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MISSION
The Mission of the Academy is to

promote the interests of urban education 
in both public and private schools and
universities in the Metropolitan area.

 

VISION
The Vision of the Academy is to create an
AGORA for the exchangeof ideas among
educators who wish to encourage and
uphold the promotion of the highest

standards and ideals of Public Education in
the Greater New York Metropolitan area.
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FROM THE EDITOR

Once again, politics has entered the field of education.  Over the last year, there 
have been numerous encroachments on educational matters:  where can charter 
schools be housed; full day pre-K and who will be paying for it; edTPA, the new 
certification tool for college graduates entering the teaching field; standardized 
testing and the Common Core; and, of course, how current teachers will be rated.  
There are supporters and opponents on each side of the issues.  Some issues are 
more contested than others while politicians are being inundated from all sorts of 
constituencies.  

As of press time for this issue, about the only thing of which we are sure is that 
standardized testing for the Common Core will not affect students’ promotion 

and it will not have an effect on teacher ratings – for this school year.

Student teachers will still be responsible to complete the edTPA with Pearson in order to qualify for NYS 
teacher certification but there is movement in the NYS Assembly to postpone it for at least one more year 
although there is no such movement in the Senate.

Charter schools will once again qualify to be housed in public schools, should there be available space.  
Similarly, full day pre-K classes will be available to qualifying students – but what space will be available 
to them?

The New York Academy of Public Education continues to follow these and other local, state and national 
concerns and is in need of various committee members to assist us in these endeavors.  If you are not 
already a member, please consider joining the Academy.  Membership is available through our website, 
www.nyape.org.  If you are already a member, please consider becoming more active by volunteering for 
a committee.  This can easily be done by contacting any member of the Board of Directors or through the 
above website.

Once again, I, along with the Officers and Board of Directors of the Academy, wish to express our sincere 
appreciation to the authors of the included articles in this year’s issue of the Professional Journal of the 
New York Academy of Public Education.

John C. Jangl, Ed.D.
Editor
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As my tenure as President of the New York Academy of Public Education 
comes to a close, I am proud of our continuing traditions of dealing with 
issues pertinent to education in general. Student achievement, Common Core 
and technology are just some of the issues that will affect our education 
system in the future. As we come out of a decade of isolation in education, 
the Academy will be a venue where these issues will be addressed.   
It is our responsibility, as an Academy, to continue to monitor these issues as 
well as to address them in the proper venue.  This is one of the reasons that 
the Professional Journal of the New York Academy of Public Education 
was originally established.  I am thankful to the members of the Academy 
who have assisted in this endeavor and made the Professional Journal the 
fine periodical that it has come to be.  Once again, a myriad of topics are 
contained in this issue.  A special thank you is extended to all of the authors 
who contributed to the Journal.  I hope that you all continue to write and 
contribute to this great Professional Journal.   
 
All members and readers are encouraged to participate in the Journal through 
communication with our Editor and the staff.  To paraphrase and old saying 
– “if you have something to say, say it in writing.”  You can do this by 
writing an article or, simply, by writing a “Letter to the Editor”. 
 
Again, I would like to express my appreciation to our Editor, Dr. John Jangl 
and his assistant, Carol Russo, for their dedication to putting together this 
Journal.  Thank you, also, to the authors of the many manuscripts contained 
herein. 
 
It has been a pleasure to serve as President of the New York Academy of 
Public Education! 
   
 
       Very truly yours, 

       Frank L. DeSario 
       President 
        
 
 

www.nyape.org 
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What is the real purpose of Teacher Evaluation in public school?
     Many would say that the purpose of teacher evaluation is to improve schools. However, teacher evaluation 
may not be a strong indicator for school improvement and increased student learning.  Research reveals that an 
array of factors effect school improvement such as curriculum, instructional resources, professional develop-
ment, class size, early and reinforcing summer learning, peer culture, home and community resources, and tools 
of assessment. Teacher evaluation systems as we have experienced them may not be strong indicators in school 
improvement.
     Teacher evaluation systems that measure performance by student achievement create some obvious prob-
lems, taking into consideration the validity of the assessment tools, standards based curriculum, school organi-
zation, and instructional resources. Value-added measures may not fully address these factors. Linda Darling-
Hammond, Audrey Amrein-Beardsley, Edward Haertel,  and Jesse Rothstein, propose that value-added models 
of teacher effectiveness are inconsistent, do not disentangle the many influences on student progress,  and are 
affected by how students are assigned. Teacher evaluation systems that rely heavily on student achievement data 
may not give an accurate picture of teacher performance.
     Administrators in many parts of the country have invested hours of professional time in teacher evaluation 
systems. Mike Schmoker (2012) found that some required evaluation systems are complex electronic narra-
tives or checklists.  The purposes could be quality control or school improvement. Quality control may include 
keeping a careful eye on the instructional practices that have been identified by the school community based 
a review of student achievement data. Careful observation is required before improvements can be made. The 
resources to implement teacher evaluation systems should be surpassed by the resources necessary to make the 
improvements in our varied school arrangements of district, charter, small school, and co-location schools.  If 
the primary purpose of evaluation is to measure teacher performance, then there is an understandable reason for 
dedicating the large sums of financial resources to the evaluation tool and resulting hours of professional time to 
execute the process. Instructional improvement does not occur by singularly measuring practice. Improvement 
in teaching can only happen when instructional leaders and experience, successful teachers are given the time 
and resources to support classroom teachers. Professional development and support in teaching practice should 
be given equal if not greater attention in the movement to improve schools. Student learning is enhanced when 
teachers are supported by administrators that are instructional leaders with teaching experience and school-wide 
resources. Teacher evaluation can also be differentiated to address school level and discipline. One size format 
of evaluation may not be appropriate for all levels and disciplines. We know the value of differentiation for stu-
dents. Our teacher evaluation systems can be informed by giving serious consideration to the differences in our 
practice and the financial and professional resources necessary to improve teaching and learning.

Linda K. Patterson, PhD

Darling-Hammond L, Amrein-Beardsley A., Haertel E., Rothstein J., (2012, March).
 Evaluating Teacher Evaluation, Phi Delta Kappan, 93 (6) 8-15.

Schmoker M., (2012, May) First Things First. Phi Delta Kappan 93 (8) 70-71. 

Letters to the Editor
September, 2013
     I was pleased to see the range of interesting articles in Issue Number 2, May 2013, of the NYAPE journal.
 I do hope the peer review committee that is assembled will also focus on editing the layout of articles better in 
future issues.

Best,
Jill Berman, Ed. D

Thank you for your suggestion.  In this issue, we have tried to group the articles according to topic.
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Looking Forward

     I am especially honored to be the next President of the New York Academy of Public 
Education. It is my intention to involve more individuals in the day to day operations and 
committees of the Academy and bring to our organization more leading experts in education. 
Public education today is a product of more than a century of reform and revision. In each 
era, visionary individuals have taken the lead and transformed the system. 

     The vision of the Academy is to create an AGORA for the exchange of ideas among edu-
cators who wish to encourage and uphold the promotion of the highest standards and ideals of 
Public Education. 
     For many centuries, educators and community members have debated over the best way 
that government should fulfill its responsibility to educate citizens and in 2001, PBS did a 
series about the story of American Public Education. It chronicled the development of our 
nation’s public education system from the late 1770s to the 21st century.  In this series three 
central questions were asked that are still debated today.

     What is the purpose of a public education? Who is to receive the educational services 
provided by the public? And, how does government ensure the quality of these educational 
services? 
     As stated in the documentary, these three questions in various forms lay beneath all educa-
tional changes and reform measures in American history and will surely be debated for years 
to come.  
     The Academy has been a respected association and part of the exchange of ideas among 
educators since 1912, and with all of our members support we will continue to be part of the 
exchange of ideas and become a stronger and more viable association.

I look forward to working with all of you.

Respectfully,
Louis Pavone
President Elect

v
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    How many of my students can identify the Code 
of Hammurabi? Probably none of them, but first-
graders in the state of New York should be able to 
do so. It is part of “Domain 4: Early World Civiliza-
tions,” along with the Hanging Gardens of Babylon, 
cuneiform, the Great Sphinx, and dozens of other 
terms and facts in the English language-arts curricu-
lum aligned to the Common Core State Standards, a 
set of national benchmarks establishing what stu-
dents in elementary and secondary school should 
know at each grade level.
    That challenge is one reason why the standards 
have led prominent educators like Diane Ravitch 
and Joanne Yatvin to denounce them as developmen-
tally inappropriate, requiring too much knowledge in 
early grades.
    To understand the rationale for the Common 
Core requirements, however, we must shift to what 
happens after high-school graduation. When ACT, 
one of the best-known judges of college readiness, 
examined why so many first-year students end up 
in remedial courses and perform poorly, it identi-
fied one factor above all others: “Performance on 
complex texts is the clearest differentiator in reading 
between students who are likely to be ready for col-
lege and those who are not.” Students three months 
out of high school enroll in freshman composition, 
a survey of U.S. history, and Econ 101 eager and 
hopeful, only to find that they can’t comprehend a 
Supreme Court opinion, 100-year-old oration, con-
temporary poem, and other texts.
    Those pages prove too much for half of them 
(according to ACT), and colleges have insufficient 
resources to help. It’s a costly mismatch, with 
18-year-olds admitted to colleges but not ready for 
the material and colleges ill-equipped to instill miss-
ing knowledge and skills. The National Center for 
Public Policy and Higher Education sets the lack of 
readiness in English and mathematics at 10 percent 
for selective schools, 30 percent at less selective 
colleges, and 60 percent at two-year institutions—a 
perennial drain that colleges can’t remedy by them-
selves.
    Hence, the Common Core standards, which call 
for higher “text complexity” in readings and “rich 
content knowledge within and across grades.” Yet, 
as is noted in one of the Common Core appendi-
ces, high-school texts have, if anything, actually 
decreased in complexity in recent decades, a diver-
gence prompting another reform that has evoked 
outcries: more informational text. The standards re-
quire that 70 percent of high-school reading assign-
ments be informational, not fiction, poetry, or drama.
Objections have been vigorous, but attempts to 
construe the mandate as anti-literary overlook its 

college-readiness purpose. To boost achievement in the 
freshman year, ACT maintains, students must raise their 
complex-text proficiency, and one factor in proficiency 
calls for more informational-text assignments from 
early grades onward. If a student has been exposed to 
the situations to which first-year readings refer, com-
prehension becomes much easier. This common-sense 
premise is, in fact, one of the most important findings in 
the cognitive science of reading.
    In one well-known study from 1988, junior-high 
students of differing reading abilities read a passage 
about baseball written at a fifth-grade level. When 
researchers compared subjects on their knowledge of 
baseball, those who knew a lot scored higher than those 
who knew little, even in cases in which low performers 
otherwise had better reading skills.
    In a more recent study, researchers administered a 
test containing two passages, one on familiar diseases, 
one on unfamiliar diseases, then tracked people’s eye 
movements as they read. On the first, eyes moved 
swiftly and linearly; on the second, they slowed down, 
paused, and backtracked. These and many other studies 
demonstrate that reading comprehension isn’t an ab-
stract skill transferable to any text. It depends upon the 
content. Every reading exam is also a knowledge test, 
a measure of familiarity with the subject matter of the 
passages.
    The relevance to college readiness is obvious. To 
comprehend the texts they will face in college, students 
need general knowledge about science, math, history, 
civics, geography, arts and literature, religion, and tech-
nology. E.D. Hirsch termed it “cultural literacy” in his 
1987 best seller of the same name, and he derived his 
famous list of facts, personages, events, and ideas from 
the knowledge assumed in periodicals of influence like 
The New York Times. Critics cast Hirsch as a reaction-
ary and a Eurocentrist, but his curriculum had a pro-
gressive aim—to provide disadvantaged students with 
the background knowledge that advantaged students 
received at home and in better schools.
    As the cognitive scientist Dan Willingham says, 
knowledge “actually makes learning easier. Knowledge 
is not only cumulative, it grows exponentially. Those 
with a rich base of factual knowledge find it easier 
to learn more—the rich get richer.” With background 
knowledge a key to academic performance, cultural 
literacy isn’t elitist. It’s an equalizer.
    Hirsch’s ideas persuaded Common Core to aim at 
“building knowledge systematically,” and the varieties 
of knowledge necessary to college readiness prompted 
the emphasis on informational texts. Most complex 
texts that college students encounter are not literary, 
and the secondary-school curriculum should reflect that 
proportion. Literature is secure because literary tradi-
tion is a crucial part of cultural literacy, a status the 

 Why We All Have a Stake in the Common Core Standards
 Mark Bauerlein, Ph.D
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Common Core standards recognize with the com-
mand, “Demonstrate knowledge of 18th-, 19th- and 
early-20th-century foundational works of American 
literature.” (Regrettably, the Common Core doesn’t 
have a similar standard for British literature.)
Willy Loman, satire, and the poetry of King James 
stand proudly beside Gettysburg, separation of pow-
ers, and photosynthesis in the procession of cardi-
nal things. The only adjustment English teachers 
need make is to add more literary nonfiction, which 
may include letters by Emily Dickinson, essays by 
Richard Rodriguez, chapters from Up From Slavery, 
and other unsurprising titles. Common Core read-
ily admits them if they impart verbal facility and 
background knowledge that serve students well at 
the next level.
     Critics of Common Core rightly worry, however, 
that curricula currently in development interpret 
“informational text” too nonliterarily and disregard 
cultural literacy. A troubling example comes from 
the National Council of Teachers of English, in a 
self-proclaimed guide to the standards. It declares, 
“the CCSS focus is on skills, strategies, and habits 
that will enable students to adapt to the rhetorical 
demands of their future learning and contributions.”
The authors mention “prior knowledge that gives 
context to the complexities of further reading,” but 
the “context texts” they recommend include film 
excerpts, blogs, radio shows, podcasts, and graphic 
novels, options often nonliterary and minimally 
fruitful for cultural literacy. Indeed, the choice of 
materials is secondary: “How the texts are used to 
scaffold the reading experience takes precedence 
over which texts are chosen.”
     The burden, then, lies with college teachers to 
ensure that “which texts” does take precedence, spe-
cifically, that new informational texts in high school 
pay off in freshman year. They must be compelling-
ly literary and rich in historical, social, psychologi-
cal, or moral content. “Do not spend precious hours 
on media and topics that will not build familiarity 
that will be rewarded at the next level,” we must 
insist. Select informational texts that augment the 

knowledge base and enhance literary understanding.
College unreadiness doesn’t strike until students reach 
college and those of us who teach first-year courses 
scale down the readings because students don’t have 
the cultural literacy to understand them without delicate 
and plodding guidance. To arrest the slide, we should 
become watchdogs of how the Common Core standards 
are put in place, and we should protest and criticize 
when we discover high-school instruction that fails to 
anticipate the instruction we shall deliver months and 
years later.
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     As part of the $700 million grant through the 
federal Race to the Top (RttT) initiative, New York 
State was required to develop and implement an 
evaluation and accountability system for measuring 
the level of teacher effectiveness in direct rela-
tion to student outcomes.  An essential element of 
this system included the development of Student 
Learning Objectives (SLOs) for teachers where, 
“there is no State assessment that can be used for 
a State-provided growth or value-added measure” 
(www.Engageny.org).  For many, these are teach-
ers considered to be teachers of “technical subjects” 
who, as outlined by the New York State Common 
Core Learning Standards (CCLS), are obligated 
to incorporate the standards for literacy within 
their specific subject areas with the goal of having 
students engage regularly in complex reading and 
writing activities beyond their English language 
arts (ELA) classrooms.  This involves developing 
students’ informational/technical writing skills, us-
ing textual evidence to support critical analysis and 
evidence based claims, focusing on subject -specific 
vocabulary, etc.  According to The Common Core 
State Standards Initiative organization, “technical 
subjects” are defined as courses “devoted to a prac-
tical study, such as engineering, technology, design, 
business, or other workforce-related subject; a tech-
nical aspect of a wider field of study, such as art or 
music” (p. 43 of Appendix A of Common Core State 
Standards for English Language Arts & Literacy 
in History/Social Studies, Science, and Technical 
Subject: http://www.corestandards.org).  
     The practice of integrating literacy across the 
content areas is one that is strongly supported in the 
literature (Klentschy & Molina-De La Torre, 2008 
& 2004; Hedges, Weisbaum, & Chicago, 2007; 
Amaral, et al, 2002; Holt, 1967; Silberman, 1970).  
Despite the positive influences of this practice on 
student outcomes, however, teachers are often not 
taught how to effectively integrate literacy in their 
subject areas (Amaral, Garrison, & Klentschy, 
2002).  With this in mind, how then can “technical 
subject” teachers effectively integrate literacy with-
in their subject areas while addressing their own 
content, maintaining creativity, individuality, and 
student engagement during instruction?  I believe 
the following example which can be completed over 
several days (Common Core module) can help to 
shed light on exactly how this can occur.
     All educators may be well aware of the positive 
impact that music and the arts in general have on 

students’ academic performance.  Using songs not only 
provides a vehicle for teaching poetry to students but 
also helps to get students’ creative juices flowing.  The 
following example uses the song, “The Change” by 
Garth Brooks to integrate mathematics, science, history/
social studies, media, critical thinking, and varied forms 
of writing to address the more complex and rigorous 
CCLS.
     A teacher can begin by playing the song, “The 
Change” to students while they listen to it.  The teacher 
should specify that students need to pay particular at-
tention to the lyrics while jotting down notes.  After 
the first playing, the teacher may provide students with 
the lyrics to the song (see Appendix A) and students 
can be instructed to annotate (i.e. highlight, underline, 
and make notes in the margins).  Annotating text is a 
critical component of close reading and there are many 
ways of annotating text.  As a result, teachers will need 
to ensure they are providing explicit teaching of these 
skills to student.  It should not be assumed that students 
automatically know how to annotate text.  In addition, 
annotations help to provide the teacher with “evidence” 
of student thinking.
     The teacher can then pose the following questions to 
students and require them to provide written responses.  
1.  What does the song, “The Change” mean to you?
2.  Which verse/lines (text-based support) in the song 
helped you in its interpretation?
3.  How does this song related to your own life?
Although the CCLS is focused less on personal con-
nections, I believe it is important for students to first 
learn how learning connects to their own lives before 
they can effectively connect ideas to each other or make 
connections across disciplines, topics, and to other texts 
(Keene & Zimmerman, 1997).
     The teacher can then ask students whether or not 
they know the history behind the song.  More than 
likely students will not know the history of it, so the 
teacher can require students to research it.  Research is 
a most critical component of the CCLS that cannot and 
should not be ignored.  In fact, if we want students to be 
truly engaged in learning, we must provide them with 
ample and varied opportunities to conduct research.   
When they conduct the research, students will learn that 
this song was written as a musical tribute to the fire-
fighters, police officers, and other emergency respond-
ers who risked their own lives to help victims of the 
1995 Oklahoma City bombings of the Alfred P. Murrah 
Federal Building.  Subsequently, students can be asked 
to respond to the following:
1.  How does knowing the history of this song       

Composing a New Tune to the Common Core Learning Standards:   
An Example for Technical Subjects

By:  Dr. Wafa Deeb-Westervelt
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     change its interpretation?
2.  What do you believe is the message in this song?
3.  What were the causes/influences that may have        
      contributed to this tragic event?
4.   Based on what you have learned about these 
events, develop a central/controlling idea.

Application of “The Change”
Students can be assigned a research project of the 
Oklahoma City bombings.  Since the CCLS require 
students not only to acquire knowledge but to also 
apply and demonstrate their knowledge, they can be 
required to include the following: 
• Determine the central ideas of a primary or sec  
ondary source;
• Provide an accurate summary of the source dis   
 tinct from prior knowledge or opinions;
• Use several sources to build knowledge through             
 investigation of different aspects of the central           
ideas; and
• Cite specific textual evidence when offering an 
oral or written interpretation of a piece of writing of 
their choice.
The second college/career readiness anchor standard 
within the Reading strand of the CCLS (R.CCR.2) 
for ELA reads as follows:
Determine central ideas or themes of a text and ana-
lyze their development; summarize the key support-
ing details and ideas
Students can explore central themes or ideas related 
to the message in the song.  Possible central themes 
include:  resilience; terrorism; costs of violence; im-
portance of community, etc.  Students can certainly 
be encouraged to come up with more possibilities 
and select one or more to address in their writing.  
Application to “Technical” Subjects
Because the CCLS were written from a philosophi-
cal belief that effective instruction incorporates all 
disciplines to enable students to make connections 
more easily, students can be assigned the following 
task to be completed in groups:

If we were to reconstruct the Alfred P. Murrah Fed-
eral Building, 
•  How would we go about doing it?
•  How would we calculate dimensions?
•  What information do we need to have to reconstruct it?
•  Estimate the amount of supplies/materials neces-
sary to reconstruct.  
•  What are the costs involved?  How do you know?
•  What steps would we need to take? 
•  Which step would not be a possible first step?
This type of task requires students to work col-
laboratively with one another.  After all, the sixth 
college/career readiness anchor standard within the 
Writing strand of the CCLS (W.CCR.6) states that 

students will need to, “Use technology, including the 
Internet, to produce and publish writing and to interact 
and collaborate with others.”  However, it is important 
to keep in mind that, “Simply putting kids around a 
table and telling them to work together does not teach 
them collaboration skills” (Quinn, 2012, p. 46).  He 
further asserts that assigning group work without prior 
instruction and thoughtful monitoring is lazy teach-
ing.  As a result, teachers need to ensure that student 
expectations for group work are clearly established and 
understood.  Equally important, students must also fully 
understand the accountability measures the teacher will 
use to assess their level of participation and work com-
pletion.  Expectations and choices can be offered by the 
teacher for group presentations, or the students can be 
given some independence by having each group make 
the decision concerning their preferred choice.   Student 
groups may opt for varied formats for presenting their 
information.  Some may opt to create a documentary, 
while others may create a webinar, podcast, or an oral 
report.  When students conduct oral presentations of 
their research, they can be taught how to present find-
ings, information, and supporting evidence so that the 
audience can follow their line of reasoning. 
     An added benefit of a task, such as the one described 
above, is the necessary collaboration between and among 
teachers from various disciplines/departments.  The 
social studies teacher will need to work with the math 
teacher in making appropriate calculations for the recon-
struction of the building.  Additionally, the technology 
teacher becomes a wonderful resource to all the other 
teachers as the students may reconstruct the Federal 
Building in digital format or may opt to create a webinar, 
podcast, or other form of media communication. 
 
Linking Literary & Informational 
     The shift in the CCLS of 50% literary and 50% in-
formation for elementary students requires that teachers 
are effective in connecting informational with literary 
text.   Depending upon the grade level of the students, 
the following are three examples of texts that can be 
used with the theme(s) identified earlier that coincide 
with “The Change.”
•  The Little Chapel That Stood written by A. B. Curtiss
•  September 12th We Knew Everything Would Be All 
Right written and illustrated by first grade students of 
H. Byron Masterson Elementary School 
•  Hotel on the Corner of Bitter and Sweet by Jamie 
Ford
     As previously stated in this article, using song is an   
engaging way of introducing/reinforcing the teaching 
of poetry.  Appendix B provides a poem titled, “Depth 
of Despair.”  The poem includes figurative language 
(often very difficult for students) and, again, reinforces 
the central themes previously discussed.  The poem can 
be distributed to students, and the following questions/
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arguments and counter-arguments.  This can lead to two 
teams (or individuals) of students engaging in debates 
which can provide formal structures of argumentation.  
The two opposing individuals or teams can defend or 
confront a given proposal using evidence from their 
research.   
     Although students are expected to engage more in 
argumentative writing as they move through the grades, 
younger children will need to master the skills of nar-
rative writing in order to compose persuasive writ-
ing and, ultimately, argumentative writing.  The chart 
below provides an overview of the writing shifts (www.
engageny.org), as delineated by the CCLS.  

     A good question for teachers to become accustomed 
to asking students is, “How do you know?”  Since ar-
gumentative writing and the CCLS, in general, demand 
that students justify their thinking, asking this question 
on a continual basis will instill in students the need to 
use evidence to support their reasoning.  
Testing and the CCLS
     The New York State Common Core assessments 
will still require students to compose extended writing 
responses using paired passages.   The following task 
can be embedded in teachers’ instructional practices 
on a regular basis and, as a result, testing requirements 
become treated as a genre rather than the actual cur-
riculum:
Extended Constructed Response:  Paired Passages
Aligned CCLS:  RL.7.1, W.7.2, and W.7.9
Compare and contrast how the main character of  
and the speaker of  feel initially and how each one’s 
feelings change over time.
In your response, be sure to do the following:
•  analyze how the character in    
    feels at the beginning of her/his journey and how      
    his/her feelings change
•  vdescribe how the speaker in     
    feels and how the speaker’s feelings change
•  describe similarities and/or differences in the        
    change of feelings experienced in both passages
•  use details from both passages in your response   
   
Source:  New York State Education Department 
(NYSED):  2012

     Students can complete the above task which will not 
only require critical thinking and effective written com-
munication skills but also addresses a tested task within 
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tasks can be presented:
•  Interpretation 
• What do lines 6-10 convey/reveal about the     
speaker/poet?  
•   Which lines from the passage best support the  
poem’s central theme?  
• How does the speaker’s changing perception af 
fect her mood over the course of the poem?
Use  wo details from the poem to support your    
answer.  
• Why would poet/speaker use “mourn” rather  
than “morn”?  
• What is the literary device used in the poem? (Per-
sonification, metaphor, simile, alliteration).  Define 
the literary term you chose and provide evidence to 
substantiate your response.  
     It is critically important that teachers under-
stand that Close Reading of a poem is not simply 
a description of a poem from beginning to end 
but rather it is a view on a poem that sees it as a 
whole and has an opinion about it.  Close Reading 
of poetry needs to be completed as poetry requires 
students’ understanding of the “formal” features 
(the “form” of a poem) which include the poem’s 
shape on the page, language used, rhythm, sound, 
tone, and/or voice.  This type of activity should be 
thought of in terms of the analysis, synthesis, and 
interpretation of the poem’s formal features rather 
than a narrow interpretation of the poem.  As such, 
readings will require “deep” dialogue in the class-
room and in order for deep dialogue to take place 
effectively, teachers must build their own fluency 
and familiarity with a text before diving into it with 
students.
Writing & the CCLS
     The CCLS demand that students engage in 
disciplinary specific writing tasks.   This requires 
that students learn various skills in order to be 
successful in addressing each type of writing.  For 
example, argumentative writing, a cornerstone of 
the CCLS requires students to use relevant textual 
evidence when supporting their own points (this 
is also recommended in speaking).  At the same 
time, they need to make their reasoning clear to the 
reader (or listener) and then constructively evalu-
ate others’ use of evidence.  When teachers ask 
students to consider two or more viewpoints on a 
subject or matter, students must think critically and 
deeply, evaluate the legitimacy of their own think-
ing, and expect counterclaims in opposition to their 
own claims.  This is an important skill for students 
to acquire as exploring opposing viewpoints (i.e. 
counter claims) is a strong thread throughout the 
CCLS and other academic standards.  Students can 
use findings from their research of the events sur-
rounding the Oklahoma City Bombings to compose 
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Level Argument Explain/Inform Narrative 

Elementary 30% 35% 35% 

Middle School 35% 35% 30% 

High School 40% 40% 20% 
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know?”  Since argumentative writing and the CCLS, in general, demand that students justify 
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evidence to support their reasoning.   
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the context of previous learning.  In this context, 
students are more able to make connections between 
knowledge gained from their research, additional 
reading materials provided by the teacher, possible 
class debates, etc.   The example above can require 
the use of the poem and a literary text.  Additional 
assessments tasks that can be embedded into in-
structional activities can include either or both of 
the following:
a.  Write a well-developed paragraph in which you 
use ideas from both passages (poem & passage) to 
establish a controlling idea about… (grief, terror-
ism, resilience, heartache, etc.).  Develop your con-
trolling idea using specific examples and text-based 
support from various sources.
b.  Choose a specific literary element (e.g., theme, 
characterization, structure, point of view, etc.) or 
literary device (e.g., symbolism, irony, figurative 
language, etc.) used by one of the authors.  Using 
specific details from that work show how the author 
uses that element or technique to develop the pas-
sage.  

Other Songs and Related Historical Perspectives
•  Song:  “End of the Road” by Boyz II Men
Historical Perspectives: 
 Civil Rights Movement and/or Women’s Suffrage 
(In America & in other countries)
•  Song:  “A Change is Gonna Come” by Leela 
James
Historical Perspectives: 
Barack Obama Victory
Anthem by the Civil Rights Movement
Personal tragedy/connections
•  Song:  “We Didn’t Start the Fire” by Billy Joel
Historical Perspective:   Cold War

Media Integration
     Throughout the CCLS, it is expected that media 
are integrated for both teacher and student use.  As 

the CCLS require students to demonstrate their knowl-
edge, there are a variety of ways in which media can fa-
cilitate student understanding, knowledge, and presenta-
tion of that knowledge.  Student-created documentaries, 
podcasts, or webinars can be completed individually or 
in small groups.  Social media sites can be used produc-
tively for educational purposes and to allow students to 
connect in new and profound ways.  Students can also 
engage in projects in which they learn digital paint-
ing through the use of a computer, digitizing tablet and 
stylus, and software to apply traditional painting tech-
niques.  Additionally, students can learn digital drawing 
and/or sculpture media.  The opportunities are limitless 
here if the teacher is aware of the varied media tools 
available for his/her own and students’ uses.
In summary:
     The CCLS require students to become self-suf-
ficient, critical, and active learners who are able to 
independently conduct research, cite research, and use 
evidence to support their claims and counterclaims.  
Additionally, they require students to link reading and 
writing on a deeper level than previously required by 
engaging in close reading of complex text, especially 
informational text.  Real-world connections are critical, 
as are culture and diversity. Collaborative project-based 
activities enable students to be more fully prepared for 
the “real world” which, undoubtedly, will become more 
technologically advanced as students evolve as learners.  
Using an approach such as the one outlined in this pa-
per will enable teachers of technical subjects to address 
the CCLS, while also enhancing their instruction, which 
will, undoubtedly, produce better student outcomes that 
will enhance teachers’ accountability and evaluation 
ratings.  
     After all, truly excellent teachers are those who know 
their students well and have insight into their abilities 
and learning.  Consequently, the goal of the CCLS is to 
help students gain insight into what they are learning so 
that they become more metacognitively aware
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Appendix A
The Change by Garth Brooks

One hand 
Reaches out 

And pulls a lost soul from harm 
While a thousand more go unspoken for 

They say what good have you done 
By saving just this one 

It’s like whispering a prayer 
In the fury of a storm 

And I hear them saying you’ll never change things 
And no matter what you do it’s still the same thing 

But it’s not the world that I am changing 
I do this so this world will know 

That it will not change me 
This heart 

Still believes 
The love and mercy still exist 

While all the hatreds rage and so many say 
That love is all but pointless in madness such as this 

It’s like trying to stop a fire 
With the moisture from a kiss 

And I hear them saying you’ll never change things 
And no matter what you do it’s still the same thing 

But it’s not the world that I am changing 
I do this so this world will know 

That it will not change me 
As long as one heart still holds on 

Then hope is never really gone 

I hear them saying you’ll never change things 
And no matter what you do it’s still the same thing 

But it’s not the world that I am changing 
I do this so this world we know 

Never changes me 

What I do is so 
This world will know 
That it will not chan

Appendix B

The Depth of Despair
By Dr. Wafa Deeb-Westervelt 

The blazing fury within my soul
Like a dense fog continues to grow

Forming a veneer that clouds 
My inconsolable heart

That continues to grieve unceasingly
Losing you that fateful Tuesday mourn 

Was further heightened by the smoldering towers 
That devoured humanity with their callous infernos, 

Reminiscent of my decaying core
Crumbling under their solid frailty

“Time heals all wounds,”
That’s what they say

For what is time? 
But a well devoid of water

Longing for a reprieve from its abysmal walls, 
As it echoes my silent screams

Five years gone yet only a day has passed
As the memories of that inauspicious day remain en-

graved
In my mind--in my heart--in my soul 

 
A whisper........then silence

Heavy sighs
A deep longing

Fond remembrances
In the depths of despair, hope prevails.

 

Dr. Wafa Deeb-Westervelt is currently the Assistant Superintendent for Curriculum and 
Instruction in the Port Washington School District.  She has held several positions in 
her 26-year career in public education, including teacher, assistant principal, Director of 
Research and AIS, and Director of Literacy.  She is also a published author and frequent 
presenter at local, state, and national conferences.
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     In this era of accountability, teacher evaluations 
will affect future hiring and tenure more than any 
time in our past history. Therefore, it becomes even 
more incumbent for a principal or administrator 
to both assess a teacher’s performance and offer 
specific suggestions and strategies for improved 
instruction and professional growth.     
     One of the areas that presents consistent chal-
lenges for novice and veteran teachers is Differen-
tiated Instruction which has become an accepted 
standard in today’s classroom. According to Carol 
Ann Tomlinson, differentiated instruction allows 
students to have multiple options for taking in infor-
mation, making sense of ideas, and expressing what 
they learn (Tomlinson 2003, 2004). 
     Additionally, multi-grade classrooms have a long 
history in education (Byrnes, Shuster & Jones 1994: 
Carter 2005; Goodlad & Anderson 1959; Stone 
1995).  We recognize the importance of deliver-
ing instruction that is tailored to the varying ability 
levels of students and to their individual learning 
styles. More recently, questions have emerged about 
the efficacy of grouping young children strictly on 
the basis of age (Aina 2001; Edwards, Blaise & 
Hammer 2009, Gerard 2005). Both differentiated 
instruction and ungraded classrooms are relevant 
to early childhood learning since children in the 
preschool and early elementary ages are at vari-
ous stages in their intellectual development. Some 
schools have begun to implement differentiated 
instruction into their curricula (Beecher & Sweeney 
2008; Levi 2008). Yet, traditional instruction contin-
ues to place children in grades with arbitrary cut-off 
dates according to their ages.
     One option an administrator might present to 
teachers looking for innovative ways to differenti-
ate instruction is the concept of Common Learning 
Time. 

What is Common Learning Time?
     Common Learning Time marries the concepts 
of differentiation and multi-grade learning by ac-
knowledging that the abilities of some children may 
fall beyond the parameters of what is considered 
typical for their grade level, either at the extremely 
advanced or somewhat delayed ends of the learn-
ing spectrum. Common Learning Time enables 
pre-school and early elementary teachers to work 

outside the box of their individual classrooms in a 
gradeless environment for a portion of the day. 
     To establish a Common Learning Time, teachers 
in similar grade levels agree to work as a team for a 
period of time during each week that they have decided 
is appropriate for the program. This can be anywhere 
from one forty minute period a week on up. During this 
time, all teachers on the team also agree to teach the 
same subject (either mathematics or reading is  recom-
mended). 
     Teachers then look at their curriculum maps to dis-
cern common areas that they are teaching. For example, 
pre-school, kindergarten, and first grades may be cover-
ing patterns in math. Some students may be learning 
measurements at varying levels of difficulty; other 
classes may share an affinity for a certain author like 
Eric Carle or may be celebrating Dr. Seuss week. 
How does it work?
     To prepare for Common Learning Time, the team of 
teachers will get together and plan lessons around their 
theme for the week. For example, one week’s lesson for 
Pre-Kindergarten through first grade may be “Sequenc-
ing.” Activities at each grade level could include the 
following:
• Pre-K – sequencing every day tasks, using picture 
cards and placing them in order from first to last;
• Kindergarten – sequencing parts of a story, especially 
ones with a very distinct chronology, like “I Know an 
Old Lady Who Swallowed a Pie.” 
• Grade 1 – retelling stories by filling in key words to 
complete sequencing sentences then writing original 
sentences with first, next and last elements.

     At each level, there would be further differentiation: 
the Pre-K students could arrange cards in increasing 
amounts, with a four-step or five-step sequence; Kin-
dergarten students could read a more advanced story 
and identify the beginning, middle and end; Grade 1 
students could turn their sentences into a story. 
     Once the lessons for each grade level have been 
decided, students will then be assigned to groups across 
the grades, regardless of their current class status. 
Therefore, if a kindergarten student is ready to start sen-
tence sequencing, that student will be placed in a group 
with first graders. Pre-K students who can recognize the 
sequence of a story can work with kindergarteners. 
     This grouping process also presents an opportunity 
for parental involvement. Parents can be invited and 

Common Learning Time: Differentiation with a Twist
By Maria Cleary, Ed.D. and Anne DeGroot, Ed.D.
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scheduled each week during Common Learning 
Time to work with small groups at each develop-
mental level. The teacher would design the group 
activities and then parents could facilitate them. 
There would be a separate assessment process for 
each group that the teacher would supervise. 
     At the end of Common Learning Time, teachers 
would gather to share their assessments of individ-
ual students so that those who have crossed grades 
would have their progress recorded by their regular 
classroom teacher. This would also assist teachers in 
assigning developmentally appropriate tasks to their 
own grade level students. 
Common Learning Time in Action
     Here’s how Common Learning Time was imple-
mented in grades Pre-Kindergarten, Kindergarten 
and Grade 1 using Eric Carle’s books to teach math 
concepts. 

Pre-K
     In the Pre-K class, the teacher read The Very 
Hungry Caterpillar. Afterwards, the children gath-
ered at various centers according to their abilities.
•  At the first center the students made a very hungry 
caterpillar by cutting out green and red circles and 
gluing them on paper. They then counted the circles. 
•  At the second center they focused on sequencing 
by completing a sequence coloring sheet. 
•  At the third center they matched numerals to 
cards, demonstrating one-to-one correspondence. 
•  Finally, at the fourth center they made caterpillar 
patterns using beads and pipe cleaners.
Kindergarten
     In the Kindergarten classes the children heard 
the story, The Very Lovely Firefly. The teacher had 
created a “Jar” on the Smartboard, let some of the 
fireflies out, and guided the children to a discussion 
of subtraction. 
•  Group 1 (4 Pre-K students and a few Kinder-
gartners) used the firefly manipulatives as well as 
a jar and a branch to act out the story and solve the 
subtraction equation. They completed a number sen-
tence using wipe-off sheets.  
•  Group 2 (Kindergarteners) selected a number 
card. They then put that number of fireflies into the 
jar and wrote the number on the wipe-off sheet. 
Then they decided how many fireflies would fly 
away, moved that number of fireflies to the branch, 
and wrote the number after the subtraction sign on 
the number sentence. Next, they counted the num-

ber of fireflies that were left in the jar and wrote that 
number after the equals sign. (There were 4 fireflies in 
the jar. 1 firefly flew away. 3 fireflies were left in the 
jar.)
•  Group 3 (some First Graders, Kindergarteners, and 
one  Pre-K student) selected one word problem out of 
ten to solve. The children each had a jar and some fire-
flies. They read the word problem and used the manipu-
latives to solve it. They wrote the number sentence on 
their whiteboards. When they were finished, they chose 
another word problem to complete. 

Grade 1
     In the First Grade the children were read The 
Mixed-Up Chameleon. After listening to the story, they 
matched the animals to their rainbow colors. Next, they 
picked numbers out of the rainbow basket. The children 
were directed to write six different names to “camou-
flage” their numbers using manipulatives. They then 
were asked to write their facts on the rainbow paper 
shapes.
     Children were grouped by Tiers. 
•  Tier 1 chose a number from 8 – 12 from the basket. 
They were directed to write three addition facts, two 
subtraction facts and the number word for their given 
numerals. 
•  Tier 2 chose a number from 20 – 50 from the basket.  
They were directed to write two addition facts, one sub-
traction fact, the number word, the tens and ones and 
the expanded from to name the numbers.  
•  Tier 3 chose a number from 60 – 100 from the basket. 
They wrote one addition fact, two subtraction facts, the 
number word, the tens and ones and the expanded from 
to represent the number.

Conclusion
     Common Learning Time can offer teachers a unique 
approach to providing learning opportunities for stu-
dents at all levels. Less advanced students are given the 
opportunity to work with students at higher levels and 
are not stigmatized by their abilities. Common Learning 
Time can be beneficial to the more advanced students 
who have talents in particular subject areas but may 
not qualify for a Gifted and Talented program. A stu-
dent who has an advanced capacity in math (lowercase 
m), for instance, will be able to work on problems that 
require more complex thinking skills with other grade 
level students of similar abilities. 
     Differentiating is a challenging concept for the busy 
teacher. The work of creating developmentally appro-
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priate lessons for all students can be daunting, but 
Common Learning Time can provide support in this 
critical area. By partnering with similar grade level 
teachers as well as parents, the classroom teacher 
can form a team to meet the wide spectrum of needs 
for all students.
     Administrators who can support their teachers by 

suggesting specific strategies for differentiated in-
struction, such as Common Learning Time, provide 
an important service to the teacher with insufficient 
training in this area.  Those educational leaders will 
be answering the mandate to offer resources that 
the 21st century educator needs to meet evaluation 
standards and improve student success.   
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     It is the middle of the school year and Christina 
silently sits in the back of her fifth grade class-
room. She has enrolled in her new school in New 
York City arriving from Colombia just four months 
ago.  The teacher has arranged the tables in groups, 
five tables and a total of six students on each table.  
Christina is seated in the back of the classroom 
with what seems to be the more disruptive students. 
When I approach her, several students quickly 
confirm that she does “not speak English.” When 
I speak to her though, she is able to respond in her 
first language, Spanish. Sadly, it seems that because 
she is the only English Language Learner in the 
class, she is placed in the back of the room and for-
gotten. No one speaks to her, including her teacher. 
She is not included in class activities, and it seems 
as if she is withdrawn in her own world.  
     “Educating educators with the techniques to bet-
ter serve language minority children must be a top 
priority for every teacher in every school in every 
district.  The ultimate goal of a teacher in-service 
training is enhanced student achievement for every 
learner from every language background” (Ryan, 
2007).   In the last few decades, there has been a 
dramatic increase in the number of culturally and 
linguistically diverse (CLD) students and a short-
age of teachers trained to work with this population.  
English Language Learners (ELLs) are students 
whose English development has been greatly influ-
enced by another language and who require support 
to be successful in mainstream classrooms. The 
population of ELLs continues to increase. Goldberg 
stated, “The number of ELLs in U.S. public schools 
has increased 150 percent since 1990, while the 
overall student population has grown only 20 per-
cent”  (Russakoff, 2011, p. 4).   According to Men-
ken (2009), over 5 million CLD students are en-
rolled in public schools across the nation and these 
students speak over 400 different languages.  Today 
one in three residents is a racial or ethnic minority, 
and forty-five percent of children under five years 
old are from that group (Ryan, 2007).  Looking for-
ward, the U.S. Census Bureau (2004) estimates that 
88% of the population, between 2000 and 2050, will 
be children of new immigrants.  In contrast, in ur-
ban areas in the United States, as many as nine out 
of ten teachers are identified as white/Anglo (Ryan, 
2007 p. 83).  These statistics confirm the obvious 
disparity between the ethnic diversity of the teach-
ing population and the student body, and this gap 
presents challenges for both learners and teachers. 
It has also been reported that the majority of U.S. 
teachers lack the training to help culturally diverse 
students succeed academically (Clair, 2000).  There 
are only a small amount of teacher preparation 

programs that provide coursework or certification for 
working with ELLs, (Ballantyne, Sanderman & Levy, 
2008), yet these teachers are responsible for preparing 
students to succeed at the same level as their English-
speaking peers.
     There are a variety of myths and misconceptions 
associated with second language development.  The 
origin of these myths may stem from teachers’ one-time 
experiences with a child that didn’t speak English, or 
a misinterpretation of a method used to help a student 
learn to speak another language.  Perhaps these myths 
and misconceptions come from teachers’ past experi-
ences learning a foreign language while they were in 
school and these feelings and memories resonate in 
their minds.  Maybe it’s an intuitive assumption about 
a particular ethnic group that is mistaken for fact, 
and these notions detrimentally interfere with student 
language learning and development.  Due to these 
misconceptions about language acquisition, teach-
ers may set unrealistic expectations for English Lan-
guage Learners that affect the way they interpret their 
needs.   In response to these needs, teachers may alter 
the instruction, methods, and assessments offered to the 
student.   Therefore, it is critical that this study examine 
the myths and truths about second language acquisition 
that will enlighten educators about their own level of 
understanding about teaching ELLs, so they can more 
effectively support and nurture students’ academic, 
linguistic, and social development.
     The purpose of this informal probe is to identify 
teacher perceptions and misunderstandings about Eng-
lish Language Learners.   The review of the literature 
shows several studies that examine the effects of teach-
er preparedness towards ELL students.   It also confirms 
the importance of understanding the developmental 
linguistic needs of children learning a second language 
in order to effectively deliver appropriate instruction for 
these students
.   
A Review of the Literature
      Previous research confirms that teacher perceptions 
and misconceptions are strong indicators of how teach-
ers deliver instruction to ELLs (Kim, 2011).  The litera-
ture on Second Language Acquisition (2008) suggests 
that many teacher preparation programs only teach 
teachers about these students, but not how to teach 
these students (O’Neal, Ringler, and Rodgriquez, 2008).  
Studies were conducted that asked pre-service teachers 
about if they felt prepared enough to teach ELLs, and 
many felt that teaching English Language Learners was 
not a serious concern when they received their train-
ing and that their course information was not specific 
enough to directly instruct them to teach ELLs.  
     Yet another study set out to investigate how prepared 
pre-service teachers felt they were in adapting and 
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employing knowledge of diverse learners (KDL) 
into their teaching (Rahman, Scaife, Yahya, and 
Jalil, 2010). Questionnaires and unstructured in-
terviews were disseminated to pre-service teachers 
from several Bachelor of Arts programs.  Similarly, 
the researchers concluded that pre-service teachers 
needed improvement in developing skills for prac-
tices for working with English language learners.  
Webster and Valco (2011) also set out to explore 
how prepared primary-junior pre-service teachers 
are to teach English Language Learners (ELLs).  
Once again, the research found all participants 
believed that a mandatory course on ELL teaching 
would have been valuable; they also felt that there 
needed to be more ELL content in the preparation 
courses.  Another very interesting finding of this 
research was that pre-service teachers felt that ELL 
children needs’ were similar to those of children 
with disabilities; a misperception the researches 
felt is due to the lack of in-depth knowledge about 
ELLs.  
     This brief review of the literature reveals that 
it is not enough to provide teachers with a basic 
training of content delivery, as ELLS also require 
specific support while becoming proficient in the 
English language.  This study will add to the re-
search by determining if mainstream teachers need 
to “unlearn” what they believe is true about second 
language acquisition and if preconceived miscon-
ceptions exist. 
Participants
     The participants involved in this informal probe 
were thirty elementary teachers, one male and 
twenty-nine females, who teach in urban areas in 
several different schools in New York City. Each of 
these teachers had an ELL population and identified 
themselves as “white” elementary school teachers 
with only four teachers identifying themselves as 
“other.” None of the participants were ever enrolled 
in a formal, dedicated undergraduate course specifi-
cally designed to learn about how to teach students 
whose first language is not English.  Before the 
survey was made available online to the teachers, 
the participants were identified, by their principals, 
as being committed to helping advance learning for 
culturally, linguistically diverse populations in their 
mainstream classes
.    
Method
     Teachers were asked to complete a short demo-
graphic information survey (Appendix A), online, 
to make certain of their commitment to this topic 
and to ensure they had an ES: population in their 
mainstream classes.  Judy Haynes’ (2002) Myths of 
Second Language Acquisition Survey/Quiz (Appen-
dix B) was adapted to collect data for this research.  
Participants were asked to complete nine statements 

using SurveyMonkey, (http://surveymonkey.com/, 
2012), an online survey program, to answer either true 
or false to  “quiz-like” statements regarding the myths 
and misconceptions surrounding second language ac-
quisition.  The survey was distributed to 35 elementary 
school teachers in urban areas of New York City.  Thirty 
teachers responded and met participation requirements.  
(Appendix A).

Results
     This section contains the demographic information 
and tabulated results of the survey.  After each chart, a 
brief discussion is provided that summarizes the data.

 

Discussion – Demographic Information 
     The majority of the participants have less than ten 
years of teaching experience (73%) and were white 
female elementary school teachers.  These findings 
support O’Neal  (2008) who report that “few classroom 
teachers in the 21st century will retire without having 
ever taught a second language learner.”  Fifteen out 
of thirty (50%) respondents speak a second language 
which may help teachers better understand the difficul-
ties of second language acquisition. The data collected 
also showed that only three of the respondents took 
more than two courses during their teacher prepara-
tion program that provided them with strategies to use 
with English Language Learners. This finding supports 
Webster and Valeo (2011) who found that most teach-
ers feel their coursework did not provide them with the 
skills they need to feel confident when working with 
ELL students.  None of the respondents took a specific, 
dedicated course that helped them learn about English 
language learners.  All participants who responded indi-
cated they have ELLs in their classroom. 

                                                                                                                                              

How would you identify 
yourself? 
 

White: 26 
 (87 %) 
 

Other: 4  

(13%) 

What is your gender? Male: 1  

(3%) 

Female: 29  

(97%) 

Number of years teaching	   More than 10 years: 8  

(27%) 

Less than 10 years: 22  

(73%) 

Teach in bilingual or 
monolingual setting	  

Monolingual:  28  

(93%)	  

Bilingual: 2  

(7%)	  

Speak a second language	   Yes: 15  

(50%)	  

No: 15 

 (50%)	  

English Learners in 

classroom	  

Yes: 29 

 (97%)	  

No: 1 

 (3%)	  

Courses taken in college 
that included topics for 
ELL Learners.   

Fewer than 2 courses: 

27 (90%)	  

More than two courses: 3  

(10%) 
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Figure 2:
Results from the Survey – Informal Quiz (n=30)

 

(*correct answers are in bold*) 

Discussion of the Results
     The focus of this questionnaire was to examine 
teachers’ myths and misconceptions about second 
language acquisition.  The explanations below may 
help teachers examine and reflect on their own intu-
itive assumptions about English language learners.    
Statement 1.  Adults learn second languages more 
easily than young children.  
     Based on the results of this extremely contro-
versial topic, 93% of the respondents answered 
that this statement is true.  According to research 
by Collier, 1988; Samway & McKeon, (1999), 
teenagers and adults learn second languages more 
readily than young children.   Many believe that 
the younger child’s brain is more flexible, and this 
allows children to absorb a new language better.  
However, it has also been demonstrated that adoles-
cents and adults perform better than young chil-
dren under controlled conditions.  One exception 
is pronunciation, although even here some studies 
show better results for older learners. Also, teach-
ers must consider that adolescents and adults have 
a more extensive knowledge of their first language, 
which supports the acquisition of the second lan-
guage.  Furthermore, adults have developed linguis-

tic and memory strategies that support second language 
acquisition. Therefore, teachers should not assume that 
children learn a new language faster than adults. Teach-
ers should have realistic expectations about the rate of 
language development for their individual students. It 
was interesting to note that this is a common miscon-
ception amongst educators who automatically assume 
that younger children learn a second language faster 
than adults. 
     Statement 2:  According to research, students in 
ESL-only programs, with no schooling in their native 
language, take 7 to 10 years to reach grade level norms.
Seventy-seven percent of the respondents thought this 
statement was true.  Thomas & Collier (1997) reported 
that ELLs with no formal schooling in their first lan-
guage take 7 to 10 years to reach age and grade level 
norms. Therefore, teachers need to be patient with 
second language learners and learn about their cultural, 
educational, and linguistic backgrounds. Factors which 
may influence the child’s ability to progress in their 
second language include those who come from agricul-
tural societies, who have parents who are not literate, 
and who may have lived too far from a school to attend 
school.  Therefore, teachers need to be patient with 
second language learners and learn about their cultural, 
educational, and linguistic backgrounds. Factors which 
may influence the child’s ability to progress in their 
second language include those who come from agricul-
tural societies, who have parents who are not literate, 
and who may have lived too far from a school to attend 
classes.
     Statement 3:  Once students can speak English, they 
are ready to undertake the academic tasks of the main-
stream classroom.  
      Seventy-three (73%) of the respondents answered 
this statement correctly. This statement is false since 
students acquire basic interpersonal communication 
skills (BICS), social language, within about one to three 
years before they acquire cognitive academic language 
proficiency (CALP) skills which takes about five to ten 
years to develop (Haynes, 2007, p. 131).  It is critical 
that teachers who hear their students speaking socially 
to their peers on the playground or in the hallways not 
assume that they are ready to understand and use spe-
cialized, content specific language.   
     Statement 4:  Students from other countries should 
learn to read in their native language first because this 
helps them succeed in U.S. schools.  
     Ninety-seven percent of the respondents answered 
correctly. Thomas and Collier (1997) found that the 
most significant background variable for ELLs was the 
amount of formal schooling students received in their 
first language. This assertion supports Cummins’ “Ice-
berg Model” which shows, “Concepts are most readily 
developed in the first language and, once developed, 
are accessible through the second language (2000). The 
ability to read in their native language also becomes 
beneficial because, according to Calderon, August, 
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 Statements                                                                                                         True      False 

1.  Adults learn second languages more easily than young children	   2  

(7%)	  

28 

(93%)	  

2.  According to research, students in ESL- only programs, with no 
schooling in their native language, take 7 to 10 years to reach grade-
level norms 

23 

(77%)	  

7 

(23%)	  

3. Once students can speak English, they are ready to undertake the 
academic tasks of the mainstream classroom 

8 

(27%)	  

22 

(73%)	  

4. Students from other countries should learn to read in their native 
language first because this helps them succeed in U.S. schools 

29 

(97%)	  

1  

(3%)	  

5. Students’ culture and background will affect how long it will take 
them to acquire English 

 

28 

(93%) 

2  

(7%) 

6. Students should be strongly encouraged to speak English 
immediately.                     

26 

(87%) 

4 

(13%) 
Myths	  and	  Misconceptions	  
	  

8	  

7. Previous generations of immigrants learned how to speak English 
without special language programs that immigrant children 
receive now.  It was “sink or swim” and they did just fine 

6 

(20%) 

24 

(80%) 

8. The more time students spend soaking up English in the 
mainstream classroom, the faster they will learn a language. 

 

24 

(80%) 

6 

(20%) 

9. Second language learners will acquire academic English faster if 
their parents speak English at home.   

25 

(83%) 

5 

(17%) 
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Duran, Madden, and Slavin (2003), 30-40% of all 
words in English have a related word in another 
language; for Spanish-speaking ELLs; cognates are 
an obvious bridge to second language acquisition. 
Statement 5:  Students’ culture and background will 
affect how long it will take them to acquire English.  
This statement was responded to correctly by 
ninety-three percent of the respondents. According 
to Haynes (2007), previous schooling and school 
expectations, as well as the level of culture shock, 
will affect language learning (p. 9-11).  Yet another 
important factor to consider is socio-economic sta-
tus, as research suggests that lower-income fami-
lies   may be learning to use language differently 
and may experience difficulty in participating in the 
language milieu in classrooms.
     Statement 6:  Students should be strongly en-
couraged to speak English immediately.  
     Eighty-seven percent of the participants thought 
this was a true statement. Research on second 
language acquisition (Krashen, 1983) suggests that 
ESL students go through five stages of language de-
velopment.  During the preproduction stage, which 
can range from 0-6 months, students shouldn’t be 
expected to talk, because they lack the oral skills 
necessary to speak in class.  It is crucial for teach-
ers to design instruction that emphasize pointing, 
nodding, and other nonverbal communication skills 
as a response to auditory input.  This will allow 
students to progress at his or her specific stage and 
work in his or her Zone of Proximal Development 
(Vygotsky, 1978).  
     Statement 7:  Previous generations of immi-
grants learned how to speak English without special 
language programs that immigrant children receive 
now.  It was “sink or swim” and they did just fine.    
Eighty percent of the respondents thought that the 
“sink or swim” philosophy of teaching was not an 
effective way of supporting language development 
for second language learners.  They thought it was 
important to have special programs and support sys-
tems that help newcomers learn a second language.   
“Sink or swim” programs, sometimes called sub-
mersion programs, only teach in the dominant 
language of the new country.  Submersion has been 
found to be the least effective context for second 
language acquisition (Baker, 2000, Baker, 2006), 
because students are expected to learn without the 
support of their first language.   
     Statement 8:  The more time students spend 
soaking up English in the mainstream classroom, 
the faster they will learn a language.  
     Time spent learning a new language is important, 
however, the method that is used to teach plays a 
more significant role than actually being surrounded 
by the second language.  Krashen  (1983) coined the 
term “comprehensible input.”  This term suggests 
that teachers should deliver instruction that is com-

prehensible, understandable, to the child.   Therefore, 
the method of instruction is more important than the 
quantity of input.  This can be achieved by scaffolding 
instruction for ELLs with the use of graphic organizers, 
visual aids, and technology.  “Soaking up” can mean to 
absorb, but students cannot absorb information that is 
not at their appropriate level of language development 
and this not attainable.
     Statement 9:  Second language learners will acquire 
academic English faster if their parents speak English at 
home.  
      Based on the amount of teachers who answered 
incorrectly, (25 responses were incorrect) this seems 
to be a prevalent myth and misconception. The reason 
this statement is false is because parents will not pro-
vide rich conversations with their children in the new 
language, because they also have limited vocabulary to 
express themselves in their non-native language.  Rath-
er than using simple language in the second language, 
families should be encouraged to read and talk to their 
children in their first language, so they can learn new 
content and vocabulary.  This will also help students 
develop their listening, speaking, and comprehension 
skills in both languages.  Therefore, teachers should 
encourage storytelling and discussions among family 
members and design homework assignments that foster 
collaboration and promote discussion.  

Implications
     English Language Learners should not be placed in 
the back of the classroom while teachers wait for them 
to catch up. It was interesting to note the majority of 
teachers surveyed managed to answer the questions of 
the quiz correctly, although the majority felt that chil-
dren are able to learn a second language more easily.   
Still, many misconceptions exist about how children 
learn a second language, and these myths interfere 
with instruction and student learning. Teachers must 
recognize that ELLs can’t simply learn a language and 
content by being passive members of the class com-
munity.  Teachers need to resolve misconceptions about 
language learning and assimilation and discover the 
facts about the ways children learn a second language.   
In response to this survey, colleges need to recruit more 
bilingual native speaking pre-service teachers that will 
reflect the diverse culture and linguistic backgrounds 
of the students in their charge. This effort would have 
a huge impact on student learning, because it will al-
low children to easily relate and communicate with 
their teachers and support students’ first language. The 
teacher will also serve as a positive role model for the 
students, because they will connect with a person of the 
same culture who is in a prestigious profession.  
Pre-service and in-service teachers need to be im-
mersed in a variety of non-English speaking courses. 
This would provide them with useful and insightful 
experiences that would help them better understand and 
appreciate the strengths and challenges associated with 
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acquiring a second language. One of the mandatory 
college requirements for education majors should be 
to take a foreign language that represents the culture 
of the students they hope to teach.  
      Teachers also need to be familiar with English 
as a Second language strategies and resources that 
can be used with all non-English speaking students.  
Since it is impossible for teachers to learn every lan-
guage that is represented in their classes, they must 
master strategies, like the use of physical gestures, 
visual cues, and manipulatives, to aid comprehen-
sion.  They must make accommodations for ESL 
learners that include additional time, clearly struc-
tured routines, and culturally relevant lessons.  ESL 
courses must include topics in community building, 
extended family involvement, and bilingual school 
support systems.  Multicultural and bilingual litera-
ture that authentically represents students’ back-
grounds must be visible and readily available in the 
class and school library.  

Conclusion
     “The real challenge for schools today is not the 
growing number of English Language Learner, but the 
school’s continuing need to do a far better job of deliv-
ering instruction to them in English” (Christian, 2004, 
p. 5).  One of the most fundamental responsibilities of 
a teacher is to get to know their students individually. 
This short survey hopes to create an awareness of the 
misconceptions that both in-service and pre-service 
teachers may have about the ways their students acquire 
a new language.  As teachers of English as a Second 
Language Learners, it is our responsibility to take the 
initiative to examine our perceptions and methods for 
working with ESL populations. It is crucial to encour-
age teachers to think before they interpret diverse cul-
tural behaviors through their own cultural lens.  They 
must take the time to reexamine and reflect on their 
own perceptions and differentiate curriculum accord-
ing to their students’ individual linguistic abilities.  By 
learning about the different stages of language acquisi-
tion, teachers can set realistic expectations that will en-
gage and motivate ESL learners and promote linguistic 
and academic success.   
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Appendix A
Demographic Information
1.  How would you identify yourself? White  _____  Hispanic 
______ African American ______ 
Other _______
2. How long have you been teaching?  ______ years
3. Do you teach in a monolingual or bilingual 
setting?    ________
4. Do you speak a second language?   ________  
5. Do you currently have any English Language Learners in 
your mainstream classroom? ______  
If so, how many ______________ 
6. How do you feel you include them in your classroom? ___
_________________________________________________
______________
7. How many courses did you take in college that pro-
vided strategies to use with English Language Learners? 
___________

Appendix B
Survey Questions
1. Adults learn second languages more easily than young chil-
dren.  T or F
2. According to research, students in ESL-only programs, with 
no schooling in their native language, take 7 to 10 years to reach 
grade-level norms.  T or F
3. Once students can speak English, they are ready to undertake 
the academic tasks of the mainstream classroom.  T or F
4. Students from other countries should learn to read in their 
native language first because this helps them succeed in U.S. 
schools.  T or F
5. Students’ culture and background will affect how long it will 
take them to acquire English.  T or F
6. Students should be strongly encouraged to speak English im-
mediately.  T or F
7. Many immigrant children have learning disabilities, not lan-
guage problems. They speak English just fine, but they are still 
failing academically.  T or F
8. Previous generations of immigrants learned how to speak 
English without the special language programs that immigrant 
children receive now.  It was “sink or swim” and they did just 
fine.  T or F
9. The more time students spend soaking up English in the main-
stream classroom, the faster they will learn the language.  T or F
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A Systems Approach to School Autonomy and Student Success
by Anthony P. Cavanna, Ed.D.

     A definitive formula for successful school reform 
efforts has eluded educators and policy makers to the 
present day.  Despite some encouraging signs that 
education reform efforts are raising achievement in 
one school here and another there, such piecemeal ap-
proaches have not yet yielded positive systemic results. 
To achieve individual school improvement, a grow-
ing number of school systems are adopting a portfolio 
approach to district governance by utilizing the typical 
central bureaucracy with a support system that man-
ages a diverse portfolio of schools, some run by the 
school district and others may be run by independent 
organizations such as charter schools. Such an approach 
promotes innovation and change while demanding ac-
countability for results. Although the thinking behind 
“Portfolio Schools” has evolved over the years the basic 
concept is that principals who lead schools that are as-
sisting students to achieve at high levels will have more 
autonomy than those who are not meeting the demands 
of the accountability systems now in place (see Figure 1). 

 
 Figure 1. Student Achievement based on Principal Au-
tonomy: Successful schools will have more autonomy 
than those who are not meeting the demands of the 
accountability systems now in place. Of course, deci-
sions made about principal autonomy should not follow 
a linear trajectory but be influenced by the context and 
the instructional climate at each school.
     The concept of portfolio school districts is not entire-
ly new and is being implemented by school districts and 
state departments of education.  Researcher Frederick 
M. Hess points out that the idea is not new and along 
with experts such as Donald R. McAdams, and William 
Ouchi. There exists a solid argument that the traditional 
governance structures and processes in place in many 
districts inhibit innovation and have not demonstrated 
the capacity to either achieve results or enforce account-
ability.  Several urban school districts have successfully 
implemented systems of accountability and reform that 
are based on school and network based accountability 
systems.  These systems are heavily rooted in the new 

Federal and state accountability systems that place substan-
tial emphasis on teacher/principal evaluation processes and 
student achievement data rooted in the Common Core State 
Standards.   
     What does it take to create high-performing school dis-
tricts?
Much of the research points to the fact that successful 
school districts have a “theory of action” for effecting 
improvement. These districts establish clear goals and use 
data to monitor progress. They intervene when schools are 
not making sufficient progress, and they encourage educa-
tors to accept personal responsibility for improving student 
learning.  These districts implement their theory of action in 
conjunction with their efforts around meeting the require-
ments of the Federal and state accountability systems.  
Some examples of “portfolio districts” are New York City, 
San Francisco, Chula Vista, Oakland, and San Diego in 
California; Houston, Texas; Chicago, Illinois; and Seattle, 
Washington. Implementation varies from district to district, 
but the basic concept—significant variation in instructional 
approaches from school to school—is central to each dis-
trict’s reform efforts. 
     What can you do in your district or school?
To ensure that the portfolio approach is effective, school and 
school district leaders must implement the following: 
• Common performance standards and assessments. Clearly 
articulate grade-by-grade expectations for learning and ap-
ply them uniformly to all students in all schools. Measure 
student achievement consistently and use it to guide deci-
sion making at the classroom, school, and district levels.  
The Common Core State Standards (CCSS) and the Partner-
ship for Readiness for College and Career (PARCC) provide 
consistent answers to the question of what students should 
know and be able to do but leave room for districts and 
schools to implement in ways that make sense to the local 
context.
• Commitment to multiple instructional models and aca-
demic programs. Support a portfolio of different models and 
programs, such as district-run schools, charter schools, and 
contract schools run by nonprofit or for-profit organizations. 
• District systems aligned with equity and flexibility. De-
velop administrative systems—for example, in the areas of 
finance, human resources, and student assignment—that en-
sure consistent and equitable access to schools and resourc-
es. Give students and parents a choice of schools. Student 
funding should follow students to the school of their choice. 
• Significant decision-making authority at the school level. 
Give individual schools decision-making authority over 
their programs and operations, including budget and staff-
ing. 
• Strong district capability to intervene in low-performing 
schools. Supervise schools carefully and intervene if student 
performance falters. The district has the authority to limit 
the school’s autonomy and to direct and support the school 
through any required improvement process. 
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•  Flexible and supportive central office services. Have 
the district’s central office provide an array of services 
and supports to meet schools’ differential student needs 
and programmatic interests. 
•  Broad-based commitment to leadership development. 
Develop a distributed leadership culture that engages 
the entire education community in the improvement ef-
fort. (American Institutes for Research, 2006)
What School Leaders Should Know
     A commitment to reform is not a sufficient to cre-
ate an atmosphere of positive change that is necessary 
to assist all students to achieve at high levels.   For 
those school and district leaders who have the courage, 
character and the personal commitment to social and 
educational justice, real change might be possible.  They 
will have to develop a plan of action that sets a course 
for each individual student, matches the curriculum to 
the Common State Standards, tracks teacher/adminis-
trator evaluation data, and   monitors progress of each 

student to meet accelerated achievement level targets with 
buy-in from the entire school community.“Implementing a 
portfolio-based approach to school district governance can 
be challenging. Everyone in the system—local government 
officials, school board members, superintendents, central 
office administrators, principals, teachers, and other school 
staff—must do his or her job in new ways. In certain cir-
cumstances, a portfolio system may not be the best immedi-
ate option for improving a district.
   Districts with a history of unsuccessful central authority or 
even of successful experiences with choice and alternative 
school programs may want to try the portfolio approach. 
Other districts may prefer to pursue a more centrally di-
rected reform approach that promotes more uniform instruc-
tional programs and operations across schools. However, 
experience suggests that the portfolio approach, with its 
flexibility of means and clarity of ends, is more likely to 
result in long-term achievement gains and uniformly high-
performing schools within districts”.  (Cavanna et al, 2006)
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Communal Leadership
     There is something every administrator can learn 
from observing and working with teachers that can 
subsequently be passed on to other teachers in sup-
port of the improvement of instruction. This concept 
should always be at the forefront of an administra-
tor’s conviction as he or she enters a classroom and 
as they assist in establishing a professional growth 
continuum within school.
     As a principal, one of the most challenging 
aspects of the evaluation process is developing 
techniques and skill-sets for effectively articulating 
specific information to teachers in order to create 
a communal dialogue that results in improvement 
of instruction. “Communal supervision involves all 
professionals in the school community accepting 
moral responsibility for improving instruction in 
order to improve learning for all students” (Glick-
man, Gordon & Ross-Gordon, 2014, p.11). The 
process of observing has been seen by teachers as 
pure subjectivity and, therefore, the results of an 
observation can be arguable because interpretations 
can vary. However, the advent of the Annual Pro-
fessional Performance Review (APPR) system has 
successfully taken subjectivity out of the process as 
the commonality of language, purpose, and expecta-
tions are now clearly delineated. 
     Teachers can only grow with focused and spe-
cific guidance, rather than by the mere accumulation 
of time and the experience of doing the same thing 
repeatedly. Teacher autonomy in lesson planning 
and delivery of instruction will only guarantee that 
some teachers will have the freedom to perform 
poorly. Kohm and Nance (2009) indicate that sans 
school-wide instructional decisions, issues are seen 
by faculty as belonging to everyone else and not 
their issue. With recognition that there are legal 
requirements for the documentation of written ob-
servations and evaluations; those components will 
never be the driving force to improve instruction 
because no one has ever learned to do something 
better by just reading about it.  Effective supervi-
sion includes direct assistance to teachers in ad-
dition to a written critique. Progress in pedagogy 
requires a face-to-face dialogue and involvement by 
well-trained principals with metacognition applied 
to improvement by having teachers internalizing 
what their administrator has helped them to see, the 
teacher’s subsequent guided-practice, and applica-
tion of a realistic reflective practice. 

The Poor Results of Independence
     There is a misguided thought process on the part 
of teachers that they see themselves as an independent 
contractor when it comes to the act of teaching. This 
feeling of autonomy/independence – I close my class-
room door and do what I want or what I have always 
done – is the antithesis of what a collaborative, creative, 
and effective faculty should be in terms of instruction. 
Privacy-of-practice is instructionally debilitating. While 
most teachers will buy into a prescribed and preset cur-
riculum, the same sense of sharing and consistency is 
totally lost when it comes to pedagogy. 
     The link must be established and maintained by you 
between improvement of instruction and professional 
development for teachers. How do you take the emo-
tionally-charged aspect of teacher observation under 
the purview of the Annual Professional Performance 
Review and step into the realm of professional devel-
opment? Remember, even in the most open of venues, 
teachers will see observation as a judgment of their 
ability. How effective you are at making the transition 
from performance evaluation to professional develop-
ment for the good of all students will result in moving 
your school forward. When teachers know your focus 
will always be on the students, then they will become 
willing to open their minds to professional collabora-
tion to improve instruction. Allen and Glickman (1998) 
write about, “…quality of involvement…” (p. 519) as a 
strong indicator of successful improvement.
     It is important to take stock of your faculty. Who 
appears to be highly effective educators and who are 
just competent? Next, there will be that segment of the 
faculty who are incompetent and require a great deal of 
your time. You will need to determine just how bad is 
bad and what you will need to do to either assist in cor-
recting the deficits, or monitoring them so that it does 
not get any worse. 
Time Poverty
     So, now you have a decision to make given the 
amount of time you have to spend on pedagogy. Do you 
work to support the highly effective teachers, work to 
build up the competent teachers, or direct your action 
toward overcoming the deficits of those who have not 
yet reach a plateau of being able to deliver even accept-
able pedagogy. There is no one answer because every 
school is different but realize that whichever group you 
service to the lesser degree, creates a problem. This is 
one of those situations where no matter what group you 
step towards, you are taking an equal step in the oppo-

Moving Teacher Improvement Forward Under a Communal Feedback System
By Don Sternberg, Ed.D.
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site direction away from others.
     How do you service those teachers who are do-
ing an extraordinary job? You cannot forget those 
teachers! While at first blush it appears they will 
be fine on their own and you can concentrate on 
the others, remember these are the people who are 
setting the pace. They are the ones carrying the 
standard and the yardstick that all others will be 
measured by. They are the ones that are probably 
teaching your toughest courses and your best and 
brightest students, as well as your neediest students. 
These teachers require just as much support as the 
others. No one wants to feel they are doing a great 
job and are going unnoticed! If they are the ones 
who you expect to lead others, they cannot be left 
unnoticed, unappreciated, and unsupported.
     How about the competent teachers? Well, do you 
want to go to a competent doctor or a competent 
attorney or a competent financial planner? In some 
ways, these are the teachers who will probably 
make up the largest segment of your teacher popu-
lation. How big of a step is it from competency to 
being highly effective?
     The less competent teachers will be instantly 
recognized by you when you see them teaching (or, 
in this case, attempting to teach). They will be the 
reason the phone will ring and will be the source of 
student complaints on a regular basis. How much 
time can you afford to spend in the classroom with 
those teachers? How much time do you have to 
meet with the teacher to address your concerns? 
These teachers and their associated issues will not 
go away nor will these teachers self-improve.
Rules of Engagement
     So what are the rules of engagement? Fullan 
(1997) writes that, “There are fundamental reasons 
why controlling strategies don’t work…The solu-
tion lies in better ways of thinking about and deal-
ing with, inherently unpredictable processes” (p.33). 
Reality is that teachers might not be forthcoming in 
identifying their pedagogical problems if they feel 
these problems will be viewed by their administra-
tor as deficiencies. We need to assist teachers in cor-
recting their thinking about issues of pedagogy as 
being deficits rather than opportunities for growth.
Your effectiveness will be dictated by how inten-
tional you are in your observational practice and 
your efforts to improve instruction. You must pro-
vide effective feedback but also see that the feed-
back is internalized, institutionalized, and subse-
quently implemented within the classroom. The first 
question must be, which of these two statements 

does the teacher utilize as their mantra: 1) ‘I taught it’, 
or 2) ‘did the students learn what I just taught?’ This 
simple question will tell you all you need to know 
about the mindset of your teacher and how they view 
their role in the educational process. Statement number 
one speaks to the passivity of the teacher in the educa-
tional process. Passivity on the part of the teacher in 
the improvement of instructional practices is as accept-
able as students being unreceptive within their learning 
environment. The latter, however, clearly defines the 
key question of pedagogical commitment on the part 
of a teacher. Is it the teacher’s philosophy that student 
achievement and success is foreshadowed by the goals 
and expectations established for them; therefore, it is 
imperative in that teacher engages in the practice to 
assess to find proof of understanding on the part of the 
student. 
Be Systematic and Take Copious Notes
     You must enter into a systematic process of record-
ing what feedback has been given to the teacher, what 
has the teacher subsequently applied within their prac-
tice, and the results. Part of your process must be noting 
purposeful feedback and taking into consideration what 
was provided last week, a month ago, four months ago 
and what has the outcome been? What types of feed-
back have led to meaningful changes and which have 
not….and why? Your responsibility is to take copious 
notes to maintain rates of progress in desired areas.
Regardless of the scope of the need of a particular 
teacher, your strategy for the implementation of an 
improved practice must be small and doable. If change 
is presented as too large of an endeavor, you will turn 
the teacher off. Start slow and create a steady rhythm 
of improvement. Teachers will interpret small steps as 
being supportive. Focus on small changes in a regular 
succession with a firm but fair and doable time schedule 
and a view toward tangible results.
     Ask open-ended questions to allow the teacher to 
self-reflect. Create action steps that move toward ad-
dressing an issue. Don’t insist that the teacher ‘do’ 
but rather that you are doing together – in a collabora-
tive effort. How will success be measured needs to be 
clearly pointed out and understood. The teacher will 
need to observe, practice and implement. You may need 
to cover a teacher’s class while they observe a more 
accomplished peer. You may have to role-play with the 
teacher. All this in an effort to indicate you are support-
ive of his or her efforts. These are purposeful behaviors 
and not generalities that may or may not be understood 
by the teacher. 
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Closing
     It is critically important that teachers be heavily 
involved in the ongoing development of their ef-
fectiveness. This can ultimately lead to the expecta-
tion that teachers should take responsibility for their 
own professional performance and growth. This 
ultimately results from teachers receiving regular 
feedback on their classroom activities that provides 
them with satisfaction about their teaching (Saphier, 
2011; Silva & Contrreras, 2011). Reflective teachers 
do not wait for observation or evaluation by their 
administrator to determine the areas of strengths 
and weaknesses in their professional practice. The 
existing APPR system and benchmark assessments 
throughout the school year provides each teacher 
with clinical data. Your observational practices and 
subsequent efforts to improve instruction is sup-
ported by data enriched information about student 
growth and teacher effectiveness.
     The notion of communal-type leadership high-
lights the true nature of an administrator’s role, 
which is to serve as a facilitator who utilizes in-

quiry, dialogue, and collaborative practice to develop 
an ethos of what teaching and learning should look 
like in the classroom. Administrators need to focus on 
developing authentic relationships with staff members 
and provide support to help improve their productivity. 
“A critical element of effective leadership is the rela-
tionship that exists between the principal and teachers” 
(Green, 2012, p. 135).  
     When teachers feel their expertise is valued and 
when they feel responsibility for improvement is a 
shared responsibility, they are more likely to be mo-
tivated to be successful and assist in enhancing their 
instructional effectiveness. The benefit of the Annual 
Professional Performance Review system creates a 
mutual dynamic utilizing a common and consistent 
language by both teacher and administrator as they 
engage in the process of improving instruction. By seiz-
ing this opportunity administrators have the ability to 
improve instruction over time in a way  in a collabora-
tive fashion with sights set firmly on beneficial results 
for students. 
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     How does a school’s climate affect how students 
perform in the classroom?  Thinking back to the 
times when were were in school, were there classes 
that you performed better in or understood the con-
tent more than others?  In the classes we performed 
well in, what made those classes special?  Why did 
we do better in those classes than in other classes?  
A possibility could be that we were stronger in a 
particular subject area, or we were just naturally 
gifted in math, science, history, English etc.  An-
other possibility may be because we connected with 
the teacher of that class and subject, or maybe it’s 
a combination of factors.  Children tend to per-
form better for the people they like and connect to 
(Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Hamre & Piantra, 2005; 
Ladd & Burgess, 1999; Wentzel, 1997); rather than 
because they want to, or someone is trying to force 
them to perform (Ladd & Burgess, 1999).  We tend 
to listen and pay attention to those who listen and 
pay attention to us.  Jonathan Kozol (1991) wrote 
in his book Savage Inequalities that he was going to 
listen to children and what they had to say.  Some-
thing as simple as stopping and listening can make 
all the difference in the world, in the life of a child.  
The National School Climate Center (2007) states 
that “A positive school climate powerfully affects 
student motivation to learn” (p. 5).  Schools that 
have a positive school climate tend to have greater 
student achievement than schools that do not (Hoy 
and Hannum, 1997).  A school’s climate is defined 
as “how well the people within the school treat 
each other physically, emotionally, and intellectu-
ally” (Freiberg, 2011).  The three main factors that 
create a positive school climate are the principal 
and their leadership team (Hoy & Forsyth, 1986), 
relationships between all stakeholders (Hoy, & Han-
num, 1997), and high staff expectations for student 
achievement (Walberg, Bakolis, Bast & Baer, 1989).  
As educational leaders, how do we teach our teach-
ers to build a climate within their classrooms and 
in the school that has the right balance?  How do 
we build a climate where students are encouraged 
to like the various subjects?  How do we help them 
connect to their teachers and view them as caring 
adults in their school or, in some cases, the only car-
ing adults in their lives (Wentzel, 1997)? 
     What are some ways to help students connect 
with their teacher and succeed, as opposed to not 
connect with their teacher and in some instances, 
fail?  All teachers can find something positive and 
likeable about every single student who comes 
into their class.  Taking the time to get to know 
students on a personal level is the only way this 
can be achieved.  Students know when adults truly 

care about them and when they do not (Wentzel, 1997).  
How do we, as educational leaders and educators, use 
the relevant research on child development to help us 
become better at our professions?  Almost all other 
industries, whether it be management, medicine, or 
sales, use some form of understanding in human de-
velopment to help them better do their jobs (Bolman 
& Deal, 2008).  Why do we as educators not utilize the 
same skills and strategies that have been successful for 
the private and business sector?  You do not need to 
conduct research in order to know and understand that 
most students will work for teachers they like and be 
resistant and lack motivation towards those they do not 
particularly care for (Hamre & Pianta, 2005).  
     When out of school factors such as socio-economic 
and demographic data are accounted for, research sug-
gests that when students feel safe and connected to 
school, they are more likely to make better choices in 
regards to their personal welfare (Rodney, Johnson, and 
Srivastava, 2005).  As children get older, that personal 
welfare looks different.  A child in kindergarten strug-
gling in a class may love their teacher, but still struggle 
in that class.  If they like their teacher, there is a much 
better chance that they would not get totally discour-
aged and give up, but will instead keep trying until they 
begin to see improvement (Gorham, 1988).  Liking a 
teacher doesn’t mean there will not be struggles in the 
class, it simply means that the child will try their best 
not to disappoint the adult that believes in them and 
inspires them to do well (Gorham, 1988).  This rela-
tionship will make the child want to do their best.  As 
students get older, the impact of not connecting with an 
adult in their lives gets bigger.  
     In middle school, the challenges get a bit more 
complex due to the fact that students are in a delicate 
developmental stage.  Middle school naturally comes 
with its own set of issues and concerns such as mental, 
physical and emotional development.  These issues get 
heightened when inappropriate behaviors from peers 
are added to the mix.  The National School Climate 
Center (2012) shares that by improving a school’s 
climate, children are given a greater opportunity to suc-
ceed.  In high school, the challenges still exist, but they 
also change again, and sometimes are magnified due to 
students’ ages.  If students are facing uncertain issues 
and concerns in schools, then maximizing their poten-
tial in school is limited.  Research shows that there is a 
direct correlation between school climate and academic 
achievement (Brookover, & Lezotte, 1979; Edmonds, 
1979; Madaus, Airasian, & Kellaghan, 1980; Shipman, 
1981).  As a teacher, you have the ability to make a 
child’s day or ruin it.  Your words can be used to uplift 
and build up a child’s self-esteem or bring it down and 
crush it.  We must be mindful and careful of what we 

The Importance of a Positive School Climate and Helping Students Connect
By Al Sackey
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say to the children who sit in front of us on a daily 
basis.  
     Things we can try: 
• We must find ways to help children be more con-
nected in school.  Children should be encouraged 
to join a club or a committee, or play a sport, or 
get into some kind of organized activity.  This will 
ensure that the child is with other peers, while still 
being supervised by an adult.  As children are more 
involved in school activities, there is a better chance 
that they will find someone to be connected to (Mar-
tin & Dowson, 2009).  
• It is essential for all principals to promote a cli-
mate for learning (Murphy, 1990).  This is done by 
developing a school’s mission and goals.  It is also 
important to coordinate, monitor and evaluate cur-
riculum, instruction and assessment, as well as cre-
ate a supportive work environment for staff (Mur-
phy, 1990 as cited in Marks & Printy, 2003, p. 373).   
• Teachers and administrators must know students’ 
names and learn about their strengths and needs.  
For a classroom teacher who has over two hundred 
students, they should make it a point to greet each 
student by their name on a regular basis.  This could 
take some time, but they could review year books, if 
needed, to help them call each child by their name.  
This lets the child feel that the teacher or adminis-
trator actually took the time to figure out who they 
were.  The more we go out of our way to actually 
know our students, the more those students will 
produce for us. 
• Teachers and staff must also know and understand 
the best ways that their students learn.  By knowing 
this information, it better allows the teacher to touch 
on the students’ areas of strength when planning 
lessons.  Helping children figure out and understand 
the way they learn also helps them to set reasonable 
goals and ways of achieving those goals.
• Unfortunately, administrators mainly get to know 
the students who are struggling or those who are 
doing exceptionally well.  Everyone else in the 
middle is not as connected to the administrator as 
they would like.  Making a conscious effort to begin 
to know those students is a charge that every school 
staff member should embark on.  Obviously, the 
bigger the school, the more challenging this task 
becomes, however, it is a very necessary task.  The 
more all stakeholders make a conscious effort to 
connect to at least a few students in the building, the 
better for all of the school community.  Every child 
in every school building must be connected to at 
least one adult in that building that they trust enough 
to go to with any issues or concerns. 
• Cohen (2001) describes National School Climate 
Standards that were created by the National School 
Climate Council, that allows various states and 

different schools to all be on the same page and to all 
follow the same high level standards.  Being familiar 
with these standards can help school leaders and school 
staff begin to put procedures in place to help create a 
positive school climate for their students.  Visit www.
schoolclimate.org for additional information.     
     In conclusion, what do we do next, how do we begin 
to connect with our students in such a manner that they 
want to work for us?  A colleague and friend from the 
NYC Public Schools (Cathy Lloyd), once told me that 
students always know who is “full of it” and who is not.  
This quote taught me the importance of communicating 
sincerely with each student I come in contact with.  An-
other friend and colleague (Stephanie Acito), who was 
also a former administrator in NYC and in Westches-
ter, always said you had to get down to the kids’ level, 
when talking or addressing them.  Stephanie worked in 
an elementary school, so she was being literal, but that 
has helped me even when I had to deal with both mid-
dle and high school students.  I had to figuratively get 
down to their level, in regards to connecting with them 
based on their likes, or connecting with them based on 
something we had in common.  Finding whatever “the 
hook” was for them always helped in connecting with 
even the most  complex students.  As administrators, a 
similar commitment will need to be put into the rela-
tionships that are built with faculty and parents.  We 
need to let parents know that we are there to ensure that 
their children are given all the supports they need to 
succeed and that working together will help ensure that.  
Connecting with staff and truly knowing staff and their 
families and some aspects of their personal lives will 
also create a climate, from the top, of care and respect.  
Building this kind of environment for students and staff 
is not easy, but it is a critical part of the work we do, 
and it will make the difference in the lives of the chil-
dren we serve.  We all went into this profession in order 
to make a difference.  As educators, we do make a dif-
ference in our students’ lives each and every day.  What 
we say to students and how we help to connect with 
them is what will make the difference in their life.  It 
will not be easy all of the time, but it is very necessary, 
in order to positively impact a student’s educational ex-
perience, achievement and most importantly their life.
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     A  few weeks ago, I went into Chase’s class for 
tutoring.

     I’d emailed Chase’s teacher one evening and 
said, “Chase keeps telling me that this stuff you’re 
sending home is math - but I’m not sure I believe 
him. Help, please.” She emailed right back and said,
“No problem! I can tutor Chase after school any-
time.” And I said, “No, not him. Me. He gets it. 
Help me.” And that’s how I ended up standing at 
a chalkboard in an empty fifth grade classroom 
staring at rows of shapes that Chase’s teacher kept 
referring to as “numbers.”

     I stood a little shakily at the chalkboard while 
Chase’s teacher satb behind me, perched on her 
desk, using a soothing voice to try to helpbme 
understand the “new way we teach long division.”  
Luckily for me,b I didn’t have to unlearn much 
because I never really understood the “old way we 
taught long division.” It took me a solid hour to
complete one problem, but l could tell that Chase’s 
teacher liked me anyway. She used to work with 
NASA, so obviously we have a whole lot 
in common.

     Afterwards, we sat for a few minutes and talked 
about teaching children and what a sacred trust and 
responsibility it is. We agreed that subjects like 
math and reading are the least important things
that are learned in a classroom. We talked about 
shaping little bhearts to become contributors to a 
larger community - and web discussed our mutual 
dream that those communities might be made up of
individuals who are Kind and Brave above all.

And then she told me this.

Every Friday afternoon Chase’s teacher asks her 
students to take out a piece of paper and write down 
the names of four children with whom bthey’d like 
to sit the following week. The children know that 
these brequests may or may not be honored. She 
also asks the students to bnominate one student 
whom they believe has been an exceptional
classroom citizen that week. All ballots are privately 
submitted to her.

And every single Friday afternoon, after the stu-
dents go home, Chase’s teacher takes out those slips 
of paper, places them in front of her and studies 
them. She looks for patterns.
Who is not getting requested by anyone else?
Who doesn’t even know who to request?
Who never gets noticed enough to be nominated?
Who had a million friends last week and none this 
week? You see, Chase’s teacher is not looking for a 
new seating chart or “exceptional citizens.” Chase’s 
teacher is looking for lonely children. She’s look-
ing for children who are struggling to connect with 
other children. She’s identifying the little ones who 
are ugh the cracks of the class’s social life. She is
discovering whose gifts are going unnoticed by their 
peers. And she’s pinning down- right away- who’s 
being bullied and who is doing the bullying.
As a teacher, parent, and lover of all children - I 
think that this is the most brilliant Love Ninja 
strategy I have ever encountered. It’s like taking an 
X-ray of a classroom to see beneath the surface
of things and into the hearts of students. It is like 
mining for gold - the gold being those little ones 
who need a little help - who need ow to make 
friends, how to ask others to play, how to join a 
group, or how to share their gifts with others. And 
it’s a bully deterrent because every teacher knows 
that bullying usually happens outside of her eyeshot 
-  and that often kids being bullied are too intimi-
dated to share. But as she said - the truth comes out 
on those safe, private, little sheets of paper.
 As Chase’s teacher explained this simple, ingenious 
idea - I stared at her with my mouth hanging open. 
“How long have you been using this system?” I 
said.
Ever since Columbine, she said.  Every single Fri-
day afternoon since Columbine.

Good Lord.

This brilliant woman watched Columbine knowing 
that ALL VIOLENCE BEGINS WITH DISCON-
NECTION. All outward violence begins as inner
loneliness. She watched that tragedy KNOWING 
that children who aren’t being noticed will eventu-
ally resort to being noticed by any means necessary.

ATTENTION ALL TEACHERS AND PARENTS
 Unknown
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And so she decided to start fighting violence early 
and often, and with the world within her reach. 
What Chase’s teacher is doing when she sits in her 
empty classroom studying those lists written with 
shaky 11 year old hands  - is SAVING LIVES. I am 
convinced of it. She is saving lives. And what this 
mathematician has learned while using this system 
is something she really already knew: that every-
thing - even love, even belonging - has a pattern to 
it. And she finds those patterns through those lists - 
she breaks the codes of disconnection. And then she
gets lonely kids the help they need. It’s math to her. 
It’s MATH.

All is love- even math.  Amazing. Chase’s teacher 
retires this year - after decades of saving lives.
What a way to spend a life: looking for patterns of 
love and loneliness. Stepping in, every single day - 
and altering the trajectory of our world.

TEACH ON, WARRIORS. You are the first re-
sponders, the front line, the disconnection detec-
tives, and the best and ONLY hope we’ve got for a
better world. What you do in those classrooms 
when no one is watching - it’s our best hope.

Teachers - you’ve got a million parents behind you 
whispering together: “We don’t care about the damn 
standardized tests. We only care that you teach our 
children to be Brave and Kind. And we thank
you. We thank you for saving lives.”

Although the author of this article is unknown, 
it was submitted by a professor from an upstate 
SUNY college.  It can be found online at: http://
momastery.com/blog/2014/01/30/share-schools/.  
The accompanying message was to share it with 
teachers, parents and administrators in all schools.
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The New York Academy of Public Education is announcing a Call for Manuscripts for its annual Profes-
sional Journal.  Articles are to be no less than 1,000 words and typed double spaced in # 12 Ariel font.  
Manuscripts are to be submitted to the editor at - TriadEdu@aol.com - no later than December 1, 2014, 
in order to be considered for publication in the May, 2015 Fourth Annual Edition.  All manuscripts will 
be read and reviewed by the Academy’s Peer Review Committee and returned to the author with any 
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dards; school building administration; teacher education; standardized assessment; budgeting; higher 
education; effects of class size; parent involvement; should a teacher internship be required; impact of 
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Request for Peer Reviewers

The Professional Journal of the New York Academy of Public Education is again seeking interested 
Academy members to join the Peer Review Committee.  The purpose of the Peer Review team will be 
to edit articles submitted for inclusion in the annual Professional Journal.  Duties will include:  review 
of each submitted article; possible editing of the article; internal scoring; and recommendation for or 
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mum of three to five individuals will be necessary.  The Professional Journal editor(s) shall have final 
decisions concerning both applications for the committee and inclusion of articles in the NYAPE Profes-
sional Journal.  The position of Peer Reviewer is voluntary.
Those interested in applying for this voluntary committee are asked to submit their resume/CV to 
Dr. John Jangl at TriadEdu@aol.com. 
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