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The Turn-Around at Highland Elementary School
In May 2009, Ray Myrtle, principal of Highland Elementary School (Highland), wrapped up a
long conversation with his latest group of visitors and rose from his chair. He only had a few minutes
until recess began, where he was a consistent, visible presence. On the way out, one guest pointed to
the couch, where a big blue ribbon sat on a pillow. “Is that it?” she asked. “Yes,” Myrtle said with a
shrug. “I guess I haven’t figured out exactly what to do with it yet.”
Since Maryland had recognized Highland as one of only six blue ribbon elementary schools in the
state for the 2007-2008 school year, Myrtle and his staff had become accustomed to a constant stream
of visitors with similar questions. Had the student or teacher composition changed since Myrtle
arrived in 2005? The student demographics were largely unchanged over the past five years (Exhibit
1). Eleven of 35 classroom teachers remained in their positions and several others had been promoted
into various leadership roles at the school; overall, approximately half of the original faculty and
support staff remained. The new staff members who joined Highland had similar educational
backgrounds and levels of experience as those whom they replaced.
Visitors next wanted to analyze the academic results (Exhibits 2a and 2b). In 2004, Highland had
been sanctioned by the Maryland Department of Education for failure to meet minimum standards
and was in danger of being taken over by the state. The blue ribbon award for 2008 was a symbol of
how far the school had come. While its rapid rate of improvement inspired much of the external
interest in Highland, Myrtle focused on his students’ absolute performance. Maryland offered two
paths to the blue ribbon: 1) absolute performance in the top 10% of all schools or 2) fastest
improvement among schools with at least 40% of students qualifying for free and reduced price
meals (FARMS). As a high poverty school, Highland had been nominated in the second category in
2007. Myrtle politely refused. His central office supervisor explained Myrtle’s desire to be judged by
the absolute standard, saying “He expects his students to achieve at the same levels as students at the
lowest poverty, highest performing schools in the county. Ray doesn’t do second tier.”
From 2007 to 2008, the percentage of students scoring at the highest level (“advanced”) on the
state reading test grew from 20% to 55%, catapulting Highland into the top 10% of Maryland schools
and to another blue ribbon nomination, this time in the category Myrtle preferred for his students.
When the results at Highland couldn’t be explained away by things such as shifting demographics or
a lower bar, visitors inevitably pressed Myrtle and his team for their secret. What had they done to
propel so many low-income students with limited English skills to the highest levels of achievement?
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The Leadership Transition
In August 2004, after three years in “school improvement” status and consistent failure to meet
adequate yearly progress (AYP), Highland was placed in “corrective action” status by the state of
Maryland. If the school failed to reach AYP in the coming year, the state could take over the
operation of the school. The district leadership team saw this as unacceptable, and the Montgomery
County Public Schools (MCPS) central office took an increased role in the school’s management. The
principal remained in place, but central office administrators were at the school daily and involved in
nearly every decision.
They immediately replaced a dual-language program they deemed ineffective with Reading First,
a program widely prescribed for low-performing schools and supported by state and federal grants.
They also created an Achievement Steering Committee (ASC) comprised of central office staff, the
school’s principal and teacher leaders and community members. The ASC was responsible for
meeting regularly to analyze performance data to ensure the school made progress against its school
improvement plan. The ASC identified and rectified a mismatch between Highland’s spotty
implementation of the MCPS required curriculum and the set of topics that were assessed on the
MSA. They also introduced diagnostic assessments so that teachers could monitor student progress
throughout the year and worked with Highland staff to break down diagnostic data by demographic
groups to manage progress against the next year’s AYP requirements.
After the first year in corrective action, Highland improved just enough to meet AYP for 2005.
However, in absolute terms the school’s performance remained very low. Recognizing how much
work remained, superintendent Jerry Weast sought a new leader who could not simply keep the
school above water, but dramatically improve student outcomes. Highland would have to meet AYP
again in 2006 in order to exit corrective action and avoid a state takeover. After struggling to find a
new leader, Weast and his team zeroed in on Ray Myrtle, a retired principal who had spent the
majority of his career at one of the district’s highest performing, most affluent elementary schools,
and began wooing him to take on Highland (see Exhibit 3 for data about Myrtle’s previous school).
Weast explained his pursuit of Myrtle, saying:
I simply couldn't take no for an answer. The kids at Highland needed Ray's expertise and
skill because no one knows how to teach reading better than Ray. We told Ray that this would
be the crowning achievement of a fantastic career. He had already taken one school to the top
of the achievement mountain and we knew that he could do it again with a school in a very
challenging situation.
Elaborating on the “crowning achievement” phrase, MCPS chief performance officer Steve
Bedford, who had known Myrtle for years, put it this way: “In MCPS, you earn your stripes being a
successful principal, but you earn medals by being a successful principal of a high poverty school.”
Myrtle described the attraction of coming out of retirement into a challenging assignment:
After spending my career working in what would be considered “high-end” schools in
MCPS and then in Europe, I supervised some student projects for George Washington
University’s education school and became deeply involved with a team working in a highpoverty school. To my surprise, I didn’t want to leave when the project was over. I came to
believe everything I thought I knew about teaching could work with students in poverty with
some adaptation. The opportunity to work at Highland was a chance to prove it was true.
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After agreeing to officially take over as principal beginning in July 2005, Myrtle arranged with the
outgoing principal to spend most of May and June observing conditions in the school. He spent hours
quietly observing classrooms, walking the halls, attending teacher meetings and patrolling recess He
found more than 20 broken windows around the building, but no corresponding work orders had
been submitted to have them repaired. Students routinely ran through the hallways and fights were
commonplace. Teacher personnel files lacked any evidence of classroom observation and feedback.
Based on what he saw and its mismatch with what he believed were necessary conditions for a high
performing school, Myrtle decided that multiple changes would have to be made simultaneously
once he assumed the helm.
Myrtle decided to work closely with Scott Steffan, a staff development teacher at Highland, as a
partner in the reform work ahead. He had confidence in Steffan’s abilities and knew that teachers in
the school respected him as a colleague. They worked with teachers to overhaul Highland’s approach
to literacy and mathematics, implement systems for using data to diagnose and respond to students’
learning needs, and transform the culture into one that would support accelerated student learning.

Focusing on Teaching and Learning
Because of the urgency of the situation, Myrtle and Steffan engaged Highland teachers in an
aggressive restructuring of the way they taught literacy and mathematics as well as the school’s
approach to special needs students. They also heightened teacher accountability for implementing
specific classroom practices and for the progress of their students.

Implementing a New Literacy Approach
Highland had received a grant to implement Reading First during its time in corrective action,
and state auditors visited the school regularly to verify its implementation. A central office
administrator described Myrtle as “anti-Reading First but a true literacy expert.” Indeed, Myrtle was
critical of both the Reading First curriculum and how it was implemented. His opinion was that the
reading anthology (“basal”) that served as the basis for the program was “ninety percent fiction and
one hundred percent boring,” full of fairy tales and fiction selections that did not engage students.
Myrtle saw a correlation between lack of student interest, misbehavior, and low reading scores.
Believing it was a principal’s prerogative to make decisions in the best interest of his students, he
decided to implement a new approach to literacy, yet kept some elements of the Reading First
implementation so that when state auditors visited, Highland would be in compliance. Though the
central office never formally approved, Myrtle’s supervisor acknowledged that he was aware of the
changes but chose to “look the other way” because he trusted Myrtle’s judgment on literacy.
Myrtle infused the literacy curriculum with non-fiction texts. His own interest in non-fiction
began as an elementary school student. When a teacher introduced his class to the planets, Myrtle
was motivated to find all the books in the local library about the solar system. Throughout his career
he witnessed students fascinated by opportunities to learn more about the world around them
(Exhibit 4). He believed that increased engagement led to the increased motivation required for
students to be willing to practice constantly. The format and organization of non-fiction texts also
exposed students to various text features that encouraged more strategic reading of any material.
Good instruction of non-fiction reading strategies helped students learn how to use pictures, titles,
captions and glossaries to engage with difficult texts. Myrtle explained this approach:
Students can read at a challenging level if they are provided with lots of support in the
process. If you increase access to, and time with informational texts, and intentionally teach the
3
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comprehension skills and vocabulary students need in order to read these materials, they can
really make some spectacular gains.
Non-fiction texts also provided students with background information about subjects they might
not have access to otherwise. Unlike the more affluent students with whom Myrtle had worked for
the majority of his career, Highland families had extremely limited resources. Along with language
barriers and few books at home, parents in the community worked multiple jobs and often lived in
shared, cramped quarters. Many students left school in the afternoon to join parents who worked
night jobs, some of them sleeping on office furniture and floors in buildings that their parents cleaned
overnight. Non-fiction texts, according to Myrtle, exposed these students to previously unknown
topics and places. These texts also introduced students to vocabulary that could enrich their writing
and speech and prepare them for the difficult and content-focused texts that appeared on
standardized tests and in high school courses. He also helped his teachers incorporate elements of the
MCPS Gifted and Talented curricula into their lessons. The children enjoyed the richer content, which
stretched them and thereby increased their motivation and engagement.
Myrtle was critical of the whole group instruction that was integral to the Reading First
curriculum, in which the entire class received instruction from the teacher at the same time. He
preferred small group, targeted instruction based on individual students’ needs. He knew, however,
that making such a change would be difficult. Beyond the sub-par curriculum, Myrtle’s initial
observations at Highland uncovered other obstacles. For example, many teachers at Highland
struggled with student behavior, and disruptions in the classroom would make it more difficult to
shift away from whole group instruction, which at least allowed them to engage with the entire class
at once rather than spreading behavior challenges across multiple groups.
Myrtle anticipated that teachers would be apprehensive about approaches in which they might
have less control over students. Yet, he believed that a transition to small group instruction was
essential. The high percentage of students requiring English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL)
services demonstrated the limitations of a common lesson for a class of students with diverse needs.
Myrtle was sure nothing was accomplished by having “students who couldn’t speak English with
their noses in voluminous basals.” He and Steffan decided to simultaneously implement the literacy
changes and a new behavior management system (described on page 9).
As one of his first steps, Myrtle hired a consultant to train teachers in the new school-wide literacy
model – away from the whole group delivery to differentiated instruction. He made it clear that he
expected every teacher to adopt the new approach. He explained this decision, saying “Everyone had
their own way of doing things. They had their own file cabinets of materials. But there was plenty of
evidence that this inconsistency was not working for children. I don’t think in a low-performing
school you have the luxury of having a lot of mavericks out there doing their own thing.”
Given the low reading levels and a student mobility rate approaching 30%, he believed seamless
articulation of content and instruction from one grade to the next was critical. The consultant, a
former principal, focused on a common set of strategies and systems so that students could expect the
same format for literacy instruction as they moved from grade to grade. This would allow skills to
build over time. Developing teachers’ skills in small group instruction was a critical component of
this new approach. Over time, reading groups of four to five students (“guided reading groups”)
became the primary vehicle for reading instruction. Myrtle worked with teachers to develop a
common format for the 120 minute literacy block (Exhibit 5). This schedule not only prioritized
guided reading and preserved time for writing instruction, it also clarified expectations of what
should happen on a daily basis. For most of each period, teachers worked with guided groups. When
a student’s group was not meeting with the teacher, students would read independently or complete
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prepared phonics activities. Myrtle made frequent visits to each classroom in part to ensure the
literacy expectations were being met.
Content was sequenced so that students could achieve success even if they entered Highland after
kindergarten. For example, by covering each literary genre in each grade’s curriculum, students
entering in an upper grade were less likely to have missed the one opportunity to learn a specific
lesson in one of the lower grades. Recognizing the limited opportunities students had to read outside
of school, Myrtle also instituted an expectation that all students spent time reading independently
every day, thirty minutes for grades three through five. The school provided each student with an
individual reading journal in which they exchanged letters with their teachers about what they read.
Writing had not been a formal part of the literacy program at Highland, even though students
were required to write brief constructed responses (BCRs) on the MSA. Myrtle recognized that
teachers needed professional development and a common procedure in order to teach writing well
and prepare students adequately for the test. Practice writing prompts similar to BCRs were
embedded into the curriculum and teachers received training on scoring student responses. Teachers
provided students with written feedback on practice BCRs in both literacy and mathematics, and
students revised each assignment (Exhibit 6). Teacher teams developed multiple writing prompts that
were aligned with the scope and sequence of the curriculum and the cycle in which students wrote,
received feedback and revised their work was repeated throughout the year. Students also used a
checklist to review their BCRs before submitting them to their teachers (Exhibit 7).
Teachers developed a rigorous writing program that went beyond MSA requirements. They
adjusted the MCPS writing program for their students because they had never received instruction in
the curriculum’s foundation lessons. A literacy coach developed detailed writing assignments for
students as part of the literacy period with a focus on organizing writing (e.g. pre-writing activities)
and author’s purpose (e.g. persuasive writing). As part of the program, teachers developed common
rubrics to use across classrooms to evaluate student writing.

Strengthening Mathematics Instruction
Unlike the Reading First program, Myrtle believed that the MCPS curriculum for mathematics
would work well for Highland students. However, similar to his observations about literacy
instruction, teachers were “doing their own thing,” and math scores were very low. In response, he
worked with teachers to develop a common format for 90 minute math blocks (Exhibit 8). Math units
were organized around the concepts embedded in the indicators on formative assessments so that
these tools could be used to more effectively differentiate instruction based on each student’s needs.
A mathematics specialist worked with individual teachers and grade level teams to improve their
content knowledge and instructional approaches, as well as to plan lessons and analyze data. As in
literacy, grade level teams examined data collectively and redesigned plans as necessary. These teams
discussed the daily informal formative assessments administered during the math blocks at least
once a week and made adjustments to weekly plans. Based on this analysis, at the end of each unit
the grade level teams reviewed student work and formative assessments and created plans for reteaching certain material, differentiating future lessons to fill identified gaps and collecting lessons
learned for future planning and assessment (Exhibit 9).

Building an Inclusion Model
Highland had long used a “pull-out” model for special education students and ESOL learners,
which removed students with special needs from their classrooms for long periods of the day so they
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could receive targeted instruction. During the corrective action year, the school implemented an
inclusion approach in which specially trained teachers “pushed-in” to classrooms to support these
students. Some teachers hoped Myrtle would abandoned this when he arrived, but instead he
strengthened the implementation. Worried that when removed from the classroom students were less
prepared to reach grade-level standards, Myrtle mandated that additional services for students with
special needs could not serve as a replacement for the established curriculum. “They’re being tested
mainstream,” Myrtle explained, “so they need to be instructed that way.”
While the staff responded favorably to the idea of sometimes having two teachers in a classroom,
Myrtle recognized that these teams would need additional support in order to ensure that the special
education and ESOL teachers were utilized effectively. The school schedule allowed special
education and ESOL teachers to be available when grade level teams met to plan curriculum and
review data. In conversations with classroom teachers, these specialists could design specific in-class
interventions that special needs students required in order to best learn the mainstream curriculum.
While students who entered Highland with little or no English language skills often required direct
instruction in syntax, the school sought to minimize the amount of time any student spent away from
instruction in the core curriculum.

Introducing Staff Accountability for Teaching and Learning
Myrtle noticed in his observation period before becoming principal that though there were a
number of great teachers at Highland, “the faculty members who were bad were so bad that it was
obvious, and the legend about who the good teachers were was in some cases totally wrong.”
After Myrtle took over, he worked with one early career teacher who was struggling mightily but
did not embrace the new approach or the enhanced support. He continued to work with her, but also
counseled that it was okay for her to try something else – no dishonor in leaving teaching. She did.
Once the guided reading groups were implemented, the extra effort required to do it well – extra
planning time to create activities, frequent informal formative assessments to construct effective
student groupings – was more than some teachers evidently wanted to give, and they left on their
own. Many teachers welcomed Myrtle’s classroom visits, which included asking questions when he
saw practices that were inconsistent with the new approach. But he recalled that “just regularly
showing up in classrooms in the early days prompted some people to leave.” He elaborated:
One teacher who eventually left did not want me in his classroom and could not believe I
continued to show up and question him. I let him know that it was a drag to have to do it. His
defense was that though his students weren’t performing well he was kind to them. It’s true,
he was very nice. But whatever learning was going on was happening in spite of his kindness.
In fact for these kids, it’s not kindness to be nice to them in the absence of rigorous instruction
because they have been underserved for so long that they don’t have a moment to waste.
Before Myrtle’s arrival, a common practice was to send misbehaving students to the office at the
first sign of trouble rather than attempting to get them back on track. At the beginning of the school
day, when students were transitioning from their sometimes unstructured home environments into
classrooms, teachers sent out so many students that the office would be packed. Myrtle made two
changes – first, rather than launching immediately into instruction to start the day, the staff was
expected to first engage students in classroom activities that helped them transition from their
outside environments into the school’s more structured culture. Second, he required teachers to keep
misbehaving students in their classrooms and to call him or Steffan to come to them. As Myrtle
described it, “three teachers left over this one adjustment.”
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Reflecting on why some teachers had been willing to stay in a low-performing, chaotic
environment but left rather than support his attempts to improve it, Myrtle observed that for some,
high poverty schools are seen as places where “as long as you keep kids busy, parents don’t complain
and central office doesn’t pay much attention. That was not okay anymore at Highland.”
He was surprised that when two of his underperforming teachers left and joined other schools,
the hiring principals did not call for Myrtle’s assessment of them. By 2009, 11 of the original 35
teachers remained in classrooms and some had taken other roles at the school. Though the
replacement staff had similar educational backgrounds and years of experience as those who left,
they knew what they were signing up for when they joined Highland. A central office administrator
pointed to this change in accountability as one of the school’s key success factors, saying,
A principal from another district who had been at a high poverty school for some time
recently visited Highland and asked Ray to tell him what to do to turn around his school. Ray
asked, “Do you have any bad teachers?” The visitor answered yes. Ray replied, “Get rid of
them and come back to see me, then I’ll tell you how we did it.” His underlying point was,
you’ve been there a long time and have not been willing to hold underperforming teachers
accountable. If you get serious about that, then I might believe you are serious about the rest of
the hard work it takes to dramatically improve a school.

Using Data for Better Diagnosis and Instruction
Though the Achievement Steering Committee was a mechanism by which the district could
monitor progress during Highland’s time in corrective action, Myrtle increased the amount and
usefulness of data collected and built on the systems that had been developed for teachers to analyze,
share and use data to plan and adjust daily instruction.
Data collection and analysis became the driving force behind the literacy program – both with
respect to guided reading groups and whole-class instruction. Guided reading groups were formed
based on individual students’ reading levels as assessed by formal running records, which were
administered by classroom teachers throughout the school year using a product called mCLASS.
Based on these results, teachers grouped students by skill level and introduced carefully selected
texts and targeted strategies to pinpoint students’ needs. Myrtle also required that every teacher
perform an informal running record with at least one student during each guided reading group.
This allowed teachers to track students’ progress weekly to determine if the material presented in
guided groups led to student progress and to make group adjustments if necessary. Frequent
assessments led to grouping that ensured each student received differentiated instruction every day.
Data monitoring of individual students also revealed a wide-range of student readiness. Myrtle
wanted to connect constant data analysis with specific intervention strategies that teachers could use
once a student’s level was accurately assessed. Based on MCPS benchmarks, Highland developed
clear targets for minimum text reading levels at each grade, but also encouraged teachers to exceed
them because most students could if given the right supports. In the same way that data informed
how teachers divided students into guided reading groups, Myrtle sought a systematic approach to
targeting students performing below grade level.
The literacy team developed multiple pathways along which a student could progress in order to
reach the targets. Each spring this team, consisting of classroom teachers, intervention specialists, and
the literacy coaches, met to determine which students required additional targeted instruction
(“intervention”). In order to determine which interventions were likely to be effective, the team
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analyzed data from multiple reading tests, including an automated version of Dynamic Indicators of
Basic Early Literacy Skill (DIBELS) delivered through mCLASS. Once a student was assigned to an
intervention program, the team assessed which pathway fit his or her needs according to a decision
tree (Exhibit 10). The assessments and the decision-trees allowed the team to determine whether
students required phonics or comprehension intervention. Initial data informed which pathway a
student must follow in order to reach the benchmark, proven curricula provided the targeted
instruction necessary and regular assessments indicated a student’s progress toward the goal.
Although it was significantly shortened, whole class instruction remained the delivery mechanism
for the required MCPS literacy curriculum. Here too data analysis informed instructional decisions.
Lessons typically ended with brief formative assessments. Teachers used student responses on these
assessments to gauge mastery of objectives and to make adjustments to future lessons.

Preparing Students for State Tests
Most of the diagnostic assessments at Highland were used for improving daily instruction, but
teachers also used data strategically to prepare students for the state tests. Teachers that taught at the
same grade level (“grade level team”) worked together to develop MSA practice tests in reading and
mathematics and delivered them once in the fall and again in February. Because they had confidence
that their approach to literacy and math included higher standards than were assessed on the MSA,
the only direct “test-prep” at Highland happened in the few weeks leading up to the test in March.
The practice tests were designed so that each question corresponded to a particular standard in
the voluntary state curriculum, upon which the MSA was based. Scores on these practice tests were
reported to the grade level teams, indicating what percentage of students mastered each standard.
Based on item analysis, standards were divided into categories so that teachers could prioritize
teaching to close holes in student understanding (Exhibit 11). Standards that few students mastered
were made the first priority and grade level teams design targeted lessons to re-teach the material.
They also developed warm-up problems that students could practice when formal re-teaching was
not a possibility due to time constraints.
Staff at Highland also recognized that students needed to know more than the content standards
in order to perform well on assessments. To address test taking skills across the school, teachers
developed an Effective Effort rubric (Exhibit 12). The rubric alerted students to the behaviors that
would allow them to be most successful on the state tests.
Special needs students’ individual education plans mandated accommodations on state tests,
ranging from extra time to oral dictation. These students had to be separated from their classmates
during the tests. As a result, many students could not take the test in a familiar room or with their
classroom teacher. To ease potential discomfort, all practice tests were administered according to
formal test-taking conditions. Even before the first practice test, students and their proctors had
lunches together in the classroom in which they would take the exam in order to increase their
familiarity with each other and the room.

Establishing a Culture that Supports Learning
At Highland, changes in school culture occurred in three distinct ways – a new approach to
managing student behavior, increased communication and collaboration among staff, and clear
expectations for students, teachers, and parents.
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Student Behavior
During his weeks of observation before becoming principal, Myrtle spent hours each day in
classrooms supporting teachers struggling with classroom management. “Once I stood up on a desk,”
Myrtle remembered, “to try to get some order and books were flying all around me.” Many
classrooms were as chaotic as the hallways, where students ran around corners at high speeds and
fights broke out on a regular basis. There was a constant stream of students sent to the main office.
During initial meetings with each grade level team, Myrtle heard teachers express their frustration
with the inconsistent behavior expectations and lack of support from the previous administration.
Myrtle posited that many of the behavior problems could be explained by “assignments that were
deadly boring.” He believed that early decisions (increasing non-fiction texts and differentiating
instruction so that material was accessible to all students) would improve student behavior. Myrtle
monitored teachers’ implementation of new curricula and instructional techniques by visiting
classrooms regularly, often multiple times a day. He followed up the visits with emails to teachers in
which he reviewed what he saw and asked questions about instructional decisions.
When teachers complained that fights at recess made teaching in the afternoons impossible,
Myrtle began monitoring recess himself. “Ray’s presence at recess made a big impression,” explained
one member of the staff. “He could deal with issues right there in the yard. Doing something that
wasn’t very principal-like built a lot of collateral with the staff.” Teachers also appreciated that
Steffan was in the lunchroom every day.
In fact, Steffan, who had been promoted to assistant principal after Myrtle’s first year, was
charged with overseeing school-wide student behavior. He worked with the staff to select and
implement an established program known as Positive Behavior Interventions and Support (PBIS)
(Exhibit 13). Steffan and a team of teachers worked over the summer to develop clear expectations for
behavior across the school and a system of positive reinforcements. By its third year, PBIS had
contributed to a 96% reduction in suspensions and an 84% reduction in office referrals.

Staff Collaboration
Teachers at Highland became comfortable with constant, unannounced classroom visits,
publically discussing how their students were achieving, and explaining to their colleagues how data
informed each instructional decision.
Grade level teams became the central organizing structure at the school. Myrtle reworked the
schedule to ensure that classroom teachers at each grade level had a common planning period each
day and mandated that at least two of these periods per week be used for formal grade-team
meetings. ESOL and special education teachers often attended to help prepare accommodations for
students they pushed-in to work with.
Grade level teams used common planning time in various ways. They collectively determined
daily objectives for both the reading and math blocks, created relevant formative assessments and
reviewed effective methods for presenting and reviewing material. This not only resulted in
consistency across classrooms but also allowed for constant reflection about the success of various
instructional techniques, activities and materials. Weekly planning guides developed by the grade
level teams were saved on the school’s intranet allowing for administrators and content leaders to
monitor a grade’s progress and evaluate how closely each member followed the plan. Grade level
team meetings were also a forum for professional development and interaction with the school’s
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leadership team. Math and literacy coaches often attended to review data, introduce new techniques,
and help brainstorm the most effective ways of presenting difficult material.
In addition to communicating with each other their planning and data, teachers developed
systems to communicate about individual students and their progress. Each quarter, classroom
teachers met formally with the intervention teachers who worked with students in their class. During
these sessions (“data dialogues”) they reviewed students’ specific progress. In between data
dialogues, intervention teachers emailed biweekly updates (“communication logs”) to classroom
teachers updating them as to the progress of each student (Exhibit 14). Documentation from both
data dialogues and communication logs were used when the literacy team made recommendations
about whether a student would benefit from entry into or exit from intervention services.
As new teachers came into Highland, Steffan took responsibility for ensuring that they
transitioned into the school’s collaborative, data-driven culture and that they had all of the support
and professional development they needed to successfully deliver the academic program. While the
classroom management skills new teachers learned in their schools of education ran the gamut, their
literacy instruction skills were quite low. In addition to support from literacy coaches, first- and
second-year teachers had frequent formal meetings and informal interactions with Steffan to build
their skills and better understand the school’s instructional approach and culture.

Expectations
Myrtle expected students at Highland to far exceed state standards and perform the same or better
than the more affluent students he had taught earlier in his career. He was frankly puzzled by
questions from outsiders about why he was focused on all students achieving at the “advanced” level
rather than on the combined percentage of students scoring proficient and advanced, as required for
AYP. “Why wouldn’t you be focused,” he explained, “on advanced rather than proficient? Highland
students start out with some disadvantages, so why not give them the advantage of arriving at
middle school at the advanced level? They are absolutely capable of it, so why not create a program
that helps them reach that mark?”
Before 2008, the MCPS goal for kindergartners was that they read at “text level three” before
entering first grade. Myrtle had higher aspirations for his students, saying, “We’ve always aimed
higher for our students, shooting for text level six or eight. This sends them to first grade as readers
and puts them on track for the advanced level on the third grade MSA.” In fact in 2008, MCPS
changed its district-wide goal for kindergartners to text level six, citing data that suggested a strong
correlation between reading at level six before first grade and scoring advanced in the third grade.
With the goal of “advanced” in mind, teachers attempted to develop systems based on the needs
of their student population. Students had limited access to print materials outside of school, so
teachers began literacy instruction on the first day of kindergarten and ensured that all students read
independently during the school day. Students had limited access to quiet space at home and often
accompanied parents to various jobs until late in the evening. As a result, Myrtle discouraged
teachers from using homework to push lessons forward with younger students. Instead they
developed “homework as a habit” that would serve students well when they were older and gave
assignments focused on practicing skills already developed in class.
Myrtle expected teachers to follow the new systems their colleagues developed. While he
acknowledged that staff needed consistent support and an environment in which risk taking was
safe, he refused to negotiate on any system or teacher behavior correlated to student performance. He
described his approach, saying, “When something new gets introduced it makes people insecure.
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Some people want to keep doing their own thing and resist. That’s perfectly okay. But they need to
go somewhere else where that’s a perfectly okay thing to do. That’s not here.”
Parent attendance at “back-to-school” night was around 20% before Myrtle arrived, and teachers
identified this as a major problem. Families often trickled in late, pushing the start of the program
back. The need for translation of all announcements into Spanish limited the amount of information
that could be shared using this format. “In order to get families in,” Myrtle believed, “you have to
meet their needs.” The school focused on personal contact and school visits that worked with parents’
schedules. In 2005, through intensive outreach by teachers, attendance at back to school night was
80%. At the event, parents were asked to sign up on the spot for conferences to review the first report
cards that would come weeks later. Nevertheless, ongoing parent engagement was a difficult
challenge due to work schedules and cultural differences. As one staff member explained, “Where
most of our families come from, it’s not good to be asked to the school. The best indication that your
child is doing fine is if you never hear from his teacher.”
In order to make the school a more integral part of families’ lives, Highland began offering
programs for families including ESOL instruction, math lessons, meetings to explain the testing
program, and for parents with students in the early grades, opportunities to practice the alphabet and
bring home materials to share with their children. While some families took advantage of these
offerings, so far the majority did not. Many families remained wary of engaging too deeply; in fact,
while the official poverty rate at Highland was just under 80%, a number of school staff and central
office administrators estimated that the number would be well over 90% if every family that qualified
would fill out the paper work.

Looking Ahead
The state blue ribbon award recognized the performance levels in the fourth year of the turnaround and qualified Highland for consideration for a national blue ribbon. Myrtle described
Highland’s four year journey, saying:
Years one and two were about putting the new approaches and systems in place, building
the capacity of the people who wanted to succeed, and weeding out the people who were
never going to be on board. Year three we stabilized, the background noise went way down,
the team began to flourish, and there was less need to chase people down to ensure they were
on board. By year four, teachers basically took over the school and run everything now
through their grade level teams with support from the coaches, Scott, and me.
By the spring of 2009, the United States economy was in the midst of what appeared to be a deep
recession. Myrtle and his team anticipated that the economic uncertainly would increase the stress in
the lives of Highland families and lead to a higher mobility rate. Similarly, as the state budget shrank,
there were ramifications for the school. Highland was already forced to contend with decreased per
pupil funding from the district and a 61% cut in its Reading First grant.
For now, however, Myrtle made his way outside to recess, a familiar daily routine. As he closed
the door to his office, he laughed to himself at the visitor’s reaction to the blue ribbon folded neatly
on his office couch. Maybe it was time to find it a better spot.
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Exhibit 1: Highland Elementary School Demographics

Student Enrollment by Sub‐Group
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Note: FARMS is an acronym for free and reduced price meals and is a proxy for poverty, SPED is
shorthand for students with a special education designation, and LEP stands for limited English
proficiency.
Source: Maryland Department of Education and case writer analysis

12

The Turn-Around at Highland Elementary School

PEL-061

Exhibit 2a: Highland Elementary School MSA Data, Combined for All Tested Grades

MSA Reading
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Note: 2003 includes grades three and five, 2004 – 2008 includes grades three, four, and five
Source: Maryland Department of Education and case writer analysis
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Exhibit 2b: Highland MSA Data by Sub-Group, All Tested Grades Combined
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Note: 2003 includes grades three and five, 2004 – 2008 includes grades three, four, and five.
FARMS is an acronym for free and reduced price meals and is a proxy for poverty, SPED is
shorthand for students with a special education designation, and LEP stands for limited English
proficiency.
Source: Maryland Department of Education and case writer analysis
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Exhibit 3: Data for Ray Myrtle’s Former School

Somerset Elementary School
Demographics
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Source: Maryland Department of Education and case writer analysis
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Exhibit 4: Sample Non-Fiction Titles Used at Highland Elementary

Source: Cover art from the Library Thing website,
http://www.librarything.com/work/970848/covers/, downloaded July 3, 2009
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Exhibit 6: Brief Constructed Response Exercises with Teacher Notes and Student Revisions

Source: Highland Elementary School
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Exhibit 7: Student Checklist for Brief Constructed Response

Source: Highland Elementary School
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Exhibit 8: Common Format for 90 Minute Mathematics Block

Source: Highland Elementary School
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Exhibit 9: Notes from Mathematics End of Unit Data Dialogue (page 1)

Continued on page 22
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Exhibit 9, continued: Notes from Mathematics End of Unit Data Dialogue (page 2)

Note: Student names redacted due to privacy rules.
Source: Highland Elementary School
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Exhibit 10: Sample Literacy Decision Trees

Source: Highland Elementary School and case writer analysis
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Exhibit 10, continued: Sample Literacy Decision Trees

Source: Highland Elementary School and case writer analysis
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Exhibit 11: Formative Assessment Document for Literacy

Source: Highland Elementary School
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Exhibit 12: Effective Effort Rubric for Students

Source: Highland Elementary School
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Exhibit 13: Core Principles of Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports

1.

We can effectively teach appropriate behavior to all children. All PBIS practices are
founded on the assumption and belief that all children can exhibit appropriate behavior.
As a result, it is our responsibility to identify the contextual setting events and
environmental conditions that enable exhibition of appropriate behavior. We then must
determine the means and systems to provide those resources.

2.

Intervene early. It is best practices to intervene before targeted behaviors occur. If we
intervene before problematic behaviors escalate, the interventions are much more
manageable.
Highly effective universal interventions in the early stages of
implementation which are informed by time sensitive continuous progress monitoring,
enjoy strong empirical support for their effectiveness with at-risk students.

3.

Use of a multi-tier model of service delivery. PBIS uses an efficient, needs-driven resource
deployment system to match behavioral resources with student need. To achieve high
rates of success for all students, instruction in the schools must be differentiated in both
nature and intensity. To efficiently differentiate behavioral instruction for all students.
PBIS uses tiered models of service delivery.

4.

Use research-based, scientifically validated interventions to the extent available. No Child
Left Behind requires the use of scientifically based curricula and interventions. The
purpose of this requirement is to ensure that students are exposed to curriculum and
teaching that has demonstrated effectiveness for the type of student and the setting.
Research-based, scientifically validated interventions provide our best opportunity at
implementing strategies that will be effective for a large majority of students.

5.

Monitor student progress to inform interventions. The only method to determine if a
student is improving is to monitor the student's progress. The use of assessments that can
be collected frequently and that are sensitive to small changes in student behavior is
recommended. Determining the effectiveness (or lack of) an intervention early is
important to maximize the impact of that intervention for the student.

6.

Use data to make decisions. A data-based decision regarding student response to the
interventions is central to PBIS practices. Decisions in PBIS practices are based on
professional judgment informed directly by student office discipline referral data and
performance data. This principle requires that ongoing data collection systems are in
place and that resulting data are used to make informed behavioral intervention planning
decisions.

7.

Use assessment for three different purposes. In PBIS, three types of assessments are used:
1) screening of data comparison per day per month for total office discipline referrals, 2)
diagnostic determination of data by time of day, problem behavior, and location and 3)
progress monitoring to determine if the behavioral interventions are producing the
desired effects.

Source: PBIS website, http://www.pbis.org/school/primary_level/default.aspx, downloaded June
26, 2009
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Exhibit 14: Sample Communication Log, Fourth Grade Math

Note: Student names redacted due to privacy rules. Pellicci and Swenson each had six students
in their groups

Source: Highland Elementary School
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