Panel Report
Candidate Compass School Review
Webster Elementary School
Everett Public Schools

INTRODUCTION
TheProgram

The Commonwedth Compass Schools Program is one part of the Massachusetts School and
Didtrict Accountability System. The purpose of the Compass Schools Program is to recognize
and celebrate improvement in Massachusetts schools, and to disseminate information and
encourage networking and sharing of idess, effective practices, and modds for success. The
program is intended to provide a means for the schools to share their expertise with other schools
in the sate.

Based on the Cycle 11 (2001-2002) School Performance and Improvement Ratings issued in
December 2002, the Department identified 291 e ementary, middle and high schools that showed
sgnificant improvement over their Cycle | MCAS test results. These schools were invited to
participate in the program by gpplying for consderation as candidates to serve as 2003
Commonwed th Compass Schools. One hundred and forty-four schools chose to apply by
submitting completed two- part applications. Part 1 of the application asked for written responses
to three questions on the initiatives they have undertaken to improve student performance that
they think have had the most positive impact on their students' performance. Part 2 of the
gpplication was an ont-line survey asking for a more detailed profile of the school and

information on sgnificant changes in recent years. Five high schools and six eementary schools
were selected as findists. Those eleven schools were scheduled for closer review to learn more
about their highlighted programs and to determine willingness and capacity to servein the
program. Data and information gathered from the gpplications, surveys and review process of
these schools will be published in areport thisfal.

The Commissioner will designate up to eeven schools to serve as 2003 Commonwedth
Compass Schools. Compass Schools receive specia recognition and a $10,000 grant to support
the participation of their adminigtrators and gaff in information sharing and dissemination

activities over the next year.

The Report

This report summarizes the findings and andyses of asmal team of education professonas
during a one-day vigt to the Webster Elementary School on April 16, 2003. The report will
as3s the Commissioner in determining which schools from among those visited will be
designated to serve as 2003 Commonwealth Compass Schools.
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The Pand evauated data and written information on the school’ s performance and improvement
efforts, including the schoal’ s two-part Compass School gpplication; and then visited the school
to meet with school leaders, Saff, parents and students and visit classroomsin order to answer
the following two key questions:

1. Isthisschool usng effective improvement initiatives thet could be replicated
in other smilarly profiled schools?

2. Arethe conditionsin place for this school to serve asamodd of effective
practices and successful improvement initiatives?

The Pandl’ s responses to these two questions frame the report.  1n the process of answering these
questions, the report focuses primarily on the initiatives that the school identified in its
gpplication as having had the most positive impact on student performance.

Thefindings and conclusions presented here are the product of andysis, discussion, and
observation, and are based on the evidence made available to the Panel before and during their
vigt. A ligt of Pand members who participated in the school review is provided in Appendix A.
A detailed schedule of the Pand’ s activitiesis provided in Appendix B.

Webster Elementary School Profile
Enrollment

Webgter Elementary School is one of eight schools in Everett and seven eementary schoolsin
the didtrict. Between 1999 and 2002, enrollment at the school averaged 370 students. It should
be noted that in 2001 student enrollment soared to 462, compared to 266 in 2000. In terms of
student demographics, White students accounted for 80 percent of the school’ s total studert
population, while Asan, Black, and Hispanic students accounted for less than 10 percent each.

Between 1999 and 2002, twenty percent of the Webster School’ s student body were non-native
English speskers, while five percent were Limited English Proficient. Fifty percent students at

the school, during that time, were low-income. As aresult, there is a school-wide Title |

program in place.

Attendance at the Webster School between 1998 and 2001 averaged 95 percent, with students
absent nine days on average. Retentions during this period averaged two percent. There were no
in-school suspensions, and out-of-school suspensions averaged |ess than one percent for those
four years. No students were excluded during this period.
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Staffing

At the Webster Schoal, there are 23 classroom teachers, 10 specialist teachers, one administrator
and one guidance counsdlor. All teachers a this school are licensed in the subjects they teach.
Nineteen teachers have more than 15 years of experience, while eight have been teachers for
fewer than five years

MCAS Overview

Students at the Webster School are tested in the MCAS in grade 3 in English language arts
(ELA) and in grade 4 in mathematics. In Cycle Il (2000-2001), the school was found to have
made Adequate Y early Progress (AYP) in both ELA and mathematics.

Sudent Performance in English Language Arts

In Cyclell, the Webster School received a performance rating of Very High in ELA, based on its
proficiency index of 92.3. For its 17.3-point improvement over Cycle | (1999-2000), the school
recaived an improvement rating of Above Target. Student participation ratesin Cycle [l were 97
percent in 2001 and 92 percent in 2002 in ELA.

The ELA test in grade 3 was firs administered in Cyclell. Inthefirst year of Cyclell, 80
percent of Regular Education students at the Webster School scored Proficient, while 20 percent
scored at the Needs Improvement level. In 2002, 83 percent of students in this group were
Proficient with 17 in Needs Improvement.

In Cyclell, the Webster School saw greater proportions of its Regular Education studentsin

grade 4 performing a the Proficient level of performancein ELA. 1n 1999, two percent of

Regular Education students at the school scored in the Advanced category, 47 percent in
Proficient, 49 percent in Needs Improvement, and two percent in Warning. In 2000, 39 percent
of were found Proficient, 52 percent were in Needs Improvement, while 10 percent scored at
Warning. Inthefirst year of Cyclell, seven percent of the school’ s Regular Education student
population was Advanced. The percentage of students performing at the Proficient level roseto

75 percent, while those at the Needs Improvement level fell to just 18 percent. In 2002, eight
percent of students were Advanced, 76 percent Proficient, and 16 percent performed at the Needs
Improvement levd.

Sudent Performance in Mathematics

In mathematics the Webster School received a performance rating of Moderatein Cyclell for its
proficiency index of 79.7. Its 12.1-point improvement over Cycle | was rated Above Target.
Student participation rates in mathematics in Cycle || were 97 percent in both years.
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At the grade 4 levd, the performance of Regular Education students in mathematicsin Cyclell
was characterized by amovement of students out of the Needs Improvement category and into
Proficient. In 1999, four percent of Regular Education students scored in the Advanced
category, 24 percent in Proficient, 62 percent in Needs Improvement, and nine percent in
Warning. In the second year of Cyclel, 22 percent of students were Proficient, 66 percent in
Needs Improvement, and 13 percent performed at the Warning level. In 2001, seven percent of
al Regular Education students at the Webster School were Advanced, 33 percent Proficient, 57
percent scored at the Needs Improvement level while three percent were in Warning. In 2002,
the percentage of students scoring at the Advanced level roseto 17 percent, as did thosein
Proficient to 45 percent. The proportion of studentsin Needs Improvement fell to 30 percent
with eight percent of scoresfaling in the Warning category.

Panel Reponses To The Key Questions

KEY QUESTION 1: 1sThis School Using Effective Improvement Initiatives That Could Be
Replicated In Other Smilarly Profiled Schools?

Y es. The Webster School community has established a clear focus on standards- based teaching
and learning through the implementation of effective improvement initiatives that could be
replicated in other schools with asimilar profile. At the heart of al school improvement efforts
is a strong commitment, school and district-wide, to make the Learning Standards set forth in the
Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks bleto al students.

Primary initiatives that have contributed to the success of the Webster Elementary School
include: high expectations for al children; andysis of MCAS results and feedback from dl
stakeholders to evauate ingtruction and school practices; dignment of literacy programs and
core subject curriculawith the Frameworks, professional development in literacy and pedagogy
for dl classroom teachers and adminigtrators; arigorous, clinical approach to teacher eva uation;
clear and open lines of communication between students, teachers, parents and administration;
and aschool climate that embodies the core values of care, collaboration and community.

A. Which improvement initiatives have had the greatest impact on student performance
results?

Webgter gaff and adminigiration credit key district initiatives, a number of embedded school
practices and systems of communication as well as a caring, collaborative school culture for the
continued academic success of students at the Webster Elementary School. During interviews,
teachers, parents, school and district administrators repeatedly cited the commitment of the
Everett Public Schools “to raise the bar for dl children” as the foundation for al school
improvement planning. Under the leadership of the Superintendent, the digtrict has worked to

ATA-SPE M assachusetts Department of Education
Candidate Compass School Review Page 4 of 18
April 2003



dign dl curricular and ingructional programs K- 12 to the Massachusetts Curriculum
Frameworks.

It was evident to the Pand that at the Webster Schoal “raising the bar” was not merely a matter
of “covering” content that would be on MCAStests. Ingtead, “high expectationsfor dl children”
were articulated as a commitment to Structure the curricular scope and sequence and ingtruction
in core subjects to reflect the basic facts and key concepts, the habits of mind and methods of
inquiry of the mgor academic disciplines as embodied in the Framework Strands. The Webster
School Improvement Plan contains nine goa areas. Four of the gods contain Action Plansto
promote academic rigor, individudized indruction and dignment with the Frameworksin
English Language Arts, Mathematics, Socid Studies and Science. A mogt tangible indicator of
the commitment to make state Learning Standards accessible to every child isthat the Webster
School employs an inclusionary mode school-wide. Asthe Principa stated in the School

L eadership Report, Special Education students and ESL students receive support services
primarily within the school’ s regular education classrooms.

Building on the commitment to high expectations and standards- based teaching and learning, the
most frequently mentioned school improvement initigtives are: 1) the Webster MCAS Action
Pan; 2) an ingructiond focus on literacy; 3) arigorous gpproach to ingructiond planning and
teacher evauation; and 4) a school climate which fosters adherence to the core values of care,
collaboration and community. Theseinitiatives are uniformly well planned and documented in
detall. Appropriate and on-going professona development at the school and didtrict levels has
supported the effective implementation of improvement initiatives.

Webster MCAS Action Plan: Asdefined by the Principal and corroborated in faculty focus
groups and interviews with individua teachers, Webster'sMCAS Action Planis“ayearly
blueprint to analyze MCAS test results, designate strengths and weaknesses, and incorporate
drategies into the classroom to improve student performance” The MCAS Action Team is
comprised of classroom teachers who are organized into grade level teamsin grades 3-6. All
gaff, from kindergarten through the seventh grade, receive yearly item analyses of MCAS results
sorted by question type, Learning Standards and Strands. The MCAS Action Plan dso includes
asummary of findings listing recommendations regarding insructiond srategies derived from
error analyss of student responses, specific topics to add or review within the curricular scope
and sequence, and suggested classroom activities and resources.

The MCAS Action Plan has spawned a number of MCAS related activities that have cometo be
recognized by students, parents, and staff as integral €lements of Webster School practice and
culture. MCAS Fridays were introduced to focus ingtruction on test-taking skills, MCAS
vocabulary, and open-ended response questions. The use of rubricsto evaluate long
compositions in each subject areaand basic computationd skillsin math are dso stressed in this
school-wide effort throughout grades K-7. On Fridays, during the months of January through
May, students in grades 3-6 receive MCAS Weekly Homework Assgnments. Every teacher at
Webgter is provided binders with prior test itemsfor dl previous MCAS test administrations.
Grade level teams select sample test items, including open-ended questions, which correspond to
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designated areas of weakness for Webster sudentsin ELA, math and science. Students return
their completed assgnments, with their parents signatures attached, to their teachers on Mondays
for review in class. The Webster School has dso implemented an MCAS After- School Program
to provide extended learning time and remedia support for “at-risk” students primarily in
mathematics through working on homework and enrichment activities in computer and art.

Focus on Literacy: Through the Massachusetts Reading Excellence Grant program, al Everett
teachers were provided professona development to supplement staff skills with training in the
balanced literacy program adopted by the district. The professiona development courses
centered on the Rigby model and practices. Elements of the balanced literacy program, cited in
focus groups and evident in classroom observations, include an emphasis on an integrated,
interactive approach to reading, writing and language arts, a concentration on phonemic
awareness in the primary grades, guided reading and flexible grouping. Literacy Waksare a
school and digtrict practice established to provide teachers with the opportunity to vist other
classroomsin order to view and share literacy practices. Teachers may opt to vidt classrooms
within their own school or other schools within the digtrict; the literacy walks may be at the same
or a different grade levels. Title | personnd a Webster and digtrict Title | administrators echoed
the Principa’ s perspective that the Literacy Waks have served to ensure that sound, balanced
literacy practices are emulated in every building and in every classroom.

“Principles of Effective Teaching”: A second mgor didrict professond development initiative
that has been an integrd factor in bolstering the effectiveness of school improvement practices at
the Webster School has been the district’ s long-term commitment to train dl teachers and
adminigratorsin Research for Better Teaching (RBT). Theraionde for extensvetrainingin
RBT, dearly articulated in interviews with school and digtrict administration, was to provide a
common language for ingructiond planning and ingructiona supervison. The expected
outcomes of this common language based on the RBT training and The Skillful Teacher are
clearly in evidence within the Webster School environment in the judgement of Pane members.
Faculty members make frequent reference to well-defined RBT strategies and practicesto inform
thelr classroom indruction and to meet individua and group needs. This common terminology
and philosophy is employed in professiond collaboration in various settings, particularly in

grade level mestings, to diagnose student’ s specific learning gaps and areas of strength. The
Principa reported, in written documentation and in interviews with the Pand, that RBT has
srengthened his own skill st to provide ingtructiona leadership and supervision.

The teacher evduation processitself adheresto the reflective and andytical mode espoused by
Research for Better Teaching. The teacher evaluation process utilizes aclinica gpproach in that
classroom observations are required to include pre- and post- conferencing between the
evauator/principa and the teecher. Most importantly, the Superintendent and Ass stant
Superintendents informed members of the Panel that the teacher evauation instrument within the
Everett Public Schools was revised to incorporate and reflect both Research for Better Teaching
practices and the seven Standards that comprise the “ Principles and Descriptors for Effective
Teaching” promulgated by the Massachusetts Department of Education.
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School Climate Supplementing the emphasis on the Framework Learning Standards and Steate
Standards for Effective Teaching are systems of communication, forma and informd, aswell as
clearly articulated core vaues which define an inclusve, collegid and nurturing school climate.
The Webgter School Mission Statement includes the following “Principles.”

» To accommodate the varying learning styles and rates of dl children;

» To respect culturd differences within the student population;

» Tomantan high levels of expectations.

The manner in which the Webster School Principa synthesizes and implements these
educationd Principlesisto consgtently stress that the care and well being of every child and the
edtablishment of a safe, nurturing school climate must be awhole school effort.

In terms that were grikingly smilar to the Principa’ s contention that such an effort was “vitd to
education,” the school’ s dedicated faculty stressed the importance of a caring school climatein
both a collective and individud sense. In faculty focus groups and individud teacher interviews,
they articulated the belief that in order for a student to reach their full academic potentid, every
child must fed that the adults within the schoolhouse know and care for them. Faculty views
a0 reflect the school leader’ s gpproach to school success by stressing the centrality of
mechanisms whereby teachers, parents, and students could share their opinions in a respectful,
trusting manner, to have their viewpoints and professond input “ carefully” considered and
encouraged, for decision-making to be shared, and for communication to be on-going between
al sakeholders within the school community.

The Webster School Principa exemplified the school’ s aforementioned Mission Statement and
demongtrated his genuine respect and commitment to the community of Everett in his description
of the school’s demographics. Hiswordsin the School Leadership Report werethat, “A rich
diversty of culturesin our sudent population has helped to infuse vitdity into our building.” A
strong home-school connection centering on the reporting of student progress, MCAS testing
schedules and results, and school activitiesis aso in evidence at the Webster School. Parents are
an integrd part of the School Council and the formulation of the School Improvement Plan.

The faculty of the Webster School isregarded and regardsitsalf as a community of learners.
Professond developmernt activities include a strong teachers-traning-teachers component, and,
as has been previoudy indicated, the district has committed to supporting and extending the skill
st of dl faculty members through research-based professona development themes. Findly,
within the structure of the school day at the Webster School there are a number of important job-
embedded professiona development opportunities for teachers to brainstorm and share practices.
These practices and opportunities are central aspects of a culture of school improvement that
stresses professiond collegidity and collaboration.

In addition to the work of the MCAS Action Teams and the Literacy Walks, the collegid or
collaborative endeavors most often identified by Webster saff included: common grade leve
planning time, communication that guidance coordinates between teachers, parents and

adminigration, established protocols for the Teacher Assstance Team, and the assgnment of
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building specididts, i.e. art, music, computer, and physical education teachersto classroomsto
provide MCAS support in designated blocks of time.

B. How did the school plan their improvement initiatives and put them into practice?

In focus groups with the Pand, faculty and parents, school and digtrict administrators used
common terms to describe the process of implementing, evauating and sustaining planned
improvement initigtives at the Webgter Elementary School. The “inter-connectedness’ of
numerous programs and practices as well as the strong interface between school and district
planning surfaced as the primary themes consistently emphasized for the successful
implementation of school improvement efforts at Webgter.

The exact sarting point of improvement efforts, acknowledged throughout the on-Ste visit, was
the examination of results on the first round of MCAS assessments. In 1998, the Webster School
was the lowest performing dementary school within the digtrict. The Principd immediately
inaugurated a process of examining MCAS results to devel op a shared understanding — school-
wide— of sudents strengths and wesknesses in the skills and knowledge defined in the
Curriculum Frameworks.

For thefirgt two years, the MCAS Action Plan conssted of item analyses by question type and
by Learning Standard or Strands. To establish high standards for student performance on
MCAS, date averages were used as benchmarks. Areas of weakness were identified when
student performance fdll under the state average on a specific test item. When the performance
of Webster students was above the state average on atest item, the skill or content areawas
designated as a strength. For the last two years, the MCAS Action Plans have been expanded to
include the aforementioned summaries regarding recommendations for indructiond srategies,
curricular coverage, assessment practices, and available resources.

The MCAS Action Teams congst of classroom teachers, organized into grade level committees
who then are divided into groups that focus on either English Language Arts or mathematics. As
indicated previoudy, the process involves cross-referencing each MCAS test item to the
Learning Standards with an accompanying description of the skills, basic facts and key concepts
underlying each question. Currently, this cross-referencing of MCAS results with Learning
Standards includes a multiple year review of MCAS tests, a comparison to the results of IOWA
basic skills testing, and an examination of sudents long compositions and scoring guides. The
Principal reported that the committee work this year was accomplished by utilizing twenty-five
hours of building based professond development time.

The committee s findings on strengths and weeknesses in English Language Arts, for example,
reveaed that the use of correct sentence structure has been a strength since 1999. Theinitidly
identified areas of weakness focused on the use of grammar mechanics, vocabulary, and topic
development. These areas have shown documented improvement in the last three years. Student
writing now reflects greater control of vocabulary and improved topic development. In
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mathematics, the item analyses have stressed the need to reinforce basic math facts and skillsin
probability and statistics.

The Webster MCAS Action Plans are shared with every member of the Webster School faculty.
IOWA Tests of basic skillsfor grades 2, 3, 4, 5 and MCAS tests for grades 4-6 are primary
sources for assessment. Prior to the start of each school year, the Principal prepares rank-ordered
reports of IOWA testsfor teechersto utilize to identify “at-risk” students and to cregte flexible
learning groups. Teacher’sMCAS bindersinclude individuad student test results, Individud
Education Plans (IEPs) for Specia Education students and Individual Student Success Plans
(1SSPs) for students enrolled in the MCAS Support Program. The dissemination of student
testing results reinforces the notion that MCAS and the advancement of student achievement isa
whole school effort and collective responsbility. Reviewing the scores of students within their
classes during the previous and current year provides teachers with a sound data base and
comprehensive learning profiles to review aspects of their own ingtruction and meet individud
student learning needs

Generd patternsin MCAS test data for the student population as awhole and individua student
results are utilized throughout the school environment. Asaresult of the data andysis, the
MCAS after-school support program focuses primarily on mathematics. Students who have
scored within the Warning Performance Level as wdl as students who have been identified as
“a risk” are recommended for placement in the program. Participation is voluntary, yet a strong
parent outreach effort describing the program’ sinitiatives has been coordinated by the
adminigration with assstance from the guidance department. The Individua Student Success
Plans for sudents within the program are derived from an andysis of their individua test reports
and are ajoint effort of classroom teachers, support staff, and guidance. Testing results are dso
utilized within the Teacher Assstance Team, the entity within the Webster School thet in
accordance with Speciad Education guiddines identifies students who may need accommodations
or individudized learning plans to meet the requirements of the curriculum.

The very nature of the school day at Webster reflects the school’ s prioritized focus on MCAS
and the Frameworks. The Principal has effectively used creative scheduling and personnd to
incorporate MCAS support and MCASS preparation into the structure of the school schedule. The
firg integrd dement of the Webster school scheduleis grade level common planning time.
Additionaly, MCAS support is provided in al Webster classrooms beginning in kindergarten.
As part of thelr daily schedule, art, music and physical education teachers are assigned to go into
regular classrooms to provide MCAS remedid help and to assst in small group ingtruction for
45-minute blocks of time. In interviews with Panel members, the Principa stressed the
importance of this academic component in the specidist’ s schedules. He stated it was
“paramount” that every teacher in every subject areaand speciaty isviewed and, in turn, see
themselves as responsible for contributing to student success. 1n addition to extending
ownership of MCAS throughout the faculty, the daily support from specidists servesto maintain
the level of support provided by Title I staff, which has been reduced because of budget cuts
from ten to two positions during the current academic yesar.
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The dedication of digtrict professond development time and resources has provided a solid
underpinning for sustaining Webgter’ simprovement efforts. The ingructionda focus on literacy
began in 2000 with the digtrict’ s decision to participate in the READ Excedllence Grant program.
The Title| Director set forth the underlying rationde for the balanced literacy program and
accompanying training in Rigby practicesin the initid 1999 grart application for the Webster
School. The digtrict mandated gpproach to reading ingtruction is “governed initidly by the
recognition that al Everett schools serve large numbers of student from low-income populations,
there is accordingly astrong curricular focus on developing a critical basic knowledge rdated to

literacy.”

Initidly, Title | personne and al adminigtrators were trained in Rigby practices, training was

then extended to sdlected staff members. In order to make effective use of limited financid
resources and concomitantly build in-house capacity to sustain balanced literacy at dl grade
levels, the Title | Director made the strategic decision to adopt a Teacher-Training-Teachers
Modd to extend Rigby training and practices. All classroom teachers receive in-sarvicetraining
from Title | personnd or staff members within their school. The Rigby program aso
encompasses a strong parental component. The district Read Coordinator offered parents afive-
week Rigby course to reinforce the home-school connection.

The didrict’sinvolvement in Research for Better Teaching dates back to 1991. Initidly, dl
digtrict adminigtrators and principasweretrained in RBT. Then, al teachers were required to
complete arigorous three-course RBT sequence, supported through digtrict funds. As indicated
previoudy, indructiona planning and supervision are grounded in the techniques and
terminology of The Skillful Teacher. In 1996, the digtrict’ s teacher evauation insrument was
revised to incorporate RBT' s narrative, andytica approach and the DOE Standards of Effective
Teaching. Principas are held accountable for the completion and substance of teacher
evauations. The Superintendent and Assistant Superintendents stressed that they “read every
teacher evduation.” Upon review by digtrict adminigtrators, feedback regarding the
comprehensve nature of the principas summariesis provided, and on occasion, the evaluations
are returned to be revised if the narratives are found lacking in detail.

Findly, the school’ s planning efforts are guided by the School Improvement Plan, which is
impressive in its detail and clarity. The SIP is comprised of nine god areas, most notably agod
areafor each academic subject aswell asagoa dedicated to school climate. The accompanying
Action Plans st forth god's and objectives that are measurable, timelines and identification of
responsible parties. The SIP also summarizes the data analysis of student assessment results
comprised in the MCAS Action Plans to establish a connection between school efforts and their
effect on sudent performance. The document aso contains a comprehensive Needs Assessment
based on surveys of students, teachers and parents. The Webster School Council teacher and
parent representatives partake in amid-year and end of year review of the SIP. In addition to
this interna monitoring of the implementation and effectiveness of school planning efforts, the
School Improvement Plan undergoes thorough review and evaluation at the didtrict level. The
Webster School Council is required to present updates three times ayear on the SIP to the
Everett School Committee.
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C. Doesthe schoal think these initiatives can be successfully used in similar schools? Why?

Webster School’ s leadership, teachers, and parents believe, and the Panel agrees, that this
standards- based gpproach to teaching and learning and inclusive school climate can be replicated
successfully in other schools. Firdt, the strategies of working with MCAS and curricular
alignment could be duplicated in other schools. Teachers and the Principa are enthusiastic about
sharing their resulting plans, scheduling strategies, classroom activities, and homework tools

with other educators. Furthermore, the experience of the Webster Schoal, in thelr view, serves
asamodd of effective implementation and sustaining of research based programs, such asthe
balanced literacy program and Research for Better Teaching. Findly, faculty, parents, district
gaff and administrators assert that the success of Webster School’ s planning for higher student
achievement exemplifies the critica nature of the Principa’ s leadership. The Webster Principd

is credited with consstently fostering the inclusive, collaborative and professond climate that
exigs within the school, maintaining open communication with faculty and parents, and
coordinating the efforts, energy and enthusiasm of the school community to promote the
academic and socid potentid of each child.

Perhaps the most compdlling evidence that another school can replicate the practices and school
climate a Webster lies within this very schoolhouse. 1n 2001, the student population of the
Webster Schooal, in effect, doubled due to the assignment of students from another elementary
school to the Webster as part of adigtrict building project. For thefirst time, Webster began to
serve students in the 7" grade. Next year, the students who were originally from both
elementary schools will be housed in anew building with aK through 8 grade configuration.
The trangtion of students and faculty to the Webster School environment was described as
“seamless” Teachers, parents and students were welcomed within the nurturing school climate
and participated in established practices within the newly expanded school community.

KEY QUESTION 2: Are The ConditionsIn Place For This School To Serve AsA Model Of
Effective Practices And Successful mprovement Initiatives?

Yes. The Webster Elementary School definitely demongtrates the willingness and capacity to
serve asamodd of effective practices and successful improvement initiatives. Leadership at the
school and didtrict levelsis strong and has clearly articulated a shared bdief in high expectations
for dl children. Faculty members exhibit confidence in their students ability to succeed and are
dedicated to working collaboratively to meet individua student needs. Adminigtration and staff
a the school and digtrict levels amilarly cite the linkage of systemic, Strategic planning to state
Standards for both teaching and learning as a critica factor in achieving the sustained advances
in student performance evident a the Webster Schooal.

A. Do leader ship and staff have a shared under standing and use a common language to
describe the changedinitiatives that have led to improvementsin teaching and learning?
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Leadership and staff have a shared understanding and use a common language to describe the
initiatives that have led to improvementsin teaching and learning. Common themes, which were
emphasized in individud interviews and focus groups with school and district administrators,
faculty and parents, centered on high expectations for dl children, accountability and
respongbility, and the strong leadership of the building Principd.

The school review reveded the tremendous impact of a shared alegiance to high expectations.
While the language of “Excdlence’ and “High Standards’ are present in other school and didtrict
mission statements, parents and teachers credited the Superintendent and Principa for making a
collective vision of excellence aredlity. One teacher gave doquent testimony to Everett’'s
mission to “raise the bar” for al children. “One of the most sgnificant barriersthat we asa
school system have overcome is the perception that, because we are a poor urban system, we
could only expect to achieve limited academic success with our students. Despite this perception
by some, we continue to strive for and attain academic success for dl our sudents.”

The underlying philosophy at the Webster School isthat al the staff takes ownership for
indruction for al students and are responsible for school improvement efforts.  This collective
responsibility was repeatedly described to Panel members as “an across the board” effort “year-
round” toinvolve“ dl grades’ and “dl disciplines’ in MCAS. Strong systems of accountability
established throughout the school and system regarding teacher eva uation, expectations for
classroom ingtruction, and the preparation of MCAS related materia were cited for insuring that
improvement initiatives were effectively implemented and sustained.

A common language of accountability was aso present when teachers, parents, and leadership
explained their own roles. The digtrict recognized its respongbility to provide staff and
adminigtration targeted professond development to improve instruction and meet student needs.
The Superintendent and Assistant Superintendents explained that building principas are held
accountable for teacher evauations, are expected to know the Curriculum Frameworks and be
well versed in the theoretical foundations of adopted programs. Teachers acknowledged their
respongibility, and the Principd’s supervisory role, in ensuring that The Skillful Teacher and
literacy practices are incorporated into their ingtructiona repertoire. Parents talked about their
teachers commitment “to make MCAS scores important” and the need to reinforce this a home.
Parents recognized the diagnostic purposes of the MCA S weekend homework assgnments, are
careful to remind their children to complete their assgnments, and partake in literacy events at
school to reinforce reading at home.

Throughout the on-gte vist, the Webster School community and district personnel attributed the
success of improvement initiatives to the leadership skills of the building Principd.  The words
most often used to describe the Webster Principa were that he was “the driving force” behind
the school’ s transformation and was a“role modd” for students and teachers. The Titlel
Director cited the Principd’ s “ persstence in the misson of literacy” and credited him with
“nurturing the collegidity” within the building. The Superintendent pointed to the Principd’s
success in edtablishing a caring school climate, and one that, most importantly, promoted “ pride
and professondiam at the dementary level.” Teachers spoke about how the Principa focused

ATA-SPE M assachusetts Department of Education
Candidate Compass School Review Page 12 of 18
April 2003



classroom ingruction on the Frameworks and led them in the process of cross-referencing
MCAS results with the Learning Standards.

In many ways, the parents and staff consider the Principd to be “unique’ in histirdess child
advocacy, high expectations for students and teachers to excdl, and ability “to make every person
fed important and fed their views are heard.” Y, it was abundantly evident to Pane members
that faculty and students model themselves after the Principa and embrace the core vaues he has
worked to establish. One teacher reported, “The Principa has such faith in both the student body
and the faculty, that no one wantsto let him down. Asaresult, thereisahigh leve of
commitment on the part of each faculty member to help each student in the building. The culture
of the building is supportive and nor-competitive.”

It isimportant to note that the Title | Director, the Superintendent and the Principa believe that
many aspects of school leadership at the Webster School could be replicated within other school
environments. Both the Superintendent and the Principal stressed the importance of visbility
and vigting dassrooms on adaily basis. Individua teacher interviews and faculty focus groups
corroborated that the Principa has been successful in his stated gpproach to “ daily dialog
concerning the education and wdl-being of each student in the school.” The Principd’ s “open
door policy” cited by parents and faculty members reflects a commitment to formd and informa
systems of communication to involve al stakeholdersin school improvement and decision
making.

B. How effectively do leader ship and staff articulate the connections between specific
changes and improvement initiatives they have implemented, and the improvements made
in teaching and lear ning?

School leadership and faculty a the Webster Elementary School clearly articulate connections
between established systems and practices and improvements in teaching and learning. The
faculty and Principd point to the data analysis and correlation of student resultsto the Learning
Standards as the foundation for meeting individuad student needs and student performance
overdl. Thisassessment driven indruction has led to changes in assessment practices within the
school.  Expressed goas in the Webster School Improvement Plan are “to provide multi-
faceted” assessmentsin dl classrooms and “to foster pupil salf-assessment through rubrics,
portfolios, journals and research projects across the curriculum.”  Teachers utilize quarterly
assessments, standardized tests and authentic assessments to monitor flexible grouping and
student progress.

The importance of extensive digtrict-wide professond development and vehicles within the
school environment that provide job embedded professiona development were repeatedly cited
for improving ingructiond practice. Thetraining in the literacy program and Research for

Better Teaching has provided a common philosophy and expanded repertoire for teachersto
supplement their skill set. Teachers made particular reference to the Teacher Assistance Team,
common planning time, and the Literacy Walks as important opportunities to collaborate and
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brainstorm with colleagues and to share practices. One teacher explained, “ Before the Rigby
training and the Literacy Walks, teachers shut their doors and did their own thing. Now, we are
able to see what the program promotes. We can see what a grest literate environment looks like
and that has helped me to develop my own centers.” A veteran teacher at the Webster
emphasized that the sharing of ideas through the Literacy Walks has helped “not only the
struggling readers but experienced professionals to tap the wonderful world of literaturein a
myriad of ways.”

The values, gods and practices which structure the school climate a the Webster School are
described as creating a“true” community of learners, for both students and adults. When asked
to elaborate on specific initiatives that exemplified the school’ s mission statement, teachers and
leadership spoke knowledgeably and with genuine dedication about schoal traditions that
reinforce cultura diversity, ceebrate student academic achievement, and that bring students and
teachers across grade levels together. The opening exercises and extended homeroom every day,
awards for Readers and Writers of the Month, the Math Wizzard Bulletin Board, and the
Reading-Buddies program were school practices most often emphasized to the Pandl. Asthe
Principa explained, the Math Bulletin board outsde his office highlights individua student

efforts on ther proficiency of basic math facts. Students who have completed math
computations, prepared by grade level teachers, within afive, four, or three-minute time frame,
have their name placed in astar on Math Wizzard Board. The Reading Buddies Program pairs
students across grade levels to further promote a shared love of reading. At the end of the school
year, the school publishes abook presenting writing and illustrations of the paired student
authors.

C. Istherea school wide focus on, and sufficient investment in, continued improvement of
student performance?

The gtaff and leedership at the Webster School provide an interesting, chalenging educationa
experience for their students as a direct result of acommon vison and belief in high expectations
and have collectively directed their efforts toward the unifying god of a sandards-based
approach to teaching and learning.

Significant and substantia evidence of a school wide investment in the continued improvement
of student performance can be obtained through a review of important written documents and
surveys. The Ingtructional Staff Survey conducted by the Department of Education reveded an
extraordinary level of support, in effect near unanimity, for school leadership and improvement
initiatives. Ninety-three percent of teacher respondents “ strongly agreed” with the survey items
that asked whether the school’ s principa “ provides effective leadership to guide and support
daff efforts to improve the academic performance of students” and whether the school has*“a
wel defined plan for reaching student performance goals.” Ninety-seven percent of the faculty
gave high ratings to professona development, curriculum guidance, assessment and access to
student information.
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The Webster School Improvement Plan includes a comprehensive Needs Assessment Summary
based on surveys of parents, teachers and students. The survey items are dso included within the
SIP. The school’s Needs Assessment provides vauable indicators — both quantitetive and
gualitative — of school wide support for improvement planning efforts. The categorization of
survey itemsin areas devoted to Teacher- Student Relationships, Student- Peer Relationships, and
Parent Community Relationships exemplifies the school’ s inclusive dlimate. The survey focus

on Student Academic Orientation and Behaviord Vauesisreflective of the school’s Misson
Statement. The narrative summary compiled from the surveys reveded that teachers are viewed
as supporting and respecting students as well as explaining work carefully and challenging them
to think creatively. The school’s adminigtration is seen as * setting a good example by working
hard, promoting high sandards, communicating effectively, and being responsive to complaints
and opinions” It was emphasized that students have a“ sense of belonging to the school” and
fed that it “ provides a supportive and respectful climate’ with “clear expectations for student
learning and behavior.”

Parent feedback is an additiona source for assessing support for improvement initiatives. In
focus groups with parents and the School Council, it was evident that the school has made it a
priority to involve parentsin school planning and, importantly, to seek parenta input regarding
the progress of their children. The TAT protocol includes a component for parent feedback.
Promotion and retention decisions must appear before the parent and teacher TAT mestings.
Parentd input is valued as well in student placement decisions. One parent spoke with reverence
about his sixth grade teacher at the Webster and islooking forward to his daughter’ s being able
to experience the same exciting Sixth grade classroom. Parentsin both focus groups made
reference to the timely and frequent school newdetters, published in multiple languages, as
providing important information regarding MCAS and school activities.

Classroom observations provided clear evidence of established ingtructiona programs and
practices within classroom learning environments. Key aspects of the literacy program and RBT
strategies were utilized with greet facility, expertise and enthusasm. Guided Reading activities,
Read- Alouds and interactive writing activities were modeled consstently. In classrooms across
dl grade leves, Pane members observed literacy centers as well as projects, which emphasized
the school’ s focus on main concepts and methods of inquiry in Socid Studies and Science.

Classroom lessons observed, without exception, were well planned, well structured and well
implemented. Teachers demondrated clarity in communicating lesson objectives and
expectations and equa cdlarity in communicating their faith in sudents' ability to achieve. The
lessons were varied in their activities, containing a thoughtful balance of whole class discussion,
cooperative parings and smadl groups, and individud seatwork. Teachers skillfully handled
trangtions without loss of learning time, student interest or participation. The use of highly

skilled questioning techniques bolstered student learning. Teacher questions reinforced areview
of basic facts and alowed for open-ended responses from students.  Often teachers were seen to
vary their gpproach and response to each individua student. Throughout the classroom
observations, teachers maintained a caring, respectful rapport with students, and students, in turn,
showed respect for teachers and their classmates.
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D. Doesthe school appear to have the capacity to host sitevisits and to participatein
various activities to shar e effective strategies and practices with other schoolsin the state?

The Webgter Elementary Schooal is proud of its accomplishments and has the capacity to host
vigtors from other schools and districts. One Webster parent asserted that Webster’ s experience
proves that “This school is more than bricks and mortar.” In fact, as previoudy stated, thisisthe
last school year that the talented Webster faculty and leadership will be serving its sSudents

within thisfacility. Next year, the school community will move into the newly built, Sate-of-
the-art George Keverian K-8 Elementary Schoal.

The Principd is an articulate, competent communicator and is effective at making people fed
welcome, as he does every morning in greeting students at the front door of the schoolhouse.
The Superintendent, Ass stant Superintendents and Title | adminidration have effectively
influenced the school’ s initiatives and are articulate in presenting the school’ s improvement
process and programsin detail. The faculty and staff are eager to host vistorsinto their
classrooms as well as provide information about the school’ s climate and gpproach to teaching
and learning.

E. Doesthe Panel recommend that this school be designated to serve asa Commonwealth
Compass School ?

The Pandl Review team agreed without exception that there are no reasons why the Webster
Elementary School should not be designated as a Commonwealth Compass School

CONCLUSION

The Webster School community has established a clear focus on standards-based teaching and
learning through the implementation of effective improvement initiatives that could be replicated
in other schools with asimilar profile. At the heart of dl school improvement effortsis a strong
commitment, school and didtrict-wide, to make the Learning Standards set forth in the
Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks accessble to al sudents. The Webster Elementary
School definitely demongtrates the willingness and capacity to serve asamodd of effective
practices and successful improvement initiatives. Administration and staff at the school and
digtrict levels smilarly cite the linkage of systemic, strategic planning to state Standards for both
teaching and learning as a criticd factor in achieving the sustained advances in sudent
performance evident at the Webster Schoal.
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APPENDIX A
Pand Members

Geri Lyn Ajemian, Ed.D., Chair, MA Department of Education, Maden, MA
Eileen Kenny, Assstant Superintendent for Elementary Education, New Bedford Public Schools
Maur een Scala-Freeman, Adminigrative Intern and Teacher, Medford Public Schools
Janet Baptista, Teacher, Cobbett Elementary School, Lynn Public Schools
APPENDIX B

Candidate Compass School Panel Review Schedule
All activitiestake place at the school.

7:30—8:00 a.m. Panelists meet with the Principal
8:00—8:30 a.m. Pandlists meet with the School Council
8:30—9:00 a.m. Panelists meet with parents and students
Pandlist A Panelist B Pandlist C Panelist D
Student Focus Student Focus Student Focus Parent Focus
Group Group Group Group
9:00—11:00 a.m. Classroom observations and teacher interviews*
Pandlist A Pandlist B Pandlist C Panelist D
9-10 am. Observe Observe Observe Observe
teacher 1 and teacher 3 and teacher 5 and teacher 7 and
teacher 2 teacher 4 teacher 6 teacher 8
10-11 am. Interview Interview Interview Interview
teacher 1 and teacher 3 and teacher 5 and teacher 7 and
teacher 2 teacher 4 teacher 6 teacher 8
individudly individudly individudly individudly

11 am.—12:30 p.m.  Pandlists meet to discuss findings so far and to plan the remainder of the day
(working lunch)

12:30—1:00 p.m. Pandlists use time as needed to analyze findings and to gather more information;
Panelists are encouraged to roam the entire school and visit classrooms not yet
seen.
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1:00—2:00 p.m. Panelists meet with teachers in groups*

Panelis A | PandistB Pandlis C | PanelistD
1:00-1:30 Teacher Focus Group 1 Teacher Focus Group 3
1:30-2:.00 Teacher Focus Group 2 Teacher Focus Group 4
2:00—2:30 p.m. Closing meeting with the Principal to discuss next steps (all Pandlists are present)
2:30—5:00 p.m. Panelists deliberate and form conclusions

*nstructions for teacher observations, individud interviews, and focus groups

1

Classroom Observations Each Pandlist will observe at least two class lessons in order to obtain a

representative sample of the school’ s classrooms. The purpose of the classroom observationsin
candidate Compass Schools isto find evidence of the extent to which the improvement initiatives the
school has described as having the most positive impact on student achievement are in practice in the
classroom. Observers will aso gather additiona information on those programs and practices.

Individua Teacher Interviews The purpose of the teacher interview that follows the Panelist’s

observation of that teacher’s classroom is to:

Clarify the evaluator’ s impressions of the classroom dynamic and learning environment

Determine each teachers understanding of the initiatives cited in the application as having had the
most positive impact on student achievement; and the extent to which the improvement initiatives are
guiding their classroom practice (for instance, curriculum, instruction and assessment).

Determine what has changed at the school over the past three years.

Determine each teacher’ s role in implementing the improvements made to student performance at the
schoal.

Teacher Focus Groups The purpose of the teacher focus groupsisto:

Determine each teachers understanding of the initiatives cited in the application as having had the
most positive impact on student achievement; and the extent to which the improvement initiatives are
guiding their classroom practice (for instance, curriculum, instruction and assessment).

Determine what has changed at the school over the past three years.

Determine each teacher’s role in implementing the improvements made to student performance at the
schoal.

Taken together, the observations, individual teacher interviews, and teacher focus groups will provide a
comprehensive view of the staff’ s understanding of, and participation and investment in, the programs
and strategies to improve student performance.
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