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But in a county this large (about
400 square miles) there are areas of
poverty as well as wealth, and the 
percentage of children eligible for
free and reduced-price meals has 
increased substantially in recent
years, along with the percentages of
students eligible for English for
Speakers of Other Languages
(ESOL) and Limited English Profi-
ciency (LEP) services. Five years ago,
the Fairfax County Public Schools
(FCPS) initiated a comprehensive
program designed to provide princi-
pals of the 20 schools with the lowest
standardized test scores—and the
highest percentages of minority, LEP,
and low-income students—the re-
sources and support needed to raise
the achievement of these students
and turn their schools around. It is
called Project Excel.

Creating Learning Time 
The purpose of Project Excel is to

provide these at-risk schools with
three ingredients of academic suc-
cess: more learning time; enhanced
academic programs; and increased
accountability. Before Excel, these

schools often had excellent princi-
pals and excellent teachers, but were
unable to meet the special needs of
students from poverty. In its five
years of existence, Project Excel 
has lived up to its name. Research
has shown that these schools do
excel, raising student achievement
substantially. 

The most immediate need for the
Project Excel schools was increased
time for learning. To meet that need,
FCPS provided all of the schools with
more teachers and, if needed, relo-
catable classrooms to implement 

Project Excel shows what can 
be accomplished when a large 
school system focuses on its 
poorest-performing schools.

Aturnaround principal is most likely to be successful

when supported by a turnaround school system

that provides the resources, training, and account-

ability the principal needs. This has certainly proven true in

Fairfax County, Virginia, a relatively affluent suburban region

that sends 166,000 children to public schools that have

earned a reputation for excellent education. 

I N  B R I E F
Project Excel was initiated by the Fair-
fax County Public Schools in Virginia
to raise student achievement in 20
schools with the lowest test scores.
It focuses on providing more learning
time, improving academic programs,
and increasing accountability. Innova-
tions include technology-based phon-
ics programs in kindergarten and first
grade, full-day kindergarten, reduced
class sizes, and a year-round calendar. 
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full-day kindergarten. Excel schools
also extended the number of instruc-
tional hours in the week by eliminat-
ing a long-standing practice of
dismissing school early on Mondays
for teacher planning. 

Another way to provide more time
was to introduce a year-round calen-
dar at many Excel schools. This pro-
vides the usual 180 days of
instruction, but with more frequent
and shorter breaks than the tradi-
tional two-month summer vacation.
Year-round school offers two clear
benefits for student achievement: less
time for students to forget what they
learned the year before, plus inter-
session programs during the breaks
that can help students catch up with
their peers or learn in a less struc-
tured environment. Intersessions at
the Excel schools are staffed by regu-
lar and retired teachers, community
members, and parents with special
talents and knowledge. So far, seven
elementary schools have chosen the

year-round calendar, with strong
community and staff support. 

Academics, Accountability, 
and Evaluation

The second critical resource these
schools needed was enhanced aca-
demic programs. Every Excel school
implemented a technology-based
phonics programs in kindergarten
and first grade. Several other
research-based programs were sug-
gested to the schools, including

Reading Recovery, High Impact, 
Success for All, and Direct Instruc-
tion. Also suggested was reduced 
instructional class size. Although 
different schools tried different pro-
grams, most determined that reduced
class size was the most effective. 

Accountability has been a valuable
motivator for the Excel schools. Start-
ing with a Schoolwide Achievement
Index (SAI) score reflecting student
achievement on standardized tests,
each Excel school is expected to im-
prove its SAI score by five points each
year. The carrot is financial rewards
for meeting or exceeding this goal.
The stick is an instructional audit for
schools that do not meet minimal
SAI increases over three years. 

Evaluation is another important
component of Project Excel. Success
of the program was validated when
evaluation over the first four years
(1999–2000 to 2002–03) indicated
that 14 of the original 20 Excel
schools had already met or exceeded
the provisional accreditation bench-
marks the state had set for 2006.
While the evaluation showed the
achievement gap narrowing between
students in Excel schools and those
in other FCPS schools, it also indi-
cated some continuing needs: skills
learned in lower grades needed 
to be reinforced at higher grades;
vocabulary-building and language
skills needed more emphasis in ear-
lier grades; and students needed
more opportunities to apply math
skills to real-life examples. 

The Rewards of Success 
Project Excel is a success and many

of its best practices have been
adopted by other FCPS schools with
special needs. These include:

■ Developing a schoolwide vision
for student achievement; 

■ Analyzing data to identify
instructional strengths and 
weaknesses; 

■ Assessing student progress to
match instruction to individual
needs; 

Seton Hall University 
Offers a Fast Track 
to a Traditional Ed.D.

Seton Hall University 
Offers a Fast Track 
to a Traditional Ed.D.

“Becoming a part of the Seton
Hall family has had a positive
effect on my life personally and
professionally. The professors
are extremely knowledgeable
and talented. The class sched-
ule is completely prearranged
for the two-year program.
With advance planning, I have
been able to travel to Seton
Hall at very reasonable rates.
I feel very fortunate to have
been part of Seton Hall's
Executive Ed.D. Program.”

Duncan Klussmann
Assistant Superintendent,
SBISD
Houston, Texas

College of Education and Human Services 1-800-313-9833
For more information e-mail: execedd@shu.edu or go to: education.shu.edu/execedd

Our accelerated Ed.D. program allows you to com-
plete your doctoral studies in just 10 weekends and
two four-week summer sessions over a two-year period. 

This rigorous program is designed exclusively for
K-12 education administrators who need a flexible
schedule that will not interfere with career responsi-
bilities. Our cohort approach builds on shared expe-
riences and the expertise of seasoned faculty and
nationally recognized authorities in the educational
field.

Now accepting applications for the April 2005 cohort

Financial aid loans cover
the entire program cost,
regardless of financial
need.

400 South Orange Ave., South Orange, NJ 07079
www.shu.edu

“Project Excel shows that

principals can turn schools

around and make a

difference in the lives 

and achievements of 

low-income and LEP

students…”
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■ Training teachers to do these
assessments; and 

■ Teaching test-taking skills.

In recruiting hundreds of teachers
every year, FCPS has found that many
young teachers are eager to teach chil-
dren from poor and LEP backgrounds.
However, they want to teach those stu-
dents in schools that are safe, staffed by
top professionals, and supported with
the services they need. Excel schools
are just what they are looking for, and
FCPS recruits them for those schools. 

Project Excel shows that principals
can turn schools around and make a
difference in the lives and achieve-
ments of low-income and LEP students

if they have teachers who want to teach
those students and the resources, sup-
port, and accountability they need to
succeed. P

Paul Regnier is coordinator of community
relations for Fairfax County Public
Schools in Virginia. His e-mail address 
is paul.regnier@fcps.edu.

MAKING OUR SCHOOLS MORE EFFECTIVE
What Matters and What Works

by Martin Patchen

Educators and others interested in school improvement are confronted with an often

bewildering variety of research findings and different prescriptions for school reform. This

unique and valuable book provides a comprehensive overview of decades of K-12 research

and gives the reader a clearer picture of the evidence on what makes for effective classrooms

and schools.The book:

• Is well-documented and authoritative, yet clear and engaging

• Describes the ways in which student learning is affected by the relations between students and teachers, among teachers, and between

teachers and administrators.

• Shows how what’s happening in the classroom relates to the characteristics of the individual school and to the way the school system

is organized.

• Presents, in a balanced way,evidence relevant to many current,often controversial issues—including standards and testing,bilingual edu-

cation, charter schools, voucher programs, the achievement gap between minority and white students, and others.

Martin Patchen is a professor emeritus of sociology at Purdue University. His research and writing on education
has been widely cited.

Published in 2004; 336 pages

ISBN 0-398-07490-9 (hard) $69.95; ISBN 0-398-07491-7 (paper) $49.95

CHARLES C THOMAS PUBLISHER, LTD.; 1-800-258-8980; books@ccthomas.com, P.O. Box 19265, Springfield, IL 62794

Books sent on approval • Shipping charges: $6.95 min. U.S. / Outside U.S., actual shipping fees will be charged • Prices subject to change without notice

W E B  R E S O U R C E S

The Fairfax County Public Schools provides an overview of its Project
Excel and a description of its academic programs.
www.fcps.k12.va.us/Superintendent/SuptOff/projexel.htm
www.fcps.k12.va.us/Superintendent/SuptOff/excelaca.htm

The National Association of Year-Round Education describes nine of the
many different year-round calendars.
http://members.aol.com/donohoyrs/yrs.htm

The Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory and the National Clear-
inghouse for Comprehensive School Reform provide a detailed examina-
tion of a direct instruction model for K-8 schools.
www.nwrel.org/spcd/catalog/ModelDetails.asp?ModelID=13

The American Federation of Teachers examines the benefits of small class
size, with supporting research.
www.aft.org/edissues/classsize/index.htm

“…Many young teachers

are eager to teach children

from poor and LEP

backgrounds.”




