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Data Team Foundations 
In Berkeley County Schools, Excellence is in the AIR. 
Our first core belief is that we are accountable for the 
learning and achievement of every student. 
A major initiative to ensure the learning and 
achievement of every student is the establishment of 
Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) in our 
schools.  Data Teams are found within our schools’ 
Professional Learning Communities.   Professional 
Learning Communities are who you are.  Data Teams are 
what you do. 
Embedded within our school calendar are planned 
opportunities for Data Teams to meet, including AIT 2 
hour Data Team Days, Continuing Education Days, and 
school based team times.  Data Teams provide a 
structure to ensure accountability for students’ 
achievement.   To begin, Data Teams must establish 
themselves as collaborative team.   Each team should 
develop norms.  Meetings should have agendas, and 
minutes should be taken.   The team should develop a 
team SMART goal with action steps toward an 
instructional target for improvement in student 
achievement.  The SMART goal should be based on data 

analysis done by each individual team.   The data can 
come from WESTEST 2, STAR Data, County 
Benchmarks, school formative assessments, or individual 
class assessments.   Data review should be about one-
fourth of each team meeting.  The remaining three-
fourths of the team meeting should be used to share 
instructional strategies and best practices.  Team 
members should determine the success of what has been 
used for student achievement, and share new resources 
and materials for future instructional use.  Goals may 
need to be revised if new data shows what was done 
instructionally was successful and the team can move on 
OR what was done was not working and new strategies 
should be implemented to reach the goal.   
Our Data Team initiative began five years ago with 
county training by Doug Reeves’ Leadership and 
Learning Center.  Our consultant, Dr. Brandon Doubek 
has conducted workshops with our Instructional 
Leadership Teams, administrators, and teachers.  Over 
the years, his training has taken us step-by-step through 
the Data Team process.   For more information on Data 
Teams, see The Data Teams Experience:  A Guide for 
Effective Meetings by Angela Peery.

 Important Dates to Know 

November 20 Interim Reports Issued 

November 26-28  Thanksgiving Break 
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Primary Posting 
By Beverly Hoffmaster 

WHY IS INDEPENDENT READING IMPORTANT IN THE PRIMARY CLASSROOM? 

 “The single most important thing we can do to turn schools around, making them into places where youngsters 
thrive as readers, is to clear out the time and space so that children can learn to read by reading.” – Lucy Calkins 

Independent reading is one of the components of our county’s new literacy model.  Successful independent 
reading is the end result of a well-executed balanced literacy program.  It allows students the chance to 
“practice” the strategies they have learned through guided reading, shared reading, and teacher read louds – the 
other components of balanced literacy.  With level appropriate materials, students now have the skills they need 
to read on their own and that means they can read confidently and are actually excited about their ability to 
read.   

In order for students to become proficient readers of any text type, they must read and read a lot!  Extended 
periods of independent reading have been recognized as the number one way to build reading prowess.  
Research has taught us that students who read the most score the highest on standardized comprehension 
assessments.  We know that reading is a performance-based activity, meaning in order to get better at it, one 
must do it often.  Providing time in class for daily reading is a practice that we still need to make a top priority.  
Students need to build up to reading fifteen to thirty minutes each day in a text at their independent reading 
level.  

Intermediate Insights 
By Robyn Lopez 

In the November 2014 issue of Educational Leadership the article “Speaking Volumes” by Douglas Fisher and 
Nancy Frey discusses the importance of “productive” student talk in the classroom.  They share “how” to create 
“productive” student talk so we can move our classrooms from good to great.  To begin, we need to look at the 
English Language Arts Standard:  Speaking and Listening.  The standard begins by stating students should engage 
effectively in a range of collaborative discussions (one-on-one, in groups, and teacher-led) with diverse partners 
on grade level topics and texts building on others’ ideas and expressing their own clearly.  Once you have studied 
the Speaking and Listening standards for your grade level, look below at the suggestions from Fisher and Frey to 
make “productive” student talk an essential part of teaching and learning in your classroom.  
 
The person talking is probably thinking. 
-  the amount of talk that students do is correlated with their achievement 
-  talking something through facilitates understanding 
-  talking helps students clarify their understanding  
-  talking helps teachers identify when to intervene 
 
Sometimes thinking goes astray, and teachers have to take action. 
-  without meaningful student talk, teachers have far more difficulty checking for understanding and monitoring       
learning 
-  formative questioning enables teachers to access student thinking to unearth misconceptions or partial 
understanding 
-  setting the stage for meaningful student talk requires well designed tasks that provide authentic purposes for 
students to engage in discussion as they resolve challenging problems 
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-  by monitoring collaborative conversations, by staying attuned to the student talk that’s occurring teachers 
figure out when to provide further instructions 
 
Talking facilitates reading and writing development. 
-  focusing on students’ oral language development facilitates their ability to read and write 
-  our purposes for talking run parallel to our purposes for writing 
-  both talking and writing require similar processes of construction and composition 
-   we support the talking and writing we do through reading 
-  we rely on reading to increase the accuracy and thoroughness of our explanations, and we employ reasoning to     
persuade others 
-  most of all talking enriches our spoken and written language 
 
In addition to Fisher and Frey’s research, Dr. Brandon Doubek, a long time consultant to Berkeley County Schools, 
has encouraged us to focus on the ELA Speaking and Listening Standard. In a debriefing session last year, he said, 
if we want to make a significant impact on student achievement we need to place emphasis on Speaking and 
Listening.  Also, let’s not forget Dr. Jerry Valentine’s research.  IPI has always place emphasis on “productive” 
student talk.  Category 5 is defined as Student Verbal Learning Conversations.  These conversations engage 
students in high-order thinking and develop deeper understanding.  The speaking and listening students do 
results in deeper understanding and increased engagement.  
  

      

Middle School Minutes 
By Ernie Dotson 

Motivating Middle School Learners 

Keeping middle school students focused and 
engaged in the classroom is quite a challenge amidst 
all of the complex changes – physical, intellectual, 
emotional, and social – that they experience during 
this phase of their lives.  Literature about middle 
school reform acknowledges the importance of an 
academically challenging and supportive 
environment to engage young adolescent learners.  
Student motivation, a meaningful curriculum, and 
student choice also are important factors for 
engaging middle school leaners.   

Three strategies to improve student motivation and 
engage middle school students are:  relating lessons 
to students’ lives, making the learning authentic, and 
giving students choices.  Teachers can relate topics to 
past experiences and life outside of school and 

involving learners in tasks that reflect civic or work-
world responsibilities.   F.M. Newman advocates for 
authentic instructional practices to engage leaners 
and offers three criteria:  construction of knowledge, 
disciplined inquiry, and value beyond the school.  
Providing opportunities for students to select a topic 
or text acknowledges young adolescents’ need to 
exercise more decision-making power. 

Research shows that when middle school students 
are actively engaged in learning, they are more likely 
to achieve at high levels.  Educators can facilitate 
student engagement by fostering motivation with 
task-oriented learning environments and teaching 
students that building new knowledge requires 
effort.  In addition, when curriculum content and 
learning tasks are relevant, authentic and incorporate 
choice, students are more likely to view their 
education as purposeful and engaging.            
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High School Highlights 
By Joyce Hobbs 

 

How to Drive 
Motivation  

Sometimes at the high school 
level, we assume that if we do not 
grade an assignment that the 
students will not take it seriously.   
But some assignments should not 
be graded, i.e. classroom practice 
on a new concept, a formative 
assessment, or a required 
summative assessment.   The 
recent ASCD publication, 
Educational Leadership, 
September 2014, focused on 
motivation throughout their 
publication and how we can 
motivate students without a 
grade.  The collective wisdom of 
the authors were as follows: 

1. Rewards, punishments, 

incentives, threats, and other 

external strategies create 

finishers, not learners. –Richard 

Curwin 

2. A key ingredient in fueling 

passion to learn is making sure 

students feel intellectually 

challenged.  -Stevi Quate & John 

McDermott 

3. When students are focused on 

goals that they had a hand in 

choosing, it brings reading, 

engagement, motivation and 

progress to a whole new level. –

Jennifer Seravollo 

4. Teachers must adopt the mind-

set that there is no such thing as 

laziness.  If a student appears 

lazy, there’s something else going 

on that we can’t see.  –Rick 

Wormeli 

5. When students know there are 

supports in place to keep them 

from free-falling into failure, 

they’re much more likely to risks 

to deepen their learning.  – Robyn 

Jackson & Allison Zmuda 

6. We think control is going to 

make something better.  But 

people have only two reactions: 

they comply or they defy.   –

Daniel Pink 

7. Students pose two 

fundamental questions that 

relate to motivation to learn – 

Does the teacher see me and how 

does the teacher see me? –Carol 

Ann Tomlinson 

 

 Motivation comes from within.  
It’s a willing desire to invest one’s 
self on a topic, person or activity.                                                                                                                                       
Students cannot predetermine 
what they will score on any given 
task.  However they can control 
how hard they try.   Adolescents 
will move mountains for teachers 
who they sense respect them.   Be 
one of those teachers! 
 

 

 

 

Mathematically Thinking 
By Anne Laskey 

For this month, we are going to look at the Standards for Mathematical Practice #2 “Reason Abstractly and 
Quantitatively.” This is when your students are able to contextualize and decontextualize. When given a mathematics 
problem, they can show it symbolically, with pictures, and or a diagram. They will then be able to apply the mathematics 
needed to solve the problem.  

How can you help foster this Mathematical Practice into your classroom? Have your students draw multiple 
representations of problem, use manipulatives and think for themselves how they would solve the problem. Ask questions 
such as: What does the number ___ represent in the problem? How can you represent the problem with symbols and 
numbers? Also, have your students create a representation of the problem.  
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There are resources for teachers at www.illustrativemathemtics.org and www.insidemathematics.org. At these sites, 
teachers can find videos of teachers implementing the Standards for Mathematical Practice and tasks that you can use 
with your students.  

 

SPL Spotlight 
By Fred Jacobs 

What is Special about Special Education? 

Once a student is designated as a Student With a Disability (SWD), an IEP is written that describes the 
Individualized Education Program (IEP) and many times, any related services that guarantee goals and 
objectives to facilitate that student’s specialized learning plan.  Within that program is a breakdown of the actual 
total hours of support to the student and/or the student’s teachers and what staff will be responsible for them.   
 
 At the school site, the primary concern then becomes what will be SPECIAL about this learning plan and the 
delivery of the related services.  Below are some suggested considerations. 
  
Þ What is the optimum way that each student learns academic content? 
Þ When and how often do the Special and General education teachers collaborate about each student? 
Þ Where is the best place for the student to “Access” the academic content?  Who is the most qualified person to 

deliver the course content or what is the best program/resource available to this student’s specific special 
needs? 

Þ Are all teachers receptive to sharing ideas about how to help each student achieve? 
Þ Does everyone understand each student’s capacity and set appropriate expectations? 
Þ When/if the student continues to demonstrate minimum improvement, does the IEP team re-visit the goals 

and adjust accordingly? 
Þ What kinds of “Accessibility Strategies” have shown to be the most beneficial for each student? 
Þ Are all accommodations being implemented with fidelity and revisited when not?  Is this also consistent on all 

assessments? 
Þ Is the student given every opportunity to demonstrate success in the general education classroom with 

support provided by the Special Education teacher as specified in the IEP? 
Þ Does everyone understand that “Progress toward Goals” does not mean the student’s grade in the class?  Is 

progress regularly communicated among staff, parents, and students? 
Þ If the content was “modified,” has the student now been deprived of necessary and sufficient prior skills which 

hamper successful improvement? 
Þ Does everyone associated with this student, understand his/her responsibility as defined in the IEP? 
Þ Does every staff member understand that this student is not “IN SPECIAL EDUCATION” but is simply a 

student in the school environment who, because of a disability, requires special support in order to be 
successful? 

Þ Special Education status was/is intended to be a fluid support that could increase, decrease, and terminate as 
schools were successful in enhancing student achievement. 
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Assessment Addendum 
By Robyn Lopez 

SMARTER Balanced Assessment – Classroom Activity & Performance Task 

The purpose of the Classroom Activity is to give students exposure to context before they complete a related 
Performance Task, so that the information collected in the Performance Task more likely reflects student 
knowledge of the construct (math or English language arts), rather than the context (e.g., kayaking).  It involves 
interactions between the teacher and students.  The Classroom Activity must be completed prior to the 
Performance Task.  Classroom Activities for both English language arts and mathematics take about 30 minutes. 
You can find practice Classroom Activities at http:// http://sbac.portal.airast.org.   

Performance Tasks challenge students to apply their knowledge and skills to respond to complex real-world 
problems.  They can best be described as collections of questions and activities that are coherently connected to 
a single theme or scenario.  These activities are meant to measure capacities such as depth of understanding, 
writing, and research skills, and complex analysis, which cannot be adequately assessed with traditional 
assessment questions.  The Performance Tasks will be taken on a computer (but will not be computer adaptive) 
and will take one to two class periods to complete.  There are Performance Tasks for English language arts and 
mathematics.  The ELA Performance Task will replace the Online Writing Assessment.        
 

 

Non-Performance Task, Classroom Activity, and Performance Task Timing 
 

 

To learn more, visit http://www.smarterbalanced.org or follow on Twitter:  @smarterbalanced.  Also, you can 
sign up to stay connected with Smarter Balanced news and information from the Smarter Balanced Assessment 
Consortium.  You will receive email newsletters.  It is important to use these materials to determine “how” your 
delivery of instruction should be different in order to prepare students for the rigor of the new assessment.   

http://sbac.portal.airast.org/
http://www.smarterbalanced.org/
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Technology Tidbits 
By Sharon Dove 

Communication is a key to success.  In education, communication between teachers and parents is important.  
Engrade is one way BCS supports this communication.  Engrade is a great way to communicate grades, 
assignments and even private messages.  However, one downside is parents have to log onto Engrade to get this 
communication.  As a parent, the best daily communication tool one of my child’s teacher used was Remind 
(formerly known as Remind101).  To quote their website, www.remind.com , “Remind is free, safe, easy-to-use 
communication tool that helps teachers communicate instantly with students and teachers.”  It’s a one-way 
communication too.  Parents and students sign up to receive text messages from the teachers.  Parents and 
students are not able to reply to the message.  It’s a great way for teachers to remind parents and students of 
assignments and tests.  It’s also an effective way to make announcements and get information to teachers and 
students.  Teachers can even send a message that reminds parents to log into Engrade to access grades.  Once 
students hit middle school parents lose a lot of communication with the teachers.  Remind is great way to keep 
that communication alive. 

Another important communication in education is communication between teachers.  We have our cell phones 
handy most of the time so group text messaging is a great way to communicate.   However, group messaging 
between Android and iPhone doesn’t work great.  GroupMe is the answer to group text messaging across all cell 
phone.  Go to www.groupme.com to check it out.    

 

Federal Programs Update 
By Melissa Hollen

One of the goals of the Federal Programs office is to 
carry out Sam Parker’s adage, “Do good things for 
other people.”  The population that our program 
management focuses on is students and families from 
challenging backgrounds-those that particularly need 
something good done for them. Whether the children 
are high poverty, ESL, or Special Education students, 
there are universal methodologies that teachers can 
use in their classrooms that elicit phenomenal results.  
 
All teachers want a respectful environment and 
positive academic results. So, how do educators get 
those things?  The old adage, “if you want it, teach it,” 
goes a long way here.  We have a tendency to assume 
that kids should come to us equipped with the tools 
they need to work toward those things with ease, but 
that is a problem.  Instead of spending energy on 
assumptions like that and placing blame on factors 
out of your classroom, commit to the following three 
keys: 
 

1.)    Respect-Teach the kind of respect that you 
want.   
2.)    Register-Teach children the difference between 
formal and informal register. 
3.)    Results -Teach children to examine and value 
their academic results frequently. 
 
Teaching respect is important.  Teach kids how to 
respectfully communicate by modeling and practicing 
respectful communication. Call the children by name, 
look them in the eyes, and communicate with 
kindness. Intentionally plan a multi-day lesson on the 
topic and then add it to your calendar to conduct a 
five minute review as often as a particular class may 
need it. 
 
The difference between formal and informal register 
is an important enough topic to be taught and 
reviewed every school year.  In our current 
technologically advanced society, all children would 
benefit from the lesson.  This shouldn’t be limited to 
language arts instruction.  Every educator can cover 

http://www.remind.com/
http://www.groupme.com/
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formal versus informal communication. Covering 
formal communication is also a great way to discuss 
content-specific vocabulary. 
 
A results-oriented classroom is one that has a focus 
and purpose.  How often are you conducting 
formative assessments that you review with your 
kids?  How often are children reflecting on and 
charting their own progress? 
 

Research has shown time and time again that there 
are a few fundamental things that can make a 
profound difference in the educational lives of the 
children.  The three aforementioned areas of focus 
are very powerful tools.   So do something good for 
your students and yourself, and make these steps a 
purposeful and a routine part of your classroom every 
year. 
 

 

ESL Issues 
By Betty Anne Powell 

Classroom Routines to Foster Speaking and Listening Skills for English Language Learners 

The November edition of Educational Leadership 
featured an article entitled, Fostering English 
Learners’ Confidence.  The article specifically 
highlighted routines and practices that were put into 
practice in a high school math class.  These discussion 
routines helped ELLs to increase their speaking skills 
and focus on academic content. As these routines are 
put into place and practiced over time students begin 
to gain independence and take responsibility for their 
learning.   

Two discussion routines highlighted in the article are 
“Elbow Partner Exchange” and “Homework Rounds.”  
The practice of Elbow Partner Exchange has students 
talking with one another prior to the start of a lesson.  
The discussion is a purposeful exchange on topics 
that are related to the content of the lesson.  The can 
also discover questions they have in relation to the 
topic. While this discussion is going students soon 
realize they all know something about the topic and 
can contribute. These exchanges allow teachers to 
review the questions that students have posed and 
can target them specifically in their lesson. This 
purposeful talk allows all students to participate in 
discussions as opposed to the traditional method of 
teachers calling on students.  It also gives students 
time to problem solve with peers and share ideas and 
strategies. 

Homework Rounds are a method for reviewing and 
checking homework together in class therefore 
making it a learning task.  During homework rounds 
students work in small groups to review and discuss 

the answers to each item that was assigned for 
homework.  As they navigate through reviewing the 
assignment they must discuss all answers that are 
different to determine if they are incorrect or 
multiple answers for the questions. Someone in each 
group records the items that the group has discussed 
and if there are any questions regarding the 
homework items.  All students must participate in 
this activity and take a turn with the discussion.  Even 
students with little English can participate by 
agreeing with a student or using words or short 
phrases.  This process also affords teachers the 
opportunity to gain immediate feedback on 
homework. 

The school that was featured in the article stated that 
over extended time that all students’ use of academic 
language increased.  ELLs stated that participating 
repeatedly in these types of discussion routines 
allowed them to gain confidence and they became 
more relaxed about speaking in English.  Teachers 
also noted that all students were more engaged with 
the curriculum.   

Incorporating more listening and speaking routines 
into all classrooms is a win for all students.  It is 
essential for ELLs if we expect them to gain academic 
language and tackle challenging curriculum. However 
with our current WV Next Gen Standards we can no 
longer just teach the language domains of reading 
and writing.  Speaking and listening are critical 
components that need explicit teaching.  


