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VASCD Member Benefits

It’s easy to become a VASCD member and there are lots of reasons to do so! 
Not only will you be a part of a statewide network devoted to excellence in teaching 
and learning, but you’ll have access to tangible and immediately applicable benefits:

Discounts on registration fees for our popular seminars

Free member webinars on timely and important topics. This year’s titles and 
presenters include:

• Let’s Get Personal! Designing Personalized Professional Learning 
Experiences - Allison Rodman

• How to Use Your School Quality Indicators in your School 
Improvement Plan - Deb Wahlstrom

• Design Thinking for School Change - Karen Sanzo

• Addressing Barriers to Learning and Teaching & Re-engaging 
Disconnected Students - Howard Adelman

• Teaching and Taking Care: Promoting the Social-Emotional Needs 
of Teachers - LaQueshia Jeffries

• What Matters Most: A Focus for Mentoring, Coaching and 
Supporting Teachers - Scott Habeeb

Access to Innovation Forums: member “field trips” to schools using a variety 
of innovative and student-centered approaches to teaching and learning

Click HERE for more info and to join!
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Eric Carbaugh, Ph.D.
Professor in the Department of Middle, 

Secondary and Math Education,  
James Madison University

From the Editor’s Desk

Join Our Community!
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2019 ANNUAL CONFERENCE

DECEMBER 3 - 5
at the Williamsburg Lodge



Preconference 
Session with  

Allison Zmuda!
What Personalizing 
Learning Is, Why It 

Matters, and How to 
Grow It in Your School 

Be sure to include our  
Preconference Session in 

your plans!

   Keynotes by:

Ravi Hutheesing on Cultural 
Competence, The Pathway to 
Equity in Education. Learn more 
about Ravi HERE. 

Tyrone Howard on Culturally 
Relevant Teaching: Promising 
Practices, Programs & Principles. 
Learn more about Tyrone HERE.

Steve Constantino on Engage 
Every Family: Relationships That 
Matter to Learning. Learn more 
about Steve HERE.

Linda Cliatt-Wayman says 
Lead Fearlessly, Love Hard. 
Watch her TED talk HERE.

• Be inspired by 
nationally-known 
keynoters.

• Participate in 
concurrent sessions 
with Va’s leading 
practitioners.

• Attend poster 
sessions highlighting 
innovative programs.

• Build your network.

• Have fun with 
colleagues!

What do teachers and 
students do differently 
in “deeper learning” 
classrooms?

How do we use the 5 C’s 
with explicit skill and 
content instruction?

How do we forge 
meaningful and intentional 
relationships with students 
and their families?

What steps can we take in 
our classrooms and schools 
to support students’ social 
and emotional health?

What professional learning 
and support do educators 
need in order to thrive and 
give their best to students?

Click HERE for more info!



From the VASCD President & Executive Director

Laurie McCullough, 
Executive Director

Virginia ASCD

Robin Hoffman, President
Virginia ASCD (2018-2020)

“My teaching has been aimed 100% at ensuring my students 
can correctly answer the questions on a standardized test. 
We spent lots of time analyzing questions and answers and 
prepping kids for tests, as we know that both they and we 
are accountable for the results. Now we’re hearing about 
personalized learning, student choice, authentic projects, 
and real-world experiences. Which is it?” 

At VASCD, we’ve been talking a lot about “the sliders”.  Imagine yourself as the 
sound engineer at a concert. You’d be located centrally so that you could pay 
close attention to the acoustics. Before you would be an audio mixer, with sliders 
for various inputs—the lead singer, the acoustic guitar, the percussionist, the 
harmony singer, etc.  As you listen, your goal is to constantly adjust all these 
lines of music using the sliders on your mixer, keeping them in just the right 
combination for the audience to hear what’s intended. If someone gets a little 
too loud, you adjust. If you want only one voice to be heard, you adjust.  
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VASCD has spent over a year developing the Profile of a Virginia Classroom, where 
sliders are used as an analogy for the way teachers continually adjust their plans, 
interactions, and responses to meet the needs of their students. The pedagogies 
that are necessary in order for students to learn deeply and see relevance in their 
experience are indeed different than those needed to pass a multiple choice 
test. But in the very best classrooms, teachers know that learning deeply does 
not mean students won’t need content.  Greater degrees of freedom for teachers 
and students means better decisions, not an abandonment of accountability. 
Accomplished teachers challenge students in ways that cause them to struggle a 
bit while still feeling a sense of safety, confidence, and support. The pedagogical 
sliders we think are important for teachers to consider as they plan learning 
experiences are below. At any moment on any given day, the sliders will move as 
teachers exercise autonomy in making instructional decisions. At the same time, 
a sense of integrity calls teachers to constantly examine and readjust the sliders 
in ways that best serve the students who are in the room with them.

6

As teachers, we are called to continually adjust the sliders below to meet the changing needs of 
students while embracing the factors that reflect deeper learning classrooms.

STRUCTURE

TEACHER-LED

ACCOUNTABILITY

SURFACE KNOWLEDGE

ACADEMIC LEARNING

INTELLECTUALLY STIMULATING

FREEDOM

STUDENT-LED

AUTONOMY

DEEP KNOWLEDGE

SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL LEARNING

EMOTIONALLY SECURE

The PROFILE OF A CLASSROOM provides basic frameworks and prompts to guide 
teacher decision making. Content is based on these learning principles and pedagogies 
developed by Virginia educators. Access the documents at VASCD.org

Learning should…
…uncover student strengths through 
meaningful learning experiences.

…be defined by success criteria that are 
clear, attainable and cultivate future 
success.

…provide regular opportunities for 
students to make authentic contributions 
and connections.

…be active, driven by investigation, 
relevance, and application.

…foster productive struggle, persistence 
and growth through a feedback spiral.

…occur through meaningful interactions, 
partnerships, and shared decision making.

…ensure that all learners see themselves in 
the curricular experience.

…lead to maximum growth for every 
student regardless of background or 
limitations.

Teaching should…
…emphasize worthwhile experiences using 
essential knowledge, skills, and dispositions in 
pursuit of a solution or product creation.

…leverage interdisciplinary thinking and 
application to the world outside of school, 
including to career opportunities.

…utilize collaborative structures for learning 
and assessment with self, peers, and/or 
experts.

…include purposeful checkpoints where 
students set goals, evaluate progress, and 
plan next steps.

…structure time, space, and grouping with 
student needs in mind.

… cultivate classrooms communities where 
learners feel safe and confident.

…tailor learning experiences to be 
developmentally appropriate, aligned 
to learning science, and responsive to 
individual needs.

The Profile of a Virginia Classroom is a partnership between VASCD (vascd.org) 
and the Virginia Department of Education, with support from Jobs for the Future.
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We Love Virginia’s New Teachers! 
VASCD’s New Teacher Network is open to Virginia teachers in their first three years 
as well as to preservice teachers in Virginia’s higher education institutions. This year 
over 450 new teachers are members of the network, and receive:

• a one-year membership in VASCD at no cost;

• a monthly New Teacher Message featuring one of Virginia’s Teachers of the Year 
providing tips, techniques, and resources of interest to new teachers; and

• invitations to join us at our Saturday Symposia co-hosted with The Virginia 
Teacher of the Year Network as well as after-school Forums at locations across 
the Commonwealth.

To join the Network and register for Forums and Symposia, visit 
vascd.org and click Support for New Teachers.



Full- and Half-day Kindergarten:  
What Actually Pays Off?

Initiatives in the 1970s funded an increase in kindergarten availability in the 
United States, and families tend to enroll in full-day over half-day kindergarten 
when it is available (Cascio, 2010). This enrollment trend makes an exploration 
of the extant literature on full-day versus half-day kindergarten worthwhile. The 
authors address the benefits of full-day kindergarten, whether there are lasting 
effects, and who benefits most with the aim of empowering decision-makers with 
research-based knowledge. Recommendations for research-based priorities with 
full-day kindergarten implementation are provided.

Angelica D. Blanchette, Ed.D. 
Dr. Blanchette is an assistant professor at Longwood University 
and Director of the Reading, Literacy and Learning graduate 
program. She has taught reading courses and delivered 
professional development for pre-service and in-service teachers. 
She is a former elementary classroom teacher, literacy specialist, 
tutor, clinic supervisor, consultant, and curriculum developer. 
Dr. Blanchette earned her Education Doctorate in reading from 
the Curry School at the University of Virginia and has research 
interests in early literacy and intervention, assessment, dyslexia, 
and word study.  blanchettead@longwood.edu  

Kelly R. Campbell, M.Ed. 
Kelly Campbell is a third grade teacher at Amelia County 

Elementary School in Amelia, Virginia.  She has eleven years 
experience teaching in the Virginia Public School system.  She 
has taught kindergarten through third grade.  Kelly earned a 
Bachelor’s in psychology from Virginia Tech and a Master’s in 

curriculum and instruction from Virginia Tech.  She is currently 
enrolled in the Reading, Literacy, and Learning graduate 

program at Longwood University.  Kelly’s interests in literacy 
include reading comprehension and the role the family plays in 

literacy development. Vcabrard3433@hotmail.com
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Wide-spread kindergarten is still a relatively new phenomenon in the United 

States. Before the 1970s, less than 20% of families enrolled their children in 

kindergarten (Cascio, 2010). Cascio’s look at the history of kindergarten in the 

United States found a dramatic increase in enrollment, to approximately 70% 

around 1980, in response to funding initiatives in the 1970s, and there has been 

a continued steady climb ever since. Similarly, the Education Commission of the 

States reports that as states have been able to fund shifting from half-day to 

full-day kindergarten, most students attend full-day when the option is available 

(Parker, Diffey, & Atchison, 2016). Although more families have access to full-day 

kindergarten, questions remain about those who do not, such as:

• Are families with access to half-day but not to full-day kindergarten missing 

out on significant benefits?

• Do potential benefits make a difference in the long run?

• For whom does full-day kindergarten have the most benefit?

• Is access enough, or do certain kindergarten program characteristics make a 

difference?

The provision of full-day kindergarten is predicated on being able to fund the 

additional hours needed to serve students (Parker, Diffey, & Atchison, 2016, p.9). 

FULL AND HALF-DAY K

Karen K. Stiff, M.Ed. 
Karen Stiff is a kindergarten teacher at North Elementary School 
in Colonial Heights, Virginia. She has taught eleven years in the 
Virginia Public School System at the third grade and kindergarten 
levels. Karen earned her Master’s of teaching in elementary 
education from James Madison University. She is currently 
enrolled in the Reading, Literacy, and Learning graduate program 
at Longwood University. She is passionate about early literacy 
instruction and intervention.  karenkstiff@gmail.com  

2019    Vol. 16                         VASCD Journal                      vascd.org                            13



FULL AND HALF-DAY K

Chart from https://hechingerreport.org/full-day-kindergarten-is-great-for-kids-so-why-isnt-it-required/
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FULL AND HALF-DAY K

More students in school for more hours means more food, more space, more 

operational costs, more personnel, more paychecks, and so on. Stakeholder 

decision-making can be informed by the research base that sheds light on the 

benefits of full-day kindergarten, whether those benefits are lasting, and who 

benefits most. The research base may especially be utilized to substantiate 

the million-dollar decisions policy makers and administrators face regarding 

implementation of kindergarten programs. Ultimately, this research base 

can help policymakers determine whether or not the benefits to full-day 

kindergarten outweigh the costs.

Three research-based priorities emerge from a critical analysis of the extant literature:

1. Pursuit of funding for full-day kindergarten is worthwhile.

2. Full-day kindergarten is particularly beneficial for marginalized populations.

3. Consideration of factors that maximize the effectiveness of full-day 

kindergarten programs should be at the forefront of investment decisions.

Worthwhile Benefits of Full-day Kindergarten 

As access to, and participation in, full-day kindergarten grew dramatically in 

the late 20th century (Cascio, 2010), researchers were afforded opportunities to 

evaluate half-day versus full-day kindergarten. These studies examined growth 

within the kindergarten year and found clear benefits for students who attended 

full-day over half-day. A meta-analysis that examined twenty-three studies found 

a large effect size, suggesting full-day kindergarten attendance, as opposed 

to half-day, accounted for approximately sixty percent of the variance (or 

difference) in academic achievement between the groups (Fusaro, 1997). 

The academic advantage of full-day kindergarten has persisted in research 

findings into the 21st century. A large-scale study of over 8,000 kindergarteners 

within 500 school districts across the nation found greater gains in literacy and 
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FULL AND HALF-DAY K

mathematics among learners who attended full-day kindergarten over those 

who attended half-day (Lee, Burkam, Ready, Honigman, & Meisels, 2006). This 

study illuminated another important finding: higher percentages of families of 

lower socio-economic status (SES), African-American families, and families with 

children entering kindergarten with less proficiency in math and literacy tend to 

enroll in full-day kindergarten, and the advantages of full-day access hold true 

for these students of often marginalized status.

In addition to academic benefits, research has also shown positive impacts on 

students’ social well-being. One longitudinal study of a universal, two-year, play-

based, full-day kindergarten implemented in 2010 in Ontario found the expected 

academic benefits as well as social benefits in the area of self-regulation (Pelletier 

& Corter, 2019). These results add to the consistent academic benefits of full-day 

kindergarten. However,  do these benefits from the kindergarten year persist into 

later elementary grades?

The Lasting Effect of the Full-day Academic Advantage 

Disappointingly, many studies indicate the benefits seen at the end of 

kindergarten for students who attend full-day over half-day diminish over 

time. Milligan (2012) found no significant difference in language arts or math 

achievement by the time students reached second grade between students 

who attended a full-day kindergarten program versus a half-day kindergarten 

“The opportunity for full-day K should be available for 

all,” said Harris Cooper, a professor of psychology and 

neuroscience at Duke University, in Mongeau (2018).
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program. Furthermore, Votruba-Drzal, Li-Grining, and Maldonado-Carreno’s 

(2008) longitudinal study found full-day kindergarten was associated with a 

small academic advantage in the kindergarten year, but this advantage faded 

out by the spring of third grade, with the half-day students pulling ahead by 

the spring of fifth grade.  According to Wolgemuth, Cobb, Winokur, Leech, and 

Ellerby (2006),  “the additional learning appears to decline rapidly, so much 

so that by the start of first grade, the benefits of full-day kindergarten have 

diminished to a level that has little practical value” (p. 267).

These findings about diminishing effects suggest the academic advantage 

present for students who attended full-day kindergarten fades as students who 

attended half-day kindergarten catch up to, and even surpass, their full-day 

counterparts by the end of fifth grade. The fade-out effect could easily be used 

to argue against the cost effectiveness of full-day kindergarten. However, deeper 

more thoughtful consideration may point to the opposite conclusion.

Full-day Kindergarten’s Greatest Beneficiaries 

It is reasonable to consider the myriad of influences outside of the full-day 

kindergarten experience as contributing factors to the fade-out effect. Take 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems theory, wherein contexts are 

framed in light of multiple systems ranging from the immediate self, through 

layers of community level influences, out to the abstract cultural concepts 

and how interactions among the systems play out over time. Now, recall the 

demographics of the students who, nationwide, tend to participate most in full-

day kindergarten, and, therefore, less in half-day: lower socio-economic status, 

African-American, and children entering with less proficiency in math and literacy 

(Lee, Burkam, Ready, Honigman, & Meisels, 2006). Children from marginalized 

populations may, over time, have other factors from various ecological systems 

working against the short-term benefits of full-day kindergarten. 
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It is these students who arrive at our kindergarten doorstep with greater 

needs, and who researchers suggest benefit more than others from full-day 

kindergarten. For example, Hall-Kenyon, Bingham, and Korth (2009) found 

English language learners benefited more from full-day kindergarten than did 

their English-speaking peers, particularly in the areas of language development 

and receptive vocabulary. In addition, students with autism spectrum disorder 

benefit from consistent routine and structure, which can be provided by full-day 

kindergarten (McIntosh, Herman, Sanford, McGraw, & Florence, 2004; Banda, 

Hart, & Liu-Gitz, 2010).

If the full-day benefits do not 

consistently last beyond the 

kindergarten year, does this mean 

full-day kindergarten is not good 

enough? Instead might it be a 

step in the right direction toward 

countering negatively impacting 

ecological systems? Could aspects of 

full-day, kindergarten success inform 

our efforts beyond, and before, the 

kindergarten year, especially for 

our learners with the greatest needs? The argument can be made that full-day 

kindergarten holds the potential to play an important role in matters of social 

equity within education.

Maximizing the Effectiveness of Full-day Kindergarten 

Some recent studies indicate advantages for specific populations, but also that 

those advantages are lasting. Warburton, Warburton, and Hertzman found that 

full-kindergarten increased social and academic achievement through fourth 

FULL AND HALF-DAY K
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grade for economically disadvantaged students and English language learners 

(2012). Additionally, another study found that “low-SES minority inner-city 

students are better served by full-day kindergarten programs than half-day 

kindergarten programs in terms of academic achievement up through at least 

the third grade” (Nowak, Nichols, & Coutts, 2009, p. 44).

It is reasonable to speculate that, on aggregate, kindergarten programs have 

been improving over time, and perhaps it is program effectiveness that accounts 

for some variability in the lasting effects. A longitudinal study from Ontario 

focused on high quality characteristics in implementation of a kindergarten 

program and found the benefits of their full-day kindergarten program had 

significant lasting effects through third grade (Pelletier & Corter, 2019). The 

authors suggest potential differentiators that may attribute to the success 

as being: the play-based approach, two-year program, specific curriculum, 

and teacher training. A common thread in the discussions throughout the 

literature on full-day versus half-day kindergarten was the likelihood of teacher 

effectiveness influencing results. Future research on differentiating kindergarten 

program factors that yield lasting benefits will help decision makers target 

district resources for maximum pay off.

FULL AND HALF-DAY K

A common thread in the discussions throughout 
the literature on full-day versus half-day 

kindergarten was the likelihood of teacher 
effectiveness influencing results.
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Research-based Priorities for Full-day Kindergarten 

Effective full-day kindergarten emerges as a clear goal. There are complexities to 

negotiate whether your district currently does not offer full-day kindergarten, or 

if it does and is striving for maximum effectiveness.

1. There is general agreement on the benefit of full-day kindergarten over half-

day kindergarten, and implementation is expensive. Decision makers cannot 

jump into considerations haphazardly and should take the time to consider 

potential trade-offs (see discussion in Lee, Burkam, Ready, Honigman, & 

Meisels, 2006 for further reading).

2. The body of research also suggests certain populations, such as English 

language learners and students from low-SES families benefit more than 

their peers from full-day kindergarten. Decision-makers should examine the 

demographics of their student populations and allocate limited resources 

for full-day kindergarten in areas where those resources will yield the 

greatest benefit.

3. Consideration of factors that maximize the effectiveness of full-day kindergarten 

programs should be at the forefront of making investment decisions.

In sum, administrators and policymakers are encouraged to take a closer look 

at their current provision of kindergarten, the needs of specific populations of 

students within their communities, and the available resources to work toward 

offering the most effective kindergarten experience possible. This research-

based thinking will substantiate decisions about developing and funding high-

quality kindergarten programs which hold the potential to have immeasurable 

benefits to the learners and the greater community in the long run.
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Related 

A Resource for Parents and Early Educators: Considering the Pros and Cons 

https://www.naspcenter.org/assessment/kindergarten_ho.html

• KINDERGARTEN: Many teachers and parents have become worried about 
the increasingly academic nature of kindergarten classrooms, largely concerned 
that through an increase in rigor, students’ social and emotional needs take a 
backseat. A recent study has found, however, that this may not be the case. Using 
a nationally representative data set of kindergarteners, the authors found that 
teaching academic skills typically reserved for higher grade levels was associated 
with improved achievement in English and math (Le et al., 2019). This finding 
alone is not all that surprising. However, the researchers also found a positive 
association between a focus on these academic skills, and the development of 
interpersonal skills, approaches to learning, and attention, among others. There is 
likely more research to come on this hot-button topic—stay tuned! 
 
Le, V., Schaack, D., Neishi, K., Hernandez, M. W., & Blank, R. (2019). Advanced 
content coverage at kindergarten: Are there trade-offs between academic achievement 
and social-emotional skills? American Educational Research Journal, 56(4), 1254-1280. 
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It’s where you go to get fired up!

VASCD’S KEY INSTRUCTIONAL LEADERS NETWORK is a vibrant group 
of division-level instructional leaders from across the Commonwealth. The Network’s 
meetings are hosted by VASCD and designed by participants to address specific needs for 
professional learning and information.

Teaching and learning in Virginia is shifting away from over-reliance on standardized, 
test-driven learning toward pedagogy aimed at deeper learning. Though these changes 
are welcome, they are also messy. Strong collegial networks such as The KILN are needed 
where practitioners provide ideas, clarity, feedback, and resources to support each other.

The members of the network choose the topics, questions, and activities that are most 
helpful to them. They connect periodically online or in person to share ideas and 
resources, raise questions, seek solutions, and connect—with each other as well and with 
state-level leaders and policymakers.

Join The KILN!
If you are a division-level K-12 instructional leader, you are welcome to join the network 
by completing the membership form. If you are not already a VASCD member, we will 
activate your membership at no cost through December 2019. You’ll receive member 
benefits as well as an invitation to a Key Instructional Leaders luncheon in Williamsburg 
on Thursday December 5 at the close of the VASCD Annual Conference. You need not be 
registered for the conference to attend the meeting.

The KILN



Collaborating Globally to Develop Culturally-
Relevant Pedagogies in Pre-Service Teachers

Since 2014, schools in Newry, Northern Ireland (NI) have welcomed study abroad 
participants from James Madison University for a four week experience in which pre-
service teachers work closely with a host teacher to engage with students and school 
faculty within the local educational context. The changing demographics being 
experienced within the Newry community are illustrative of changes within our local 
school population. Students in this experience have opportunities to observe educational 
practices from a cross-cultural perspective in order to develop awareness of the factors 
that influence cultural identity and how those factors can impact the competencies and 
dispositions needed to interact with students from many cultures. Having pre-service 
teachers engage in the local educational context of Northern Ireland allows them to have 
culturally-rich experiences and professional development opportunities to better prepare 
them for their field experiences in our local school community.

Robbie Higdon, Ph. D. 
Dr. Robbie Higdon, higdonrl@jmu.edu, teaches general 
instructional methods for grades 6-12 and educational foundation 
courses at James Madison University in Harrisonburg, VA. Her 
research focus includes pre-service teacher identity development 
and the recruitment and retention of science educators in grades 
6-12. She serves as the co-advisor of a residential learning 
community for education and for the JMU chapter of the National 
Science Teachers Association. She has co-directed a short-term 
study abroad program in Northern Ireland since May 2017. 

D. Reece Wilson, Ed. D. 
D. Reece Wilson is an assistant professor at James Madison 

University in the Department of Early, Elementary, and Literacy 
Education. He serves as treasurer for the American Society for the 

Child’s Right to Play and is the Lead for Professional Development 
and Quality for the Virginia Association for the Education of 

Young Children. His research interests include developmentally 
appropriate practice, early literacy, technology in the early 

childhood classroom, and play.
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Since 2014, schools in Newry, 

Northern Ireland (NI) have welcomed 

study abroad participants from James 

Madison University for a four week 

experience in which pre-service 

teachers work closely with a host 

teacher to engage with students 

and school faculty within the local 

educational context. During their 

time in Newry, our students actively participate within a primary or secondary 

classroom setting for a minimum of 45 hours, plan and implement a micro-

teaching experience within the assigned classroom setting, and take part in 

school activities such as field trips and sports days. Throughout their time in 

NI, students are asked to reflect upon their experiences within their school 

and classroom as well as their out-of-school experiences in local communities 

through in-depth journal entries and weekly seminar discussions. In addition, the 

students assigned to each host school collaborate to prepare a brief presentation 

about their observations, insights, and reflections from their interactions with 

teachers/instructional faculty at their school. These presentations are then given 

at a plenary session held at the conclusion of the experience to which the host 

teachers, school administrators, and 

program participants are invited. 

While in their host classrooms, our 

students actively engage with their 

cooperating teacher to develop ways 

in which they will interact with host 

students in one-to-one, small group, 

and large group settings. Our students 

CONNECTING GLOBALLY
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are expected to maintain a log of their daily activities within the classroom 

setting and then thoughtfully reflect upon these experiences. The students also 

plan and implement a micro-teaching lesson (at least 20 minutes in duration) 

within their host classroom. This teaching experience may be whole-group or 

small-group directed. One of the program co-directors observes the micro-

teaching experience and engages the pre-service teacher in a reflective dialogue 

at the conclusion of the experience. During the weekly seminar meetings, 

students are asked to share and reflect upon their experiences within the 

field AND within the local community. Students are encouraged to formulate 

connections between these experiences and their understanding of the larger 

cultural context surrounding them. As one student noted in a journal entry:

My first visit I spent the whole day following a year eight class (8Y), which is 

our equivalent to sixth grade. I started in an English class, where they were 

shy and perhaps intimidated by me, but they were all sweet and reminded 

me a lot of the middle schoolers I have worked with in Harrisonburg. I went 

with them to a History class, a Science class, a Math (or Maths as they call it) 

class, and a Music class. As the day progressed, the students became more 

comfortable with me, and informed me of things I needed to know about 

Newry. They helped me learn colloquial terms they thought I should know, 

but even they recognized that I could not learn everything in one day. The 

students could tell that I was a little confused, which they found amusing, but 

they wanted to help me.

The city of Newry, Northern Ireland provides a unique context for pre-service 

teachers to explore their cultural identities and the impact that identity has on 

one’s approach to instruction. Newry is experiencing a rapidly growing influx of 

immigrants, primarily from Eastern Europe and the Middle East, a situation that 

is also reflected within our local school divisions surrounding James Madison 
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University. In addition, Newry is a community that has been directly involved 

with sectarian conflict and is striving to resolve these issues through the work 

of their schools. Being able to engage with Irish teachers and students who 

must navigate these centuries-old divides within their community provides 

opportunities for these pre-service teachers to better understand potential 

conflicts present in the United States and their impact on our educational 

system. As one student noted in a journal entry:

The way most schools are classified as either Protestant or Catholic makes 

it so that just by seeing what color uniform a student is wearing you can 

identify their opinions, which creates a division before people even interact 

with each other. Thinking through the lens of a Northern Ireland citizen 

has allowed me to also consider the divided state of our own nation. With 

the tensions high over the political situation in America, it is important to 

recognize as a teacher that students come from different backgrounds and 

have different views, but teaching them how to understand the perspectives 

of others and how to develop their own ideas is more important than 

teaching them the ideals that you believe are correct.

Being able to engage with Irish teachers and students who 

must navigate these centuries-old divides within their 

community provides opportunities for these pre-service 

teachers to better understand potential conflicts 

present in the United States and their impact on our 

educational system.

CONNECTING GLOBALLY
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The impact of this experience on our past participants has been manifested in 

various ways. Many students comment on the how this experience influences 

not only their pedagogical skills but also their understanding of a different 

cultural context. One student commented on this in a journal entry:

A moment of cultural friction that I have experienced in the school relates to 

the racial tension between the immigrants, called Newcomers here at Newry 

High School, and the general student body. The students were assigned 

to work together on a competitive math assignment finding perimeter of 

different rectangles, and one group had a Irish boy and two Romanian 

girls. From the start the students refused to work together. The boy started 

drawing out the problems on his own and refused to work with the two girls. 

One of the girls speaks very little English, so it is difficult for her to contribute, 

but the other attended primary school in Northern Ireland and is quite sharp, 

so she was very capable of helping with the problems. [The boy] would not 

let either girl touch the paper, and when I approached to ask what was 

happening he started ranting about how they always just chat and never 

put forth any effort. He complained that he wasn’t sure why he always had to 

be put in their group. I was so taken aback, especially because I had worked 

with both students previously and the girls are both bright. The tension 

between these students was so evident I was instantly uncomfortable. This 

blatant and racially charged dislike between students is something I have 

never experienced before, and it was definitely a moment of discomfort. 

While there is a large immigration population in America that could cause 

similar tensions between students, I think the attitude towards newcomers 

is different here. What perhaps shocks me the most is that even the teachers 

have a view of newcomers that is not welcoming. 

For other students, the impact of this experience is more personal. One student 

CONNECTING GLOBALLY
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returned from her time in Newry and received a Fulbright award to teach English 

in Germany for the 2019-20 academic year. Prior to participating in this experience, 

she was unsure if she even wanted to continue in a career in education. However, 

her experiences working in a secondary school in Newry helped her to realize how 

she was able to connect with students from a different culture and help them gain 

an appreciation of American music. Other students who have participated in the 

trip have returned to America and have become roommates and lived together 

for the reminder of their time at the university. One student wrote, “Words cannot 

describe how amazing this experience has been. I am so thankful for all the 

friendships formed, memories made, and knowledge gained.”

Overall, participants in this experience have opportunities to observe 

educational practices from a cross-cultural perspective in order to develop 

awareness of the factors that influence cultural identity and how those factors 

can impact the competencies and dispositions needed to interact with 

students from many cultures, which incorporates key principles from Pedersen’s 

multicultural competence model (2000). When students have an awareness 

of their own reactions and attitudes toward people who are different from 

themselves, they can reflect on these personal feelings and explore why they 

may feel this way. Once an awareness of personal beliefs and values toward 

people different from themselves is developed, this self-knowledge may enable 

students to develop and value a worldview of various cultures. This awareness 

can also be achieved in experiences other than study abroad. 

For example, K-12 educators can look within their local communities for persons 

who would be willing to connect with their classrooms—either in a face-to-face 

format or virtually—to share an experience from traveling abroad or cultural 

traditions unique to their heritage. In addition, educators have access to Skype 

in the Classroom to connect with other classrooms around the world for free. 

CONNECTING GLOBALLY
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This gives 

teachers the 

opportunity to 

connect and 

collaborate with 

educators and 

guest speakers 

from across the 

globe. There is 

also a Mystery 

Skype feature in 

which students 

in the classroom have to guess where another school is located based upon 

given clues. The Google Expeditions app can also provide K-12 educators with a 

resource using virtual reality (VR) and augmented reality (AR). With this platform, 

students are able to experience locations, events, and phenomena from not only 

anywhere in the world but also within the past, present, or future.

Through their experiences in the local schools of Newry, our students are able 

to observe how educators work with students in an evolving cultural context 

to promote understanding and global awareness. The students gain first-hand 

experience with the impact of cultural identity in one’s approach to instruction 

from their involvement in the host schools. By developing this worldview, pre-

service teachers learn that they can provide optimal learning conditions for all 

students. In turn, we anticipate our students will return to their practicum and 

student teaching placements with a greater understanding of the importance of 

implementing culturally responsive instructional practices.

CONNECTING GLOBALLY
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• CULTURALLY RELEVANT TEACHING: The college students discussed in 
this article—all future educators—were able to develop a deeper awareness and 
understanding of cultures different from their own. In doing so, the ultimate goal 
is for them to take these experiences and integrate them into a more culturally-
relevant classroom. Research has found that elements of culturally-relevant teaching 
(e.g. cultural socialization, opportunities to learn about other cultures, etc.) were 
significantly associated with both racial identity development AND some academic 
outcomes (Byrd, 2016). As such, educators would be wise to explore some of the 
suggestions offered within this article to help their students develop a deeper 
cultural awareness while establishing a culturally-relevant classroom. 
 
Byrd, C.M. (2016). Does culturally relevant teaching work? An examination from 
student perspectives. Sage Open, 6(3), 1-10.
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Swap Roles With Your Students: 
The Teacher Report Card

Teaching is a profession that requires continual and deliberate efforts toward growth 
in order to stay relevant and effective. Educators grow through a variety of structures: 
professional development opportunities, engaging with texts on educational issues 
and practices, or simply reflecting daily on their practice. Another way to continue on 
the path of professional growth is to tap into the resource that is our students. Hearing 
how our students think and feel about their experiences in our classrooms provides 
educators with extremely valuable information. This article provides educators with a 
practical and immediately applicable strategy to incorporate in their classrooms that 
will ultimately help them grow as a professional.

Natalie DiFusco-Funk 
Natalie DiFusco-Funk is a 5th grade teacher at West Salem 
Elementary School in Salem, Virginia, and the 2016 Virginia State 
Teacher of the Year. Natalie earned both her bachelor’s degree 
in education and master’s degree as a reading specialist from 
Boston College. She began her career in Newton, MA, and moved 
to Virginia in 2010 after meeting a Southern gentleman, who is 
now her husband! In Virginia she served as a reading specialist for 
a year, and has been teaching 5th grade in Salem, Virginia since 
2011.  Natalie is a Consulting Teacher for Responsive Classroom and 
a regular blog contributor at NWEA. Natalie lives in Salem, Virginia 
with her husband and Kindergarten son, Frankie. Connect through 
Twitter @ndf81 or ndifusco-funk@salem.k12.va.us

“How we teach is as important as what we teach.” 

In my role as a Consulting Teacher for Center for Responsive Schools, I said 

this phrase numerous times over the summer as I trained educators in the 

Responsive Classroom approach to teaching. It is one of our guiding principles 

and an important reminder about the work we do with children. To realize this 

2019    Vol. 16                         VASCD Journal                      vascd.org                            33



principle, I began implementing a technique called the Teacher Report Card, 

which helps provide me with more information about how I am educating my 

students. Below I provide an overview of this strategy, as well as some practical 

ideas for implementation. 

We Assess Students Constantly  
We assess and provide feedback to our students all day, and many of you 

(depending on where you are geographically) may be finishing the first grading 

period and are knee deep in report card completion. Through our words, facial 

expressions, comments, and grades on papers, we are constantly letting our 

students know where they stand academically, socially, and behaviorally. 

But What About Us? Where Do We Stand?  

Yes, our administrators or colleagues can provide valuable feedback, but the 

people you spend all but lunch and your prep time with probably have some 

good ideas, too. I give you, the The Teacher Report Card. 

THE TEACHER REPORT CARD
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I can’t take credit for this idea. Like most great ideas, I learned it from my 

colleagues—the same ones that inspire me daily! In fact, providing our students 

with a teacher survey is a requirement in my district. Every January, when I 

hand out first semester report cards, I provide my students with an opportunity 

to evaluate me. This activity could also be done at the end of the first grading 

period to provide early feedback, or it could even be done after each grading 

period over the course of the year to track your progress as a teacher.

After discussing the purpose of report cards—to help my students and their 

families know their strengths and areas for improvement—I introduce my students 

to MY report card. The first thing I tell them: It’s anonymous, and NO, your grades 

will not be altered if I score poorly. I use Google Forms and create a survey to 

collect my students’ feedback on my teaching. This tool allows me to quickly and 

easily view the data about my own strengths and areas for improvement. If you 

want to really track your progress over time, save the report cards over the course 

of your career. I have a thick file folder of mine, and there have been plenty of times 

over the years where I’ve pulled them out and reflected on my teacher journey.

The directions read: 

Rate the following statements on a scale of 1 to 4, with 1 meaning that I need 

improvement and 4 meaning excellent. Write a comment in the “other” section 

for each question to explain your rating.

I use a scale of 1 to 4 because it forces the kids to lean one way or another. If you 

have a 5-point scale, they can score you right in the middle, whereas the 4-point 

scale requires a push towards strength or push towards weakness, thus giving 

me more specific feedback.

I ask my students to rank me in the following areas, and provide me with a 

written explanation. I want to know details and specific examples about how I 

THE TEACHER REPORT CARD
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THE TEACHER REPORT CARD

am doing as their teacher; so that I have actionable feedback to help me change 

and grow.

Reporting Categories:

• Helping you become a better reader.

• Helping you become a better writer.

• Listening to students’ problems or concerns.

• Helping you get what you need.

• Encouragement (helping you do your best and feel confident).

• Friendliness.

• Read Aloud.

• Helping you become a better mathematician.

• Explaining directions.

• Sense of humor.

• Helping you think like a scientist.

• Helping you understand history (about our country).

• What has been your favorite part of fifth grade so far?

• Is there anything else you want to tell me?

These are the categories I use, but they can easily be adjusted based on the 

grade level and the subjects you teach. Have fun with it and experiment with 

categories that both you and your students value. 

What Have I Learned? 

One trend I have noticed over the years is how much students love projects. 

I have been passionate about project-based learning and project-based 

assessments for many years now, but to see my fifth grade students 
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independently lift that up as a strategy that they love validates the time and 

energy spent preparing for, implementing, and assessing students in the 

authentic manner that is project-based learning. If you are interested in learning 

more about project based learning, click here.

This outlet for student 

communication has also 

provided a space for some 

students to share personal 

information about things 

going on at home or in 

school to which I was not 

privy, yet. Over the years, 

students have shared 

information about family and friendship struggles. Sometimes students share 

their names when writing about these situations which tells me that they are 

really looking for someone to listen. If I had not given them this opportunity, 

I may not have learned some important information that was affecting my 

students’ ability to learn.

THE TEACHER REPORT CARD

...to see my fifth grade students independently lift that 

up as a strategy that  they love validates the time 

and energy spent preparing for, implementing, and 

assessing students in the authentic manner that is 

project-based learning.
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I could write multiple articles about what I have learned from my report cards 

over the years, my strengths and weaknesses, and what I’ve done differently—

or the same—as a result. One statement from a few years ago has resonated so 

deeply with me that it bleeds into all aspects of my teaching, and even my own 

personal life. When responding to the “Is there anything else you want to tell me” 

question, one student wrote, “You give freedom. Freedom is good.”

Bam. Drop the mic. Walk off stage. 

This kid has a future in moving people with his words. He wrote his name after 

the comment, so I knew who it was, and this was NOT the first time that he’s 

been the teacher and I’ve been the student. His statement validated risks I took 

that year in establishing personalized learning and taking on independent 

passion projects. It also forced me to look at other areas of my instruction where 

I could provide even more freedom for my students so that they can be the 

architects of their own learning. 

The bottom line is this—give your kids a chance to evaluate you—and you have 

the chance to be an even better teacher down the road. Not that you weren’t 

great before, but if we constantly expect our students to show progress, why 

shouldn’t we expect the same of ourselves?

THE TEACHER REPORT CARD

“You give freedom. Freedom is good.”
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STUDENT/TEACHER RELATIONSHIPS: Using strategies like the “Teacher Report 
Card” outlined in this article can help improve relationships with students, which can 
also reap numerous academic and social emotional benefits. Research suggests that 
student perceptions of a positive classroom environment and supportive relationships 
with teachers are directly related to their satisfaction with school (Baker, 1999). Further, 
for students who are judged as “at risk,” having teachers who are interested, who maintain 
high expectations, who praise effort, and who care can mitigate many of the negative 
academic effects of being judged as “at risk” (Muller, 2001). A more recent study found 
that, among other factors, classrooms that maintained “a positive emotional climate with 
sensitivity to adolescent needs and perspectives” were associated with higher levels of 
student achievement (Allen et al., 2013, p. 76). 

Allen J., Gregory A., Mikami A., Lun J., Hamre B., Pianta R. (2013). Observations of 
effective teacher-student interactions in secondary school classrooms: predicting student 
achievement with the classroom assessment scoring system-secondary. School Psychology 
Review, 42(1), 76–98. 

Baker, J.A. (1999). Teacher-student interactions in urban at-risk classrooms: Differential 
behavior, relationship quality, and student satisfaction with school. The Elementary School 
Journal, 100(1), 57-70.

Miller, C. (2001). The role of caring in the teacher-student relationship for at-risk students. 
Sociological Inquiry, 71(2), 241-255.
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You know outstanding educators.
We want to recognize and support them.

Nominate a colleague for one of VASCD’s prestigious awards.

Leadership Award
The VASCD Leadership Award is presented to one Virginia educator each year. 

Nominees are those leaders whose understanding of and dedication to best 
instructional practice are reflected both in the nominee’s own work and in the work 
of those (s)he leads. The online application is due by December 20, 2019.

VASCD Impact Awards
Impact Awards are presented to educators who consistently challenge themselves 

and others to learn, grow and achieve at the highest possible levels. They may be 
teachers, building-level leaders, or central office staff. They influence, impact, and 
inspire others. The online application is due December 20, 2019.

Detailed guidelines and directions for nominations for both awards are 
posted at VASCD.org. The deadline for nominations is December 20, 2019.

VASCD’S TEACHER INNOVATION GRANT
VASCD’s Innovation Grant is designed to demonstrate principles from the Profile of a 

Virginia Classroom and to bring ideas presented at our annual conference into practice 
in the classrooms and schools of the Commonwealth. Teachers may apply for funding up 
to $2,500 to support an innovative idea that is grounded in an action research question. 

Details and an online application are available at vascd.org.

 Due January 10, 2020



Our 2019 Award Winners!
VASCD Impact Award Winners:

KATIE CORDLE Katie Cordle is a Special Education Teacher and Ven Pelt Elementary 
School in Bristol, Virginia. She is an expert in working with children who have 
autism, and often provides professional development for teachers in other schools 
regarding autism and self-regulation. Katie volunteers at local parks to help children 
learn about and appreciate the natural environment and outdoor activities.

SCOTT ALLRED Mr. Scott Allred is a Music Educator for Henry County Schools and 
has held the position of Director of Bands at Fieldale – Collinsville Middle School 
since its inception in 2004. Under Mr. Allred’s direction, the FCMS band grew 
from 160 to 240 members, making it the largest band program in Henry County. 
Mr. Allred also serves as assistant director of bands at Bassett High School, where 
he composes and arranges for the nationally renowned Bassett High School 

Marching Band and Indoor Percussion Ensemble. Mr. Allred was awarded FCMS Teacher of the 
Year for 2018-19 and Henry County Teacher of the Year for 2019. He holds a Bachelor’s Degree 
in Music Education with from the University of North Carolina at Greensboro, where he studied 
conducting with Dr. John Locke. What does “a culture for learning” mean to you and what do 
you think it means for students? All classrooms are a “culture” of some kind, usually oriented 
toward order or chaos: the complete absence of one or the other resulting in stagnation of 
learning.  Since there must be catalyst for this synthesis of chaos and order, the “culture” 
of any classroom is a reflection of the educator and their relationship with the students.  
Clear expectations, predictable procedures and reinforcement of positive behaviors are the 
framework in which students have the freedom to become greater than they think they can be.

BRIAN LUNDSTROM Brian Lundstrom is entering his 31st year as an educator teaching 
9th and 12th graders English at Stuarts Draft High School in Augusta County. He 
recently retired from coaching high school basketball, girls and boys, for 42 seasons 
(29 years) at Waynesboro High School. What does “a culture for learning” mean 
to you and what do you think it means for students? A culture of learning is 
cultivated by the teacher and constantly growing both inside and outside of the 

classroom.  It is a place where students feel safe, where they can be themselves, and learning takes 
place in a relevant and meaningful way.  This culture of learning is present where students know 
that the teacher believes in them, and  students grow to learn to believe in themselves.  Students 
learn to embrace mistakes, develop resiliency, and grow to become other-centered when they are 
immersed in a culture where learning, and students, are the driving forces.
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GINNY GILLS Virginia Silveira Gills “Ginny” currently serves as the principal of 
Cumberland Elementary School in Cumberland, Va. A proud Longwood University 
Alumna, Ginny serves on the VAESP Board of Directors. She is also a WELV 
(Women Education Leaders of Virginia) Ambassador, and a member of the 
VASCD Advocacy Committee. Ginny is a UVA SCOPE 13 participant and a 2019 
VASCD Award Recipient. What does “a culture for learning” mean to you and 

what do you think it means for students? A culture of learning happens when our students 
and staff alike are engaged in learning every single day. We do not engage in learning out of 
compliance, but rather because we believe we can improve, and we desire to improve. In a culture 
of learning, we support risk-taking, recognizing that some of our greatest accomplishments are 
the result of trial and error. A steady forward belief is the norm, striving to be better today than 
we were yesterday. A culture of learning thrives when there is an openness to error and feedback 
is used for growth. Where there is a culture of learning, learning from one another is valued. 
Both students and staff are set up for success when there is a culture of learning. It is inclusive, 
equitable, and safe. We see learning opportunities all around us and we cannonball in.

ELLEN DENNY Ellen Denny is the Assistant Superintendent of Instruction for 
Radford City Public Schools. She has an Elementary Education degree from 
Longwood University, an endorsement in Reading Development, a master’s in 
Counseling and Human Development and an education leadership license. She 
has spent time during her professional career serving as a classroom teacher, a 
school counselor, and a principal before serving in her current role. Program 

development and school redesign have become her focus as Radford is working to redesign their 
instructional program from one that is traditionally based on content isolation to one that focuses 
on student-centered, project based activities supported by integrated curriculums. What does “a 
culture for learning” mean to you and what do you think it means for students? I believe a 
culture of learning develops when the focus of the learning is driven by the participant. Career 
teachers strive to grow their craft and create a culture of learning among colleagues when, 
together, we reflect, research and collaborate on best practice for our students. As life long 
learners, we gravitate to learning with others. When we take that mindset into our classrooms 
and create learning opportunities that align student interest with mandated standards and 
deliver instructional opportunities that bring children together, we yield higher engagement, 
deeper learning and real world relevance. What a great opportunity we have as educators to 
“pay it forward” when we provide students classrooms that breathe a “culture of learning.”
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TERRIE HALEY Terrie Haley is the Director of Elementary Curriculum and 
Instruction for Caroline County Public Schools. Prior to this work she served as 
principal, assistant principal, curriculum coordinator, and teacher. In 2012 Haley 
received the School Bell award from VAESP and has repeatedly been recognized 
for executing excellence in achievement, behavior, and culture in education. Haley 
received a Bachelors in English with a minor in Early Childhood Education from 

Norfolk State University and a Masters in Educational Leadership from Hood College. What does 
“a culture for learning” mean to you and what do you think it means for students? A culture 
of learning happens when our students and staff alike are engaged in learning every single 
day. We do not engage in learning out of compliance, but rather because we believe we can 
improve, and we desire to improve. In a culture of learning, we support risk-taking, recognizing 
that some of our greatest accomplishments are the result of trial and error. A steady forward 
belief is the norm, striving to be better today than we were yesterday. A culture of learning 
thrives when there is an openness to error and feedback is used for growth. Where there is a 
culture of learning, learning from one another is valued. Both students and staff are set up for 
success when there is a culture of learning. It is inclusive, equitable, and safe. We see learning 
opportunities all around us and we cannonball in.

JESSICA HENSHAW Jessica Henshaw is currently in her 14th year as a Special 
Education teacher. She began teaching at Culpeper Middle School as a 
collaborative teacher and is now starting her third year as the 4th grade 
collaborative teacher at WYES in Madison County. What does “a culture for 
learning” mean to you and what do you think it means for students? As 
a special education teacher working in general education classrooms, I have 

a unique perspective of learning culture and an important role in engaging students with 
disabilities in that culture. To me, “a culture for learning” means providing the instructions, 
materials, and supports necessary for students to learn at their level and pace. My goal is for 
ALL the students in my classes, with and without disabilities, to know that I will give them 
what they need to learn and grow and provide a safe place for this to take occur. This culture of 
learning also extends to the families of students, especially those navigating through the world 
of special education. I work diligently to build trusting relationships with parents in order to 
best meet the needs of their child.



Our 2019 Award Winners!
KAREN JOSEPH Karen Joseph was born in England and moved to the US when she 
was 10 years old. After attending the University of Richmond, she started her 
family and teaching career in Virginia. During her twenty-nine year career as 
an elementary teacher, she has enjoyed twenty-one years as a classroom teacher 
and 8 years in her current position as an ESOL teacher. What does “a culture 

for learning” mean to you and what do you think it means for students? I believe the most 
influential learning occurs when the learner has the deepest understanding and appreciation 
of one’s own culture. At that point, the learner can be open to discover an appreciation of 
other cultures. As an ESOL teacher, I have realized that culture has many faces including 
the traditions and experiences of EVERY student who enters a classroom. For my students, 
having an awareness and appreciation of cultural differences will provide them with a broad 
perspective of the world and enable them to find their purpose.

VASCD Leadership Award Recipient:

KEN NICELY Ken Nicely is the Superintendent of schools for Roanoke County Public 
Schools in Roanoke, Virginia, having served 26 years in a number of capacities 
within the school district, including Assistant Superintendent, Director of 
Administration, and Director of Secondary Instruction. Ken served as principal 
of Hidden Valley Middle School,  president of Virginia Middle School Association 

and trustee of the international Association for Middle Level Education. He began his teaching 
career as a Spanish teacher and was awarded the Excellence in Teaching Award by the Foreign 
Language Association of Virginia. What does “a culture for learning” mean to you and what 
do you think it means for students? In Roanoke County, our C-Change Framework recognizes 
that “learning culture” is a key condition for deeper learning.  Learning culture starts with adult 
educators who are ourselves passionate about learning and model intellectual curiosity for 
students; it’s contagious! We, then, have to be purposeful about…
• celebrating student success,
• fostering resilience toward problem solving by viewing failure as a learning opportunity,
• building collaboration skills,
• practicing evidence-based decision making, and
• exhibiting optimistic expectations regarding student potential.



Our 2019 Award Winners!
Teacher Innovation Grant Recipients:

ANNE-MARIE EBERHARDT Anne-Marie Eberhardt grew up in Illinois and graduated 
from Illinois State University with a degree in history education. In 2003, she 
earned a masters in School Administration from the University of Virginia. 
She has taught middle school, high school, and alternative education, as well 
as having 6 years of experience as an elementary assistant principal, principal 

and high school assistant principal. Project Description: My project is centered around the 
book Empower by John Spencer and A.J. Juliani. Empower focuses on engaging students 
in their learning to create solutions to problems that interest them related to the content of 
one of their courses. The premise behind the book is that by engaging students, instead of 
simply demanding compliance, they will develop a desire to solve real life problems. Students 
will identify a problem and create a solution in the form of some kind of product which 
demonstrates their solution to the public. The grant I received from this project will go towards 
funding the implementation of these student projects.

MELISSA MOYERS Melissa Moyers teaches 1st grade at Lacey Spring Elementary 
School in Rockingham County and is going into her seventeenth year. Her personal 
goal is to ensure that her students DREAM BIG and know that they MATTER. 
Response: As educators, we want to see our students develop emotionally, 
socially, morally, physically, and intellectually. In my research, I have found that 

to truly succeed people need to be healthy in mind and body; therefore, we must support and 
nurture our students in learning how to be physically literate. Research has shown that children 
who are more active show greater attention spans, have faster cognitive processing speeds and 
perform better academically. My proposal for the VASCD Teacher Innovation Grant was to 
create a sensory path within our school. This path will serve as a preventative measure, geared 
towards improvements in focus and a reduction in overall disruptive behavior. You can follow 
the progress of our sensory pathway at moyersteach.weebly.com



Theodore Benson 
Teddy is a reading specialist in Spokane, Washington. Though 
he spends his time working with struggling readers, he holds a 
Master’s degree in Gifted and Talented education from Whitworth 
University. He has a specific passion for supporting highly 
capable students gain equitable access to services. Teddy also 
spends time working as an adjunct faculty member at Whitworth 
University, working with undergraduate education students. 
Teddy is a member of the WashingtonASCD affiliate.

Wyatt has a common story. Due to changes in his family over the past several 

years, he has experienced a move from one home and school district to 

another. In his most recent school district, a major focus has been placed on 

supplemental education services, especially for remediation. Upon entrance into 

Wyatt’s new district and school (where I happen to act as a state funded reading 

interventionist), benchmark assessments were given to establish his level of 

proficiency for basic skills in both reading and mathematics. Although his math 

Wyatt was a student becoming more frustrated with school as the result of a 
discrepancy between his cognition and his skills. Though he is identified as highly 
capable, he also struggled in the areas of reading and writing, to the point that 
a special education evaluation, and ultimately IEP were undertaken to support 
his needs. With the goal of providing Wyatt services for all of his needs, the 
multidisciplinary team went through great lengths to identify the underlying issues 
impacting his learning. This article goes through the various steps that were taken, 
battles that were fought, and outcomes that were achieved for Wyatt as a way of 
demonstrating the power of dedication and advocacy on the life of one child.

Multiple Exceptionalities in a Culture  
of Single Exceptionalities
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MULTIPLE EXCEPTIONALITIES

assessment demonstrated that Wyatt was an advanced mathematician, he was 

among the lowest scoring students in his grade level for reading performance. As a 

result of these findings, Wyatt received reading intervention services for his entire 

fourth grade and the majority of his fifth grade life in his new school district. 

One of the responsibilities I hold as a reading interventionist is to communicate a 

child’s enrollment in my program to his or her parents/guardians. This generally 

happens during parent/teacher conferences in October or February. At the 

October conference with Wyatt’s father during his fifth grade year, my teaching 

partner and I communicated our growing concerns about Wyatt’s lack of reading 

growth over the previous 12 months. Not only was his performance stagnant, 

but his attitude was showing increased levels of frustration, resulting in a 

decrease in motivation and willingness to engage in learning activities. On top 

of stagnant reading growth, Wyatt’s classroom teacher had growing concerns 

about Wyatt’s writing performance.

No parent likes to hear that his or her child is struggling, but for Wyatt’s father, 

it affirmed what he had been seeing at home with Wyatt’s performance and 

behaviors. However, this realization didn’t come without a building sense of 

confusion. Wyatt is an incredibly gifted thinker, able to grapple with complex 

concepts, particularly in mathematics, yet his reading and writing achievement 

were well below grade level. The disconnect between his thinking and his 

reading and writing performance left Wyatt’s father confused and unsure of 

how to best support his son. Adding to his confusion, Wyatt’s father shared that 

in Wyatt’s previous school he had qualified for highly capable services. In fact, 

Wyatt did not just qualify for a minimal time pull-out program, he qualified 

for a full-time magnet school for gifted children. In order to qualify for this 

school, students must score in the 97th percentile of the Cognitive Abilities Test 

(CogAT) for both the quantitative (math) and verbal (reading) subtests. Adding 
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another layer to this dissonance, there was a miscommunication when the move 

occurred, leaving Wyatt’s new school without the paperwork showing his highly 

capable qualification.

The more opportunity I had to work with Wyatt, the more his multiple 

exceptionalities stood out. Faced with the reality of this bright young man who 

continuously struggled, it was time to advocate for more intense services. After 

discussing the idea of pursuing special education services with Wyatt’s father, a 

referral was completed. 

To many people, even in the special education world, twice exceptional students 

are an enigma. For some, it seems counterintuitive that a child could be highly 

capable, yet still need special services because of a learning disability or 

behavioral challenge. This was true for the Educational Specialist and Educational 

Psychologist assigned to work on Wyatt’s referral. Because of their lack of 

experience with twice-exceptional learners, these professionals made comments 

like, “Can we have a highly capable student that is also in Special Education?” 

Thankfully, these educators simply needed to be given some background and 

the opportunity to expand their own understanding of what giftedness means in 

reference to ability and performance. 

Ultimately, Wyatt qualified for special education services as the discrepancy 

between his ability and his performance spanned as great as 50 points in some 

instances. Being assessed by the fifth edition of the Weschler Intelligence 

Scale for Children (WISC-5), Wyatt presented a visual spatial score above the 

95th percentile and a processing speed above the 80th percentile, yet his fluid 

reasoning and working memory scores were below the 50th percentile. As a 

result, his full-scale IQ measured at a 102, almost in the center of the bell curve 

equating with an ‘average’ intelligence quotient on this assessment. However, 

MULTIPLE EXCEPTIONALITIES
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this score is not consistent with his scores on the CogAT, a second IQ scale. On 

the CogAT, Wyatt scored at the 95th percentile in Quantitative and the 96th 

percentile in Nonverbal. When comparing his cognitive assessment scores 

with his performance assessment scores, a massive discrepancy is visible. 

Being assessed by the Woodcock-Johnson in basic reading skills, reading 

comprehension, and written expression, Wyatt scored below the 25th percentile 

in everything, and, specifically, below the 10th percentile in written expression 

and reading comprehension. All of these scores are below the average expected 

performance, with his written expression score over a standard deviation below 

average for Wyatt’s age and grade level. The difference between his cognition 

and performance was deemed clinically significant. It was clear Wyatt needed 

more than could be offered in a highly capable pullout program, a general 

education classroom, and a reading specific intervention program.

This story is not one designed to instill fear or frustration with public education 

throughout America. A vast number of students with multiple exceptionalities 

wake up, go to school, and endure challenges that break down their confidence 

and leave them feeling as though they aren’t capable of success because of the 

unique ways in which their minds work. This story is designed as a means of 

communicating one child’s pathway to receiving services necessary for a more 

MULTIPLE EXCEPTIONALITIES

A vast number of students with multiple exceptionalities 

wake up, go to school, and endure challenges that break 

down their confidence and leave them feeling as 

though they aren’t capable of success because of the 

unique ways in which their minds work.
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successful academic and personal career. Twice exceptional students need 

advocates and families that are informed and willing to tackle the obstacles 

preventing their children—and others facing similar circumstances—from 

reaching their full potential. 

As people across the country work with and for students with multiple 

exceptionalities, it becomes exceedingly important for everyone to advocate. 

Supporting the identification and education of twice exceptional students is 

as much a social justice issue as the education of refugee students or students 

that have experienced trauma. Wyatt’s story is a reminder that with the help of 

dedicated family members and educators, students with gifts and challenges are 

able to receive services that help develop more capable learners.

This story was first published on 2eNews.com on November 1, 2018. It was modified 

and reprinted with permission.

MULTIPLE EXCEPTIONALITIES

Graph from https://
sethperler.com/
child-2e-twice-ex-
ceptional-ultimate-
guide

vascd.org                     VASCD Journal                          Vol. 16   201950



Using Deeper Learning to Promote Social and 
Emotional Development

Megan Crew 
Megan Crew is a third grader teacher and instructional coach in 
Salem, Virginia. She is currently completing a MA in Instructional 
Leadership at Radford University. Throughout her teaching 
career, the social emotional growth of her students has been 
her most prioritized platform where she believes the individuals 
must be nurtured in order to see academic growth and flourish. 
She believes this emphasis in learning marries nicely with her 
educational favorites: performance-based work and standards-
based grading. Megan’s other education includes a MAT from 

Hollins University in Elementary Education, a BA from Asbury University in Christian 
Education, and she is a NBCT in Early Childhood Literacy. Megan is also endorsed in gifted 
education. Megan’s other loves are speaking and writing in a collective spirit of lifelong 
learning. Connect through Twitter @Crewmeg22 or mhcrew@salem.k12.va.us.

If we learn about our students on a personal level and focus on empowering 
them, we create conditions where they will eventually not need teachers to be 
successful, which is an essential goal of education (Couros, 2015). I embarked 
on another school year with the aim of cultivating a classroom climate rooted 
in social emotional learning, yet this year I did so shouldering another big idea: 
“deeper learning.” But what does this popular educational catchphrase actually 
mean? With the implementation of projects on deeper learning, I was able to 
identify the positives surrounding this approach, and debunked the idea that 
“deeper learning” is synonymous with doing more detailed work. Ultimately, 
I discovered that deeper learning is both driven by, and results in, gains in 
students’ social and emotional learning.

It was pre-service week. You know, that last week of summer that seems to 

induce a mixed bag of emotions for a teacher—uncertainty around how 

prepared I was for the upcoming year combined with pure excitement over the 
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DEEPER LEARNING

potential of impacting a whole new group of students by grounding them in my 

trademark social emotional learning-centered classroom. This is exactly where I 

found myself: the inevitable emotional intersection. I remember coming home 

from that first teacher work day and found myself on a ladder, paintbrush in 

hand, wrapping up one last summer house project: painting the dining room. I 

had George Couros’ The Innovator’s Mindset book playing through Audible so 

that I could get pumped about my school year and feel like the ultimate multi-

tasking ninja while I put the finishing touches on the paint job. Lost in the words 

of his book and the pseudo-beige dining room color, I heard George, the narrator 

of his own book, discussing ideals of innovation, deeper learning, and a way-

cool idea for a project that he coined “Identity Day.” I was so taken with all of the 

enthusiasm I was hearing pour out of my headphones. And with that, the next 

“new idea” was set into motion. 

Now if the old MTV show Punk’d (an elaborate prank-oriented reality show from 

the early 2000s) was to show up and secretly film me in my classroom on any 

given day, I’d like to believe a change agent, albeit harried, in public education 

is what you’d find—I always embraced the new initiatives, instruction and 

assessment that were best practice and made the most sense for students. 

Performance-based learning? My favorite! Standards-based grading? Yes, please! 

So, what about deeper learning? Let’s take a closer look to see how this idea 

I borrowed from George Couros could be connected and interwoven for the 

tireless teachers implementing a variety of new school initiatives. 

The premise of this Identity Day, I learned, was to give students the opportunity 

to report about what made them, well, their unique selves! Though Couros’ 

example was for secondary students, I felt like his approach could easily 

be applied to my third grade classroom. Even more, I could add a writing 

component to accompany their presentation. After all, modern educators often 
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tout cross-curricular models as a best educational practice, and I’d long since 

been an advocate for this approach to curriculum, instruction, and assessment. 

The idea of my students consistently engaging, through writing and discussing, 

with a variety of social and emotional vocabulary throughout the day—not just 

during an isolated block of time—sounded like something right up my alley. The 

wheels were turning, warp speed. I decided this would be one of my first projects 

in my social emotional-centered classroom. Within 24 hours I had a project 

outline for students (that aligned with rubric criteria), student contract, timeline, 

letter to parents, and rubric in hand (see below for examples of some of these 

documents). I was so ready! 
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After a few weeks of routines and procedure practice, I introduced the Identity 

Day project to my students by modeling my own identity presentation along 

with my prop that represented something important about me (my running 

shoes and where they ‘take’ me). I showed students the rubric (see the following 

pages) via the Smartboard ahead of time and prepared students for the task. 

That afternoon the emails from parents started trickling in. That moment as a 

teacher where your breath catches and you wonder what you missed? Yeah. I 

was there. Only to my delight the bodies of the emails contained complimentary 

messages from families about my invested interest in my students as people, 

or the happiness it brought them that their student would be intentionally 

reflecting on an interest and sharing it with others. I knew then that if multiple 

families saw this as a valuable experience, there was most certainly something 

important to this work and I planned to maximize it for them! I gave student 

increments of time in class to use resources to write and research anything 

additional for their work. I’ll admit I was geeking out over the social emotional 

discoveries taking place in my room. Ashby, my full-of-life student, forever 

the outgoing and opinionated nine-year-old, loved baseball and baseball 

collectibles. Having special needs, he told me it was difficult for him to hone his 

batting skills and didn’t really know if he’d ever get the hang of it, but the day 

...the bodies of the emails contained complimentary 

messages from families about my invested interest in my 

students as people, or the happiness it brought them 

that their student would be intentionally reflecting 

on an interest and sharing it with others.

2019    Vol. 16                         VASCD Journal                      vascd.org                            55



DEEPER LEARNING

Identity Day Rubric

Student Name:

Course: Grade 3 Language Arts/Social Emotional 

Criteria Advanced Proficient Basic Below Basic

LA	3.11c	The	
student	will	write	a	
short	report;	
Collect	and	
organize	
informa=on	about	
the	topic	into	a	
short	report.	

The	student	took	
strides	to	collect	
addi1onal	
informa1on	
(beyond	what	was	
required	for	
proficient)	
per1nent	to	his/her	
iden1ty	report.	The	
report	was	
organized	
thoroughly	around	
his/her	iden1ty.

The	student	
collected	enough	
informa1on/ideas	
so	that	the	report	
could	be	organized	
around	his/her	
iden1ty.	

The	student	
collected	some	
informa1on	or	
ideas	and	
somewhat	
organized	the	
report	around	his/
her	iden1ty.

The	student	
collected	li@le	to	no	
informa1on	about	
his/her	iden1ty,	
making	the	report’s	
organiza1on	
incomplete	and	
difficult	to	follow.	

LA	3.9d	The	
student	will	write	
for	a	variety	of	
purposes;	Write	a	
paragraph	on	the	
same	topic.	

The	student	wrote	
his/her	Iden1ty	Day	
paragraph	on	his/
her	chosen	iden1ty.	
He/she	never	
deviated	from	the	
topic.	The	report	
was	succinct	and	
informa1ve	for	the	
intended	audience.	

The	student	wrote	
his/her	Iden1ty	Day	
paragraph	on	his/
her	chosen	iden1ty.	
He/she	never	
deviated	from	the	
topic.	The	report,	
although	
informa1ve,	could	
have	been	more	
succinct.		

The	student	wrote	
his/her	Iden1ty	Day	
paragraph	on	his/
her	chosen	iden1ty,	
but	the	report	
included	off	topic	
references	which	
impacted	either	the	
succinctness	or	
informa1ve	nature	
of	the	paragraph.	

The	student	either	
didn’t	write	his/her	
Iden1ty	Day	
paragraph,	or	the	
report	was	not	
informa1ve.

Social	Emo=onal:
Demonstrates	
ac=ve	listening

The	student	ac1vely	
listened	when	his/
her	classmates	
were	presen1ng	
and	when	receiving	
feedback.	He/she	
implemented	peer	
feedback	where	
necessary	to	
improve	his/her	
work.

The	student	ac1vely	
listened	when	his/
her	classmates	
were	presen1ng	
and	when	receiving	
feedback.	However,	
the	student	only	
implemented	some	
of	the	necessary	
peer	feedback	that	
was	provided.

The	student	
listened	when	some	
of	his/her	
classmates	
presented		and/or	
the	student	showed	
par1al	listening	
skills	when	
receiving	feedback.	
Peer	feedback	was	
not	implemented	
where	necessary.

The	student	was	
not	an	ac1ve	
listener	when	his/
her	classmates	
were	presen1ng	
and/or	the	student	
showed	no	listening	
skills	when	
receiving	feedback.	
Peer	feedback	was	
not	implemented	
where	necessary.	

Social	Emo=onal:
Recognizes	ways	to	
support	classmates	
&	includes	others	
in	ac=vi=es	

The	student	took	
special	care	to	show	
kindness	during	ALL	
Iden1ty	Day	
ac1vi1es	by:	
engaging	in	
meaningful	
conversa1on,	
making	others	privy	
to	his/her	research,	
and/or	expressing	
interest	in	his/her	
iden1ty	topic.

The	student	
showed	kindness	
during	most	
Iden1ty	Day	
ac1vi1es	by:	
engaging	in	
meaningful	
conversa1on,	
making	others	privy	
to	his/her	research,	
and/or	expressing	
interest	in	his/her	
iden1ty	topic.

The	student	rarely	
showed	kindness	
during	Iden1ty	Day	
ac1vi1es	by:	
engaging	in	
meaningful	
conversa1on,	
making	others	privy	
to	his/her	research,	
and/or	expressing	
interest	in	his/her	
iden1ty	topic.

The	student	failed	
to	show	kindness	
during	any	Iden1ty	
Day	ac1vi1es.		
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Identity Day Rubric

Student Name:

Course: Grade 3 Language Arts/Social Emotional 

Criteria Advanced Proficient Basic Below Basic

LA	3.11c	The	
student	will	write	a	
short	report;	
Collect	and	
organize	
informa=on	about	
the	topic	into	a	
short	report.	

The	student	took	
strides	to	collect	
addi1onal	
informa1on	
(beyond	what	was	
required	for	
proficient)	
per1nent	to	his/her	
iden1ty	report.	The	
report	was	
organized	
thoroughly	around	
his/her	iden1ty.

The	student	
collected	enough	
informa1on/ideas	
so	that	the	report	
could	be	organized	
around	his/her	
iden1ty.	

The	student	
collected	some	
informa1on	or	
ideas	and	
somewhat	
organized	the	
report	around	his/
her	iden1ty.

The	student	
collected	li@le	to	no	
informa1on	about	
his/her	iden1ty,	
making	the	report’s	
organiza1on	
incomplete	and	
difficult	to	follow.	

LA	3.9d	The	
student	will	write	
for	a	variety	of	
purposes;	Write	a	
paragraph	on	the	
same	topic.	

The	student	wrote	
his/her	Iden1ty	Day	
paragraph	on	his/
her	chosen	iden1ty.	
He/she	never	
deviated	from	the	
topic.	The	report	
was	succinct	and	
informa1ve	for	the	
intended	audience.	

The	student	wrote	
his/her	Iden1ty	Day	
paragraph	on	his/
her	chosen	iden1ty.	
He/she	never	
deviated	from	the	
topic.	The	report,	
although	
informa1ve,	could	
have	been	more	
succinct.		

The	student	wrote	
his/her	Iden1ty	Day	
paragraph	on	his/
her	chosen	iden1ty,	
but	the	report	
included	off	topic	
references	which	
impacted	either	the	
succinctness	or	
informa1ve	nature	
of	the	paragraph.	

The	student	either	
didn’t	write	his/her	
Iden1ty	Day	
paragraph,	or	the	
report	was	not	
informa1ve.

Social	Emo=onal:
Demonstrates	
ac=ve	listening

The	student	ac1vely	
listened	when	his/
her	classmates	
were	presen1ng	
and	when	receiving	
feedback.	He/she	
implemented	peer	
feedback	where	
necessary	to	
improve	his/her	
work.

The	student	ac1vely	
listened	when	his/
her	classmates	
were	presen1ng	
and	when	receiving	
feedback.	However,	
the	student	only	
implemented	some	
of	the	necessary	
peer	feedback	that	
was	provided.

The	student	
listened	when	some	
of	his/her	
classmates	
presented		and/or	
the	student	showed	
par1al	listening	
skills	when	
receiving	feedback.	
Peer	feedback	was	
not	implemented	
where	necessary.

The	student	was	
not	an	ac1ve	
listener	when	his/
her	classmates	
were	presen1ng	
and/or	the	student	
showed	no	listening	
skills	when	
receiving	feedback.	
Peer	feedback	was	
not	implemented	
where	necessary.	

Social	Emo=onal:
Recognizes	ways	to	
support	classmates	
&	includes	others	
in	ac=vi=es	

The	student	took	
special	care	to	show	
kindness	during	ALL	
Iden1ty	Day	
ac1vi1es	by:	
engaging	in	
meaningful	
conversa1on,	
making	others	privy	
to	his/her	research,	
and/or	expressing	
interest	in	his/her	
iden1ty	topic.

The	student	
showed	kindness	
during	most	
Iden1ty	Day	
ac1vi1es	by:	
engaging	in	
meaningful	
conversa1on,	
making	others	privy	
to	his/her	research,	
and/or	expressing	
interest	in	his/her	
iden1ty	topic.

The	student	rarely	
showed	kindness	
during	Iden1ty	Day	
ac1vi1es	by:	
engaging	in	
meaningful	
conversa1on,	
making	others	privy	
to	his/her	research,	
and/or	expressing	
interest	in	his/her	
iden1ty	topic.

The	student	failed	
to	show	kindness	
during	any	Iden1ty	
Day	ac1vi1es.		

Criteria Advanced Proficient Basic Below Basic

LA	3.11c	The	
student	will	write	a	
short	report;	
Collect	and	
organize	
informa=on	about	
the	topic	into	a	
short	report.	

The	student	took	
strides	to	collect	
addi1onal	
informa1on	
(beyond	what	was	
required	for	
proficient)	
per1nent	to	his/her	
iden1ty	report.	The	
report	was	
organized	
thoroughly	around	
his/her	iden1ty.

The	student	
collected	enough	
informa1on/ideas	
so	that	the	report	
could	be	organized	
around	his/her	
iden1ty.	

The	student	
collected	some	
informa1on	or	
ideas	and	
somewhat	
organized	the	
report	around	his/
her	iden1ty.

The	student	
collected	li@le	to	no	
informa1on	about	
his/her	iden1ty,	
making	the	report’s	
organiza1on	
incomplete	and	
difficult	to	follow.	

LA	3.9d	The	
student	will	write	
for	a	variety	of	
purposes;	Write	a	
paragraph	on	the	
same	topic.	

The	student	wrote	
his/her	Iden1ty	Day	
paragraph	on	his/
her	chosen	iden1ty.	
He/she	never	
deviated	from	the	
topic.	The	report	
was	succinct	and	
informa1ve	for	the	
intended	audience.	

The	student	wrote	
his/her	Iden1ty	Day	
paragraph	on	his/
her	chosen	iden1ty.	
He/she	never	
deviated	from	the	
topic.	The	report,	
although	
informa1ve,	could	
have	been	more	
succinct.		

The	student	wrote	
his/her	Iden1ty	Day	
paragraph	on	his/
her	chosen	iden1ty,	
but	the	report	
included	off	topic	
references	which	
impacted	either	the	
succinctness	or	
informa1ve	nature	
of	the	paragraph.	

The	student	either	
didn’t	write	his/her	
Iden1ty	Day	
paragraph,	or	the	
report	was	not	
informa1ve.

Social	Emo=onal:
Demonstrates	
ac=ve	listening

The	student	ac1vely	
listened	when	his/
her	classmates	
were	presen1ng	
and	when	receiving	
feedback.	He/she	
implemented	peer	
feedback	where	
necessary	to	
improve	his/her	
work.

The	student	ac1vely	
listened	when	his/
her	classmates	
were	presen1ng	
and	when	receiving	
feedback.	However,	
the	student	only	
implemented	some	
of	the	necessary	
peer	feedback	that	
was	provided.

The	student	
listened	when	some	
of	his/her	
classmates	
presented		and/or	
the	student	showed	
par1al	listening	
skills	when	
receiving	feedback.	
Peer	feedback	was	
not	implemented	
where	necessary.

The	student	was	
not	an	ac1ve	
listener	when	his/
her	classmates	
were	presen1ng	
and/or	the	student	
showed	no	listening	
skills	when	
receiving	feedback.	
Peer	feedback	was	
not	implemented	
where	necessary.	

Social	Emo=onal:
Recognizes	ways	to	
support	classmates	
&	includes	others	
in	ac=vi=es	

The	student	took	
special	care	to	show	
kindness	during	ALL	
Iden1ty	Day	
ac1vi1es	by:	
engaging	in	
meaningful	
conversa1on,	
making	others	privy	
to	his/her	research,	
and/or	expressing	
interest	in	his/her	
iden1ty	topic.

The	student	
showed	kindness	
during	most	
Iden1ty	Day	
ac1vi1es	by:	
engaging	in	
meaningful	
conversa1on,	
making	others	privy	
to	his/her	research,	
and/or	expressing	
interest	in	his/her	
iden1ty	topic.

The	student	rarely	
showed	kindness	
during	Iden1ty	Day	
ac1vi1es	by:	
engaging	in	
meaningful	
conversa1on,	
making	others	privy	
to	his/her	research,	
and/or	expressing	
interest	in	his/her	
iden1ty	topic.

The	student	failed	
to	show	kindness	
during	any	Iden1ty	
Day	ac1vi1es.		

Social	Emo=onal	Grade:

Language	Arts	Grade:

Identity Day Rubric

Student Name:

Course: Grade 3 Language Arts/Social Emotional 

Criteria Advanced Proficient Basic Below Basic

LA	3.11c	The	
student	will	write	a	
short	report;	
Collect	and	
organize	
informa=on	about	
the	topic	into	a	
short	report.	

The	student	took	
strides	to	collect	
addi1onal	
informa1on	
(beyond	what	was	
required	for	
proficient)	
per1nent	to	his/her	
iden1ty	report.	The	
report	was	
organized	
thoroughly	around	
his/her	iden1ty.

The	student	
collected	enough	
informa1on/ideas	
so	that	the	report	
could	be	organized	
around	his/her	
iden1ty.	

The	student	
collected	some	
informa1on	or	
ideas	and	
somewhat	
organized	the	
report	around	his/
her	iden1ty.

The	student	
collected	li@le	to	no	
informa1on	about	
his/her	iden1ty,	
making	the	report’s	
organiza1on	
incomplete	and	
difficult	to	follow.	

LA	3.9d	The	
student	will	write	
for	a	variety	of	
purposes;	Write	a	
paragraph	on	the	
same	topic.	

The	student	wrote	
his/her	Iden1ty	Day	
paragraph	on	his/
her	chosen	iden1ty.	
He/she	never	
deviated	from	the	
topic.	The	report	
was	succinct	and	
informa1ve	for	the	
intended	audience.	

The	student	wrote	
his/her	Iden1ty	Day	
paragraph	on	his/
her	chosen	iden1ty.	
He/she	never	
deviated	from	the	
topic.	The	report,	
although	
informa1ve,	could	
have	been	more	
succinct.		

The	student	wrote	
his/her	Iden1ty	Day	
paragraph	on	his/
her	chosen	iden1ty,	
but	the	report	
included	off	topic	
references	which	
impacted	either	the	
succinctness	or	
informa1ve	nature	
of	the	paragraph.	

The	student	either	
didn’t	write	his/her	
Iden1ty	Day	
paragraph,	or	the	
report	was	not	
informa1ve.

Social	Emo=onal:
Demonstrates	
ac=ve	listening

The	student	ac1vely	
listened	when	his/
her	classmates	
were	presen1ng	
and	when	receiving	
feedback.	He/she	
implemented	peer	
feedback	where	
necessary	to	
improve	his/her	
work.

The	student	ac1vely	
listened	when	his/
her	classmates	
were	presen1ng	
and	when	receiving	
feedback.	However,	
the	student	only	
implemented	some	
of	the	necessary	
peer	feedback	that	
was	provided.

The	student	
listened	when	some	
of	his/her	
classmates	
presented		and/or	
the	student	showed	
par1al	listening	
skills	when	
receiving	feedback.	
Peer	feedback	was	
not	implemented	
where	necessary.

The	student	was	
not	an	ac1ve	
listener	when	his/
her	classmates	
were	presen1ng	
and/or	the	student	
showed	no	listening	
skills	when	
receiving	feedback.	
Peer	feedback	was	
not	implemented	
where	necessary.	

Social	Emo=onal:
Recognizes	ways	to	
support	classmates	
&	includes	others	
in	ac=vi=es	

The	student	took	
special	care	to	show	
kindness	during	ALL	
Iden1ty	Day	
ac1vi1es	by:	
engaging	in	
meaningful	
conversa1on,	
making	others	privy	
to	his/her	research,	
and/or	expressing	
interest	in	his/her	
iden1ty	topic.

The	student	
showed	kindness	
during	most	
Iden1ty	Day	
ac1vi1es	by:	
engaging	in	
meaningful	
conversa1on,	
making	others	privy	
to	his/her	research,	
and/or	expressing	
interest	in	his/her	
iden1ty	topic.

The	student	rarely	
showed	kindness	
during	Iden1ty	Day	
ac1vi1es	by:	
engaging	in	
meaningful	
conversa1on,	
making	others	privy	
to	his/her	research,	
and/or	expressing	
interest	in	his/her	
iden1ty	topic.

The	student	failed	
to	show	kindness	
during	any	Iden1ty	
Day	ac1vi1es.		
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he realized Garrison, the star athlete with the hair that he ever-so-nonchalantly 

flipped over his left eye, had a mutual love for baseball, he was his fast friend. 

Ashby asked question after question, giving Garrison little time to respond 

and even less time to work on his own project. I felt sure this would be an 

aggravation for Garrison, but to my surprise he chose to take Ashby under 

his wing and give full stats on the baseball cards he had in his book bag that 

he planned to use as a prop for his project. Presto! An active listener and 

student-as-teacher relationship, perhaps even an unlikely friendship, was born. 

A respectful exchange was naturally taking place and it was so much more 

powerful than if I had insisted that someone go be of assistance to a peer, or if I 

had structured the project to be entirely independent. 

Across the room, Michael, the painfully shy introvert who struggled to muster a 

“hello” in the mornings was giving me a string of shrugs, as I tried to coax an idea 

for his project out of him. He had nothing...or nothing he wanted to discuss… 

Classmate Mary leaned over and interjected, “What about your family?” This 

began a conversation about how his family “wasn’t much,” and by that he meant 

he was an only child and a product of divorce. Mary started adding her “me toos” 

to his story and before you knew it, Michael was asking if he could talk about 

how some of these parts of his childhood had shaped his ‘Identity.’ I couldn’t 

have asked for more meaningful connections across the room if I had dreamed 

A respectful exchange was naturally taking place and it 

was so much more powerful than if I had insisted that 

someone go be of assistance to a peer, or if I had 

structured the project to be entirely independent.
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DEEPER LEARNING

these scenarios into existence. Real learning was happening, about one another, 

about life, and about how to be genuine learners.

Identity Day went off without a hitch and was filled with creative thinking as 

they planned their presentations; collaboration through seeking ideas with 

peers and adult stakeholders; critical thinking as each student deciphered what 

would be best for them to work on, using time and space wisely; communication 

as they spoke with me and communicated their work to their peers; and the 

respectful citizenship role they took on as they shared with their peers and 

the administrative stakeholders we invited to attend. The “5 C’s imbedded in 

Deeper Learning”? Check! The feedback I received from the students in their 

post-project survey was too positive to ignore: they appreciated the self-

discoveries they made and the peer interaction they navigated as they worked 

on their projects individually, as well as through seeking peer and adult advice.

There was no going back for me. I took on the “teacher as coach” role, guiding 

students through their thinking 

processes and providing insight 

and redirection when needed. 

The social emotional gains were 

informing students’ deeper 

learning and, likewise, the deeper 

learning was creating socially 

emotionally stable and strong 

students and learners. The rest 

of my school year contained 

performance-based work where 

students were at the helm of 

their learning. For me, this shift in 
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DEVELOPMENT OF STUDENT IDENTITY: This article shares ideas for using an 
“Identity Day” assignment to help students develop writing skills AND to aid in their 
social emotional development. Particularly during adolescence, the development of 
student identity can be complex, with numerous factors impacting how students come 
to view themselves. A 2019 literature review concluded that schools and teachers can 
intentionally support students’ identity development through exploratory experiences 
directed towards new identity positions and/or by further specifying and reflecting upon 
existing identity understandings (Verhoeven, Poorthuis, & Volman, 2019). Further, these 
experiences should take place in a supportive, positive classroom environment where 
students are comfortable taking risks. This article provides one method for helping 
students reflect upon their existing identity, while also connecting with other students in 
the class—assisting in the development of new or related identity positions. 

Verhoeven, M., Poorthuis, A.M.G., & Volman, M. (2019). The role of school in 
adolescents’ identity development: A Literature review. Educational Psychology 
Review, 31(1), 35-63.

VASCD
What we’re learning...

RESEARCH NUGGETS

teaching helped develop a classroom full of respectful, collaborative students 

whose deeper learning skills had become more fine tuned and keenly aware 

with each new assignment. High five, Mr. Couros, I feel like we did it.

References

Couros, G (2015). The innovator’s mindset: Empower learning, unleash talent, and 

lead a culture of creativity. San Diego, CA: Dave Burgess Consulting
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Call for Journal Articles!
                                    The next issue of the VASCD Journal, our online
                                                 publication, will be published in the fall of 2020. 

Do you have anything interesting or exciting about your work as a teacher or leader 
that you’d like to share with other educators around the state? If so, then please 
consider writing for the VASCD Journal! 

Some suggested topics include, but are not limited to, curriculum and instruction, 
assessment, professional development, technology use in the classroom, and other 
policies that grow our students. Some questions to get your thinking started: 

• What are some examples of successful professional development 
implementations meaningful collaborations, or other positive 
transformations?

• How have you implemented elements of recent policy changes into your 
schools and districts?

• What school and classroom practices help students transfer their 
learning to new or unique situations?

• Have you conducted any action research that has positively impacted 
student learning?

• How has technology truly transformed student learning in your 
classroom or school? 

Because this journal is published in an online format - 
authors please consider adding embedded videos, hyperlinks, podcasts, audio 
or animations to enhance your article. 

 

Manuscripts should follow format and reference guidelines outlined in the Publication Manual of 
the American Psychology Association (APA). Include your professional title(s), workplace(s), email 
address(es), and a one to three sentence summary. If accepted, we will request author photos and 
brief biographies to be submitted. All manuscripts, book reviews, or other items should be emailed to:

VASCD Journal
Eric Carbaugh, Editor  carbauem@jmu.edu

The deadline for submission of materials for the next issue is

 August 1, 2020
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Kristina J. Doubet, Ph.D. 
Kristina J. Doubet, Ph.D. is an award-winning professor in the 
College of Education at James Madison University where she 
works with preservice teachers to prepare them for careers in the 
classroom while partnering with experienced teachers to help 
them improve their practice. Her ten years of experience in her 
own classroom and seventeen years as a consultant and coach 
help her weave practicality into everything she does. She regularly 
partners with schools, districts, and organizations to implement 
initiatives in differentiated instruction, curriculum design (UBD), 

digital learning, and performance-based assessment. Along with numerous articles, she 
has published two books through ASCD (Differentiation in Middle and High School and 
Differentiation in the Elementary Grades) and one through Corwin (The Differentiated 
Flipped Classroom). Her current projects include the book, Authentic Performance Tasks 
and Projects: Overcoming Challenges to Success (with Jay McTighe and Eric Carbaugh), as 
well as an ongoing research project focused on innovative programs for English Learners.

“The teachers who made a difference recognized that I wasn’t just a kid who 
couldn’t speak English; they saw that I was someone who could think…. They 
had high expectations and asked me to do worthwhile things” (Monroy, 2012).  
Claudette Monroy’s description of her experience as a middle and high school 
English Language Learner in several Virginia school systems speaks to the 
necessity of both a supportive learning environment and teachers who hold 
a growth mindset for their students.  Often, studies of what works for English 
language learners focus on instructional strategies and associated linguistic 
approaches that almost exclusively target student deficits. But a study of 
innovative middle and high school programs for students learning English 
revealed that, as Claudette asserts, targeting student strengths— in terms of 
academic interests, linguistic background, and social-emotional learning—
is vital for student success. The study also revealed the crucial role school 
leadership plays in cultivating a strengths-based learning environment. This 
article focuses on that vital administrative role.

The Administrator’s Role in Innovating Strengths-Based 
Programs for Secondary English Language Learners
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STRENGTH-BASED PROGRAMS FOR ELL

Review of the Literature 

There is a growing recognition of the importance of viewing English Language 

Learners (ELLs) as three-dimensional, thinking, academic learners rather than 

simply as students who are learning English. Such a “strengths-based” or 

“asset-based” approach builds on what students bring to the classroom rather 

than focusing on what they are missing (the University of Memphis, 2018). It 

recognizes the need to address language needs in the context of high quality, 

content-based instruction and avoids the error of treating a diverse linguistic 

background as a problem or a barrier to learning rather than as a resource 

(Lopez & Louis, 2009; Puzio, Keyes, Cole, & Jiménez, 2013). There are serious 

consequences for students if they are seen primarily through the lens of English 

learners: “When ELL placement limits access to academic subject matter, there 

are long-term negative effects on students’ achievement and future educational 

opportunities” (Lee, 2012). Such restrictions can also hinder students’ ability to 

master increasingly rigorous academic standards (Jacobs, 2015, Lee, 2012, Puzio, 

et al, 2013), especially in secondary settings. 

How do schools meet adolescent students’ academic and social-emotional needs 

while simultaneously addressing their linguistic needs? Many advocate the use 

Such a “strengths-based” or “asset-based” approach... 

avoids the error of treating a diverse linguistic 

background as a problem or a barrier to learning rather 

than as a resource (Lopez & Louis, 2009; Puzio, Keyes, 

Cole, & Jiménez, 2013)
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STRENGTH-BASED PROGRAMS FOR ELL

of instructional strategies such as scaffolding and cooperative learning (e.g., 

Checkley, 2015; Hill & Fynn, 2014) along with “…strict language arrangements 

about when and who should speak what language to whom” (Garcia & Sylvan, 

2011, p.385). But consistent use of these practices, especially in the absence of 

a healthy classroom environment and a recognition of students’ strengths, can 

overemphasize status issues in the classroom (Monroy, 2012; Tomlinson, 2017), 

leading to student disengagement in class and even alienation from school (Lee, 

2012). Tomlinson’s (2017) model of differentiation offers a system that welcomes, 

supports, and even celebrates students with a variety of learning needs, including 

the needs of students learning English. Its guiding principles of 1) a supportive 

learning environment, 2) high-quality curriculum, 3) ongoing assessment and 

adjustment, 4) flexible grouping and instruction, and 5) collaborative leadership 

all work together to address social-emotional, academic, and linguistic needs. 

While promising, the complexity of this model requires strong leadership for 

implementation (Tomlinson & Murphy, 2015). Further, school leaders must set the 

tone for establishing supportive school-wide and classroom-based norms and 

practices (Kafele, 2017). By encouraging flexibility in curriculum, school structures, 

and school policies—and by situating these practices in terms of supporting 

student success (Toll, 2017)—administrators can help their schools become 

bastions of hope and possibility for adolescent learners. 

This research study sought to discover how successful schools carried out 

recommended practices for an asset-based education. Of particular interest were 

the following research questions: 1) How do inclusive, innovative programs for 

adolescent students learning English emphasize learners’ strengths over their 

language deficits? and 2) What innovative approaches are successful programs 

using to foster community among students from all cultures, languages, and 

backgrounds? For the portion of the study this article addresses, these questions 

were explored regarding the unique roles that administrators play.
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Methodology 

The paradigm around which this research study was organized, conducted, 

and reported is one of modernist post-positivism. The researcher operated as 

a “critical realist” reflecting the belief that there is an actual cause and effect 

relationship that governs the phenomenon being explored (i.e., classroom 

approaches that build community and efficacy in all learners). However, this 

reality, or relationship, is so complex that it cannot be captured by quantitative 

methods; therefore, complex data-collection and data-analyses processes 

must be employed. Such methods are characteristic of qualitative research. 

Epistemologically speaking, the qualitative research conducted in this study 

proceeds under the assumption that the central phenomena must be explored 

in the context of 1) what is already known from the literature, and, 2) what is 

known from the communities composed of the sites and participants themselves 

(Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2013). 

Participants 

Participating schools (n=5) in this portion of the qualitative study were selected 

using purposeful, intensity-based sampling; four were chosen because of their 

status as established schools in large major metropolitan areas (a middle school 

in the Midwest and three high schools in the mid-Atlantic) that exclusively serve 

immigrant, language-learning adolescent learners. The fifth school—a middle 

school—was chosen because it serves a growing refugee community in a 

small mid-Atlantic city. Each site serves students that speak multiple languages 

(some in excess of 40); further, each site is known—in the community and by 

educational leaders—for having adopted a “strengths” perspective regarding 

instruction and/or school structures. The full study focused on both teachers and 

administrators, but this discussion focuses primarily on the findings regarding 

administrators (four principals and one program director [Admin1-Admin5]; at 

one school, the internship coordinator was also interviewed [Admin5b]).
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Data Collection 
Data were collected during the course of school visits which occurred in the 

spring of 2018. Data collection was performed solely by the researcher via the 

following methods at each site: 1) collect and analyze documents describing the 

components of and timeline for the program’s adoption and implementation; 

2) observe teachers teaching in secondary immersive, heterogeneous linguistic 

settings; 3) collect and analyze documents and classroom materials from 

these observations; and 4) interview teachers and administrators about their 

perceptions of the program’s effectiveness in terms of classroom community and 

student achievement.

Administrators were asked the following questions during their interviews:

1. How do you build community among students from different cultures and 

who speak different languages? What schoolwide structures and programs 

do you employ? What are the results of your efforts?

2. What instructional approaches seem to work best for teachers who are 

successfully supporting the learning needs of language learners in your 

classroom (consider curricular concepts, instructional strategies, social-

emotional learning, etc.)?

3. Describe a time when you saw a teacher harness students’ personal and 

learning strengths in their instruction? What was the result of their efforts?

4. How do you foster an environment of acceptance and collaboration among 

students in your school? 

5. What else do you think I need to know to better understand how best 

to approach teaching English Language Learners in ways that promote 

inclusivity and community?
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These questions were drawn from the literature on 1) what constitutes 

defensible differentiation, and 2) recommended practices for schools serving 

students learning English. Interviews were recorded, transcribed, and analyzed 

for common themes.

Data Analysis  
Data analysis utilized Miles, et al (2013) post-positivist approach, which asserts 

that there are causal descriptions at the heart of social phenomena. Initial codes 

were derived from the literature; those codes centered around the principles 

of differentiated instruction (Tomlinson, 2017) and recommended practices for 

ELL instruction (e.g., Ferlazzo, & Sypnieski, 2012). Data reduction occurred by 

organizing/clustering data from all sources around participants’ reported beliefs 

and practices as well as observed instructional and school practices. Participants’ 

responses clustered around the following seven themes: 1) a philosophy that 

all teachers are literacy teachers; 2) encouragement of students to develop, use, 

and celebrate their first language and culture; 3) cultivation of curriculum to 

harness student interests and strengths; 4) strategic approaches to grade-level 

and instructional grouping; 5) emphasis on social-emotional learning; 6) the 

development of unique policies and systems designed to emphasize compassion 

rather than compliance; and 7) cultivation of partnerships with community 

organizations and services. Administrators discussed these themes in terms of 

both successes and areas for growth.

Results 
RESEARCH QUESTION 1: How do inclusive, innovative programs for 

adolescent ELLs emphasize learners’ strengths over their language deficits?  

Analysis of data revealed that administrators took three approaches to 

cultivating a strengths-based approach to the schooling of adolescents learning 

English: 1) cultivate a philosophy that all teachers are literacy teachers; 2) 
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encourage teachers to allow students to develop, use, and celebrate their first 

language and culture; and 3) support the development of curriculum that 

harnesses student interests and strengths. Table 1 includes representative quotes 

around each of these themes.

Table 1: Representative quotes around themes regarding approaches to 

cultivating strengths-based teaching

All teachers are literacy teachers. Administrators were unified in their belief 

in the importance of all teachers seeing themselves as language teachers, 

although they discussed varying levels of satisfaction with teachers enacting 

that belief. The administrators who were most pleased with their teachers’ 
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infusion of language support were those who hired teachers based on this factor 

and/or provided faculty with support to gain expertise (e.g., team structures, 

professional development). One of the middle school principals supported her 

teachers in this pursuit by arranging a 3-part WIDA (https://wida.wisc.edu/
about/mission-history) training for all faculty. During this training, teachers 

collaboratively 1) explored WIDA resources, 2) examined academic language 

by looking at a shared text, and 3) explored WIDA’s “Can-Do” descriptors as a 

planning tool. The principal also provided planning time for teachers to use 

those resources and descriptors to implement appropriate language supports. 

She was pleased with the results because teachers were able to “look at [student] 

work… It’s very authentic, because they’re using it” (Admin1). She went on 

to describe a math teacher whose practice was impacted by the training: 

“She provides access to the content based on where they’re at; [she provides] 

supports for language acquisition, and obviously for the content needs” 

(Admin1), noting that this teacher attended to “the whole child,” including—but 

not limited to—language learning needs.

Another administrator—a middle school ESL director—discussed the fallout for 

students whose teachers fail to see themselves as literacy teachers: “It’s different 

[in middle school]. Students are only with these teachers for 60 to 90 minutes. … 

We are working on making sure they understand how to become advocates for 

themselves but also that they know who in the building is working for them and 

that they can go to. That’s been harder. I think that’s the hardest part” (Admin2). 

According to Admin2, when teachers withhold language supports, students 

misinterpret this as a sign that they should be “fine” independently; if they are 

not fine, it causes them to shut down: “They didn’t understand that they were 

still English learners” (Admin2). According to all five administrators, teachers 

need to be reminded that they teacher the whole child: “I tell them every day, 

‘You are all language teachers’” (Admin4).
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Celebrate and use first language. One of the most contentious debates among 

those teaching ELLs in heterogeneous settings is whether or not students 

should be allowed to speak their first language in the classroom (Garcia & Sylvan, 

2011). According to the administrators in this study, the answer to that query is 

a resounding “yes”: “We tell students, ‘Your first language and culture is valued. 

Be proud!’ We are opposed to English only” (Admin5). The rationale for this 

decision, in part, stems from administrators’ whole-child philosophy. Students’ 

home language comprises part of who they are as people; to ignore their home 

language is to ignore an important part of their identity: “[We need to] continue 

to help students build their biculturalism and make them proud of all that they 

bring to the class” (Admin2). It also flows from the asset-based perspective that 

students already speak one language (or more) fluently, and that adding English 

is taking a step above and beyond their native English-speaking classmates: 

“You speak more than one language. Some of you speak three languages! I know 

you’re taking this test in English, but it’s because you are so good. You already 

speak another language and you’re adding onto it” (Admin2). Finally, according 

to this study’s administrators, celebrating students’ first language helps them 

avoid the trap of seeing their language as a barrier to learning, because it should 

actually serve as a reminder of what they have already accomplished. As one 

administrator tells his students, “Just because you are new to English, does not 

mean you are new to thinking” (Admin4).

Cultivate interest-based curriculum. Effective differentiation—for all students, 

including students learning English—must be built upon a foundation of good 

curriculum (Puzio, et al, 2013; Tomlinson, 2017). Yet, ELL instruction often addresses 

skills in the absence of meaning making (Puzio, et al, 2013). Administrators 

in this study recognized the imperative to offer engaging and cognitively 

demanding learning opportunities to students, weaving language supports 

into those learning opportunities. Three of the five administrators trained their 
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staff in Understanding by Design (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005), and regularly 

employed performance-based assessment. According to one principal, high-

quality curriculum was the school’s number-one antidote to absenteeism: 

“Classroom engagement and being happy to be there makes the most difference 

[because students are] hungry to have conversations and to solve problems 

and to engage in debate” (Admin4). At this school, teachers framed instruction 

around essential questions such as “How does inequality drive people to isolate 

themselves from others?” and “Were early humans human?” to encourage this 

kind of problem solving and debate. 

At another school, interdisciplinary performance-based assessments focused 

on student-driven inquiry around topics such as “Is Justice for All?,” an 

interdisciplinary social studies and English project exploring topics such as 

“…minors charged as adults, solitary confinement, and so on” (Admin5). Yet 

another administrator described a poetry assignment in which the poems were 

written in both “… English and [their first language]. They would go back and 

forth [between their first language and English]. It was beautiful. They were 

very powerful” (Admin2). Scattered throughout administrators’ descriptions 

of curriculum were connections to music and performance, which played an 

integral role in all five schools: “We take the arts seriously—they are considered 

core classes” (Admin4). 

RESEARCH QUESTION 2: What innovative approaches are successful 

programs using to foster community among students from all cultures, 

languages, and backgrounds?  

Analysis of data revealed that the unique structures administrators employed 

clustered around four themes: 1) strategic approaches to instructional grouping; 

2) emphasis on social-emotional learning; 3) the development of unique policies 

and systems designed to emphasize compassion rather than compliance; and 4) 
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cultivation of partnerships with community organizations and services. Table 2 

includes representative quotes around each of these themes.

Table 2: Representative quotes around themes regarding approaches to 

fostering community among students from all cultures, languages, and 

backgrounds
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Strategic approaches to grouping. Four of five administrators identified 

purposeful grouping—at the school and/or classroom level—as vital to 

their success. Two administrators (Admin4 and Admin5) described forming 

interdisciplinary teams at the ninth and tenth-grade levels. These teams shared 

the same cohorts of students, the same “floating” resource teacher (one team, four 

classes, five teachers), the same advisory block, and the same planning period. This 

teaming concept—borrowed from the “middle-school concept” (Association of 

Middle Level Educators, 2014)—allows teachers to “build structure [while cutting] 

down on course load and planning so teachers can design their own curriculum” 

tailored to their students’ needs and interests (Admin4). Teaming also allows 

teachers to reinforce structures and policies: “Teams allow consistency with…. 

expectations, assignments and resources” (Admin5). 

Other administrators discussed their push to make sure teachers utilized 

purposeful, flexible grouping within individual classrooms: “We’re moving 

towards seeing that grouping with purpose is functional as an instructional 

strategy to actually facilitate learning” (Admin3). These administrators 

purposefully pushed teachers to consider a variety of instructional grouping 

formations rather than to rely on the traditional recommendation of linguistically 

heterogeneous cooperative teams in every situation (e.g., Hill & Flynn, 2014). 

They consistently ask teachers, “’If you group them according to level or 

according to language, why did you do that for this particular lesson? What was 

your thinking behind it?’ If they are able to answer that…then it was purposeful. 

It was not just that you threw them together” (Admin3). This mindset extends 

to encouraging language specialists to “push in” and work with ELLs in larger 

classrooms with a majority of native language speakers, despite some hesitancy 

from classroom teachers: “When we can push into the classroom and do small 

groups in the classroom - that has helped a lot. I haven’t found that the kids are 

too worried about it. …. I think it’s harder for teachers than for kids” (Admin2). 

STRENGTH-BASED PROGRAMS FOR ELL

vascd.org                     VASCD Journal                          Vol. 16   201974



This administrator also pushed back against the notion that students sharing a 

first language should not work together: 

I also love it when [teachers group students so that they can] work in their 

first language with someone [who] may need that [content] example 

in their first language. I know it’s sometimes a little uncomfortable. 

Sometimes I have teachers say, “But I don’t understand what they’re 

saying.” I’m like, “Yeah, but you can tell if they’re talking about what they’re 

doing this weekend.” You can totally tell, don’t worry. Because you can. 

More often than not, the students are going do what they’re supposed 

to do, because they’re excited to be able to share that knowledge with 

someone else and help them learn (Admin2).

All five administrators shared this belief; they agreed that language should 

support learning and that learning should support language. Whether 

choosing the type of group to use or the language spoken within that group, 

administrators encouraged their teachers to use the instructional “tool” that 

would best help students accomplishes the “job” at hand.

Emphasis on social-emotional learning. One high-school principal summed 

up the importance of this theme with this statement, “We are on the front lines 

of trauma” (Admin5). Indeed, most students learning English in the United States 

have experienced—or have parents who have experienced—the trauma of 

immigration, refugee camps, separation from family members, etc. (Ferlazzo 

& Sypnieski, 2012). The administrators in this study recognized that, in many 

cases, a student simply showing up for school was committing an act of bravery; 

thus, all five acknowledged, “We do a lot of social-emotional learning” (Admin1). 

Social-emotional learning is a broad construct involving “…the process through 

which children and adults understand and manage emotions, set and achieve 
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positive goals, feel and show empathy for others, establish and maintain positive 

relationships, and make responsible decisions” (https://casel.org/what-is-sel/); 
accordingly, the nature of support systems varied from school to school. Some 

administrators provided teachers with professional development around the 

topic of trauma-based care so that teachers could “…learn how to build that 

empathetic bridge with the students” (Admin3). Others built support systems 

such as restorative justice circles into the academic day (Admin4). All five utilized 

a weekly or daily advisory period where they helped students set academic 

and social-emotional goals (Admin4), made sure students’ primary needs (food, 

clothing safety) were met (Admin2), discussed issues from the news that caused 

anxiety in adolescent immigrant students (Admin4), etc. In many cases, this 

emphasis on social-emotional learning drove the development of school policies 

rooted in empathy rather than in the need for compliance. This was the third 

theme to emerge around the second research question.

Unique policies and systems that emphasize compassion over compliance. 
Immigrant students and their families “…have their own unique pressures,” 

explained one administrator. For example, one of his students returned to school 

after a week’s absence explaining, “My uncle was sick for a week and I was the 

only one who could translate for my family” (Admin4). Conflicts like this are 

common. Students may take up to four different buses to get to school at the 

busiest time of the morning; accordingly, this principal instituted a later start 

time to account for students’ travel (and for adolescents’ unique developmental 

needs). All five administrators discussed such exceptions to the hardline 

accountability systems characteristic of most schools. At one school, the first 

thing a teacher asks tardy students when they walk in the classroom is “Are you 

okay?” Teachers have learned that the typical demand of “Why are you late?” can 

shut down a child in trauma (Admin3). They still pursue the issue, but they begin 

from a place of concern and caring, which makes all the difference according 
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to the school’s administrative team. This compassion extends to the issue of 

truancy. The principal personally talks with students who have been absent—

even from one class—before ushering them back to class: 

If I find them cutting a class, and I bring them to you, and then you make 

them miserable, I look like a schmuck, right? Because I just brought them 

to a place where… they feel they’re not welcome. …if I bring them to 

you, and I’ve had a talk with them, please welcome them back. Give 

them hope that something is going to occur in that class. I don’t want 

bring them back and then [have them say], “Why did you bring me 

here?” Then they won’t trust me. I’ve lost the kid… (Admin3).

This principal believes that administrators should hold themselves to the 

same standard, they set for their teachers and purposefully sets the tone for 

an encouraging environment: “It starts from the top and goes down. You can’t 

scream, ‘Be nice to kids!’” (Admin3). 

Other administrators discussed the importance of being creative—and of 

encouraging teachers to “be creative” with home-school communication. One 

explained that, in addition to making phone calls, “I go [to homes] and pick 

kids up, and so I think that really builds on the community, because they know 

that it’s important to come here” (Admin1). Another administrator described a 

teacher who 

“…uses a text, where it doesn’t text her [number] specifically, it has 

a [different] phone number. … That’s been really successful for her 

families. Honestly… our Newcomers will sometimes just text the 

teachers, too. Because they might [not] be the most proficient English 

speakers and if they need to say, “I’m not at school because I missed the 

bus, can you send someone to get me,” we’ll just have them do it. We are 
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very fortunate in [this community] to have such wonderful home-school 

liaisons and support staff. I think [we are] using those resources as much 

as possible (Admin2). 

Yet another principal described a very simple yet effective approach: “I’ll say to 

the kids in the class, ‘Is anybody friendly with him? Can you text him? Can we find 

out what’s going on here?’ It creates this message that we know that you’re not 

here. At least, we try, at least” (Admin3).

Communicating with families requires even more creativity that communicating 

with students. As a result, administrators do a great deal of experimenting 

with their schedules in order to make themselves available to as many families 

as possible. One high school had very low attendance at their monthly family 

meetings; they moved those meetings to Saturdays and attendance increased 

(Admin 4). Another middle school principal uses professional development days 

in a flexible fashion to attract more parents to the building. She realizes she’s 

sacrificing traditional models of faculty learning, but believes her teachers need 

to learn about their families, too, and vice versa: “I use that time to have our 

registration day, because I want the parents to come in and meet the teachers—- 

and myself as well. That’s how we start building the connections… it’s important 

for them to be able to meet teachers. To be able to sense the whole faculty 

and the community” (Admin1). All five administrators agreed that the work 

contacting families is worth it, and that—contrary to popular opinion—families 

do want to be involved. One administrator’s primary advice to other secondary 

language-learning programs is to “…focus on including the family as much 

as you can. Which isn’t always easy. I think it’s easier sometimes to be like, ‘Oh 

well, they work long hours, and they can’t.’ Just make sure [to] keep the families 

informed and to talk to them and to know who you’re talking to” (Admin2).
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Cultivation of partnerships with community organizations and services. 

Every administrator interviewed highlighted the importance of harnessing the 

resources available in their communities. Every community has unique resources; 

accordingly, the five schools’ partnerships were distinct from one another. They 

ranged from providing legal services (a partnership that is very successful in 

drawing in families) to partnering with embassies (Admin4). Two high schools 

partnered with organizations that provide free counseling to students, which is 

of utmost importance in such “trauma-heavy” schools with refugee students who 

need a great deal of support (Admin 4). “Sometimes,” explained another principal, 

“we don’t know what we can and cannot do as a school,” so the expertise of trained 

nonprofits is welcome (Admin5). Two schools partnered with theatre companies or 

drama troupes, but in very different ways. One drama company worked exclusively 

with students; this not only gave students exposure to and experience with the 

arts, it gave them an outlet for “things that our kids really go through” (Admin1). 

Another troupe focused exclusively on training the teachers. It used drama “…

to get teachers to develop their teacher personas” and practice “how [they could] 

intentionally [present themselves] in a classroom to create relationships” (Admin3). 

A middle school in the smallest of the cities in the study did not have access to as 

many of the art- and professional-based resources as did other schools; still, they 

used the resources they did have in a purposeful manner: “We also [call on] the 

refugee resettlement and they help a lot as needed. They have some interpreters 

and different support staff that we have used as well. They’re wonderful to work 

with” (Admin2). When administrators make connections with organizations in their 

communities, they pass those connections along to their students. Students have 

the opportunity to interact with adults other than their families and teachers and 

to see those adults accept, even embrace them. This fosters a sense of belonging 

and connection to their communities as a whole, which, in turn, fosters investment 

in school (Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 2000). 
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Discussion 
The themes emerging from data around Research Question 1 were interrelated. 

Administrators set the expectation that teachers honor students’ first languages, 

which required teachers to support language development in the pursuit 

of enacting the important and engaging curriculum they planned for their 

students. This combination of high expectations and high support create the 

ideal conditions in which students learning English can grow in terms of both 

language and academics (Ferlazzo & Sypnieski, 2012).

Likewise, the themes emerging from data around research Question 2 were 

intertwined, bound with the common thread of community. Decisions about 

grouping students –at both the school and classroom levels - were purposeful 

and made with the goal of strengthening community. A safe, welcoming, and 

inclusive community sets the stage for effective social emotional learning. In 

the context of community and empathy, administrators are better equipped 

to develop creative policies and systems designed to emphasize compassion 

rather than compliance. Finally, reaching out to the broader community aids in 

the cultivation of partnerships with organizations and services that extend and 

enrich the school experience and sense of connection for immigrant students.

Conclusion 
As Tomlinson and Murphy rightly observe, “No significant and lasting change 

happens in schools without leaders who deeply understand, fully value, and 

determinedly cultivate real leadership for instructional change” (2015, p. 153). All five 

administrators in this study took this charge to heart, placing themselves at the helm 

of their schools’ pioneering efforts and experimenting with different approaches 

to find what works best in each of their distinct settings. It is important to note, 

that—while the strategies, structures, and approaches discussed in this study can 

be implemented and even proposed by teachers—they cannot be established by 
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teachers. It is up to administrators to institute the norms, make the connections, and 

cultivate the community necessary for supporting the unique needs of secondary 

students learning English. Afterall, they are not only learning English, they are 

encountering a host of academic, social, civic, and character-development lessons on 

a daily basis. Administrators have the power and the privilege to sculpt those lessons, 

shaping a new generation of citizens in the process.
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AN ASSET-BASED APPROACH TO SUPPORTING ENGLISH LANGUAGE 
LEARNERS: A recent exploratory study examined the perceptions of teachers 
regarding the social emotional needs of refugee English language learners as they 
started formal schooling in the United States (Cho, Wang, & Christ, 2019). The 
teachers reported social awareness and relationship skills as among the most 
important for the refugee students to develop. To help students cultivate these skills, 
teachers reported individualizing instruction and creating a positive classroom 
environment, among other approaches. Perhaps the most important finding from 
this study, however, is that teachers’ perceptions of students learning English were 
largely deficit-oriented (e.g. starting with what students lack vs. what they already 
do well). Doubet’s study confirmed that these findings extend to students learning 
English at the secondary level (middle and high school). Secondary schools 
excelling in serving students learning English employ an asset-based approach; 
they build upon what students already know. Her study also found that, in 
secondary settings (middle and high school), an asset-based teaching education 
extends beyond instructional strategies to flexibility with non-instructional issues 
such as policies regarding attendance, tardiness, and discipline—polices which 
are established and enforced by administrators. When administrators focus 
on harnessing what students bring to school and rethink issues of compliance, 
secondary schools can “create lifelong learners who are confident in their abilities 
to master new skills” (Association of College and Research Libraries, 2018).

Association of College and Research Libraries (2018). Five things you should read 
about asset-based teaching. Retrieved from https://acrl.ala.org/IS/wp-content/
uploads/is-research_5Things_asset-based-teaching.pdf

Cho, H., Wang, X. C., & Christ, T. (2019). Social-emotional learning of refugee English 
language learners in early elementary grades: Teachers’ perspectives. Journal of Research 
in Childhood Education, 33(1), 40-55.
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What we’re learning...
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VASCD’s Advocacy Committee provides leadership for policy and influence efforts in 
Virginia and the nation. Our advocacy work is both proactive and responsive, and is 
carefully aligned with VASCD’s mission and goals. The Committee promotes policies 
that are student-centered, address the needs of the whole child, and support excellence 
in teaching, learning and leadership. Our priorities include:

Outstanding Teachers for Virginia’s Students:  
Honoring the Profession and Professionals 
“Autonomy with Integrity” 
We know that student needs vary widely and change constantly. Teachers are trained 
professionals who possess expertise and experiences specific to their craft.  They 
need greater flexibility to make decisions in the interests of students while aligning 
their teaching with the Standards of Learning.

• Given appropriate autonomy and adequate support, educators will make sound 
decisions regarding teaching and learning.

• Investments in high-quality professional learning and opportunities for 
educators to collaborate and innovate will improve practice more effectively than 
one-size-fits-all directives.

• An environment in which teachers are free to teach the Standards in innovative 
and creative ways is a factor in teacher recruitment and retention.

2019 - 2020 VASCD ADVOCACY PRIORITIES
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A Balanced Assessment System 
A balanced assessment system combines multiple measures in a strategically designed 
framework where (1) each type of assessment is represented and carefully placed to 
provide meaningful data, and (2) the overall “assessment load” is constrained so that it 
complements rather than interferes with teaching and learning.

• Virginia’s assessment system should be revised to include a balance of 
achievement, performance, and growth measures over the course of students’ 
K-12 experience and to reflect an emphasis on future-ready skills.

• The statewide assessment system should yield adequate data for accountability 
purposes without supplanting excessive instructional time.

• While maintaining validity and reliability, the system should be 
modernized to incorporate methodologies such as on-demand testing and 
interdisciplinary assessments.

Our Advocacy Committee welcomes questions and interest from VASCD members 
who would like detailed information or are interested in becoming involved. For 
information, contact Laurie McCullough at vascded@gmail.com.
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