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“Everyone thinks of changing the world, but no one thinks of changing himself.”  
― Leo Tolstoy 

 
Times are changing and so are the children we teach!  If we, as educators, wish to 

live up to the promise of highly effective instruction and teaching strategies adjusted to 
meet the needs of individual student learning styles and levels of readiness, then we 
must also be willing to understand  that resistance to change from traditional teaching 
practices is not only normal but, to a certain degree, necessary. Lois Hetland of the 
Harvard Graduate School of Education puts it convincingly as follows:  
“Learning something new means questioning those things we do well automatically. It 
means questioning our tacit expertise....It is the willingness to risk some clumsy 
movements that allows us to become explicit and intentional about what we do. And that, 
as far as I can tell, is how we can best honor the mystery of learning in our teaching 
(1996).”  

I hope you enjoy this month’s new ideas, candid perspectives, and research-based 
strategies. Thank you to principals, teachers, and students for taking time to share with 
me your amazing successes and greatest challenges with the Volusia Proficiency Model. 

  
Sincerely,  

 

Kelly Conway  

and the V.P.M Team   

 
V.P.M. Statement of Purpose—The Volusia Proficiency Model guides the 

district, schools and teachers toward implementation of best practices 

designed to maximize our focus on learning and ensure academic 

proficiency and success for all students.   
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Mary Diez 

The very essence of VPM is that we give students corrective feedback and tailor our lessons in such a way that we “fix” 
their misconceptions, BEFORE the summative assessment is given. Collecting answers written on paper, grading them, 
and handing them back the next day (if then) does not allow students the immediate feedback they want and need, nor 
does it address any misconceptions they might have had.   More importantly, these are misconceptions that would likely 
not have been uncovered at all using traditional formative assessment techniques. 

For immediate feedback, I use eInstruction CPS Pulse Clickers.  With the clickers, a simple formative assessment prompt can 
be given, answered by all students—and scored—within seconds.  A simple bar graph is displayed on the overhead screen 

and each student sees their answer along with the answers of their classmates (all anonymous, of course).  The kids know 
right away if their answer was correct and I can readily see which topics need further clarification, providing a continual 

source of teachable moments. In addition to the CPS Pulse Clickers, I also use a Mobi Board and an iPen. 
 Using a Diagnostic assessment, followed by a series of formative assessments, the kids actually see their 

individual and class averages climb. The classes unknowingly help themselves as they diagnose their own 
shortfalls and misconceptions.  Without fail, the scores climb from the 30%’s, to the 50%’s, and well into the 

80%-90% range as a class average.  This year one of my classes rose to a 92% class average (on the 
same standards, using completely different assessment items) in a matter of only 3-4 days. 

Now that were into the 4th week, the kids are well aware of I what I call the “Big Green Square”. While 
it’s actually a 3-dimension rectangle, the “BGS” is a symbol of perfection. When EVERY student 

enters the same correct answer, the coveted Big Green Square appears on the results screen.  
The kids cringe with frustration when one or two kids keep the class from a BGS.  It’s what I 

like to call “Academic Peer Pressure”, and it works exceedingly well. I hug the screen, sing 
songs, and do basically anything I can think of to tempt the class into giving me the 

geometric prize for which I strive.  Students actually blurt out corrections and 
misconceptions after the results show that just a few kids missed the prompt.  It’s a 

sight to see: peers correcting peers! Technology and VPM are truly a match 
made in heaven… 

Kevin Alligood 

Silver Sands Middle 

The Volusia Proficiency Model is a system of support services integrating national, state and district initiatives including Professional 
Learning Communities (PLC), Progress-Monitoring Plans (PMP), Problem- Solving Teams (PST), Response to Intervention (RtI), Volusia County 
Behavioral Initiative 

(VCBI), District Strategic Plan, and School Improvement Plan (SIP). The key word “integrating” means these initiatives are not stand-
alone.  

Visualize a team of teachers meeting to discuss shared curriculum (could be reading, math, science, etc.—could be elementary school, 
middle school or high school). This team is reviewing the results of a team-developed, formative assessment based on a specific, essential 
learning goal identified by the team at the beginning of the school year. The team first discusses the outcomes of the assessment. They are very 
interested in analyzing each item. One particular item is troubling—few students, across all classes, answered the item correctly. The recorder 
notes the item under “upcoming discussion.” One of the teachers shares that students in her class scored poorly on a particular series of questions 
based on one concept. She asks if others have the same results. Upon learning that only one other teacher (out of four) has similar results, the 
team discusses the strategies used to teach the concept. The next topic focuses on developing interventions for the students not meeting the 
mastery level previously established for the essential learning goal. The team agrees to implement lunch-time small learning groups for students 
needing interventions for the following two weeks and they develop a schedule. Before adjourning, the team reviews data representing the 
progress made by students currently receiving academic and behavior interventions. They discuss alternative interventions for students not 
showing growth.  

This meeting typifies VPM. Meetings like this happen in schools across our district. Not only is this group of teachers a PLC, they are 
progress monitoring, implementing interventions and responding to progress.  
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In order for teachers 

to develop a natural 

desire to learn in each 

of their students, they 

must allow the students to expand their 

curiosities and discover answers for 

themselves.  It is not enough to read from a text 

book to gain information.  Students must learn 

through creative play, dramatic recreations, 

impromptu field studies, discussions, and 

debates.   In short, students learn better by 

doing.  Since much of history has been formed 

by hypotheses and speculation rather than cold 

hard facts, Social Studies is the perfect 

discipline to engage students in making 

deductions and forming inferences to draw 

conclusions.   

            In order to utilize the interrelated 

themes of production, distribution, and 

consumption I use an instructional strategy 

known as a jigsaw.  One year, I decided to 

implement a jigsaw-style strategy into a 

cumulative yearly review.   Along with my 

students, we turned our classroom into a 

museum.  The students named our museum, 

“Crayne’s Closet of Curiosities.”  Students were 

paired with a partner and each pair of students 

was assigned a specific chapter in our Social 

Studies textbook (we were doing Florida history 

so they were assigned topics such as Florida 

and agriculture, Florida and transportation, 

Florida and business, etc).  I challenged them to 

become the “experts” on their topic.  Together, 

we decided what the important elements of our 

assignment would be and then I created a 

rubric.  Each student in the class had a copy of 

the rubric so he/she knew exactly what was 

expected.  Each group made an interactive 

museum exhibit, PowerPoint presentation, 3-5 

final exam questions, and board game (blank 

board games can be purchased rather 

inexpensively at Barebooks.com).  The students 

stayed after school to learn PowerPoint and use 

the school’s computers.  As part of their 

interactive exhibit, the students were charged 

with teaching our guests and fellow classmates 

about their topic.  They had to create 

something that visitors could take away with 

them.  For example, our agriculture group had 

Florida oranges to share.  We invited special 

guests to our “grand opening” and served tea, 

coffee, and pastries.  Each child came to school 

dressed to impress.  The children were prepared 

to teach the audience about their topic using 

their 

Margaret Crayne ~ Volusia County Social Studies Teacher of the Year 

Freedom Elementary 
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Along with using common syllabi, 
content standards, and assessments, 
Deltona High School implemented 

100% standards-based grading this year. 
Change is definitely in the air! Deltona 
Proficiency Plan (DPM) highlights include 
voluntary Success Sessions for make-up work 
and tutoring and mandatory Achievement 
Expectations Labs for reteaching of standards.  
Departments and PLCs organize their time to 
share lab duties, offering students extra help in 
the mornings, after school, and at lunch.  

Another DPM success story is the 
“Teach-a-Rama.”  For example, the Biology PLC 
reorganizes their students into groups based on 
FCAT Science data. Students move from room 
to room to study five essential topics of the Cell 
Transport Unit.  Each teacher in the PLC 
“specializes” in one of the topics, creating a 
rigorous and engaging lesson plan. The 
teachers report that the instruction is “intense” 
and quite repetitive; however, students respond 
enthusiastically that they are “never bored” and 
learn “a lot in just a few days.” Teach-a-ramas 
are used in many subject areas and are 
effective for instruction, intervention, and 
enrichment.  

A Proficiency Model tradition at Deltona 
High is the Howl and Growl. Howl and Growls 
are gatherings which allow teachers to share 
successes and frustrations across the 
curriculum. Oftentimes a “growl” from one PLC 
will lead to a solution from another PLC. Howl 
and Growls give the Academic Leadership 
Team a quick set of anecdotal data from which 
to gauge overall achievement of school-wide 
goals. One recent Howl and Growl led to a TIPS 
for PLCs List.  A sampling of the best follow: 

• Combine different ideas and be willing to 
come to common ground. 

• Consider a “Ticket to Test” – students must 
complete keystone assignments in order to take 
assessments. 

• Let students decide how they want to show 
proficiency. 
Most intervention should occur while teaching 
the first time; don’t wait for the 
summative assessment. 

 

Because this model is based on a philosophy that differs from the 
traditional beliefs of educators, we have, over these years, encountered 
challenges that stretched our imaginations and tested our resolve for 
true change. Really, that is a nice way to say that at best, it has been 
difficult, and at its worst, it is excruciatingly so!  As we enter each new 
school year, we continue with new lessons learned, as well as more and 
more educators who have embraced the idea of success for all of our 
students. 

 
The ideal for optimal success would be that every single educator 

in the school   understand and follow all of the tenets of the model where 
the curriculum is non-negotiable and the expectation for all students is 
that they will master such through rigor and relevance.  They must 
believe that every student will learn. The focus of the program is on 
instruction, not structure.  All decisions are based on data analysis 
where the continuous assessment of student achievement drives all 
instruction, interventions, and enrichment.  Teachers provide optimal 
learning opportunities to ensure all students learn – both in the 
classroom and any other way they can think of!  Our goal is to see that 
each student achieves.  Each specific content area acts as a 
Professional Learning Community and collectively identifies this goal, 
continues to work toward this goal, collaboratively develops strategies to 
achieve this goal, and creates systems to assess student learning. 

 
Mainland High School has its challenges. With an over 60% 

poverty rate, nearly one quarter of the population receiving ESE 
services, and a mobility rate that often goes as high as 50%, we have 
always tried to find the “magic bullet” that would work for us. But alas, 
there is no such thing. I believe with all of my heart that the road we are 
on is the one that will lead us to the realization of our goal. What we 
have done so far is to stay the course, with some improvement, even as 
they raise the bar on the FCAT. This year, we saw a 10% increase in the 
learning gains of our lowest quartile and our ACT scores were the 
highest they have been in many years.   

There is, however, so much more to consider. The very culture of 
the school also begins to evolve – where all stake holders come to 
realize that although the school offers many things on so many different 
levels, the one thing that takes priority over absolutely everything else – 
is the individual learning of every student in the school. 

This is continuous improvement and reaches to the very core of 
what a school is supposed to do.  We are in the process of strengthening 
the most basic of foundations for school improvement – the teachers 
working with students to gain a deep knowledge and understanding of 
subject matter.  There is just no getting around it - learning on the part of 
the educators in a school is the way to increase learning on the part of 
the students.  
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