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ExeEcuTivVveE

In May of 2001, Governor Mike Easley
appointed a Task force to recommend ways
to build upon the past decade’s educational
progress and to assure that all of the state’s
students receive a “superior and competitive”
education. He asked a committee of the
Education First Task Force to choose a small
number of high-performing schools, visit
them to learn how they achieve superior
results, and report its findings to guide other
schools’ pursuits of excellence.

On the basis of information about student
performance, demographics, and related data,
the Committee chose 12 elementary, middle,
and high schools from different types of
communities across the state. Nine are tradi-
tional public schools, two are magnet schools,
and one is a charter school. Teams composed
of committee members joined by educators,
school board members, and business people
made one-day visits to the schools during the
fall. The teams observed classes and other
activities and interviewed school administra-
tors, teachers, students, parents, and others at
each school. The Committee then analyzed
the results of all 12 visits to uncover patterns
and major themes.

In each school, a few major factors seemed to
account for the high performance, but these
factors were different from school to school.
For example, strong leadership from the
principal was a major factor in about half of
the schools, but in others, the leadership
came as much from district administrators or
teachers as it did from the principal. Put dif-
ferently, no single set of factors is dominant
in accounting for success in all 12 schools.

One implication of this finding is that
schools do not have to do everything well in
order to succeed, but if the schools we chose
are any guide, they have to do several things
very well. Perfection may be beyond the reach
of schools, but success on a handful of factors
seems within the reach of most schools that
make a strong and persistent effort.

Common Success Factors
While the specific success factors varied, a
few broad generalizations do seem to hold
across many of the schools.

SUMMARY

Results oriented
These schools are clearly results-oriented.
What is done in one school is different from
what is done in another, but all of the schools
do things in a whole-hearted rather than a
mechanical, pro forma manner. In other
words, the administrators and staff do not
adopt a curriculum and an approach to disci-
pline and then just go through the motions of
implementing it. Rather, they go about their
everyday business mindfully, with the full
intention of achieving results and with the
confident expectation that they will do so. If
a given program or technique does not deliv-
er the expected results, they modify or aban-
don it in favor of an approach that works.
Results with students are the touchstone of
what they do, not what is comfortable or
what they “have always done that way.”

High expectations/good relationships
Administrators, teachers, and other staff in
these schools generally share a strong focus
on student achievement, but they also show
concern about students’ overall well-being
and work to cultivate warm relationships
with them. The small size of most of the
schools — for example, one high school had
only 530 students — undoubtedly made it eas-
ier for the staff to know students individual-
ly, but it was also clear that both teachers and
administrators worked hard to get to know
students well. Caring about students and
demanding hard work from them are not
seen as opposites in these schools. Teachers
and administrators do not choose between
warm personal relationships and high expec-
tations; they combine them in the belief that
neither is effective without the other.

Clearly defined goals
High expectations are not expressed only in
fluffy generalizations or fine-sounding rheto-
ric. Rather, the message that all students are
expected to work hard, learn, and perform
well is communicated to them in very specif-
ic terms. For example, students in one ele-
mentary school are told and know exactly
how many books they have to read in order to
get a certain grade or reward. They also know
what skills they must improve, by exactly how
much, in order to move on to the next unit or



grade. Across the schools, all students are
expected to succeed, and in most they are told
exactly what they must do in order to do so.

A family feeling

In most of these schools, teachers, adminis-
trators, and other staff communicate the
strong sense that “we are family, all of these
kids are our kids, and we mean for all of
them to succeed.” Teachers speak not of “my
kids,” but of “our kids.” This message of
inclusiveness gets through to parents as well
as to students. As in the case of high expec-
tations for students, the sense of family is not
just a warm, fuzzy sentiment, but is
expressed through concrete actions. Teachers
and other staff members often pitch in to
help each other carry out instruction, tutor
students who have fallen behind, and help or
direct students in a variety of other ways,
even when they have no assigned responsi-
bility for the students in question.

Collaboration and shared planning

In nearly all of the elementary and middle
schools, schedules are carefully constructed to
afford teachers regular opportunities to plan
together within and sometimes across grade
levels. “Planning” includes working out better
ways to present especially difficult material,
sharing individual content expertise, making
sure that one grade level’s curriculum is linked
with the previous and succeeding grade lev-
els’, exchanging information and strategies
concerning specific students, interpreting test
score data and its implications for instruction,
developing ways to track students’ progress
between formal testing occasions, and a vari-
ety of other tasks that teachers learn from and
that make for a more coherent, better-crafted
instructional program.

Parent involvement

With some notable exceptions, the level of
parent involvement in activities at the school
seemed only middling, but many of the
schools make active and successful efforts to
involve parents in their children’s learning at
home. In several schools, parents are asked to
read with their children, check on homework,
and sign off on recently-graded tests and
papers. Parents often mentioned that teach-
ers do not hesitate to call them about prob-

lems, and teachers noted that parents gener-
ally respond readily to requests for help with
discipline problems or homework. In several
communities, the school’s success clearly
owed a great deal to the job that families had
done to teach their children the value of edu-
cation and the importance of hard work.

Enjoyable environments

Most of these schools seem to be lively, fun,
enjoyable places. They are not grim despite
the strong no-nonsense determination that
students will learn. Most of the administrators
and teachers in these schools do not see hav-
ing fun and working hard as incompatible.

Making the most of resources

These schools seem to be squeezing a great
deal out of the resources that the state and
local district provide them and to be working
actively to raise extra resources from state
and federal grants, foundations, businesses,
parents and other local citizens. None of
them seemed lavishly funded, and many
appeared to be struggling to get by and to be
depending heavily on a rather uncertain flow
of extra resources to do so.

Strong leadership

Strong leadership is important in all of these
schools, but it comes from different places in
different schools — sometimes from the prin-
cipal, sometimes from teachers, and some-
times district
Leadership styles varied widely, and there

was no one formula for success.

from administrators.

The goal of school improvement is for all
schools to be “Hallmarks of Excellence.” The
findings in this report point out that to be
successful, schools do not have to be perfect
in every way. Instead, they must be commit-
ted, mindful, and focused on doing a number
of things very well.




In May of 2001, Governor Easley’s
Education First Task Force began work on
recommending strategies to assure that
North Carolina’s system of education offered
a superior and competitive education to all
students.

One of the three subcommittees formed from
that full Task Force was given the job
of identifying a set of high performing schools
and discovering, through school visits, what
accounted for their success. The governor
referred to the features of these schools as
“Hallmarks of Excellence.” The subcommit-
tee, known as the Hallmarks of Excellence
Committee, reports its findings here.

School Selection

In announcing his Education First Task
Force, Governor Easley made it clear that he
recognizes the state’s responsibility to pro-
vide all students with a sound, basic educa-
tion but insists that to be economically, polit-
ically, and socially vibrant, the state must go
far beyond the sound and basic to provide a
“superior and competitive” education for all
of its future workers, citizens, and communi-
ty members.

Accordingly, he asked the Hallmarks of
Excellence Committee to choose and visit
schools that exemplify how the state can
raise both the floor and the ceiling of the
education system — how we can sharply
improve the performance of low performing
students but also how we can enable our top
performers to reach or exceed the learning
levels reached by America’s best students. So
the Hallmarks of Excellence Committee
chose two main types of schools to visit:
“beating the odds schools” and “high flying

schools.”

Beating the odds schools

“Beating the odds schools” have substantial
proportions of students from impoverished
and/or minority family backgrounds, but




have refused to accept the notion that such
children are fated to perform poorly in
school. More specifically, these are schools:

* with high proportions of poor and/or
minority students

which are making such strong progress
that if the current rate of improvement is
sustained, all ethnic groups and virtually all
individual students in the school will be at
grade level by 2010

which are making steady progress (no
“backsliding”)

whose best performing students — students
scoring at Level IV on the state’s ABCs
assessment — are also being educated well
and are in at least the top 50% of such stu-
dents statewide, and

whose current levels of performance, if not
yet outstanding, already represent an
unusually effective response to the educa-
tional challenges they face.

To assure that the set of schools visited
would include schools with substantial pro-
portions of Black, Hispanic, and Native
American students, the Committee also
chose some of the top-ranking “high-ethnic
minority” schools in the state, even though
not all of them fully met the “beating the
odds” criteria. These top “high ethnic minor-
ity” schools may be thought of as close
cousins to the “beating the odds” schools.

High flying schools

“High flying schools” are some of the top-
performing schools in the state. They gener-
ally do not have such high proportions of
poor and/or minority students as “beating
the odds schools” have, but the poor and
minority students they do have are perform-
ing well on state tests, and the gaps between
whites and other ethnic groups are closing.

Other selection criteria

In addition to the criteria already listed, the
Committee also deliberately selected a set of
schools that are distributed across grade lev-

els (elementary, middle, and high schools),
across the state (Western, Piedmont, Eastern
regions), and across community types (rural,
small town/large town, city). Finally, we
thought it important to include at least one
magnet school, at least one charter school,
and at least two of the schools singled out in
Judge Howard Manning’s rulings in the
Leandro case for their success with “at-risk”

children.

Thus, the Committee did not set out to
choose the 12 very “best” schools in North
Carolina but a set of schools that are making
impressive progress and/or performing at
high levels in various kinds of communities
across the state. These were schools that
could tell us from their own experience how
to educate at-risk children much more effec-
tively and how to enable far more students to
reach peak levels of performance. The list of
schools chosen by the Committee is provid-
ed at the end of this report, along with some
of the extensive information that led the
Committee to select them.

School Visits

Members of the Committee visited all 12 of

the schools between the middle of

September and the middle of October, 2001.

At least two Committee members visited

each of the schools, joined in most cases by a

district or school administrator, a teacher, a

school board member, and a business person

with a strong interest in education. These

additional members of the visiting teams

were chosen with the help of:

* NC Association of Educators

* NC Association of School Administrators

* NC Business Committee for Education

* NC Center for the Advancement of
Teaching

* NC Federation of Teachers

* NC School Boards Association

* Principals’ Executive Program

They were chosen for their knowledge of
education and their insight into schools. A
documenter also accompanied each team to
capture and write up the findings of the visit.

As indicated above, the purpose of the visits
was to learn what accounts for these schools’
extraordinary success. What are they doing
to make such good progress and to promote
such high levels of student performance? To
help each visiting team address the question,
NC Education Research Council staff pulled
together some background information on
the school, its students, faculty, curriculum
and instructional programs, and relation-
ships with parents, community organiza-
tions, and businesses. The visiting team
spent a day at each school, observing and lis-
tening to educators, students, parents, and
community members. Research Council staff
organized the visits, coordinated the docu-
mentation, and worked with the Committee
to prepare this report.

Categories Examined

In the sections that follow, we deal with

seven broad categories of success factors:

* Leadership and organization

* Programs and practices, including curricu-
lum, instruction, assessment

* Resource availability and use, including

overall funding level and allocation to

personnel, facilities and equipment, discre-

tionary funds, etc.

Teacher quality, including teacher prepara-

tion, experience, professional development

opportunities, etc.

School climate, including order, cohesion,

student and teacher work environment

Students’ sense of belonging, challenge,

support, equitable treatment, etc.

* Parent, business, and community support




LEADERSHIP AND

Leadership is important in these

schools, but leadership comes from different
places in different schools — sometimes
mainly from the principal, sometimes main-
ly from teachers, sometimes mainly from
district administrators.

Principal Leadership Styles

In the majority of the Hallmarks schools, the
leadership provided by the principal is cru-
cial. But even in these schools, the style of
principal leadership varies from school to
school. In some, the principal is a charismat-
ic, inspiring, and facilitative leader. She or he
makes the mission clear, fires up the faculty
to pursue it, galvanizes community support,
finds resources, raises extra funds, and leads
by example and by orchestrating the efforts
of others. This kind of inspiring leadership
succeeds in part because it mobilizes extraor-
dinary commitment and effort from virtually
everyone associated with the school.

To illustrate, when the current principal took
over at one elementary school, she noted that
the school was virtually “at the bottom” on
standardized achievement tests. She says she

told the staff, “We are going to change this,
for the county, the community, and the chil-
dren.” (The need to protect or boost com-
munity pride as well as to benefit students
was a motivator in several cases.) The princi-
pal went on to say that “every person in this
school is a teacher” She then mobilized
everyone in the school to act accordingly —
the teacher assistants, the guidance coun-
selor, the media specialist, the physical edu-
cation teacher, and an assistant from the
computer lab all assist teachers in reading
instruction every day. The cafeteria manager,
the custodian, and the bus drivers all know
that they have a role to play in assuring stu-
dents’ success, as well. For example, the cus-
todian is well-known as an informal confi-
dant and “counselor” to students about prob-
lems they encounter both in and out of
school.

At another school, the principal’s style is
more authoritative, establishing a clear chain
of command and thorough specification of
the scope within which people can make
decisions at different levels of the system.
Everyone in the school knows what the mis-

ORGANIZATION

sion is, exactly who has what authority, and
whom they should go to for decisions or
help. As a result, the school functions
smoothly, and both administrators and staff
can concentrate on getting their own jobs
done, attending to special cases from time to
time, but not spending unnecessary time fig-
uring out just what should be done in each
part of the curriculum or every case of stu-
dent discipline. Teachers and other staff
know what they are supposed to do and how
much autonomy they can exercise. This
approach seems to profit mainly from
increased efficiency and focus rather than
extraordinary commitment and extra effort.

One specific point is important to note about
the distribution of decisionmaking authority
between principals and teachers: even the
most “facilitative” principals made it clear in
no uncertain terms that they reserve the
right to make decisions about teachers’
assignments. It was also clear that they make
these decisions on the basis of what they
believe is best for the students in various
grades and classes, even when the assignment
decisions conflict with teachers’ preferences.



Principals were not deaf to teachers’ requests.
Nor did they make decisions without consul-
tation. But they expressed a certain firm res-
olution to place teachers where they believe
the teachers can do most to help students.

Teacher Leadership

It is so often emphasized that the principal is
the key to schools’ success that it may come
as a surprise to many that in some of these
outstanding schools, leadership comes main-
ly from teachers working in teams, commit-
tees, and/or departments that deliberate and
make decisions together. At one elementary
school where the graph of performance
climbed steeply over the past five years, a
new principal came on board two years ago,
yet there was not so much as a blip in the
upward trajectory. Teachers praised the prin-
cipal for the support she gave them and for
other aspects of her performance, but told
the visiting team that for the past several
years they themselves had felt in charge of
the essentials of curriculum, instruction, and
their approach to working with students. A
similar pattern was observed at other schools

where leadership changes had taken place

recently.

Another mix of teacher and principal leader-
ship characterized a large high school we vis-
ited. The school had an extraordinary array
of different courses and programs. Especially
talented teachers seemed to be attracted to
the school specifically because they could
teach certain specialized courses to students
who shared their interest in the subject mat-
ter. The principal seemed to be highly
regarded by teachers and other staff, but
worked in a largely facilitative way to make
sure that teachers in each department, pro-
gram, or set of courses had the resources they
needed to teach effectively. His skillful
administration helped, but in a quiet, back-
ground way, and instructional leadership was
exercised by small groups of teachers associ-
ated with each area of specialization.

In both of these teacher-led schools, teachers
and parents made it clear that the principal is
able, hard-working, and does much that is
important to their success. Yet when one
stood back to identify the main success fac-

tors, it was clear that groups of teachers were
performing the key leadership functions —
establishing and maintaining the guiding
values, making decisions about curriculum
and instruction, choosing materials, using
assessment data to decide which students
needed extra help, and so on.

We noted earlier that the schools we visited
did things wholeheartedly, mindfully, and
with the full intention of making things
work. This finding applies as much to col-
laborative leadership as to other aspects of
the schools. All of us have observed commit-
tees, teams, departments, and other groups
of teachers and staff that seemed to be just
going through the motions of developing a
mission statement nibbling around the edges
of the school’s operation and taking on little
of substance. The difference between whole-
hearted, mindful, results-oriented imple-
mentation of participatory decisionmaking
and just going through the motions of using
them is as striking as the difference between
wholehearted effort and just going through
the motions in teaching, or involving parents,
or forming partnerships with businesses.




District Leadership

In several schools — even some schools where
leadership from the principal seemed strong,
the superintendent and/or other district
leaders were just as crucial to the school’s
success as was the principal — sometimes
more so. In one rural and small town district,
for example, the superintendent spent most
of every day out in schools and classrooms,
observing, asking questions, and constantly
making notes about this teacher who needed
more textbooks, that one who needed lab
supplies, or another who wanted to attend a
staff development session being held at the
nearest university. Teachers spoke as often of
help they had received from the superin-
tendent as from the principal. Other district
administrators were also visible, walking the
corridor engaged in a problem-solving ses-
sion with the principal or worrying with a
teacher about how to handle a particularly
delicate problem with a parent. According to
DPI research staff, there was an unusual
concentration of what we called “beating the
odds” schools in this district, and it was not
difficult to understand why that might be.

There were at least three other districts in
which leadership from top administrators
seemed to be a significant factor accounting
for the success of the school we visited, and
in several other schools, contributions from
the district level seemed important if not
quite so crucial. (Leadership from the board
was clearly an influential factor in the suc-
cess of the one charter school we visited — a
form of “district leadership,” if you will.) The
most striking examples of district leadership
were in districts with relatively small student
populations. But even in the largest districts
we visited, district policy was important. For
example, it was through district policy that
two urban Hallmarks of Excellence schools
had been made magnet schools, and features
of the schools that derived from their status
as magnets — such as a strong shared philos-
ophy — helped account for their success.

Looking across the set of 12 Hallmarks
schools, the Committee was persuaded that
school district policy makes substantial con-
tributions to the success of several schools
and indirect contributions to several others.
In a very few cases, teachers or principals
reported that they had found it necessary to
press very hard to keep a certain curriculum
or some other feature of their school intact
despite a specific district policy. But even
these cases underline the importance of dis-
trict policy and leadership to school success.

The Committee believes that the current
and potential contributions of district level
policy leadership may not be receiving ade-
quate emphasis in current state education

policy.

Emphasis on Student Learning
Whether it was established by principal
leadership, shared decisionmaking by teach-
ers, district policy, or some combination of
the three, a crucial factor in the great major-
ity of the Hallmarks schools was the unmis-
takable emphasis on student learning. As
with other crucial values in these schools, the
value on student learning was not diffuse
and rhetorical, but concrete and operational.
As we note in the section on programs and
practices, the focus on student learning was
often expressed through an insistence on the
importance of teaching the NC Standard
Course of Study, of using assessment data to
monitor students’ progress on an ongoing
basis, and of intervening with both students
and teachers if students’ progress was not
satisfactory. Well-established organizational
routines — classroom observations by princi-
pals, regular cycles of testing and reporting
of test data — generally gave specificity and
firmness to these practices. In a few schools,
the Standard Course of Study was not
emphasized, and there was less reliance on
standardized testing as a mode of assess-
ment. But the focus on student learning and
on continuous tracking of students’ progress
was no less evident in these schools than in
other Hallmarks schools.
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O ur main finding in this area concerns

a set of general practices that most of the
Hallmarks of Excellence schools employ to
one degree or another.

Common Practices

With variations and some exceptions, most
of the schools do the following: make sure
the Standard Course of Study is taught; give
students incentives for good performance
and sanction poor effort; use test results to
spot problems; give extra attention to stu-
dents and teachers who need it — quickly;
and implement things wholeheartedly, with
determination to get results.

Teach the Standard Course of Study

Most of the principals emphasize the impor-
tance of teaching the content and skills spec-
ified in the NC Standard Course of Study.
Not surprisingly, the elementary schools
place top priority on reading, with mathe-
matics a close second. To some degree, this
reflects the fact that reading and mathemat-
ics are the only subjects tested through the
ABC:s at the elementary level. But simply in
terms of their own independent beliefs,
administrators and teachers in the elemen-
tary schools also seemed to regard reading
skills as the essential equipment for success
in school.

The full set of tested courses was empha-
sized by the high schools we chose, but even
at the high school level, reading skills some-
times received extra emphasis. For example,
one high school required all 9th and 10th
graders with signs of reading difficulties to
take a special reading course in addition to
their regular course in English.

Some of the 12 schools seemed so totally
committed to high performance on the
ABC:s tests that success on the tests figured
prominently in the great majority of curricu-
lar and instructional decisions. Other
schools simply took a pragmatic attitude
toward the tests. They considered it impor-
tant to do well, but seemed a little less fer-

PrRocraAMS AND PRACTICES

vent in their pursuit of ABCs success, and
perhaps even somewhat skeptical about
whether the tests should really be taken
quite so seriously by state policy makers,
parents, and the public. But none of the 12
schools either dismissed the importance of
success on the ABCs or simply taught to the
test, ignoring other content and other
important functions of schooling.

Most principals did go to some lengths to
make sure that the Standard Course of
Study content and skills are covered thor-
oughly. Pacing guides that tell teachers how
far along they should be by a given week in
the year were used in at least four schools.
Teachers were rarely required to submit
detailed lesson plans on a routine basis, but
in many of the schools, lesson plans were
supposed to be available upon request. Most
of the principals reported observing in class-
rooms for a significant part of every day, and
even the principal who inspired the deepest
devotion among her teachers regularly
reviewed lesson plans as part of her class-
room visits. In at least one district, the
superintendent and other district adminis-
trators also conducted classroom observa-
tions daily, with an eye to ensuring that the
right content was being taught carefully and
thoroughly.

Give incentives for good performance

In many but not all of the elementary and
middle schools, the use of incentives or
rewards is strikingly pervasive. Students are
rewarded for reading and passing quizzes on
a certain number of books, for good grades
on other tests, for attendance, for good
behavior and good citizenship — for just
about everything the school wants to
encourage. Some rewards take the form of
being allowed to attend and being recog-
nized at whole-school ceremonies, fairs, or
other celebrations. Some schools also use
material incentives. For example, in one
school good grades on homework and tests
earn students points that they can accumu-
late and use to buy appealing items in the
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school store (items purchased by the school
with funds from the PTA and a local busi-
ness). In one elementary school that rejected
the use of material incentives for reasons of
educational philosophy, teachers often use
verbal praise for good effort, behavior, and
performance.

High schools did not appear to use rewards
quite so pervasively, though students were
certainly recognized for achievements in aca-
demics or sports and for contributions to the
school that showed outstanding citizenship.
High schools did require students to attend
regularly, behave well, and maintain a certain
grade point average in order to be permitted
to play sports.

Use testing data to spot problems

Most schools at all levels regularly used
ABCs and other test results to check on stu-
dents’ progress. Several schools administered
diagnostic tests every nine weeks to generate
more detailed and more up-to-date informa-
tion on students’ progress than the ABCs
tests can provide. And several districts had
acquired special software tools to break down
both ABCs and other test results to the level
of individual students’ mastery of particular
objectives. In some cases, school and district
administrators used test results not only to
identify students in need of extra assistance,

but also to identify teachers who need addi-
tional professional development or coaching
on how to teach certain objectives. The use
of Total Quality Management approaches
helped some schools formalize the process of
using data to monitor student and teacher
performance.

One elementary school deliberately de-
emphasized formal, standardized assess-
ment, and instead used regular conferences
in which teachers drew upon their observa-
tions of each student, samples of students’
work, and any other sources of available
information in order to develop a compre-
hensive picture of the student’s progress.
Though very different in character from
reliance on data from standardized tests to
pinpoint student difficulties, these confer-
ences served a similar function: to provide a
regular check on how each student was com-
ing along. Teachers in this school empha-
sized that students develop and learn at dif-
ferent rates and in different ways, but they
were no less diligent about assessing stu-
dents’ progress and assuring that each stu-
dent was actually making good progress than
were teachers in other schools.

While many of the schools we visited used
ABCs and other test data very actively, it was
clear to visiting teams that these schools and

districts saw assessment as a tool for pointing
up curricular or instructional weak spots.
Test results were seen as indicators of
progress, not as the end-all and be-all of
education. Administrators and teachers kept
the focus on what students were learning or
struggling with, not on test performance for
the sake of test performance.

Help students and teachers who need it —
quickly

Schools used a variety of approaches to pro-
viding special assistance to students identi-
fied as needing it, from simple steps such as
having teachers provide additional assistance
to students before or after school, to regular
tutoring programs offered after school or on
Saturdays, to computer-based lessons.
Whatever combination of these approaches
schools may have used, they all seemed not
just to pick up on problems quickly, but also
to provide help right away. As one parent put
it, “They don’t just hope things will get bet-
ter. They get right on it!”

A similar observation applies to teachers.
Using some combination of frequent obser-
vation in classrooms and active use of assess-
ment information, principals (and some-
times district administrators) not only iden-
tified classrooms where students seemed to
be lagging, but also intervened quickly to put




things right. In general, the interventions
were supportive — designed to help teachers
learn specific skills or get on track with the
curriculum — rather than punitive. Yet teach-
ers whose students did not seem to be mak-
ing adequate progress were not left to mud-
dle through. They got some combination of
help and pressure for improved performance,
and they got the attention rather quickly.

Commitment to the goals

Once more, we want to stress that adminis-
trators, teachers, and others in these schools
did what they did mindfully and wholeheart-
edly, with the full intention and confident
expectation of getting results. In most of these
schools, it appeared that little or nothing was
done in a mechanical, pro forma manner.

An interesting puzzle is how these schools
came to act so deliberately and with such a
firm intention to achieve their purpose. Why
do these particular schools act in such a
wholehearted way, when many others do not?

The question can be approached from a
number of angles. For example, in some
schools it is clearly the principal who estab-
lishes this attitude. In others, it seems to be a
matter of beliefs that are shared among
teachers — a culture of effectiveness, if you
will. Years of research on “teacher efficacy”
confirm that a teacher who believes that he
or she can get students to learn generally acts
accordingly and succeeds in doing so. More
recently, “social efficacy” has become a popu-
lar concept — the idea that if groups of peo-
ple share the belief that they can bring about
a certain result, then they act in a concerted
way and succeed in achieving it.

But whether it is the principal, an individual
teacher, or teachers as a group who establish
the attitude of mindful commitment to get
results, the further question still arises, “How
did this principal, or teacher, or group of
teachers come to believe that they can enable
the full range of students to perform well?”
Professional development programs or other
interventions to strengthen individual edu-
cators’ or whole faculties’ sense of efficacy
will need to give close attention to the
research on this issue. A careful review of
this research was beyond the scope of this
Committee’s work.

Other Practices Worth Noting
In addition to this set of practices that were
common if not universal among the
Hallmarks schools, Committee members
also believe a handful of specific findings in
one or a few schools are worthy of note.

Reluctant restriction to traditional
instruction

One finding about instruction distressed
many Committee and other visiting team
members. Teachers in some of the Hallmarks
schools commented that their teaching had
become less imaginative in recent years.
Teachers reported increased use of a more
traditional combination of presentation,
question-and-answer, seatwork and home-
work, and work-checking. For example, in
one school a teacher remarked, “We don’t
have time to let them discover it for them-
selves anymore.” While teachers acknowl-
edged that their sharpened focus on making
sure that the Standard Course of Study was
covered thoroughly did seem to result in bet-
ter student performance on standardized
tests, they also lamented reductions in field
trips, hands-on discovery-oriented activities,
and other “creative” activities.

While the restriction to traditional instruc-
tion may be adaptive under present circum-
stances — promoting curriculum coverage
and thus contributing to higher test scores —
members of the Committee regard it as a
regrettable unintended consequence of
accountability pressures. Nor does the
Committee believe that the loss of creative,
engaging forms of instruction is an inevitable
consequence of an accountability system.

As the Third International Mathematics and
Science Study noted, compared to many
other nations’ curricula, American courses in
mathematics and science are “a mile wide
and an inch deep.” That is, courses cover
such a broad range of topics that none of the
topics can be given adequate time for stu-
dents to develop a real grasp of the underly-
ing concepts and an ability to use the con-
cepts to solve new problems or understand
related phenomena.

The Committee believes that the “mile wide,
inch deep” characterization may well apply
to many courses in the NC Standard Course
of Study, not just to mathematics and sci-
ence. All too often, the result is hurried
treatment of many topics — a pattern that
accountability pressures do not create but do
seem to worsen in many classrooms. One
Committee member observed that block
scheduling often compounds the problem by
shortening the actual time available for
instruction in a given course. A businessman
on the Committee recalled a sign that puts
the problem pointedly: “Why is there never
enough time to do it right, but always
enough time to do it over?”

Courses of study that focus on fewer topics
each year could be taught in a livelier, deep-
er way, resulting in better understanding
with less need to re-teach the same skills year
after year. More instructional time for stu-
dents who need it — which could be created
through a variety of means, including a
longer instructional day or year or various
scheduling options — would also permit
deeper teaching and learning without sacri-
ficing content coverage.

The Committee urges the State Board of
Education to consider reducing the range of
topics covered in curricula specified in the
NC Standard Course of Study and to explore
what combination of additional resources and
greater flexibility in the use of time would be
required to permit deeper, richer instruction
than even many of the best schools in the
state can manage at present.

Linking ESL to the Standard Course of
Study

In one elementary school, English as a
Second Language (ESL) teachers told of
linking their instruction very closely to what
students need to know to succeed in master-
ing the Standard Course of Study as it is
taught in their regular academic classes. That
is, after students whose first language is
other than English manage to learn enough
English to enter regular classes, ESL teach-
ers do not simply teach general English lan-
guage skills or vocabulary, but target instruc-
tion specifically to support classwork and
homework in core academic courses. This
entails close communication with ESL stu-
dents’ regular classroom teachers to keep
abreast of what content and skills are being
addressed in their classes, as well as the par-
ticular difficulties that ESL students are
experiencing in those classes. The tightened
focus on the Standard Course of Study con-
tent and on ESL students’ learning problems
seems to pay handsome dividends. The pre-
liminary ABCs results available at the time
of our visit showed that 100% of the school’s
sizeable and growing population of Hispanic
students performed at or above grade level in
the spring of 2001.




Linking special education to the Standard

Course of Study

In one of the Hallmarks high schools, special
education teachers reported making a strong
effort to keep as many Learning Disabled
(LD) and Educable Mentally Handicapped
(EMH) students as possible in courses of
study leading to a full diploma rather than
routing them into the program that earns
students only a certificate of attendance. LD
and EMH students were enrolled in special
elective courses that laid the groundwork for
success in courses required for graduation.
The elective courses concentrated on con-
cepts, facts, and skills that students would
need in order to handle required courses. In
addition, the LD and EMH students
received extra instruction and tutoring after
school and in Saturday morning sessions. In
a middle school, special education students
were included in regular academic classes.
The students were supported by a special
education teacher who either taught along
side the regular education teacher, or provid-
ed supplemental instruction outside of class.
As a result, in both schools, an unusually
high percentage of special education stu-
dents were able to pass the competency
examination currently given at the end of 9th
grade and to score at or above grade level on

ABC:s tests.

Using extracurriculars to reduce dropouts
All three of our high schools offered strong
programs of sports and other extracurricular
activities. At two of them, students as well as
teachers and administrators spoke with pride
about the school’s tradition of strong teams
in various sports — strong girls’ as well as
boys’ teams. In a long hall outside the gym-
nasium, one school featured large photo-
graphs of teams dating back for many years.
Student guides conducting a tour for the vis-
iting team pointed out fathers, uncles, and
older brothers or sisters in some of the pho-
tographs. Teachers at another high school
emphasized how crucial sports and other
extracurriculars are as a way of keeping many
students in school who might otherwise drop
out. For example, the ROCAME program
(Region O Council for the Advancement of
Minorities in Engineering) has a very high
participation rate.

Research from national studies supports the
claim that extracurriculars help reduce drop-
out rates. While being retained or “held
back” tends to increase the drop-out rate,
extracurricular participation is almost twice
as powerful on the “plus” side as retention is

on the “minus” side. It appears that extracur-
riculars — derided as “frills” by some — can be
a powerful force in reducing the drop-out
rate. Further, all of the Hallmarks high
schools also reported that they require stu-
dents to maintain a certain average in aca-
demics to remain eligible to participate in
sports. As a teacher in one high school
remarked, “[The coaches communicate] an
attitude of high achievement, of going
places.” She noted that in some sports,
coaches require athletes to learn a new word
from the SAT list every day. Thus, in these
schools, extracurriculars offer important
leverage for good effort in academics as well
as for drop-out prevention.

Providing assistance to students with
academic difficulties

The Hallmarks schools use funding from a
variety of sources and a number of different
approaches to help students whose skill and
knowledge difficulties place them at risk of
academic failure, including extended day
programs, Saturday academies, and extended
year programs.

For example:

One middle school administers a standard-
ized test only six weeks after the school year
begins, and after-school remediation is
required for all students whose skills fall
below the equivalent of Level III on the
ABCs assessments. Parents must give con-
sent (100% have done so to date) and must
either provide transportation or work with
the school to arrange it. The school offers a
Support Our Students (SOS) program in
conjunction with a local church. The pro-
gram is funded through a state grant.
Through this SOS program, certified teach-
ers tutor students from 3-5pm. The program
aims to improve academic achievement, pro-
vide special recreational and cultural experi-
ences, build self-esteem and confidence,
involve family and community, and prevent
drop out. A 21st Century Learning Centers
grant also supports an after-school program
geared towards students at Level I on the
ABCs assessments. Paid teachers focus
remediation in four areas: language arts,

math, writing, and computer skills. The 21st
Century Learning Centers program operates
from 3-7pm and provides recreational activ-
ities in addition to its academic offerings.

For example:

In one elementary school, teachers, regard-
less of grade assignment, volunteer to tutor
students in tested grades. Pre-K-2 teachers
and resource teachers are actively involved.
The school runs a late bus for students par-
ticipating in after-school tutoring. Another
elementary school runs a similar program for
students who need extra help, but also pro-
vides enrichment for students who have
reached grade level but have “plateaued.”
Like the middle school mentioned above,
one elementary school operates an after-
school program in cooperation with a local

church.

For example:

A middle school uses safe and drug-free
schools funds to provide structured activities
on Saturdays, including academic as well as
recreational components. One high school
launched a Saturday program designed to
enable students to make up work missed
because of absences, then expanded it to
serve students who are struggling with their
academic work. Special education teachers
play a key role in organizing the Saturday
sessions, but teachers from several subject
matter backgrounds also tutor in the pro-
gram.

For example:

Two of the Hallmarks elementary schools
operate as year-round schools. Teachers in
one of the schools stressed that many of their
students simply could not maintain grade
level performance if they were out of school
for a full two-month stretch in the summer.
In the other district, central office adminis-
trators noted that less review and re-teaching
is required during the school year because
students are able to retain information over
the shorter breaks. They also reported that
70% of the parents like the year-round cal-
endar and say it should continue.

Programs for high-achieving students

The two magnet schools and one charter
school we chose to visit offered some of the
most impressive examples of programs to
“raise the ceiling” for high-achieving stu-
dents.

The mathematics offerings at the charter
middle school were especially impressive,
with three different levels of challenge at
each grade level. Two classes of Algebra I are
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offered, as well as one class of Geometry I,
with only 14 students per class.

At another school, an elementary magnet, a
member of the visiting team noted that the
school “...provides individualized instruc-
tion, period. This means that lower level stu-
dents receive remedial assistance and upper
level students receive enrichment and more
challenging material. I observed a number of
students doing work that was two to three
grade levels above their assigned grade level.”

Our documenter for the magnet high school
remarked, “The curriculum offerings... are
astonishing for a high school. The course
catalog almost reads like one that would be
found at a medium-sized college.” Foreign
languages such as Japanese, Chinese and
Russian, an intensive and broad arts curricu-
lum including four levels of orchestra, sci-
ence courses such as Human Disease and
Microbiology, three levels of Calculus, and
dozens of advanced placement (AP), inter-
national baccalaureate (IB) and honors
courses are offered in addition to core cours-
es. Various dual enrollment options (mostly
at the nearby major university) are also avail-
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able and commonly used by advanced stu-
dents. The curriculum is the “magnet”, so to
speak. It draws students from all over the
county, with the school receiving many more
magnet applications than it has slots avail-
able each year.

At the same magnet high school, the full
range of course offerings (including AP and
IB courses) are open to all students.
Enrollment in AP courses is encouraged by
tee waivers for needy students who want to
take AP exams but cannot afford the fees.
However, most staff acknowledged that fee
waivers alone were not adequate to assure
that neighborhood or “base” students are
equitably represented in challenging courses,
and one staff member said he thought that
the lower-achieving students did perceive a
tracking system.

Several Committee members noted that the
magnet and charter schools were all located
in large, urban, relatively well-funded dis-
tricts. They argued that it would be difficult
to organize such impressive magnet and
charter schools in smaller and poorer dis-

tricts, where students are more dispersed and
necessary resources are harder to muster. At
any rate, the traditional Hallmarks schools
took a variety of different approaches to
serving high-achieving students. For exam-
ple, in one school in a low-wealth district,
80-85% of certified staff are enrolled in or
have taken academically or intellectually
gifted (AIG) training classes and have an
AIG license. A relatively small number of
students were designated AIG, but teachers
commented that they use AIG practices to
enhance instruction for all students. A mid-
dle school in another small, low-wealth dis-
trict offers SAT preparation classes designed
to boost scores on the PSAT. Another mid-
dle school has recently instituted an
Academic Challenge Program. Offered to
any 6th grader who wants to participate, the
program offers more hands-on work, more
depth and enrichment, and more rigorous
classes than the regular 6th grade curriculum
provides. The Committee was impressed by
these ways of challenging top students with-
out contributing to racial or economic reseg-
regation within schools.
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I he table on page 15 shows the average

per-student spending in the counties where
the 12 Hallmarks of Excellence schools are
located. The figures are computed on the
basis of average daily membership and
include small and low-wealth supplements
along with county spending. (Note that these
funds supplement other funds provided by the
state.) The Hallmarks schools’ counties’ local
spending plus supplements are slightly above
average for the state. The average rank for all
100 counties would be 50th. The mean rank
for Hallmarks schools’ counties is about 38th.

As the table also shows, spending by
Hallmarks schools’ counties ranges from a
high of $2,073 to a low of $760. This com-
pares with a statewide range from a high of
$2,872 to a statewide low of $671. Thus,
while our schools’ counties spend a little
more than the average county, the lowest-
spending county in our sample of schools
spends just $89 more per student than does
the lowest-spending county in the state, and
the range of spending is almost as wide as
the range of county spending statewide.

VAILABILITY AND USE

Federal funding

In addition to state and county funds, two
other types of funding are important to the
Hallmarks schools. Those with large per-
centages of students from low-income fami-
lies stress that federal funds are crucial to
their success. A principal from one such
school remarked, “We'd just be lost without
our Title I money. I really don’t know what
we would do without it.”

Other funding

Committee members were also struck by
how active these schools are in raising funds
from federal and foundation grants, grants
and gifts from local businesses, and parents
and community members. It is virtually
impossible to capture this kind of spending
in a way that permits rigorous comparison.
In fact, it was sufficiently difficult to deter-
mine exactly how much any of our schools
actually does raise and spend from these
sources that the visiting teams seldom came
away with specific figures. But, in case after
case, team members were impressed with
these schools’ and their districts’ ability to

raise extra funds. And in nearly all schools,
teachers emphasized that when they really
need something, either their principal or a
district administrator “will move heaven and
earth to get it for us.”

Despite the successful efforts of school and
district administrators to find extra resources
when they are needed, however, visiting
teams consistently came away with the
impression that the schools were struggling
hard to make do. In only a few instances did
team members find the level of available
resources impressive and attribute a major
portion of the school’s success to them.
Much more commonly, Committee mem-
bers and other members of the visiting teams
were struck by the tenuousness of the
schools’ financial situation. Many schools
seemed to rely heavily on the extra resources
they could raise, and the flow of these
resources seemed uncertain rather than
assured. As one visiting team member put it,
“Financially, these schools seemed to be
working hard to keep their heads above

water rather than swimming in heated pools.”



Allocation of Funds

It is important to acknowledge that the Current COunIy Spending

Committee had neither the time nor the JRunk County Spending/ADM
staff to analyze exactly how the 12

Hallmarks schools are allocating their ] LT - L
resources or to compare their allocations 5 Charlotte-Mecklenburg Amay James Montessori 2,073
with other schools or across the state. The 9 New Hanover Laney High 1,868
same goes for the districts in which they are 16 Wake Enloe High, Kingswood Flementary, Magellan Charter 1,528
located. We do not know, for example, 24 Jones Pollocksville Elementary 1,300
whether these schools are spending either 28 Transylvania Brevard Middle 1,202
more or less on their sports or music pro- 30 Wilson Rock Ridge Elementary 1,161
grams than other North Carolina schools are 31 Nosh-Rocky Mount Baskerville Elementary 1,150
spending. 52 Cherokee Muphy High 1,034
In several schools, visiting teams found that 68 Halifax Brawley Middle 982
principals and staff were stretching the 97 Hoke South Hoke Flementary 760
resources they did have in notably clever \_\ 100 Duplin 671
ways. For examp le, one elementary school Data Source: North Carolina Local School Finance Study 2001, Public School Forum of North Carolina
was adjacent to a low-income housing proj- Note: Spending/ADM includes low-wealth and small county funds. Current county spending is based upon
ect. Working with housing officials, the 19992000 data and represents the average fotal county spending.

principal used a HUD Housing Authority
Grant for $250,000 to create a computer lab
that is used by the elementary school’s stu-
dents during the day and by parents and
older students at night. The grant pays for a
computer coach who by the terms of the

The counties listed above represent the lowest and highest spending counties in the state
as well as the counties in which our twelve Hallmarks schools are located. The range in
spending in the Hallmarks of Excellence Schools is almost as wide as the range of county
spending stafewide.




arrangement between the principal and
housing officials must be both the parent of
a student and a resident of the housing proj-
ect. The parent can work for two years and
receives training while working, but when
the two years are up, must get another job.
The grant freed the school to use state tech-
nology dollars to put several computers in
every classroom.

Yet it is also important to say that the
Committee did not find that these schools
were allocating their resources in similar
ways that would account for their success.
They were generally using their resources
inventively, but differently from school to
school. Take, for example, the use of teacher
assistants. The Tennessee STAR study — one
of the largest and best-designed studies of
class size reduction ever undertaken —
showed that reduced class sizes did improve
student achievement substantially, but that
adding aides to classes of normal size offered
no measurable advantage in student learning
over normal-sized classes without an aide.
The STAR finding has been picked up by
districts across the country, including Burke
County, North Carolina, where as attrition
has permitted, funds formerly allocated for
teaching assistants have been reallocated to
hire more certified teachers and to reduce
class size. One of the Hallmarks elementary
schools pursued the same strategy, “trading”
teacher assistant slots for regular classroom
teacher slots until the school now has only a
very few teaching assistants and an average
class size of 16-18 students.

In contrast, principals of other Hallmarks
schools reported working hard to keep all of
their teaching assistants and believing very
strongly that the assistants are making cru-
cial contributions to the school’s effective-
ness. In at least one school, the reasons why
teaching assistants are making significant
contributions are easy to discern. The princi-
pal encourages every teaching assistant to
take at least one education-related course per
term at a nearby university known for its
teacher education program. She also comes
up with the funds to pay their tuition.
Further, teaching assistants participate in all
professional development sessions right
alongside the certified classroom teachers.
The result is that visiting team members
often found it difficult or impossible to dis-
tinguish between certified teachers and
teaching assistants. Teaching assistants were
used for instructional purposes and general-
ly seemed as knowledgeable about subject
matter, learning, and teaching as the class-

room teachers did, and the classroom teach-
ers were a very impressive group. In fact, sev-
eral of this school’s current teachers first
came on board as teaching assistants and
“graduated” to the classroom teacher role
after several years on the job. At least three
other schools pursued similar professional
development strategies to strengthen their
teacher assistants’ knowledge and skill, with
similarly impressive results.

So there seems to be no single answer to the
question of whether it is better to keep and
nurture teaching assistants or “trade them in”
for classroom teachers. On average, research
shows that reducing class size is generally
more effective. But judging by the schools
we selected and visited, each strategy can be
successful if it is carried out intelligently and
with an eye to results. This does not mean
that schools should be casual or indifferent
about the use of assistants. The Committee
concludes that dollars spent on teaching
assistants may be either well spent or badly
spent, depending on how carefully assistants
are selected, trained, deployed, monitored,
and supported.

With some exceptions, the schools we
selected seem to be giving a higher priority
to assuring that their students achieve at or
above grade level rather than to assuring the
highest possible achievement by their top
students. That is, the principals and teachers
in the majority of the Hallmarks schools
seem to put most of their energy and
resources into bringing low-performing stu-
dents up to grade level.

As previously noted, however, the schools
did offer special programs for high-perform-
ing students — gifted and talented programs
in elementary and middle schools and hon-
ors and advanced placement courses in high
schools — and in some respects, the schools
devoted extra resources to these programs.
For example, class sizes often appeared to be
smaller in advanced and specialized courses
than in more basic courses required of all
students. This was especially noticeable in
the high school with large numbers of spe-
cialized courses. Classes in the third or
fourth year of a foreign language or in calcu-
lus, for example, were much smaller than
classes in 9th grade English or Algebra I. It
also appeared that gifted and talented, hon-
ors, AP, and other advanced classes benefit-
ed from especially well-qualified and experi-
enced teachers. From one point of view, this
assignment of smaller classes to advanced
and specialized courses is simply a result of

enrollment decisions by individual students,
but the decision to offer advanced and spe-
cialized courses represents a de facto deci-
sion about resource allocation — a decision to
allocate more of a valuable resource (smaller
classes) to high-achieving students rather
than to students who may be struggling to
achieve grade level success in basic required
courses. Similarly, many administrators may
take it for granted that more advanced class-
es required more highly qualified teachers,
but this too represents an important decision
about resource allocation.

Resource constraints inevitably put all
schools in the position of choosing to pro-
vide more service to some groups of students
at the expense of others — a trade-off that is
built in to the effort to assure not just a
“sound, basic education” but a “superior and
competitive education” for the state’s stu-
dents. Yet with the tight resource constraints
we observed, these decisions appear to be
more fateful than they might be if funding
levels permitted evidently adequate
resources for all students.

Technology’s Role in Success

A final set of observations about resources
concerns the availability and use of comput-
ers and other technology in these schools. In
most cases, the schools were not richly sup-
plied with technology, and instances of espe-
cially well-equipped labs or classrooms
where technology use was striking tended to
be funded by special grants or gifts rather
than from core state or local funding. For
example, some elementary schools used local
grant funds to equip Accelerated Reader labs
with computers. One high school located in
a small, remote community used its grant-
funded Information Highway site to connect
students with university faculty members
doing advanced research and to broaden stu-
dents” horizons in other ways. An urban high
school operates a computer-based mastery
learning lab that enables many students to
get extra assistance in courses, or even to
complete some whole courses they need in
order to graduate. While technology did
play a significant role at many other schools,
it generally was not central to their success.
The Committee does not mean to imply
that technology might not make a very
important and powerful contribution in
many other schools across the state, or in
these schools in the future, but judging by
the evidence of these particular cases, the

potential of technology has yet to be realized
fully.
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In the introduction, we noted that the fac-
tors which accounted for these 12 schools’
success were not universal across all schools
but varied from school to school. Perhaps the
sole exception to this pattern — the only
respect in which we can generalize across the
12 schools — is that all 12 did seem to have
strong teaching staffs, sometimes strikingly
so. Not only did district administrators and
principals nearly always begin their accounts
of the schools’ success by pointing to the
strength of the teachers and other staff, but
in case after case, parents and students
echoed the claim. As indicated in the section
on leadership, the principals of some schools
may not have been outstanding (though cer-
tainly more than competent), but by all
accounts, the teachers in all schools were
unusually able and highly committed.

In all but a few schools, staff turnover rates
were reported to be very low. In general,
these were stable staffs, and teachers had
enduring positive relationships with each
other and cordial or even close relationships
with their students’ parents. Teachers often
went well out of their way to get teaching
positions in these schools, some driving 60
miles or more to teach in schools with high
proportions of students from low-income
and minority backgrounds. The teachers
were often devoted to their principals, and
even more often, to each other (see School
Climate).

There were exceptions to the pattern of low
turnover rates. One school in a particularly
prosperous ex-urban community lost a high
proportion of teachers from year to year, and
many of its teachers were relatively new to
the profession. But annually, the school
attracted exceptionally able, well-prepared
young teachers to replace those who left. A
school located in a small, close-knit commu-
nity where low turnover rates had prevailed
for years had begun to experience a wave of
retirements. The school continued to have an
image of itself as having low teacher
turnover, but half of the staff teaching in core
academic areas were new not only to the
school but also to teaching within the past
three years. One reason why this school may
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have continued to see its teaching staft as
very stable was that a large proportion of the
new teachers were native to the community —
raised and schooled if not actually born
there.

Nor was this school alone in having a high
proportion of “home-grown” teachers.
Especially outside of urban areas, most of the
Hallmarks schools seemed to have large pro-
portions of teachers who had grown up in the
community attended the
Hallmarks school itself or another school in
the district. Some schools had clearly made a
deliberate effort to hire and/or develop well-
prepared, highly competent teachers from
within the community. The principal of one
elementary school made a practice of encour-
aging and supporting teaching assistants to
take at least one university course per term,
and several former teaching assistants are
now regular certified teachers in the school.

and either

Because these schools were popular places to
teach, most reporting far more applicants
with good qualifications than available posi-
tions, they were in a position to be very
selective in hiring new teachers. So those
who were not “home grown” in the sense that
they were teaching assistants deliberately
developed into teachers seemed to be well-
qualified and well-suited to the school by
reason of selection.

Professional development in most of the
schools was closely linked to school priorities
that had been identified with the use of
assessment data. As a result, professional
development in these schools tends to focus
on one or two themes per year, and some-
times for longer periods of time. Teachers
often had a role in making decisions about
professional development, but with some
exceptions, decisions were made by School
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Improvement Teams, departments, or other
committees of teachers rather than by indi-
vidual teachers with highly variable interests.
In several instances, teachers mentioned that
they were attracted to the school or remained
there — often despite relatively long com-
mutes — because of the quality of the profes-
sional development opportunities. They also
expressed a striking confidence and pride in
the knowledge and skills developed through
the professional development programs,
communicating a strong sense that “we’re
trained and equipped to deal with anything

that comes our way.”

Complementing these programs of profes-
sional development focused on school prior-
ities were at least two additional forms of
continuing education or development for
teachers: National Board assessment and
enrollment in university coursework. One
high school reported very active use of both.
“We have three Board certified teachers, and
five more are going through the process right
now,” the principal told us proudly. “Our
experienced people aren’t getting stale. They
keep on learning.”

Many people view the process of assessment
by the National Board for Professional
Teaching Standards as just that and no more
— an assessment of what a teacher already
knows and can do. But candidates for Board
certification almost universally report learn-
ing more from the assessment process than
from any other professional development
activity they have ever experienced. As they
videotape sample classes and analyze the
tapes along with their lesson plans and sam-
ples of student work, they say, they are forced
to confront weaknesses and incompletely
thought-out aspects of their teaching, as well
as to weave together elements which may be

A

well-developed but incompletely connected
with other elements. More and more fre-
quently, new candidates for Board certifica-
tion also seek guidance from already-certi-
fied teachers and join in discussions with
other candidates. So the process of assess-
ment represents a major opportunity to learn
about their own teaching, and the experience
of mentoring new candidates represents an
opportunity to help create new professional
learning communities for colleagues in their
own and neighboring schools.

The same high school that boasted several
Board certified teachers also encouraged its
teachers to enroll in master’s and education
specialist programs at a nearby university.
Both teachers and administrators praised the
programs’ “user friendly” formats. Courses
were offered on Saturdays once or twice a
month, as well as during the summer. A
teacher could earn a master’s degree in a sin-
gle academic year and a summer. Teachers
tended to form cohort groups, commuting to
classes together, working together on assign-
ments, and studying together for exams. So
these programs of continuing education not
only strengthened teachers’ knowledge and
skills individually, but also helped strengthen
the school as a context for professional
exchange — a place where teachers regularly
talk with each other about subject matter,
learning, and teaching.

As mentioned previously, in at least four
Hallmarks schools, teacher assistants partic-
ipate in all of the same professional develop-
ment as teachers do, and in at least one
school, they are strongly encouraged to take
university courses toward certification. The
result in each school is a group of teaching
assistants whose knowledge and skill are vir-
tually indistinguishable from the teachers.




I he level of commitment to a shared

purpose in these schools was impressive.
And in nearly all of them, the purpose
entailed both high student performance and
student well-being. Administrators and staff
were concerned about all students’ sense of
worth — their “self-image” or self-confidence
— but not at the expense of hard work
and achievement. Students developed self-
confidence by working hard to achieve aca-
demic competence. High expectations and
demands for performance were seen as a vote
of confidence in all students’ ability to learn.

The cohesiveness around this shared sense of
purpose appeared to create a strong sense of
community and inclusiveness in most of
these schools. Actually, the term used most
often was “family.” In school after school,
teachers said emphatically, “We are family.”
The “we” in these families included fellow
teachers and school staff, students, and their
parents. Speaking in group settings with no
teachers present, students and parents con-
firmed the family-like character of many
schools. “They see us as people, not just stu-
dents,” one high-schooler remarked. An
Hispanic parent who recently arrived from
Florida was impressed by the regular flow of
information she gets concerning her elemen-
tary school child’s education. “And if your
child has a problem,” she said, “they don't
just hope things will get better. They get a
program going.” Seeing the same teachers
over time and bumping into them in the gro-
cery store, another parent remarked, “You
start to feel like they are part of your family.”
Teachers often expressed a sense of owner-

ship and concern about all of the students in
the school, not just the students in their own
classes.

Reflecting on how this sense of family or
community had developed, visitors to some
schools emphasized the role of the principal.
In some schools, principals had clearly been
the ones to articulate a philosophy of inclu-
siveness that teachers bought into. In others,
the common sense of purpose had emerged
from extensive discussions among the teach-
ing staff, often but not always led by the
principal. A few schools had picked up on an
already well-developed and well-articulated
educational philosophy (e.g., the Montessori
method) or philosophy of management (e.g.,
Total Quality Management or its education-
al expression, Total Quality Education). In
many small towns and rural areas, the sense
of community within the school was rein-
forced by the close-knit relationships
extending throughout the area. In urban
areas, the school’s sense of community was
sometimes reinforced by parents’ and stu-
dents’ having chosen the school, as in the
case of the two magnets and one charter
school among the 12. The small size of most
of the schools also seemed to facilitate the
development of a community of commit-
ment. However it had developed, the sense
of family or community with a common mis-
sion and philosophy was a strong feature of
most Hallmarks schools.

In school after school, the sense of family or
community was expressed and reinforced
through a variety of arrangements to facili-
tate common planning by teachers, within

and across grade levels. “Planning” includes a
wide range of joint activities including:

* Analyzing data about school’s performance

* Deciding what problems to focus on

* Devising/choosing solutions to problems

* Observing in each other’s classrooms to
pick up new ideas and make suggestions

* Adjusting the curriculum to fit better with
what students have studied in earlier
grades or what they will need to know in
the next ones

* Designing and analyzing results from
common exams in a given subject

* Sharing materials developed over the years
and individual content expertise.

While some joint work emerges serendipi-
tously, it is not left to chance, but structured
very deliberately. In some schools, teachers
meet on alternate weeks with others at their
own grade level and with teachers across
grade levels (e.g., K-2 teachers and 3-5

teachers).

In many cases, regularly scheduled meetings
are attended by teacher assistants as well as
teachers. As one teacher assistant comment-
ed, “We don’t separate. And since we go to
the same meetings, we can’t say we didn't
know what was expected of us.” One school
visit team member commented, “I was
impressed by the lack of territorialism and
traditional job boundaries in the schools that
I visited, and it seemed to have a lot to do
with the trust and respect among the adults.”
In more than one school, adoption of the
school improvement plan involves the entire
school staff, including the cafeteria staff and
custodians.




STUDENTS

» » ith rare exceptions, students of all

backgrounds and ethnicities seemed very
happy to be in these schools. In most, they
praised teachers as caring, hard working, and
willing to go the extra mile to help them.

Discipline

Throughout the set of schools, visiting teams
saw or heard about few problems of discipline
or disruption. In part, this seemed to reflect
the sense of “family” mentioned above. But
families have their problems, too, and several
schools have developed inventive ways to deal
with them. For example, one middle school
developed a program of “overnight suspen-
sion” that required a student to bring his or
her parents in to school for a conference in
order to win readmission. As the name
implies, this generally involved no missed

school. Conferences were scheduled for the
day after a punishable incident occurred.

Several other schools also relied on parents
to help address discipline problems. At one
elementary school, a parent remarked with a
wry smile that, “They’re not afraid to call you
up. When there’s a problem, they don't let it
go until it gets bad. They call you right away,
and they stick with it until you've got it
under control.”

One middle school requires students to wear
school uniforms, which teachers see as a help
in reducing discipline problems. Some stu-
dents seem to agree. One said, “I like it
[wearing uniforms] sometimes, but not
always. Uniforms are good because they save
parents money. And students don't pick on
each other because of clothes.”

Character Education

The visiting teams observed or heard about
several kinds of activity that were viewed as
ways to cultivate good values or habits
among students — as forms of character edu-
cation, if you will. At an elementary school,
for example, our documenter reported that,
“Toward the end of the lunch period, a boy
and a girl from each class began to sweep up
the area around their classmates’ tables. They
stayed a few minutes after lunch to sweep
under the tables, collecting dropped food,
napkins, and other debris into a large long-
handled dustpan and dumping it into a trash
can. Asked how he came to be sweeping up,
a boy explained that his classmates had elect-
ed him one of the sweepers for the week. He
seemed quite proud of the honor.”



At a middle school, a visiting team member
observed an incident that was downright
startling:

A child was walking along with visit team
members and saw a piece of paper on the
ground and picked it up. His friend asked
him why he'd want to pick up trash (didn't
know where it had been, etc.). The boy
replied, “We are a School of Excellence.
Schools of Excellence don’t leave garbage
lying on the ground.”

At one of the high schools, a traumatic and
widely publicized incident had occurred out-
side of school in recent years — the death of a
student in an alcohol-related auto accident.
The school took strong action to reduce the
likelihood of similar incidents occurring in
the future. As part of a larger anti-drug, anti-

alcohol campaign, the school held an assem-
bly in the gymnasium. Several speakers told
of their own tragic experiences involving
drugs or alcohol. Then students were asked to
sign a pledge not to drink or use drugs.
Faculty were asked to sign a similar pledge
not to use drugs and to drink responsibly if at
all — certainly not to drive and drink. The
meeting was a way of taking a troubling event
in students’ lives and using it as a “teachable
moment.” The principal noted that the meet-
ing had been conceived very explicitly as an
instance of character education. Using a trag-
ic incident in students’ real lives as the basis
for a value-shaping experience struck the vis-
iting team as a powerful example of infusing
character education into the school experi-
ence.

Engaging Students in School

Of the high schools visited, one was quite
small (530 students) and was embedded in a
close-knit community with many connec-
tions between teachers and parents. The
other two high schools were considerably
larger and were located in urban areas where
naturally-occurring connections among
teachers, parents, and students could not be
counted upon to give students the sense of
being cared about that is necessary to keep-
ing them engaged with their schoolwork.
But both of these large high schools had fea-
tures that promote student engagement. One
makes a special point of involving students in
extracurricular activities including sports,
music programs, and a variety of clubs and
groups built around specific interests. The
other offers an incredibly rich array of cours-




es, many of which link to a particular career
path or special academic interest. As a result,
virtually every student can find a niche or
place where she or he can connect with a
teacher or teachers, with students who have
similar interests, and with activities close to
his or her interests. In other words, these
large schools created smaller “sub-communi-
ties” within them to help assure that students
stay in school and stay engaged.

Two of the middle schools visited made
active efforts to keep students engaged in
school with the explicit goal of preventing
future school drop out. In one middle school,
a drop-out prevention specialist works close-
ly with teachers, administrators, and parents
to identify student needs before major chal-
lenges surface. This proactive, team approach

has increased student attendance, reduced
student suspensions, and, according to
school personnel, improved the overall
school climate. The same school has also
instituted the Support Our Students (SOS)
program (mentioned in Programs and
Practices) and a 21st Century Learning
Centers program to provide after-school
academic and social support to students who
may otherwise be unsupervised between
3pm and 7pm. Program administrators find
that students are likely to develop a general
interest in school if they are encouraged to
stay involved in school-related activities after
the official school day ends.

Another middle school also uses SOS as a
way to keep students engaged in school
activities while providing them with a safe

and positive place to go after school. In addi-
tion to SOS programs, both middle schools
offer after-school sports and club activities.

To address the long-term possibility that their
students may drop out, many Hallmarks of
Excellence elementary schools focus their
attention and resources on assuring that stu-
dents attend school daily. Rates of absenteeism
were very low in most of the Hallmarks ele-
mentary schools (96-97% attendance), due in
part to aggressive follow-up from the school
when a child did not report to school on time.
In at least two schools, principals or office staff
not only called home to find out why a child
was absent, but if the child was well enough to
attend school and needed transportation, the
principal or assistant principal would provide
transportation.




PaArRenT / COMMUNITY SUPPORT

I he 12 Hallmarks of Excellence

schools vary considerably in the strength and
effectiveness of their efforts to engage par-
ents. Many of the schools benefit greatly
from the strong value that students’ families
and certain community institutions (e.g.,
churches, scouts) place on education. In sev-
eral of the Hallmarks communities, students’
parents were not necessarily highly educated
(relatively few advanced degrees, few profes-
sionals) but they did see education as crucial
to their childrens future. They seemed to
expect their children to go farther in life than
they had, themselves, and to see education as
the key to their children’s advancement. Yet
only a few schools seem to have devised ways
to tap into the reservoir of potential family
and community support for schools and stu-
dents’ learning.

One of the most impressive efforts to involve
parents in their children’s education was
found at an elementary school located in a
rural area on the outskirts of a small city. At
this school, every student took a set of three
color-coded folders home each night. One
folder contained the evening’s reading mate-
rial. Parents were asked to read to or with
their children for at least fifteen minutes per
night, and to sign a sheet indicating that they
had done so. A second folder contained the
student’s homework assignments for the
evening. Parents were also asked to sign off
on completed homework. The third folder
was for tests, quizzes, or other tasks recently
completed in school and graded by the
teacher. Again, parents were asked to sign off
on this work.

This well-organized system engaged parents
in their children’s education without requir-
ing them to volunteer in the school, or even
to visit it. It was well-adapted to a commu-
nity in which most parents work outside the
home. Parents might have found it difficult
to come to the school during regular school
hours or even in the evening, but they were
able to take an active role in their children’s
learning at home.

Another elementary school in a small city
used a variety of means to involve parents in
their children’s education, both at home and
in school. For example, the principal offered
brunches to attract parents for meetings, and
often organized meetings by grade level to
permit a more explicit focus on what stu-
dents were supposed to be learning. The
school also offers workshops for parents,
including a “Dads’ Workshop” focusing on
parenting skills and on what fathers can do
to support their child’s education. The school
is also open to parents from 11:30am-
6:00pm for formal classes and programs. The
principal works hard to coordinate schedules
so that parents working a morning shift can
come to school in the early afternoon to
meet their child after school, and then while
the child participates in after-school tutor-
ing, the parent takes a computer (or other)
class. At 5:00 or 6:00pm, the parent and
child leave the school together. After
6:00pm, parents have access to the comput-
ers in the school as needed (the school holds
parent nights in the computer labs).

At the charter middle school, parents con-
tribute greatly through the purchase of mate-
rials and equipment and fund-raising activi-
ties, as well as by volunteering. School data
provided to the visiting team reported
approximately 100 plus hours of volunteer
time per week. Ninety-five percent of par-
ents/guardians attended back-to-school
night, 90% of families are PTA members,
100% participated in one or more parent-
teacher conferences, and 80% attended at
least one parent-school meeting.

As is presumably true of schools all across
the state, parent involvement seemed lower
at the high school level than at the elemen-
tary and middle school levels. At one high
school, the assistant principal remarked that
“the students train the parents” to be neither
seen nor heard. Adolescents who are break-
ing free of their parents’ orbit do not want
them around their teachers, and especially
not around their friends, he explained. This

was a high school where the sense of “fami-
ly” mentioned earlier was particularly strong.
« ), M M »

In a way, we're their family,” one teacher
noted.

The one form of parent, business, and com-
munity involvement that was impressive
across many of the schools was in making or
raising financial contributions. As noted ear-
lier, we could not measure the contributions
in a way that would have permitted us to
provide an average figure. But for example, at
one small elementary school, a local corpora-
tion had contributed $25,000 per year for the
past several years. At several others, there
single large contributor, but
Committee members estimated that the
total funds raised from parents, businesses,
and community members often came to sev-
eral thousand dollars.

was no

On the whole, however, the Committee
believes that the potential of parent and
community involvement in students’ learn-
ing is far from fully realized even in most of

these high-achieving schools.




CONCLUSION

I hroughout this report, we have used a

variety of terms to characterize what is at the
heart of these schools’ success: results-
oriented, inclusive, whole-hearted, mindful,
deliberate, determined to achieve results,
confident about doing so. We have also
stressed that they translate familiar values —
such as the value on high expectations, on
involving parents in their children’s education,
on “family” — into specific terms: specifying
how many books to read or exactly what
skills to master, what and how much parents
should read with their children each night,
how teachers should pitch in to help other
teachers, and how custodians and cafeteria
workers can support children and learning.
The schools also bridge what are often taken
for opposites: not either children’s self-esteem
or high expectations for academic achieve-
ment, but both children’s self-esteem and high
expectations for academic achievement.

Yet it is difficult to capture what makes these
schools work. It is simultaneously a certain
spirit of commitment and a no-nonsense,
nuts-and-bolts practicality — a set of high-
flown values and beliefs, and a down-to-
earth if often inventive set of actions
designed to keep kids in school, keep them
engaged, and keep them learning.

Where does the spark that animates these
schools come from? In some cases, it was
clearly the principal who fired up the staft to
“change this, for the county, the community,
and the children.” In others, the teachers
themselves and/or district leaders seem to
have supplied the driving force. In all cases,
unusual or even extraordinary leadership has
been crucial.

It has been argued that if some schools can
assure that nearly all students get a sound
basic education with the resources allotted to
them, and if these schools get no greater
funding than their less successful counter-
parts get, then the problem is not one of
funding inadequacy but of the other kinds
of factors discussed in this report. In this



context, the schools we chose and visited
may be considered “existence proofs” that
good education can be provided within cur-
rent levels of funding — if schools exist that
can do it, then it can be done. There is some
truth to this claim, but the Committee has at
least three concerns about it.

First, extraordinary leadership is by defini-
tion extraordinary. That is, well beyond the
ordinary. Public education is a mass system.
The state has over 2,100 schools, over 80,000
teachers, and over 100 school districts. To
reproduce outstanding leadership and com-
mitment on a statewide basis would itself be
a massive undertaking. Not that good leader-
ship cannot be cultivated on a broader scale
through vigorous programs of recruitment,
professional development, and reward.
Certainly, it should be attempted. But to
argue from a few existence proofs to a mass
system is perilous. To expect heroic efforts in
all schools, all of the time, scarcely seems
realistic. Even if the vision could be realized
for a time, it seems virtually certain to col-
lapse before long from sheer exhaustion.
‘What seems like hard-headed insistence that
if some can do it then all can do it may in
fact be implausibly rosy optimism.

Second, while we cannot be certain that
these schools are working harder or more
effectively to raise outside resources than are
other schools, their efforts are impressive, as
are the results. In many cases, the funds they
raise through grants and gifts provide the
extra resources needed to operate special
programs, buy materials, or acquire technol-
ogy. So it is not entirely clear that resources
do not matter. When used wisely and with a
will, they may matter greatly.

And third, while the schools we chose and
visited are clearly doing a good job of edu-
cating all or most of their students to grade
level expectations, in only a few cases do they
seem to be providing their top students with
the opportunities they need to achieve all
they are capable of achieving. One superin-

tendent on the Committee noted that he has
little doubt that with more work, his schools
can educate most children to the “sound,
basic education” standard, but he sees no way
within existing resources to achieve the
Governor’s “superior and competitive” stan-
dard. Yet, he said, that is what will be
required to assure that students from his
small, relatively poor county will be able to
compete on an equal basis with students
from well-to-do families, communities, and
school districts across the state.

In light of these concerns, the Committee
concluded that both improved leadership for
use of existing resources and additional
resources, strategically invested, will be
required to realize Governor Easley’s vision
of a superior and competitive education for
all of the state’s students. We hope that this
report both suggests some productive ways
that schools can use the resources they
already have and underlines the need for
additional resources to aid in the push to
make North Carolina’s schools First in
America by the end of the decade.

It 1s hard to capture
what makes these
schools work — it 1s
simultaneously a spirit of
commitment and a no-
nonsense practicality and
a down-to-earth set of
actions designed to keep
kids in school, keep
them engaged, and keep

them learning.
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HAaLrLMARKS OF EXCELLENCE

School Visit Findings
Governor Easley’s

Education First Task Force
Spring 2002

In May of 2001, Governor Easley’s Education First
Task Force began work on recommending strategies
to assure that North Carolina’s system of education
offered a superior and competitive education to all
students. One of the three subcommittees formed from
that full Task Force was given the job of identifying
a set of high performing NC schools and discovering
through school visits what accounted for their success.
This report documents the subcommattee’ findings.




