
Besides offering a list of characteristics, students pressed 
Kuehl and Hall about representation in the hiring process. 
And, they weren’t shy about suggesting potential interview 
questions such as: “What’s your position on the WASL 
(Washington Achievement of Student Learning) and do you 
believe it should be the only measure for graduation?” “How 
much time will you spend walking around and not cooped 
up in your office?” “How would you establish a sense of 
community here?” “What do you want students to leave this 
school with?”

Kuehl and Hall handed out cards, asking students to write 
down what the district should look for in a new leader. They 
promised the information would be collated, compared with 
a similar list from staff members, and used when screening 
job applicants. “Think about Black Hills moving into the 21st 
century,” Hall advised. “What are your top two priorities for 
taking this school to excellence? Put that on the card, too.” 

“I appreciate the fact someone asked us for our opinion,” 
one student—Claire—reflected after the meeting. “A lot of 
kids at the forum today will tell their friends that there were 
people from the district actively talking to us,” added her 
friend Megan.

Taking the lead
It’s no surprise that Black Hills students would have a lot to 
say—and would expect to be heard—on an issue as important 
as who occupies the front office. After all, this is the school 
that literally wrote the book on student engagement.

It started with the formation of a student engagement team 
(SET) in 2005. The group meets weekly before school with 
social studies teacher Carole Layton acting as the advisor and 
gently guiding force. Layton views SET as “an opportunity 
for me to model democracy and teach citizenship.” She says, 
“This is what grass roots is all about: [SET members] under-
stand how bottom up works.” Shalom, a SET activist, adds, 
“This gives you insight and experience you can use in the 
community as an adult, more than your basic book education. 
We are the decisionmakers of tomorrow. The people sitting 
around you here may be the next City Council members. Why 
wait 10 years after high school to get that started?”

In a neon yellow promotional brochure, SET describes 
itself as an organization that “brings together students who 
want to learn more about how school works, and how stu-
dents and adults can work together in partnership to improve 
school on an ongoing basis.” Since its formation, the Black 

Members of the Student Engagement Team (SET) at Black Hills High organized a forum to discuss the qualities they’d like to see in candidates to 
replace their retiring principal.
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Hills High School SET has written a manual on how to start 
a student engagement team, conducted schoolwide student 
and faculty surveys, and testified before the Washington 
state House of Representatives’ Education Committee. The 
team drafted a strategic plan for the state of Washington that 
explains why student engagement is important. It asserts: 
“Students who are involved in their own learning care more 
about education and do better in school and in life.”

At statewide pre- and inservice conferences, hundreds 
of teachers have heard young presenters from Black Hills 
explain how adults can make the shift to working with stu-
dents, instead of for them. Black Hills SET members also 
trained students at McKnight Middle School in Renton, 
Washington, who created a “climate and culture” rubric to 
help their school meet federal accountability goals. 

These activities and others were nurtured by the Office 
of Student Engagement at Washington’s Office of Super-
intendent of Public Instruction (OSPI). According to an 
OSPI report, the student engagement initiative—based upon 

Student 2 Student—Getting the Word Out About Graduation Requirements
BREWSTER, Washington—Navigating 
high school can be difficult and 
bewildering, especially if you enter 
with limited English skills. But fresh-
men at Brewster High School get a 
helping hand from bilingual upper-
classmen through Student 2 Student: 
Change Your World (S2S). A state-
wide program, S2S enlists juniors 
and seniors to explain graduation 
requirements to eighth- and ninth-
graders and help them make the most 
of their high school years. 

At Brewster—a rural, low-income 
school with an 85 percent Hispanic 
population—a dozen S2S leaders 
undergo a full day of training on 
what it takes to be successful in high 
school and beyond. Sharing a video 
and hands-on lessons from the Wash-
ington state superintendent’s office, 
they meet with freshmen in small 
groups for two class periods at the 
beginning of the year. The S2S men-
tors describe the number and types of 
credits needed for graduation; answer 
questions about the WASL—the state 
achievement test—and the required 
senior culminating project; and help 
students begin to sketch out their high 
school and postsecondary pathways. 
In the spring, the S2S leaders go back 

and meet with their same groups to 
make sure each student has a plan.

“The strength of this program is 
that these kids are working with five 
to six students each. They have a lot 
of time to listen to their hopes and 
fears,” says Donna Evans, a school 
counselor. “One of the things they ask 
the freshmen about is their strengths. 
Most have no clue what they’re good 
at, but they solicit that information 
from their friends and that builds 
their self-esteem. For the older kids, 
it’s an opportunity to take ownership 
of what’s happening at school.”

Evans says the S2S mentors are 
typically students who are academi-
cally successful, but not necessarily 
traditional leaders. The school casts 
a wide net, hoping to attract students 
who aren’t involved in sports or stu-
dent government and who have time 
to devote to the project. Evans points 
out that most mentors are bilingual 
and serve as resources throughout 
the year to some freshmen with lim-
ited English skills. “They’ve gone 
through some of the same issues and 
freshmen know they can go to them 
with questions,” she says.

A statewide survey of 12,000 
eighth- and ninth-graders showed 42 
percent more students understood 
Washington’s graduation require-
ments after the S2S lesson. Twenty 
percent more students had a plan for 
what classes to take in high school. 
With new graduation requirements 
facing the entering class of 2008, 
S2S has played a big role in helping 
students plan for and reach their 
high school goals. As many as 239 
middle and high schools in the state 
have offered or currently offer the 
program.

For OSPI’s Greg Williamson, who 
worked with Susan Fortin of the 
Association of Washington School 
Principals and with students to 
develop and disseminate S2S materi-
als, the program is a winner on mul-
tiple levels. According to Williamson, 
“Older students gain experience 
and confidence, younger students 
find connection and relevance, and 
adults see the benefits of trusting and 
involving students in the process of 
school improvement.”

For more information on S2S, see 
www.k12.wa.us/S2S/default.htm.
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a clear signal

A bright yellow 
brochure outlines 

SET’s school 
improvement 

priorities.
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Creating an “Engaged vs. Enraged” Teacher Rubric
TACOMA, Washington—“Some peo-
ple may think kids are shallow in 
what they want in a teacher, but 
it’s pretty much the same thing a 
principal wants,” says Anne Hawk-
ins, who teaches language arts and 
social studies at Jason Lee Middle 
School. Hawkins came to that con-
clusion after her students created a 
scoring guide that measures teachers 
along five dimensions of practice. 
Their rubric bears the irreverent title 
“Engaged vs. Enraged.”

For example, a teacher who exceeds 
standards in the area of discipline has 
a class that “is so well disciplined 
that students begin to correct each 
other with a polite tone of voice. 
When discipline is necessary, [the] 
teacher handles it so quickly and 
quietly, you hardly know it hap-
pened.” In contrast, a teacher at the 
beginning or lowest end of the scale 
“sends kids out for the first offense 
or lets it build up and then explodes. 
Tone reveals anger. May be scared 
or wimpy. Brings up the past and 
rambles on and on. Gets involved in 
confrontations with students, argu-
ing with them about whether they 
did it or not.” 

Other rubric topics include atti-
tude toward job, parent interaction, 
lesson design, and racism/favoritism. 
“Middle schoolers have a combative 
view of the world,” Hawkins com-
ments, “and you can see that kind of 

language in the rubric. Many of my 
kids come from poverty, [and] that’s 
on the table. Some teachers want to 
gloss over that, but it’s not effective. 
The kids know you’re lying.” 

Hawkins’ class brainstormed the 
categories for the rubric and a group 
of seven students competed for the 
“privilege” of writing the final ver-
sion. To do that, they worked on 
weekends at Hawkins’ house. The 
group presented the finished product 
to teachers at district workshops; prin-
cipals, superintendents, school board 
members, and college faculty at state 
conferences; Washington legislators; 
and education students at The Ever-
green State College in nearby Olym-
pia. “When kids have an authentic 
audience, there’s nothing they can’t 
figure out,” Hawkins observes. 
She’s tried to provide opportunities 
to reach those audiences through 
essay and speech competitions that 
send the winners to summer camps, 
off-campus workshops, and even a 
face-to-face meeting with Governor 
Christine Gregoire.

Hawkins says that the rubric and 
other projects have “increased trans-
parency” at Jason Lee, an inner-city 
school with a majority African Ameri-
can enrollment. “The kids can start to 
see the machine they’re in and want to 
affect it, not just be affected by it.”

Kya, one of the student authors 
of the rubric, agrees that “there are 

great opportunities and rewards for 
knowing what’s going on in your 
school. It’s important to be involved 
in school so you can be aware of 
your advantages and what will help 
you be successful in high school and 
college.” Kya adds that participating 
in the challenges that Hawkins sets 
for her class is a valuable experience. 
“Even if I lose,” she says, “it makes 
me try harder and that will help me 
be successful in high school because 
I’m getting a taste of how to compete 
for what I want and how to win!” 

Hawkins gives credit to her princi-
pal, Harjeet Sandhu, for creating the 
kind of environment where student 
voice and action are valued. “When 
I first started here, there were more 
kids in the hallways than in the class-
room. Now, reading is not consid-
ered uncool or a ‘white thing’ to do; 
being smart and meeting standard 
is what kids want to do. Kids have 
an increased trust in their teach-
ers because everything is standards 
based and there are exemplars. I can’t 
imagine that happening without a 
supportive administration.” 

The sample below reflects one of the five 
categories in the “Engaged vs. Enraged” 
rubric written by students Shaianne Patrick, 
Montel Martin, Kya Oyeniyi, Demontrez 
Alexander, Keith Hicks, Leanne Hoang, 
and Tiearra Caso.

Beginning Approaching Meeting Exceeding

Lesson design/GLEs 
(grade-level expectations)

No objective for the 
lesson is evident. 
Students are assigned 
busy work that does not 
help them succeed on the 
WASL. Teacher doesn’t 
even know what a GLE 
is. Students have no idea 
why they are doing the 
work they are doing. 
Teacher doesn’t seem 
to get the fact that the 
students must pass the 
WASL to graduate high 
school.

Teacher may have 
identified a GLE for the 
lesson, but she does 
not communicate it to 
student. GLE may be 
just a number that is 
not clearly linked to the 
objective or the learning 
activity for the day. 
Teacher knows the GLEs 
are important, but is 
unaware of what GLEs her 
students need to focus on 
to pass the WASL.

Teacher has identified 
one or more GLEs 
for the lesson, and 
communicated them 
to the students. The 
objective for the learning 
activity is clearly stated, 
and the students 
understand what it is they 
are supposed to do, why 
they are doing it, and 
how they will know when 
they have met standard. 
Teacher focuses on the 
GLEs that her class needs 
the most work on.

Students can explain 
the GLEs and how they 
can be used to create a 
learning objective. At any 
time, every student in the 
room can tell you what 
they are doing, why they 
are doing it, and how they 
will know when they have 
met standard. Teacher 
can tell you what GLEs 
individual students in her 
room need to focus on in 
order to pass the WASL. 
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work that started informally in 1995—was designed to 
improve student achievement through strategies that “help 
students take a more active role in their learning, and assist 
adults in supporting students as they personalize their edu-
cation.” In 2005, OSPI formed the nation’s only state-level 
office representing student voice and action. It was funded 
for two school years and closed in 2007.

Greg Williamson, who headed the office, says it “sprinkled 
lots of seeds” that have taken root and continue to flourish. 
He estimates about 20 Washington schools still have active 
student engagement teams. Many more participate in other 
OSPI student engagement efforts and in programs such as 
RSVP (Raising Student Voice & Participation), developed by 
the Association of Washington School Principals. 

Williamson points out that “students who are engaged can 
tell you what is expected of them, why it matters, and how 
they will use the knowledge and skills. Beyond that, they 
have found a way to make learning relevant to their lives out-
side the classroom and beyond graduation. In a word, they 
‘care’ about their learning.” 

And, says Williamson, student engagement can be fostered 
anywhere. “What does it take?” he asks rhetorically. “The 
short answer is that it takes adults—including principals, 
educators, and staff—who are willing to move beyond stu-
dent voice to student action through youth-adult partner-
ships. It takes people who understand the difference between 
an instruction model and a learning model. And, it also helps 
if the adults have had the chance to participate in their own 
learning communities.” 

Tackling local needs
Layton describes Williamson as “the bee that pollinated all of 
us and made connections.” Now, she says, student engage-
ment efforts at Black Hills have “changed course, taking on 
a more schoolwide—rather than statewide—focus.” This 
year, SET is organizing four large student forums that iden-
tify areas for school improvement, prioritize needs, plan for 
action, and take action. Ideas generated at the meetings are 

SPANAWAY, Washington—Spanaway 
Elementary is digging into stu-
dent involvement in a big way. The 
rural, ethnically mixed school has 
adopted “square foot gardening” as 
a vehicle for student leadership and 
empowerment. 

A sunny area previously used for 
kindergarten recess now sports 34 
four-by-four-foot boxes planted with 
everything from sunflowers to pep-
pers, carrots, and zucchinis. Potato 
vines spill out of 30 tires nearby. 
Students vote on which crops they’ll 
plant and each grade gets its own 
box. The fourth- through sixth-grad-
ers serve as garden leaders and help 
younger students tend their boxes 
and harvest the bounty.

“It engages the whole school and 
the older kids become buddies with 
the younger ones,” says Community 
Liaison Karen Marchesini. “In prepar-
ing the garden leaders, we talk about 
who’s the leader in our school? Who’s 
a leader in the community you might 
know? Who in the world is a leader? 
How could you as a leader make a 
difference in your community? That 
focuses in on being a role model and a 
kind, respectful person.”

Gabe, a fifth-grader, confesses that 
being a leader puts older students on 
their best behavior. “We help the little 
kids and we don’t want to do bad 
things because the first-graders, the 
fourth-graders look up to us,” he says.

The garden yields about 550 
pounds of produce each year. The 
sixth-graders get to show off a selec-
tion of the school’s prize vegetables 
at the Puyallup Fair, engaging the 
public in discussions about nutrition 

and the square foot gardening con-
cept pioneered by Mel Bartholomew. 
Some of the crop goes to a local food 
bank and some finds its way onto the 
menu of the Harvest Fair that stu-
dents organize for their families. “For 
four days the entire school picks their 
produce,” says Marchesini. Fifth- and 
sixth-graders help the first-graders 
scrub the potatoes and chop them 
for garlic roasted potatoes. Salsa, 
zucchini-topped pizza, and zucchini-
apple bread are also served at the 
event that attracts some 350 parents 
and siblings.

Spanaway—which recently won 
a Washington “School of Distinc-
tion” award for dramatic increases 
in student achievement—weaves 
the garden project into science and 
math courses. It’s also used to teach 
the students about healthful eating 
habits. “It’s really interesting how 
it’s empowered the kids,” remarks 
Marchesini. “They love getting 
their hands in the dirt and they’re 
enthralled with watching something 
grow.” At the same time, they’re 
growing a sense of community and 
the knowledge that they play a special 
role in their school.

Growing a Garden Together

a clear signal
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Students show off their garden’s bounty.
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posted in the school commons and checked off as they’re 
addressed. Students earn extra credit for attending the 
forums. Mini-pretzels, pizza, Hawaiian punch, and other 
refreshments are a big draw, too, with as many as 84 students 
participating in the gatherings.

SET’s core group of 10 students received training in how 
to design and carry out the forums. According to Layton, 
there’s no “gatekeeping” as to who can join SET, so the team 
represents a fairly diverse cross-section of the 900-student 
school. Claire, a SET leader, admits that organizing forums 
was “a big leap for us.” She says it’s been a challenge to con-
vince other students “to speak up—don’t think your ideas 
are stupid.” “Don’t be intimidated by peer pressure,” Katie 
chimes in. “High school is what you make it,” Shalom sug-
gests. “If the whole idea of school is to benefit students, how 
does it benefit us if we just do what the teachers tell us? We 
need to show up, get involved, and voice our opinions.”

Eric advises teachers, “Take the time to ask students 
what we want and need. Think about who the consumers 
are.” Taking that concept a step farther, Black Hills students 
worked with Williamson on a “customer service metaphor” 
that’s been widely disseminated around the state. It asserts, 
“All students really want from their school is the same level 
of service they get from their cell phone provider:

A clear signal—•	 Tell me which skills I’m supposed to be 
learning. Also, please tell me why we’re learning this, so I 
can make it relevant.
A personalized plan to meet their needs—•	 Help me 
learn in the ways I learn best.
Options and choices for service—•	 Once I know why 
this is important, I’d like some choice about how to work, 
learn, and demonstrate what I know.
Quick customer service—•	 Please get the feedback back 
to me as soon as you can, so I can make course corrections 
while it’s still relevant. 
An understandable contract, with NO FINE PRINT •	
and NO HIDDEN CHARGES—I need a two-way 
contract that spells out what I’m expected to do, and what 
I can expect from adults.”

Picking a leader
On the last Tuesday in April final candidates for the job of 
Black Hills’ principal faced an 11-member panel. Among 
those conducting interviews was a SET representative. Nine 
other students, Carole Layton, and Suzanne Hall had the 
opportunity to quiz the candidates in a separate meeting, ask-
ing some of the same questions that emerged from the stu-
dent forum. Students’ comments about the candidates were 
shared with the interview panel, which ultimately makes 
recommendations to the superintendent. 

HR Director Kuehl sees only positives in involving 
students in the hiring process, but he warns that the par-
ticipation can’t be superficial. “Nonauthentic involvement 
is worse than no involvement,” he believes. “[Students] are 

very insightful about the needs of a school from a student’s 
perspective and they’re very candid about their opinions and 
thoughts,” he says. “They have a lot of strong feelings that 
need to be heard and used.” n

For information on student engagement in Washington, go to www.
k12.wa.us/students.aspx. Contact Black Hills teacher Carole Layton 
at carole.layton@tumwater.k12.wa.us or Greg Williamson at greg.
williamson@k12.wa.us.

Williamson served as director of OSPI’s student engagement 
initiative from 2005 to 2007 and now works to support students in 
another role at the agency.

Improving Achievement Through Student Engagement:  
A Conversation with Greg Williamson
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Black Hills students write down their vision for moving their school to 
excellence.
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research brief

Student Engagement Gains Ground By Bracken Reed
The concept of student engagement has 
been at the center of the public education 
debate for nearly 100 years. In the 1910s 
educational philosopher John Dewey 
first argued that the American pub-
lic school system consistently failed to 
engage and motivate all but a select few 
students, with dire consequences for a 
truly democratic society (Dewey, 1916). 

In the decades since, the idea that 
students should be actively 
engaged in the learning pro-
cess—rather than passive 
receptors of knowledge—has 
fallen in and out of vogue, 
but has never completely dis-
appeared (National Research 
Council, 2004). In fact, 
since the early 1990s student 
engagement has gained new 
momentum. Its influence 
can now be felt in school 
reform efforts, school gover-
nance, service-learning pro-
grams, peer mentoring, and 
student-driven instructional 
strategies. 

Even in the current era 
of standardized tests and 
high-stakes accountability, student 
engagement is recognized as pivotal 
to addressing rising dropout rates and 
the achievement gap between poor and 
minority students and their more afflu-
ent peers (Branch-Smith et. al, 2006; 
Forum for Youth Investment, 2005; 
Pittman, Irby, Tolman, Yohalem, & Fer-
ber, 2003). For example, instructional 
strategies such as project-based learn-
ing, experiential learning, collaboration, 
and a curriculum that students perceive 
as relevant to their lives have been 
shown to increase student achievement 
in recent research studies (Akey, 2006; 
Heller, Calderon, & Medrich, 2003). 

Using these and other strategies that 
research has shown to engage students 

and improve achievement, especially 
for at-risk students, is critical in the 
current era of accountability. As another 
recent study (Joselowsky, 2007) put it, 
“This might very well be one of the 
major challenges in the next decade of 
education improvement: creating and 
implementing a vision of education 
reform that embraces both the call for 
high standards and accountability and 

a vision of nurturing and supportive 
schools that engage students and enable 
them to thrive cognitively, socially, emo-
tionally, and civically” (p. 257).

Defining Engagement

Most current attempts to define student 
engagement point to Fred Newmann’s 
influential book Student Engagement 
and Achievement in American Secondary 
Schools (1992). Newmann described 
engaged students as having “a psycho-
logical investment in learning. They try 
hard to learn what school offers. They 
take pride not simply in earning the 
formal indicators of success (grades), 
but in understanding the material and 
incorporating it in their lives” (p. 3). 

Newmann also describes meaningful 
engagement as “active involvement, 
commitment, and concentrated atten-
tion, in contrast to superficial participa-
tion, apathy or lack of interest” (p. 11).

Two aspects of Newmann’s defini-
tion have especially influenced later 
studies. First, the idea that engage-
ment takes place on multiple levels—
cognitive, psychological, social, and 

emotional—and second, the 
emphasis on authentic learn-
ing that is motivated by a stu-
dent’s interests rather than 
simply the desire to get a 
good grade or the fear of 
doing poorly on a test. 

One study (Strong, Silver, 
& Robinson, 1995) expanded 
on the classroom-based, 
instructional aspect of stu-
dent engagement by asking 
both students and teachers 
two questions: (1) What kind 
of work do you find engag-
ing? (2) What kind of work 
do you hate? Both groups 
responded overwhelmingly 

that the most engaging work was 
often collaborative, allowed for cre-
ativity, sparked curiosity, and resulted 
in a feeling of accomplishment. The 
most hated type of work, meanwhile, 
was repetitive, required little creative 
thought, and was forced on a student 
with little chance to complete the les-
son in his or her own way. 

A more recent study (National 
Research Council, 2004) also empha-
sizes the need for relevant, personalized 
lessons: “The fundamental challenge 
is to create a set of circumstances in 
which students take pleasure in learn-
ing and come to believe that the infor-
mation and skills they are being asked 
to learn are important or meaningful 
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for them and worth their effort, and 
that they can reasonably expect to be 
able to learn the material” (p. 14). 

Student Engagement in School Reform

As the role of student engagement 
has expanded, researchers, technical 
service providers, educators, and stu-
dents themselves have increasingly 
made the distinction between authen-
tic or meaningful involvement and 
superficial involvement that has little 
long-term effect on student achieve-
ment or school change (Fletcher, 2005; 
Joselowsky, 2005). 

Attempts to include “student voice” 
in school reform efforts, for example, 
have often proved counterproductive 
by excluding typically at-risk or under-
represented students. As one study 
(Rubin & Silva, 2003) put it, “… more 
often than not, the student perspective 
is … represented in fixed and uncom-
plicated terms that undermine the true 
agency and diversity of students and 
student experiences” (p. 1).

According to Joselowsky (2007), 
such “sporadic forays into youth 
engagement in educational reform” can 
further marginalize students and create 
“significant gaps in practical imple-
mentation knowledge at the school and 
district levels, the result of which is a 
lack of investment to build and sustain 
structures and practices to institution-
alize youth engagement” (p. 258).

Despite these struggles, student 
engagement continues to gain ground. 
Several long-term reform efforts, such 
as the Carnegie Corporation of New 
York’s five-year, $60 million Schools 
for a New Society initiative have made 
student engagement a central part of 
the reform process and are conduct-
ing long-term research on the results. 
Although it’s a nearly 100-year-old 

concept, the golden age of student 
engagement may still lie ahead. n
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voices

A Teacher’s Voice: Using Courage and Creativity To Engage Students By Michael Geisen

“Be courageous.” That’s the advice 
Michael Geisen, the 2008 National 
Teacher of the Year, has for his fellow 
educators. Geisen, a middle school sci-
ence teacher from Prineville, Oregon, 
also isn’t shy about offering advice at 
the White House. Moments after being 
congratulated on his award by President 
Bush, Geisen politely told him we need 
to allow teachers and students more 
room for creativity in how they learn and 
demonstrate that learning. 

Geisen—a 35-year-old former for-
ester—uses everything from songs to 
drama to make science come alive. As 
one of his students at Crook County 
Middle School put it, “He could make 
watching grass grow interesting.”

To me, student engagement really 
means that students have a bit of a pas-
sion for what they’re learning and they 
have some choice in that. They have an 
active interest in learning on their own 
and not just being fed knowledge.

Teachers need to see their students 
as fellow human beings rather than as 
a commodity or a conglomeration of 
hormones. I think teachers really want 
to do that. We know that students are 
human beings—individuals with their 
own identities—and not just something 
we’re trying to shape. But sometimes 
the environment that we’re in doesn’t 
treat them like that. It treats them as 
numbers, as things to be produced. 

The best advice I have for teachers 
is be courageous, and teach in innova-
tive ways that value the whole human 
being. In my practice—and research 
backs this up—I’ve found that the 
more you value someone as a person, 
the more engaged they’re going to be 
in the classroom, and the more they’re 
going to learn. It’s going to affect their 
test scores and also their ability to com-
pete in a global marketplace.

We’ve been fairly lopsided in what 
we assess and what we value formally. 
Schools have definitely placed a high 
value on left-brain analytical and logi-
cal skills. Legislation and the history of 
how we teach have maintained this idea 
of school as a place where information 
is disseminated and linear thinking 
rules. But we can’t go on like that—it’s 
just not going to work in the 21st cen-
tury. In order to move into the future 
we need to look more at the creative 
and the human side of things. 

For example, I try to infuse as much 
art and music and kinesthetic movement 
as I can into what I do. Most of my stu-
dents learn better when they can create 
something or synthesize their knowledge 
into something new. I feel like we dis-
honor a large percentage of our students 
when we teach using only traditional 
methods such as lecturing, reading text-
books, and doing worksheets. 

As a student, I was extremely left-
brained. I was very analytical. Mathe-
matics was my favorite and best subject, 
by far. I did well as a student because I 
was very analytical and our system is set 
up to reward students who can analyze 
information and pass a test. I wouldn’t 
say I was totally engaged all the time, 
but I was successful. School worked 
for me, but not all students were like 
me, and a lot of them didn’t do so well. 
I still see that now: Not all students 
learn like I did! They see things better 
as a big picture, with a holistic, practi-
cal, or creative approach. 

My main goal now is to find ways 
to reach kids who are nontraditional 
learners—and that includes most kids 
these days. We need to adjust the way 
we teach; we need to adjust the way 
we assess; we need to adjust the way 
we relate to kids and allow them to 
show us what they can do. If we give 

them a chance, they step up to the 
plate. They have a creative capacity 
that’s just remarkable. 

It’s really about taking some calcu-
lated risks. Leaders can definitely create 
an environment that will allow teachers 
and students to take creative risks in an 
environment that’s safe. Another thing 
that administrators can do is create 
environments where collaboration can 
occur on a daily basis among teach-
ers and between teachers and their 
students. My principal [Rocky Miner] 
has done a fantastic job of creating 
an atmosphere that’s collaborative and 
trusting. He trusts us as professionals. 
We are the experts and he knows that. 
He gives us the freedom and the col-
laborative time to do what we need to 
do to get the job done.

In a nutshell, we need to teach and 
assess kids as if they were complete 
human beings. Because they are! We 
need to find a better balance between 
the analytical skills that we’ve valued 
for so long, and the creative skills that 
will serve students in this changing 
world. n
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region at a glance

Students’ Perceptions About What’s Important By Richard Greenough

The graph below shows how U.S. high school sophomores responded when asked, “Among your close friends, how important is 
it to them that they ….” n

finish high school

continue their education past 
high school

get together with friends

attend classes regularly

get good grades

make money

study

go to parties

play sports

be popular/
well-liked by others

have a regular job

have a steady 
boyfriend/girlfriend

do community work or 
volunteering

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Education Longitudinal Study of 2002 (ELS:2002/2006); 
retrieved through the online Data Analysis System (DAS) at: http://nces.ed.gov/dasolv2/tables/mainPage.asp?mode=NEW&filenumber=5

male

female

10%
10%

19%

23%

23%

27%

24%

32%

27%

40%

31%

35%

39%

26%

40%

56%

55%

44%

57%

46%

59%

52%

63%

50%

79%

70%
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Student-Led Conferences
In many Washington school districts, students are in the driver’s seat dur-
ing parent-teacher conferences. Under a program called Navigation 101, 
grade 6–12 students organize, present at, and then reflect on the annual 
meeting with their parents or guardians and their advisor. According 
to Washington’s Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction, the 
program gives students an opportunity to direct their own educational 
path, while gaining organizational and communications skills. Above, 
a student at Tacoma’s Washington High presents a portfolio with work 
samples, test scores, and college and career plans during his conference. 
To learn more about the program, read “Navigation 101” at www.nwrel.
org/nwedu/12-03/nav/ or check out www.k12.wa.us/navigation101/.
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Pacific Northwest classrooms are more culturally and linguis-
tically diverse than ever before. As the number of English 
language learners (ELLs) grows, meeting their academic 
needs is an urgent concern for most K–12 public schools. It 
is also one of the most complex issues the schools face. Indi-
vidual classrooms can include students from many different 
cultures, speaking several different languages, and spanning 
the entire spectrum of English proficiency. A school or dis-
trict may use several different instructional strategies—some 
compatible, some not—to meet the needs of ELLs. 

To ensure that language-minority students gain full access to 
the education system, schools and districts must answer several 
questions: Is our existing program model meeting the needs of 
our ELL students? Is our general education staff equipped to 
meet the needs of linguistically diverse students? How can we 
better integrate special-
ized ELL services within 
the regular education 
program? A knowledge-
able, neutral observer 
can provide data to help 
answer these and other 
questions. 

Schools and districts 
in the region can now 
contract with NWREL’s 
Center for Classroom 
Teaching and Learn-
ing to conduct an ELL 
Program Review. The 
review begins with a site 
visit. Data are collected 
during classroom observations in both general education and 
specialized ELL settings. Data are also gathered in interviews 
with ELL staff, general education teachers, and building and 
district administrators. Additional data come from separate 
focus groups with ELL students and ELL parents as well as 
online survey responses from classroom teachers, administra-
tors, and ELL program staff. 

Site visits are tailored to the unique context of each school 
or district. For instance, one recent review was conducted in 
selected elementary, middle, and high schools within a large 
district where students and their families speak 60 differ-
ent languages. Another review was done for a single school 
that had seen a gradual influx of ELL students, predomi-
nantly Russian immigrants. In another district—one with a 

large, well-established Hispanic population—administrators 
sought data to help gauge the effectiveness of the various ELL 
program models used in their schools.

After the site visit, NWREL staff analyze data using a 
framework of current research and recommendations on 
effective practices for ELL students. Findings from the site 
visits, appropriate research summaries, and subsequent rec-
ommendations are presented in a written report based on five 
elements: 

Identification, assessment, placement, and exit procedures•	  
Curriculum and instruction•	
Qualified staff for ELLs•	
Program collaboration and support for ELLs•	
Parent and community involvement in the ELL program•	
For example, the literature indicates that the policies 

and procedures guiding 
identification, assess-
ment, placement, and 
exit of eligible ELL 
students are the foun-
dation of an effective 
program. It is essen-
tial that these proce-
dures are well known 
by school staff and are 
administered equitably. 
However, ELL pro-
gram review data from 
interviews and surveys 
often reveal that not all 
staff members have a 
clear understanding of 

these policies and procedures and that some may even have 
misconceptions about them. 

Research indicates that teachers must maintain high 
expectations for ELL students whether they are taught in a 
specialized ELL setting or in the regular classroom. Instruc-
tion for ELL students should be characterized by rigorous 
content presented in ways that provide multiple opportu-
nities to increase English language proficiency. Classroom 
observations, conducted as part of the ELL program review, 
provide evidence that helps schools and districts make 
informed decisions about the quality of instruction they are 
currently providing. 

The ELL program review report describes what’s working 
and what might be done to improve policies and practices 
that affect ELL students’ academic progress in each of the five 

Program Reviews Can Help Schools Improve ELL Students’ Educational Experiences

nwrel news
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Visit NWREL’s online calendar of events 
at www.nwrel.org/events/ for the latest 
topic and registration information on 
upcoming events. 

Small Learning Community (SLC) 
National Conference 2008

June 23–25
University of Nevada, Las Vegas
Las Vegas, Nevada
Designed by practitioners for prac-
titioners, and in partnership with six 
national organizations, the Northwest 
Regional Educational Laboratory pres-
ents From Structure to Instruction: 
Best Practices and Lessons Learned 
in Small Learning Communities and 
Small Schools.

Experienced SLC practitioners and 
researchers will deliver two days of 
dynamic sessions, focusing on what 
works best in small learning commu-
nity settings. On the third day, partici-
pants will apply what they have learned 
in the sessions into customized plans 
to take home. Presenters will provide 
personalized coaching to individuals 
and school or district teams—helping 
participants solidify their plans and 
troubleshoot potential barriers. 

Visit www.nwrel.org/slcconference/ 
for complete information.

Improving Adolescent Literacy and 
Math: Professional Learning Teams 
in Action 

July 23–24
NWREL, Portland, Oregon
Get the latest research on best practices 
in reading and mathematics instruction 
for middle and high school students. 
This workshop is designed for district- 
and building-level leadership teams; 
teachers; and teacher leaders who want 
to learn strategies and develop plans in 
three key areas: improving classroom 
practices; providing support for stu-
dents struggling with core content; and 
leading meaningful and useful profes-
sional learning teams. Workshop facili-
tators will assist participants in assessing 
their current approach to meeting ado-
lescent learning needs.

Register as a team by June 23 to 
receive a discount.

6+1 Trait® Writing Introductory 
institutes

August 5–8
Amway Grand Plaza Hotel,  
Grand Rapids, Michigan
October 14–17
Cannon Beach, Oregon

This institute features practical, ready-
to-use lessons and strategies that help 
students identify quality in writing, 
manage their own writing process, 
practice effective revision and editing 
skills, and become confident writers. 
The training is separated into two-day 
sessions by grade clusters—for teachers 
of grades 6–12 on the first two days, 
and for grades K–2 and 3–6 on the final 
two days. 

Register for the August event by July 
3 to receive the early bird discount rate.

6+1 Trait® Writing for Trainers 
institutes

July 8–10
Salishan Resort, Gleneden Beach, Oregon
December 9–11 
NWREL, Portland, Oregon
This three-day advanced training-of-
trainers institute is for those who wish 
to conduct in-district training work-
shops. Previous training in the 6+1 
Trait model is required. The institute 
will include a review of writing traits 
and instructional strategies, lesson 
design and training considerations, and 
workshop planning. n

Conference Call

areas. The report includes findings and supporting evidence 
along with recommendations and possible strategies. This 
information can be used by district leaders as the basis for 
making adjustments in services provided to ELL students or 
to develop a school or district improvement plan focused on 
the needs of those students. 

Linda Griffin, the coordinator of NWREL’s program 
reviews, says assessment data point out a persistent achieve-
ment gap between ELLs and their English-speaking peers. 
“Students who cannot speak, read, or write English well 
enough to participate meaningfully in the general educational 

program have specialized needs that must be addressed in 
order for them to achieve academic success,” she stresses. 
“We often see the need for a paradigm shift in which the 
entire faculty is empowered with the tools and knowledge 
to help them share in the responsibility of teaching all chil-
dren, regardless of their English proficiency. It’s our goal to 
equip stakeholders with data and a research background that 
can help everyone get on the same page for making effective 
ELL program improvements.” To discuss how a review can 
strengthen your site’s ELL program, contact Linda Griffin at 
800-547-6339, ext. 169 or griffinl@nwrel.org. n
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Work Group Aims To Capture 
National Service Best Practices

VISTA leaders from Baton Rouge to 
Anchorage, Indianapolis to Sioux Falls 
gathered at NWREL in early April 
to build upon and improve a unique 
Volunteer Leadership Center program 
called EnCorps that’s now in its third 
year. EnCorps is a Web-based collection 
of tried-and-true, field-vetted practices 
for supervisors of AmeriCorps and 
VISTA service programs. During the 
last two summers, groups of national 
service leaders have come together to 
talk about and provide resources to 
help programs recruit, place, and orient 
members; develop ongoing member 
training; and prepare members for 
life after their term of service. Their 
contributions populate a Web site that 
offers everything from handbooks and 
manuals to tip sheets, group activities, 
reflection practices, and suggestions 
on how to organize a public outreach 
campaign. The tools and “words of 
wisdom” come from rural and urban 
programs across the United States 
that serve diverse needs in the health, 
education, environmental, and social 
service arenas. 

NWREL Board holds quarterly 
Meeting

NWREL’s Board of Directors met in 
Anchorage in March to review the 
work accomplished in 2007 and to 
look at future priorities for schools and 
communities in the Northwest region.

Workshop Focuses on Improving 
Core Content Areas Through 
Teacher Collaboration 

A group of 37 educators from middle 
and high schools in British Colum-
bia, California, Florida, Montana, 
New Hampshire, New York, Oregon, 
and Utah spent Leap Day 2008 at 
NWREL headquarters attending the 
popular two-day workshop, Improving 
Adolescent Literacy and Mathematics: 
Professional Learning Teams in Action. 
School and district teams learned strat-
egies and developed plans for meeting 
the needs of adolescents struggling in 
literacy and mathematics, and for using 
professional learning teams to improve 
student and teacher learning.

National Institute Offers Early 
Development and School Readiness 
Strategies

The Oregon Parental Information & 
Resource Center (OR PIRC)—oper-
ated by NWREL’s Child and Family 
Program—sponsored Born To Learn, 
a five-day training for parent educators 
at NWREL’s headquarters in Portland, 
February 11–15. The institute is based 
on a national early childhood parent 
education and family support program 
called Parents as Teachers (PAT). Work-
ing with social service organizations, 
schools, districts, and other parent-
serving organizations, parent educators 
assist families in finding the resources 
they need to fully support their child’s 
development and help them learn to 
advocate for their child’s needs. In 
Oregon, there are PAT programs avail-
able in most counties throughout the 
state. NWREL will host more of these 
institutes this summer.

PAT trainer, Alyssa Gilmore, role plays 
a learning activity with Edie Butler and her 
daughter Amelia. n

Flashback
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View NWREL’s complete product catalog and check out our easy and secure online ordering system at www.nwrel.org/comm/catalog/
Our complete catalog of education services is available at www.nwrel.org/edservices/catalog/

NWREL products

Wee Can™ Celebrate:  
Daily Journal Prompts Using 6+1 Trait® 
Writing Strategies for Primary Learners
Wee Can Celebrate is a compilation of 366 
flexible activities that primary school 
teachers can use every day of the year 
to encourage young students to express 
themselves through writing, drawing, 
and storytelling. The book features 
a “fact a day” and a corresponding 
writing prompt, which is then tied to 
one of the first six traits of effective 
writing. This approach can help the 
youngest students get familiar with the 
6+1 Traits of writing—a framework 
they can use to improve their writing 
throughout their lives. 

Carolyn McMahon and Peggy 
Warrick, longtime elementary school 
teachers and coauthors of the Wee 
Can™ series, were motivated to write 
the book after hearing their students 
complain, “I don’t know what to write 
about!” The research-based prompts 
found in Wee Can Celebrate put writing 
ideas at teachers’ fingertips, McMahon 
and Warrick explain. “Each prompt 
is trait based and celebrates a special 
event of the day. Interesting, informa-
tive, and incredible prompts will have 
students enthusiastically picking up 
their pencils and writing in their daily 
journals.” (2008; 128 pp.)

Member price: $18.75 + shipping
Nonmember price: $19.95 + shipping

Doubloon Island:  
The Traits of Writing Board Game
Your students will love learning about 
the traits of good writing as they sail 
the high seas in this action-packed, 
pirate-themed board game. Doubloon 
Island: The Traits of Good Writing 
Board Game teaches students about 
the traits (ideas, organization, voice, 
word choice, sentence fluency, conven-
tions, and presentation) and how they 
contribute to good writing. Students 
will also learn about oceanography, 
geography, and other subjects as they 
sail in search of gold doubloons. Dou-
bloon Island is designed to be played in 
fewer than 40 minutes by two to eight 
players. Your students will want to play 
this fun and engaging game again and 
again, and will understand the traits 
better each time they play. Appropriate 
for grades five through nine but can be 
played by third and fourth grades with 
adult assistance. 

Member price: $26 + shipping
Nonmember price: $28 + shipping

Trait Tote: Everything You Need To Teach 
6+1 Trait® Writing
As the original developer of the 6+1 
Trait Writing Model of Assessment & 
Instruction, NWREL has gathered the 
best of 20 years of material. The Trait 
Tote features:
• Teaching the Traits—A grade-specific 
guidebook that offers a road map for 
teaching each trait
• Introducing Trait Strategies—A com-
prehensive reference book with eight 
proven teaching practices
• 6+1 Trait Writing DVD—An excel-
lent training tool with insights about 
trait teaching from skilled practitioners
• Sample Papers—A collection of 
anonymous, grade-specific samples
• Dear Parent—A handbook that intro-
duces parents to trait writing and 
explains how to support their student 
• 6+1 Trait Writing Mini-Posters—A 
set of colorful 8½ x 11-inch cards with 
each of the trait icons 
• 6+1 Trait Writing Rubric to Grade 
Converter—A time-saving device that 
lets you instantly translate rubric scores 
into letter grades 
• 6+1 Trait Writing Assessment Sticky 
Notes—Easy-to-use, self-adhesive 
notes to quickly record trait scores 

Member price: $86 + shipping
Nonmember price: $95 + shipping
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