Bluffs School: Low Achievement in Literacy (Reading & Writing)

According to Bluffs School District data and standardized test results, there is concern that students at the elementary and middle school levels are low performing in the areas of reading and writing. A Comprehensive Needs Assessment process was undertaken to examine the gap between district expectations and current literacy performance. A Needs Assessment Committee (NAC) was formed to explore the issue and met numerous times. It consisted of elementary and junior high teachers, Special Education liaison, Reading Specialist, Data Coach, parent representative, and principal.
Bluffs School Profile

Demographics
Based on the data collection and analysis from school year 2008-2009, the NAC formulated a picture of the “average” Bluffs student population.

· Number of Students 124 elementary 57 junior high
· The majority of Bluffs students are white: 98.4% White, 0.8% Hispanic, and 0.8% Multiracial in elementary and 100% white in junior high.

· Low income 22.6% elementary 33.3% junior high
· Mobility 6.9% elementary 5.3% junior high
· Attendance 96.4% elementary 96.9% junior high
· Discipline: 63% of all school office referrals stem from disrespect-related offenses
· AYP 83.7% reading and 89.8% math elementary and 79.6% reading and 83.3% math junior high

Student Needs (Determined by assessment data, SWIS data, CICO data, student surveys, teacher surveys, student data binders, and attendance data)
· Measurable goals are developed by teachers and students and communicated to parents during parent-teacher conferences and teacher to parent reports

· Individual student needs are identified by use of district assessments (NWEA, DIBELS) given three times a year, state assessments (ISAT) given once a year, teacher observations / assessments in the classroom, grade level meetings, and parent concerns..
· Mobility: 6.9% elementary 5.3% junior high

· Attendance: 96.4% elementary 96.9% junior high

· Disciplinary problems: generally minor and include disrespect, non-compliance, and classroom disruptions, more significantly student apathy and cynicism 

· Intervention processes in place include RtI plan that includes the use of the Child Study Team, BLAAST, data-driven decision making in the classroom, and Reading and Math Intervention Mandated classes Check In Check Out, BLAAST sessions every three weeks, Child Study Team meetings one-two times a month, weekly grade level meetings, DIBELS progress monitoring every two weeks, student data binders
· AYP 83.7% reading and 89.8% math elementary and 79.6% reading and 83.3% math junior high

Curriculum and Instruction

· Staff members express high expectations through grading practices, use of data binders, standards aligned classroom, goal-oriented curriculum, use of learning targets and student friendly “I Can” statements, and Medal Pride program 

· Staff members acknowledge high achievement through ISAT celebration, monthly achievement assemblies
· Curriculum utilized is research based and aligned to state standards for content areas
· Assessment instruments include NWEA, DIBELS, and DWA. Staff make decisions on classroom assessments and district assessment choices.

· Assessment results are analyzed by teachers to determine the next steps to take in the classroom. Data meetings take place among teachers, Reading Specialist, and Data Coach to further analyze and reflect on the data decision making process. Parents and students are informed of student progress on a regular basis.

· Technology is available to all students via netbooks, laptops, SmartBoards, Promethean boards, and educational software. Technology is integrated into classroom curriculum as part of the regular planning process. 

· Reading Specialist evaluates classroom curriculum using walkthroughs and observations. Teachers evaluate their own curriculum and instruction on a regular basis by analyzing district assessment data for their students. 
Professional Development
· All certified staff are highly qualified at the elementary and junior high level.
· Teacher surveys, staff needs assessment, observations, and assessment data are used to determine professional development needs. 
· Most professional development takes place in-house by teachers and staff at the school. Staff may also attend regional, state, and national workshops. School improvement days are also used for mandated professional development. PD360, a web-based professional development service, allows staff flexible choice of professional development opportunities. Professional development is offered on two levels: voluntary and mandated. 100 % participation is expected when mandated during contractual workday. 
· All professional development is related to classroom instruction and falls under the guidelines of the school improvement plan. Professional development is embedded because teachers can access professional development on a constant basis, either by utilization of teacher coaches, online resources, or out-of-school opportunities. 
· There are regular opportunities for teachers to collaborate with each other during monthly faculty meetings, weekly grade level meetings, and monthly data meetings. At the elementary level, daily teacher schedules allow for some collaboration with other grade level / other content area teachers.
· Professional development is evaluated using teacher feedback / evaluation forms. Changes to the content can be altered depending on teacher feedback and / or staff need.
Family and Community Involvement
· Teachers at Bluffs communicate with parents via parent-teacher conferences, email, phone calls, text, student planners, notes home, school wide family nights, and monthly community newsletters. 
· Parents and the community are invited to activities, such as family nights, book fairs, volunteering in the classroom, and monthly PTO meetings. Attendance to these activities continues to be low.
· Parent involvement remains an area of concern within our schools.

· The local school board consists of community members and parents. Community members and parents have an opportunity to voice concerns and questions during monthly board meetings. 
· There is a nurse and social worker on staff at the school. Through Four Rivers Special Education District, the school is provided with mental health counselors, occupational therapists, physical therapists, dental screenings, and vision and hearing itinerates. Scott County Health Department provides the school with immunizations and health screenings. School supplies are available to low-income students. Lion’s Club gives eyeglasses to low-income students.
· Parent educators provide adult education and parenting education through Pre-K grant. 

· There is an annual blood drive through our local agriculture organization. There are food drives for local food pantry. Books were provided to local businesses for children to read while at the business. Junior high students interviewed and visited local residents at the local nursing home.  During Christmas, the elementary and junior high students went caroling around the community. School wide Angel Tree donations for the local nursing home. Staff and students aid the PTO during the Spring Shopping Extravaganza. The school district partners with local businesses to enhance educational programming. Boys and Girls Club provides after school programs.  U of I Extension Office provides Ag in the Classroom programs. Little League organizations provide recreational leagues for students and the community. Local businesses provide career education fair for students. Cargill and Tracy Foundation (Dot Foods) provide grant funds to support educational needs of students. 
· Community members and parents feel strongly about the presence of a community school. Opinions of the school by community members still remain an area of concern. Bluffs school will continue to strive for improvement in this area. Parent surveys and feedback remains an indicator of success. 
School Context and Organization

· The vision of this school is that each student is capable of learning in a general education environment when the environment is safe, positive, challenging, and addresses the individual student’s needs. This vision statement is printed on the wall next to the office. It is able to be seen by staff, students, and parents. This statement is reviewed annually by staff. 
· The entire school staff is not involved with the decision making process regarding operations. The school remains orderly and safe. Security systems and emergency response systems are in place and are continually assessed.

· Discipline is handled according to the PBIS framework outlined in the student handbooks. These policies are enforced in the classroom by teachers and school wide by the building principal and district superintendent. 

· School climate remains inconsistent and an area of concern. Student morale appears to mirror staff morale. Student and staff morale is consistently evolving toward a culture of learning. 

· The school is managed by the building principal at a surface level due to one administrator for the entire Pre-K to 12 building. The building principal remains the instructional leader and the disciplinarian for the school. 
· The school budget is determined by senior level management.  Resources are allocated according to teacher input, designated areas of need, and allowable uses of funds as determined by revenue sources. The school operates within one overriding written plan that contains multiple sub plans according to school improvement mandates (school improvement plan, restructuring plan). The overriding plan and sub plans were developed using a collaborative process and are monitored / followed on a regular basis.
· Over the last year, staff has become increasingly more cohesive and strives for continuing improvement. Over the last two years, the school has involved many more individual teachers and staff in the decision making process via increased committee involvement.  
The literacy concern has been explored at length to identify possible gaps.  The findings of the NAC will be shared with faculty and staff at monthly staff meetings. Parents were notified of school-wide planning process using Alertify announcements and monthly school newsletter. Paper-pencil surveys, as well as online surveys, were distributed to all stakeholders to ensure that all members of the school community were provided input opportunities. Using staff surveys, parent surveys, classroom observations, and assessment data, the NAC has identified the following reasons for the gap in literacy performance:
	Identified School Need
	Data Source Used to Identify Need

	Reading curriculum was not coordinated across primary, intermediate, and junior high levels. 
	· District assessment data (NWEA, DIBELS)

· Standardized test data

· Teacher survey

	Writing curriculum was nonexistent or very disjointed.
	· District assessment data (NWEA, DWA)

· Standardized test data

· Teacher survey
· Student writing samples

	Instructional quality varied considerably between classrooms.
	· District assessment data (NWEA, DIBELS)

· Standardized test data

· Teacher survey

	Lack of staff participation in professional development opportunities.
	· Feedback forms from previous professional development
· Teacher survey

	A majority of parents did not read or write with their children at home.
	· Online parent survey
· Report cards

	Parental communication with school was lacking.
	· Online parent survey
· Teacher survey


Comprehensive Plan
School Reform Strategies

Standards-Aligned Classroom is, and will continue to be, the fundamental in-classroom instructional model for all staff. The seven basic strategies that will continue to impact student learning that cross all curricular areas are: provide a clear vision of the target, both for teacher and student; use examples of strong / weak student work; offer regular descriptive feedback; teach students to self-assess and set goals; design lessons to focus on quality, one strategy at a time; teach students focused revision; and engage students in self-reflection, tracking and sharing their learning.

Other programs that have shown positive impacts on student learning and behavior will be continued, such as: PBIS, NWEA assessment model, Reading First instructional practices (K-5), math curriculum and course structure (6-8), onsite professional development determined by data-driven monitoring, teacher / student / parent surveys, instructional team meetings, and leadership team meetings.
At the elementary level, interventions will continue to include both push-in and pull-out programs during the reading block and other content areas (math).  At the middle school level, double math and double reading courses (according to student needs) will continue as interventions.
Instruction by Highly Qualified Professional Staff
Karole Devlin, Angela Kauffman, Elizabeth Hutton, Veyann Vortman, and Teresa Whewell perform the following duties as paraprofessionals: one on one tutoring, assist classroom management, provide computer assistance, provide support in the library and gym, provide instructional support under the direct supervision of the teacher, and provide emotional support to the students.  

All teachers at this school are highly-qualified as outlined in Title 1 law.  The Educators Certification System on the Illinois State Board Education Website is utilized for verification of highly qualified staff.  Pre-employment documentation must be presented at time of application of employment. Erin Wahl (Pre-K), Toni Freesen (K), Jennifer Taylor (1st), Casey Hummer (2nd), Renee Sloter (3rd), Rhoda Vortman (4th), Ashley Orisek (5th), Stephen Brannan (PE), Gina Glossop (Special Education), David Shaffer (Music), Lorena Sleeman (Math), Jodie DeGroot (Social Studies), Brian Bettis (Science), Renee Costallos (Reading), Michelle Gerberding (Special Education), Sandra Davies (Title I), Pamela Hubbert (Reading Specialist), and Stephanie Upton (Data Coach) are highly qualified Pre-K to 8 staff.  Valid state certificates are kept and audited by the regional office of education. Transcripts, previous employment history, and evidence of required credentials are all kept in personnel files. 
All student planners include the “Parents Right-to-Know” section that informs parents of their right to request information regarding the professional qualifications of their child’s classroom teacher. Parents are also notified in the community newsletter of status of instructional staff. 
High Quality and Ongoing Professional Development
All professional development is determined by state mandates, school improvement plan, student needs, and teacher surveys. High quality and ongoing professional development will be implemented by assessing the current needs of staff and students and putting into place the needed workshops and in-services. Teaching staff receives professional development regarding NWEA, DIBELS, DWA, and ISAT data at the beginning of each school year. Staff receives training on how to find assessment information and how to analyze the data for classroom utilization. 
Strategies to Attract Highly Qualified Staff

In order to attract and retain highly qualified teachers, the school district offers a regionally competitive salary and benefits package, provides a mentor to new teachers in the district and new employee orientation, offers continuous and embedded professional development and support, technology training and support, teacher appreciation week activities, and monthly staff meetings that allow for collaboration.  All teachers will be assigned according to their qualifications and the needs of students.
Strategies to Increase Parental Involvement

Over the last school years, Bluffs has noticed a decline in parent involvement. This decline is even more evident at the middle school level. Parents were given online and written surveys regarding school policies and program design. Using data acquired from these parent surveys and teacher surveys, ideas are developing and will continue to develop regarding parental involvement. Suggestions have included: more positive communication between parents and teachers, invitations for parents to come to school more often, a marketing campaign focusing on parents and other community members, and allowing more input in the decision-making process. Student Achievement will remain the primary indicator of success. Any parental questions or concerns regarding this plan will be addressed in a timely manner. Opportunities for involvement will be offered to parents using the monthly newsletter. Provided child care and various times for PTO meetings and other events will be offered to increase parental attendance. Classroom teachers will promote parental involvement / volunteering in the classroom. Table at registration and personal invitations to volunteer will be used to further increase parental involvement. Evaluation of this plan will be conducted bi-annually by the School-wide Title Committee which will include teachers from various grade levels, parents, and principal.

In the past, Bluffs School has put into place various ways to increase parental involvement. Parents received timely information during Title I family nights throughout the school year.  Progress reports are sent home with report cards in order to inform parents of curriculum and proficiency level of their student. Through parent-teacher conferences, Title I family nights, and various surveys, parents were given opportunities to take part in the decision-making process about their child’s education. Title I family nights and parenting classes were open to all community members. Topics included H1N1 (9/15/09), Child Abuse and How to Report It (9/22/09), Bullying (9/30/09), Hearing in Young Children (10/6/09), Interactive Reading (10/13/09), Family Finances and Budgeting (10/27/09), and Family Fun Art (11/4/09). Bluffs School will build on these events already put in place to address the lack of parent involvement. 
Preschool Transition Strategies 

Because Bluffs School District is a small, rural district, the Pre-K program is housed within the K-8 school. This allows the Kindergarten teacher to attend all Pre-K exit meetings in order to establish a rapport with parents and to gather information about each incoming K student. The elementary school’s close relationship with the Pre-K program will continue to foster this Pre-K transition process. 
Teacher Participation in Making Assessment Decisions

End of the year student progress is measured and reported using NWEA and DIBELS data. Student growth is calculated and based on student Fall NWEA scores. Students are assessed at the beginning, middle, and end of the year using NWEA and DIBELS assessments. This data is reported to teachers, parents, and students in a timely manner. Report cards and midterms are sent out quarterly to parents. Informal assessments are also used to report student progress towards goals and objectives. The school uses student-led conferences with parent friendly terms and translations as needed to communicate effectively with parents. Other measures used include surveys, teacher documentation, classroom walkthroughs by the principal, attendance at events, and observations. Plan, do, study, act cycle of continuous improvement is the strategy utilized to determine the plan’s effectiveness.
Timely and Additional Assistance to Students Having Difficulty Mastering the Standards

The Bluffs school district is a data-driven atmosphere. Students are assessed using NWEA three times a year. NWEA data in the Fall is used to create student growth targets for the academic year. Using Fall assessment data, in addition to Winter and Spring assessments, student growth is tracked. These scores, in addition to teacher observations, are used to place grade 6-8 students in “double-dose” electives in Reading and Math. Student data is also used to assign students in grades 6-8 BLAAST (Bluffs Learning and Achieving Success Teams) sessions that occur on a three-week cycle. BLAAST is a 28 minute period at the end of each day for targeted instruction.  All students have a student data binder that the student refers to frequently. This binder contains student assessment, goal statements, and growth charts to allow for student responsibility and accountability. Student data binders are also used during parent-teacher conferences. NWEA and DIBELS data is utilized to place elementary students in intervention groupings. Grade level team meeting are held weekly to evaluate progress monitoring data and decide whether to continue, revise, or discontinue the current intervention. 

Child Study Team meetings are held to address student academic, behavior, and emotional needs. Children are recommended to the team by staff and / or parent. The responsibility of the Child Study Team is to collect and review child specific data in order to formulate an intervention plan. This team meets on a regular basis to consistently monitor and revise interventions already in place. 

Coordination and Integration of Federal, State, and Local Programs and Resources
Technical assistance will be provided from a variety of resources. These include district technology coordinator, Regional Office of Education, individual program tech support (NWEA, DIBELS, etc.) Scott-Morgan CUSD #2 is knowledgeable about and uses all funding resources available to the school. Because Bluffs is a small district, it utilizes the REAP Flexibility Provision to coordinate and integrate all federal, state, and local funds in the most fiducially prudent manner.

Program Goals:

1. 90% of all K-8 students will make annual projected growth target on NWEA in the area of reading

2. 90% of all K-8 students will achieve a writing score of 4 according to the 6+ traits of writing rubric 

3. Increased stakeholder collaboration and communication to improve student academic achievement in the district

	Goal
	Proposed Solutions
	Priority
	Suggested Evaluation Criteria

	1.
	· Marzano strategies used in classrooms for common student academic vocabulary

· Staff meetings to discuss and implement common academic vocabulary to be used in the classroom

· Gretchen Courtney strategies / graphic organizers used in classrooms (Common extended response prompts and language school wide)
· Classroom reading curriculum will be aligned with state standards as student “I can” statements
	High
	· Lesson plan format includes the Marzano strategies used in each lesson

· Common academic vocabulary posters / word walls in each classroom

· Lesson plan format includes the Courtney strategies used in each lesson

· “I can” checklist utilized for all students

· Feedback forms from staff development

· Implementation of strategies learned in professional development

	2.
	· 6+ Traits of Writing curriculum will be developed and implemented school wide. 
· Gretchen Courtney strategies / graphic organizers used in classrooms (Common extended response prompts and language school wide)

· Professional development will occur to educate staff on curriculum and expectations
	High
	· Monthly student samples and rubrics turned into principal 
· Daily writing block will be scheduled into all classroom schedules

· Feedback forms from staff development

· Implementation of strategies learned in professional development

	3.
	· Staff surveys will be used to guide staff development needs
· Grade level / content area parent nights will occur on a regular basis

· Invite parents to volunteer at the school

· Conduct workshops to provide parents with home activities that are consistent with grade level contents

· Investigate multiple modes of communication with parents (email, phone, Alertify, notes, newsletter)

· Investigate multiple modes of communication with faculty and staff (discussion boards, Moodle, email, Alertify) 

· Building level / content area meetings need to occur on a bi-weekly basis

· + Delta charts used in monthly staff meetings to address concerns and communication issues

· Teacher education regarding techniques to deal with diversity of opinions within the school district
	High
	· Parent surveys

· Teacher surveys

· Suggestion box feedback

· Parent / child attendance at events

· Parent and staff participation in volunteer activities

· + Delta charts created by staff prior to faculty meetings


