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The VaASCD Board of Directors includes eight regional representatives, one for each 
of the Commonwealth’s Superintendents’ Regions. These representatives are elected 
by our members to serve a two year-term. They help determine the direction of our 
organization, and work with our Programs and Services Committee to determine the 
professional development needs of educators in their regions. 

Regional representatives also: 
•     share information about VaASCD and ASCD events and activities with 

colleagues in their regions.
 •     help members who have questions about membership, events, or ways to become 

involved.

•     assist in organizing regional professional development opportunities that can 
help you and your school division.

They would love to hear from you! 
Not sure which is your region? Check the map and region-by-region list HERE
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Eric Carbaugh, Ph.D.
Assistant Professor, Middle and Secondary 

Education, James Madison University

Welcome to this year’s edition of Virginia Educational Leadership: @modernlearner! 
Inside, authors from the Commonwealth and beyond share their insights from 
research, practice and policy to highlight the various paths to prepare our learners 
for success in a world of great change. In our Research section we have two articles 
that examine school and district leaders and their potential impact on modern 
learners. Carr studied the influence of superintendents’ socioeconomic status on 
their educational perspectives, while Sterrett interviewed principals in Haiti to 
discover challenges and opportunities facing these leaders when educating an 
increasingly diverse group of learners. In our section titled In Practice, Williford 
considers the importance of student self-regulation during the early childhood years 
on success later in life, providing examples of how teachers might structure daily 
activities and interactions to help students develop these skills. Thomas writes about 
a unique approach to STEM education, and what lessons our classroom teachers can 
learn from more informal STEM learning experiences. Kosloski explains how career 
and technical education can be an effective tool for preparing modern learners. 
For math educators, Schultz describes the importance of a coherent curriculum to 
empower students with the ability to apply logic and mathematical reasoning to 
new and unique situations. Our Policy section includes one article from Liebtag that 
discusses Virginia’s decision to stay the course with Standards of Learning instead 
of adopting Common Core State Standards in English and math, and potential 
implications for college and career readiness for our modern learners. 

We hope you enjoy the manuscripts we have selected, as well as the many links 
and videos embedded within. Most importantly, we are confident that the lessons 
learned will both raise awareness for, and promote conversations to better prepare 
the @modernlearner

      - Eric Carbaugh, PhD 
        Editor, Virginia Educational Leadership

From the Editor’s Desk
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Join Our Community!

IRGINIA



Over 40 concurrent sessions will offer ideas, provoke discussion, 
and deepen understanding about the innovative work being done 

by Virginia educators and students.

December 3-5, 2014
 Williamsburg 
Doubletree by Hilton

Day-long  
pre-conference with 
Allison Zmuda, 
author of Breaking Free 
from Myths About 
Teaching and Learning; 
Innovation as an Engine 
for Student Success
Click to see Allison 
describe her greatest lesson learned!

Keynotes by:
• Rafe Esquith - Learn more about Rafe’s class, the Hobart 

Shakepeareans, HERE 

• Scott McLeod - Check out Scott’s Dangerously Irrelevant blog HERE

• Adora Svitak - Find out Adora’s thoughts on what adults can learn from 
kids. Watch her TED talks HERE

• Murray Banks Watch Murray HERE.

ONLINE REGISTRATION Sumbit Concurrent Session Proposal

IRGINIA

2014 ANNUAL CONFERENCE2014 ANNUAL CONFERENCE



From the VaASCD President & Executive Director

Laurie McCullough, 
Executive Director

Virginia ASCD

Daryl Chesley, President
Virginia ASCD (2012-2014)

A BANDWAGON WORTH JUMPING ONTO 
Initiative fatigue. Accountability anguish. Testing tension. Virginia educators 
have them all.  Is it any wonder that when something new comes along 
some of us hunker down, hoping we can wait it out?   After all, we have seen 
standards, assessments, programs and policies come and go- often created and 
implemented without either the involvement of educators or the benefit of solid 
research.  It gets discouraging; so discouraging, in fact, that some of us stop 
paying attention. 

What if we came upon a helpful, sensible education reform agenda? Would we 
recognize it, greet it warmly, and welcome it to our school? Or would we walk by 
with our heads down, avoiding eye contact and hoping it didn’t notice us?   Look 
up, friends-- we have an opportunity!

Legislators in the 2014 session of the Virginia General Assembly, having heard 
not only from educators but also from parents about the detrimental effects 
of too much testing, concluded that 34 standardized tests for each student are 
just too many. Several legislators introduced bills earlier this year to reduce 
the number of SOL tests. Best of all, policymakers from both sides of the aisle 
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reached out to the education community for advice…  and listened.

As a result of the recent legislative session, there will be fewer SOL tests in grades 
3-8. Reductions in high school testing may not be far behind. It is more important 
than ever during this time of change that VaASCD members participate in 
the discussion that will be taking place across the Commonwealth.  This is the 
beginning of a process, not the end. 

Our objective is not to get rid of assessment and accountability; rather, it is to 
improve the system. This improved system should be more closely aligned with 
the needs of today’s learners and should emphasize support strategies rather 
than punitive measures.

There are three key challenges embedded in this work. The first is to reform the 
standards themselves. When the Virginia Standards of Learning were established 
in the last century, the consistency and transparency they provided was sorely 
needed.  Now we are preparing students for a much different world.  It is more 
important to be able to find and process information than to remember it, 
more important to be able to think flexibly and analytically than to replicate 
algorithms, and more important to practice innovation than computation. 

This means that as the Standards of Learning undergo further revision and 
updating, they should look quite different.  As VaASCD’s policy priorities state, 
they should  (1) be reasonable in number and scope, (2) provide a framework for 
a rich academic program, and (3) provide opportunities for creative teaching and 
personalized learning.   

The second challenge is the creation of new assessment options to measure 
performance in higher and broader types of thinking.  SOL-type tests measure 
student achievement of some types of skills relative to a benchmark. This is an 
important element of an assessment system, but it is not sufficient.  We need a 
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balanced set of assessments that combines some achievement tests with valid 
measures for measuring growth that tell us not just how students compare to 
their peers, but how much progress they have actually made. We also need to 
assess what students can do when presented with real-world, authentic tasks. 
Virginia needs a system that is balanced, practical, and valid.

The third challenge is to design an accountability system that provides reliable 
information about school quality. To the extent possible, this system should be 
streamlined, transparent and should include evidence-based measures. 

A state-level Innovation Committee will soon be formed to begin the work of 
meeting these challenges.  VaASCD intends not only to follow the work of the 
Innovation Committee, but to be actively involved.  We hope you will too. We 
encourage you to greet this new wave of reform with a desire to engage and 
a belief that we can make a positive difference. Let’s use this opportunity to 
create a more meaningful educational experience for our students. Jump on this 
bandwagon with us!

You can follow the work of the Innovation Committee in VaASCD’s monthly 
newsletters, and by following @VaASCD on Twitter and liking VaASCD’s 
Facebook page. As these efforts unfold, we will invite you to participate in the 
discussion, and we hope to hear from you often!

Speaking of innovation, we look forward to seeing you at our fall 
conference in Williamsburg: School is for Innovators.  Registration will open 
by May 1 on our website (VaASCD.org). Sign up early for the best registration 
rate and to get a room in the conference hotel.
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Virginia ASCD Whole Child Resolution
Teaching, Learning, and Leading for a Changing World

IRGINIA

WHEREAS, The children of Virginia are our future and will provide the leadership, 
creativity, and productivity to strengthen and sustain the quality of life in our 
Commonwealth; and,

WHEREAS, The Commonwealth of Virginia has the responsibility for ensuring that our 
children have every possible opportunity for school and future successes; and,

WHEREAS, Each student in Virginia deserves to be challenged academically, prepared to 
choose and ready to thrive in college or meaningful employment in our global economy, 
and positioned for lifelong success; and,  

WHEREAS, Each student in Virginia deserves to be supported by qualified, caring adults 
and receive access to personalized learning; and, 

WHEREAS, Each student in Virginia deserves to learn about and practice health and 
wellness; and, 

WHEREAS, Each student in Virginia deserves to learn in an environment that is physically 
and emotionally safe; and, 

WHEREAS, Each student in Virginia deserves to be actively engaged in learning and 
connected to the school and broader community; and, 

WHEREAS, The consequences of not ensuring our young people are challenged, 
supported, healthy, safe, and engaged are clear; and.
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WHEREAS, In 2012, 579,550 (46.78%) of Virginia’s students were considered 
Economically Disadvantaged; and,

NOTE: 496,771 (40.10%) of Virginia’s school aged students qualified for free 
lunch, and 82, 779 school aged (6.68%) students qualified for reduced lunch

SOURCE: VA DOE, Office of School Nutrition Programs, Oct 31, 2012 www.
doe.virginia.gov/support/nutrition/statistics/index.shtml

WHEREAS, in 2011, 28% of Virginia’s students and 48% of Economically 
Disadvantaged students scored Below Basic on the READING National 
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), and 13% of Virginia’s students 
and 23% of Economically Disadvantaged students scored Below Basic on the 
MATHEMATICS National Assessment of Educational Progress; and,

SOURCE: VA DOE, School Report Card State Data.  
p1pe.doe.virginia.gov/reportcard/

WHEREAS, in 2012, the numbers of homeless students in Virginia had 
increased 40.51% since 2008-2009; and,

NOTE: Homeless students increased from 12,765 in 2008-2009 to 17,940 
in 2011-2012.  Although the total students identified as homeless is a small 
percentage of the total state population, the increase reveals a significant trend.
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SOURCE: Virginia: Consolidated State Performance Report, Part 1, Section 
1.9: Education of Homeless Children and Youth, National Center for 
Homeless Education at the SERVE Center. nchespp.serve.org/profile/VA

WHEREAS, in 2012, 6360 students (6.6%) dropped out of Virginia schools; and,

SOURCE: VA DOE, Class of 2012 (First-time 9th Grade Cohort in 2008-
2009 (July 25, 2013) www.doe.virginia.gov/statistics_reports/graduation_
completion/cohort_reports/index.shtml

WHEREAS, less than 68% of Virginia’s 2008 graduates who enrolled in 
institutions of higher education earned one year of college credit within two 
years of enrollment; and, 

SOURCE: VA DOE, State Fiscal Stabilization Fund Indicator, 2008 FGI 
Stabilization Fund Indicator, 2008 FGI Cohort year (students entering 9th grade 
in 2004) p1pe.doe.virginia.gov/postsec_public/postsec.do?dowhat=LOAD_
REPORT_C12

WHEREAS, 10,530 Virginia juveniles were served in juvenile detention centers 
during FY12 for a total of 17,624 placements (1.7 placements per juvenile).  Of 
the detained juveniles evaluated, 51% scored between grades 4 and 8 in Reading. 

SOURCE: VA Department of Juvenile Justice, Data Resource Guide, FY 12, 
www.djj.virginia.gov/About_Us/Administrative_Units/Research_and_
Evaluation_Unit/pdf/FY2012_DRG.pdf

WHEREAS, it is estimated that 1,000 additional high school students graduating 
on time would lead to 80 new jobs, increase the gross state product by $15 
million and increase state revenues by $1.2 million annually;  therefore, be it 
resolved
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SOURCE: Alliance for Excellent Education, Education and the Economy: 
Boosting Virginia’s Economy by Improving High School Graduation Rates, 
March 2011, www.all4ed.org/files/Virginia_seb.pdf

RESOLVED, that we recognize the value of assuring that each student is 
(1) challenged, (2) supported, (3) healthy, (4) safe, and (5) engaged; and be 
it further

RESOLVED, that we encourage parents, educators, and community 
members to support a whole child approach to education for each student; 
and be it further 

RESOLVED, that we encourage every Virginia school and division to 
celebrate Whole Child Month by actively promoting each of the five 
Whole Child Tenants.

 If you would like to advocate for the Whole Child in your  
community, we have resources to help you. 

Contact Laurie McCullough at VaASCDed@gmail.com

VaASCD publications are not official publications of ASCD and the views expressed or implied in them should not be construed as official positions of ASCD.
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Save These Dates

2014 Professional Development Opportunities from VaASCD

• Make a meaningful difference in 
your school. This fall, join VaASCD’s 
Professional Learning Network on 
Assessment and Grading Practices. 

Begin by bringing a team from 
your school to our September 12 
Professional Development Institute: 
Fair Isn’t Always Equal, with Rick 
Wormeli,  Receive a copy of Rick’s book, 
an accompanying study guide, and  a 
facilitator guide to help you  lead study 
and discussion groups in your school. 
Then, attend free online discussions 
designed to offer continued support for 
the work in your school. 

• K-8 Teachers of Mathematics! Want 
help developing and teaching with rich 
tasks that promote discussion, problem 
solving, and mathematical thinking? 
Our fall workshop will start with a full 
day of instruction, sharing, and task 
development. Then, try out your task 
with your students and come back for a 
half-day of debriefing and further work. 
You will have opportunities to share 
discuss, and exchange tasks with others 
from your grade level. Pat Robertson, 
Betti Kreye, and colleagues, October 4 
and 27 in Abingdon; October 2 and 23 in 
Central Va (location TBA)

• How Great Instructional Coaches 
Work with Teachers. If you are a coach, 
specialist, or teacher leader who works 
to improve instruction in your school, 
this session is designed for you! Learn 
the basic skills of coaching as well as 
frameworks and models to support your 
work with teachers.  Laurie McCullough, 
October 7 in Daleville.

• Watch for our fall professional 
development opportunities on 
designing and using classroom 
performance assessment. This session 
is designed to support science and social 
studies teachers in grades 3-8 who are 
developing alternatives to SOL- type 
assessments.

Information and online registration  
for all events are available at  
VaASCD.org/events
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Call for Journal Articles!
                                    The next issue of Virginia Educational Leadership,
                                              an online journal, will be published in the 
spring of 2015 and will center on the theme School is for Innovators. 
Innovation is important to success in a globally connected society where access 
to information is instantaneous. We are seeking submissions that explore learning 
environments where students’ innovative ideas and work are supported and 
encouraged; and where innovative practices by teachers and leaders engage and 
inspire others. Some suggested topics include, but are not limited to: curriculum and 
instruction, assessment, professional development, technology use in the classroom, 
and policies that bring to mind creativity, inventiveness, originality, problem finding, and 
problem solving.

Some suggested formats: 
• Strides Toward Excellence: Examples of successful professional development 

implementations, meaningful collaborations, or other positive transformations.
• Policy: How can policies provide a foundation for innovation in our schools?
• In Practice: What school and classroom practices help students reach higher levels 

of success as innovators?
• Research: Share the results of studies that relate to teaching, learning, and 

leadership. 

Please join our efforts to celebrate the Commonwealth’s 
great education work and workers! 

Because this journal is published in an online format, authors can consider adding 

embedded videos, hyperlinks, podcasts, audio or animations to enhance their articles. 

THE DEADLINE FOR SUBMISSION OF MATERIALS FOR THE NEXT ISSUE IS 
FEBRUARY 20, 2015. 

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 sent to:

Virginia Educational Leadership
email to: Eric Carbaugh, Editor  carbauem@jmu.edu
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Marsha L. Carr 
Dr. Marsha Carr, National Milken Educator and a Fulbright 
Specialist, serves on the Educational Leadership faculty at UNCW. 
She is an international consultant to business and education on 
self-mentoring™, a leadership sustainability practice. Carr can be 
reached at carrm@uncw.edu or selfmentoring@uncw.edu 
and followed on twitter @doccarr.

Meeting the Needs of Diverse Learners:
How Superintendents Perceive Their Socio-
Economic Background Influences Leadership

Understanding how the socio-economic status (SES) of a leader influences decision-
making provides an opportunity to learn more about leadership as well as how these 
decisions might impact learners from diverse backgrounds.  This qualitative study 
involved interviewing acting public school superintendents to determine how the SES 
of each leader influenced their decision-making.
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RESEARCH
Introduction 
Throughout education, the concentration and review of data directly related to 

the socio-economic status (SES) background of children has been considered 

relevant and essential in efforts to close the achievement gap, reportedly 

widening each and every year in our nation, according to the Joseph Rowntree 

Foundation (Hirsh, 2007).  The focus on the impact of SES has, for the most part, 

been reserved to diverse student populations and achievement rankings in the 

school setting; however, this study focuses on the SES of educational leaders in 

our school systems, in particular, superintendents of schools.

Superintendents, as chief school leaders, strive to provide for the needs of all 

students; however, not all students have the same needs or come from similar 

backgrounds. Acknowledging this diversity is essential when working to close 

the achievement gap (Jensen, 2013). It becomes important for superintendents 

to demonstrate understanding through budget allocations or other critical 

decisions governing students in the school environment to meet the needs of 

the diverse student- the modern learner. 

The modern learner is a child from a diverse background or culture that is 

often viewed as different or less capable.  Marietta Saravia-Shore, in her book, 

Educating Everybody’s Children: Diverse Teaching Strategies for Diverse Learners 

explains,

 “That minority and low-income children often perform poorly on tests is 

well known. But the fact that they do so because we systematically expect 

less from them is not. Most Americans assume that the low achievement of 

poor and minority children is bound up in the children themselves or their 

families. “The children don’t try.” “They have no place to study.” “Their parents 

don’t care.” “Their culture does not value education.” These and other excuses 
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are regularly offered up to explain the achievement gap that separates poor 

and minority students from other young Americans (2013, pp 3-4).

Finding leaders that have the ability to recognize the needs of diverse learners 

and understand the importance of identifying strategies to provide the best 

setting for their growth is a necessity. The background of leaders can be a 

contributing factor in how leaders respond to this challenge. 

This study set out to discover 1) how school leaders raised in different socio-

economic circumstances believe these circumstances influence their leadership 

style or decisions and 2) how their socio-economic status influences these 

leaders in meeting the needs of diverse learners.

Socio-Economic Status 
The socio-economic pendulum swings from a high poverty range to a high wealth 

range and, depending on the model, may support nine economic levels that 

include: high wealth, mid wealth, lower wealth, high middle, mid middle, lower 

middle; and high poverty, mid poverty, and lower poverty levels or classes (Payne, 

2005). For the purposes of this study, only three categories of SES were necessary 

for distinction: wealth, middle, or poverty level classes. Poverty as defined by the 

superintendents and researchers is not having necessary as well as nonessential 

items to lead and maintain a fulfilling life, Wealth, conversely, is defined as having 

the necessary as well as nonessential items to more than lead and maintain a 

fulfilling life (Payne, 2005; Dar & Shlomo, 2007; Hirsh, 2007; Jensen, 2013).

Methodology 
This study used a grounded theory that supports rich descriptive data that can be 

captured in qualitative inquiry such as in interviews.  A qualitative method is most 

suited to uncovering the unexpected or exploring new avenues (Miles & Huberman, 

1984). Grounded theory relies on the researchers’ interpretation, which was suitable 

SES INFLUENCE ON LEADERSHIP
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RESEARCH
in this study. The benefit of using grounded theory is that it is in alignment with 

using the participants’ perceived reality. Grounded theory allows data to be collected 

through a variety of methods and uses editing strategies, which are less prefigured 

and permits searching for segments of text from interviews to generate and illustrate 

categories of meaning (Marshall & Rossman, 2010).

The Study 
Fourteen superintendents were interviewed over the span of three months to 

determine their background SES and how their SES upbringing influenced their 

roles as public school administrators. The participants were selected by gender, 

varying geographical regions, and school size for a small sampling that had as much 

diversity as possible. The interviews were conducted as face-to-face meetings at the 

offices of the superintendents at various locations and telephonic interviews were 

conducted as a follow up when clarification was needed. All inquiry was recorded 

for later analysis. For the purposes of this paper, superintendents from lower SES 

backgrounds will be identified as lower SES leaders and those from higher SES 

backgrounds will be identified as higher SES leaders.

The breakdown of the age range of the leaders and school system demographics 

is represented in Table 1.1.

SES INFLUENCE ON LEADERSHIP

TABLE 1.1 -Demographics of School Superintendents
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The primary data source was two areas of qualitative exploration. First, to 

establish the background SES of each school superintendent, the leader had 

to voluntarily share personal memories that were used for pattern analysis and 

comparison to establish perceived poverty levels or wealth. Second, the leaders 

voluntarily had to respond to questions regarding their administrative decisions 

and the influence of their SES through descriptive narrative examples and 

storytelling events. 

To determine the SES of each leader, the superintendents were asked to rank 

their SES from childhood and then rank their present SES status using a scale 

that ranged from 1 – 6. High poverty was 1 and high wealth was 6; therefore, 

participants were either 1-3 in the lower SES range or 4-6 in the higher SES as 

shown in Table 1.2

After ranking the before and after SES by each superintendent, each was asked 

to elaborate through specific examples that were recorded for a comparative 

analysis. Additional interview questions followed that primarily focused on 1) 

how each administrator felt they viewed students and adults of lower SES, 2) 

what actions each leader had taken to ‘level the playing field’ for students of 

lower SES in the school setting, and 3) the types of decisions that administrators 

felt were most influenced by their background.

Findings 
Of the 14 participants, 71% were raised in lower SES compared to 28% who grew 

SES INFLUENCE ON LEADERSHIP

TABLE 1.2 -SES Likert Scale
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RESEARCH
up in a higher SES during their childhoods. Each lower SES participant had a vivid 

memory and could recall with emotional detail these events in their childhood in 

comparison to higher SES participants that described their upbringing as normal 

with limited, if any emotional detail.  As adults, all 14 participants (100%) are 

now in the higher SES. An overview of the SES background and present SES of 

participant results of this interview data is shown in Table 1.3.

All superintendents agreed that SES does influence the roles of leaders and 

administrative decision-making, but this influence was viewed differently 

depending childhood upbringing. Interviews yielded that empathy was 

influentially prominent in three specific areas that the leaders recognized in the 

decision-making process: 1) politics, 2) equity, and 3) budget. 

Decision-Making Influence 
Superintendents are inherently placed in positions where decisions are made 

manipulating limited resources and allocations that may not meet the needs 

of their school systems. Lower SES leaders believed they were less prone to 

be influenced by political infiltration or incentives when it came to budgeting 

and defending financial decisions than those from higher SES. Lower SES 

leaders perceived themselves to be more prone to empathy and in some cases, 

SES INFLUENCE ON LEADERSHIP
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sympathy for students in the school setting experiencing life in a lower SES. 

This empathy varies from being sympathetic to language and norms between 

social classes, to caring about the insufficient home support, both financially and 

emotionally, and lack of opportunity for participation in school extracurricular 

activities. The list is representational of the responses in a hierarchical order as 

shown in Table 1.4.

A leader who grew up in a higher SES family reported that over time she had begun 

to realize all students needed the exposure afforded to this leader and responded, 

I’m sure my background did impact my decision-making because my 

family traveled and thought that going places was important, I thought 

that it was as important. It really distresses me when a school system 

cuts out field trips for lack of funding because I think the experience of 

traveling and being there is important for kids. Just the ability of having 

educational experiences such as dance and music lessons if you are on 

the high end (SES) are important as well. 

And as another lower SES leader explained,

Yes, my SES impacts decision-making. If I have a band going on a trip – 

if one student can’t go due to affordability – then no one goes. We use 

SES INFLUENCE ON LEADERSHIP
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our school levy to pay for dual credit and college level courses. Their 

(student’s) SES shouldn’t determine the opportunity afforded to them… 

My sensitivity to this relates back to a scholarship I received from the 

coal mining company where my father worked. He would not give me 

permission to work in the mines and said he would pay for my education.  

He wanted his son to have opportunity and do what I liked – to make a 

difference. So while I was not raised in poverty, I certainly was exposed 

to it. My father told me we were to make as many things accessible to as 

many people as possible. Some kids didn’t always have all the things I 

had. When I think back … some of our family lived in poverty. I was not 

raised in it but certainly aware. Money should not be a reason to not have 

things in a school system. 

The SES of a superintendent allows for leaders to be able to be empathetic with 

students and their families as perceived by ten of the leaders. The lower SES 

leaders explained that they viewed adults working in their system in the same 

light as students when it came to SES. As revealed in interviews, this was not the 

norm for higher SES participants.  One higher SES leader further explained, 

Yes, I had to be cautious… It was something I had to be cautious of… 

as I became experienced, I made decisions – could make decisions very 

quickly without taking into account the challenges some bring into 

schools – their interactions with others – with adults. I had to step back 

and realize everyone was not raised like I was. Whether it was work 

ethic - whether it was respecting authority – whether it was parental 

involvement – certain attributes to economic levels that impact student 

achievement still do impact my decisions. I take more time now to step 

back and analyze the situation to take into consideration what kids bring 

to bear in the schools.  

SES INFLUENCE ON LEADERSHIP
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The lower SES leaders expressed concern regarding hidden rules among classes, 

some of which are unspoken, and habits that are built from an early age. One of 

the lower SES leaders explains a vivid memory from an isolated event during his 

or her superintendency, 

I can think of a very specific example. I was superintendent, not long, and 

got a call from a cousin. They were complaining about a problem. I was 

talking about it informally like a family member. And after the third time 

telling me the same thing, I didn’t know at the time but I now realize I 

jumped about 3 levels of SES in my business approach – I spelled out the 

steps and strategies how I would handle it. He said, ‘if you are going to 

talk to me like that, I am not going to talk to you’. And he hung up on me. 

I couldn’t understand why (at that time) …. I had jumped levels ahead of 

the SES status he felt comfortable. 

Trends emerged during interviews with the superintendents regarding obstacles 

or challenges they faced as leaders. This trend data is provided in Table 1.5.

For lower SES leaders, there was a process over years to learn how to adjust 

to higher SES norms and rules. For the lower SES raised superintendents, this 

knowledge of how to function in different SES environments was another area 

SES INFLUENCE ON LEADERSHIP

TABLE 1.5 -High and Low SES Trends

vaascd.org                     Virginia Educational Leadership                          Vol. 11   201426



RESEARCH
of concern observed of students trying to function in school environments that 

are inherently middle class structures rules, unfamiliar to lower SES students. 

The leaders from lower SES explained these observations as heartbreaking 

and shared that for many of them; it was like re-living their own personal 

childhood struggles. One superintendent offered that it was impossible to really 

understand the emotional component of the situations if not reared in poverty. 

Implications 
It would be a huge leap to suggest there is significant impact on decision-

making by leaders according to the SES upbringing, but it is feasible and realistic 

to conclude that leaders from different SES believe the SES of an administrator 

does have influence on their roles as leaders and on daily decisions. 

Burris and Welner (2005, as cited in Saravia-Shore, 2013) conducted a five-

year study in middle and high schools in the diverse Rockville Centre School 

District in New York. They documented the results when the district instituted 

detracking, heterogeneous grouping of high- and low-achievers, in all classes 

and eliminated remedial courses so that all students were offered and attended 

rigorous classes. This schooling practice closed the achievement gap between 

black and Latino students and white and Asian students. Leaders have the 

ability to greatly impact the school environment to make a difference for diverse 

learners. By admission, this study suggests that the superintendents raised 

in a higher SES lacked empathy for diverse students. It could be presumed 

that leaders from a higher SES may also be inattentive to necessary changes 

or innovations that would provide opportunity needed for the success of 

the modern learner. This raises concern that may be possibly addressed with 

proposed training or professional development for districts if identified.

Through continued work in this area of leadership, we may strive to understand 

the importance of the SES on leadership and decision-making as it relates to 
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diverse learners since this study has really just touched the surface of an open 

field of discovery and inquiry. The significance of additional studies could 

provide insight into the degree of influence the school leader’s SES impacts a 

school.  Are their specific characteristics of leaders from different SES’s? How do 

diverse students react, if differently, to lower SES and higher SES leaders? Should 

the socio-economic background of a leader be considered when aligning district 

needs? This study is a small step in a large field of research. 

Conclusion 
The socio-economic background of a leader does influence decision-making as 

perceived by leaders from different SES groupings; however, without additional 

research with broader ranges of participants and a more extensive study, the 

measures of this influence are still unknown. Those leaders with a lower SES 

background believe to have a greater compassion and tolerance for students 

from a lower SES upbringing. Superintendents who did not have exposure to 

a lower SES confessed a struggle to understand a lifestyle much different than 

their own. However, superintendents from higher SES can possibly learn to 

understand lower SES through training, exposure, and experience which makes 

it important to acknowledge the necessity to understand how SES impacts 

decision-making. The future of leadership necessitates that all potential data and 

information for creating greater leadership success is responsible inquiry and 

all students, regardless of the diverse needs, deserve the best fit of leader to the 

school setting.

SES INFLUENCE ON LEADERSHIP
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“We must go beyond textbooks, go out into the bypaths and 
untrodden depths of the wilderness and travel and explore and 
tell the world the glories of our journey;”  John Hope Franklin 

This study provides insight from four school leaders in the Port-au-Prince, 
Haiti region. Findings informed the researcher of current practices, challenges, 
and opportunities facing the school leaders, provided possible collaborative 
planning opportunities, and fostered a greater understanding—in the 
researcher—of school leadership in an ever-changing educational landscape 
where today’s learners come from increasingly diverse backgrounds.

Introduction 
School leadership is framed in a variety of standards used in the preparation 

and evaluation of aspiring and current school administrators. Most states have 

adopted leadership standards to prepare principals to face challenges and 

opportunities in their schools as they address the needs of today’s learners. 

Often, these are framed by policymakers at the specific state level. According to 

the National Conference of State Legislatures (n.d.), 40 states including Virginia 

have adopted the Interstate School Leaders’ Licensure Consortium (ISLLC) 
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standards which are comprised of six standards that guide each state in framing 

policy for developing leaders. Informed by the ISLLC standards and other 

national research and policy efforts, the North Carolina Standards for School 
Administrators were adopted in 2006 and revised in 2013 to offer ‘a new vision 

of school leadership’ framed on the following:

• Strategic Leadership;

• Instructional Leadership;

• Cultural Leadership;

• Human Resources Leadership;

• Managerial Leadership;

• External Development Leadership; 

• Micropolitical Leadership; and 

• Academic Accountability Leadership (North Carolina State Board of 

Education, 2013). 

These eight standards are designed to ensure that students are prepared 

for work and further education by offering a philosophical foundation by 

which school leaders act to “address the challenges of transformational 

change” (NCSBoE, 2013, p. 2). Being prepared to innovate, adjust to changing 

contextual realities, and collaborate with a diverse group of stakeholders 

requires preparation and planning.  The first seven standards were published 

by the North Carolina State Board of Education (NCSBoE) in 2006 and the 

eighth standard was added in the revised version in 2013. The standards 

were designed to foster team leadership and “aligned systems of leadership 

throughout the school and community” (NCSBoE, 2006, p. 2) as it is 

impossible for one person to embody all facets of the leadership standards. 

LEADERSHIP STANDARDS
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Shared leadership is thus crucially important to realizing success for students 

and staff alike. 

North Carolina is not alone in the standards arena.  The ISLLC standards, which 

were adopted by the Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) in 2008, were 

designed to “provide guidance to state policymakers as they work to improve 

education leadership preparation, licensure, evaluation, and professional 

development” (CCSSO, 2008, p. 1). As a former public school principal in Virginia 

and current educational leadership faculty member and program coordinator in 

North Carolina, the researcher sought to better understand how the North Carolina 

standards, 

in particular, 

related to 

an area far 

outside the state 

boundaries. 

Many school leaders understand, first and foremost, their own regional context 

and fail to better understand leadership challenges and successes in a more 

global context. Thus, some leaders are ill-equipped to address the needs 

of students who come to the states from other countries, nor prepared to 

envision challenges as a global phenomenon rather than a localized and unique 

conundrum. Nieto (2013) explains that “U.S. insularism” has resulted in a stasis 

where “teachers and teacher educators know relatively little about the nations 

from which our newest students come” (p. 107).  Today’s educators must be 

equipped to teach all students, including those with diverse backgrounds. 

Framework For This Study 
Two different schools in Port-au-Prince, Haiti comprised the sample for this 

study; the researcher interviewed two school leaders at each respective school 

LEADERSHIP STANDARDS

Today’s educators must be equipped 
to teach all students, including those 
with diverse backgrounds.
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site over two days using a 10-item open-ended questionnaire anchored on the 

eight North Carolina leadership standards (Appendix A).  

Quisqueya Christian School- This private school consists of 300 students in 

grades K-12 from 15 countries. It was founded in 1974, is governed by a nine-

member Board of Trustees and is overseen by a director who supervises site 

principals. Its mission is to “provide the best possible US education where 

students learn to understand, interpret and analyze the world from a Christian 

view” (Quisqueya Christian School, n.d.).  The Quisqueya website notes that the 

school uses “an American-style, college preparatory curriculum” and prepares 

students for a wide range of North American universities. For this study, the 

director of the school, Steve Hersey, was interviewed along with the secondary 

principal, Art McMahon. Hersey has served as director for 7 years; McMahon has 

served as teacher and administrator for six (Appendix B). 

TeacHaiti School- This private school was founded in 2007 and consists of 

200 students in grades K-5 from the Port-au-Prince area. It is governed by a 

five-member Board of Trustees and is overseen by its founder who supervises 

a site principal and staff. Its mission is to “support the education and well 

being of Haitian children” (TeacHaiti, 2013). The TeacHaiti website notes that 

over half of all Haitian children do not go to school and less than 1% of high 

school graduates attend post-secondary education; it rents out a refurbished 

orphanage and tuition is approximately $350 per student which is mostly 

supported by private donations.  For this study, the founder, Miquette Denie, 

and Principal Jefferson Daniel Laleau were interviewed. Denie has served as 

founder and leader of the school for 6 years and Laleau has served as principal 

for 3 years (Appendix C). 

The researcher interviewed each set of school leaders on the respective 

school sites using questions based on the eight leadership standards noted in 

LEADERSHIP STANDARDS
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Appendix A in order to quote their insights. The researcher transcribed quotes 

from the respective principals’ interview responses. Following the interview, the 

researcher sent them a draft manuscript to ensure accuracy of their quotations.  

Findings 
The eight leadership standards provide the structure for this study on principal 

leadership. The voices, experiences, and insights of the school leaders offer a better 

understanding of challenges and successes facing school leaders in Haiti today. 

STRATEGIC LEADERSHIP- This standard notes that “the leader creates a climate 

of inquiry that challenges the school community to continually re-purpose itself 

by building on its core values and beliefs about is preferred future and then 

developing a pathway to reach it” (NCSBoE, 2006, p. 3). It emphasizes the School 

Improvement Plan, involving stakeholders, teacher input, and school identity 

(namely the vision, mission, belief, and goals).  

Hersey notes the importance of “trying to get everyone on the same page 

when it comes to the mission of the school and school improvement” (personal 

communication, June 17, 2013). Each year, Quisqueya students arrive from 

across the world, including Haiti, the United States, and Australia totaling 15 

nationalities. “Trying to get everyone to agree what a school looks like can be a 

challenging task,” observes Hersey. He stresses the importance of compromise 

regarding mission and goals; some parents are more interested in a particular 

focus area (such as a math academy approach) whereas others are more focused 

on core spiritual values. 

At TeacHaiti, Principal Jefferson Daniel Laleau stresses that good relationships are 

important. “In Haiti, when they realize you are a principal, students often freeze 

because they see you as a dictator rather than a principal” (personal communication, 

June 18, 2013).  Denie notes that constant student stress can be an obstacle and that 

LEADERSHIP STANDARDS
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leaders must work strategically to overcome obstacles through planning to help 

students be successful and happy. Being able to have a relationship in which the 

staff understands the students as individuals “puts them at ease and allows them to 

learn,” she adds (personal communication, June 18, 2013). 

INSTRUCTIONAL LEADERSHIP- This standard notes that the leader “must be 

knowledgeable of best instructional and school practices and must use this 

knowledge” to help collaborate as a professional learning community (NCSBoE, 

2006, p. 4). This standard includes items such as distributive leadership, feedback 

to teachers on classroom instruction, collaborative design and scheduling, 

and teacher empowerment.  Hoy and Hoy (2013) note that the role of the 

instructional leader is critical and it relies on “a partnership with teachers, with 

the primary goal of improving teaching and learning” (p. 2). 

McMahon 

notes that 

Quisqueya 

strives to meet students’ unique needs and emphasize more than just 

memorization (which is often emphasized in Haiti) and focus on critical thinking 

and application. Students need to ask “how can I use what is there” rather than 

repeating text verbatim, McMahon notes (personal communication, June 17, 

2013). Good teachers focus on moving beyond one method or technology and 

ensure they are “challenging students’ minds and making instruction interesting, 

fascinating, and relevant” in a relevant context.  Hersey strives to build on the 

diversity noting that “good instruction doesn’t always look the same everywhere. 

We try to take the best from wherever we can.” 

LEADERSHIP STANDARDS

“Good instruction doesn’t always look 
the same everywhere.  We try to take 
the best from wherever we can.”
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TeacHaiti Principal Jefferson Daniel Laleau and his staff rely on weekly formative 

assessments to help guide instruction; “every Friday we see where students are,” 

he explains. Denie describes a work plan that teachers organize by week that 

is anchored on a trimester curriculum map.  Every trimester, students take a 

summative assessment that Denie describes as “the big test,” and Laleau closely 

monitors students’ progress with the formative assessments so that there are no 

surprises when the summative scores arrive. Laleau notes one ongoing challenge 

is to continue to move “beyond lecture and memorization” which is the method 

in which many TeacHaiti teachers learned and to push for higher-order thinking 

in instruction and assessment. Both schools are striving to thus empower 

teachers to learn and grow as instructional facilitators. 

CULTURAL LEADERSHIP- This standard notes that the school executive will 

“support and value the traditions, artifacts, symbols and positive values and 

norms of the school community” to “build upon a positive future” (NCSBoE, 

2006, p. 5).  This standard includes acknowledging failures, celebrating 

accomplishments, being positive and culturally-responsive, and promoting a 

sense of well-being. In writing about school culture, Matthews and Crow (2010) 

note “it is a combination of many aspects that teachers, principals, students, 

parents and community members construct to make sense of the school’s 

organization and features” (pp. 87-88). These features help strengthen the 

perceived identity of each school. 

The “school is a social and cultural hub” notes McMahon. “At the end of the 

day, students do not want to go home. They want to use the basketball court, 

the soccer field. Here in Haiti, there are limited opportunities for that. Students 

often stay after school and our staff will mentor or disciple them. The school is 

a safe haven for our students.”  The soccer field, a recent addition, has become a 

powerful school symbol attracting many visitors and prospective students and 
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serving as a center for many school activities. Hersey adds that by viewing the 

school as a community center, they are able to address the needs of the whole 

child, even in a diverse learning environment. McMahon stresses the importance 

of learning from other cultures rather than “stepping on toes or trying to change 

their culture.” 

“Every culture has a history,” Laleau explains. “In our culture, our flag says a lot 

about us, our struggles and also about our pride.” Each morning, the students 

perform a ceremony that involves raising the Haitian flag and singing two songs- 

the national anthem and the school song—before beginning the instructional 

day. Raising the flag allows students to engage in a powerful symbolic tradition 

and come together in unity each morning.  Despite two different school cultures 

(Quisqueya as an English-speaking school preparing most students for American 

university study and TeacHaiti as a Creole-speaking school serving a population 

which historically is unable to attend university) both schools realize the 

importance of symbols and traditions to instill pride in students and cohesion 

amongst the school community. 

HUMAN RESOURCES LEADERSHIP- This standard notes that leaders will 

recruit, induct, support, evaluate, develop and retain a “high performing staff” and 

“engage teachers and other professional staff” to help them grow as professionals 

(NCSBoE, 2006, p. 6). This includes evaluations, hiring, mentoring, and developing 

teachers. Owings and Kaplan (2012) note that “effective principals encourage 

teachers to reflect and challenge their assumptions about work and rethink how 

they can perform it” (p. 253). This work can be a unique challenge as each teacher, 

or adult learner, may have different needs and growth areas. 

At Quisqueya, Hersey says that the faculty has remained fairly stable over the 

past seven years. “We generally have 10-20% teacher turnover each year but we 

are able to attract teachers who desire to teach internationally,” he observes. 

LEADERSHIP STANDARDS
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The “Quisqueya network” is important; former teachers and alumni continue to 

bring in teachers. Hersey notes that “a lot of people underestimate what it takes 

to be a teacher.” Some who want to serve overseas do not have the qualifications 

or understanding of what it takes to succeed in the classroom.  “We try to weed 

those out early in the hiring process,” Hersey says, and ultimately, there is a 

‘family’ feel to the faculty and staff. McMahon notes that the economic downturn 

in the states actually helped recruiting but that it takes a lot of work to develop 

teachers. Hersey adds that Quisqueya teachers are supported in attending 

conferences to continually grow; he has worked to dramatically increase the 

professional development budget. “One of the challenges is a sense of isolation, 

we do not have colleagues right down the street with whom we can collaborate.”

The familial approach is shared by both schools. “We are a big family here 

at TeacHaiti,” Laleau explains. “It’s not just that I’m the boss and you’re the 

employee, but we have to work together and communicate. Innovation is also 

a big emphasis. “Being a leader involves challenging staff to do something they 

may have never done before” in order to grow and develop.  Limited professional 

development materials that are available in Creole, however, can present a 

challenge.  Denie and Laleau have worked to introduce innovative ways of 

teaching—such as using games in instruction—and in helping broadening 

teachers’ perspective by having them visit other teachers at other schools. As a 

new school, no similar network of recent alumni or past faculty exists, so Laleau 

and Denie rely on actively recruiting and carefully screening potential teachers 

for the school. 

MANAGERIAL LEADERSHIP- This standard emphasizes that leaders will 

“ensure that the school has processes and systems in place for budgeting, 

staffing, problem solving, communicating expectations and scheduling” that 

fosters success (NCSBoE, 2006, p. 7). This includes balancing the budget, having 
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protocols to address diverse student needs, having a schedule and planning 

time that works for teachers and students, and operations. 

Principal Hersey begins, “First of all, you have to plan for major expenditures 

that are completely unknown.” From having to move a wall for a city’s eminent 

domain decision or a new round of taxes to facing the earthquake catastrophe 

of 2010, Quisqueya has had to face the unexpected.  Immediately following the 

earthquake, 78 percent of the student body evacuated the country, and similarly, 

over half the faculty members either left or were temporarily laid off due to 

the loss of tuition revenue. The following year, the students and staff positions 

returned, but the disruption caused Hersey take stock of potential hardships.  

“We have an emergency fund that will cover us for six months,” Hersey explains. 

“It’s foolish not to plan,” he adds. 

“We are a scholarship program,” Denie explains. As founder, she has to also plan 

for the unexpected and frames a tentative budget for scholarship money and 

tuition. At the cost of $350 per year to educate each TeachHaiti student, she 

and the board must closely plan and monitor incoming donations. The school 

building is a renovated orphanage that TeacHaiti rents on an annual basis and 

has improved in a number of ways—from adding electricity and a donated 

playground set—since 2007. Each student receives two meals per day which 

present managerial considerations on such a tight budget.

EXTERNAL DEVELOPMENT LEADERSHIP- This standard emphasizes that 

the leader will “design structures and processes that result in community 

engagement, support, and ownership” to help the greater school community 

in their role as “stakeholders” (NCSBoE, 2006, p. 7). This includes empowering 

stakeholders to make decisions, advocating for the school, garnering fiscal and 

community support and good will. Hersey notes that external leadership “begins 

in Haiti, but we then are open to reaching out to alumns throughout the world, 
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including in the states.” McMahon adds that the newly added soccer field has 

brought in new interest as well. 

Denie travels in the states during the summer months, speaking about TeacHaiti 

and working with the board to reach out to current and potential donors. This 

requires significant time and travel on the part of Denie. Principal Laleau and 

Denie work in the local Port-au-Prince area to build trust within the community. 

“It took until the second year of TeacHaiti before we enrolled significant 

numbers of students in our school, because parents wanted to make sure this 

was something that was going to last,” explains Denie. Seeing results in terms 

of student behavior and student communication skills as well as “seeing how 

students were taken care of holistically” spoke volumes to stakeholders and 

enabled support for the school to flourish.  Denie works with stakeholders, 

including parents, staff, students, and community members, to make jewelry 

from scrap paper and cardboard; profits provide transportation for students as 

well as salaries for part-time staff members. This unique external development 

approach has garnered international interest from donors and supporters (see 

full description at this website ).

MICRO-POLITICAL LEADERSHIP- This standard emphasizes that the leader 

will “utilize the staff’s diversity (and) encourage constructive ideological conflict 

in order to leverage staff expertise, power and influence to realize the school’s 

vision for success” (NCSBoE, 2006, p. 8).  This includes being easily accessible to 

teachers and staff, using a School Improvement Team, creating an environment 

to hear internal stakeholder voices, and demonstrating sensitivity to staff needs. 

Hersey credits the “buy-in to the mission of the school” as helping promote 

unity amongst the Quisqueya faculty. “When it comes time to get things done, 

we’re pulling in the same direction. I encourage dissenting opinions and hope 

that people make their case, even speak out in faculty meetings. I encourage 
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parents to come and share with me if they have issues as well. We do not have 

any huge challenges.”  McMahon adds that having staff members who are “low 

maintenance with a team mindset” helps alleviate many potential pitfalls. 

Laleau notes that “leading and responding with kindness” helps him overcome 

faculty resistance. For instance, after introducing an idea in a faculty meeting, 

some faculty members can stiffen at the notion of change. Here at TeacHaiti, 

two-way communication processes are importance as well. Laleau emphasizes 

the importance of “one on one conversations to better understand why the 

teacher is upset and what their thoughts are” as well.  Denie and Laleau have 

worked to frame clear policies for teachers that emphasize communication and 

consistency regarding their work. “Being a new school,” Denie explains, “these 

policies are important to define and have readily accessible for our staff, many of 

whom are new to this role.

ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT LEADERSHIP- This recently-adopted standard 

emphasizes that the leader will “contribute to the academic success of 

students” and realize “acceptable, measurable progress for students based 

on established performance expectations” (NCSBoE, 2013, p. 9). This includes 

meeting achievement and growth targets in regards to achievement scores in 

an educational era of accountability. Apple (2013) notes that most states now 

rely on standardized tests despite “little evidence to support this ‘reform’… 

thus reducing opportunities in classrooms for more culturally sensitive, diverse 

curricula and teaching practices” (pp. 118-119).

“We’re not under the same political pressure as schools are in the states” Hersey 

notes. “We spend more time teaching about life and important subject matter 

and less on endless reams of tests. We are not interested in that sort of testing. 

We do test for improvement; for instance we assess in reading and math and look 

at the broad scores and we also look at the personalization of the assessment- 
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how can we help each student improve?” Hersey adds that his constituency 

looks at university and college admittances, often asking questions like “Are we 

getting students into Duke and Cornell?” in framing their perceptions of success. 

Quisqueya’s successful track record of post-secondary placement is a strong 

indicator and consideration for parents. 

Weekly and monthly evaluation tests and exams, as well as trimester exams, serve 

as indicators of success at TeacHaiti. Looking at each student as an individual is 

critically important. “We look at the results and, if necessary, make tutors readily 

available,” Denie explains, as some students need extra help. Denie and Laleau 

work closely with parents to communicate student progress. TeacHaiti uses a ten-

point scale to indicate passing and failing, and passage to the next grade level is 

dependent upon passing the test. Laleau defines new emphases for students to 

“analyze, criticize, and coming up with new ways of doing something” rather than 

rely rote memorization which was popular in prior decades. This has required a 

new visionary approach for hiring and developing quality teachers at TeacHaiti. 

Conclusion and Implications 
Both schools have identified future growth areas and continued challenges.  

Continuing to attract high-quality teachers and maintain high standards in 

admissions is a continual focus at Quisqueya, while closely staying abreast of 

external forces to ensure that the school can operate without disruption to the 

learning environment. Hersey notes that language arts is a particular focus, 

particularly supporting ESL students within a mainstream classroom.  McMahon 

adds that writing is a continual focus as well.  The approach of cognitive 

coaching was discussed as well as a reflective approach for all teachers to learn 

from each other and reflect on their own teaching. 

The biggest challenge for TeacHaiti, Laleau notes, relates to an overall lack of 

infrastructure which impacts necessary updates in education, curriculum, and 
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instruction. Math and science curriculum, for example, do not have engaging 

formats and have changed little in the past four decades. Teacher preparation 

and professional development are continued areas for growth and development.  

In seeking to understand the challenges and successes that schools in Port-au-

Prince face, similarities between schools are not completely unlike experiences 

facing educational leaders in North Carolina, or in the larger United States. 

Matthews and Crow (2010) note that the “context of the knowledge society is 

global, requiring workers to interact with individuals across regional, national 

borders. Understanding global contexts and cultural sensitivities has become 

critical for more jobs” (p. 10). It could be argued, thus, that understanding other 

contexts is critical for the role of the school principal.

Principals succeed in a variety of contexts, from the neighboring district’s school 

leader struggling to plan a more efficient bus route, to a neighboring country’s 

innovative school founder who generates transportation funds from recycled 

cardboard, empowering our next generation of school leaders to think “outside the 

map.” Nanzhao (2013) writes, “More than ever before, many problems in education 

have been globalized, and their solutions demand concerted efforts at the global 

level, through international transit of learning, cross-border education, and sharing 

of successful innovations wherever they have been made” (p. 116).  Today’s learners 

and learning leaders should strive to better engage learners and leaders outside 

their own map and thus be better equipped to meet the diverse needs of learners 

as well as grow as innovators and problem-solvers in an ever changing world. 
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Appendix A
10 Open-ended questions on School Leadership

Name and position:_____________________________________________

Location/ School: ______________________________________________

Date: ________________________________________________________

For each of the eight NC Leadership Standards, can you please address your 

work, challenges, and successes as it relates to each standard?

Consider video-clip responses in the school setting if appropriate.

1. The first standard, Strategic Leadership, notes that the “leader creates a 

climate of inquiry that challenges the school community to continually 

re-purpose itself by building on its core values and beliefs about its 

preferred future and then developing a pathway to reach it.” This standard 

LEADERSHIP STANDARDS
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includes items such as 21st century skills, vision/mission/goals, and school 

improvement. What challenges and successes do you experience regarding 

Strategic Leadership? 

2. The second standard, Instructional Leadership, notes that the leader “must 

be knowledgeable of best instructional and school practices and must use 

this knowledge” to help collaborate as a professional learning community. 

This standard includes items such as distributive leadership and teacher 

empowerment. What challenges and successes do you experience regarding 

Instructional Leadership?

3. The third standard, Cultural Leadership, notes that the school executive 

will “support and value the traditions, artifacts, symbols and positive values 

and norms of the school community” to “build upon a positive future.” This 

standard includes acknowledging failures, celebrating accomplishments, 

being positive and culturally-responsive, and promoting a sense of well-

being. What challenges and successes do you experience regarding Cultural 

Leadership?

4. The fourth standard, Human Resource Leadership, notes that leaders 

will works to recruit induct, support, evaluate, develop and retain a “high 

performing staff” and “engage teachers and other professional staff” to help 

them grow as professionals. This includes evaluations, hiring, mentoring, 

and developing teachers. What challenges and successes do you experience 

regarding Human Resource Leadership? 

5. The fifth standard, Managerial Leadership, notes that leaders will “ensure 

that the school has processes and systems in place for budgeting, staffing, 

problem solving, communicating expectations and scheduling” that fosters 

success. This includes balancing the budget, having protocols to address 
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diverse student needs, having a schedule and planning time that works for 

teachers and students, and operations. What challenges and successes do you 

experience regarding Managerial Leadership? 

6. The sixth standard, External Development Leadership, notes the school 

leader will “design structures and processes that result in community 

engagement, support, and ownership” to help the greater school community 

in their role as “stakeholders.” This includes empowering stakeholders to make 

decisions, advocating for the school, garnering fiscal and community support 

and good will. What challenges and successes do you experience regarding 

External Development Leadership? 

7. The seventh standard, Micropolitical Leadership, notes that the school 

leader will “utilize the staff’s diversity (and) encourage constructive ideological 

conflict in order to leverage staff expertise, power and influence to realize the 

school’s vision for success.” This includes being easily accessible to teachers 

and staff, using a School Improvement Team, creating an environment to 

hear internal stakeholder voices, and demonstrates sensitivity to staff needs. 

What challenges and successes do you experience regarding Micropolitical 

Leadership?

8. The eighth standard, Academic Achievement Leadership, notes that 

“school executives will contribute to the academic success of students” and 

realize “acceptable, measurable progress for students based on established 

performance expectations.” This includes meeting achievement and growth 

targets in regards to achievement scores. What challenges and successes do 

you experience regarding Academic Achievement Leadership?

9. What is the biggest challenge that you face today?

10. How can we better prepare school leaders?

LEADERSHIP STANDARDS
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Appendix B

Quisqueya Director Steve Hersey (L) and Secondary Principal Art McMahon

The author (L) with TeacHaiti Director Miquette Denie and Principal Jefferson Daniel Laleau (R) 

Appendix C
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Relationships, both between teacher and child and among peers, are critical 
to building self-regulation in young children. Relationships are built through 
interactions, and self-regulation skills are malleable. This article describes 
the building blocks of self-regulation and explores ways teachers support its 
development in the classroom.

Young Children’s Self-Regulation In The Classroom 
And How Teachers Can Support This Critical Life Skill

Amanda P. Williford 
Dr. Amanda Williford is Research Assistant Professor at the Center 
for the Advanced Study of Teaching and Learning at the University 
of Virginia.  Her research explores how young children best develop 
school readiness skills, with a focus on developing and evaluating 
early interventions for children who display deficits in self-regulation. 
She is an author on numerous publications including peer-reviewed 
journal articles, book chapters, and project reports. She can be 
reached at williford@virginia.edu.

During the formative early childhood years, students develop self-regulation 

skills that play a vital role in preparing children for academic and social success 

later in life. These critical skills include one’s own ability to focus attention, 

manage emotions, and control behaviors to cope effectively with environmental 

demands (Baumeister & Vohs, 2004; Blair & Razza, 2007; Rimm-Kaufman et 

al., 2009; Calkins & Williford, 2009). It is conceptually useful to separate self-

regulation into the components of emotion, behavior, and cognition (Figure 1) 

with the acknowledgment that these processes are intertwined and dependent 

upon each other (Calkins and Williford, 2009). 
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There has been recent attention given to importance and development of self-

regulation (sometimes referring to self-regulation as character strengths, grit, 

motivation, and persistence) and with good reason (Tough, 2012, Heckman 2006). 

Self-regulation has been conceptualized as a critical feature of school readiness—

one that underlies the skills of successful school achievement (Blair, 2002). For 

instance, the level of children’s self-regulation skills predicts performance of 

early math and reading as well as better social-emotional skills (Blair, Denham, 

Kochanoff, Blair Peters, & Granger; 2004; Blair & Razza, 2007). And, self-regulation 

has a greater influence on a student’s academic performance than his or her IQ 

(Duckworth & Seligman, 2005). But the benefits of early self-regulation skills are 

not limited to early childhood.  Both observational and experimental longitudinal 

research that followed children into late adolescence and adulthood demonstrate 

that being well-regulated is linked with a host of important outcomes.  Children 

2014    Vol. 11                         Virginia Educational Leadership                      vaascd.org                            51



who displayed greater behavioral control in preschool were found to have higher 

SAT scores and better coping skills in adolescence and to have higher levels 

of education, better coping skills, and less substance abuse as adults (Mischel 

et al., 2011). Longitudinal work examining the impact of randomly assigning 

preschoolers to participate in high quality early education that included an explicit 

emphasis on developing children’s social-emotional and self-regulation skills 

in addition to pre-academic skills versus the typical early childhood experience 

showed that children exposed to such early education efforts were retained in 

grades less often, attained higher education levels, earned higher wages, were less 

likely to receive government assistance, had lower crime rates, and even better 

health outcomes (Heckman, Moon, Pinto, Savelyev, & Yavitz, 2010).

On the flip side, failures of early self-regulation are core features of childhood 

psychological problems such as Attention Deficit-Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) 

and Oppositional Defiant Disorder (ODD) (Calkins & Fox, 2002; Calkins & Williford, 

2009; Keenan, 2000). Thus, children who evidence challenging behaviors have 

deficits in self-regulation, showing difficulty paying attention, following teacher 

directions, and controlling negative emotions, and in turn do less well in school 

(Ladd, Kochenderfer, & Coleman, 1997). Without early intervention, these 

challenging behaviors are risk factors that lead to escalating academic problems, 

grade retention, school drop-out, and antisocial behavior (Snyder, 2001; 

Tremblay et al.,1996). The early childhood period provides a critical window for 

intervention, before maladaptive behavior patterns become stable and long-

standing (Humphries & Keenan, 2006).

Self-Regulation within the Early Classroom Environment 
As children enter into the preschool and kindergarten classroom they are 

expected to walk quietly down the hallway, sit quietly during circle-time, persist 

in classroom activities, follow multistep directions, remember classroom rules 

SELF REGULATION
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in the moment, keep their hands to themselves, manage their frustrations and 

disappointments, etc. all while learning important pre-academic content such as 

letter sounds, one-to-one correspondence, and how to make predictions. And, 

there is wide variability across children during early childhood in their skill level 

to accomplish these acts of self-regulation (Campbell & von Stauffenberg, 2008; 

Kuczynski & Kochanska, 1995). This variability is due in large part to the fact that 

self-regulation is developing at this highest rate during early childhood as well 

as that the 

demands and 

expectations 

for children to be 

able to control their 

emotions, behavior, 

and thinking are increasing rapidly (Calkins & Williford, 2009).  Children’s self-

regulation is malleable; children’s skills are situated within and dependent 

on their environments (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998). This highlights how 

children’s learning and development are shaped by their interactions with 

others. As such, children’s ability to regulate their own behavior, emotions, and 

thinking varies according the demands of and supports available to them in the 

classroom (Kidd, Palmeri, & Aslin, 2013). 

Vygotsky, one of the leading developmental theorists in psychology, stressed 

that psychological processes such as self-regulation are developed through 

interactions with adults, peers, and the learning context (Stetsenko & Vianne, 

2009). Children develop self-regulation as they engage in informal interactions 

with peers and adults (Vygotsky, 1978). Before children are able to self-regulate 

their behaviors, they gain control through “other-regulation” where their 

behavior is guided by others as they learn to initiate desired behaviors and 

refrain from negative behaviors (Bodrova & Leong, 2006). This theory emphasizes 

Watch a Mischel video about his
  Marshmallow Experiment.
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that development and learning do not only occur through access to high quality 

learning materials, but it is the use of the materials or curriculum in the context 

of a meaningful social interchanges between the child and his or her teachers 

and/or peers that is necessary for development (Morrison et al., 2010). The 

sections that follow specifically describe how children’s day-to-day interactions 

with teachers, peers, and classroom activities support children’s self-regulation 

skills and provide examples of simple strategies that teachers can implement to 

support children’s skill development. 

Teacher-Child Interactions  
When teachers describe their relationships with children as warm and close, young 

children show better emotion regulation skills (Shields et al., 2001), more social 

competence, and fewer problem behaviors (Mashburn et al., 2008). Conversely, 

teacher-child interactions characterized by high negativity, disagreement, and/

or conflict are associated with lower levels of children’s self-directedness and 

cooperation in 

the classroom 

(Birch & Ladd, 1997). 

Thus, when children 

interact with teachers who 

establish positive emotional bonds with and meet the behavioral and regulatory 

needs of their students, this creates an environment that will be especially 

supportive for children’s ability to regulate themselves. 

Strong relationships are built over time through multiple, moment to moment 

interactions. When teachers are responsive and sensitive to children’s needs 

this sends the message that their teacher values and respects them, they are 

safe with their teacher, and they can rely on their teacher when they need help. 

Strategies that promote a sensitive and responsive teacher-child relationship 

SELF REGULATION

Strong relationships are built over 
time through multiple, moment to 
moment interactions.

vaascd.org                     Virginia Educational Leadership                          Vol. 11   201454



PRACTICE
include individually greeting each child in the morning, which sends an explicit 

message that the teacher cares that the child is at school and that the teacher 

is there for him or her during the day. It is also an opportunity for the teacher 

to observe how a child feels about starting the day--Is the child excited, shy, 

tired? This may help the teacher understand that child’s behavior later in the 

day. Teachers can also take time to show interest in what individual children are 

doing during the day and to play with them. When teachers carefully observe 

and comment on what children are doing in the classroom, children know that 

the teacher is attending to them. Teachers can ask children if they can join in in 

the child’s play and follow the child’s lead during play again to show interest and 

allow the child autonomy during these interactions. The relationship a teacher 

forms with each child provides a foundation that allows the child to be open to 

his or her teacher when the child is learning a new skill or when the teacher is 

working with the child to improve a challenging behavior. If a child has a strong 

and positive bond with the teacher, he or she will know that when the teacher 

redirects or corrects the child’s behavior, the teacher is not making a negative 

judgment on the child as a person but instead helping the child to learn a new 

skill to help them be successful in life. 

Peer Interactions 
The importance of relationships for developing regulation skills and gaining 

social-emotional competence extends to the peer network. Vygotsky (1978) 

theorized that play, specifically make-believe play, was particularly important for 

the development of self-regulation, as children have the opportunity to practice 

being regulated by, and also regulating peers’ as well as their own behavior. 

Emerging research supports this theory and suggests that classroom interactions 

with peers during play are associated with children’s self-regulation (e.g., Elias & 

Berk, 2002; Mendez, Fantuzzo, & Cicchetti, 2001). 

SELF REGULATION
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As an example, teachers can use peer pairing to promote positive peer 

interactions and support children’s self-regulation. Peer pairing involves 

purposely setting up interactions between a child who is struggling to engage 

successfully with other children in the classroom with a child in the classroom 

who does this well. Peer pairing can support children’s self-regulation by helping 

children remember (through observation of another peer) what behaviors are 

expected of them during play. For example, during center or free time, a teacher 

may ask a classmate who is successful with peer interactions and eager to help 

others to be another child’s (one who may have trouble remembering the 

rules around sharing and cooperation) “buddy”. The teacher gives the students 

matching necklaces and explains, “I would like for you to play together today 

during Center Time. You will have to decide together what to play with and then 

share”. This strategy can support both children’s cognitive (remembering several 

rules in the moment) and behavioral (resisting the urge to grab a toy) regulation 

because the teacher has scaffolded the activity by strategically choosing the 

peer pairing as well as the activity, and has reminded the children what is 

expected and providing a model for the child who might struggle during the 

play. The target child watches the socially skilled child interact and the socially 

skilled child is more likely to help resolve small disagreements so that the pair 

can engage in play for longer periods of time which is reinforcing to the target 

child and provides a great social-skills learning opportunity for both children.

Tasks and Activities 
Positive task engagement is characterized by children’s enthusiastic, self-

directed, and active involvement with classroom activities (Downer, Booren, 

Lima, Luckner, & Pianta, 2010; Fantuzzo, Perry, & McDermott, 2004). Preschool 

children’s positive engagement with tasks and activities is linked with better 

attention and impulse control (Bierman, Torres, Domitrovich, Welsh, & Gest, 2009; 

Chang & Burns, 2005). However, as Vygotsky’s theory emphasizes, children do 

SELF REGULATION

vaascd.org                     Virginia Educational Leadership                          Vol. 11   201456



PRACTICESELF REGULATION

not engage in classroom tasks 

and activities in isolation of their 

social relationships. Children’s 

relationships with teachers and 

peers serve as either supports 

or stressors that may facilitate 

or impede children’s classroom 

adaptation and participation 

(Birch & Ladd, 1997) Theory 

describes and research supports 

that optimal development of self-

regulation occurs within a context 

where children are regularly 

provided with relational resources 

(e.g., positive relationships with 

teachers and peers), combined 

with stimulating classroom 

activities (Bodrova & Leong, 2003). 

For example, teacher’s use cues 

and visuals to provide quick, 

efficient, and clear reminders will 

help children remember what 

they are supposed to be doing 

and helps them resist the urge to 

do something that they are not 

supposed to be doing. Classroom 

rules and expectations can be 

complicated! Some rules always 

The Technical Assistance 
Center on Social Emotional 

Intervention (TACSEI) at  
www. Challengingbehavior.org 

and the Center on the Social and 
Emotional Foundations for Early 

Learning (CSEFEL) at  
www.vanderbilt.edu/csefel 

have wonderful resources for 
teachers focused on strategies that 
promote children’s self-regulatory 

and social-emotional skills by 
promoting children’s positive 

engagement with teachers, peers 
and classroom activities.

“From the last two decades of research, it is unequivocally clear that children’s emotional and 
behavioral adjustment is important for their chances of early school success.” (Raver, 2002)

There is mounting evidence showing that young children with challenging 
behavior are more likely to experience early and persistent peer rejection, 
mostly punitive contacts with teachers, family interaction patterns that are 
unpleasant for all participants, and school failure (Center for Evidence-Based 
Practice: Young Children with Challenging Behavior, 2003). Conversely, 
children who are emotionally well-adjusted have a greater chance of early 
school success (Raver, 2002). Social and behavioral competence in young 
children predicts their academic performance in the fi rst grade over and above 
their cognitive skills and family backgrounds (Raver & Knitzer, 2002).

Science has established a compelling link between social/emotional 
development and behavior and school success (Raver, 2002; Zins, Bloodworth, 
Weissberg, & Walberg, 2004). Indeed, longitudinal studies suggest that the 
link may be causal….academic achievement in the fi rst few years of schooling 
appears to be built on a foundation of children’s emotional and social skills 
(Raver, 2002). Young children cannot learn to read if they have problems 
that distract them from educational activities, problems following directions, 
problems getting along with others and controlling negative emotions, and 
problems that interfere with relationships with peers, teachers, and parents. 
“Learning is a social process” (Zins et al., 2004).

The National Education Goals Panel (1996) recognized that a young child 
must be ready to learn, e.g., possess the pre-requisite skills for learning in 
order to meet the vision and accountability mandates of academic achievement 
and school success. Academic readiness includes the prosocial skills that 
are essential to school success. Research has demonstrated the link between 
social competence and positive intellectual outcomes as well as the link 
between antisocial conduct and poor academic performance (Zins et al., 2004). 
Programs that have a focus on social skills have been shown to have improved 
outcomes related to drop out and attendance, grade retention, and special 
education referrals. They also have improved grades, test scores, and reading, 
math, and writing skills (Zins etal., 2004).

Social skills that have been identified as essential for academic success include: 
 getting along with others (parents, teachers, and peers),
 following directions,
 identifying and regulating one’s emotions and behavior,
 thinking of  appropriate solutions to confl ict, 
 persisting on task, 

www.challengingbehavior.org

Recommended Practices
Linking Social Development and Behavior to School Readiness
Barbara J. Smith, Ph.D. – University of Colorado-Denver and Health Sciences Center
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stay the same such as no hitting and no biting, but others change based on the 

situation. For example, jumping, running, and yelling are okay outside but may 

not be okay inside your classroom. This can be confusing for children. And there 

may be times when children do understand a rule or routine, but they simply 

forget in the moment. Providing cues and visuals reminds children of the rules in 

the moment which supports their behavioral regulation. 

Considerations 
In conclusion, it is important to consider that individual children within the same 

classroom have disparate preschool experiences (Pintrich et al., 1994; Shearer et 

al., 2008). Children within a single classroom have unequal access to high quality 

interactions with teachers, peers, and learning activities. In particular, children 

who have trouble regulating their emotions, behavior, and/or thinking (children 

who display high levels of impulsivity, hyperactivity, anger, irritability, etc.) often 

do not experience strong and positive bonds with their teachers, successful 

problem solving interactions with their peers, and are sometimes removed 

from important learning activities. And so, the children who would most likely 

benefit from high quality classroom context experiences are likely to be the very 

children who will miss out on them due to their lack of self-regulation skills. 

Economist and Nobel Laureate James Heckman writes “Self-control, openness, 

the ability to engage with others, to plan and to persist — these are the 

attributes that get people in the door and on the job, and lead to productive 

lives. Cognitive and character skills work together as dynamic complements; 

they are inseparable. Skills beget skills. More motivated children learn more” 

(Heckman, 2013, p. SR5). Children’s early self-regulation skills can act as either 

supports or constraints in terms of later success in school and life. Thus, 

teachers must individualize their instruction in order to provide extra scaffolds 

and supports to ensure that the children who display challenging behaviors 
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in the classroom will experience the frequent, high quality interactions and 

practice necessary to develop the self-regulation skills needed to be successful 

in the future. One way that teachers can do this is to pay particular to attention 

a child’s ability to attend to and engage during different activities and to 

assess how stable or unstable that child’s regulation skills seem to be. Then a 

teacher might employ a set of simple strategies and assess that child’s abilities 

again while the teacher is employing those strategies. This tells the teacher 

something important about the type and level of scaffolding the teacher can 

provide to that child to increase their engagement in the classroom. Through 

the use of effective instructional practices and interactions, teachers can 

significantly increase children’s ability to regulate their behavior, emotions, 

and thinking in the classroom so that children can benefit from the learning 

opportunities available in the classroom and take full advantage of school and 

life opportunities in the future. 
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Harnessing the Power of Informal Education  
in the Name of STEM

Recent research has revealed the benefits of informal educational methods to boost 
the classroom performance of STEM students.  This article points out the benefits of 
informal methods realized at one urban elementary school and the tools that many 
classroom teachers currently have at the ready that can aid their STEM instruction.

Introduction 
For modern learners, topics in science, technology, engineering, and 

mathematics (STEM) line the pathway to tomorrow.  Many careers of the future 

require students to develop skills in STEM fields. Students are finding support 

for STEM achievement in classrooms from a surprising source. A 2012 report 

from the National Governors Association (NGA) spells out the news: informal 

educators – those teachers working with learners in zoos, botanical gardens, 

museums, and science centers – are advancing students’ skill development for 

the STEM topics presented in formal K-12 classrooms. But while the informal 

lessons typically occur in after-school or out-of-school settings, the payoffs are 

occurring in the schoolhouse (NGA, 2012). 

The NGA paper is the latest in a steady accumulation of reports that have 

touted the power of informal learning to raise students’ STEM achievement. The 
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Afterschool Alliance (2011) reports that high-quality informal STEM programs 

can provide a trio of broad benefits: “improved attitudes toward STEM fields 

and careers, increased STEM knowledge and skills, and higher likelihood of 

graduation and pursuing a STEM career” (p. 2). For gaining more bang for the 

buck in STEM learning, the research shows that informal environments motivate 

students in a way that school does not. 

Logically, there should be no surprise at the NGA news. Informal lessons 

are typically taught by passionate educators (often experts) devoted to 

their very specific content who make plain the science that is at work in an 

everyday setting. In contrast, formal classrooms (particularly in elementary 

schools, the launching pad for students’ STEM interest) offer science lessons 

that are often delivered by a teacher who may have a general ability in 

science, but who may lack a college major in a scientific field or an overriding 

passion for exploring scientific topics. Darling-Hammond (1999) notes that 

a teacher’s enthusiasm for his/her own opportunities to learn can be linked 

to student achievement. If a teacher appears tentative about or disengaged 

from the subject of his/her lesson, that uncertainty can be detected by 

students’ sensitive antennae and the students’ own confidence in mastering 

the subject can also be diminished. Jerald (2007) cites research on teacher 

efficacy, a teacher’s belief that s/he can aid student learning. This confidence 

that a teacher brings to the delivery of a topic is a powerful factor, a 

contribution to student achievement that is more potent than the school’s 

demographics or a student’s prior performance in a subject. 

Informal learning provides a real-world tackling of issues, collecting of data, 

and analyzing of information to take action -- the precise shot in the arm that 

classrooms could also utilize for deepening students’ understandings and 

engagement about STEM. Time is one resource that the research identifies as 

2014    Vol. 11                         Virginia Educational Leadership                      vaascd.org                            65



IN PRACTICEINFORMAL EDUCATION

a motivator for students’ future STEM pursuits. Informal settings provide time 

for students to soak in investigative thinking. At school, however, students may 

find that their experience in STEM-centric classes is abbreviated both during 

the formal school day and across their experience from K through 12. Because 

the benefits of informal settings are so great, the NGA report urges governors 

to maintain funding for informal science programs, to encourage their school 

systems to support informal STEM-based learning, and to distribute a list of 

available informal science resources (NGA, 2012). 

Imagine fine-tuning a STEM understanding while wading knee-deep in a stream, 

hunting for macro-invertebrates. Or on a hike. Or on a beach. In an exhibit hall. 

A backyard. Or any of the myriad settings in which informal learning can occur. 

Much like the collective hallelujah that goes up from chocolate lovers whenever 

physicians announce the medicinal benefits of cocoa -- something that tastes 

delicious and is good for you (the cheering is never as loud for spinach or 

Brussels sprouts) -- students can rejoice that informal education offers such 

significant aid to their STEM achievement.

However, while informal settings prepare students for STEM achievement 

at school, the applications learned in classrooms do not always transfer into 

the field. Through their collaborations with formal classrooms, some informal 

educators have found that students hold incorrect ideas about science and the 

scientific method, and that students don’t know how to make sense of data 

(Bisson, 2011). Acquiring literacy and comfort around scientific issues is complex 

and is not an understanding that a student will gain in one sitting. Achievement 

of STEM acumen will take reinforcement on multiple fronts and students can 

benefit from both formal and informal efforts. It is the climate of the various 

settings in which students learn that will do much to shape their interest and 

attitudes related to STEM topics. 
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A School Sanctuary for Scientific Investigation 
Perhaps recent occurrences at one US school can jog our collective thinking 

about capturing the strengths of an informal setting in schools. The Los Angeles 

Times describes the learning potential that exists when students intently study 

the natural environment in their schoolyard. Sahagun (2012) reports on Leo 

Politi Elementary, a school of around 800 students just west of downtown Los 

Angeles, an area with a population density of more than 25,000 people per 

square mile. Sahagun describes the neighborhood thusly: “lots of pavement, 

little landscaping, and many economically disadvantaged families” (para. 2). 

With a grant from the US Fish and Wildlife Service to improve the biodiversity of 

the schoolyard habitat, educators removed 5000 square feet of Bermuda grass and 

concrete, and replaced it with native flora. That schoolyard makeover occurred 

3 years ago, and the chain of events that ensued was unexpected by teachers 

-- but welcomed. Of course the native plants attracted insects, and the insects 

attracted hungry birds. But the birds also captured the curiosity of students and 

community members. The resulting classroom assignments in the schoolyard and 

the nature literacy sessions (species identification, art classes, and so forth) led 

by local experts have 

yielded an improvement 

in science test scores that 

is six times better than 

students’ previous efforts. 

School leaders attribute 

the achievement to 

students’ fascination with 

the biological diversity 

now present in their 

schoolyard. Principal Brad Rumble & Leo Politi Elementary students talk about 
the gains the school has made with its outdoor nature laboratory.
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However, any classroom instruction that capitalizes on the strengths of informal 

learning settings requires more than a peeling back of the pavement in the 

schoolyard.  As any K-12 teacher who has sent home field trip permission slips can 

attest, the instruction that happens both before students board the busses and 

after they return to the classroom is crucial in connecting classroom learning to 

the activities in which students are engaged in the field.  The classroom instruction 

that is effective for STEM benefit is not spontaneous, but carefully planned.  The 

classroom climate a teacher has established and the quality of that teacher’s 

instruction will foretell the quality of student learning in a particular classroom.

A Glimpse at Effective Classroom Practice 
During a recent spring semester, I worked with university students in an 

environmental education course.  As part of a class project, each university 

student served as an Environmental Education (EE) intern to develop lessons 

about an environmental topic alongside a K-12 classroom teacher.  The EE interns 

came from 

a variety of 

disciplines, and 

because many 

were not trained in 

pedagogy, we covered 

some fundamentals before they headed into schools.  Their rudimentary training 

included challenging students at a variety of cognitive levels, identifying 

appropriate content standards, and constructing assignments to evaluate 

student performance. Through online journal postings, the EE interns identified 

the classroom practices they had observed that could best connect classwork 

to K-12 students’ actions in the real world.  As “education outsiders” largely 

unfamiliar with professional instructional practice, the EE interns brought fresh 

eyes to classroom observations.  Therefore, their notations about effective 

The EE interns pointed out that the ideal 
learning experiences were lessons that 
placed student discovery at the  
center of instruction.
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classroom lessons deserve special notice as practices that harness the punch of 

informal learning.  

The EE interns pointed out that the ideal learning experiences were lessons that 

placed student discovery at the center of instruction.  Might teachers create 

a classroom climate in which students will be motivated to use their natural 

curiosity in classroom learning?  The short list of classroom practices identified 

by the EE interns is common-sense but not universal.  Certainly the successes 

of informal learning can inspire our work in classrooms.  Consider the following 

instructional practices as possibilities to promote STEM achievement, practices 

that are hands-on and relevant to students’ experience, and that are propelled by 

questions asked and answered by the students themselves.  

Practice 1:  Formulating Questions and Answers 
Who asks the questions in the classroom?  And, among all the denizens of 

the classroom, who holds the correct answers?  How about students asking 

questions and students seeking answers?  A teacher who prizes students’ 

curiosity at the same level as the state academic standards can reap dividends 

in the form of students’ investment in scientific inquiry.  To begin, teachers can 

keep an ongoing list of students’ questions that the class can explore.  Then, 

couple these queries with the answers that class members generate through 

their observations of the world.  Add an ever-growing list of sources that have 

provided answers for students, and the class is on its way to recognizing the 

teacher’s genuine invitation to pursue students’ curiosities about the world.

A teacher’s willingness to build a community of inquiry that invites students to 

be the generators of questions communicates the essential notion of discovery 

that is at the core of STEM investigation.  The teacher’s intentional structure 

supports a community in which each student can contribute to the group 

effort.  One EE intern noted that an inviting, positive, and safe classroom climate 
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communicates to each student that s/he is a vital participant and that the 

experience for the entire class would not be the same without the contributions 

of each individual student.  This feeling of the indispensability of each individual 

increases each student’s investment in the work that transpires in class.  

Students formulating their own questions and answers also brings opportunities 

for students to build stronger content knowledge as they collaborate.  Because 

some students in any classroom may also belong to a club or other informal 

learning group, the classroom teacher might invite participants to share 

situations from the informal settings that can become real-life queries for 

the class to pursue.  At Politi Elementary, students are accumulating a shared 

knowledge through class projects.  According to the Los Angeles Times, students 

are creating an inventory of every species observed in what is now being called 

the school’s “sanctuary.”

Students from Leo 
Politi Elementary 
School partner with 
community members 
and students from a 
nearby high school for 
an art show inspired by 
species in the school’s 
sanctuary.
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Practice 2:  Promoting Hands-On Activity   
The EE interns could not ignore the power they observed in lessons that included 

hands-on activities for students.  Without the literal connections that hands-on 

lessons bring to students’ learning, students’ investment in the lesson is likely 

to be half-hearted and short-term.  The excitement of a hands-on connection, 

however, convinces students that understanding and action around scientific 

inquiry are within their grasp, not once- or twice-removed beneath textbook 

pages or a teacher’s lecture.  Students learn as they manipulate objects, get their 

hands dirty, and build a muscle memory about the content they are exploring.

By its very nature, informal learning tends to be hands-on.  While this may be 

the most salient characteristic of informal learning, classroom teachers, for their 

part, may require greater intention in order to infuse hands-on learning into their 

lessons.  “Hands-on” might involve cleaning weeds from a schoolyard garden 

space or inspecting a variety of mineral specimens during a classroom lab.  

Collecting soil samples, recording weather observations, and photographing 

flowering species in the neighborhood will enable students to use tools beyond 

a pencil to acquire an understanding about STEM topics.  And starting a lesson 

with hands-on approaches creates an air of excitement that engages students 

and has them wanting more. One EE intern contended that hands-on learning 

enabled students to make immediate connections to the content as also 

provided possibilities to retain the information for the long term.  

Practice 3:  Building Real-World Connections 
A final practice that resonated with the EE interns was instruction that connected 

classroom content to the real world.  Consider again the bonanza at Politi 

Elementary:  an intentional switch to native species in the schoolyard provided 

potent lessons about the effects of climate, urbanization, and other factors that 

combine to yield a specific sort of biodiversity in the schoolyard.  A classroom 
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discussion of invasive species, habitat, and migratory routes was bound to follow 

quickly and captivate students.

The EE interns understood that a study of the natural environment would play 

a special role in establishing real-world connections to classroom topics.  The 

preponderance of environmental issues in the press and in daily decisions that 

families make about consumption situates environmental study as a ready 

topic for classrooms.  Such immediacy of a topic carries the students’ awareness 

beyond the classroom and beyond the grade for a course to the relevance of the 

topic in the real-world.

Teachers can also nudge students toward the habit of discussing salient 

STEM topics during family dinner-table conversation.  As they are able, 

students can report to the class the answers they received about school 

topics from family members, providing a fresh set of attitudes and 

experiences for the class to examine.  Teachers will find that guiding students 

to see the relevance of a STEM topic in their own lives will light students’ 

lamps in a way that merely reading a textbook cannot.  For example, taking a 

census of all the species living in a school’s parking lot can remind students 

of the need for the local environment to provide nourishment for all living 

things.  Or composing Letters to the Editor is one example of identifying 

audiences with whom students can share their understanding of STEM topics 

that arise in their daily experience. 

Conclusion 
Informal educators have pulled from students the STEM attitudes and 

performances that are coveted by schools.  In order for classrooms to 

begin to pack the same punch as informal learning environments, school 

administrators and subject-area colleagues must support a community of 

inquiry in classrooms.  Teachers’ efforts to promote student-led inquiry, 
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hands-on experiences, and relevant connections to classroom content are 

important first steps toward realizing student action and excitement around 

STEM topics.  

References

Afterschool Alliance. (2011, September). STEM learning in afterschool: An analysis 

of impact and outcomes. Retrieved from www.afterschoolalliance.org/
documents/STEM-Afterschool-Outcomes.pdf

Bisson, B. (2011, May). Engaging teachers and students in landscape-scale research 

while supporting improved science education.  Paper presented at the Citizen 

Science Symposium, Orono, ME.

Darling-Hammond, L. (2000). Teacher quality and student achievement: A review 

of state policy evidence. Education Policy Analysis Archives, 8(1).

Jerald, C. D. (2007, January). Believing and achieving. Retrieved from  

www.centerforcsri.org/files/CenterIssueBriefJan07.pdf

National Governors Association. (2012, March 29). The role of informal science in 

the state education agenda. Retrieved from www.nga.org/cms/home/nga-
center-for-best-practices/center-publications/page-edu-publications/
col2-content/main-content-list/the-role-of-informal-science-in.html#

Sahagun, L.  (2012, April 16). At an urban L.A. school, nature grows — and test 

scores too. Los Angeles Times. Retrieved from www.latimes.com/news/local/
la-me-bird-school-20120416,0,2013311,full.story

2014    Vol. 11                         Virginia Educational Leadership                      vaascd.org                            73



IN PRACTICE

Mickey Kosloski 
Michael “Mickey” Kosloski, Ph.D., is an assistant professor and 
program director of marketing education and training at Old 
Dominion University in Norfolk, VA.  He developed Virginia’s first 
Internet Marketing curriculum and also spent 7 years as Virginia 
DECA’s state advisor where the association grew to become the 
nation’s largest.  Now in his 14th year at Old Dominion University, 
Kosloski has authored many published works, and currently 
works with marketing education, fashion merchandising, training 
specialist, and graduate students in preparing them for careers.

Career and Technical Education:  
A Best Kept Secret in Modern Education

The educational community continuously searches for the most proven and effective 
methods that enhance learning.  One of the most successful and proven methods 
for academic success for all students is career and technical education.  This article 
provides a description and explanation of why CTE is effective, as well as presents 
empirical findings to support CTE as a sound educational tool for the modern learner.

What makes today’s modern learner tick? In our ongoing quest to discover 

how to best enhance learning, we constantly seek research-based strategies 

that have been empirically proven to help our learners thrive in today’s ever-

changing educational environment. There are many approaches that have merit, 

and each provides a new and exciting direction for the future of education. 

However, sometimes in our quest for “effective, innovative, and exciting” we 

run the risk of taking for granted what has been tried, tested, and successful. 

Career and technical education (CTE) is one such educational arena that may 

often be overlooked as a valuable enhancer of core academic achievement in 

our educational communities (for more information including links to important 

CTE resources, see Appendix A). Based on progressive workforce skill sets and 

the need for curricula to keep pace, new approaches to CTE include intentionally 
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infusing academics into the curricula, the continuous evolution of curricula 

based on business and industry input, and the application of academics in a real-

world setting. CTE is an effective method of enhancing learning.

Some of these commonly touted strategies for today’s learners include academy 

or specialized settings; communities of learning that span across brick and mortar 

classrooms, utilizing today’s Web 2.0 communication tools; online learning 

environments; and the granddaddy of them all, STEM education, or the integration 

of science, technology, engineering, and mathematics principles. However, CTE 

provides an excellent strategic option in combining contextual and applied 

learning with evolving curricula that meets the needs of today’s employers.

What is Career and Technical Education? 
Career and technical education is a program of study that offers a sequence of 

courses that provides individuals with the academic and technical knowledge 

and skills they need to prepare for further education and careers. What you may 

not realize is that virtually every student across the country (approximately 98%) 

takes at least one CTE course during their high school career, and approximately 

one in four takes three or more courses in a concentrated program area (U. S. 

Department of Education, 2008). That includes all learners whether they are 

college-bound or not. If approximately 98% of our students are engaging in CTE 

curricula regardless of their career path, then CTE necessarily plays a role in the 

development of today’s modern learner.

There are seven nationally recognized CTE program areas: business education, 

marketing education, technology education, family and consumer sciences, 

health occupations, agricultural education, and trade and industrial education 

(Brustein, 2006). Each program area is defined by the Carl D. Perkins Career and 

Technical Education of 2006, often referred to as the Perkins Act, the primary 

legislation defining and dictating CTE (U.S. Department of Education, 2007). The 

CAREER & TECHNICAL EDUCATION
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content of these programs naturally lends itself to applied, contextual learning. 

In fact, stakeholders have considered CTE “applied academics” for decades. 

One reason CTE has been a hidden treasure for so long is that this legislation 

has mandated accountability measures since the 1998 reauthorization, with the 

most recent, or 2006 reauthorization creating more stringent verbiage regarding 

academic outcomes. 

For years stakeholders have exclaimed the academic value of CTE, but there 

was little empirical evidence to verify such outcomes. As a result of the 1998 

authorization, many studies regarding the academic value of CTE have been 

published and circulated. For example, one of the most widely publicized studies 

through the National Research Center for Career and Technical Education (NRCCTE) 

was a “Math in CTE” study whereby several local CTE curricula intentionally infused 

more mathematics into CTE programs. The result? The study showed that students 

involved in the program scored significantly higher in standardized math exams 

with no loss of CTE knowledge or skills (Stone, Alfeld, & Pearson, 2008).  Based on 

this study, several like studies have been implemented with a focus on science 

and literacy in CTE. However, such research is often overlooked in lieu of more 

innovative programs. If you want anecdotal proof that it works, ask any CTE 

teacher if their son(s) or daughter(s) has taken one or more CTE courses. Odds are 

that you will get a 100% “yes” response rate because they “strongly encourage” 

them to do so. CTE teachers witness first-hand results of the impact of their 

programs. They may or may not be able to cite research attesting to its benefits, 

but there are few testimonials any stronger than encouraging one’s own son or 

daughter to take part in a CTE program. (As a note, I have two college graduate 

daughters, and both work in professional fields today. Both were “encouraged” to 

participate in CTE for their final three years of high school, and they also attribute 

their success, in part, to their participation in CTE.)
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Curricular Elements of Career and Technical Education  
Career and technical education utilizes a three-pronged strategy: classroom 

instruction, cooperative learning, and co-curricular student organizations. CTE 

courses utilize classroom instruction, as do other types of coursework while 

including additional elements to the curricula not included in most other types 

of educational programs. Many CTE courses include cooperative education, 

or an element whereby learners utilize the workplace as an extension of their 

coursework. In this scenario, students attend work after school, but it is much 

more than simply a work-study program. Students, teachers, employers, and 

parents all develop a learning plan individualized for each learner based on 

their career aspirations, course curricula, and learning opportunities. The field 

experience has identified learning outcomes and is coordinated by the teacher.

All students 

take part in 

the career and 

technical student 

organization (CTSO). 

CTSOs are not just a 

“club;” rather, they are 

co-curricular student 

organizations that not only reinforce the curricula, but also provide learning 

opportunities for students that cannot be replicated in a classroom setting. While 

each member is not required to participate in state or national activities, students 

are required to take part at the local level as a part of their CTE curriculum. In 

addition to course competencies, learners develop skills and knowledge in 

leadership, teamwork, self-esteem, decision-making, community awareness and 

service, and personal and social development. These are essential traits for today’s 

modern learner, as today’s employers demand workplace readiness skills more 

CAREER & TECHNICAL EDUCATION

...they are co-curricular student 
  organizations that not only reinforce 
    the curricula, but also provide 
      learning opportunities for students 
        that cannot be replicated in a 
          classroom setting.

2014    Vol. 11                         Virginia Educational Leadership                      vaascd.org                            77



IN PRACTICE
than ever. Because the occupational skills required in the workforce now evolve 

with lightning quickness, employers prefer and need learners who have acquired 

such transferable traits. Specific occupational skills change, but the ability to 

change with them lies in such soft skills. Many students also become quite self-

motivated by leadership, service, and competition opportunities, and often take 

control over their own learning. Unlike other academic clubs, CTSOs are part of 

the curriculum. A recent study produced by Harvard Graduate School of Education 

analyzed our current educational system as a whole and discussed strategies for 

improving academic results (Symonds, Schwartz, & Ferguson, 2011). The outcome 

of the study was that, regardless of how much academic rigor we infuse into our 

curricula, results will not change without a change in our approach to instructional 

strategy. They proposed a model for educational improvement that included more 

contextual elements providing a more effective learning environment than our 

traditional learning environments. As a part of the model, the authors suggested 

that the integration of the working world was an essential contextual element, 

something that is received in both cooperative education and CTSOs. While the 

authors looked to European educational models to draw analogies, the proposed 

Harvard Graduate School of Education model is a mirror image of many, if not 

most, CTE programs.

John: A Case Study in the Value of CTE for Modern Learners 
John is a typical high school CTE student. He spent two years taking marketing 

education in high school because he aspired to enter a career in pharmaceutical 

sales. During his high school career John learned the fundamentals of marketing, 

and more specifically professional selling and management. In addition to his 

course work, John was involved in cooperative education where he worked as a 

sales clerk in a small retail store. Working together with his teacher and employer 

to develop a learning plan designed to develop selling skills and knowledge, 

John learned a great deal about the sales profession from professionals and 
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educators with real-world success, and did so in a safe environment whereby 

mistakes and development were not only accepted, but also expected to 

some degree. When products or strategies changed, John was included in the 

employer’s training and development process. By the time he graduated from 

high school, John had become a talented salesperson and also had experience 

in leading new employees. John had developed a high level of confidence in his 

abilities and an even greater affinity for his future career choice.

John was also very active in DECA, the marketing education CTSO. He 

played a key role in the school’s large community service project, heading a 

subcommittee through completion. The community service team collected 

more than 2000 pairs of used eyeglasses to donate to the local Lion’s Club. John 

also competed in the professional selling competitive event each of his two 

years. This individual event required John to start preparing his presentation 

in October of each year. In doing so, John collaborated with professional 

salespeople in the community to develop his strategy. During his second 

year John had advanced enough via his experiences to place second in state 

competition and qualified to travel to national competition.

During those two years of high school John developed essential traits possibly 

not developed by many, or even most, “traditional” students. John experienced 

first-hand skills and knowledge in leadership, teamwork, self-esteem, 

decision-making, community awareness and service, and personal and social 

development, and he did so in academic, social, and workplace environments. 

John opted to attend college and pursue a bachelor’s degree in marketing. As a 

result of his CTE experience, he was well-prepared for his collegiate career and 

also had significant workplace readiness experience prior to entering the labor 

market. Even if John does not land his “dream job” directly out of college, he will 

be equipped to apply his CTE experiences in any career field.
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As a result of the curricular elements of CTE, students like John embody what 

it is to be a modern learner—capable of an evolving skill set demanded by 

employers and armed with real-world experience prior to entering college or 

the workforce. 

The Benefits of Career and Technical Education 
While it was originally conceived as a practical arts program in the early 

1900’s, today’s CTE has gradually evolved into a series of programs open and 

beneficial to students at every level, from the at-risk learner to the International 

Baccalaureate (IB) student. For example, Robinson Secondary (Fairfax, VA)—an 

IB school—has one of the largest CTE programs in the state. The CTE programs 

are teeming with IB students, as well as non-college bound students. One 

widespread obstacle facing CTE is its perception as purely vocational education, 

or a program of study only for those learners not opting to attend postsecondary 

education. Often those misperceptions are not only placed in the minds of the 

students themselves, but also with parents or advisors who are not aware of the 

benefits of CTE.

Career and technical education does offer significant benefits to the “forgotten 

half,” as coined by Symonds et al. (2011), or those learners who do not plan to 

attend college immediately following high school. Because one of the goals 

of CTE is to provide learners with practical, hands-on, career-based learning 

opportunities, students who have no designs on attending postsecondary 

education should be involved with a CTE program. This not only provides 

them with an opportunity for contextual learning, but also provides them 

with career exploration and preparation. At the same time, those learners who 

plan to attend a 4-year university benefit from the integration of academics, 

contextual learning, and developmental benefits as described earlier. If 

contextual learning and the application of academics truly does enhance 
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learning—and there is overwhelming evidence to show that it does—then 

CTE provides something for all of today’s modern learners, regardless of their 

intended educational or career path.

Empirical Studies of the Benefits of CTE 
As it relates to how CTE enhances academic success for students, consider the 

following highlights of findings and conclusions from a select few empirical 

studies. Dozens or even hundreds of additional studies show similar results.

For lower achieving students

A significant proportion of students who need the most academic support are 

enrolled in CTE courses (Kazis et al., 2005).

• Taking just one non-mandatory CTE course significantly reduces the risk 

of dropping out of high school (Walker, Hare, & Mulvihill, 2009). Results are 

amplified for at-risk students (Kazis et al., 2005).

• For low-achieving students who participate in CTE programs, the 

achievement gap is greatly reduced or insignificant by the time they graduate 

from high school (Gray, 2004).

• CTE engages students in career-oriented learning experiences that equip 

them to make well-informed decisions about further education, training, and 

employment (Meeder, 2006).

For students at all academic levels

• CTE positively affects students’ academic engagement, and the stronger a 

students’ involvement, the better the results (Lekes et al., 2007)

• Four types of non-academic experiences are derived from CTSOs: 
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leadership, professional development, competition, and community service 

(Alfeld et al., 2007).

• In a longitudinal study examining the effects of CTE on academics, the 

National Center for Career and Technical Education Research determined that 

in a teacher-led intentional infusion of math in 6 different CTE areas, students 

were able to put problems into a relevant context and know exactly how to 

solve them (Stone, Alfeld, & Pearson, 2008)

• Students learning to see the applied academics aspect of CTE and CTSOs apply 

greater effort to their academic studies (Plank, DeLuca, & Estacion, 2005)

• When learning reading in the context of a CTE discipline, students scored 

higher on reading comprehension and vocabulary scores than those of their 

non-CTE counterparts (Park, 2010).

• Students who participated in DECA showed academic improvements 

throughout high school. There was also a direct relationship between how 

engaged they were in the CTSO, as well as how long they had been members 

(Kosloski, 2010).

While this list could consume page after page, ultimately we look for proven 

results to validate what works and what does not. We have them, and we have 

plenty of them.

Conclusion 
While CTE may or may not be the universal enhancement for education in the 

case of every learner, one thing is certain: it works. While there are many sensible 

and effective approaches to educational reform, CTE provides an academic 

venue that motivates learners, improves academic outcomes, and enhances 

other facets of learners’ lives such as self-esteem and motivation. Through 
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contextual learning and a variety of instructional strategies not replicated in 

other academic programs, CTE has a positive impact on our students’ academic 

outcomes. Because programs are developed and regularly modified based on 

input from business and industry leadership, CTE helps prepare our learners in 

an ever-changing world. Because of the curricular involvement with business 

and industry, CTE is necessarily and continuously evolving for the modern 

learner. It also utilizes a tried and tested program and more than ever is 

intentionally infusing modern technology and current pedagogical strategies 

based on business and industry input. CTE is no longer “your father’s vocational 

education.” Rather, it is a program of study utilizing instructional strategies that 

can benefit each and every learner in the modern world of education. 

Appendix A: Additional Resources 
The CTE Resource Center (CTERC) is funded by the Virginia Department of 

Education with federal funds provided through the Carl. D. Perkins Career and 

Technical Education Act (2006).  CTERC provides support to CTE programs 

throughout the State of Virginia by providing curricular materials, fostering 

collaboration between educators and business and industry professionals, 

enhancing school improvement efforts, and much more.  To read about 

CTE students’ success stories, visit CTERC online at www.cteresource.org/
slideshow/index.html

The Career Clusters Web site, sponsored by the National Association of 

State Directors of Career and Technical Education Consortium, provides 

information on how CTE programs are evolving to better meet the needs of 

today’s workforce. In an effort to combine core academics with CTE curricula 

in a real-world setting, Career Clusters help students to define both core 

academic and CTE courses that define a program of study and help students 
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attain success in 16 Career Clusters and 81 different Career Pathways.   

www.careertech.org

The Association for Career and Technical Education (ACTE) provides information, 

advocacy, and public awareness of CTE, and is suited for teachers, administrators, 

business and industry professionals, or other CTE stakeholders at the secondary, 

postsecondary, and adult learning levels. ACTE is considered a “one-stop 

shopping” source for CTE legislative information, and also hosts one of CTE’s 

most highly regarded academic journals.  www.acteonline.org

Key Student Organization Web Sites:

Business Professional of America: www.bpa.org

Future Business Leaders of America: www.fbla-pbl.org

DECA (Marketing Education): www.deca.org

FCCLA (Family and Consumer Sciences): www.fcclainc.org

HOSA (Health Professionals): www.hosa.org

National FFA (Agricultural Education): www.ffa.org

SkillsUSA (Trade, Technical, and Service Occupations) www.skillsusa.org

TSA (Technology Education): www.tsaweb.org
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Toward a Coherent Virginia Mathematics Curriculum
The Case of Quadrilateral Definitions

Kyle T. Schultz 
Kyle Schultz is a former high school teacher and currently an 
Assistant Professor of Mathematics Education at James Madison 
University. He is interested in examining new and different ways 
of thinking about the secondary mathematics curriculum. He can 
be reached at schultkt@jmu.edu

This article considers the importance of selecting appropriate definitions to 
support consistent mathematical reasoning by middle grades students. Using 
the example of quadrilaterals, it is demonstrated that well-chosen definitions 
can increase a curriculum’s coherence and connectedness. Implications for 
curriculum reform and implementation are included.

Sharing that I am a mathematics educator, one who works to prepare our next 

generation of K–12 mathematics teachers, frequently invites complete strangers 

to divulge their fears, struggles, and sometimes antipathy about mathematics. In 

most cases, these people describe their failure to understand how mathematics 

made sense or was relevant to their lives. One goal for my students is to take a 

conceptual approach to teaching, focusing on students using problem solving, 

reasoning, and critical thinking to make sense of mathematics. This goal aligns 

with recent calls for a modern approach to education (e.g., Darling-Hammond 

& Wood, 2008; Partnership For 21st Century Skills, 2011) fueled by our changing 

society:

As more and more jobs demand advanced levels of [information 

and communications technology] use, graduate employability 
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has been refigured as the acquisition of capabilities—new 

forms of literacy and numeracy, adaptability, problem solving, 

communication—rather than the mastery of a stable body of 

knowledge (Beetham & Sharpe, 2013, p. 5).

Sometimes, however, efforts to implement reasoning-based instruction can 

be impeded by curricular decisions made at a system level. In this article, I 

explore one such situation in mathematics, the implications of our choices of 

quadrilateral definitions. Through this example, I hope readers of all content 

areas will find insight as they consider their own curricula.

Back To School 
Imagine studying the properties of and relationships between different types 

of quadrilaterals, as most Virginia seventh graders do. On the interactive 

whiteboard in your classroom, your teacher displays a rectangle. Your teacher 

grabs one corner of the virtual rectangle and drags it horizontally across the 

screen. Although the height of the rectangle remains the same, its width grows 

corresponding to the location of the dragged corner. The result is a continuum 

of rectangles with the same height but varying widths. Figure 1 displays five 

snapshots of rectangles along this continuum. Your teacher pauses on one 

particular rectangle, one where its width is the same as its height (Figure 

1, Example C). She asks you and your classmates to classify this particular 

quadrilateral. Some of your classmates assert it is a square, others a rectangle. 

The teacher directs you and your peers to discuss whether it is a rectangle or 

square and to develop an explanation for your choice. Opinions in your group 

are divided. Given that it has four right angles, you find it difficult to abandon 

the notion that Example C is a rectangle. However, it has four equal sides as 

well and is very square-like in appearance. Through your group’s discussion and 

hearing other groups share their reasoning, the class determines that a square 

is a special kind of rectangle and that all squares are also rectangles. Your class 
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also collectively reasons that the converse of this rule—that all rectangles are 

squares—is clearly not true because rectangles like A, B, D, and E in Figure 1 

definitely aren’t square-like. (Animation 1 demonstrates this relationship.)

FIGURE 1. Five examples from a continuum of rectangles created by dragging the lower right-hand vertex 
to the right

The Virginia Standards of Learning (Virginia Department of Education, 2009b) 

emphasize students becoming proficient with mathematical processes as well 

as content. For example, two processes described by the Standards of Learning, 

mathematical communication and mathematical reasoning, can arise 

during activity and discussion like that in the rectangle-versus-square segment 

described above. In addition, the Standards of Learning call for students to make 
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connections between different mathematical ideas and to “see mathematics as 

an integrated field of study” (p. v).

The connection between squares and rectangles highlighted above, that the 

set of all squares is a subset of all rectangles, is universally known, accepted, 

and taught. Yet students continually struggle with this and other quadrilateral 

relationships (Blume, Galindo, & Walcott, 2007; Fujita & Jones, 2007; Fujita, 

2012). Critical thinking and reasoning with respect to the square-rectangle 

relationship and the similar parallelogram-rectangle relationship (Animation 

2) enable students to experience the structure of mathematics, develop more 

profound understandings of mathematical concepts, and increase opportunity 

for mathematical rigor.

Despite this opportunity, we sometimes squander ways to include connected 

ideas in our curriculum. In the following case of trapezoids and kites, 

rethinking some currently used definitions could enable students to see 

uniformity, connectivity, and coherence in geometric relationships, as well as 

the power of mathematics.
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The Trapezoid Conundrum 
Imagine being a student in the same classroom the next day. Today, your teacher 

displays a trapezoid on the whiteboard and drags one corner horizontally 

across the screen, creating a continuum of trapezoids of uniform height. A set 

of snapshots from this continuum can be seen in Figure 2. Like in the square 

in the continuum of rectangles described above, quadrilateral C appears to be 

special. In fact, it appears to be a parallelogram with two pairs of parallel sides. 

During a similar discussion with your classmates, you use logic comparable to 

that of yesterday, resulting in agreement that a parallelogram is a special case 

of trapezoid just like the square was a special case of rectangle. Furthering the 

square-rectangle analogy, your classmates agree that all parallelograms are 

trapezoids, but not all trapezoids are parallelograms. You feel confident in these 

new conjectures because they are based on the same reasoning that served 

you so well in considering the rectangles and squares. The consistency of this 

logic feels right. But, according to your textbook (and the Virginia Standards of 

Learning), these conjectures are incorrect.

Despite its consistency with other tried-and-true arguments, the relationship 

you have proposed between trapezoids and parallelograms is logically 

inconsistent with the trapezoid definition used in the fourth grade geometry 

(Standard 4.12) Standards of Learning curriculum frameworks,  (Virginia 

Department of Education, 2009a) and, as a result, several popular Virginia middle 

grades textbooks (e.g., Larson & Boswell, 2012; Charles, Illington, McNemar, 

Mills, Ramirez, & Reeves, 2010). In these resources, a trapezoid is defined as 

FIGURE 2. Four examples from a continuum of trapezoids created by dragging the upper right-hand vertex 
to the right
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a quadrilateral with exactly one pair of parallel sides. All of the trapezoids in 

the continuum fit this definition except the one where the quadrilateral in 

question has two pairs of parallel sides, meeting the criteria for parallelograms. 

In this instance—according to the definitions chosen for our curriculum—the 

quadrilateral ceases to be a trapezoid as it had been all along the continuum and 

becomes a parallelogram (Animation 3). 

As soon as the dragged corner continues further to the right, however, the 

quadrilateral then reverts back into a trapezoid. This thread of reasoning can also 

be demonstrated with trapezoids and rectangles (Animation 4 - next page) and 

is inconsistent with that used with the square-and-rectangle example presented 

above. Although logical inconsistencies such as those seen in our lessons above 

can frustrate students and teachers alike, a reexamination of how we define the 

quadrilaterals studied may provide a simple way to resolve this issue.
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Moving Toward Consistency and Coherence 
Mathematics teachers strive to portray mathematics as making sense, enabling 

students to view it as a logical and internally consistent system built through 

deductive thinking and reasoning about connected ideas. Serving as the 

foundation for this deductive thinking are carefully chosen axioms, ensuring 

consistency of logic, and definitions. In describing basic assumptions held by 

mathematicians regarding definitions, Vinner (1991) describes mathematical 

definitions as “…arbitrary. Definitions are ‘man made’. Defining in mathematics 

is giving a name” (p. 66). Although this arbitrariness provides freedom to define 

concepts as we see fit, we must be mindful of two important considerations. 

First, mathematics is a social endeavor requiring some degree of uniformity in 

communication. If everyone has their own distinct definition of a given concept, 

communication of ideas about that concept becomes difficult because we must 

reconstruct all logical deductions made from any definition that is fundamentally 

different from our own. In a sense, we must start over from scratch because the 

starting point is slightly different. Thus, having some sort of agreement about 
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how we define a given concept is important in terms of efficient communication 

and exchange of ideas. Thus, adopting a universal definition of trapezoid makes 

sense. The question becomes whether we have adopted one optimal for the 

study of mathematics.

The second important consideration when creating mathematical definitions is 

that our choice of definition for a given concept affects the logical deductions we 

can make from it. For example, consider the properties of triangles. If we choose 

to define our geometric system as being situated within a plane (as we learned 

in school), we can deduce that the sum of the angle measures of any triangle 

is 180°. If we choose to define our geometric system to be something different, 

however, this property changes. For example, in the geometry of a sphere, the 

angle measures of a triangle can be greater than 180° (see Figure 3). So, multiple 

definitions of a concept can lead to resulting deductions that conflict and yet 

are simultaneously valid. As a result, each definition has unique affordances and 

limitations in terms of what we can deduce from it.

FIGURE 3. On a sphere, the sum of the angle measures of a triangle can exceed 180°. Consider the red 
triangle composed of a section of the equator and two meridians of longitude. In this case, two angles are 
right angles whose measures total 180°. The measure of the angle at the North Pole adds to this total.
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Although mathematics allows us to choose how we define a concept, a carefully 

chosen definition can create and highlight connections and relationships 

between that concept and other mathematical ideas. For students, “…thinking 

mathematically consists not only of mastering various facts and procedures, but also 

in understanding connections among them” (Schoenfeld, 1988, p. 164). If we want 

students to learn to think and reason mathematically, then it makes sense to create a 

coherent set of definitions for related concepts based upon consistent reasoning.

Comparisons of mathematics curricula in the United States to those of high-

performing countries show that U.S. curricula lack such coherence, failing to 

reflect the internal logic found in mathematics (Schmidt, 2008). In an ideal 

situation, a mathematics curriculum should be logically consistent with the field 

of mathematics, where each new idea builds upon those that came before it 

(Watanabe, 2007). Building on this premise, it would seem logical to examine 

the definitions of quadrilaterals used by mathematicians. Usiskin et al. (2008) 

characterized the exactly-one-pair-of-parallel-sides definition of trapezoid, 

the definition that excluded the parallelogram case, as exclusive and reported 

that over 90% of examined secondary textbooks used it. The definition cited 

by Usiskin as most commonly used by mathematicians, however, states a 

trapezoid has at least one pair of parallel sides. This inclusive definition enables 

parallelograms, having two pairs of parallel sides, to be classified as a special case 

of trapezoid. Recalling your logic about trapezoids and parallelograms above, 

you were not incorrect; you were simply using a different definition.

The Current Quadrilateral Landscape 
Much like the inconsistency described above in the popular definition of 

trapezoids, the definition of kite found in many textbooks does not support 

reasoning that optimizes underlying connections between quadrilateral 

structures (Animation 5). For example, Larson and Boswell’s (2012) Big Ideas: 
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Math 7 defines a kite as “a quadrilateral with two pairs of congruent adjacent 

sides and opposite sides not congruent” (p. 242). A rhombus, the special case in 

this example, fails to meet the second criterion of this exclusive definition. 

Using the exclusive trapezoid and kite definitions presented above, 

quadrilaterals can be organized into a hierarchy based upon defining 

characteristics (Figure 4) with the most general (“quadrilateral”) appearing at 

the top and successively more specifically defined quadrilaterals appearing 

below. The exclusions of the special cases of the parallelogram and rhombus 

created by the trapezoid and kite definitions respectively result in the hierarchy 

being partitioned into three distinct and unconnected branches: trapezoids, 

parallelograms, and kites. Although this arrangement seems to provide clarity 

and simplicity in terms of organization and appearance, it minimizes the 

potential connections and relationships students might discover and examine.
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FIGURE 4. A commonly used quadrilateral hierarchy using exclusive trapezoid and kite definitions and 
based upon inconsistent reasoning

If, however, the inclusive definitions of trapezoid (at least one pair of parallel 

sides) and kite (allowing opposite sides to be congruent) were used, the 

hierarchy would include more connections (Figure 5), providing students with 

additional opportunities to look for and identify relationships and patterns. In 

addition, our students would be able to base their conjectures and arguments 

on consistent forms of reasoning.

QUADRILATERAL DEFINITIONS

FIGURE 5. A quadrilateral hierarchy 
using inclusive trapezoid and kite 
definitions
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Steps to Coherence 
A signature element of mathematics is that we can use any definition we choose 

for a given mathematical idea. As a community of educators in Virginia, however, 

we must understand the consequences of these choices with respect to students’ 

learning. If we want our students to perceive mathematics (or any subject area) 

as logically consistent and interact with it in ways similar to that of professionals 

in the discipline, we must act to ensure that our curriculum and instruction are 

coherent. Action can be taken at a variety of levels.

Because mathematics teachers rely heavily on state frameworks, textbooks, and 

other curriculum materials in their planning for instruction, it is critical for state-

level policy makers and administrators to ensure that the mathematical content 

found in the Standards of Learning and related assessments optimize students’ 

opportunity to explore and understand the mathematics involved. In addition, 

curriculum materials submitted for state approval must reflect this coherence. A 

set of critical questions for textbook series review, such as one suggested by Reys 

and Reys (2006), as well as consultation with content and pedagogy experts can 

aid in this process.

Classroom mathematics teachers play a large role in deciding how elements of 

available curriculum materials are interpreted and enacted (Remillard, 2005). In 

describing the role of the teacher in establishing coherence in the curriculum, 

the NCTM (2000) 

In planning individual lessons, teachers should strive to organize the 

mathematics so that fundamental ideas form an integrated whole. 

Big ideas encountered in a variety of contexts should be established 

carefully, with important elements such as terminology, definitions, 

notation, concepts, and skills emerging in the process. (p. 15)
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Mathematics teachers can engage their students with pedagogical practices that 

amplify these big ideas and the mathematical connections found in a coherent 

curriculum. Resources on teaching a particular topic (e.g., for quadrilaterals 

see Craine & Rubenstein, 1993; Van de Walle, Bay-Williams, Lovin, & Karp, 2013) 

outline pedagogical approaches using activities focused on mathematical 

reasoning and sense making. 

Your thinking in the geometry vignettes above demonstrated the importance of 

consistent mathematical thinking, the ability to apply logic and reasoning to new 

situations. By making good choices about how we conceptualize and present 

the mathematics we teach (in terms of quadrilaterals as well as other topics) and 

reaching some agreement as a community of educators regarding these choices, 

we will provide students with a coherent mathematics curriculum that provides 

students with opportunities to engage in mathematics in meaningful ways.
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Virginia ASCD will present the following awards 
to Virginia educators in December 2014:

Curriculum Leader of the Year Award
The Curriculum Leader of the Year Award is presented to one Virginia educator for 
outstanding contributions to instructional leadership. Nominees are those leaders 
whose understanding of and dedication to best instructional practice is reflected 
both in the nominee’s own work and in the work of those (s)he leads.

VaASCD Impact Awards
Impact Awards are presented to eight educators, one from each Superintendents’ 
region, who exemplify VaASCD’s beliefs about excellence in teaching, learning, and 
leadership. These are professionals who consistently challenge themselves and others 
to learn, grow and achieve at the highest possible levels. They serve as catalysts, 
engaging their students and/or colleagues in collaborative work. They are learners 
themselves, who make instructional and leadership decisions informed by best-
practice research and evidence. Their work influences, impacts, and inspires others.

Detailed guidelines and directions for nominations for both awards are 
posted at VaASCD.org. The deadline for nominations is October 1, 2014.

We hope you will nominate a colleague and encourage 
others to submit nominations as well. 

Thanks for helping us recognize outstanding educators in Virginia!

For additional information contact: Laurie McCullough, Executive Director, VaASCD
Email: VaASCDed@gmail.com



Our 2013 Award Winners!
STEVE GEYER, Assistant Superintendent in Goochland, County, is the recipient of 
Virginia ASCD’s 2013 Curriculum Leader of the Year. Steve’s work is characterized by a 
tireless focus on student engagement. His leadership of such initiatives as teacher leadership/
strategic compensation and balanced assessment provide models of effective practice for 
educators across the Commonwealth.   

VaASCD is proud to recognize Steve’s personal commitment to 
the well being of children and his ability to unite and mobilize 
colleagues. 

VaASCD Impact Award Winners for 2013 are:

• Amanda Gibson, Assistant Principal at West Salem Elementary in Salem 
City Schools. Amanda has been a key leader in the design and implementation of Salem’s 
Growth Project, and has worked with educators throughout the Commonwealth to share 
her expertise in facilitating and measuring student academic growth.

• Leslie Bowyer, Art Teacher, Liberty High School, Bedford County Schools. 
Ms. Bowyer is not only an inspiring teacher. Leslie works with her colleagues to provide 
her students with arts-infused projects across content areas. She has been instrumental in 
creating a strong arts culture across the community.

• Serbrenia Sims, Assistant Superintendent, Surry County Schools. Dr. Sims is 
a published author, a skilled staff developer, and a student-centered leader. She provides 
direction and support that has resulted in significant student achievement gains.

• Heather Tuck, Instructional Coordinator, Mecklenburg County Schools. 
Ms. Tuck provides leadership to project-based learning at the middle school level, working 
directly with students and coaching individual teachers. Her work is significantly impacting 
student growth in 21st century skills.

See Steve Geyer and 
Peter Gretz describe 
Goochland’s strategic 
compensation model.
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Emily Liebtag 
Emily Liebtag is an Ed.D. candidate in Curriculum, Teaching, & 
Learning at the University of Virginia. She received her Bachelor of 
Arts in Education from the University of North Carolina at Chapel 
Hill. Her main areas of academic focus are curriculum design, 
teaching for social justice, and teacher preparation. She also is 
interested in studying about the implementation of the Common 
Core State Standards. She can be contacted at  
elr3kb@virginia.edu

No Common Core, No Problem? The State of College 
and Career Readiness in Virginia

With Virginia’s decision to continue using SOLs instead of adopting Common 
Core State Standards came questions about college and career readiness for 
students in the Commonwealth. This article examines Virginia’s decision, an 
alternate pathway to college and career readiness, and potential data that might 
inform the efforts to prepare Virginia’s modern learners.

Introduction 
The Common Core State Standards (CCSS) have been endorsed by some of 

the nations’ most influential leaders in education and prominent foundations 

supporting education reform (National Governors Association Center for 

Best Practices & Council of Chief State School Officers, 2010e).  They have 

been voluntarily adopted by almost every state in the nation, including 

Washington, DC (National Governors Association Center for Best Practices & 

Council of Chief State School Officers, 2010d). The CCSS aim to provide clear 

academic benchmarks with more concise academic standards for essential 

learning that will prepare modern learners to be college and career ready 

(National Governors Association Center for Best Practices & Council of Chief 

State School Officers, 2010a). 
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The state of Virginia has opted out of these standards, which prompted an 

evaluation of their own Standards of Learning (SOLs) to justify how they 

measured up. One difference between the SOLs and CCSS at the time of their 

creation was that the CCSS had a major focus on preparing students to be 

college and career ready. Therefore, the Virginia Department of Education came 

up with their own unique initiative to make sure students leave their schools 

college and career ready. This paper aims to explore and compare college and 

career readiness as it is understood in the CCSS and by the Virginia Department 

of Education.

Background Information on the CCSS and Virginia’s Decision to Opt Out 
The CCSS standards were developed while considering the benchmarks of top-

performing countries and the strengths of current state standards (Illinois State 

Board of Education, 2011). As of this writing, forty-five states have adopted both 

the Math and English Language Arts Common Core State standards and five 

states- Alaska, Minnesota (only adopting ELA), Texas, Nebraska, and Virginia- are 

instead using their own standards. Implementation of the standards is underway 

to varying degrees in the adopting states, and assessments aligned to the 

standards will begin for many states in the 2014-2015 school year. 

College and Career Readiness in the CCSS 
One of the main intentions of the CCSS is for them to be “reasonable in scope in 

defining the knowledge and skills students should have to be ready to succeed 

in entry-level, credit-bearing, academic college courses and in workforce 

training programs” (Coleman & Pimentel, 2012, p. 1). This has become more 

commonly referred to as college or career ready.  In the introduction to the 

English Language Arts standards document there are seven broad skills students 

who are college and career ready should be able to perform, including “use 
technology and digital media strategically and capably” (National Governors 
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Association Center for Best Practices & Council of Chief State School Officers, 

2010b).  Anchor standards are included throughout the English Language Arts 

standards that elaborate on these seven broad ideas. The anchor standards can 

be thought of as the “North Star”, orienting students on a “path to college and 

career readiness” (Reeves, et al., 2011, p. 27). From these anchor standards, grade-

specific standards are presented that define the deeper understandings and skills 

all students must have. These standards are clustered in 4 strands; reading, writing, 

listening and speaking; and language (to learn more on the ELA standards visit 
the CCSS Initiative Site). An almost equivalent structure exists in the standards 

for mathematical practice in the math CCSS, but with varying nomenclature and 

content areas relevant to mathematics (National Governors Association Center 

for Best Practices & Council of Chief State School Officers. (2010c). For example, in 

the Kindergarten standards for mathematical practice, there are eight domains 

that include but are not limited to standards asking students to: (1) make sense of 

problems and persevere in solving them, (2) reason abstractly and quantitatively, 

and (3) model with mathematics (see the CCSS for Mathematics). These same 

eight standards of mathematical practice appear in each subsequent grade level, 

providing a common thread through all math courses.

Several research studies validate alignment of the CCSS to standards of post-

secondary institutions, suggesting there is potential for students who meet 

Common Core standards to be more ready for college and careers (Conley, 

Drummond, Gonzalez, Rooseboom, & Stout, 2011). In a study conducted with 

2,000 post-secondary instructors across 25 different course areas, almost 

all stated that the CCSS were applicable and important to post-secondary 

schooling, and were cognitively challenging (Conley et al., 2011). 

However, the adoption of CCSS has not been without controversy and debate 

among various educational stakeholders. The main points of argumentation 
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hover around questions such as: Will the assessments be equitable? Will students 

be college and career ready? How will schools without appropriate or sufficient 

technology fare? Is there too much focus on certain subjects and content areas? 

Will implementation really be any different than NCLB? (Liebtag, 2013; Editors 

of Rethinking Schools, 2013) Most recently, there is a focus on whether there is 

too much government influence on the CCSS. For example, according to a recent 

New York Times article, New York Republican and Democratic legislators are 

both rethinking the use of the Common Core (Baker, 2014). In fact, the New York 

State Teachers Union withdrew their support amid various concerns about the 

standards (Baker, 2014). 

The Commonwealth has presented its rationale for opting out of the CCSS. 

Robert McDonnell, the former Governor of Virginia, said the state believes in 

many components of the CCSS, but would not abandon its benchmarks known 

as the Standards of Learning that the state has been working on and financially 

invested in for over 15 years (McDonnell, 2010). In fact, not only did McDonnell 

defend the Virginia Standards of Learning, but insinuated they are superior in 

some ways to the CCSS (Anderson & Helderman, 2010). 

In addition, the Virginia Department of Education (VDOE) staff warned of the 

interruptions a new set of standards could cause. They were concerned that the 

CCSS did not have assessments created, professional development prepared, 

curriculum that was aligned, or standards that spanned across all content areas. 

Instead, Virginia made it clear that they were willing to add elements that almost 

mimic the CCSS to their systems, such as college and career readiness standards, 

but would not adopt them (VDOE, 2010). In the 2013 Annual Report on the 
Condition and Needs of Public Schools in Virginia, the Board of Education 

continues to defend this decision and supports it with evidence from the past 

two decades of using the Standards of Learning. As evidence, the Board notes 
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that Virginia students are doing better on achievement tests than ever before 

and the graduation rate is steadily increasing (Virginia Board of Education, 2013). 

In addition, according to a report by the Southern Regional Education Board 

(SREB) on college and career readiness, the Virginia Standards of Learning end-

of-course tests in Algebra II and 11th grade English were appropriate measures 

for college and careers (Blanco & Root, 2011).

However some leaders, including those on predominate school boards in 

Virginia, disagree with the initial decision to opt-out (Cutright, 2011). Critics 

note that this decision puts Virginia out of the race for potential federal funds 

according to the proposed revisions to the Elementary and Secondary Education 

Act (Korbe, 2011). Others believe it is only a matter of time before the state 

retracts the decision and concedes to adoption of the standards (Simons, 2011). 

Virginia’s Version of College and Career Readiness 
Largely in response to not only the CCSS, but also to Governor McDonnell’s goal 

of boosting the number of students in Virginia going on to 2-year and 4-year 

institutions, there has been an increased focus on preparation of students’ to be 

college and career ready. This focus can be seen in the state of Virginia’s decision, 

along with six other 

states, to join the 

SREB in 2008 to form 

the Strengthening 

Statewide College 

and Career Readiness 

Initiative (see a video 

of an overview below) 

(Rothman, 2011).
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The board’s focus is aimed at developing statewide policies and programs 

to improve students’ preparation for post-secondary success. Each state has 

made its own plans to address college and career readiness. The statewide 

effort specific to Virginia is appropriately named the Virginia College and Career 

Readiness Initiative and it has two main target goals:

 1)  To ensure that college and career ready learning standards in 

mathematics and English are taught and learned in every Virginia high 

school classroom; and 

 2)  To strengthen students’ preparation for college and the workforce before  

leaving high school.

In order to meet the goals of the initiative, the Virginia Department of Education 

outlined the following 5 tasks of the Virginia College and Career Readiness 

Initiative.

1. Define college and career ready performance expectations.

2. Align the state assessments to measure student mastery of the more rigorous 

mathematics and English standards and to include quantitative indicators of 

college readiness for certain high school end-of-course tests.

3. Develop elective “capstone courses” for students who need additional support 

to be college ready.

4. Provide professional development to Virginia’s educators to support 

implementation of the revised Standards of Learning.

5. Identify accountability measures and incentives for schools to increase the 

percentage of students who graduate high school with the academic and 

career skills needed for success in postsecondary education programs.
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Particularly in the southwestern part of Virginia (for examples of participating 

districts, see an interactive map of counties participating in Virginia 
mathematics Capstone Course), these tasks are currently being implemented. 

For example, in both English and mathematics performance expectations 

were set for students in Virginia schools (Task 1). These define the level of 

achievement students must reach to be deemed college and career ready, 

or for success in college courses or for a career and technical training. These 

are aligned to the SOLs as well as the CCSS (as can be seen here: College and 
Career Readiness Performance Expectations Crosswalk). High schools 

also are looking at student performance on tests such as SOL, SAT, and 

ACT assessments in junior year to evaluate whether students have a high 

probability of being ready for college. For those students who have not met 

proficiencies, some schools are offering Capstone Courses (Task 3) focused 

on providing students additional opportunities to meet or exceed college 

and career ready performance expectations (see document on Virginia 12th 
grade English Capstone Course). Capstone courses were piloted by some 

Virginia schools in the 2011-2012 school year. Preparing Students for College 
Learning and Work: Investigating the Capstone Course Component of 
Virginia’s College and Career Readiness Initiative (Wathington et al, 2012), 

details the implementation of Capstone Courses in some of the schools 

across the state of Virginia. Their investigation found that many of these pilot 

courses used collaborative group work and encouraged students to develop 

communication and collaboration skills, as well as to work on understanding 

the procedures and process rather than on getting correct answers. These skills 

closely align with those needed to help students become ready for college 

and careers. State assessments were also aligned to match the goals of this 

initiative. Similarly to the CCSS, the new state assessments can be administered 

online and have technology-enhanced items. While all of this seems promising, 

there is not enough data yet to make firm conclusions as to whether these 
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efforts will truly prepare students for the modern world and how they will fare 

in comparison to those efforts of the CCSS. 

Too Soon to Tell 
While Virginia has implemented on-going data collection designed to determine 

the effectiveness of their initiative, there is still much to be learned about 

whether it truly is helping to develop students who are who prepared for college 

and careers. In the next several years, this data will be imperative to analyze the 

progress of students in Virginia relative to those in states who have adopted 

CCSS. Other sources of data such as CCSS assessment outcomes, the Trends in 

International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), and the Programme for 

International Student Assessment (PISA) will likely be a part of this discussion. 

This data will help to address questions such as: Will Virginia’s students measure 

up with those from states using the CCSS? Will the Performance Expectations 

truly help students to be more college and career ready and prepared 21st 

century learners? What will happen if students in Virginia don’t fare as well 

on national and international tests of achievement? Until we have more 

information, we cannot truly try to answer these questions or make well-

informed conclusions about the policies aimed to better prepare Virginia’s 

students for college and career readiness. 
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Get Involved!

VaASCD has several committees!

These active members work with leaders on the Board 
of Directors to set the direction and meet the goals of our 
organization. 

If you are interested in:

 •  policy and advocacy

 •  conference planning

 •  working on publications, or 

 •   planning and communicating about professional 
development, 

please, consider joining us!  

To learn more about these opportunities, 

contact Laurie McCullough at 

VaASCDed@gmail.com


