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tried something else.

Today, Parlin has gone from being
the district’s lowest scoring school to
being its highest scoring school in Eng-
lish language arts and mathematics. We
moved from being a school designated
as needing “corrective action” in math
to having a “no status” designation,
which is the state’s highest perfor-
mance level. We made adequate yearly
progress in math in every category
for two consecutive years. In addition,
71 percent of students improved
their English language arts scores in
the Massachusetts Comprehensive
Assessment System (MCAS) test and
28 percent of students increased their
English language arts achievement
scores on the MCAS.

These improvements are thanks in
part to our use of innovative approach-
es, including one that addresses the
underlying causes for reading failure.
To transform Parlin, I changed just
about everything: I modified the mas-
ter schedule; implemented monthly
school improvement planning meet-
ings; put data in the hands of students,
teachers, and parents; implemented
computer adaptive assessment pro-
grams; put into practice quarterly
assessments; eliminated unnecessary
down time; applied teacher ideas; and
implemented teacher team learning
walks to develop a common language
about what good teaching looks like.
Some of my ideas might work for you;
here’s what I've learned so far.

Make every meeting matter. I began
by initiating school-improvement
planning meetings, tweaking the
schedule so every grade had common
planning time at least once a month.
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Changing a School
Environment

hen I came to Albert N. Parlin Elementary School four years ago, the school

was a year or two away from being taken over by the state. As a brand new
principal I was nervous, but I knew I had a wonderful opportunity to make a
difference. I tried many new tactics and if they didn’t work, I scrapped them and

The teams—including teachers, spe-
cial education staff, English-language
learner (ELL) support staff, and guid-
ance counselors—met with me to go
over data and discuss student progress.

At first, teachers balked. Because they
thought I'd be the next in a long line of
revolving principals, they did not want
to give more than they already were.
Within a few months, however, they saw
how seriously I valued these meetings.

I encouraged teachers to share their
ideas and successes and they began
showing up with talking points and
data. Everyone was on board by the
end of the first year.

Talk less; listen more. Instead of
always trying to assert what you want
to do, solicit teachers to tell you what
they need. In my early haste to prove
myself, I didn’t pay enough attention
to others’ opinions. But in my second
and third years, I started to recognize
the stars and let them mentor their
colleagues. When you encourage every-
one’s involvement, they become part
of the solution.

Implement the right instructional
programs. Eighty percent of the stu-
dents at our school receive free or
reduced-price lunch and 55 percent
of students are ELLs. We have a high
transient population as well. Rather
than try the same reading instruction
that hadn’t worked in the past, we
decided to try an approach that focus-
es not only on building critical read-
ing skills, but also on improving the
processing efficiency of the brain. We
implemented Scientific Learning’s Fast
ForWord program, a reading interven-
tion that helps students develop and

strengthen memory, attention, process-
ing rate, and sequencing—cognitive
skills essential for learning and reading
success. The program includes tech-
nology that stretches and emphasizes
speech sounds to help students rec-
ognize word sounds, first in isolated
syllables, then in groups of sounds

and in words, and finally in sentences.
This approach is terrific for our ELLs
because it trains them to hear sounds
correctly from the start.

I revamped the entire schedule to
pull students out of class for intensive
training with the software program,
so students did not miss their core
subjects. Initially, there was a great
deal of negative feedback from teach-
ers because they did not want to be
replaced by a computer program,
had already planned lessons around
the existing master schedule, and did
not want to lose valuable teaching
time with their students. Within a few
months, however, we started seeing
positive results. Students were more
focused in all their classes and test
scores began rising. Some teachers
were still resentful they had to give
up time with their students, but they
wanted to make it work. An added
bonus was that the students who did
not leave for the specialized instruc-
tion ended up receiving individual-
ized instruction since their classes
were smaller.

Encourage teachers to share best
practices. To improve student per-
formance in writing across the cur-
riculum, I paired the teacher whose
students had the highest scores on
open-response questions with our
reading specialist and they established
a systemwide rubric for answering
essay questions. Then I provided
coverage so that every teacher could
go into that teacher’s class and watch
her teach. Afterward, we discussed
what they learned and how they could
implement it in their own classrooms.
Through this process, teachers devel-
oped relationships across grade levels
and subject areas.

Let the students be heard. Develop-
ing relationships among all stakehold-
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ers is vital to schoolwide success. I put
students on the school council, which
had previously included only parents,
administrators, and teachers. We start-
ed with children of PTO parents, but
I recruited other students once I got
to know them better. Once a month,
students on the council come in early
for breakfast and we discuss ways to
improve our school. You can’t say
you’re successfully serving students if
you don’t know what they want.

Ask the community to get involved.
From Target to the Texas Roadhouse
restaurant, area businesses are also
donating time and money, helping us
raise funds, and actively participating
in our school improvement efforts. It
started when a parent mentioned that
Target wanted to help our school but
had never been contacted. From one
call, we’ve received everything from
balls to hula hoops, and Target

employees read to our kids on Dr.
Seuss Day. If you reach out, you’ll be
pleasantly surprised by the number of
companies willing to become partners.
Many have simply never been asked.

Our community has become heavily
involved as well, and our doors are
always open. I don’t want parents—
many of whom are low-income,
migrant, or non-English-speaking—to
solely view the principal as one who
invokes punishment. So we invite
them to our breakfast with Santa
Claus and other fun, informal events.

Capitalize on the magic of teamwork.
When I first arrived, it was hard to con-
vince teachers to come to dances or
family events; now almost all our teach-
ers attend. I think that teachers finally
started to see positive results from some
of the new changes and negative atti-
tudes started to shift. They now share
ideas with their colleagues and are open
and comfortable with one another. We
went from an environment character-
ized by resistance to one cohesive unit
working together and achieving our
goals of student success. [d

Erick Naumann is principal of Albert
N. Parlin Elementary School in Everett,
Massachusetts.
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ARE YOU READY TO CAUSE AN EFFECT?
EARN YOUR CERTIFICATE IN EDUCATIONAL DIVERSITY.

Nova Southeastern University’s Fischler School of Education and
Human Services and NAESP have collaborated to respond to
today’s information- and knowledge-based economy by offering
a Certificate in Educational Leadership Diversity.

Through this cutting-edge, highly innovative program, leaders
will learn how to close cultural competency gaps and increase
engagement within their faculty, staff, and student body through
a more in-depth understanding of diversity-related issues.

Courses in the certificate include
e Diversity: Cross-Cultural Awareness
e Diversity and Social Justice
e Global Awareness and Classroom Culture
¢ Program Assessment and Evaluation for Diverse Classrooms
e Applied Professional Experience in Diversity Education

Enroll today. Call 888-857-4785, ext. 28443, or visit
www. FischlerSchool.nova.edu/OCEDA.
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Nova Southeastern University admits students of any race, color, sexual orientation, and national or ethnic
origin. m Nova Southeastern University is accredited by the Commission on Colleges of the Southern Association
of Colleges and Schools (1866 Southern Lane, Decatur, Georgia 30033-4097, Telephone number: 404-679-4501)
to award associate’s, bachelor’s, master’s, educational specialist, and doctoral degrees. 09-007-09KAR
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