
 Teachers in Freeport Intermediate 
School are quite clear about the goal of 
their teaching: ensuring that Freeport’s 
largely at-risk population of students 
achieve at the same high academic levels 
as more affluent students attending subur-
ban-like schools in the Brazosport Inde-
pendent School District. 
 “We do whatever it takes to close 
the gap. If it means we have to feed them, 
then we’ll feed them.  If it means we have 
to get them home after school, we’ll do 
that.  If it means we have to provide 
showers for them, we’ll do that.  We’ll do 
whatever it takes, " said principal Clara 
Sale-Davis. 
 Freeport is one of six school dis-
tricts studied by NSDC.  These schools 
and districts are achieving above-average 
results with students although they have 
the same access to resources as other 
schools and districts in their areas.  In ad-
dition to standing out from others in their 
communities, these schools and districts 
also have practices that enable them to 
identify good practices internally and en-
sure that they are shared widely through-
out their school or district, thereby ena-
bling all teachers to perform at higher lev-
els. 
 Freeport’s no-excuses attitude has 
driven the school from the bottom of the 
academic barrel to the top of the heap on 
Texas’ statewide assessments.  Once des-
ignated a “low-performing” school, Free-
port Intermediate has been deemed 
“exemplary” twice in recent years because 
more than 90% of its students performed  

 
satisfactory or higher on the state test.  Not 
only is the school’s aggregate achievement 
high, there is no gap between poor and middle-
class students and no gaps between the major 
racial and ethnic groups at the school. 
 
The Roots of Reform 

 Freeport’s story has it roots in 1991 
when a new superintendent of the Brazosport 
Independent School District was charged with 
closing the achievement gap between the dis-
trict’s affluent and poor schools. 
 Through a quality training opportunity 
at Dow Chemical Co., the district’s leadership 
team learned some of the tools they needed to 
improve student learning.  Part  of what they 
learned was how to look for individuals who 
are already succeeding with poor children in 
spite of the obstacles they faced.  In their 
search, assistant superintendent Pat Davenport 
soon found Velasco Elementary School teacher 
Mary Dunbar Barksdale, a 3rd-grade teacher 
who was achieving amazing results with her 
students.  Although 94% of her students lived 
in poverty, all of her students mastered the ob-
jectives on the TAAS, then the statewide meas-
ure of learning. 
 Davenport went to Barksdale to study 
her strategies.  She closely examined the results 
of her students’ tests, identified their problem 
areas, retaught, and retested them until they 
achieved the desired level.  Davenport realized 
that Barksdale’s process could be replicated 
easily by other teachers.  The most logical 
group to learn the process would be teachers at 
Velasco.  Over the next several years, all of 
Velasco’s teachers began to experience the 
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high results with their children.  After Velasco had dem-
onstrated that the strategy could be taught and used suc-
cessfully, Davenport wanted to spread the process to 
other teachers in her district.  
 “We’re an overnight success that took seven 
years,” said Davenport in a 1998 interview with Results. 
 Brazosport eventually developed the Eight-Step 
Process which is its method for identifying the positive 
deviants and learning from them. 
 

The Eight Steps 

 

1. Study student data, including test results.  
  

2. Develop an instructional calendar.   
  

3. Deliver the instructional focus, based on the calendar.
  

4. Assess student mastery of the standard taught. 
  

5. Provide additional instruction for students who did 
not master the assessment.    
  

6. Provide enrichment for students who mastered the 
assessment.      
  

7. Provide ongoing maintenance of standards taught. 
  

8. Monitor the process. 
 
Taken from Results by NSDC, February 2004, Doing Whatever it 
Takes to Close the Gap by Joan Richardson. 
 
Are you interested in doing whatever it takes to close the Gap at your 
school?  Call CEIE (989-774-7678) for information about leadership 
coaching! 
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5 Day Kagan 

Cooperative 

Learning Series 

 
Offered Again! 

 
When: Nov. 26, 27, 28, 2007; Mar. 3, 
2008 & Jun 9, 2008 
 
Where: Shelby Middle School 
 
Cost: $450 per person 
 
For more information, call Vaughn 
White 231-861-4521 ext 3903. 
 
A registration form is available on our 
website: 

www.centerforexcellence.cmich.edu  
 
 

Don’t miss out on the great opportunity 
to learn practical, useful and proven 

strategies for increased  
student learning. 

NEW WEBSITE!  

 

Our web designer has told us that our “new 
improved” web site should be up in two 
weeks.  You’ll find the latest professional 
development opportunities, resources in our 
lending library, and great links for teachers.  Check it out 
at:  

http://

www.centerforexcellence.cmich.edu 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Why We are Attracted to Quick-Fixes 

 
 As I travel this state and other parts of 
the nation to meet with K-12 educators, I fre-
quently notice that we (educators) are prone to 
“quick-fixes” and programs that promise im-
mediate results.  And given the passion that 
teachers and administrators have for helping 
ALL students succeed, it is understandable for 
us to be drawn to practices, strategies, and 
“packages” that promise that we will be in-
stantly successful.  Teachers know that every 
day, every year in the life of five to eighteen 
year olds matters….matters a whole lot!  As 
adults we recognize that what happens to us 
during childhood, early adolescence, and the 
teen years has a huge impact on who we are as 
adults.  So, naturally, we want to change the 
world TODAY! 
 And while our passion lures us to 
“quick-fixes” our intellect reminds us that 
school reform and improvement that ultimately 
makes a difference in kids’ lives, takes time 
and is based on the principle of “going slow to 
go fast.”  We must examine our deepest beliefs 
about teaching and learning; about our stu-
dents; about our work as educators; and about 

the community and adults in it.  Do we believe all 
students can achieve at high levels? 
If not, why not?  Do we believe that we have con-
trol over all the variables necessary for success in 
our school? 
 Our beliefs as educators are what we act 
upon hundreds of times everyday.  The collective 
beliefs of a staff, determine the culture of the 
school.  The decisions we make, our actions, are 
the result of our deepest beliefs.  Professional 
Learning Communities are based on knowing our  
audience (the kids) and their specific developmen-
tal characteristics and having shared values and be-
liefs about our work.  This work takes time and 
stretches our capacity to work collaboratively and 
reflectively on behalf of students.  And it abso-
lutely essential if we are to truly engage in school 
improvement that makes a difference in the lives of 
students. 
 The Center for Excellence in Education is 
committed to providing schools with the resources 
and skills necessary to engage in meaningful 
school improvement.  We recognize that this takes 
time!  It’s not a quick fix, nor should it be. We seek 
to provide ongoing opportunities for growth, ex-
ploration, and adoption of research-based practices 
that do make a difference in students’ lives.  This 
month’s newsletter includes an article about beliefs 
as they drive action.  It is entitled, No Choice But 
Success and we hope you will take time to read it.  
We also hope that you will give us a call at 989-
774-7678 to talk about how some of our 2,000 ti-
tles in our lending library (books, DVD, VCR 
tapes) and our seminars and professional develop-
ment/leadership coaching can help you, help kids. 
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 Principals and teacher leaders who have 
worked with The Center for Excellence in Edu-
cation (formerly Michigan Schools in the Middle) 
over the past several years, know that we never 
facilitate a meeting, a seminar, a professional de-
velopment session, or a staff meeting without first 
establishing Norms.  Very simply, norms are the 
unwritten rules for how we act and what we do 
AND they are essential in effective meetings.  
Sometimes called “group agreements"  they help 
us accomplish our work. 
 The best time to set norms is at the begin-
ning of a group’s work, however, even if your 
school year is underway, it is not too late to begin 
the establishing of norms to guide your interaction.  
Joan Richardson, NSDC, reminds of that every 
group has unspoken norms for behavior, and there-
fore needs to work at being explicit about what 
they expect from each other.  It is important to get 
your assumptions out on the table. 
 To help you facilitate the establishing of 
norms, the Center’s High-Performing Teams 
Notebook (see our website to order a copy) has 
developed activities to guide you in forming norms 
with your staff.  Two of these activities are listed 
below: 
  

Choosing Our Team Norms 

1. Look at the sample norms (below). 
2. Using chart paper, make a list of possible 

norms for your group. 
3. Come to consensus about your list.  Can every-

one live with these norms?  Are any norms 
missing? 

4. As a team, discuss various ways that groups 
my enforce their norms (for example, one 
group designed flags with a photo of the TV 
character “Norm” on them—they waved the 

      
5. Choose an enforcement which is “light enough to 

be fun” and still serious enough to be effective.  
Add this to your “Team Norms”.  It is a good idea 
at the beginning of all meetings to read aloud your 
norms before you begin. 

 

What’s a Norm? 

1. Read the article “Norms Put the ‘Golden Rule’ 
into Practice for Groups,” highlighting new or per-
tinent information as you read. * 

2. Share your “highlights” with one another. 
3. As a group, verbally answer these questions: Do 

we already have some unwritten norms?  What are 
the unwritten rules we already have? 

 

Supplies/ Materials 

• Highlighters 
• Copies of the Article 

Sample Norms 

 

• Treat each other as an equal. 
• Set vested interests aside. 
• Listen to others’ perspectives. 
• Focus on the task. 
• Balance advocacy & inquiry. 
• Agree to disagree with ideas, not people. 

 
* Call the Center if you want a copy of this article. 

Leadership Lifeline…. 
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“Norm Flag” whenever a violation occurred).      

“Norms, Don’t Do Meetings Without Then!” 

       November “Freebie” 
 

The first 3 people to contact us 

will receive a copy of the “High 

Performing Teams” notebook. 

            Call 989-774-1198 or  

      email duval1p@cmich.edu 



  Whenever the Center for Excellence in 
Education facilitates professional development ses-
sions, leads seminars, or any type of meeting, we 
always incorporate strategies that can be used in 
classrooms with students. 
     Included below are four strategies and the “What, 
Why, and How” of each.  These will help you organ-
ize your classroom, engage students, and help them 
to think at deeper levels.   
     

What Questions Do You Have? 

 This is a simple and powerful strategy to 
open thinking and invite inquiry in the classroom.  
Instead of the usual: “Do you have any questions?” 
“What Questions Do You Have?”  Presupposes that 
students will have questions.  Questions mean stu-
dents are thinking. Questions are good; they provide 
clarity and allow deeper thought and dialogue.   
 Sometimes when we ask students, “Do you 
have any questions?” It sounds to them like:  “Do 
you have any questions, Dummy?” Asking, “What 
Questions Do You Have?”,  invites inquiry.   
 Give this simple rephrasing a try and see if 
your students inquire more! 
 
30-Second Speech 

 The 30-Second Speech is a strategy to give 
intentional and extended ‘think time’.  It allows stu-
dents process time so that their thinking is more or-
ganized and goes deeper than a surface response.   
 30-Second Speech works like this:  Students 
have just been given new information or content 
(maybe from reading, a video clip, a lecturette, etc.) 
and you know they need time to make sense of this 
new content.  You, as the teacher, pose a question to 
the class and ask them to “Plan a 30-second speech”.  
Students can jot down thoughts or just quietly exam-
ine their thinking.  Students are then paired-up (A/B 
partners; shoulder buddies; whatever grouping 
makes sense) and each person gives their 30-second 
speech to their partner.   

 The opportunity to orally process information 
and engage in social interaction is aligned with brain 
research that informs us that much learning occurs 
during social interaction. 
  

Gallery Walk 

 The Gallery Walk is a strategy that allows stu-
dents to view other’s thinking and work.  It sharpens 
observations skills and serves to clarify students’ 
thinking.   
 The Gallery Walk works like this:  Students 
(often in cooperative groups) have created a chart, 
constructed a graph, created a poster, brainstormed a 
topic, or developed a graphic organizer.  Each group is 
asked to post their work in an area around the room.  
Students are then told to do a “Gallery Walk” of the 
room noticing the thinking of each group.  You may 
ask students to make comments and post them on 
sticky notes during the Gallery Walk or take notes for 
themselves as they travel around the room. 
 The Gallery Walk also provides the opportu-
nity for movement during the class and gets the oxy-
gen traveling to the brain! 
 

Stand-up/Hand-up/Pair-up 

 This is a grouping strategy identified by Kagan 
in their Cooperative Learning work.  The advantage of 
this particular grouping strategy is that the teacher can 
easily and quickly identify if every student has a part-
ner. 
 The teacher asks students to Stand-up and put 
their Hand-up while traveling around the room (can be 
done to music) and when the teacher calls “stop” stu-
dents are to find a partner near by them and put their 
hands down. 
Students with their hands in the air, still need to find a 
partner. 
 Stand-up, Hand-up, Pair-up provides students 
with a way to process information and share it with 
another student.   

Teacher Topics……. Teacher Topics……. Teacher Topics……. Teacher Topics…….     
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Strategies That Work in the Classroom 
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A Time Apart by Diane Stanley 

  

Ginny is a typical 13-year-old who likes typi-
cal things — school, sports, surfing the Net, 
spending time with friends.  She lives with 
her mother in a comfortable home in Hous-
ton, and she is perfectly happy with her 
life...until her mother is diagnosed with 
breast cancer. Ginny is sent away to live with 
her father, Hugh, whom she hasn’t seen in 
over a year, while her Mom undergoes che-
motherapy and surgery. 
  
Living with her Dad means more than just 
moving to a new house, though.  Hugh is 
part of a group of researchers who are living 
in England and trying to re-create an Iron 
Age community.  They live in the wilderness, 
in houses made of poles and thatch, and they 
grow all their own food, using tools that they 
make from sticks, stones, and other resources 
that they find in nature.  Ginny is shocked to 
learn that she must use a twig for a 
toothbrush and trade her designer jeans for 
homemade trousers of rough cotton.   
  
At first, Ginny is surprised that the other 
people in the community accept her, because 
she feels very different from them.  After all, 
she is the only person in the whole commu-
nity who would rather not be living there — 
the others, even the kids, all chose to join the 
project before it started.  But after she has 
spent a few days there, she finds that she has 
much in common with them, and she finds  

 
herself curiously attracted to Corey, a mysteri-
ous and good-looking older boy.  She begins to 
think that the summer won’t be so bad, after 
all. 
  
Then, Ginny is given a job that she doesn’t 
want — babysitting Daisy, the youngest mem-
ber of the community, so that Daisy’s parents 
can spend more time working in the fields.  
Ginny is furious, and her Dad doesn’t seem to 
understand why.  He also doesn’t want to talk 
with her about her mother’s cancer treatment, 
or about when Ginny might be able to go 
home.  She feels more alone than she ever has 
before.  The only person with whom she can 
talk about her feelings is Corey.  Together, the 

two of them hatch a 
plan to free Ginny 
from her Iron Age 
prison and get her 
back to civilization. 
 
Pick up A Time 
Apart today, and find 
out what happens 
when Ginny makes 
her escape! 
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So, Just What IS a Young Adolescent, Anyway? 

 Perhaps you’ve heard the news: The Na-
tional Middle School Association has declared 
October to be the Month of the Young Adoles-
cent — a time to learn more about kids between 
the ages of eleven and fourteen.  It’s a month in 
which we ask adults to spend time learning 
about you and celebrating...YOU! 
 You may be wondering, “What does the 
term ‘young adolescent’ mean?  What is a young 
adolescent, anyway?”  Well, to put it simply, a 
young adolescent is a person who is moving out 
of childhood and toward adulthood.  In our cul-
ture, young adolescents are kids who are in the 
eleven—to fourteen-year-old range — in other 
words, you!  If you think carefully about your-
self, you will realize that you have changed and 
grown in many different ways over the past few 
years.  Your body has grown bigger and 
stronger, you have started to make friends in 
new ways, you may have become more aware of 
the way you look or the clothes you wear and 
your brain has become able to learn more com-
plicated things. You are beginning to develop 
the skills and qualities that you will need to be-
come a full fledged adult a few years from now. 
 That is what being a young adolescent is 
all about — it’s about making the transition 
from childhood to adulthood.  It can be a scary 
time, as your body grows and changes, as you 
begin to feel more pressure to get good grades, 
and as you navigate the ups and downs of friend-
ship and family relations.  It can also be a very 
exciting time, though, as you take on more adult 
responsibilities and begin to earn more adult 
privileges, as you gain the freedom and intellec-
tual skills to learn about things that have always 
intrigued you, and as you develop close and sup-

portive friendships. 
 As a young adolescent, you are going 
through a life stage in which you are changing 
rapidly in many ways.  Your body is growing, 
changing and maturing, which may cause you to 
feel restless, awkward, clumsy, or self-conscious 
about the way you look.  This is normal.  It is also 
normal for young adolescents to feel worried 
about “fitting in” with their peers, about wearing 
the “right” clothes or having the right hairstyle, 
and about finding their unique place in the world.  
If you have any of these concerns, you are not 
alone!  Your peers feel the same way. 
 Remember that being a young adolescent 
means being in a time of transition.  It is natural 
and good to be a little bit uncomfortable as you 
seek to grow into your own place in the world.  It 
can really help if you can find a trusted adult or 
friend with whom you can talk about your feel-
ings.  And, while you’re hurrying down the road 
toward adulthood, don’t forget to stop and smell 
the roses — enjoy the new strengths, smarts, and 
social skills that young adolescence has brought 
out in you! 
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News from Washington:  Middle-Grades 

 Bill introduced 

 
Great news! As Michelle White informed us last week at our 
meeting in Kansas City, Senator Obama today introduced 
the Senate version of "Success in the Middle." What a terri-
fic opportunity for all of our voices to come together on be-
half of the middle grades! Later this week when we receive 
the official bill number, we will supply you with advocacy 
materials so your contacts and networks can join in the ef-
fort. 
 
Senator Jack Reed from RI has joined as the first co-sponsor 
of the bill. This in tandem with Rep. Grijalva's HR 3406 bill 
is very exciting but we must remember it is only the begin-
ning of work we all need to do, but what a grand beginning! 

 

Middle School Seminar Series 
Twelve middle schools throughout the state of Michigan 
sent leadership teams to the first of our five-part seminar 
series at the end of September.  Topics for the day included 
Professional Learning Communities, characteristics of 
young adolescents, and an overall seminar framework.  
We’re excited about the next seminar, which is scheduled 
for November 6.  Carolyn, Dave, Polly & Pat are busy plan-
ning for the next seminar. At that time we will continue to 
explore the elements of PLC’s.  We will also engage in re-
flection about changes that have occurred at individual 
schools, and provide valuable time for networking.  Thank 
you to the following schools who engaged in a wonderful 
day of learning together: Blanchard Elementary, Central 
Middle School in Midland, Farwell Middle School, Hancock 
Middle School, LakeVille Middle School in Otisville,  Mill 
Creek Middle School in Dexter,  Mt. Morris Jr. High, Rose 
City Middle School, Saline Middle School, Standish Sterling 
Middle School, West Intermediate in Mt. Pleasant, and 
White Pine Middle School in Saginaw Township. 

 

Schools to Watch Applications Are Due 
If you are planning to apply to be a School to Watch, please 
note that the deadline is coming up very quickly!  Applica-
tions should be submitted to Steve Hoelscher by November 
15, 2007.  Good Luck!   

For more information, contact Steve Hoelscher,  
248-249-3265 or  

hoelschersteve@yahoo.com 

5/6 Consortium 
Pat Benson and Polly Matyorauta met with members of 
the 5/6 Consortium in Lansing on October 26.  The 5/6 
Consortium is a group of principals of 5/6 buildings 
who gather to network, share ideas, and provide sup-
port for one another.  The goal of the meeting was to 
find potential ways for the Center for Excellence to 
collaborate with the 5/6 Consortium.  We were thrilled 
to have met such committed, dynamic principals who 
are working hard on behalf of fifth and sixth graders.  If 
you are (or know of) a 5/6 principal who would like 
more information on the Consortium, please call our 
office at (989) 774-7678 and we’ll get you connected! 

 

Leadership Coaching  
A number of schools throughout the state of Michigan 
have leadership coaches!  The coaches, all former ad-
ministrators, provide on-site coaching for administra-
tors and teachers, geared to meet the needs of the par-
ticular school.  The following schools are engaged  in 
leadership coaching:  
 
Atlanta & Vanderbilt– Mary Alice Krajenta &     
                                        Toby Kahn Loftus, Coaches. 
Blanchard Elementary—Dave Nizinski, Coach 
Fennville High School—Ed Griffen, Coach 
Fennville Elementary—Steve Hoelscher, Coach 
Mt. Morris Jr High—Dave Nizinski, Coach 
Mt. Morris Central Elem—Dave Nizinski, Coach 
Midland Central—Mary Alice Krajenta, Coach 
LakeVille—Dave Nizinski, Coach 
Saginaw Central Middle—Dave Nizinski, Coach 
Saginaw South Middle– Dave Nizinski, Coach 
Saginaw Webber Middle—Dave Nizinski, Coach 
Marion Middle/High—Mary Alice Krajenta, Coach 
Bay City Central High—Dave Nizinski, Coach 
Davison Alternative High—Dave Nizinski, Coach 
Bay City Public School Academy—Ed Griffen, 
Coach 
 
Please call if your school is interested in this great lead-
ership opportunity! 
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In July, NASSP asked people to contact their U.S. representative and urge him or her to cosponsor the Success in the 
Middle Act (H.R. 3406), and your efforts have truly paid off! The legislation now has 15 bipartisan cosponsors in ad-
dition to the bill’s sponsor, Rep. Raúl Grijalva (D-AZ). On October 24, Sen. Barack Obama (D-IL) introduced a com-
panion bill in the U.S. Senate (S. 2227), and NASSP is again asking you to reach out to your members of Congress. 
  
 NASSP joined forces earlier this year with National Middle School Association, the National Forum to Ac-

celerate Middle-Grades Reform, and a number of other education associations to form the Middle Grades Coalition 
on NCLB. The coalition promoted joint recommendations for NCLB reauthorization and drafted the Success in the 
Middle Act, which is largely based on the NASSP Policy Recommendations for Middle Level Reform. Specifically, the 
bill would: 
●    Authorize $1 billion for formula grants to states to help local school districts improve low-performing schools that   
       contain middle grades 

• Require states receiving a grant to implement a statewide plan for improving student achievement in the middle 
grades 

• Ensure that statewide plans describe what students are required to know to successfully complete the middle 
grades and make the transition to succeed in an academically rigorous high school that prepares students for post-
secondary education and the workplace 

• Require states and districts to develop an early identification data system to identify those students most at risk of 
dropping out, and to help school districts provide proven interventions to help all middle level students succeed 

• Ensure that states and districts invest in proven intervention strategies such as 1) providing professional develop-
ment and coaching to enable school leaders, teachers, and other school personnel to address the needs of diverse 
learners and use challenging and relevant research-based best practices and curriculum; 2) developing and imple-
menting comprehensive, schoolwide improvement efforts in our nation's lowest-performing schools; 3) and imple-
menting student supports, such as extended learning time, personal academic plans, and intensive reading and 
math instruction that enable all students to stay on the path to graduation 

• Authorize an additional $100 million for research to identify and implement effective practices that lead to student 
learning and success at the middle level. 

   
 
Take action! As a school leader, you are in a prime position to educate your members of Congress about the needs of 
middle level schools and their students. Please click the link at the top of this message to visit the Principal’s Legisla-
tive Action Center <http://vocusgr.vocus.com/grspace2/dotnet/WebPublish/Controller.aspx?
SiteName=NASSP&Definition=ViewIssue&IssueID=4223&Login=zFslBxXzEUZlMujdWlj%2f%
2bgBtMLsAU0IitSciXa2Yi%2fI%3d> and urge your senators to cosponsor the Success in the Middle Act. While a 
draft form letter has been provided for you, it is suggested that you personalize the letter with stories from your own 
school. 
  
 
Thank you for assisting NASSP in this important effort to improve academic achievement for all middle level stu-
dents! 
  
 
Amanda Karhuse 
NASSP Director of Government and Public Relations 



Quote 

“Ultimately, a school’s culture has far more influence 

on life and learning in the schoolhouse than the state 

department of education, the superintendent, the 

school board, or even the principal can ever have.” 

….Roland Barth, 2001, p.7 

 

The Center for Excellence in Education 

“Center for Excellence in K-12 Professional Development” 

Michigan Schools in the Middle 

Central Michigan University 

207 Ronan Hall, Mount Pleasant, MI 48859 

989-774-7678 Fax: 989-774-7684 

Director: Patricia P. Benson 
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