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introduction

The Purpose and Limits of This Report

This is the report of the SALT team that visited Western Hills Middle School from January 22 to January 26, 2007. 

The SALT visit report makes every effort to provide your school with a valid, specific picture of how well your students are learning. The report also portrays how the teaching in your school affects learning and how the school supports learning and teaching. The purpose of developing this information is to help you make changes in teaching and the school that will improve the learning of your students. The report is valid because the team’s inquiry is governed by a protocol that is designed to make it possible for visit team members to make careful judgments using accurate evidence. The exercise of professional judgment makes the findings useful for school improvement because these judgments identify where the visit team thinks the school is doing well and where it is doing less well. 

The major questions the team addressed were:

How well do students learn at Western Hills Middle School?

How well does the teaching at Western Hills Middle School affect learning?

How well does Western Hills Middle School support learning and teaching?

The following features of this visit are at the heart of the report:

Members of the visit team are primarily teachers and administrators from Rhode Island public schools. The majority of team members are teachers. The names and affiliations of the team members are listed at the end of the report.

The team sought to capture what makes this school work, or not work, as a public institution of learning. Each school is unique, and the team has tried to capture what makes Western Hills Middle School distinct. 

The team did not compare this school to any other school.

When writing the report, the team deliberately chose words that it thought would best convey its message to the school, based on careful consideration of what it had learned about the school.

The team reached consensus on each conclusion, each recommendation and each commendation in this report.

The team made its judgment explicit.

This report reflects only the week in the life of the school that was observed and considered by this team. The report is not based on what the school plans to do in the future or on what it has done in the past.

The team closely followed a rigorous protocol of inquiry that is rooted in Practice-Based Inquiry®
 (Catalpa Ltd.). The detailed Handbook for Chairs of the SALT School Visit, 2nd Edition describes the theoretical constructs behind the SALT visit and stipulates the many details of the visit procedures. The Handbook and other relevant documents are available at www.Catalpa.org. Contact Rick Richards at (401) 222-8401or rick.richards@ride.ri.gov for further information about the SALT visit protocol. 

SALT visits undergo rigorous quality control. To gain the full advantages of a peer visiting system, RIDE did not participate in the editing of this SALT visit report. That was carried out by the team’s chair with the support of Catalpa. Ltd. Catalpa Ltd. monitors each visit and determines whether the report can be endorsed. Endorsement assures the reader that the team and the school followed the visit protocol. It also ensures that the conclusions and the report meet specified standards. 

Sources of Evidence

The Sources of Evidence that this team used to support its conclusions are listed in the appendix. 

The team spent a total of over 165 hours in direct classroom observation. Most of this time was spent observing complete lessons or classes. Almost every classroom was visited at least once, and almost every teacher was observed more than once. Team members had conversations with various teachers and staff for a total of 57 hours. The full visit team built the conclusions, commendations and recommendations presented here through intense and thorough discussion. The team met for a total of 33 hours in team meetings spanning the five days of the visit. This time does not include the time the team spent in classrooms, with teachers, and in meetings with students, parents, and school and district administrators. 

The team did agree by consensus that every conclusion in this report is:

Important enough to include in the report

Supported by the evidence the team gathered during the visit

Set in the present, and 

Contains the judgment of the team

Using the Report

This report is designed to have value to all audiences concerned with how Western Hills Middle School can improve student learning. However, the most important audience is the school itself. 

This report is a decisive component of the Rhode Island school accountability system. The Rhode Island Department of Education (RIDE) expects that the school improvement team of this school will consider this report carefully and use it to review its current action plans and write new action plans based on the information it contains. 

How your school improvement team reads and considers the report is the critical first step. RIDE will provide a SALT Fellow to lead a follow-up session with the school improvement team to help start the process. With support from the Cranston School Improvement Coordinator and from SALT fellows, the school improvement team should carefully decide what changes it wants to make in learning, teaching and the school and how it can amend its School Improvement Plan to reflect these decisions.

The Cranston School District, RIDE and the public should consider what the report says or implies about how they can best support Western Hills Middle School as it works to strengthen its performance. 

Any reader of this report should consider the report as a whole. A reader who only looks at recommendations misses important information.
PROFILE OF Western Hills Middle School

Built in 1969, Western Hills Middle School is a large school that serves approximately 1,100 students in grades six through eight. It is one of three middle schools in the city of Cranston, Rhode Island, and is located in a suburban neighborhood of western Cranston. Eight elementary schools send their graduates to Western Hills, and graduates of this school attend the adjacent high school, Cranston High School West.

Of the 1120 students at Western Hills Middle School, 46 are Hispanic, 12 are Black, 1026 are white, 34 are Asian/Pacific Islander, and two are Native American/Alaskan. One hundred and sixty-seven students receive special education services, and sixty-four students qualify for free or reduced-price lunch. 
One principal, two assistant principals, 103 full-time teachers, and 10 administrative, guidance/psychology and nursing staff serve the students. Fifteen special educators currently work along with 28 teacher assistants, many interacting one-on-one with students. Five secretaries, six kitchen employees and nine custodians (three on the day shift and six at night) also serve the students at Western Hills Middle School. 

Some distinct changes have occurred in the school due to an increase in enrollment in recent years. These include the number of teams, the number of lunch periods, the addition of portable classrooms behind the school, staff increases, and the addition of three special education classrooms. Dialogue has begun between the school and the district about the need to expand and upgrade the school. A referendum was approved in 2000-2002 for construction, but due to circumstances within the school system, a priority list has been utilized, and construction of an addition on the school site has not as yet begun. Suggestions for the addition include more classrooms, a new auditorium, locker upgrades, fire code updates, and cosmetic repairs. 

PORTRAIT OF Western Hills Middle School AT THE TIME OF THE VISIT

Tucked back from Phenix Avenue in residential western Cranston, Western Hills Middle School is adjacent to Cranston High School West. What becomes quickly apparent to visitors upon entering the school is a calm, quiet sense of order and discipline. An overwhelming positive attitude permeates the school. Everyone in the school—administrators, faculty, staff and students—is welcoming, open, and eager to communicate about the school. Administrators are energetic and understanding. Parents are very involved. Teachers are dedicated to their students’ success. Students are interested in learning and care about their school, their world, and their future.

Good learning takes place here, but it is not yet great. While they make a concerted effort to involve all students in high quality writing and reading everyday, teachers across the curriculum place much less emphasis on complex problem solving. Students are grouped by ability; differentiation of instruction is just beginning to be seen in some classes; and problem solving on a school-wide basis is not evident. 

The Western Hills Middle School community is facing a transition, a new beginning. This school year the school administration underwent a major change. A new leadership team is ready to work with the district to implement several middle school reform initiatives. While some teachers are open to the upcoming changes, others express concern and trepidation. Despite the deplorable physical condition of the school building—along with excessively hot classrooms and crowded hallways—teachers do not use these circumstances as an excuse for reduced performance. Instead, the Western Hills family does everything it can to work around these obstacles and provide a safe, welcoming learning environment for its students. 

FINDINGS ON STUDENT LEARNing

Conclusions

Students at Western Hills Middle School write well. They ably construct meaningful analogies, effectively take notes from various sources, accurately analyze documents, and correctly outline information from texts. Students competently write in their journals to organize their thoughts, demonstrate what they have learned, and reflect on their learning. They successfully write to justify their answers and explain the processes they use. They write enthusiastically in response to their reading by recording their predictions on sticky notes and in the book margins, asking questions about the text and making inferences about their reading. They write competently using multiple perspectives; they write letters to characters in the books they read and respond in the roles of other characters. Some students write descriptively and persuasively for authentic purposes, as well as in response to their reading. Many students effectively use the writing process from brainstorming through publishing. They use graphic organizers and rubrics. With all these excellent examples of student writing, it is surprising that the 2005-2006 NECAP results indicate that 45% of eighth grade students do not write at the proficient level. This disparity between the present quality of students’ work and the results on last year’s state assessment may be due to the school’s renewed focus on writing across the curriculum this year. This is corroborated by many students who report that they are writing much more often and in all of their classes compared to last year. Some students say they do not see themselves as good writers, while many others report that the practice they receive in writing makes them better writers. They particularly enjoy rigorous writing activities that provide choice, active engagement and a wider audience for their work. (following students, observing classes, observing the school outside of the classroom, meeting with school improvement team, students, and school administrators, reviewing completed and ongoing student work, reviewing 2006 SALT Survey report, discussing student work with teachers, talking with students, teachers, and school administrators, reviewing 2005-2006 NECAP results)
Students at Western Hills Middle School read with varying degrees of competence. Many are proficient readers who readily apply strategies such as visualizing, predicting, and making inferences to aid their comprehension. Most read aloud fluently and confidently. All demonstrate a commitment to their school’s expectations for reading, as they faithfully bring reading books to class. Most accurately extract relevant information from texts. These students successfully demonstrate their ability to determine importance, and they utilize their findings to create final products such as murals, posters, cartoons, mobiles, reports, and oral presentations. Many actively engage in reading by summarizing, questioning, making connections, discussing, and drawing conclusions from various reading sources. While some students display evidence of reading analysis and critical thinking in their work, too few students participate in activities that require them to synthesize, evaluate, and take a position on a meaningful issue or to develop their understanding around an essential question. Students say that they are better readers than writers. While 785 students (72%) earned a proficient score in the reading test, 316 students (28%) scored below proficient as reported in the Fall 2005, NECAP test. (following students, observing classes, reviewing 2005 NECAP results, reviewing completed and ongoing student work, meeting with students, and school and district administrators, talking with students, teachers, and school administrators, discussing student work with teachers, reviewing classroom assessments)
Students problem solve sporadically and in only a few curricular areas. They  solve mainly simplistic problems rather than complex multi-step problems that require them to think and apply the problem solving steps as they work toward a solution. Students give more attention to the product than to the process. Because students often work independently, they are not familiar with cooperative problem solving strategies when they work in groups. Fortunately, students are successful problem solvers when applying the necessary strategies to high interest, complex, and authentic topics. In these instances, they  work cooperatively to program and test Lego robots, design and assess the structural strength of bridges and skyscrapers, and create, build, and analyze the safe performance of cars. Some students successfully employ their drawing skills to enlarge a section of a photo using a grid system. When presented with scenarios, dilemmas, and open-ended questions, some students are able to apply critical thinking strategies and arrive at valid solutions. Although students solve problems in other classes throughout the day, they do so very sparingly. They do not often explore and discover to construct meaning and develop their understanding. Students say they would like to do more challenging and engaging activities in all classes. Parents want their students to answer more “how” and “why” questions across the board. Many students are not practicing the skills they need for critical thinking and effectively working with others. (following students, observing classes, talking with students, teachers, and school administrators, reviewing completed and ongoing student work, meeting with school improvement team, students, school administrators, and parents, discussing student work with teachers, reviewing classroom assessments, reviewing school improvement plan, reviewing 2005 NECAP)
Students at Western Hills Middle School are extrinsically motivated by their grades on tests and quizzes and by their Accelerated Reader points. They strive to meet the expectations of both their teachers and their parents. However, they now are ready for greater challenges beyond “getting good grades.” Students in some classes are intrinsically motivated to learn. They desire academic rigor and are most enthused about learning when they are actively engaged in hands-on activities and authentic problem solving. Students can communicate their thoughts effectively in writing but seldom share their thinking processes, misconceptions, and insights with their peers or adults. They are very aware of themselves as learners whether they work “toward,” “at,” or “above” grade level. Students in all levels do not like these labels. They report that teachers say they should not have to ask questions in class because they are in the “top group.” Other students say they are referred to as members of the “dumb group.” Many say that labels are embarrassing, divisive, and uncomfortable. Because these classifications limit their achievement to “what is expected,” the labels negatively impact their learning and also impede their social and emotional growth. (following students, observing classes, meeting with students, talking with students and teachers, discussing student work with teachers)
Important Thematic Findings in Student Learning

Students are:

· Well behaved and respect the school environment

· Effective communicators when given the opportunity

· Well prepared for class

· Motivated to please their teachers and families 

· Seeking academic rigor

FINDINGS ON Teaching for Learning

Conclusions

Teachers at Western Hills Middle School work diligently and successfully to help students improve their writing skills. They routinely encourage their students to write across the curriculum and provide them with valuable practice that is helping them become better writers. Most teachers strongly support their students in the writing process by modeling strategies such as note taking, outlining, revising, and utilizing graphic organizers. Teachers provide all students with opportunities to use various modes of written expression to produce and publish works such as five paragraph essays, persuasive and descriptive pieces, reports, and responses to literature. In response to their 2005-2006 NECAP scores in writing, teachers enthusiastically embrace the task of supporting students to improve their expertise as effectively writers. (following students, observing classes, meeting with school improvement team, students, and school administrators, talking with students, teachers, and school and district administrators, reviewing classroom assessments, reviewing school improvement plan, reviewing completed and ongoing student work, reviewing 2005-2006 NECAP results, discussing student work with teachers)
Teachers at Western Hills Middle School infrequently engage their students in solving complex problems in their classes. It is clear that only some teachers focus on real-life applications and successfully encourage higher level thinking in their students. When these teachers engage learners in complex multi-step problems, students actively practice, strengthen, and showcase their problem solving skills. While many teachers heavily rely on instruction that overly scaffolds students through the thinking process to find the solution, some effectively utilize open-ended questions without giving the answers and allow the students time to struggle with finding their own solutions. Some teachers also use cooperative grouping strategies to promote peer learning. A few teachers successfully incorporate exemplars of student success in problem solving as part of their instruction. These best practices are used only sporadically throughout the school. (following students, observing classes, reviewing completed and ongoing student work, discussing student work with teachers, talking with students, teachers, and school and district administrators, reviewing classroom assessments, reviewing school improvement plan)
Western Hills Middle School teachers work hard to improve the reading ability of their students. They employ a variety of effective strategies such as think alouds, predicting, visualizing, and inferring. Many teachers consciously select books that connect to other content areas so that students begin to see how all of their learning is connected and so that it makes more sense to them. Teachers give students a variety of experiences, including reading silently, reading in pairs, and reading aloud. Some teachers supplement their texts with other materials so that students can develop an in-depth understanding of content. Teachers in all disciplines support student understanding of texts with pre-reading, during reading, and post-reading activities. They use graphic organizers to scaffold their students’ comprehension. Struggling readers receive additional support including the use of low-readability, high-interest texts in targeted and intensive personal literacy plan (PLP) classrooms. Many teachers support the time devoted to the Accelerated Reader (AR) program, believing that it encourages students to read. However, there are concerns within the school community about whether students read to accumulate AR points rather than to develop a lifelong commitment to reading. Teachers are inconsistent in their support and monitoring of student reading, and some students say that they “fake read” or consider this block of time as their “down time.” Although good reading practices are evident throughout the school and in various AR periods, many teachers do not effectively use the AR time to bring all students to high levels of critical and analytical understanding of what they read. (following students, observing classes, meeting with school improvement team, students, school and district administrators, and parents, talking with students, teachers, and school administrators, discussing student work with teachers, reviewing school improvement plan, reviewing classroom textbooks, observing the school outside of the classroom)

Teachers at Western Hills conscientiously support their students as readers and writers. They report that they enjoy working here, and they have built a genuine spirit of collaboration within the teams. Teachers like their students. They seek out resources to overcome the constraints of the budget and the limits of the building to improve student learning. They support programs such as the Upper Library Help (ULH) with their time and provide extended learning experiences for students. Student work, posted in most classrooms, clearly illustrates that students are required to read and write often and that their work is worthy of showcasing. Teachers use rubrics to clarify their expectations, although some report that it is difficult to translate rubric scores, which are often standards based, into traditional numerical or letter grades. Teachers are passionate and work hard to ensure that their students succeed. (following students, observing classes, observing the school outside of the classroom, discussing student work with teachers, reviewing classroom assessments, meeting with school improvement team, school staff, district administrators, and parents)
Although teachers are passionate about the success of their students, most of them often over-direct the learning in their classrooms. They lecture and tell the students everything they need to know. This limits the opportunities students have to engage actively in their learning. Teachers seldom arrange desks to facilitate cooperative grouping. Students are only occasionally encouraged to persist and struggle for a deeper understanding. Current grouping practices undermine students’ beliefs about learning and their growth and development as continuous learners. What the teachers expect of students in each ability level determines the type and difficulty of work they present. According to the 2006 SALT Survey, teachers want support in the area of differentiated instruction that will allow them to meet the individual needs of all students. This training would reduce the need to separate and label students and make learning experiences more equitable. While some individual teachers and a few teams develop and deliver authentic, rigorous instruction around the Grade Level Expectations, these practices are shared infrequently within the content areas or across grade levels. Teachers miss many opportunities to share their expertise with their colleagues. (following students, observing classes, reviewing 2006 SALT Survey report, discussing student work with teachers, talking with students, teachers, and school and district administrators, meeting with school improvement team, students, school and district administrators, and parents)

Commendations for Western Hills Middle School

Teachers’ genuine caring for their students

Positive learning environment in a facility in dire need of improvement

Teachers’ focus on reading and writing throughout the classes

Teachers’ response to struggling learners

Recommendations for Western Hills Middle School

Increase academic rigor; provide more opportunities for higher level thinking and risk-taking among all students.

Learn and apply the strategies necessary to provide differentiated instruction in heterogeneous groups.

Develop and implement the necessary strategies for effectively teaching problem solving in all areas. Look to those in your school who already do this to help everyone improve.

Strive to incorporate more student-centered and cooperative learning in your lessons. 

Collaborate across the curriculum and grade levels so that you support one another as you learn new strategies for teaching.

Recommendations for Cranston School District

Provide additional and ongoing support for curriculum alignment and implementation of the Grade Level Expectations at Western Hills Middle School.
FINDINGS ON SCHOOL support for learning and teaching 

Conclusions

Western Hills Middle School’s present schedule is jam-packed with many classes and activities, yet it limits some opportunities provided to students and staff. Most students follow a daily schedule that allows seven 43-minute periods. These short time periods are not conducive to the academic rigor and authentic learning experiences that could occur here. Although teams have the flexibility to adjust the schedule to allow for extended instructional time, only a few teachers take advantage of this opportunity. Period One is designed to support the music program; it also allows students time for extra help, enrichment, and extended learning opportunities. However, Period One is not utilized consistently or to its fullest potential; sometimes it is used simply as a time for students to do their homework. More importantly, students do not have equitable access to the activities that occur during this time. For instance, some students cannot participate in the music program because they require additional academic support, nor can a band student take part in some of the enrichment activities provided by the teams. Also, the teachers’ schedules include two periods a day that are non-instructional—One is a personal preparation time, the other is either set aside for a team common planning time (CPT) meeting or for an office assignment. Most teams use CPT to discuss students, coordinate their assignments, and handle the nuts and bolts of the week. Few teams use this time to examine student work; to develop curriculum, common assessments, common tasks, and interdisciplinary units; or to share best teaching practices. Organization of time throughout the day currently limits the depth of learning that staff and students can realize. (following students, observing classes, observing the school outside of the classroom, meeting with students, school administrators, and parents, talking with students and teachers)

The School Improvement Plan at Western Hills Middle School clearly outlines the need for improvement in several areas. The increased use and more effective implementation of differentiation of instruction, problem solving, cooperative and heterogeneous grouping, and academic rigor—all essential for learning—are outlined in the plan. Through the Professional Development Institute (PDI) and other outside offerings, all teachers regularly attend professional development activities and choose their own professional development paths. There is no formal process for participants to share their new knowledge with the rest of the staff. Also, there is little evidence of a school-wide plan for job-embedded professional development, which includes implementation of new learning into the classroom, monitoring student progress, and evaluating for success to meet the teaching and learning goals of the School Improvement Plan. At this time, there is no clear process for accountability within the school that would ensure the implementation of the school plan. (reviewing school improvement plan, reviewing records of professional development activities, reviewing district and school policies and practices, meeting with school improvement team and school and district administrators, talking with teachers and school and district administrators)

The Western Hills Middle School community shows “Cobra Pride” in spite of the physical plant that challenges many aspects of teaching and learning. In spite of the physical plant, students, teachers, staff, and parents like coming here. They exhibit mutual respect that fosters high expectations for student behavior and teacher collegiality. Students experience various enjoyable learning activities as part of each school day. Also, teachers collaborate in school and on their own time. The Western Hills Middle School families praise the school, and many put their efforts into fundraising to provide some of the needed technology and materials that, because of budget constraints, the district does not provide. Numerous middle school reforms are in process here at this time. Some stakeholders express their concern and uncertainty about the change, especially in the areas of heterogeneous grouping, scheduling changes, and the possibility that school discipline may decline. They are anxious about how these changes will affect the school they have come to know and love. They are apprehensive about change. (following students, observing classes, observing the school outside of the classroom, meeting with school improvement team, students, school and district administrators, and parents, talking with students, teachers, and school administrators, reviewing school improvement plan, reviewing records of professional development activities, reviewing district and school policies and practices)

Student support programs at Western Hills Middle School focus on keeping students engaged in learning no matter what their needs, whether it is fulfilling an Individual Educational Plan, catching up after an absence or other missed work, serving a consequence for a disciplinary action, or increasing their literacy skills. The range of Special Education programs is well-organized, and there is open communication between the service providers and the classroom teachers. This provides strong support for students in the inclusion and resource classes. The self-contained programs provide an accepting and safe environment and hold all students to high expectations, as teachers differentiate their instruction for those with the most severe disabilities. Upper Library Help is an innovative program that provides flexible short- and long-term assistance to help students catch up on work in their core classes or improve their performance. Teacher Alternative Classroom offers students a way to serve a consequence for disciplinary action—often for a negative situation—in a positive way. Instead of the more traditional in-school suspension, students receive effective and consistent instruction and keep up with their classwork. These programs and resources are excellent supports for meeting the needs of all students. (following students, observing classes, meeting with school improvement team, students, school and district administrators, and parents, talking with students, teachers, parents, and school administrators, reviewing school improvement plan, reviewing records of professional development activities)

Western Hills Middle School is in a period of transition. Over the last several years, a significant turnover in staff has occurred. A new and effective leadership team is in place. Reform initiatives are impacting both the district and this school. Many teachers express their support for the new administrative team and are aware that changes are inevitable. The district expects change to move the school forward in the following areas: grouping practices, Algebra I for all, literacy support, middle school scheduling, curriculum alignment, and leadership. The school’s newly revised improvement plan reflects most of these changes. These ideas reflect both the middle school model and the district’s vision. With the new leadership and collegial staff in place, the district has full confidence that this vision will come to fruition. Evidence of this work is already unfolding within the school. (meeting with school improvement team, students, school and district administrators, and parents, talking with students, teachers, and school and district administrators, reviewing school improvement plan, reviewing self study)
The Western Hills Middle School facility is in a serious state of disrepair. Also, it is too small to adequately accommodate the current population of students, even with the support of additional portable classrooms. Students and teachers report that students are late to class due to congested hallways and malfunctioning lockers. Students, staff, administrators, and parents identify the dysfunctional lockers as a primary concern. They say the lockers are unsafe, due to their jagged metal edges; they no longer open properly, and on occasion they must be opened with the aid of a crowbar. Students must “take turns” opening their lockers because of the limited space between lockers. The size of the cafeteria and the number of students dictate four lunches and four lunch groupings. This extended lunch time makes it difficult to provide flexible groupings and time within the teams. The seating in the auditorium does not allow large group assemblies. The gymnasium and locker rooms are dirty. There are visible leaks in one locker room. In general, the school is not updated or maintained in a timely manner. Many teachers express concern about air quality, ventilation, and climate control in the building. The heating system provides excessive heat to many classrooms. Materials are in short supply. In some content areas teachers must share textbooks, and this has a direct impact on the sequence of their instruction. In spite of these challenges, generous parents and teachers seek additional sources to supplement the lack of materials and technology. In addition, teachers and administrators report that they apply for and receive some grant funding for technology. Even so, this effort does not fill the gap. From district administrators to students, everyone reports that the number one obstacle at this school is the deplorable condition of this facility. (following students, observing classes, meeting with school improvement team, students, school and district administrators, and parents, observing the school outside of the classroom, talking with students, teachers, and  school and district administrators, school self study)
Commendations for Western Hills Middle School
· Strong sense of community and pride

· High quality Special Education programs

· Commitment to student support throughout the school

· Mutual respect among and between students and staff

· Strong family support

Recommendations for Western Hills Middle School

Support one another as you incorporate heterogeneous grouping.

Adjust the schedule to meet the needs of all learners, and maximize the flexible scheduling within teams. 

Make equitable the opportunity students have to participate in the various activities that presently occur during Period One in your present schedule. 

Implement job-embedded professional development, and focus on differentiated instruction and academic rigor. Be collectively accountable to get the work done.

Keep the lines of communication open as you continue to collaborate through the transition. 

Be willing to take risks for the sake of the learning community. Encourage your students to take risks as well.

Recommendations for Cranston School District

Make long overdue repairs and upgrades to this building an immediate priority in your allocation of resources. 

Investigate the possibility of a new facility or other alternatives.

Align resources equitably to support initiatives and provide the needed materials for optimal student learning 

Support the school as it incorporates the district’s initiatives.

Recommendations for the City of Cranston 

Support this school with the renovations and maintenance it so sorely requires. It is long overdue. 

Final Advice to WESTERN HILLS MIDDLE SCHOOL

Although the Western Hills Middle School building is a tired vestige of Cranston’s “golden age” of commitment to middle level reform, the spirit of the learning community within is very much alive. The school community has the heroic opportunity to break free from what it has been and proudly look forward to what it can become.

Challenge all students to achieve higher levels of thinking, reading, writing, and problem solving. The structures that are currently in place help further student learning; however, you need to reach all students, not only those who struggle. Strive to engage students in meaningful real-life applications that require them to think abstractly. 

Develop grouping and scheduling practices that provide equity, and differentiate your instruction to move the learning of all forward. You are already a high-performing middle school poised to achieve greatness. You possess key assets that promote excellence: motivated and interested students, dedicated and enthusiastic teachers, and visionary administrators who have their fingers on the pulse of this learning community. Last, but not least, you have a supportive and caring parent group, some who remember when they walked the halls of this school when they were brand new. 

You, the teachers at Western Hills Middle School, are an incredible resource: Learn from and support one another as you face upcoming and ongoing challenges and changes. You are in a good place as a school. Your students have solid basic skills and the desire for more. They are ready to be pushed academically, to think and produce at a higher level. You have the talent and creativity within your staff to foster this academic rigor. Collaboration will bring you a long way. 

Maintain your positive school climate, and let your Cobra Pride in Western Hills Middle School carry you. Share a belief in the unlimited potential of every student and every teacher. Take some time to talk openly about how it feels to shed the “old skin” necessary for this renewal. With a shared belief in the unlimited potential of each student, a laser- sharp focus on implementing the action steps in your school improvement plan, and that palpable Cobra collaborative energy, the job will get done.

Endorsement of SALT Visit Team Report

Western Hills Middle School

January 26, 2007

How SALT visit reports are endorsed

The Rhode Island Department of Education (RIDE) contracts with Catalpa Ltd. to monitor all SALT school visits and to examine each SALT visit team report to determine whether it should be endorsed as a legitimate SALT school visit report. Catalpa Ltd. monitors the preparations for the visit, the actual conduct of the visit and the post-visit preparation of the final report. This includes observing the team at work, maintaining close contact with the chair during the visit and archiving all of the documents associated with a visit. Catalpa Ltd. carefully reviews the text of the final report to make sure that the conclusions and the report itself meet their respective tests at a satisfactory level. The endorsement decision is based on the procedures and criteria specified in Protocol for Catalpa Ltd. Endorsement of SALT School Visit Reports
.

The SALT Visit Protocol, which describes the purposes, procedures and standards for the conduct of the SALT school visit, is the basis for report endorsement. The SALT visit protocol is based upon the principles and procedures of Practice-based Inquiry®
 that are based on a 160-year-old tradition of peer visits that governments and accreditation agencies continue to use to assess the performance of schools. 

The SALT Visit Protocol
 requires that all SALT visits be conducted at an exceptionally high standard of rigor. Yet, because visits are “real-life” interactive events, it is impossible to control all of the unexpected circumstances that might arise. Nevertheless most of the unexpected things that happen do not challenge the legitimacy of the visit. Teams and schools adapt well to most surprises and maintain the rigor of the visit inquiry.

Catalpa Ltd. made its judgment decision about the legitimacy of this report by collecting evidence from the conduct of this visit to answer three questions:

Did the SALT visit team and the host school conduct the visit in a manner that is reasonably consistent with the protocol for the visit?

Do the conclusions of the report meet the tests for conclusions that are specified in the visit protocol? (Are the conclusions important, accurate and set in present, do they show the team’s judgment?)

Does the report meet the tests for a report that are specified in the visit protocol? (Is the report fair, useful, and persuasive of productive action?)

The sources of evidence that Catalpa used for this review were: 

Discussion with the chair, the school and the RIDE project director about issues related to the visit before it began.

Daily discussion with the visit chair about possible endorsement issues as they arose during the visit. 

Discussion with the principal at the end of the visit regarding any concerns he/she had about the visit.

Thorough review of the report in both its pre-release and final forms. 

The Endorsement Decision

The conduct of the Western Hills Middle School visit did not raise any issues of note. 

Catalpa Ltd. fully endorses the legitimacy of this report and its conclusions. 

The points that support this are compelling:

1. RIDE has certified that this team meets the RIDE requirements for team membership. 

2. The conduct of the visit by both team and school was in reasonable accord with the SALT School Visit Protocol. 

3. There is no methodological or other, reason to believe that the findings of this report do not represent the full corporate judgment of a trained team of peers led by a certified chair. 

4. The conclusions meet the established tests for conclusions. They are important, supported by evidence from practice, set in the present, and they show the team’s judgment. 

5. The report meets the criteria for a report. It is fair, persuasive and potentially useful to the school. 
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Thomas A. Wilson, Ed.D.

Catalpa Ltd.

February 9, 2007




Report appendix

Sources of Evidence for This Report

In order to write this report the team examined test scores, student work, and other documents related to this school. The school improvement plan for Western Hills Middle School was the touchstone document for the team. No matter how informative documents may be, however, there is no substitute for being at the school while it is in session—in the classrooms, in the lunchroom and in the hallways. The team built its conclusions primarily from information about what the students, staff and administrators think and do during their day. Thus, this visit allowed the team to build informed judgments about the teaching, learning and support that actually takes place at Western Hills Middle School.

The visit team collected its evidence from the following sources of evidence:

· observing classes directly

· observing the school outside of the classroom

· following 13 students for a full day

· observing the work of teachers and staff for a full day 

· meeting at scheduled times with the following groups:

teachers

school improvement team 

school and district administrators

students

parents

· talking with students, teachers, staff, and school administrators

· reviewing completed and ongoing student work

· interviewing teachers about the work of their students

· analyzing state assessment results as reported in Information Works! 

· reviewing the following documents:

district and school policies and practices 

district curriculum guides

Cranston Public Schools District Technology Plan

Cranston Public Schools Cranston Teachers’ Alliance, Mentor Program 2006-2007

Cranston Public Schools School Safety Plan

Cranston Public Schools Adopted School Budget (Revised) Detailed Report, 2006-2007

Cranston Public Schools Secondary Science Chemical Hygiene Plan, Western Hills Middle School, October 1996

Cranston Public Schools Office of Plant Operations, 
Custodial Procedures, Manual School Guidelines and Material Safety Data Sheets, revised July 1993

Western Hills Middle School Budget

Western Hills Middle School Evaluations binder
Western Hills Middle School Planning binder
Western Hills Middle School Programs and Awards

Western Hills Middle School Yearbooks, 2003, 2005, 2006

Enrichment Program in Cranston (EPIC) at Western Hills Middle School, 2006-2007 Student Planner/Agenda Book

Western Hills Middle School Reports
Western Hills Middle School Survey

Western Hills Middle School Policy Book

Western Hills Middle School Survey

Legislative Grant for Tutoring Support, Fiscal Year 2006
Principals Communications: Memos, Meeting Agendas, Content and Professional Development

Western Hills Middle School NECAP Results Item Analysis 

records of professional development activities

classroom assessments

school improvement plan for Western Hills Middle School

district strategic plan 

2006 SALT Survey report
classroom textbooks 
2006 Information Works!
2006 NECAP Results
School and District Report Cards
State Assessment Results for Western Hills Middle School 

Assessment results create sources of evidence that the visit team uses as it conducts its inquiry. The team uses this evidence to shape its efforts to locate critical issues about the school. It also uses this evidence, along with other evidence, to draw conclusions about those issues.

This school’s results are from the latest available state assessment information. It is presented here in four different ways:

against performance standards,

across student groups within the school, and

in relation to the school’s district and to the state (School Report card)

across NECAP subtopics for reading, writing and math.

Information Works! data for Western Hills Middle School is available at /www.infoworks.ride.uri.edu/2005/default.asp.
Results in relation to performance standards

The first display shows how well all students in the eighth grade performed in relation to Grade Level Expectations (GLEs) in English/Language Arts and mathematics. They are shown as the percentage of students taking the test whose score places them in four levels: 

4. Proficient with Distinction 

3. Proficient 

2. Nearly Proficient 

 1. Significantly Below Proficient.

Endorsed by the Board of Regents for Elementary and Secondary Education in 2005, the tested GLEs can be found at http://www.ridoe.net.
Table 1. 2005-06 Eighth Grade Student Results on Rhode Island State Assessments[image: image4.emf]Achievement Levels by Subject
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Report Card for Western Hills Middle School
The 2006 Report Card shows the performance of Western Hills Middle School compared to the school’s annual measurable objectives (AMO). This report card describes Western Hills Middle School as a High Performing School. 



Table 2 2005-06 Rhode Island School Report Card
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Results across NECAP Sub-Topics

This chart shows how the performance of students at Western Hills Middle School compares with the district and with the state across the different sub-topics of the NECAP tests.

Table 3 2005-06 NECAP Sub-Topic Results

Reading
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The Western Hills Middle School Improvement Team

Norma Cole, Principal

Wendy Parante, Assistant Principal

Kim Magnelli, Assistant Principal

Mark Dengel, SIT Chair

Lynn Murray

Margie Cusumano

Shirley Lombardi

Erica Cligiuri

Carol Cullen

Jennifer Guilmette

Hank Maine

Jan Cambio

George Haddad

John Christy

Joan Christy

Alissa Manzi

Carol Cote

Members of the SALT Visit Team

Margaret M. Della Bitta

Science Teacher

South Kingstown High School

Office of Progressive Support and Intervention

Rhode Island Department of Education

Regents SALT Fellow

Team Chair

Barbara Miller

Principal

Westerly Middle School

Office of Progressive Support and Intervention

Rhode Island Department of Education

PSI/SALT Principal Fellow

Sally Caruso

8th Grade Language Arts Teacher

Kickemuit Middle School 

Bristol-Warren

Ann Marie Cody

6th Grade Math/Literacy Teacher

Davisville Middle School

North Kingstown

Elaine Dickervitz

7th and 8th Grade Spanish Teacher

Barrington Middle School

Barrington

Shawn Henderson

7th Grade Science Teacher

Knotty Oak Middle School

Coventry

Stacy Joslin

Social Studies and Government Teacher

Blackstone Academy Charter School

Pawtucket and Central Falls

Sean Lane

7th Grade Social Studies

Wickford Middle School

North Kingstown

Donna Larson

7th Grade Math

Tiverton Middle School

Tiverton

Michael Mancieri

Assistant Principal

Joseph H. Gaudet Middle School

Middletown

Lori Prazeres

7th Grade Math Teacher, Administrative Intern

Kickemuit Middle School

Bristol-Warren

Deborah Rossi

Library Media Specialist

Woonsocket Middle School

Woonsocket

Julee Thomas

7th and 8th Grade Literacy and English

Winman Junior High School

Warwick

Code of Conduct for Members of Visit Team
� Practice-Based Inquiry® is a registered trademark of Catalpa Ltd.


�  See The Handbook for Chairs of the SALT School Visit, 2nd Edition. This handbook includes the SALT Visit Protocol and many guidance documents for chairs, schools and RIDE. It is available from the SALT Project Office and Catalpa.


� Practice-Based Inquiry® is a registered trademark of Catalpa Ltd.


� See The Foundations of Practice-Based Inquiry® (2006, Catalpa Ltd.) and Practice-based Inquiry® Guide to protocol design. (2006, Catalpa Ltd.)





