle school students for gifted and talented 
classes using a variety of criteria, including teacher, parent, or student recommendations 
in combination with prior grades, standardized test scores, and work study habits/skills. 
Grouping is typically in mathematics and English, with classes designated as gifted and 
talented. 

A review of specific criteria used by the various schools shows that there are variations 
among the schools in the selection of specific criteria to govern student placement for 
gifted and talented students (see Exhibit 1-12, Chapter 1, column reporting method of 
grouping students for instruction). The comments from parents reflected their concerns 
that this type of inconsistency exists among the middle schools. 

RECOMMENDATION 

Recommendation R-30: 

Establish criteria that must be used to determine student placement in gifted and 
talented courses and other courses requiring specific criteria throughout 
Montgomery County Public Schools. 

The implementation of this recommendation should result in the development of specific 
criteria to be used in the assignment to courses that have special requirements for 
successful participation by gifted and talented students in schools throughout 
Montgomery County. Specifically, implementing this recommendation should minimize 
the inconsistencies among schools in the placement of students in gifted and talented 
classes. 

The development of the criteria and implementing guidelines should be accomplished by 
a subcommittee of the Middle School Review and Refocus Work Group. This 
subcommittee should include parent, teacher, principal, cluster, and Central Office 
representation. 
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2.4 Collaboration and Community Partnerships 

This We Believe as well as Turning Points 2000 strongly advocate parent and 
community participation in middle grade schools.  The authors point out parental 
involvement is as important as ever and schools must take the initiative to develop 
needed home-school partnerships. 

Research on parent/community involvement at the middle school level is cited below: 

 Research studies clearly link the involvement of family and 
community with higher levels of student achievement, enhanced 
self-esteem, improved behavior, and better student attendance 
(Mapp, 1997). 

 Successful middle schools promote family involvement by 
sponsoring parent education programs, creating and maintaining 
links between home and school, initiating volunteer programs, 
establishing coordinated home-school learning experiences, and 
developing activities that involve community businesses and various 
cultural and civic groups (NMSA, 2003). 

 Henderson and Berla (1994) summarized the findings of 66 studies 
on parent involvement and children’s learning.  They noted the most 
accurate predictor of a student’s achievement in school is not 
income or social status, but the extent to which the student’s family 
is able to: 

- create a home environment that encourages learning; 

- express high but realistic expectations for their children’s 
achievement and future careers; and 

- become involved in their children’s education at school and in the 
community. 

 Studies have documented the following benefits for students when 
schools have supported family involvement (Jackson & Davis 2000): 

- higher grades and test scores; 
- better attendance and more homework completed; 
- fewer placements in special education; 
- more positive attitudes and behaviors;  
- higher graduation rates; and 
- greater enrollment in postsecondary education. 

FINDING 39: 

MGT consultants found many examples of positive parent and community involvement 
during site visits to schools and in our review of documentation.  Among the many 
productive school initiatives and activities are the following: 
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 There is a Principal’s Advisory Committee that meets monthly, and 
Hispanic parent meetings are held at least four times each year in 
the evenings. The principal, who is fluent in Spanish, coordinates the 
meetings with the help of the ESOL Parent Specialists and the 
ESOL counselor. 

 Parents and the community have sponsored Math Olympiad and an 
after school science program. Parents sponsor a charity student/staff 
volleyball night and a school dance. The PTSA donates money to 
the school each year that is used to meet specific needs. Two years 
ago the PTSA also established staff awards at the end of each 
school year. 

 The City of Gaithersburg will provide school supplies and free 
student agenda books. The City of Gaithersburg also sponsors 
annual Grants in Education. The school has written two successful 
grants for the 2005 school year. One of the grants is to support 
adolescent physical fitness. The second grant will provide evening 
classes given in Spanish so that non-English speaking parents can 
acquire computer literacy skills. 

 The school hosts community forums for all parents and specific 
forums for non-English speaking families. These are held in 
neighborhoods, and during non-work hours to accommodate the 
greatest number of parents. Additionally, one school has parent/staff 
representatives for their Hispanic Community, ESOL Community, 
Special Needs Parents, and the NAACP. 

 The PTA raises significant funding to provide additional support 
programs such as LEXIA and a Summer Scholar’s Program for our 
cluster elementary school children. 

 Homework Help – A member of the community assists students with 
homework  two times a week. 

 Being Your Best Program – A grant-supported group to support at-
risk girls. 

 Eighth grade Career Day – Twenty-four parents and members of the 
local business community came to the school to inform students 
about choices and opportunities in a variety of careers. 

 Parents provide funds for student recognition, cultural arts 
assemblies, and teacher recognition. Parent volunteers work in the 
media center and with some teachers in their classrooms. 

 Local businesses provide funds for special treats for students. A 
builder sponsors yearly ski trips for the students. 

 The school conducts a Math Night and Science Fun Night to provide 
information to parents about the curriculum and how to help their 
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children study more effectively for these courses and how to seek 
help when needed. The school staff also provides sessions for 
parents at an NAACP meeting on how to help students study more 
effectively. 

 Grants and other support from the City of Gaithersburg and 
Chesapeake Bay Trust Foundation, partnerships with IBM, American 
Association of University Women, Giant, Wal Mart, and Target. IBM 
provides mentors for targeted 7th grade students; American 
Association of University Women provides very structured mentoring 
program for 40 targeted 8th grade girls. 

 The PTA publishes a monthly newsletter, a student telephone 
directory, and sponsors several after-school dances through the 
year. 

 The school has several parent volunteers who regularly assist in the 
main office and classrooms. In addition, parents serve on school 
committees and coach some of the sports teams. Of particular 
impact in the instructional program are two parents who support the 
school's science program and have provided classroom support, 
field trip coordination, and education opportunities for enrichment in 
science instruction. 

 Increasing community/business partnerships is a major goal for the 
PTA and the Community Schools Partnership Team. 

Johns Hopkins’ National Network of Partnership Schools (NNPS) provides a structure of 
collaboration for six middle schools in Montgomery County Public Schools (MCPS).  
NNPS, in collaboration with the Division of Family and Community Partnerships, offers 
research-based guidance, support, and materials to assist schools in building strong 
parent and community partnership programs to ensure students’ academic achievement.   
NNPS advocates six types of parental involvement (parenting, communicating, 
volunteering, learning home, decision making, and collaborating) which are the basis for 
this comprehensive partnership program. 

NNPS provides a framework for improving the school-family-community partnerships 
through the use of district facilitators.  These individuals work directly with middle 
schools to assist school staff on ways to increase parental involvement that are directly 
tied to the school improvement plan and goals.  As the goals are developed, individual 
schools examine how their parent population can most effectively help achieve the 
desired outcomes.   

Middle schools involve parent and community partners in the decision making process 
by developing a plan designed to implement partnership activities that further move 
student achievement goals.  In building this collaborative network, the school-family-
community partnership is strengthened and mutual investment and responsibility for the 
school program is developed.   

NNPS school-based action teams use student achievement data to plan focused 
parental workshops to build capacity within their parent community.  Teams may use 



Findings, Commendations, Recommendations, and Best Practices  
 

 
MGT of America, Inc.  Page 2-101 

parent surveys to help the school refine and refocus the structures they utilize with 
parents and other community members.  Facilitators provided one-on-one contact with 
parents by extending invitations to school based events delineated in the NNPS plan.  
Teams evaluate their progress in strengthening these partnerships quarterly.  Middle 
schools use these and other parental involvement activities to constantly gauge where 
and how parent populations are impacting middle school students' achievement. 

The MCPS middle schools participating in NNPS during the 2004-2005 school year are: 

 Eastern Middle School 
 William F. Farquhar Middle School 
 Colonel E. Brooke Lee Middle School 
 Martin Luther King Middle School 
 Newport Mill Middle School 
 Sligo Middle School 

COMMENDATION C-12: 

MCPS middle schools implement many quality programs to involve parents and 
the community. 

FINDING 40: 

While many of the MCPS middle schools have implemented initiatives to involve 
parents, MGT’s survey results show there are numerous parents who do not feel 
involved at the middle school level.  Survey remarks include the following. 

More communication with parents.  Parents come from elementary 
schools where they are active, informed, know the principal, know their 
child's teachers.  In middle school, I feel so out of the loop no matter 
how hard I try not to be.  Our school has a listserv, which helps a lot but 
still is not enough. 

Our school has dances, and parents are not allowed in for any reason, 
not even to chaperone.  This is not reasonable.  My children are not 
allowed to attend anything that I can't check out.  Schools are pitting 
parents against kids in this situation⎯they are interfering with good 
parenting.  I also think that boy-girl dances are not appropriate for 11 
year olds!  Why can't these schools have a games night or a sports 
night, instead of boy-girl dances at such a young age.  I do not consider 
this to be wholesome.       

I asked to observe for one day in our middle school, and had to go 
through the counselor to the vice principal, who had to ask the principal, 
and then I didn't get a call-back. I was made to feel that I was asking for 
something outrageous, to spend a day silently observing, rather than 
something reasonable.  Parents are not welcome in schools at the 
middle school level. Parents should be offered the opportunity to 
observe, rather than have to beg for it and be treated like unwelcome 
intruders. 
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Poor communication with parents:  There is a lot of information, but it is 
presented in a chaotic, even random, way.  The most important 
information can only be gleaned by networking with other parents, which 
means only the best-connected parents and their students are able to 
get this information. 

Safety; there needs to be greater inclusion of parents of culturally 
diverse student population. 

Too many too easy assignments.  It seems to us that the majority of the 
assignments our kids received over the years were busy work; they did 
not challenge our kids, but they certainly consumed time.  The teachers 
are generally afraid to challenge the students to the best of their abilities.  
I suppose they feel that if students come home with lots of C’s, they'll be 
hearing from the parents.  That's very short-sighted, benefiting neither 
the students nor our society. (For my part, I'd rather have my kids get 
C’s and work to their fullest potential than to pull As and Bs without 
really trying.  More than once I had an argument with my kids, where I 
urged them to work harder and to go beyond the minimal demands of 
the teacher.  The rejoinder was Why should I?  I'm getting A’s and B’s.  
It's real hard to battle that attitude.)   

Better communication such as information regarding the classes the kids 
get the following year.  We tried to sign my daughter up for Latin and 
she ended up in French without any communication with us or her.  It 
turned out that Latin was canceled so they just threw her into another 
language.  When we finally found out (the first day) Spanish was full (her 
second choice).  This is one example, but communication with the 
parents and even the kids has been very, very inadequate. 

In our middle school, communication between parent and school is 
extremely difficult.  They will not do email because there is fear that 
emails will be misinterpreted.  They do not have voice mail so a parent 
must rely on the front office to write down the message properly and 
hope that the teacher picks it up.  I have had to play phone tag many 
times - it is extremely frustrating.  This policy may be specific to our 
school but I think MCPS could adopt a policy of forcing all schools to use 
email with policy going out to families that protects the teachers. 

As represented by many parent comments on MGT's survey regarding communication 
between the middle school and parents, each middle school needs to ensure their 
school improvement plans address this critical component of school-home 
communication. A review of the school improvement plans in middle schools show that 
only a few schools are focusing on improving parent and community relationships. 
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RECOMMENDATION 

Recommendation R-31: 

Incorporate parent and community involvement initiatives into the school 
improvement planning process. 

Parent and community involvement should be recognized as a viable component to the 
overall success of student performance. To ensure that schools fully embrace the 
commitment to parent and community involvement, initiatives should be integrated into 
school improvement plans.  The initiatives should be developed and implemented in 
support of the school improvement goals and should support improved student 
performance.  Parent and family involvement initiatives included in the school 
improvement plans should be outcome based and should be measurable.  An evaluation 
of the initiatives should be completed annually and should be used for future planning or 
parent and family involvement initiatives.   

Exhibit 2-35  illustrates the framework for including the six types of involvement in the 
school improvement process. 

EXHIBIT 2-35 
PARENT AND COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT FRAMEWORK 

SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT PLANS 
 

SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT ACTION TEAM 
School 
Improvement 
Goal: 
Improving Math 

School 
Improvement 
Goal: 
Improving 
Writing 

School 
Improvement 
Goal: 
Improving 
Attendance 

School 
Improvement 
Goal: 
Improving  
Behavior 

School 
Improvement 
Goal: 
Improving 
Partnerships 

 Parent and 
Community 
Practice 3, 
Volunteering: 
 
Recruit 
community 
volunteer math 
tutors  

Parent and 
Community 
Practice 4, 
Learning at 
Home:  
 
Develop family-
linked writing 
activities  

Parent and 
Community 
Practice 2,  
Communicating: 
 
Expand 
Home/School 
Communication 
regarding 
absences 

Parent and 
Community 
Practice 1, 
Parenting:  
 
Provide 
parenting 
information 
regarding 
behavior 
management  

Parent and 
Community 
Practice 6, 
Collaborating 
with the 
Community: 
 
Expand activities 
with the 
community to 
enhance student 
performance 

Source:  School, Family, and Community Partnerships, Epstein, et al., 2003. Corwin Press.   

 

Schools should also be cognizant of the MSDE Parent Involvement policy, shown in 
Exhibit 2-36, and school improvement teams should include these practices in 
strengthening their family/school relationships. 
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EXHIBIT 2-36 
MARYLAND STATE DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 

POLICY ON FAMILY INVOLVEMENT 
 

A mutually supportive relationship among home, school, and community is created when: 

Parents/Families: 

 actively assume the role of the child’s first teacher; 

 provide a home atmosphere conducive to studying; 

 express to children the importance of education; 

 cooperate with teachers and school administrators in matters relating to their child’s 
education; and 

 participate meaningfully in school programs, program planning and decision making. 

Local School Systems/Schools: 

 establish frequent, open communication between the school and all families; 

 invite parents and care givers into the building and actively foster a welcoming 
atmosphere; 

 strive to involve parents and family members of children at all ages and grade levels; 

 provide and respect a variety of types and degrees of involvement; 

 establish high levels of cooperation and coordination with other community agencies 
that provide services to children and families; 

 encourage the support of the business and faith communities to promote effective 
education; 

 recognize the diverse needs of families in their communities; 

 inform and involve parents and care givers in children’s learning activities and 
academic decisions at home; and 

 engage family and community partners in school decisions that affect their children. 

Communities: 

 recognize that investment in education is investment in the community; 

 help schools develop and implement innovative programs that promote educational 
goals;  

 support high academic expectations for all students; and 

 collaborate with schools in creating linkages with other programs involving families. 

Source:  Maryland State Department of Education, 2003. 
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2.5 Technology 

The National Middle Schools Association’s paper This We Believe (2003) asserts that 
developmentally responsive middle level schools provide curriculum that is challenging, 
integrative, and exploratory addressed through a variety of learning approaches.  The 
NMS Research Summary #19 (2001) discusses the impact the use of technology has on 
middle level education, and how it specifically impacts student achievement.  Middle 
grades students must have opportunities to explore and use technology to improve 
knowledge and skills in English/Language arts, reading, mathematics, science, and 
social studies.   

Best practices and research shows that: 

 There is an abundance of research on the non-cognitive, 
empowering effect of technology on middle level learners (Sivin-
Kachala, 1998; Mann et al., 1999).  Evidence indicates a positive 
relationship between technology and student achievement in the 
middle level (Wenglinsky, 1998; Middleton & Murray, 1999). 

 Findings include data on improved attitudes and self-concepts in 
relation to learning. 

 “Technology-rich learning environments help students not only learn 
the basic skills like reading, math, and science, but also to learn the 
principles that underlie complex data. Technology allows students to 
make a hands-on, minds-on approach to solving problems that is 
authentic and relevant” (p.2), NCREL. 

 Wenglinsky (1998) found computers to be associated with gains in 
achievement “when computers are used to perform certain tasks, 
namely higher order concepts, and when teachers are proficient 
enough in computer use to direct students toward productive uses.”   

The frequency of home computer use is positively related to academic achievement. 

 Jackson and Davis (2000) caution that the use of computers to teach 
lower-order thinking skills (drill & kill) was negatively related to 
academic achievement. 

 Cradler’s (1994) research found that technology: 

− increases performance when interactivity is prominent; 

− improves attitude and confidence, especially for “at risk” 
students; 

− can increase opportunities for student-constructed learning; 

− increases student collaboration on projects;  
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− significantly improves problem-solving skills of students with 
learning handicaps; and 

− improves writing skills and attitudes about writing for urban EP 
students. 

 Teachers must be given the time and resources to attend 
professional development opportunities on utilizing technology in the 
classroom. “Teacher preparation, follow-up staff development, and 
technical assistance are critical prerequisites for effective technology 
applications.  Planned integration of technology in education that 
directly involves teachers consistently allows teachers to engage 
students in meaningful educational experiences and allows more 
time for individualized instructional opportunities” (p. 5, Cradler, 
1996.) 

FINDING 41: 

The Montgomery County Public Schools Web site (www.montgomeryschoolsmd.org) 
won the 2004 Best of the Web (BOW) award by the Center for Digital Education. It was 
ranked the top school district Web site in the nation.  The BOW evaluates higher 
education, K-12 state, and K-12 district Web sites on their innovation, Web-based 
delivery of public services, efficiency, economy, and functionality for improved student 
and faculty access.  

The BOW is the second award the MCPS Web site has won this year. In June, the site 
won the National School Public Relations Association's Gold Medallion Award.  

In the past year and a half, the Web Services Team has made dramatic improvements to 
the site's content and design, resulting in a more than 40 percent increase in visitors in 
the 2004 fiscal year. Many central office and school Webmasters contributed to the site's 
effectiveness by improving their own sites' content and structure.  

The award will be presented in conjunction with a Best of the Web Summit conference in 
New York City on October 21 and 22, 2004  The Center for Digital Education is a 
national research and advisory institute on K-12 and higher education technology. 

As previously mentioned, the MCPS has a comprehensive Web site for its middle school 
program.  The site is located at  http://www.mcps.k12.md.us/curriculum/middleschool/ 

COMMENDATION C-13: 

MCPS is commended for its excellence and innovation in providing a state-of-the -
art Web site for all education stakeholders. 



Findings, Commendations, Recommendations, and Best Practices  
 

 
MGT of America, Inc.  Page 2-107 

FINDING 42: 

The MCPS Career and Technology Education (CTE) program has established core 
beliefs and instituted a research-based curriculum to improve middle school student 
achievement, rather than have separate classes in family and consumer science, 
technology education, and computer science.   

So that middle schools can provide the best possible instruction in career and 
technology education and the arts, nine core beliefs have been established in 
collaboration with the business community (Montgomery County Business Roundtable 
for Education) to provide guidance in the implementation of rigorous curriculum, 
instruction, and assessment.  These core beliefs  include: 

 offer ongoing experiences that link elementary experiences and 
support high school programs and career academies; 

 support MCPS middle school philosophy and initiatives; 

 integrate career relevancy and problem solving into all courses; 

 be accountable to a single point of contact/building ownership; 

 write measurable career experiences in each school improvement 
plan; 

 provide rigorous and relevant career instruction that is systematically 
planned, implemented, and assessed; 

 develop students’ skills to ensure strong career enabled, FACS 
literate, technologically literate, arts enabled and computer literate 
based upon national standards; 

 continually improve instruction about careers through professional 
learning communities that analyze data for purpose of rigor and 
relevancy; and 

 stand up to consistent metrics (measurement of the core beliefs). 

Using these core beliefs as guidelines, the MCPS CTE courses strive to ensure that all 
students are technologically literate, computer and consumer savvy, and arts enabled.  
The CTE courses are career focused and aligned to support high school academies 
within 11 identified career clusters/career themes. 

MGT consultants observed  several middle schools  implementing best practices with 
technology including: 

 A Family and Consumer Sciences class collaborates with science 
and health teachers to represent interdisciplinary lessons related to 
nutrition and food safety.  Additionally, students link the 
competencies used in those lessons to careers in science, medical 
careers, and hospitality.  This approach to learning allows students 
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to make connections not only to core academic content, but also 
with the requirements for the world of work.  

 Computer science teachers use technology to differentiate 
instruction to meet the needs of all learners.  

 One technology education teacher has received state and national 
recognition as a middle school teacher excellence program that 
implements the CTE theme-based curriculum effectively.   

 At a school, technology supports student achievement, innovative 
teaching, efficiency, and communication.  Students regularly use 
electronic note-taking software; on-line resources, such as 
encyclopedias, periodicals, and Web sites; and production software, 
including programs for word processing, desktop publishing, and 
Web page creation.  Teachers benefit from a video library of their 
colleagues’ “best practices,” each of which is augmented by related 
samples of student work and assignments.  These best practices are 
used at staff meetings to highlight and promote good teaching.  
Teachers also use electronic grade books and databases to track 
student progress and make decisions about how best to help 
students.  A middle grades school with a diverse student population 
met the No Child Left Behind Adequate Yearly Progress standards in 
2003 for all student groups. 

These are only a few examples to support a quality CTE technology program in MCPS. 

COMMENDATION C-14: 

The MCPS is commended for its exemplary middle schools’ Career and 
Technology Education (CTE) Program. 

FINDING 43: 

MGT observed excellent examples of the integration of technology into instruction; 
however, there is little documentation to show the extent of implementation across the 
middle schools.   Other than a review of logs of computer laboratory use, no specific 
type of assessment is in place to determine the level and effectiveness of technology 
integration in instruction.  A review of school improvement plans shows several middle 
schools do not adequately describe goals to improve in this area. Some, but not all 
middle schools, are using the electronic grade book and some are using electronic 
Individual Education Plans (IEPs). 

 MCPS is in its first year of a three-year technology grant where MCPS is the “host” of  
other school systems to develop new technology literacy standards.  The Office of 
Global Technology oversees the grant.  MCPS will pilot new standards in three middle 
schools (Cabin John, Eastern, and Montgomery Village) during the 2004-05 school year.    
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In May 2006, technology standards will go to the State Board of Education for 
finalization.   All schools are wired, two drops in each classroom, and MCPS is on a 
three-year hardware replacement cycle.   

RECOMMENDATION 

Recommendation R-32: 

Develop and implement an assessment of the level of technology integration in 
student instruction.   

The implementation of this recommendation should result in providing the MCPS with 
data on the level and quality of teacher use of technology for instructional purposes. 
Such data should be of significant value in determining needs for professional 
development and, ultimately, schools' alignment with technology standards. 

The assessment instrument and protocols should be developed not only to ascertain the 
level and quality of teacher use but to also address the status of alignment with 
technology standards once adopted by the State Board of Education. 
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