Wissahickon School District

Ambler, Pennsylvania  19002

Professional Staff Recruitment 

And 

Achievement Gap Initiatives

INTRODUCTION
In January of 2006, Patricia Latimer, newly elected President of the Wissahickon Board of School Directors, led the Board through the process of deriving its annual goals.  The result of this process was a clear and definitive statement of the Board’s commitment to enhance the academic achievement of all students, to enhance the operational efficiency of the District, and to eliminate the achievement gap.  Particularly noteworthy was the Board’s assertive and public statement of its commitment “To Eliminate the Achievement Gap.”  Such a commitment is often discussed, but rarely publicly articulated by a Board of School Directors.  

This firm statement of intent on the part of the Board provided clear direction to the administrative staff of its need to evaluate current achievement initiatives and recruitment methods.  The actions that resulted from this evaluation are summarized in the attached documents.  

As we enter the 2007-2008 school year, all efforts of the Wissahickon School District will remain squarely focused on the direction codified in the annual goals of the Wissahickon Board of School Directors.  

Status Report: Recruitment 

Initial Activities:

· Attendance at three jobs fairs, including the Minority Recruitment Fair sponsored by the Delaware Valley Minority Student Achievement Consortium and Delta Sigma Theta Sorority; extensive publicity through radio ads, college and university contacts, and churches, as well local contacts. 

· Distribution of the Wissahickon Vacancy Announcement to contacts at Cheyney, Delaware State, Howard, and Lincoln Universities; Bethlehem and Zion Baptist Churches; Lansdale Chapter of the NAACP; Delta Sigma Theta Sorority.
Selection Process

· The district’s paperless application process requires candidates to complete two on-line protocols:  PAREAP and TeacherInsight.  Screening of the applicant pool has been done through these two instruments, and selected candidates have been invited to an interview.

· Interviews have been conducted by teams.  At the elementary level, these 


interviews have been conducted in the Personnel Office with at least one

Principal present; the Elementary Curriculum Supervisor has also been invited to attend.  At the Secondary level, the interview team consisted of at least two administrators; the Curriculum Supervisor and/or Literacy Supervisor have been invited to attend, and the Department Chair and/or selected teachers have also served on the team.

· Interviews followed a structured process, with rating sheets completed for each candidate by each member of the interview team.  Upon completion of the interviews, the team recommended their top two candidates, and returned all paperwork to the Personnel Office.  The Superintendent reviewed the recommendations, and if in agreement, an offer was made to the top candidate.  

Hiring Status

To date, the district has been actively engaged in the recruitment process and the guiding premise has been to hire the best possible candidate for each vacant teaching position.  Because of concerted efforts in the area of minority recruitment, a number of the district’s new hires are minority candidates.  It is believed that this year on a district-wide basis the number of members of the professional staff who are minority candidates will be the largest number in recent years.
Future 

· Maintain Commitment to recruit, employ, and retain the best possible candidate for each professional vacancy.  

· Continue efforts to expand the minority representation among the professional staff

· Continue participation on the Recruitment & Retention Task Force of the Delaware Valley Minority Student Achievement Consortium, assisting in the planning of a Minority Job Fair for the Spring of 2008.
· Continue to utilize established contacts for advertising vacancies, and seek opportunities to expand the contact pool.
Status Report:  Eliminating the Achievement Gap

Since the school board presentation of April 2006, entitled, Raising Achievement for All Students:  Eliminating the Achievement Gap, intensified efforts have been continuing and escalating toward that goal.

Guiding Principles:

Supporting the work that the district is doing to eliminate the achievement gap, are some guiding principles:

· First, we have the courage and integrity to create conditions for equity and excellence for all learners.  As John F. Kennedy said, “A rising tide, lifts all boats.”  As we increase achievement for all students, we cannot leave some groups behind.  

· All students can achieve when they are effectively taught, are supported, and are held to high expectations.  Everyone must believe this because somehow the students know when we don’t.  

· Schools will be excellent only when students of all racial groups are achieving at high levels.

· And lastly, each individual must examine his/her own beliefs and change practices accordingly.  

So, what are we doing?  Dr. Belinda Williams, a psychologist with 30 years experience studying the academic achievement patterns of different cultural groups, says in her book, Closing the Achievement Gap, that we have to think systemically and she describes four main areas in which school districts need to do their work – teaching and learning, policies and practices, parents and community, and belief systems.  

Teaching and Learning – 

Continued efforts include:

· Setting clear standards and benchmarks and holding high expectations for all students.

· Sharing disaggregated data. 

· Focusing on literacy development, kindergarten through grade12.

· Establishing a Norm of Continuous Improvement for all staff; Principals using the Frameworks for Teaching criteria when observing teachers and providing them with quality feedback.

· Implementing the Everyday Mathematics Program, “algebra for all” at the middle school, and higher level mathematics courses available to more students at the high school. We now include in our elementary curriculum a component on “The Big Ideas in Algebra” and the “First in Math” on-line program. 

· Following a Curriculum Review Cycle so that each area of our curriculum gets looked at for the inclusion of best practices. 

· Instituting common curriculum assessments across our secondary program.

· Growing teacher leadership in our district through department chairs and liaisons, more teachers presenting at professional developments to one another, and through grade group team leaders as the elementary teachers meet during their morning professional periods. 

· Reflecting all students in the curriculum by providing high quality, multicultural literature and other resource materials with an eye toward this inclusiveness prior to any recommendation for purchasing.  

· Providing intensive, on the job, professional development through our Staff Developers, in addition to in-services, induction, and numerous other district-wide, out of district and school-based professional development.

· Differentiating instruction is critical in meeting the needs of all of our children and professional development in the district has, and will continue to, focus on helping teachers provide this type of instruction.   

· Affording extra support for the students who need it, either through remediation, tutoring or parallel curriculum and intervention such as reading specialists’ support and our Bridges to Mathematics and Reading courses at the Middle School and High School.  

New efforts include:

· Designing and putting into practice a new standards-based report card at the elementary level – this new assessment system will help to further drive our instructional program. 

· Infusing technology into the curriculum through generous School Board funding and intensive profession development.

· Instituting common curriculum assessments for mathematics across our elementary schools. 

· Using Performance Tracker to focus on student achievement data for the purpose of meeting student’s individual academic needs. 

· Providing “algebra” in a double block for our students entering high school  who need the extra support in mathematics. 

· Rewriting our English curriculum to focus on multicultural literature with core books to be read by all children regardless of the academic or honors level classes in which they are enrolled. 

· Redesigning of the high school summer reading and theme reader programs.

· Providing an after-school remediation program across the elementary schools, a “Homework Club” at the middle school, and after-school tutoring at the high school. 

· Receiving recognition for our Staff Development Program:  A Magna Award was granted to our district by the State in 2006.

Policies and Procedures – 

Continued efforts include:

· Establishing a School Board goal to Eliminate the Achievement Gap. 

· Using a new form to evaluate instructional materials so that as we look for relevance to the standards as we also examine how all of our students would be reflected in our curriculum materials.  

· Giving the PSAT to all of our students in their 10th grade year. That means that we have access to the College Board’s AP Potential Program allowing us to see what students have the potential to do well in an AP course that might not have previously considered that course an option for him or her in the past.  

· Eliminating applied level courses thereby offering all students the opportunity to engage in the higher level thinking skills that are necessary in order to increase student achievement.  

New efforts include:

· Developing School-based Action Plans to Eliminate the Achievement Gap targeting each school’s own data.

· Offering “Mind the Gap” professional development and the ACE – A3 initiative at the Middle School.

· Creating the Students Helping Achieve Personal Excellence (SHAPE) Program at the High School.

· Requiring all students enrolled in an AP class to take the exam, assuring that all students have equal opportunity to prepare. 

Parents and Community – 

Continued efforts include:

· Actively involving parent and community organizations in our schools.

· Networking with other Montgomery County School Districts through our continued participation in the Delaware Valley Minority Student Achievement Consortium.  The Delaware Valley Minority Student Achievement Consortium is a network of 18 suburban school districts who joined with the University of Pennsylvania to work together to build capacity for closing the achievement gap.  Wissahickon was a charter member of that organization when it was formed three years ago with Penn and nine other school districts at that time.  The Consortium is committed to data collection, to examining student/teacher relationships and the resulting school culture those relationships create.  They support high expectations for all, course rigor, and course selection not encumbered by any “unwritten rules”.  The organization encourages the assessment of school policies, practices, groupings, and structures for any biases, either written or implied.  

New efforts include:

· Meeting and working with various community groups on issues of recruitment and retention of employees. 

Belief Systems – 

Continued efforts include:

· Providing professional development for staff around issues of race, culture, and personal belief systems and how those issues affect our students and their achievement.

· Understanding cultural differences is work that we are doing at all levels of the organization to bring sensitivity and understanding about the experiences of all children.  

· Implementing “Morning Meetings” - Staff Developers have worked with teachers in grades K-6 to lead morning and community meetings so that students have the opportunity to problem solve issues around “getting along” and understanding other points of view through classroom discussions. 

New efforts include:

· Establishing an “advisory” period at the middle school for students to discuss issues of self-esteem, organizational skills, and problem solving.  

In summary, research has taught us some indisputable things – 

When schools look at their teaching and learning, assess their policies and practices, reach out to parents and community, and examine their belief systems, and as a result, employ data driven initiatives to increase student achievement, two things happen – 

There are significant achievement gains for all students and a disproportionately large gain for low income and minority students.  Our plan – Inspired Teachers / Accomplished Learners speaks to high quality curriculum, best practice research based instruction and professional development for all.  We employ assessment that drives instruction and evaluations that provide snapshots of student learning.  We want parents and communities to bond with us because we know that educating all children is our mission, our professional responsibility, and our moral obligation.  
