SUC C ESS STORI ES

We share your vision
Solution Tree is a leading provider of research-based professional learning products and services
developed by highly vetted and qualified experts in education. Since 1998, we’ve helped more than one
million educators navigate challenging issues that lie in the path of student success. Here is how Solution
Tree supports educators in the vital work they do every day:

Research-based content
Whether you’re working to build a professional learning community, implement quality instruction that meets the needs
of all students, or strengthen assessment and intervention practices, you can trust that Solution Tree offers resources
and professional development that are credible, research based, and effective. Our authors and associates
have hands-on knowledge as current or former education practitioners. They have fully implemented the strategies and
concepts in their own classrooms and are able to share their knowledge with you.

Relevant solutions
We cater to the unique needs of each school or district by offering a comprehensive range of services and products,
including books, events, virtual and on-site professional development, curated videos, and online courses. No matter
where you are on your learning journey, we’ll help you reach your goals.

Results-driven services
For more than twenty years, educators have trusted Solution Tree with their professional development. We maintain
relationships with our clients and measure feedback to ensure that our PD is effective.
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What educators say about professional
learning from Solution Tree
The sharing of professional resources
and knowledge allows our staff to
learn as a unified group with consistent
language, expectations, and practices, and
collaboratively created protocols.”
Clinton High School’s outstanding results
are because our team comes together each
week and has meaningful conversations
around interventions. No excuses or
complaining allowed. Student success is
the only goal”

—Sarah Henry, literacy coach,
Greater Hartford Academy of the Arts
Middle School, Connecticut

—Karinne Tharaldson-Jones, former principal,
Clinton High School, Iowa

Moriarty has seen overall student
proficiency in reading increase from 35%
to 57% in one school year.”
—Natalie Romero, district director and former principal,
Moriarity Elementary School, New Mexico

It’s been the most amazing relationship
and partnership ... Our teachers, they love
teaching math, and the kids love it. They’re
confident in what they’re doing now.”
—Jeff Pelzel, superintendent,
Newhall School District, California

What teachers like the most is that
they learn the strategies in action. The
workshops are interactive with the use of
manipulatives, participant-created charts,
and technology.”
—Judy A. Fancher, assistant superintendent,
Hacienda La Puente Unified School District, California
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Fairdale High School
LOUISVILLE, KENTUCKY

DEMOGRAPHICS

›  70 Teachers

(11 National Board Certified)

›  1,078 Students
›  73% Free and reduced lunch
›  3% Homeless
›  8% Limited English proficient
›  12% Special education
›  22% African American
›  12% Hispanic
›  2.4% Asian/Pacific Islander
›  1.2% Other
Fairdale High School is a suburban
school in the Jefferson County Public
School System. The local community
of Fairdale is primarily white (96%),
with small percentages of Hispanic
(1.5%) and African American (1%)
residents. The median income of
$39,663 is significantly lower than
the state median income. Nearly
all the minority population at
Fairdale comes from three areas
a substantial distance away. The
median income of families from
these satellite areas is well below the
median income of Fairdale residents.

MODEL PLC
SCHOOL
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CHALLENGE
Community and local media did not perceive Fairdale
to be a location for high academic achievement and
college readiness.
When Kentucky adopted the Common Core State
Standards, Fairdale faced a new accountability and
assessment system that measured not only math and
reading proficiency, but also student achievement using
a growth model related to college and career readiness.
Administrators, counselors, and teachers analyzed the
available assessment data to ensure each student had
the maximum opportunities and resources to meet
state requirements. Then, the school challenged all
stakeholders to assist in the goal of improving
student learning and school culture simultaneously—
with a clear vision, mission, and set of collective
commitments focused on preparing each student for
postsecondary education.

IMPLEMENTATION
The first step in turning Fairdale around was to create an
atmosphere of shared leadership and expertise. Fairdale
implemented the Professional Learning Communities
at Work® process, working closely with Solution Tree
Associate Garrick Peterson, who offered training, guidance,
and support on site. The PLC at Work® process enabled
teachers to collaborate and focus on using data to seek best
instructional practices, assess student achievement, improve
current instructional methods, and get achievement results.
Fairdale faculty are working together to sustain a culture

Solution Tree has been pivotal to our rapid improvements in student achievement. Their
conferences and workshops continue to be among the best professional development
opportunities for our teachers and leaders at every stage of the PLC process.”
—Bradley Weston, assistant superintendent of elementary schools

IMPLEMENTATION CONTINUED

RESULTS

based on the belief that all students can learn, given
the proper time and motivation.
Teachers are committed to working with each student
on a standards-based curriculum, using common
formative and summative assessments, and using all
time available until all students have learned. The use
of standards-based common formative assessments by
each team in every course provides daily and weekly
data that shows how students are progressing on
standards and skills for college and career readiness.
A flexible intervention system allows teachers to
quickly identify learning gaps so that students can
achieve standards-based learning and master skill
sets immediately. The system also offers multiple
opportunities for students to meet learning goals.

To measure success in meeting the collaborative goal
of college and career readiness, Fairdale uses the
ACT assessment that is given to every 11th-grade
student as the capstone of student achievement.
To be college ready, a student must hit the ACT
benchmarks in English, reading, and math. Those
benchmarks are 18 for English, 20 for reading, and
19 for math.
By becoming a PLC, Fairdale cultivated a culture
where learning for all is truly supported. The
percentage of college- and career-ready students,
as measured by ACT, rose from 9 to 34.7 in just
three years, and Fairdale rose from a “Persistently
Low Achieving” school to an award-winning school.

Percentage of Fairdale High School College- and
Career-Ready Students (as measured by ACT)
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Fern Creek High School
LOUISVILLE, KENTUCKY

DEMOGRAPHICS

›  1,599 Students
›  70% Free and reduced lunch
›  7% Limited English proficient
›  12% Special education
›  46.2% Caucasian
›  36.3% African American
›  10.3% Hispanic
›  4.1% Asian
›  2% Native Hawaiian
or other Pacific Islander

›  0.1% American Indian
or Alaska native

›  1% Multiracial
Fern Creek High School is a
communication and media arts
school located in Louisville,
Kentucky, and is part of Jefferson
County Public Schools.

CHALLENGE
When newspaper headlines detailed Fern Creek High
School’s low test scores—a “hit in the gut” falling within
the state’s bottom 10 percent of schools—former principal
Nathan Meyer knew that his staff would need to become
more accountable for student success. The school, labeled
as Persistently Low Achieving by the state, also faced a
regular six-week testing cycle of formative and summative
assessments from the Jefferson County Public Schools
district administration. Meyer sought change for his school
through collaborative PLC meetings and RTI plans to address
Fern Creek’s sinking statistics, as well as to meet the school
district’s regular testing challenges.

IMPLEMENTATION

2017 WINNER

MODEL PLC
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Fern Creek responded with professional collaboration
based around Dr. Richard DuFour’s work with professional
learning communities (PLCs). Using a standards-based
approach, teachers administered formative assessments,
analyzed common data, and designed interventions
based on a tiered system of student needs. Teachers
met in content-specific PLCs every Tuesday from 2:30
to 3:30 p.m., working together in designated time to
build quality lessons that supported student learning, as
well as to make adjustments and plan for the district’s
next six-week summative assessment. Teachers also used
a common language to guide instruction, providing
transparency and a fixed point of reference for all.

If you talk to our kids, universally, they’ll say something like ‘my teacher really
cares about me.’ And that comes from our commitment that ‘all means all,’
and that failure is not an option.”
—Dr. Rebecca Nicolas, principal

IMPLEMENTATION CONTINUED
Staff also used formative assessments to inform
instruction and share experiences with their fellow
PLC members. Common data was shared and
analyzed in a search for trends, helping ascertain
strategies that worked successfully and strategies
that did not, as well as next steps for instruction.
Teachers also intervened with struggling students
to offer support and recovery based on individual
needs. Some were provided alternate ways to show
competency, such as through in-class Tier 2 RTI
support or academic advising.

RESULTS
Fern Creek’s commitment to the PLC at Work® and
RTI at Work™ processes paid off significantly: the
school increased its testing rate from the state’s
bottom 10 percent to the 76th percentile of all
Kentucky schools within five years. During a 2015 visit,
US Secretary of Education Arne Duncan commended
Fern Creek for its “dramatic academic transformation”

10%

in that span. The school also shed its “persistently low
achievement” label in the process.
Fern Creek was also one of five schools nationally
to receive the School Change and Innovation Award
from the National Principals Leadership Institute.
Fern Creek also began graduating students 9 percent
higher than the district average, and Advanced
Placement students earning qualifying scores and
college credit on their AP exams had increased by 34
percent from the previous year.
“Perhaps the statistic of which Fern Creek is most
proud is the fact that we have continued to show gains
in our Achievement and Gap (at risk) scores despite our
increasingly challenging population,” former principal
Nathan Meyer said. “The percentage of our students
with disabilities, our English language learners, our
free/reduced lunch status, and our minority population
has increased over the last five years. Our teachers’
dedication to recovery and professional collaboration
has allowed us realize to gains despite the challenges
some of these students face in achieving proficiency.”

76%
Year 5
Kentucky Department
of Education Rank

Year 1
Kentucky Department
of Education Rank
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Greater Hartford Academy
of the Arts Middle School
HARTFORD, CONNECTICUT

DEMOGRAPHICS

›  320 Students
›  59% Free and reduced lunch
›  3% Limited English proficient
›  18% Special education
›  40% Hispanic
›  29% African American
›  28% Caucasian
›  3% Multiracial
Operated by the Capitol Region
Education Council (CREC), Greater
Hartford Academy of the Arts is an
interdistrict magnet school program
serving students from Hartford
and nearly 60 surrounding
suburban districts.

CHALLENGE
Greater Hartford Academy of the Arts (GHAA) opened
its doors in 2012. In its first year of operation, nearly all
of the school’s staff were brand-new teachers. They were
immediately tested in the first month when almost 80%
of students scored below proficient on the district’s first
common assessment. The school knew they needed to take
immediate action.

CASTING THE VISION
GHAA principal Bo Ryan, literacy coach Sarah Henry, and
assistant principal Brendan Hines read and discussed more
than 50 Solution Tree books that were used for learning,
sharing, creating, and research.

IMPLEMENTATION
The staff of GHAA started building a professional learning
community, relying on dozens of Solution Tree books
to guide them on their journey. During the team’s first
professional development session, they used reproducibles
from Learning by Doing by Richard DuFour, Rebecca
DuFour, Robert Eaker, and Thomas W. Many to build shared
knowledge and begin creating their own vision, mission,
and collective commitments.

MODEL PLC
SCHOOL
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“In the last five years, we have used a variety of resources
from Solution Tree to help improve our school,” said
Principal Bo Ryan. “During this time, we did not have the
money to attend a professional development event or to
have a consultant visit our school. I just bought the books,

The sharing of professional resources and knowledge allows our staff to learn as a unified
group with consistent language, expectations and practices, and collaboratively created
protocols. Our staff believes strongly in ongoing professional learning, researching best
practices and resources to improve instructional methods.”
—Sarah Henry, literacy coach

IMPLEMENTATION CONTINUED

RESULTS

read everything possible, and shared the information
with my instructional coach and assistant principal.
We discussed the content and created a plan for
school improvement.”

GHAA became a true professional learning community
with a relentless focus on helping all students achieve
at high levels. After the initial common formative
assessment (CFA) in September of their first year of
PLC at Work® implementation, GHAA administered
two additional CFAs in December of that year and in
February of the following year with incredible results.

The leadership team worked to embed professional
learning into the school day, with every meeting
focusing on student learning. Teachers were given
80 minutes of planning time daily and were provided
numerous collaborative learning opportunities:
professional learning walks, peer visits, prior-to-unit
planning, end-of-unit analysis, collaborative planning,
coaching with specialists, early-intervention meetings,
and student-support meetings. The school also set aside
four hours of professional development time monthly.

Two years later, the school was identified as
“Progressing” by the Connecticut State Department of
Education. A Progressing school is one that has shown
significant progress toward closing the achievement
gap and improving overall student performance. GHAA
also earned national recognition as a Model PLC on
AllThingsPLC.info.

CREC CFA #1
September

ASSESSMENT

CREC CFA #3
February

First year of PLC at Work implementation

Reading

Math

Writing

20%

72%

at or above proficient

at or above proficient

42%

68%

at or above proficient

at or above proficient

56%

80%

at or above proficient

at or above proficient

Year 4
Avg. Percentage of Growth Target Achieved

STATE

CREC

GHAA

ELA–All Students

63.8%

61.4%

63.3%

ELA–High-Needs Students

58.3%

58.6%

64.4%

65%

58.4%

61.2%

57.4%

54.1%

60.7%

Math–All Students
Math–High-Needs Students

Sources: GHAA Next Generation Accountability Report: 2015–16 and AllThingsPLC.info/GHAA
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Mason Crest Elementary
ANNANDALE, VIRGINIA

DEMOGRAPHICS

›  18,860 Students
›  72% Free and reduced lunch
›  19% Limited English proficient
› 10% Special education
› 79.6% Hispanic
› 1% African American
›  3.3% Caucasian
›  13.1% Asian
›  0.1% Native American
›  0.3% Pacific Islander
› 0.5% Multiracial
› 2.1% Other
Mason Crest Elementary, part of
Fairfax County Public Schools, is
located in Annandale, Virginia, a
community of approximately 41,000
residents.

CHALLENGE
Mason Crest’s journey with Professional Learning
Communities at Work® began during its first year in
operation as a school. When the administrative team
started at Mason Crest, their minds were piqued by
research that proved schools worked best when they’re
committed to a professional learning community (PLC).
The administration knew early that working together
would be a critical part of realizing the staff’s mission of
ensuring high levels of learning for all.
A clear focus and building a culture of collaboration
would also be essential to meeting this goal. Mason Crest
also sought to monitor student data, developing plans
to collectively move forward with each individual child’s
education.
“At the beginning, we asked how we could lay that
groundwork,” co-principal Sherry Shin said. “How could
we fulfill that process?”

IMPLEMENTATION
Mason Crest’s administrators chose a PLC path after
attending a retreat with Dr. Richard DuFour and Rebecca
DuFour. Each teacher on staff received a copy of Learning
by Doing: A Handbook for Professional Learning
Communities at Work®.

2016 WINNER

MODEL PLC
SCHOOL

The staff grew together quickly, for example in the last
work week before classes, when teachers studied individual
chapters of Learning by Doing, then shared important
lessons and findings with their colleagues in a collaborative
environment. All prospective candidates for staff openings
at Mason Crest were also given a document laying out the
PLC’s expectations—integrating all new teachers into the
professional learning community from day one.
“We have to return and be committed to [the PLC] on an
annual basis,” co-principal Andrew Pratt said. “Even with
one new member, we always have a brand-new team.”

10
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Teachers will feel relief [in a PLC]. If you were working in isolation by yourself, it
may feel like an uphill battle that you cannot win, that you cannot meet all these
children’s needs on your own.”
—Sherry Shin, co-principal

IMPLEMENTATION CONTINUED
Mason Crest also embraced the PLC at Work® model
to build specific structures into the school’s master
schedule early on, securing uninterrupted time for
teams to work together. Teacher roles in the PLC were
determined by student needs, such as their learning,
behavioral, and English language development needs.
“We’ve made this commitment towards providing
high levels of learning for all students,” Pratt said.
“We’re always going to be willing to come together
and have that conversation … It’s essential for our
students’ needs.”

RESULTS
Through the PLC at Work process, Mason Crest
created and maintained the successful culture of
collaboration it desired as a new school.
In year one, Mason Crest’s test scores exceeded
the Commonwealth of Virginia’s accreditation
benchmarks in all four subject categories: English,

math, history, and science. Test scores continued to
grow or hold steady in the second and third years
of PLC involvement. Within two years, English and
science passing percentages had each increased by
at least 7 percent, and Mason Crest was beating the
commonwealth’s passing rates by 5 to 16 percent,
depending on the subject.
By year four, Mason Crest was recognized as a National
Title I Distinguished School, as well as the first recipient
of the DuFour Award.
The school’s model success has also drawn more than
300 site visits from educators and school teams since
starting its PLC journey, with some visitors coming
from as far away as Taiwan and Australia to study
Mason Crest’s PLC.
“Every year, we’re trying to think how we can get
better and go deeper,” Dr. Shin said. “Now we’re
able to see that in action, and we provide the staff
opportunities to learn from each other, and we’re
seeing the power in that.”

Reading Performance: Economically Disadvantaged
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Minnieville Elementary School
WOODBRIDGE, VIRGINIA

DEMOGRAPHICS

›  540 Students
›  11% Special education
›  65% English language learners
›  71% Eligible for free/
reduced lunch

›  48% Hispanic
›  27% African American
›  12% Caucasian
›  3% Multiracial
›  6% Asian
›  4% Native Hawaiian/
Pacific Islander

Minnieville Elementary School
is part of Prince William County
Public Schools located in
Woodbridge, Virginia, a community
of approximately 54,275 residents.

2019 WINNER

CHALLENGE
When Nathaniel Provencio became principal at Minnieville
Elementary, a school that had served the Woodbridge,
Virginia community for more than 40 years, several large
challenges awaited him and his staff. In addition to
serving a highly diverse, academically challenging, high
second-language-learner population, Minnieville would
also have to adapt to changing benchmark mandates and
assessments from the state.
“We were thrown into a situation where every reason
not to be successful was there, whether it be poverty,
immigrant families, or a disengaged community,”
Provencio said. “We had to do something, because a
program alone would not fix it.”
Provencio found direction in a book left by a former
principal, Learning by Doing: A Handbook for Professional
Learning Communities at Work®, which detailed how a
PLC framework could establish effective teaching methods,
curriculum development, and assessment strategies specific
to his district.

IMPLEMENTATION
MODEL PLC
SCHOOL
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Minnieville’s PLC process took off after Provencio took his
leadership team to Richmond, Virginia, for a PLC at Work
Institute with Dr. Richard DuFour and Rebecca DuFour. The
program inspired his staff to form a PLC, working to ensure
that every student at Minnieville was provided the best first
instruction each and every day.

Keeping things simple, systematic, and doing the right work has really been
huge for us. We’ve learned that we cannot be successful without a highly
engaged community.”
—Nathaniel Provencio, principal

IMPLEMENTATION CONTINUED
Minnieville’s PLC framework took shape with a
system of tiered interventions for both academic and
behavioral concerns. Teachers were assembled into
teams at each grade level, then empowered to utilize
the PLC process by setting norms, identifying goals,
and creating and sharing resources. Together, the
staff collectively shared ownership over all student
successes and challenges. Minnieville’s educators also
collaborated on creative scheduling to ensure daily
time for implementing tiered interventions.
Parents and families were also invited to participate in
the PLC process, strengthening the relationship of the
entire learning community. Minnieville provided those
families who were new to the United States classes
about the American education system, as well as English
courses through a language learning company.

“Keeping things simple, systematic, and doing the
right work has really been huge for us,” Provencio
said. “We’ve learned that we cannot be successful
without a highly engaged community.”
Percentage of Students Meeting
or Exceeding Proficiency
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Today, Minnieville students boast a 96 percent
passing rate in both language arts and mathematics.
Approximately 20 to 25 percent of its K–5 students
receive gifted education or advanced lessons. And
when as few as 2 percent of kindergarteners arriving
at Minnieville have attended any preschool—and thus,
have no reading readiness—Provencio says the PLC
process and focus on formative assessment ensures

Year 3

40

90%

Provencio says the PLC processes at Minnieville have
paid off greatly, allowing the school to continuously
raise student achievement while addressing the specific
needs of its diverse learning community.

74%

60

80

RESULTS

92%

80

75%

“We need the parents’ input, because we need to make
sure parents grow with us,” Provencio said. “Students
come and go, but their parents will stay with them.”

After establishing its PLC framework, Minnieville also
became the highest-performing Title 1 school in
Prince William County, as well as the eleventh-highestperforming school out of the county’s 67 schools. For
the entire commonwealth, Minnieville ranked 184th
out of 1,097 schools.

92%

Provencio says that these families, who are not
accustomed to having a direct relationship with
their school, now have a sense of pride in working
with Minnieville.

that 90 to 100 percent of them are ready for firstgrade literacy by the end of their first school year.
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Sanger Unified School District
FRESNO, CALIFORNIA

DEMOGRAPHICS

›  20 Schools
›  10,800 Students
›  78% Free and reduced lunch
›  84% Minority
›  71% Hispanic
›  22% English learners
Sanger Unified School District is
located in Fresno County, California,
13 miles east-southeast of Fresno.

CHALLENGE
Sanger Unified School District, located in California’s Central
Valley, is noted for extreme poverty and high numbers
of English learners. In 2004, it was named one of the
98 lowest-performing districts in the state. Staff realized
that too much focus was placed on teaching in isolation
and that they needed to shift to a collaborative focus on
student learning. Building systemwide professional learning
communities provided a solid foundation for reaching
success on multiple school improvement initiatives.

Shifting the District Culture
From

To

Professional isolation

Collaboration and
shared responsibility

Following the textbook

Diagnosing student
learning needs

Principals as managers

Principals as leaders of
adult learning

Top-down mandates and
compliance

Reciprocal accountability

David & Talbert, 2013

IMPLEMENTATION

MODEL PLC
SCHOOL

Sanger district leaders launched the PLC initiative after
attending a professional development session offered by
Richard and Rebecca DuFour. They succeeded in creating a
collaborative teaching culture by making this a top, sustained
priority, and Sanger has been celebrated as an exemplar of
a districtwide PLC (David & Talbert, 2013, p. 35) (DuFour,
DuFour, Eaker, & Karhanek, 2006, p. 151). “In our journey of
improvement, one of the best resources we have been able to
turn to for support has been our partners at Solution Tree,”
says former superintendent Marc Johnson, who was named
2011 National Superintendent of the Year by AASA.
On a daily basis, the staff work together to identify critical
standards where proficiency is not yet in evidence. Then,
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The foundation of collaboration that Sanger has built over the last 10 years is what has prepared us to
engage in the deeper conversations related to Common Core. Our conversations will continue to revolve
around what we want students to learn, how will we know they learned it, how will we respond when
learning has already taken place, and how will we respond when learning has not occured.”
—Matt Navo, superintendent

IMPLEMENTATION CONTINUED
they design focused instructional support, identifying
successful instructional strategies and developing
explicit direct instruction and lesson plans as teams.
The success of these efforts is assessed and monitored
regularly at the district level and daily at the classroom
level. Adjustments are made as needed, with immediate
support being provided to students who are not
showing mastery. This collaborative effort is supported
and sustained by teams of teachers districtwide who
share a common vision and goal: “success for our kids!”
(All Things PLC, n.d.).

Percentage of Proficient Students on California
State STAR Test—Math
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RESULTS
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30

Sanger became a culture in which collaboration
thrived, not just in the initial PLC development, but as a
sustained practice that united the district.
When Kentucky adopted the Common Core State
Standards, Fairdale faced a new accountability and
assessment system that measured not only math and
reading proficiency, but also student achievement.
Using a growth model related to college and career
readiness, seven schools in the district have moved out
of federal improvement status and four achieved state
distinguished schools status. Sanger’s test score gains
for all students and for English learners have surpassed
average state gains each year since testing began under
No Child Left Behind. Over the course of seven years,
student scores on the California Academic Performance
Index (API) increased from 702 to 822. For EL students,
the scores increased from 636 to 772.
Sanger seems poised for continued success. “Now more
than at any other time in our work, it is important to
share the journey with members of a high-functioning
collaborative team. Continuing to improve as a
professional learning community is the pathway we
must walk!” says former superintendent Marc Johnson.
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All Things PLC. (n.d.). Retrieved from http://allthingsplc.info/evidence/sangerunified/index.php
David, J. L., & Talbert, J. E. (2013). Turning around a high-poverty district: Learning from
Sanger. San Francisco, CA: S.H. Cowell Foundation.
DuFour, R., DuFour, R., Eaker, R., & Karhanek, G. (2006). “Under no circumstances blame the
kids: Sanger Unified School District.” Raising the bar and closing the gap: Whatever it
takes. Bloomington, IN: Solution Tree Press.
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St. Andrews School
ST. ANDREWS, MB, CANADA

DEMOGRAPHICS

›  413 Students
›  0% Free and reduced lunch
›  0% Limited English Proficient
›  2% Special Education
St. Andrews School is part of the
Lord Selkirk School Division, which
is located just north of Winnipeg,
Manitoba. The district includes 15
schools—11 elementary schools,
3 junior high schools, and 1 high
school—and approximately 4,500
students. St. Andrews School is the
second-largest school in the district,
with 440 students and 40 staff.

CHALLENGE
Staff members completed a survey answering three
questions:
1.

What do we do well?

2.

What do we need to improve?

3.

What do you expect of the new principal?

Most staff stated that they wanted to have more time to
collaborate. This was the beginning of St. Andrews’s PLC/
RTI journey. Data was collected for reading, attendance, and
behavior, and results were presented to the entire staff.
At the time of the survey, only 73% of primary students and
81% of intermediate students were reading at grade level.
Conversations were started with each teacher and each
grade group regarding their reading results and instruction.
The school found that data collection needed to improve
and a closer look needed to be taken at what was being
taught and what students were learning.

IMPLEMENTATION
MODEL PLC
SCHOOL
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The following March, the concepts behind the theory
and practice of PLCs were introduced. Grade groups and
specialty groups looked through the English language arts
curriculum to identify essential outcomes and target skills.
In April, St. Andrews sent a group of teachers to a Solution
Tree event in Winnipeg, where RTI experts Mike Mattos,
Chris Weber, and Austin Buffum were presenting. When the
teachers returned, they were convinced that St. Andrews

All of the students at St. Andrews are ‘our’ kids, and we cannot help all of them learn what they must learn without
a collective effort. With the guidance of Solution Tree associates and resources over the past several years, the
staff at St. Andrews School has been hard at work building grade-level professional learning communities and our
response to intervention (we call it W.I.N. – What I Need). Ensuring all students are learning at high levels is the way
we do business at our school.”

—Harold Freiter, former principal

IMPLEMENTATION CONTINUED

RESULTS

needed to make a change. In June of that year, team
norms were created for each grade group.
In September, teachers participated in a book study
on Learning by Doing by Richard DuFour, Rebecca
DuFour, Robert Eaker, and Thomas W. Many. Through
the collective efforts of the entire staff, an RTI structure
was put into place. In order to have a well-thoughtout system of interventions, a strong PLC focus was
needed. The following year, staff were led through the
process of rewriting the school’s mission and vision
statements to fully illustrate that St. Andrews is a
school where all students learn.

St. Andrews uses the PM Benchmark Reading
Assessment Resource three or four times a year to
determine students’ reading levels. As students move
into the later intermediate grades, a combination
of the PM Benchmark and the Johns Basic Reading
Inventory are used to determine reading levels. Based
on previous-year scores, St. Andrews constantly
increases its benchmark percentage to challenge staff
to ensure all students are learning at high levels. “Our
long-term benchmark is for 100% of our students to
reach year-end expectations in reading,” says former
principal Harold Freiter.

St. Andrews School Reading Data
(Percent of Students Meeting or Exceeding Grade-Level Expectations)
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Woodlawn Middle School
LONG GROVE, ILLINOIS

DEMOGRAPHICS

›  648 Students
›  8% Special education
›  3.4% English language learners
›  13% Hispanic
›  2.3% African American
›  55.5% Caucasian
›  4.1% Multiracial
›  25.6% Asian
Woodlawn Middle School, part of
Kildeer Countryside School District
96, is located in Long Grove, Illinois,
a community of approximately
8,000 residents.

CHALLENGE
Woodlawn Middle School’s PLC journey began more than
15 years ago, when it sought to develop common formative
and benchmark assessments in order to increase student
learning. At that point, standardized tests were the only
primary sources driving instruction or increasing student
achievement at the school.
Principal Greg Grana, who has served Woodlawn for more
than a decade, knew a professional learning community
could simultaneously prepare students to reach local
testing benchmarks and foster a more collaborative staff,
even if some teachers weren’t immediately on board with
the PLC framework.

2018 WINNER

MODEL PLC
SCHOOL
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“The biggest challenges we faced were getting past the
‘why,’” Grana said. “’Why do we have to do this?’ It took a
while, but you hit a certain point, and the questions go from
‘why’ to ‘how.’ And that’s huge. That’s a monumental shift
in thinking … When you start hearing talk like that among
your staff, that’s how you know you’re in good shape.”

IMPLEMENTATION
Kildeer Countryside School District 96 started the PLC
journey for Woodlawn as the entire district adapted the
framework at once. Woodlawn set off by evaluating
its student achievement data and focusing on the best
practices needed to improve student performance.

We talk to people from around the world, the country, Canada, Australia—they
come and witness what we do and how we do it, and they’re blown away by
how everyone speaks the language … The system works so unbelievably well.”
—Greg Grana, principal

IMPLEMENTATION CONTINUED
Grana said the teachers collectively made a
commitment to own responsibility for student
successes, and to hold the same rigorous expectations
for every child in the school system.
As the PLC began to develop, practice quickly
moved into action. Woodlawn’s staff shifted into a
growth mindset, as knowledge shared among its
professionals allowed the PLC’s principles to drive
the school’s daily functioning. District content teams
worked to develop a common set of targets for each
grade and subject. Teams also met regularly to review
data to design effective differentiated instruction. In
short, focusing on the four critical questions of a PLC
ensured a guaranteed and viable curriculum for all of
Woodlawn’s students.

RESULTS
In addition to winning the coveted DuFour Award,
Woodlawn was also twice named a United States
Department of Education “Blue Ribbon School” in

Percentage of Seventh Graders Passing PARCC Math
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recognition for its students’ strong achievement
after embracing the PLC framework.
Grana said Woodlawn has enjoyed “incredibly
high” standardized test scores and that the
interdependence between content and grade team
members has grown exponentially.
Students and families are also provided feedback
through a standards-based reporting system,
allowing all parties to monitor a learner’s classroom
progress. Also, students are able to seek help from
Woodlawn’s most skilled professionals during an
established “flex” period, ensuring that learners
with the greatest areas of need can receive
individualized teaching or coaching.
“We have been a fully immersed professional
learning community,” Grana said. “That means
everything that we do, we do under the PLC
umbrella. Through the years as a professional
learning community, what it has done is that it’s
focused on the path we’ve taken—we always refer
back to what we do and why we do it.”
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Clinton High School
CLINTON, IOWA

DEMOGRAPHICS

› 1,100 Students
› 55% Free and reduced lunch
› 1% Limited English proficient
› 18% Special education
› 12.3% African American
› 5.4% Hispanic
› 1.4% Asian/Pacific Islander
› <1% Other
Clinton High School is located on the
Mississippi River in the county seat
of Clinton, Iowa.

CHALLENGE
When Clinton High School administrators attended a
Solution Tree conference, they hoped to learn strategies
that would help them fight several discouraging trends. The
graduation rate was declining as failures were increasing.
State assessment results and attendance were both down.
Student behavior issues were increasing. Staff efficacy and
overall school morale were low and continuing to diminish.
The existing structure and culture did not allow staff the
time to fully support all students—those in general classes
as well as those in honors and AP. Another challenge was
eliminating the barrier to honors and AP classes, making
those opportunities available to all students.
“After hearing Mike Mattos speak, I was very intrigued by
his vision but still had many reasons why none of it would
really be successful for me in my school,” recalls former
principal Karinne Tharaldson-Jones. “I approached him after
his session and stated just that. He confirmed my belief by
saying this: ‘You are the principal, right?’ He then stated,
‘You are right; it won’t work for you. You are the principal,
and you don’t believe it.’”

IMPLEMENTATION
“That conversation with Mike Mattos changed
everything,” Tharaldson-Jones says. “He was right; I had
the power, the resources, and the vision to fix things. If
not me, who?” Tharaldson-Jones returned to CHS with
her leadership team, determined to focus on the right
things that would enable a total and complete school
system change:

MODEL PLC
SCHOOL
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›  Student learning
›  Teacher collaboration
›  Administrative laserlike focus
Using the books Pyramid Response to Intervention
and Simplifying Response to Intervention as guides,
CHS staff eventually realigned and implemented an
intervention process where data for every student was
analyzed by a data team each week. Student indicators

CHS’s outstanding results are because our team comes together each week and has
meaningful conversations around interventions. No excuses or complaining allowed.
Student success is the only goal. Mike Mattos was right.”
—Karinne Tharaldson-Jones, former principal

IMPLEMENTATION CONTINUED

RESULTS

now are reviewed each week, and interventions
are implemented for all students in all class levels,
including AP. Staff are required to update grades
each week, and the data team reviews the success
of each intervention.
Tharaldson-Jones and her team started very small
and with great focus: one teacher, one course, and
one grade level. “We put a study table in place for
Algebra 1 during lunch. One teacher was assigned
to this lunch intervention to see if any progress
could be made. We had great success after only one
trimester. Our failures dropped in half.”

The trends at CHS now tell a very different story. By
every indicator, CHS has been successful in improving
student performance. Over a six-year period, the total
number of course failures in grades 9–12 decreased
by 79 percent. Results also show that students feel
supported in their efforts to be successful in the
classroom and, in response, are showing up to learn.
In just one year—from year 5 to year 6—student
attendance increased by 3 percent!

Rigorous Course Enrollments
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“In the end I realized the biggest barrier to the
success at CHS was me,” Tharaldson-Jones says.
“Our staff was good enough, our students
were bright enough; the principal just had to be
brave enough.”
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Kildeer Countryside Community
Consolidated School District 96
BUFFALO GROVE, ILLINOIS

DEMOGRAPHICS

›  227 Teachers
›  3,054 Students
›  11.3% Free and reduced lunch
›  10% Limited English proficient
›  13.6% Special education
›  1.3% African American
›  7.7% Hispanic
›  21.2% Asian/Pacific Islander
›  6.4% Other
Kildeer Countryside Community
Consolidated School District 96 is
located in the northwest suburbs of
Chicago, Illinois.

CHALLENGE
Early in Kildeer’s PLC journey, administrators recognized
that as a system they did not have clear answers to the four
critical questions of a PLC. There was a lack of consistency
regarding what students learned, and while assessment
existed in the system, it was used to determine student
grades, not to inform instructional practice. This realization
led to a focus on the four questions as the basis of the
district’s school improvement processes and remains the
focus today. As Kildeer continues its journey, answers to
the four questions get sharper and more refined, leading to
higher levels of student achievement.

IMPLEMENTATION

MODEL PLC
SCHOOL
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Kildeer’s implementation strategies began with the
first question: what is it we expect our students to
learn? Their work centered around the development
of a guaranteed and viable curriculum districtwide.
Using state standards, and then later the Common
Core Standards, district teams worked to determine the
essential standards and learning targets for every content
area at every grade level throughout the system. From
there, teams developed trimester pacing guides to ensure
there was a common instructional focus in all grades
for all content areas in the district. The next step was
focused on the second question: how will we know when
they have learned it? Teacher teams worked together
to develop common formative assessments and district

Many Solution Tree authors and researchers have worked with District 96 throughout this
journey, shaping our work and contributing to our progress. Through Solution Tree’s guidance,
we believe we have built a premier school district where we strive to ensure that every student
achieves, every day in every school.”
—Jeanne Spiller, assistant superintendent

IMPLEMENTATION CONTINUED
benchmark assessments to measure student progress
and establish appropriate instruction, interventions,
and extensions. Teacher teams continue to refine
and expand this work every year.
“One of the most impactful steps in the system has
been scaling targets,” principal Vail Kieser, a former
technology coach, says. “This collaborative process
allows us to gain a deep understanding of learning
targets which ultimately blossoms into addressing
the following questions: What can we do if a child
doesn’t know the target to meet standards? What
can we do if a child already knows the target”

RESULTS
For twelve years, Kildeer saw a steady rise in
districtwide average Illinois Standards Achievement
Test scores. In the twelfth year, Kildeer scored 108.1
on the ISAT index compared to the statewide index of
100. Most impressive is the comparison of ISAT indices
based on students with individualized education plans.
Compared to the statewide score of 89.9, Kildeer
achieved an index of 101.5. Across Kildeer, IEP reading
scores increased from 62.3 percent to 81.8 over a

period of nine years. IEP math scores increased from
66.9 percent to 87.7 during that same period.
In Year 4, Kildeer ranked 54th out of 868 districts
in Illinois. Between year 4 and year 12, the district
improved its state rank each year, and in year 12,
the school ranked 8th in the state. Kieser attributes
these increased levels of student achievement to
the assessment strategies implemented over the last
decade: “Assessment in District 96 is one of the most
powerful tools we have to promote critical thinking by
teachers, set high expectations for all students, and
ultimately provide clarity and common language for all
who have a stake in developing students’ maximum
potential.”
Rethinking the way they assess has provided other
benefits, according to Kieser. “Through multiple
methods of assessment, we provide check-in points
to promote assessment for learning versus solely
of learning. This provides teachers, coaches, and
building principals an opportunity to examine current
practices, help each other solve problems, and provide
the best possible learning opportunities for students.
Coming from a classroom position to a coaching role,
I understand how deeply our methods of assessment
positively benefit learning in our district.”
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Mildred M. Hawk Elementary School
CORINTH, TEXAS

DEMOGRAPHICS

›  730 Students
›  9% Free and reduced lunch
› 2% Limited English proficient
›  8% Special education
›  5% African American
› 12% Hispanic
› 4% Asian/Pacific Islander
› 1% Native American/
Alaska Native

›  5% Multiracial
Hawk Elementary School is located
in Corinth, Texas, a suburban area
north of the Dallas-Fort Worth
metroplex. It is currently the largest
elementary school in the Denton
Independent School District. The
elementary schools in the district
are designed to serve up to 650
students, but in recent years, Hawk’s
enrollment has reached as high as
830 students.

CHALLENGE
As Hawk Elementary staff worked to become a
professional learning community, they tackled tough
conversations about assessment practices. They began
working with assessment expert Cassandra Erkens.
Focusing on the question “How do we know when
students have learned it?” teachers began digging deeply
into how to identify mastery. What they found was a lack
of alignment between assessing and recording mastery of
essential standards.
This misalignment impacted student learning. Third-grade
students were demonstrating a lack of readiness for
state assessments. They also routinely underperformed in
comparison with fourth- and fifth-grade students, especially
in math. To address this, vertical teacher teams were created
to collectively assess student problem-solving and thinking.
Other areas of focus included how to better prepare
rigorous common assessments and how to report on
them to all stakeholders, including students, parents, and
colleagues. As staff began to read and study more about
effective use of assessment, they realized they needed
tools to help guide instruction.

IMPLEMENTATION
Hawk Elementary staff received customized on-site
coaching. Specific guidance given during PLC team meetings
focused on effective practices for engaging students with
learning targets, writing rubrics to measure proficiency, and
engaging students in collaboration to make student-friendly
rubrics. One of the most powerful strategies teams learned
was to score student work collaboratively.
In addition, teachers have worked together to unpack the
state standards; evaluate each standard for its relevance in
the areas of endurance, leverage, and readiness; and identify
the most essential standards to measure for mastery.
Once the essentials were identified, the teachers designed
a standards-based report card to communicate these
standards to all stakeholders.
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Working with Cassandra Erkens allowed me, as the campus leader, to pull together
a variety of best practices and research for the teachers I serve. I felt confident this
was the most effective training to support student learning.”
—Susannah O’Bara, former principal

IMPLEMENTATION CONTINUED
Each standard reported has a common assessment
designed to assess for student mastery. Each
assessment has an accompanying rubric designed to
communicate expectations to students and measure
performance when the task is complete. Teachers
then work as teams to develop common formative
assessments to use throughout instruction to monitor
student learning from day to day. Teachers use weekly
PLC meetings to review formative and summative
assessments and make decisions about interventions.
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“Cassandra Erkens provided us the tools needed to
dig deeply into the standards, break them apart,
and collaboratively determine proficiency of these
standards,” says former principal and current area
superintendent of Denton ISD Susannah O’Bara. “She
also guided us in becoming an assessment-literate
campus. Now, we facilitate deep learning of rigorous
standards for our students. All teachers work in
teams to design common formative assessments, and
they use these assessments to guide instruction and
maximize student achievement daily.”

10%

Although Hawk Elementary transitioned to a more
rigorous state assessment, the practices they learned
enabled them to maintain high student achievement.
Students have learned to take ownership of their
learning by using feedback and tracking their progress
through a variety of tools developed by teachers, with
the support of Solution Tree experts.

10%

After Hawk Elementary initiated a standards-based
grading and reporting system, the entire district
worked to transition to this system. All elementary
schools in the Denton ISD currently use a standardsbased report card, and all secondary schools are
implementing standards-based grading. This change
in grading and reporting has clarified learning
objectives for staff, students, and the community.

10%

RESULTS
All Third-Grade Math Students
Economic Disadvantage
Asian/Pacific Islander
African American
Hispanic
Multiracial

Year
4

White
Female
Male

Special Education Indicator

All Third-Grade Math Students
Economic Disadvantage
Asian/Pacific Islander
African American
Hispanic
Multiracial
White

Year
5

Female
Male

Special Education Indicator

Campus

SolutionTree.com

888.409.1682

State

25

THE SOLUTION TREE ASSESSMENT CENTER

Moriarty Elementary School
MORIARTY, NEW MEXICO

DEMOGRAPHICS

›  465 Students
›  100% Free and reduced lunch
› 8% Limited English proficient
›  20% Special education
› .017% African American
› 53.1% Hispanic
›  .004% Asian/Pacific Islander
›  1% Native American/
Alaska Native

›  5% Multiracial
Moriarty Elementary School is
located in a rural area 45 miles east
of Albuquerque, New Mexico.

CHALLENGE
Using the adopted curriculum assessment materials only,
student achievement at Moriarty was stagnant. Former
principal Natalie Romero says, “Not only were teachers
using only curriculum assessment materials, they were
using curriculum materials to teach. This process did not
aid in student achievement, as seen in the last five years
of school data.” Teams faced the challenge of increasing
student achievement with poorly created, non-Common
Core–aligned assessments. As a result, even though staff
members were functioning as a productive professional
learning community, the effectiveness of their instruction
could never advance students.
Another challenge was the absence of student-centered
rubrics and grading. Students had no involvement in
planning their learning and no opportunities for reflection.

IMPLEMENTATION
With the help of assessment expert Cassandra Erkens,
teams began unpacking assessments to ensure they
were asking meaningful questions of students. They
identified essential standards in order to create quality
assessments. Through the backward-planning process,
teams used the assessments they created as common
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Focusing on assessments allows us to dive down and figure out what students really
need and what we need to do to close the gaps. As a result, Moriarty has seen overall
student proficiency in reading increase from 35% to 57% in one school year.”
—Natalie Romero, district director and former principal

IMPLEMENTATION CONTINUED

RESULTS
Through their work on assessments with Erkens,
teams were able to pinpoint areas of need specific
to each student by each standard. Teachers have
developed the knowledge and understanding to
assess test quality and create assessments that are
aligned with the Common Core Standards. “The
process we learned gave me the understanding of
what a good assessment actually looks like and what
it can measure,” says Romero.

summative assessments to determine proficiency
based on the standards, not the curriculum.
Teachers also began placing the students in charge
of their learning, developing student-friendly rubrics
with aligned learning targets. This created a clear
picture for students and outlined exactly what was
expected of them.
Finally, teachers began scoring assessments
together in order to streamline common
expectations and rubrics.

Students have also been given the opportunity to
reflect on their achievement through data tracking
and learning targets. Over the spring semester,
learning increased drastically based on shortcycle assessment results and classroom summative
assessments. Teachers know exactly where students
are, regarding their proficiency on the standards now.
In the past, student proficiency was based solely
on curriculum standards. The focus on assessment
inspired teams to become more efficient in their
collaboration, creating strong and healthy teams.

“Our PLC time moved from only looking
at assessment scores to having meaningful
conversations about creating assessments and
teaching strategies to assist all students in obtaining
proficiency,” Romero says. “While teams are at
different places on the journey of assessment,
each team in the building has begun to create
common assessments and to collaboratively score
assessments in at least one academic area.”

DIBELS Reading Assessment

MAPS- NWEA- Short Cycle Assessment
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Rutland High School
RUTLAND, VERMONT

DEMOGRAPHICS

›  860 Students
›  39% Free and reduced lunch
›  2% Limited English proficient
›  12% Special education
› 1% African American
›  2% Hispanic
›  1% Asian/Pacific Islander
›  2% Other
Rutland, Vermont, is an urban
location serving about 23,000
residents in a very rural state.
Although Rutland is a racially
homogeneous community, it is home
to a very diverse socioeconomic
demographic.

CHALLENGE
Rutland High School served its students well, but the staff
desired to go from good to great. Many teachers practiced
as independent contractors, with no real opportunities
or impetus to collaborate. Students received a curriculum
that varied from class to class. The data that resulted
from assessments was not used systematically to improve
instruction. There was no system in place to best support
students who were not making it, no system that further
challenged students to go beyond standard expectations.
Although teachers had the best intentions, many of
Rutland students’ early standardized test scores were lower
than the state average. Some of the staff had heard of the
success other schools and districts had experienced when
staff worked in a collaborative culture to ensure every
student in every class learns at high levels. However, there
was no buildingwide commitment to learn, implement, and
practice these principles.

IMPLEMENTATION
The staff of Rutland made a commitment to become a
professional learning community. The first decision made
by school leadership was to send staff to Solution Tree
summits and institutes. Within a year, the school had
reached a critical mass, both in terms of staff numbers
attending the events and understanding the concepts.
On-site workshops and coaching brought a focused,
customized approach to understanding and implementing
daily practices that would build and sustain a solid
foundation for continuous school improvement. One of
these areas of focus was assessment. The staff made
great strides with the support of national assessment
expert Cassandra Erkens.
Teachers soon gained a collective understanding of and
commitment to formative and summative assessment
systems. Thus, teams established a clear and common
guaranteed and viable curriculum. With the help of
the Data Team System, they established a process that
ensured a thorough approach to reviewing student results
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After attending Solution Tree assessment training, our staff was convinced that working
together, sharing leadership, and committing to a common assessment approach would benefit
not only our students but also our colleagues. Like a skilled basketball coach, Cassandra helped
us understand and stay faithful to running our offense.”
—Bill Olsen, principal

IMPLEMENTATION CONTINUED

Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium. The goal
of Rutland continues to be to perform at or better
than state average. So far their scores show they are
on track.

with a commitment to intervention. Finally, the daily
schedule changed to allow for an intervention block
during the school day.

“Our staff’s dedication to the assessment processes
we learned from Cassandra has resulted in increased
student achievement,” says Rutland principal Bill Olsen.

RESULTS
Many of Rutland students’ early standardized
test scores were lower than the state average.
As staff worked to improve their collaborative
common formative assessment process, their scores
improved. This progress was evident throughout
the remainder of their time using New England
Common Assessment Program (over the next six
years). Currently the state of Vermont uses the

“We have seen strong results in reading scores. In
our first year of doing this work, they were below
state average. For the past five years, they have been
consistently at or above state averages. Math scores
have risen to be more closely aligned with state mean
scaled score averages.”

New England Common Assessment
Program (NECAP) Reading (11th Grade)

Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium (SBAC)
11th Grade–Year 5
Vermont schools switched from NECAP to SBAC in the Year 5 school year.
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Anoka-Hennepin School District
ANOKA, MINNESOTA

DEMOGRAPHICS

›  35.55% Free and reduced lunch
›  6.43% Limited English proficient
›  12.86% Special education
›  11.22% African American
›  4.49% Hispanic
›  7.32% Asian/Pacific Islander
›  1.44% Native American
The Anoka-Hennepin School District
is Minnesota’s largest, serving
approximately 38,000 students and
248,000 residents. Anoka-Hennepin
has 24 elementary schools, 6 middle
schools (grades 6–8), and 5 high
schools, plus alternative middle and
high school sites, an award-winning
secondary technical education
program, and an online high school.

CHALLENGE
The faculty at the five high schools in the Anoka-Hennepin
School District needed to work together to focus their
energy on substantial changes in mathematics instruction
and assessment. Student proficiencies on the Minnesota
Comprehensive Assessment (MCA) were below state average
with a combined percentage of 26 percent. Coon Rapids
High School had the lowest proficiency of all five high schools
and the highest percentage of students qualifying for free
and reduced lunch. Former Assistant Superintendent of High
Schools Jeff McGonigal—who was principal of Coon Rapids
at the time—wanted those results to change.
After meeting Dr. Timothy D. Kanold and hearing about the
Mathematics at Work™ strategies teachers and administrators
could implement to impact student achievement, McGonigal
believed that this could be the change that would drive
continuous improvement in Anoka-Hennepin.

IMPLEMENTATION
Dr. Kanold and nine of his Mathematics at Work™
colleagues came to Anoka-Hennepin, working on site
in each high school and middle school with coursebased teacher teams. They visited classrooms, providing
meaningful and timely feedback. They also provided
a full day of assessment professional development:
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Tim Kanold and his colleagues helped our teachers look at student data in a different
way. Now, they work in collaborative teams to get real meaning from the assessments
and use the information to improve instruction in all classrooms for all students.”
—Jeff McGonigal, former assistant superintendent of high schools

IMPLEMENTATION CONTINUED
writing quality exams, creating effective homework
assignments, and conducting lesson studies. Their
constructive feedback inspired reflection among
the teachers and led to more effective mathematics
assessment and instruction throughout the district.
Dr. Kanold also reviewed the overall mathematics
program and provided an analysis for the district.
Over time, he observed a shift away from the
all-too-common routine mathematics teachers
fall into—starting the class with a review of last
night’s homework, presenting the next concept
from the front of the room, then assigning a new
lesson. The Anoka-Hennepin faculty worked with
the Mathematics at Work™ team to use more
effective in-class teaching strategies and end-of-unit
assessment strategies. Eventually, students worked
more in peer teams on higher-cognitive-demand
tasks to engage one another and gain a deeper
understanding of their work. Teachers and students
alike focused more on understanding mathematics
concepts and demonstrating evidence of learning
rather than simply memorizing a routine procedure
to get an answer.

RESULTS
The effort of the Anoka-Hennepin middle school and
high school teachers has shown steady progress over
the past several years. High school student proficiency
rates rose from 26 percent to 54 percent in the span
of seven years. McGonigal, who is now retired, reflects
on the changes he’s observed among the teachers:
“You see teachers collaborating more than they ever
have in the past. Before, unit test scores were quickly
reviewed and the teachers moved on. Now, teachers
are working together to see who has the best results.
Whoever has success with a particular strategy shares
that strategy with other members of the team.
They get more meaning from the data and use it to
continuously improve instruction.”

54%
Year 7
high school
proficiency rate

26%
Year 1
high school
proficiency rate
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Clark County School District
LAS VEGAS, NEVADA

DEMOGRAPHICS

› 352 Schools
› 314,636 Students
› 58% Free and reduced lunch
› 23% Limited English proficient
› 11% Special education
› 29% Caucasian
› 12% African American
› 44% Hispanic
› 7% Asian
› 2% Pacific Islander
› 6% Multiracial
› 0.5% Native American/
Alaska Native

Clark County School District
is the fifth-largest school system
in the nation.

CHALLENGE
Prior to the district’s improvement journey, 24,000
students enrolled in grade 6–12 mathematics participated
in a districtwide semester common assessment. The
exams covered five core college prep mathematics
courses: middle school pre-algebra and Honors Algebra,
and high school algebra, geometry, and Advanced
Algebra II. Only 9 percent of the students enrolled in high
school Algebra I passed.
The results grabbed headlines and the attention of
all stakeholders. The superintendent responded by
establishing an expert mathematics committee that
partnered building- and district-level staff with national
K–12 mathematics education expert Dr. Timothy D.
Kanold. The committee was tasked with forging a plan
that would lead the entire district on a continuous growth
and improvement journey.

IMPLEMENTATION
In spring of that year, the district launched efforts to
improve mathematics professional development and
learning with a clear directive from stakeholders. The
mathematics committee anchored their work with
nonnegotiable goals established through a collaborative
process involving key stakeholders.
The committee examined trend data for student passrate performance and grade distribution rates. Then,
they used consensus building to establish both long- and
short-term goals. Using the SMART goal protocol ensured
that goals would fit seamlessly into the established
district improvement plan.
Next, the committee studied vital teacher actions
linked to improved student achievement and worked to
close the knowing-doing gap districtwide. Professional
development for department chairs included creating
and implementing SMART goal plans, high-performing
teacher teams, mathematics-specific instructional designs,
and highly effective classroom assessment practices.
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Our staff benefited greatly from Dr. Kanold’s expertise in creating high-quality assessments,
setting SMART goals, determining mathematics course offerings, and fine-tuning the process for
student placements into high school mathematics courses.”
—Eric Johnson, former director of mathematics and instructional technology

IMPLEMENTATION CONTINUED
New and vital district behaviors included changing
RTI to be purposeful and nonnegotiable in preparing
students early for semester common assessments.

RESULTS
In January of year 2 and again in January of year
3, the committee led a review of school-by-school
performance on SMART goal expectations and
action plans for each site and districtwide. The
data review included semester grades and the
semester common assessment pass rate. Two years
of focused efforts resulted in new levels of student
performance. A review of first-semester common
assessment data in year 3 revealed that 15,000
more students passed the exams than would have
passed based on year 1 levels of proficiency. Paying
attention to results and acting on those results was
rewarded by short-term improvement.
The district continues to ensure all aspects of the
teaching and learning environment are monitored
for improvement. The ongoing challenge is to
provide transparency in all areas of such a large
district, but the committee believes this is essential
to sustain teaching behaviors that impact student
learning. Next steps include deep inspection of
the teaching culture and learning at schools that
need to improve, providing just-in-time resources to
classrooms with struggling students. The underlying
support to these districtwide improvement efforts
will be continuous, job-embedded professional
learning, as research indicates top-performing school
systems “improve instruction by moving teacher
training to the classroom.”

Common Assessment Pass-Rate Goal:
We will increase the high school Algebra I common
assessment pass rate to 80% in three years
Short-Term Goal Achievement
From year 1 to year 3, Algebra I percent pass rate improved
from 9% to 21%.

Grade Distribution Goal:
We will decrease the middle school pre-algebra D/F rate
to 10% in four years.
Short-Term Goal Achievement
From year 1 to year 3, the middle school D/F rate
decreased from 37% to 33%.
Kanold, T., & Ebert, J. (2010, October). 1 district, 1 set of math goals.
Journal of Staff Development, 31(5), 12–16.
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Newhall School District
VALENCIA, CALIFORNIA

DEMOGRAPHICS

› 6,537 Students
› 12.02% Special education
› 23.5% English language learners
› 48.4% Hispanic
› 2.3% African American
› 30.5% Caucasian
› 5.8% Multiracial
› 9.5% Asian
› 0.1% Native Hawaiian/
Pacific Islander

› 0.4% Native American
Newhall School District is a group
of ten elementary schools located in
Valencia, California, a neighborhood
of approximately 61,000 residents in
Santa Clarita, California.

CHALLENGE
When superintendent Jeff Pelzel first arrived at the
Newhall School District, Common Core State Standards
for literacy and math instruction were also being rolled out
across California.
Pelzel, then an assistant superintendent and content
director for Newhall, knew that finding the right instruction
strategy for its ten elementary schools—five of which were
classified as Title I—would be critical to student success.
Approximately 30 percent of Newhall’s students at that time
were English learners, and around 45 percent of students
came from an economically disadvantaged background.
“Every other district around here adopted its math
curriculum early, but I knew what was available was not
good for us, so we delayed and delayed,” Pelzel said.
After attending an Association of California School
Administrators workshop, as well as watching Timothy D.
Kanold’s breakout session at a PLC at Work® Institute, Pelzel
said he knew he had found the answer.

IMPLEMENTATION
Sarah Schuhl, a certified Mathematics at Work™ associate,
began working with Newhall to implement the ten HighLeverage Team Actions detailed in the Mathematics Beyond
the Common Core in a PLC at Work series. Four teachers
from each school were involved in the rollout process,
ensuring consistent implementation across the entire district.
In year two, Schuhl met with every K–5 teacher, focusing
an entire day on each grade level, three times during the
school year to unwrap standards for upcoming mathematics
curriculum units. The ten High-Leverage Team Actions were
reviewed before, during, and after each unit as well.
In year three, sixth-grade teachers met with Schuhl three
times during the year to unwrap standards and create
common assessments, and response to intervention (RTI)
practices were created across the entire district, with a focus
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It’s been the most amazing relationship and partnership ... Our teachers, they love teaching math,
and the kids love it. They’re confident in what they’re doing now.”
—Jeff Pelzel, superintendent

IMPLEMENTATION CONTINUED
on Tier 2 mathematics interventions. Schuhl also met
with new teachers three times during the year to share
mathematics instructional and assessment practices.
In year four, Schuhl met with special education
teachers for mathematics training three times.
Leadership teams also met with Schuhl to refine the
RTI pyramid and implement strong core instruction
using the ten team actions and the four critical
questions of PLC at Work.
“If you’re going to invest in this work, it has to be
about a long-term investment. Not one year, not two
years, but a minimum of three-plus years of work,”
Pelzel said. “If you can do that, you’re going to be in a
much better situation.”

RESULTS
After several years of involvement with the Mathematics
at Work™ process, Newhall’s learners are showing
incredible results with Common Core standards.
According to the California Assessment of Student
Performance and Progress, Newhall’s students
collectively improved their proficiency in mathematics
from 54 percent to 71.85 percent over three years.
English proficiency also improved from 67 percent to
71.13 percent in that span.

54%

“Despite our higher English learner numbers and
higher poverty numbers, we are beating the odds and
outperforming others around us with significantly
lower numbers,” Pelzel said. “We know what the data
typically tells us about poverty, and we are showing
those odds can be beaten.”
As for Newhall’s economically disadvantaged students,
48.1 percent are now meeting or exceeding state math
standards, compared to the Los Angeles County rate of
28.6 percent. Newhall’s English learner students are also
outperforming the county 30.7 percent to 12 percent.
The progress at Newhall isn’t limited to test scores
either. Pelzel said that some instructors now have more
than 20 days of professional development backing up
their hard work and that his district is united through
the PLC at Work process, ensuring high levels of
learning for all.
“Our teachers have bought into the philosophy around
facilitating learning around kids, as well as using data to
drive instruction and coaching to improve their practices,”
Pelzel said. “To me, that’s what it’s all about.”

72%
Year 4
proficiency or better
among all students

Year 1
proficiency or better
among all students
(grades 3–6)
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Phoenix Union High School District
PHOENIX, ARIZONA

DEMOGRAPHICS

›  1,670 Teachers
›  27,031 Students
›  84.7% Free and reduced lunch
›  11.4% Special education
›  80.1% Hispanic
›  9% African American
›  2.5% Native American
›  2% Asian/Pacific Islander
›  5.3% Caucasian
›  1.2% Other
›  3.6% Limited English proficient
›  47.9% Spanish primary language
Phoenix Union High School District
is one of the largest high school
districts in the United States, with 16
schools and nearly 3,000 employees.
Phoenix Union covers 220 square
miles of Arizona’s capital city. The
district has 11 comprehensive high
schools, two specialty small schools,
and three alternative schools.

CHALLENGE
Ten years ago, 60 percent of incoming freshmen were placed
in below-grade-level mathematics courses, while access to
upper-level courses was for a select few (less than 15 percent).
When Phoenix Union’s vision was updated in the spring of that
year to Preparing every student for success in college, career,
and life, the district needed to create structures to support
students in junior- and senior-level courses.
The district also needed to bridge the gap between eighthgrade outcomes and freshman readiness, to ensure student
success in the first year of high school.

IMPLEMENTATION
The district contracted with Dr. Timothy D. Kanold and
the Mathematics at Work™ team to support mathematics
teachers in creating and implementing a professional learning
community. The first year of training focused on developing
engaging student learning opportunities and discovering
how to work in collaborative teams. The second year focused
on building teacher capacity to implement high-quality
mathematics instruction and assessment through leadership
training and on-site work at several targeted high schools.
On-site school coaches from the Mathematics at Work™
team, including Dr. Kanold, Donna Simpson Leak, and
Kit Norris, worked with Phoenix Union’s school leaders
and course-based collaborative teams to develop:

36

@SolutionTree

As a brand-new leader, I had the support from Tim Kanold and other leaders across the district
to have an open and honest conversation about our reality and how we could improve. Every
time I got back from leadership training, I was rejuvenated for the next cycle of teaching.”
—Jeanette Scott, instructional leader

IMPLEMENTATION CONTINUED

›  Intro to high school summer program

Eighth-Grade Algebra Qualifying Test
2500

Increasing the number of students ready
for algebra

2000

›  Algebra and geometry qualifying tests

1500

Increasing the number of students entering
beyond Algebra I as ninth graders to increase
upper-level mathematics enrollment

›  Collaborative team time

1000
500

Increasing collaborative team time to
develop common assessments and common
homework expectations that promote academic
advancement in mathematics for all students

Year 1

› Leadership training

Training for every high school mathematics team
leader in the district

›  Assessment training

Training for all mathematics teachers on how to
create high-quality unit assessments aligned with
the standards and how to use those assessments for
formative student learning and accurate grading

RESULTS
With support from the Mathematics at Work™ team,
Phoenix Union focused on giving students access to
the full range of mathematics courses offered by the
district. The mantra changed from “Only a few will
be college and career ready,” to “What support can
we provide so that all students are college and career
ready?” These gains reflect collaborative efforts to
ensure high-quality instruction, timely and effective
interventions, and clear communication of expectations
for academic behaviors.

Year 3

Year 4

Year 5

Students taking the
algebra qualifying test

›  Tier 1 and Tier 2 formative

assessment interventions
Supporting students at all levels of learning by
increasing accessibility to higher-level
mathematics courses

Year 2

Year 6

Year 7

Year 8

Students passing the
algebra qualifying test

Ninth-Grade Mathematics Enrollment
80%
70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
Intro to Algebra
(below grade level)

Algebra I

Pre-MAW

Algebra I Honors

Year 3

Geometry
and above

Year 8

Upper-Level Mathematics Enrollment
25%
20%
15%
10%
5%
Algebra II

Algebra II
Honors

Precalculus

Pre-MAW
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Year 3

Calculus I, II,
AB, and BC

Fourth-year
alternatives

Year 8
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Hacienda La Puente Unified
School District
LOS ANGELES COUNTY, CALIFORNIA

DEMOGRAPHICS

› 18,860 Students
› 72% Free and reduced lunch
› 19% Limited English proficient
› 10% Special education
› 79.6% Hispanic
› 1% African American
› 3.3% Caucasian
› 13.1% Asian
› 0.1% Native American
› 0.3% Pacific Islander
› 0.5% Multiracial
› 2.1% Other
Hacienda La Puente Unified School
District (HLPUSD) is located in Los
Angeles County. HLPUSD is one
of the largest districts in the San
Gabriel Valley and serves students
in Hacienda Heights, La Puente,
and City of Industry.

CHALLENGE
Mathematics had been a challenge at HLPUSD. Fewer
than 30% of students were proficient in mathematics, and
only 12% of 11th-grade students demonstrated college
readiness on the Early Assessment Program (EAP).
District leadership decided to provide teachers with
ongoing, intensive professional development to increase
rigor and student achievement in mathematics.

IMPLEMENTATION
District leaders made the decision to bring Dr. Juli K. Dixon
to HLPUSD to lead a one-day training for principals and
teachers. Afterward, teachers were asked if they would
be interested in summer professional development—the
answer was an overwhelming yes.
HLPUSD began partnering with Solution Tree’s DNA
Mathematics experts to drive excellence in mathematics
instruction. Leadership scheduled a variety of training
opportunities over several years to ensure teachers at all
grade levels increased their content knowledge and depth
of understanding. Mathematics became a constant
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The strength of DNA Mathematics is the real-life examples they bring to the table. What
teachers like the most is that they learn the strategies in action. The teachers and administrators
who attend the three-day sessions come away with increased content knowledge, depth of
understanding, and practical classroom application.”
—Judy A. Fancher, assistant superintendent

IMPLEMENTATION CONTINUED

RESULTS
HLPUSD’s long-term goal is for all students to
complete four years of high school college-preparatory
mathematics. Since partnering with Solution Tree, the
district has seen consistent growth from year to year
and continues to build capacity at the site and
district levels.

part of the district’s academic conversation and focus,
with staff developing a sincere commitment to the
mindset that all students have the ability to achieve in
mathematics.
“The strength of the professional development is the
real-life examples they bring to the table,” explained
Assistant Superintendent Judy Fancher.

“We face the moral imperative to provide all students
an opportunity to learn and apply mathematics,” said
Dr. Fancher.

“What teachers like the most is that they learn the
strategies in action. The workshops are interactive
with the use of manipulatives, participant-created
charts, and technology.”

“As the global economy evolves, students, more
than ever, require sophisticated math skills to increase
opportunities for postsecondary education and careers.”

100%
90%
80%

HLPUSD
CAASPP Results
Students Meeting or Exceeding Standards
Three-Year Comparison in Mathematics

70%
60%
+7 percentage points
50%
40%

37%

38%

Year 2

Year 3

31%
30%
20%
10%
0%
Year 1
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Imagine Sharing
Your Success Story
You have a vision for change and improvement in your school or district. You want to see
results in the classroom for the lifelong betterment of your students. Like many educators, you may
be doing more with less, and you are always looking for ways to improve.
At Solution Tree, we share your vision to transform education to ensure learning for all, and we can
help you make this vision a reality.

Our Promise: No other professional learning company provides our unique blend of research-based,
results-driven services that improve learning outcomes for students.
Begin your school improvement journey at SolutionTree.com/AboutST

