
Ahead of the Class 

Tis The Season To Be Thankful 

 

Inside This Issue: 

 
“Difficulties are opportunities to better things; they are stepping stones 

to greater experience. Perhaps someday you will be thankful for some 

temporary failure in a particular direction. When one door closes, 

another always opens.” 

-- Author Unknown 

 
     Quite often we are primed to pay attention to bad news that we tend to 

overlook what’s going well.  It is that time of year when we all have 

reasons to be thankful.  I am thankful that I have chosen a profession in 

which every day is different and never boring!  I am thankful for a 

superintendent and district staff that sincerely cares about our students!  We 

have wonderful school principals, administrators, teachers and support staff 

that work many, many hours beyond what is called for to help our students 

in so many ways.  Our school counselors find a way to touch the lives of 

every student in a personal way on a regular basis.  We are blessed with 

local communities that support our schools both financially and emotionally 

in order to have the tools to teach students the skills they need to be 

successful.  We are fortunate to have supportive parents who take the time 

to say "THANKS!"  Most of all, I am thankful that I am still growing and 

learning to work together with other educators to get results!  I wish you all 

a safe and restful holiday and hope you take time to be with family and 

friends. 

Happy Holidays, 

 

Kelly Conway 

and the VPM Team 
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Message From The District Leadership Team 

By Mary Diez, Coordinator K-12 Curriculum 

Intervention Ideas to 

Increase Student 

Understanding of 

Academic 

Information: 

 

Structure lessons so that they 
contain new material without 
overwhelming the students. 
Students do best when they can 
“anchor” new concepts to known 
information. 

 
Use a “think-aloud” approach. Talk 
through the steps of a problem 
solving strategy as you teach so 
that  s tudents  can  bet te r 
understand the process. Have 
students use the same “think 
aloud” approach as they work 
through the problem. Observe 
students to provide feedback. 

 
Use guided notes so that students 
can attend to lectures without 
focusing solely on note taking. 
This also assists with helping 
students to understand essential 
information or key concepts. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
      Essential topics to be clarified through Volusia Proficiency Model discussions 

involve grading and assessment. Schools are at different places in their 

examination of grading, but the general message from schools is a need for more 

consistency on grading practices and meaning of grades. Interim Assessments for 

core areas are designed to be valid measures of tested benchmarks, but the 

reliability and comparability of the results are dependent on the consistency of 

administration. In response to concerns, a handbook to standardize classroom 

assessment procedures was developed for elementary grades.  We are currently 

in the process of creating a handbook to standardize classroom assessment 

procedures for the secondary grades as well.  

 

     From this work, the district will move forward with input from  

teachers and other stakeholders to accomplish the changes to grading that are 

proven by research to increase student achievement and engagement. 

Throughout the coming months, there will be a number of opportunities to 

participate in work groups and provide input electronically as these proposals for 

grading and professional evaluation are developed. Timelines, through the school 

year 2012-13, for development of standards-based grading practices for 

elementary and secondary levels have been developed with milestones for 

implementation and products to support new practices. Thank you for 

participating and providing suggestions for improvement.  

We can only be said to be alive in those moments when our hearts are conscious of our treasures.  ~Thornton Wilder 

 

 

3 Big Ideas That Drive a PLC 

 

1. Focus On Learning 

2. Collaborative Culture 

3. Results Orientation 

 

The fundamental purpose of the school is to ensure high levels of learning for all 

students.  This focus on learning translates into four critical questions that drive the 

daily work of the school. 
 
-Evaluating Professional Learning Communities: Final Report 

An APQC Education Benchmarking Project 

 

1. What do we want students to learn?  What knowledge, skills, and dispositions 

will each student acquire as a result of each course, grade level, and unit of in-

struction. 

 

2. How will we know if they are learning?  Are we monitoring each student’s 

learning on a timely basis 

 

3. What will we do if they don’t learn?  What systematic process is in place to pro-

vide additional time and support for students who are experiencing difficulty? 

 

4. What will we do if they already know it? 



 
With the advent of standards based grading and 

increased pressure on students to perform at high levels in 
advanced classes, I chose to begin incorporating project 
based assessment into my classroom this school year.  For 
the past three years that I have taught Algebra 1 and 2 
Honors, it has always been my goal to find a way to make 
math meaningful and fun for students.  The assumption is 
that if students find the math interesting and useful, they are 
more l ikely to retain content knowledge. 
 

Incorporating project based assessment has been 
rewarding, exhausting, and very revealing.  My students not 
only share their math knowledge with me, but also their 
personalities.  For example, my first Algebra 1 project 
required students to find three examples of the five different 
types of real numbers (natural/counting, whole, integers, 
rational, and irrational) in the real world as it pertained to 
them.  I learned a lot about my students personally while still 
assessing their knowledge in a performance task.  It can take 
quite a bit of time to grade the projects but they also help 
students demonstrate so much content knowledge that I feel 
it is worth my time.  Most projects are graded on a rubric 
which helps to speed up the grading process. 
 

When a project idea is particularly creative and appealing 
to students, it creates quite a buzz of excitement in the 
classroom when I introduce the assignment.  I was surprised 
to see excitement about a project the first time this 
happened, but this has happened repeatedly as I ask students 
to show their knowledge in unusual and personal ways.  I 
am thankful for the excitement that my students feel about 
demonstrating math knowledge because it helps me to see 
that I really can generate interest in the Algebra content.  
For me, this is a personal goal that I can actually see being 
attained. 

 

Project-Based Assessment 
By Libby Evans 

Creekside Middle School, Algebra 1 and 2  

Honors 

“An investment in knowledge always pays the best interest” -Benjamin Franklin 

 

Let us remember that, as 

much has been given us, 

much will be expected 

from us, and that true 

homage comes from the 

heart as well as from the 

lips, and shows itself in 

deeds.  

 ~Theodore Roosevelt 

A Formative Focus 

By Jason Caros 

VCS Social Studies Specialist 

 
 In an article by educational researcher Doug Reeves called 
“Focusing on the Essentials,” Reeves describes six teacher practices that 
have a disproportionately large impact on student achievement.  One of the 
six essentials he describes is the use of formative assessment.  In my past 
experience as a classroom teacher, and in my current foray as a district 
curriculum specialist, I have gotten to know outstanding educators.  If some-
one asks me what I believed the “must-do” practices are based on my ob-
servations of excellence in the classroom, I would certainly include formative 

assessment near the top of my list.. 

The purpose of formative assessment is to determine what students 
have learned after core instruction has taken place.  In other words, forma-
tives are used for a diagnostic reason – to gather data on student pro-
gress.  What teachers do with this formative data is the critical ele-
ment.  When teachers assess students using formatives they can intervene 
and assist students who are not grasping certain concepts by providing 
additional learning opportunities before the “big test” so to speak (e.g. tutor-
ing, additional whole class instruction if needed, or maybe just a little extra 
practice on a student’s own time).  On the other hand, the formative may 
also show a teacher it is time to move on to a new concept or to provide 
enrichment opportunities for some students.  The bottom line is educators 
want students to be successful.  When teachers use the data from formative 
assessments to help students master content and skills, students perform 
better on their summative assessments and a whole host of potential future 
problems can be avoided (all learning is built upon previous learning and 

success can breed future success). 

Formative assessments are found in many different formats, but are all 
diagnostic, whereas summative assessments are usually final. Individual 
teachers can formatively assess at any time, of course, but teachers can 
also collaborate to create common formative assessments.  These forma-
tives are created by two or more teachers teaching the same subject with 
the purpose of analyzing results together.  This type of collaboration is ex-
tremely helpful in pinpointing solutions to student and teacher struggles – 
working together teachers can share helpful practices and resources with 

one another.  

Formative activities may take the form of a traditional assessments 
such as quizzes with multiple choice, matching, and written responses 
items, but may also include observation of skills, class discussion/
questioning, use of clicker systems,  and review of student work involving 

Thinking Maps, foldables, or content in an Interactive Student Notebooks. 

Doug Reeves, Robert Marzano, and other educational researchers 
point to confirmed research on the impact of formative assessment on stu-
dent achievement.  The data is clear, formative assessment results in higher 
student achievement.  A question remains – how does a teacher know his 
assessment items are effectively assessing the content that was 
taught?  This is a very important question and one that has to be answered 
in another article… 



VPM: A Principal’s Perspective 

Teresa Marcks— 

Principal, Debary Elementary School 

10 Practical Tips for Managing 

Redos in the Classroom 
 

Rick Wormelli,  
ASCD/www.ASCD.ORG 

 
1. Ask students who redo assignments to submit the 

original attempt with the new one and to write a brief 

letter comparing the two.  What is different, and what 

did they learn as a result of redoing the work? 

 

2. Reserve the right to give alternative versions of the 

assessment if you think students will simply memo-

rize a correct answer pattern or set of math answers.  

Don’t be afraid to make the redone versions more 

demanding. 

 

3. Announce to students and parents that redos are per-

mitted at teacher discretion.  This means that students 

and parents may not take the redo option for granted. 

 

4. Require parents to sign the original, poorly done ver-

sions of assignments so they are aware that their chil-

dren have required multiple attempts to achieve the 

standard.   

 

5. Choose your battles,  Push hard for students to redo 

anything associated with the most important curricu-

lum standards and less so with work associated with 

less important standards. 

 

6. Allow students who get Cs and Bs to redo work just 

as much as students who earn Ds and Fs.  Why stand 

in the way of a student who wants to achieve excel-

lence? 

 

7. For the sake of personal survival, you may choose not 

to allow any retakes or redos the last week of the 

marking period as you’re closing down the grade 

book and doing report cards.  For eight weeks, you’re 

Mr. or Ms. Hopeful, but for that one week, it’s OK to 

protect your sanity and personal life.  You can allow 

students to learn the material and have their grade 

changed later. 

 
8. Replace the previous grade or mark with the most 

recent one; don’t average the two attempts together.  

The A that a student earns on his next attempt at mas-

tery is just as legitimate as the A earned by his class-

mate on the first attempt. 

 

9. Unless an assessment is complex and interwoven, 

allow students to redo just the portions on which they 

performed poorly, not the entire assessment.  Separat-

ing standards in this way saves time for both the 

teacher and the students.  

 

10.  If the same student repeatedly asks for redos, some-

thing’s wrong.  Perhaps there is an undiagnosed 

learning disability.  Investigate. 

What’s in a grade?  What does it really represent?  What 
does the grade tell us about student learning?  These are 
questions we began exploring at DeBary Elementary School last 
year following the district Early Release Professional 
Development workshops.  As a result, we began to dive into 
the standards.  Some grade level teams dug into Ken 
O’Conner’s book A Repair Kit for Grading:  15 Fixes for Broken 
Grades (2007), while others worked on aligning what they were 
grading, how it was being graded, and some pieces of VPM.   
Conversations and discussions were being had on a very 
different level.  Marzano’s book Formative Assessment & Standards 
Based Grading (2010) has been a frequently consulted reference 
tool.  The focus on student learning, the curriculum, and the 
benchmarks students needed to attain proficiency on by the end 
of the school year became much more concentrated. 

 
That concentration has increased this year as teachers work 

together to pull apart assessments into the different 
components, or benchmarks or standards.  The Teacher 
Leadership Team has been working together along with Mary 
Diez to unravel the standards down to the key essentials and 
components at each grade level.  What they have found is that 
tracking a student’s achievement on assessments by  
benchmarks can paint a very different picture of what a student 
really knows.  For example, a student may score an 85% on a 
reading assessment or 17 out of 20 correct.  What can be found 
by pulling the assessment apart by benchmark is the student 
missed all 3 questions on the skill of cause and effect, but answered 
all of the other questions correctly.  When analyzing the data 
over time, it becomes apparent that the student consistently 
makes errors in this benchmark.  By doing good solid ‘B’ work, 
this weakness may not be discovered until later in a different 
grade level. Learning at elementary school is foundational.  It is 
very important that we understand as completely as possible 
what each child is proficient in and areas that need further 
development. 

 
This process is not easy.  As we continue to work 

collaboratively; modifying, evaluating, and growing in our use of 
the assessments and standards based grading we see the power 
of this approach.   We are more knowledgeable about what our 
students really know.  As we gain more knowledge we are able 
to share that knowledge with our students’ families.  As the 
school administrator participating in a parent conference, it is 
exciting to see the pieces of our work come together.  Listening 
as the teacher explains the tracking chart they have created a 
clear picture is provided of what the student knows and is able 
to do by the standards in reading.   I have frequently heard 
parents express sincere appreciation for this new level of 
knowledge–“Oh, I understand now.  Thank you for helping me 
know how I can better help my child.”  Knowledge is power! 

 

Nothing is more honorable than a grateful heart.  ~Seneca 


