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 Here’s today’s homework assignment: Create optimal learning environments 

that will motivate students to do their best. If students were completing the 

assignment, they might just turn the tables and offer up a few assignments for 

their teachers: 

• Take the time to get to know me as a person.

• Let me know how I’m doing so I can improve. 

• Make learning experiences more relevant and fun.
• Give me the benefit of the doubt (e.g., if I miss class or deadlines 
 or get a low grade).

• Give me another chance (to redo assignments if I get a low grade).

• Do a better job of controlling the class.

• Don’t play favorites. 

www.saanys.org
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Building a Culture 
of Caring 

BETTER STUDENT EXPERIENCES:



  

 
 

 These were some of the top re-
sponses to a recent EdWeek Research 
Center survey that asked 13- to 19-year-
olds what could be done to make them 
feel more motivated in school. 
 Essentially, students indicated that 
they want a nurturing and equitable 
place to connect with each other and 
adults — schools characterized by a 
caring culture that allows them to take 
risks, learn, grow, and thrive. “These 
are very much universal student con-
cerns… and they’re universal human 
concerns as well,” said Joseph F. John-
son, Jr., executive coach and founding 
director of the National Center for Ur-
ban School Transformation (NCUST). 
 Many of the most popular survey 
responses reflect what Johnson sees 
each day as he works with educators 
and leaders to both celebrate success-
ful schools and help districts improve 
outcomes for various student popula-
tions. 
 “Students want to feel valued and 
appreciated and they want to feel safe 
— both physically and emotionally 
safe,” he commented. “And then, they 
want to feel like they have a reasonable 
likelihood of success. If these concerns 
are not adequately addressed, the abil-
ity or willingness to expend effort is 
going to be limited.”
 The big question is how to get 
there. 

  STARTING AT THE 
  CLASSROOM DOOR

 While the universal concerns can 
be addressed in a variety of ways de-
pending on grade levels, academic 
subjects, learning styles, etc., Johnson 
and other experts see the classroom 
door as the starting point for schools 
that are ensuring children are fully en-
gaged and motivated. 
 “First, as students enter the class-
room, teachers are smiling and wel-
coming the kids, acknowledging chil-
dren by name. Teachers are asking 
quick personal questions — for in-
stance, “You had a soccer game yes-
terday; how did it go?” or “You men-
tioned last week that your mom was 
sick; is she feeling better?” Johnson 
said, “These teachers are building con-
nections. They are showing students 
that this classroom is not a sterile labo-

ratory or environment. This is 
a place where human beings 
are coming together because 
we care about each other.” 
 Cobleskill-Richmondville 
Central School District’s di-
rector of teaching and learn-
ing Scott McDonald would 
concur. “One of the core be-
liefs in our district is ‘Building 
relationships is paramount to 
our success.’ Every student 
needs a trusted adult. Ev-
ery student deserves to have 
someone who knows their 
name. That, to me, is most important,” 
he commented. “Once we build those 
relationships, other things start to fall 
into place.”  

 EXPANDING THE RELATIONSHIPS

 Erica Battle, who spent decades 
as a reading teacher and instructional 
coach before beginning her latest jour-
ney as an educational consultant, built 
similar relationships with her students 
— not only making personal connec-
tions with them, but encouraging the 
pupils to get know her, as well.
 “Kids want to be known beyond 
how you see them in their cumulative 
record. They have hobbies; they have 
interests,” Battle said, adding that she 
would use moments of transitional 
time in her classes to ask students about 
their lives. “You need to get to know 
them, but also allow them to know you 
outside of who you are as their teacher. 
For example, I would tell my students 
that although I taught reading, I had to 
admit that I wasn’t the best speller — 
but I could use a dictionary. That trans-
parency on my 
part allowed 
my students to 
own up to their 
deficiencies. It 
created a type 
of safety in my 
classroom.”
 For some districts, the culture of 
caring extends beyond the classroom 
walls to include adults who may not 
always be the first ones thought of as 
top “child influencers.” 
 “Every adult in your building im-
pacts students in some way. And that 
means all of us — the cafeteria staff, 
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the main office staff, … everybody,” 
McDonald said. 
 When McDonald served as his 
district’s middle school principal, he 
tapped the daytime custodian to lead 
a new orientation program for sixth-
grade students — yes, the custodian. 
“It made perfect sense. He has con-
tact with the students every day in 
every part of the building. He runs 
after-school clubs. He knows all of the 
kids by name,” McDonald explained. 
“It’s important that everybody is in-
vested in the success of our students.” 

  MULTIPLE VOICES AND 
  MUTUAL RESPECT

 Once students feel comfortable 
and accepted as individuals, true en-
gagement in the learning process be-
comes easier. 
 “In very successful schools, we 
often hear student voices more than 
we hear teacher voices,” Johnson said. 
“Teachers are creating opportunities 
for students to talk in small groups, 
answer questions and express their 

opinions. And when 
teachers invite students 
to discuss — and some-
times debate — ideas, 
the students are getting 
the feeling, “Gee, this 
teacher wants to know 
what I think and values 
what I think.”

 At the same time, the teacher is still 
in charge, exhibiting enough control of 
the environment to ensure students 
feel safe, Johnson added. “The students 
know they’re not going to be teased by 
their teacher or by their peers because 
this is a teacher who is not going to put 
up with that. The teacher has made it 
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clear that the classroom culture is one 
in which everyone values and respects 
each other,” he said. 
 Erica Battle was very intentional 
about creating this type of atmosphere 
in her classes. You can hear the pride in 
her voice when she relays a story about 
a Hindu student in her class who felt 
comfortable enough to ask if he could 
share information about his religion 
and culture with his classmates when 
the day’s lesson focused on religion. 
There was a similar sense of pride evi-
dent when Battle talked about English 
language learners bringing in food 
from their homelands of Guatema-
la, Honduras, Colombia, and Mexico 
during celebrations for National His-
panic Heritage Month. “We had mutu-
al respect,” she said. 
 This focus on creating a positive 
classroom culture led to improvements 
not only at the classroom level, but also 
on a larger scale. When Battle started 
as an instructional coach, the Nash-
ville-based school where she worked 
was in the bottom ten percent for 

achievement. Within two years, it was 
a reward school for math and literacy.
 “That speaks to the intentional 
things you can do to ensure student 
growth,” Battle commented. 

  CULTURE OF LOVE

 Ithaca City School District super-
intendent Luvelle Brown might de-
scribe the process as shifting into what 
he calls a “culture of love.” 
 “It’s not love in the emotional 
sense,” Brown explained. “To be lov-
ing is to be trusting and to be commit-
ted and caring. It’s taken us years to 
develop this approach. I will say that 
it’s bold and audacious — but that’s the 
culture we’re striving for. And having 
defined it, we can see very clearly that 
this culture of love is not the default 
in schools. It’s a struggle. If we were 
loving by default, we wouldn’t have 
the inequities that we have in schools 
today.”
 Brown stresses that to be fully ef-
fective, this commitment to caring and 

trust — this culture of love — must 
welcome and empower everybody. 
“Everyone has to be part of the conver-
sation,” he said. 
 For districts like Ithaca and Coble-
skill-Richmondville, this means stu-
dents have a strong voice far beyond 
the classroom walls. In other words, 
the defined or emerging culture is 
much bigger than interactions between 
teachers and students.
 “We have students sit on our stra-
tegic planning teams,” McDonald said. 
“And each time we form a committee 
— even if it’s an ad hoc group that isn’t 
planning to meet for a long period of 
time — we include student voices on 
those committees.”
 Similarly, Brown empowers Itha-
ca students to have a voice in the dis-
trict. “We’re giving agency to young 
people and blurring the lines between 
students and staff. In addition to en-
couraging students to evaluate multi-
ple perspectives and challenging each 
other in the classroom, we are doing 
things like asking students to partner 
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people are dedicated to being a teach-
er, they may not have the necessary 
expertise to do so. In the education 
system today, we’re 
pulling in a lot of sec-
ond career people to 
be teachers. They may 
have been in the busi-
ness world, for exam-
ple. They’re learning 
to be teachers while 
they’re teaching,” she 
said. 
 Johnson has sim-
ilar experiences in 
his consulting work. 
“Teachers will have varying levels of 
comfort and varying levels of skills 
when it comes to creating classrooms 
where all students feel valued and safe 
and capable of academic success,” he 
said. “So, leaders have to be sensitive 
to that and sensitive to how they can 
help teachers create those cultures in 
which students, regardless of race, 
regardless of family income, regard-
less of background or any other de-
mographic characteristic, are going to 
have a high likelihood of success.”
 “Leaders also need to provide the 
professional learning that is applicable 
to what teachers need,” Battle com-
mented. “That learning might be along 
the lines of effectively running a class-
room or having rich and positive inter-
actions with students. Administrators 
might also pair up new teachers with 
successful veteran educators or make 
sure instructional coaches are available. 
 In Cobleskill-Richmondville, Mc-
Donald encourages his teachers to 
team up and work collaboratively 
with each other. “The teachers are 
working together around problems of 
practice and grade-level content and 
curriculum,” he commented, adding 
that the educators form strong bonds 
that ultimately benefit students. “Just 
by working together with shared be-
liefs, shared understandings, and even 
shared nonnegotiables, they are grow-
ing and learning strategies to bring 
into their individual classrooms.”
 Additionally, both Battle and 
Johnson advise school principals and 

other education leaders to ensure 
they are giving feedback to teachers. 
“Sometimes, administrators are doing 

walk-throughs, but not following up 
and providing feedback to teachers on 
how they did,” she said. “Whether the 
comments are supportive or correc-
tive, we can’t discount the power of 
feedback. How can teachers know if 
they’re interacting well with students 
or meeting other expectations if no one 
is giving them feedback?”
 And, sometimes, creating a culture 
of love takes a little tough love. 
 “When teachers are making prog-
ress and creating positive environ-
ments for students, it’s important for 
leaders to be the cheerleaders,” Brown 
said. “And it’s just as important for 
leaders to know when someone is 
clearly not on board, when a teacher 
is not endeavoring to create a positive 
school culture, they [the leaders] have 
a responsibility to sit down with that 
teacher and to help them know what’s 
expected.”
 “We’re not just pouring knowl-
edge into a machine. We’re educating 
children. We’re educating human be-
ings. And our capacity to do that is di-
rectly related to our ability to build re-
lationships where children feel valued, 
safe, and capable of success,” Brown 
concluded.
 Could there be any work that’s 
more important and worthy of the ef-
forts involved? 

KIM M. SMITHGALL is an award-winning 
communications specialist and freelance 
writer, designer, and photographer.
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with us to update the code of conduct,” 
he said. “We’re on the fourth iteration 
of that code of conduct and I think it’s 
one of the most impressive documents 
we’ve ever produced.”
 The district is also asking Ithaca 
pupils to provide feedback on what 
they’re learning. “We’re sending out 
a memo this week to invite young 
people in to review case studies and 
projects that are being considered for 
the curriculum. We’re encouraging 
them to share their thoughts and rate 
the content using a rubric. And we’re 
honoring their efforts by paying them 
for their work,” Brown commented. 
“We want students to see their work 
and efforts changing the environments 
they’re navigating each and every 
day.”

  NO MAGIC WAND

 Empowering students and enrich-
ing their educational experiences clear-
ly motivates them and improves their 
academic outcomes. But it’s a long and 
extremely difficult process — one that 
also requires encouraging and sup-
porting educators… so those educators 
can do the same for students. 
 “It’s not a couple of workshops 
and ‘poof!’ the magic happens,” John-
son said. “It’s about changing school 
cultures, right? And anytime you’re 
talking about changing an organiza-
tion’s culture, that’s a challenging un-
dertaking. It’s not something that hap-
pens with the wave of a magic wand.”
 Brown would agree. “It sounds 
and it feels challenging, and it feels 
uncomfortable, as well. “But, if we’re 
not uncomfortable, we’re not likely en-
gaged,” he commented. “In fact, there 
should be a perpetual state of discom-
fort. After all, we’re trying to eradicate 
generations of inequities and lack of 
achievement. We’re trying to create a 
system that’s inclusive for everyone.” 
 When Battle works with school 
districts, she is often helping adminis-
trators pinpoint what kind of support 
educators may need in order to yield 
those larger systemic changes. “I think 
we have to recognize that just because 



Ready-to-ship inventory
Find the products you need, 
in stock and ready to ship.

Multi-phase project management
Work with experts who know how 
to manage large, complex projects.

Objective-driven space planning
Plan your spaces around your 
specific educational goals.

Purchasing compliance
Easily navigate your state’s ESSER 
purchasing requirements with our 
expert guidance.

Fight learning loss with your ESSER funds
We’ll help you create learning space solutions

Hassle-free installation
Tap into our network of reliable
installers for customized installation. 

What makes us different

1-800-260-2776      |      www.SchoolOutfitters.com

At School Outfitters, our project experts are 
ready to help your school make the most 
of its ESSER funds. We’ll work closely with 
you to outfit school spaces that address the 
unique needs of your students and staff. 

Whether you’d like to create a tranquility 
room to ease student anxiety, remodel a 
library to make room for tutoring sessions 
or upgrade a classroom to accommodate 
special needs, our experts have the 
furniture you need.  

And with our ready-to-ship inventory, you 
can be sure your ESSER funds project will 
get done on time and on budget. 

School Outfitters is an authorized New 
York state vendor on these contracts: 
•  TIPS 

•  BuyBoard  

•  New York State  

•  New York Ed-Data 



Harness the Power
MUST-HAVE SCHOOL DISTRICT MANAGEMENT SUITE

Your SIS

EVI Data Store

DataMate™

Student Assessment & 
Management Platform

DataSync™

Multi-Database Connectivity

EduForm™

Integrated & Customizable 
Online Forms

EduView™

Integrated Data, Dashboard & Reporting

AIMS™

Academic Intervention 
Management System

Curriculum 
Developer™

District-Wide Instructional Content 

NYS Scoring™

Certi�ed Assessment Scoring

SafeSchools™

Discipline Management, Safety & Alerts 

SELS™

Social Emotional Learning System

Sta�Trac™

Observation, Evaluation & Reporting

SurVate™

Secure Surveys & Reporting
Trans-Sync™

Routing, Redistricting & Reliability

The World’s Most Comprehensive Education Software and Services Company

REQUEST A DEMO

888 999-2554
LEARN MORE ABOUT THE EVI SUITE

edvistas.com/integrated-products

Harness the Power of these Integrated 
School District Management Tools.

Request a Demo

888 999-2554
Explore the EVI Suite of Solutions

edvistas.com/integrated-products

EVI-Vanguard-Mag-Ad-2023.indd   1EVI-Vanguard-Mag-Ad-2023.indd   1 4/27/23   8:40 AM4/27/23   8:40 AM



9

VANGUARDFEATURESTORY

Making the Grade  

www.saanys.org

SAANYS SURVEY –  

 

 Giving a grade to the performance and not to the student is an 

important step in developing a more meaningful grading system, says 

Thomas R. Guskey, PhD. Separating responsibility and achievement is 

another important move toward a safer educational environment that 

truly encourages student learning.

 Dr. Guskey has spent most of his career helping school leaders learn 

more about ways to improve the grading system. Professor Emeritus 

in the College of Education at the University of Kentucky, author, and 

grading expert, he has identified a number of strategies that can lead 

school administrators, teachers, students, and students’ families to a 

better understanding of student performance.

By Pat Fontana

AN INTERVIEW WITH DR. THOMAS GUSKEY



 
 

 In particular, he notes, students 
and their parents tend to think of 
grades as being assigned to the stu-
dent rather than to the student’s per-
formance. Changing the mindset from 
“I’m a C student” to “My performance 
is at a C level” can be a challenge but it 
is possible, with some shifts in the way 
grades are kept and reported. That 
change needs to occur at all levels, 
from school leadership to teachers to 
students and their families, according 
to Guskey.
 When grades are entered in a 
digital grading system, he finds “that 
kids and parents are checking their 
phones three or four times a day to 
check on their grade.” He adds that 
there is “nothing that we have found 
that is more detrimental.”

BE CLEAR ABOUT THE PURPOSE
 One of the first steps in shifting the 
grading system and the mindset that 
accompanies it is to be clear about the 
purpose of those grades. Guskey says 
that is “the crux of the matter. People 
don’t agree on the purpose.”
 There are actually six categories of 
grade purpose, he explains. “We use 
grades to communicate information 
about student learning to parents and 
families. We communicate information 
to the students themselves.” He adds 
that “we use grades to identify selec-
tive groups of students for certain pro-
grams,” such as promoting from one 
grade to the next, getting into honors 
classes, or assigning to special educa-
tion classes.
 Additionally, Guskey says, grades 
can have the purpose of providing in-
centives. He adds that “people argue 
about this all the time.” Grades can 
also act as major criteria when school 
leaders are evaluating instructional 

programs. Finally, he ex-
plains, grades can “doc-
ument effort or respon-
sibility on the part of the 
students.”
 Acknowledging that 
“all of these could be 
considered valid,” Gus-
key says that when he 
presents this information 
to school faculty, asking them to rank 
the purposes, he has “yet to find any 
school where the faculty agree.” It is 
clear that “you can’t serve all these 
purposes with one device.” He empha-
sizes that the “number one issue for 
students and parents is inconsistency 
among faculty within the school.”
 The key is that “schools need to 
be clear about their purpose,” he says, 
and then “develop a purpose state-
ment that is an introduction to grading 
policies.” Determining and sharing the 
purpose for the grading system is one 
of the prerequisites for establishing a 
standards-based approach or compe-
tence-based approach, which Guskey 
sees as being the future of grading.
 Defining the grade purpose will re-
quire “sitting down and bringing your 
faculty together to determine what the 
focus is … to have agreement on the 
purpose.” The process involves bring-
ing people with different perspectives 
together and having everyone put 
their perspectives on the table. Guskey 
says it’s important to “recognize you 
have to come together to reach a con-
sensus. Then turn to your policy and 
practices and see if they align with the 
purpose.”

MULTIPLE GRADES, NOT ON A 
CURVE
 In traditional grading practices, a 
student receives one grade at the end of 
a specific period. That one grade may 
be required of the technology used to 
post it. As Guskey notes, “Grading is 
one area in education where the tech-
nology is working against us. Most are 
based on antiquated systems of grad-
ing, on traditional practices.” In con-
trast, “probably the most important 
factor when it comes to fairness and 
equity,” he explains, is to assign mul-
tiple grades based on three areas of cri-
teria: product, process, and progress.
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 Product refers to the student’s aca- 
demic achievements. The grade for 
this area would reflect their exams, 
projects, and reports, for example, as 
a way of describing “what they have 
learned and are able to do as a result of 
their experiences in school.”
 Process is focused on criteria such 
as the student’s behaviors, efforts, and 
class participation. It is within this area 
that the student would receive a grade 
for turning in homework on time or 
complying with classroom procedures.
 Progress reflects “not where they 
are but how far they’ve come.” Guskey 
says that progress and product may be 
interrelated but that it is possible for 
a student to show progress without 
meeting certain goals related to the 
product. In turn, a student may be able 
to achieve a high grade in the product 
criteria but not actually be making dis-
cernible progress.
 Guskey notes that “problems oc-
cur when teachers combine these into 
a single grade.” Assigning multiple 
grades would ensure that they are 
separate on a report card and on the 
transcript. He explains that “if you go 
to other places around the world and 
look at their report cards, they’ve done 
this for decades.” He says he’s been 
told by educational leaders in other 
countries, “It’s easier than what you 
silly people do in the states.”
 Students are encouraged to take 
activities such as homework and class 
participation more seriously when 
they receive a grade for these responsi-
bilities that is separate from test scores 
and other accomplishments. Parents 
appreciate receiving a “more active 
profile” of their child’s performance. 
And colleges and universities love the 
multiple grade option, Guskey says.
 He cites an example of a group of 
schools in Kentucky that had asked 
for help with changing their grading 
practices. He says, “We approached 
it in terms of how can we change the 



experience.” To do that, they sent 
home two different report cards for the 
first two marking periods. One report 
card recorded a single grade for each 
class for the student. The second report 
card broke the grades out, included the 
teacher photograph, and had comment 
sections in which the teacher described 
what the class worked on in the 
grading period as well as a sentence or 
two about the particular student.
 At the end of the second grading 
period, they surveyed the parents to 
learn which type of report card they 
would choose to see going forward. 
Guskey says that “100% of the parents 
chose the new report card.” He adds, 
“It’s just better.”
 Grading according to the three 
criteria areas has the added benefit of 
eliminating the practice of “grading on 
a curve,” a method of grading accord-
ing to the student’s standing among 
classmates. Guskey emphasizes that 
there are many “negative aspects to 
grading on the curve. It destroys any 
sense of collaboration and destroys the 
relationships of teachers to students.”

VALEDICTORIANS SAYING 
GOODBYE
 Comparing students to each other 
when recording grades is also used to 
determine class rank in many schools 
still today. Guskey asks, “Why do we 
do that?” He states that most colleges 
and universities do not rank their stu-
dents. The only postsecondary school 
in New York to use class rank, he 
points out, is the U.S. Military Acade-
my at West Point.
 Weighted grades have also been 
used by many schools across the coun-
try, to attach more weight to classes la-
beled advanced or honors than to those 
of regular classes. It’s been thought 
that weighted grades would entice 
more students into those types of class-
es. However, Guskey says, there is “no 
evidence that it encourages the student 
to take more challenging classes.”
 The idea of weighted grades goes 
back to the 1950s and 1960s, he ex-
plains. In high schools at the time there 
were three different tracks for stu-
dents: academic, vocational, and com-
mercial. The commercial track was for 
“young women who were going to be 
secretaries or stenographers. Weighted 

grades “were developed to 
keep those students in the vo-
cational and commercial track 
from being class valedicto-
rian.” Guskey says that this 
was a “discriminating policy 
that we have continued be-
cause nobody has asked why 
we do it.”
 The word valedictorian, 
Guskey explains, “means to 
say farewell. It has nothing 
to do with achievement.” 
While noting that “our grad-
ing practices are based more 
on tradition than any other 
country in the world,” he adds that we 
“need to reconsider the way we select 
the valedictorian.”

REASSESSMENTS
 Teens who were surveyed recently 
by the EdWeek Research Center said 
that being given a chance to redo an 
assignment on which they received a 
“bad grade” would be the most influ-
ential factor in helping them feel more 
motivated at school. Guskey notes, 
however, that there “must be an incen-
tive for doing well on the first assess-
ment. It needs to be a valuable learning 
experience.”
 He says that “if it doesn’t count, 
kids won’t do it. As soon as you say 
to kids it won’t count, they won’t do 
it.” Guskey points out the many pros 
and cons of allowing a second chance 
for students to redo their work, in an 
article that was just published in Edu-
cational Leadership, the Association for 
Supervision and Curriculum Develop-
ment’s (ASCD‘s) flagship publication. 
 He states in the article that it is 
flawed thinking to argue that giving 
students a second chance does not pre-
pare them for the “real world,” and 
he adds that successful professionals 
have to learn their craft by practicing 
and making mistakes first. He notes 
that they “learn from their mistakes 
and improve their performance.” Stu-
dents may feel they are in a “do or die” 
situation when they have “no chance 
to demonstrate what they learned 
from previous mistakes.”
 One of the practices he 
recommends avoiding is “failing to 
provide any incentive for success 
on initial assessments.” He explains 
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that the student needs to be able to 
identify the advantages of preparing 
and performing well on the initial 
assignment, beyond “simply 
avoiding the agony of having to take 
a reassessment.” He notes that when 
students understand the mastery 
learning process and are able to 
select their enrichment activities, they 
tend to be more motivated to do well 
initially, rather than depending on the 
opportunity for a redo.
 Guskey also emphasizes that 
grades for reassessments should ac-
curately reflect their level of perfor-
mance. Teachers may tend to place a 
limit on the possible score for a redo. 
He argues that this practice defeats the 
purpose of mastery learning and “it 
miscommunicates students’ true level 
of performance.”

DEVELOPING A 
MODEL OF CHANGE
 Traditional grading practices have 
been ingrained in the school system for 
a very long time. How do school lead-
ers make these changes, to reflect more 
accurate and more equitable grading? 
Guskey stresses that it has to “start 
with your purpose.” Engagement is 
one of the keys to shifting successfully. 
When dealing with the “why issues, 
the purpose statement becomes so crit-
ical.”
 Developing a model of change 
involves “getting down to a reasonable 
number of grade categories and 
multiple grades.” Guskey recommends 
streamlining the grading categories 
and eliminating percentage grades. 
The more grade categories there 
are, the more subjectivity of grading 
increases, he notes.



 Guskey says that “everybody 
agrees that change is important in 
three different areas.” Those areas are 
attitudes and beliefs, practice, and stu-
dents and their learning. He says that 
“experience changes attitudes and 
beliefs. Teachers don’t change their 
attitudes until they see it working.” 

He adds that the “order 
of change also holds for 
students.” It’s important 
to “show kids the strat-
egies where they can be 
successful and they con-
trol the conditions of the 
change.”
 Parents, especially, 
“want to know why before 
they can consider what.” 
He adds that the “mistake 
is to tell parents what is 
going to change without 
giving a rationale for do-
ing it.” Citing the case 
with the Kentucky school 

system that sent out two sets of report 
cards for the parents to choose from, 
Guskey notes, “instead of trying to 
convince people upfront, we changed 
the experience and showed them.” It 
“helps parents understand that what 
they experienced with grades was 
maybe not the best practice.”
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ON REASSESSMENTS:
“Giving Retakes Their Best 
Chance to Improve Learning”
Educational Leadership (ASCD) – 
April 23, 2023

https://www.ascd.org/el/articles/
giving-retakes-their-best-chance-to-improve-learning

ON ASSIGNING 
MULTIPLE GRADES:
“Breaking Up the Grade”
Educational Leadership (ASCD) – 
September 2020 

https://tguskey.com/wp-content/
uploads/Breaking-Up-the-Grade.pdf

ON CREATING 
SUCCESSFUL GRADING 
SYSTEMS:
Get Set, Go! Creating Successful 
Grading and Reporting Systems 
Bloomington, IL: Solution Tree, 2020.

https://www.solutiontree.com/
products/get-set-go.html

On Your Mark: Challenging 
the Conventions of Grading 
and Reporting 
Bloomington, IN: Solution Tree, 
2015. 

https://www.solutiontree.com/on-
your-mark.html
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BY DR. THOMAS GUSKEY

 When developing that model of 
change, to move the grading system 
forward so that it reflects accuracy, 
meaningful, and equity, Guskey 
stresses that “multiple grading 
becomes even more important. We 
need to pull these things out and report 
them separately.” 

PAT FONTANA is a business writer 
and communications trainer with a 
background in corporate training and 
community college instruction. Her 
business, WordsWorking, focuses on 
improving workplace communications, 
concentrating on the fundamentals of 
human interactions.
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ACROSS
 1 Take under one's wing
 5  ___ from your mistakes
 8 Brings tranquility
 9 Shared knowledge and values 
  in a society
 12 Clinches a success 
 14 Innovative “Talks”
 15 Alien flyer in film
 17 Really handled, an issue, e.g.
 19 Present!
 22 Regulation
 23 Flower holder
 24 A pair
 26 Someone to turn to for help 
  or assistance
 30 Trustworthy
 32 Very large in scale
 33 Results
 34 Brace
 36 Ordinary, 2 words
 37 High school memento

DOWN
 1 Special place in the market
 2 Depend
 3 Advantages
 4 Passage from a book
 5 Internet laughter
 6 Most critical
 7 Must have
 10 Put into practice
 11 Type of “flag” that is a sign of 
  potential danger
 13 Storage medium, abbr.
 16 Notwithstanding that, informally
 17 Exist
 18 Math calculations
 20 Provides data to a student for 
  application
 21 Extra schoolwork
 22 Wanting to learn more
 25 Levity: per surveys kids want 
  more of it
 27 Computer's capacity
 28 Context behind something
 29 Hosp. areas, abbr.
 31 Zoom button
 35 Medical titleAnswer key: See page 26
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 We’ve all heard the news…. COVID has taken a toll on our 

educational system, kids are different, adults are different, education 

is different…. And on and on. Before COVID, school staff felt like 

they were professionally growing, standardized test scores were 

improving, and students were making amazing gains — but were 

they? 

 It’s been easy to blame the last three years on COVID. It’s a 

common theme. I do agree to some point that things have changed, 

but I feel things were changing before COVID. 
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Five Easy Ideas to Increase 
Educational Buy-in…   

Students, Families, 
and Staff 

“

”
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 Students definitely needed to 
adapt to changes in March of 2020. The 
world shut down, people were scared, 
things were uncertain. As our coun-
try opened up, some areas adapted to 
the changes more than others. Some 
schools remained on remote learning, 
while others tried to get back to a more 
normal school day. Anxiety has been 
at its highest over the last three years 
and has majorly impacted students, 
staff, and families.
 So how do we get back to “busi-
ness as usual”? I’m not sure we ever 
will; however, we need to keep push-
ing forward and accepting change as a 
positive not a negative aspect. Students 
crave normalcy. They crave attention, 
comfort, praise, and acceptance. The 
tech world never took a COVID break! 
Students were connected even more 
to the online world during COVID — 
which has had both positive and neg-
ative effects on all of us. How do we 
keep up with those changes? Educa-
tors need to keep up with AI and Chat 
GPT, at least learn to navigate these 
and “use them for good, not evil”! 
There are so many things for all of us 
to think about…. How do we adjust? 
Below are five simple strategies my 
school district has been implementing 
with fidelity over the last three years to 
improve educational buy-in:

1. Increase the SEL in your school…. 
Try different programs (Positivity 
Project and Beautiful Me are two 
we used), and bring back morn-
ing meetings, “soft landings,” 
and Friday hallway dance parties. 
Students need to feel welcome in 
their school. They need to feel like 
they belong. We strive to treat ev-
eryone as family. Our consistent 
theme through all of the changes 
has been #EaglesStrong. It’s a sim-
ple hashtag, but when there are 
so many changes, including trag-
edies (a student death and a staff 
death) — we needed something to 
join us as one.

2.) Implement an after-school home-
work club or enrichment classes. 
This is the time when a school 
might have extra funding to help 
“bridge the gap” from COVID 

5. Through the MTSS (Multi-Tiered 
System of Support) process — 
engage families in the school 
community again. Our MTSS 
committee held a family night 
where we invited families into our 
school to see all the offerings we 
have for students and families. 
We provided a simple meal, raffle 
items, fun giveaways, snacks, and 
informational materials. We hope 
to continue this type of family 
night in the fall with a “welcome 
back BBQ.” Our elementary school 
also hosts some other fun family 
events such as our Thanksgiving 
luncheon, grandparent luncheon, 
wellness day, and kindergarten 
VIP breakfast. These events are a 
great way to invite communities 
back into the school and help 
schools build positive relationships 
and trust with students and their 
families.

 Those are a few basic ideas that 
we are doing to improve educational 
buy-in and help our students adjust 
to life post-COVID. I know that there 
are hundreds of ideas schools are us-
ing around the state to fight their way 
back to a more normal school year. I 
hope others are willing to share their 
successes as well. I wish everyone the 
best as we head into the 2023-2024 
school year!

SUSAN W. PRINCE is the principal at 
McGraw Elementary School in McGraw, 
New York.
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loss. Use the funding 
to try new before- or 
after-school groups. 
Help students feel part 
of something attached 
to the school. We have 
a “homework club” at 
different grade levels. 
They eat a basic snack 
(cereal or pretzels), then 
focus on homework, 
extra practice, or other 
projects from their daily 
classes. We started this 
in the fall and the atten-
dance rate is amazing!

3. Enrichment classes during the 
school day — some that include 
all students, not just those who 
are working “above and beyond” 
their grade level. This makes all 
students feel like they are able to 
achieve beyond their current level. 
Hire an energetic teacher and the 
students will strive to be their best 
for that teacher! Our students love 
to participate in the enrichment 
class and have studied a variety 
of topics while digging deeper 
into research and higher order 
thinking.

4. Try a few new PE programs to 
get students active again. My 
school was lucky enough to start 
an All Kids Bike program through 
several donations. Our students 
are actively learning how to ride 
bikes — a joy that seemed to fade 
away the last few years! We have 
students as young as three years 
old learning to ride bikes. It is an 
amazing confidence builder and a 
huge success for our students. We 
also purchased new snow shoes 
this year, as well as coats and snow 
pants, to make sure our students 
could learn to enjoy our central 
New York winter weather! These 
are fitness skills they will carry into 
adulthood. We definitely want our 
students outside and moving!
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 “People don’t care how much you know, until they know how 

much you care.” This quote is attributed to Theodore Roosevelt 

but has been used by many others to emphasize the importance of 

empathy and taking a personal interest in the well-being of others. 

 Our schools today need caring and compassion now more than 

ever. According to the National Association of Secondary School 

Principals (NASSP) 2022 Survey of America’s School Leaders and 

High School Students, “3 out of 4 of school leaders (73 percent) and 

students (74 percent) report they needed help with their mental and 

emotional health” (https://survey.nassp.org/2022/). These statistics are 

alarming and represent a crisis that must be directly addressed.

www.saanys.org

The Key to Inspire Dynamic Student  

Connections and 
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 To combat this crisis, school dis-
tricts across the country have been im-
plementing many programs to provide 
additional support to their students, 
staff, and families. This is necessary 
and there are many fine programs, but 
this is not enough. Todd Whitaker, in 
his book, What Great Principals Do Dif-
ferently, emphasizes the point that it is 
“people — not programs” that make 
the biggest impact on the lives of stu-
dents (Whitaker, 2020). It is now im-
perative for educators to make inten-
tional efforts to directly connect with 
students in individualized and person-
alized ways.
 Recent findings from the CDC 
stress the importance of “school con-
nectedness.” Their research highlights 
that a sense of being cared for, sup-
ported, and belonging at school is crit-
ical for students’ emotional well-being 
(cdc.gov, 2022). The challenge be-
comes, “How can principals directly 
connect with students?” School admin-
istrators have traditionally held an in-
direct role in the lives of their students 
but there are many specific strategies 
they can implement daily that directly 
impact students and the culture of the 
school.
 In The Fundamental 5 Revisited, Sean 
Cain and Mike Laird provide some 
concepts for teachers that can easily 
be adopted by principals to make 
direct connections with their students. 
Two key strategies they highlight are 
“Recognize and Reinforce” and “Work 
in the Power Zone” (Cain & Laird, 
2021).
 Recognize and reinforce: This 
concept refers to the recognition 
and reinforcement of individual 
students for specific reasons. Most 
administrators engage in what Cain 
and Laird (2021) refer to as “positive 
talk.” These are general, nonspecific, 
positive statements. When recognition 
and reinforcement are individualized 
with specificity, they become a 
powerful tool to motivate students.
 Work in the power zone: In 
relation to building administrators, 
this refers to the concept that you need 
to get away from your desk and spend 
your time directly in areas where 
your students are. In classrooms, in 
the lunchroom, and on the buses. 
This allows you to have personal 
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conversations with your students, get 
to know their interests, and recognize 
and reinforce them individually.
 In my 23 years as a building 
principal, the most significant impact 
I had was when I directly connected 
with my students, got to know them, 
and took a personal interest in their 
lives. The following are some simple 
yet powerful methods that building 
leaders can use to work in the power 
zone and directly connect with their 
students.

 MAKE IT A GOAL TO KNOW 
EVERY STUDENT BY NAME: 
This seems difficult and 
intimidating but it is easier 
than you think. You can look at 
previous yearbooks and memorize 
names, but the best way to get to 
know your students is to interact 
with them. When you see them in 
the halls, smile, and greet them by 
name.

 BE PRESENT AT ARRIVAL 
AND DISMISSAL: 
 Greet your students with 
a smile and wish them a great 
day. Look at their eyes and faces 
for signs of distress or anger. 
Intervene and ask them if they are 
OK. At dismissal, ask them how 
their day was and what activities 
or events they will be going to or 
participating in.

 EAT LUNCH WITH 
STUDENTS: 
 This can be done in the lunch-
room, or you can invite a small 
group to come to your office so 
you can talk without interruption. 
I sat at a different table each day 
and asked students about things 
they were interested in. I learned a 
great deal about my students, and 
we often laughed and just enjoyed 
each other’s company.

 BE ACTIVELY ENGAGED 
IN OPENING ANNOUNCEMENTS: 

 Each day be part of the opening 
announcements. The schools I was 
principal at always did live video 
announcements. I said the Pledge 
and sang the national anthem live 
each day with a group of students. 
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I also presented awards daily to 
students who showed good citi-
zenship and were leaders in kind-
ness and empathy. This allowed 
me to get to know individual stu-
dents and highlight positive val-
ues across the school community.

 CONDUCT PURPOSEFUL 
WALK-THROUGHS: 
 Each day when you conduct 
your walk-throughs, do them 
with intentionality to connect 
with students. Sit at desks and ask 
students individually about what 
they are learning. Ask them how 
they will apply what they learn 
after they graduate. Get to know 
the aspirations and dreams of 
your students and help them see a 
positive future!

 BE ACTIVELY ENGAGED 
IN STUDENT CLUBS AND 
EXTRACURRICULAR 
ACTIVITIES: 
 Make it a priority to stop in 
frequently and visit students as 
they are engaged in extracurricular 
clubs and activities. Students are 
often there by choice, and these 
are the areas that motivate and 
inspire them. Students are also 
more relaxed after school and 
more inclined to open up and have 
an honest conversation in these 
environments. I also encourage 
administrators to directly create 
or co-advise an after-school club. 
I have done this several times in 
my career and formed lifelong 
relationships with my students. It 
was also a lot of fun!

 ATTEND AND PARTICIPATE 
IN NIGHT ACTIVITIES AND 
PTA EVENTS: 
 This is a must to get to know 
your students and their families. 
Interacting with students at 
these events is game-changing 
because they get to see you in a 
different light, showing you care 
and are enjoying yourself with 
your students. Many parents felt 
more comfortable in these settings 
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and would share their personal 
concerns and issues with me. 
This allowed me the opportunity 
to help them access services and 
show that I listened and cared 
about their concerns.

 ATTEND SCHOOL  
SPORTING EVENTS AND 
SPECIAL LEAGUES AND 
COMPETITIONS: 
 It is imperative that school 
leaders attend their school sporting 
events and cheer on the teams. Get 
to know who is on each team and 
touch base with them individually 
about the games. Congratulate 
them on good performances and 
cheer them up after a loss. Be on 
the sidelines to high-five them 
and encourage them during 
competition whenever possible. 
Students will appreciate this and 
never forget your direct support!

  Take a personal interest in  
 the outside activities of your 

in your school, and they will motivate 
and inspire you to never want to be at 
your desk!

JOHN E. MCKENNA, EdD, is an assistant 
professor in the Leadership Studies 
Department at Niagara University and a 
former president of SAANYS.
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students and attend them when pos-
sible. Showing up at a Little League 
game, cheerleading competition, hock-
ey tournament, soccer game, or music 
competition will make an indelible im-
pression that will last forever.
 A building leader can create a 
culture of caring by strategically 
implementing the strategies reviewed 
in this article. Embracing optimism 
and being a role model of empathy 
for others to emulate is essential to 
develop dynamic environments where 
students feel connected, safe, and 
secure. The key is to be intentional and 
focus on individual relationships.
 A principal can make a direct 
connection with students if they have 
the will to do so. I suggest starting 
slow: Set a goal to have five personal 
interactions with students per day, 
conduct five purposeful walk-throughs 
per day, eat lunch with students one 
time per week, and be present and 
engaged at arrival and dismissal. This 
will get the ball rolling and before you 
know it you will know every student 
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 The challenges facing educators in today’s classrooms are significant 

and the solutions seem out of reach for both seasoned and newer 

teachers alike. While it is true that the way we educate today’s youth 

must change to better align with the needs of our current and future 

realities, the solutions to today’s challenges may lie in what we already 

know.

 I spent 20 years of my career in urban education and one of the 

most powerful lessons I learned was about creating a classroom 

community that was focused on learning. 
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 Too often, teachers spend the first 
weeks of school building community 
separate from the context of learning, 
and when they try to shift into more 
academic tasks in the third week of 
school, students push back and teach-
ers think that they have failed. This 
isn’t failure, it’s an opportunity. By 
using the strategies and skills that stu-
dents will need in the classroom as 
the community builders, we can start 
on the first day of school by setting 
clear expectations and establishing a 
common language for how we will do 
school together.
 As a turnaround principal in a 
large urban elementary school, I talk-
ed with my teachers about being “tight 
by week three.” My own observations 
over 30 years in education have shown 
that the culture of a classroom is typ-
ically evident by the third week of 
school — what you see in week three 
is usually a strong indicator of how 
tight (or loose) the routines and expec-
tations are. So, if students are up and 
walking around while you are teach-
ing, or you are doing all of the thinking 
and the work, or your class struggles 
with walking in the hall in the third 
week, that will likely set the tone for 
the rest of your school year.
 As part of our turnaround plan, 
we created a schoolwide plan for 
what needed to be explicitly modeled, 
taught, practiced, and reinforced with 
our students in the first eight weeks of 
school. From there, each teacher built 
a plan for their classroom, so that they 
had a clear outline of the skills that 
students needed throughout the year 
in order to achieve academically.
 We have learned from Covey, 
Marzano, and Hattie that effective 
teachers start with the end in mind and 
align their classroom community to 
those end goals. For example, if your 
goal is for students to read fluently 
and comprehend complex text in 
your ELA classroom by the end of the 
school year, what do you need to start 
building in the first three weeks of 
school? You need a trusting classroom 
community where it is safe to take 
risks, where every student voice is 
heard, where opposing views are 
valued and appreciated, and where 
students use text-based evidence in 
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discussion and in writing, and you 
would need whole-group and small-
group structures in place to address 
gaps in student learning. To build 
that community of learners, a teacher 
would need to structure classroom 
safety through the use of dialogue 
and discussion, using sentence starters 
to provide a scaffold for students to 

hold on to. The teacher would have to 
facilitate these dialogues, rather than 
lead them, so that students could feel 
how their thoughts and their voice 
truly matter. The teacher would need 
to work with students to develop 
agreements for how they will interact 
in the classroom and hold students 
accountable, not in a disciplinary 
way, but in a human way, for those 
agreements. Teaching students to 
actively listen and paraphrase what 
they hear from others would start with 
personal, low-risk discussions and 
then add in opinions, quotes, articles, 
and high-interest text to build student 
capacity alongside the interactive 
community skills.
 Students need a reason to take 
risks in your classroom. Knowing that 
their voice is heard, that there is not 
one right or wrong answer, is power-
ful for students of any age. Teachers 
who can build a community of learners 
where student voice contributes to the 
level of high expectations in the class 
are the teachers who will navigate this 
current reality in education.
 As a turnaround principal, I in-
herited a school with single-digit per-
formance and high levels of unsafe 
student behavior. Turning around a 
school takes a clear vision, common 
language, and clear expectations for 
what learning will look like, feel like, 
and sound like across all content ar-
eas. It also takes committed teachers 
who are “all in,” ensuring that every 
student is getting what they need and 
giving what they can.
 That vision and commitment lived 
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throughout my school, but it was very 
powerful to see in fifth grade, where 
students had lived through multiple 
principals with inconsistent expecta-
tions, and they had developed some 
very bad habits for how they did 
school.
 The fifth-grade team was commit-
ted to building a community of learn-
ers with tight routines and student 
ownership for their learning. It was not 
an easy road and the students needed 
constant redirection and reminders of 
the expectations. Many teachers would 
have given up and decided that these 
students were not going to achieve. 
The teachers on this team continued to 
work with students on individual and 
collaborative skills alongside content.
 I walked through one morning, as I 
was known to do, to find students dis-
cussing a problem that they had been 
working to solve. One student was at 
the smartboard showing her thinking 
and how she had solved the problem. 
Another student raised his hand and 
said, “I disagree with you because 
when I multiplied 7x6 I got 42, and 
so my calculations were different.” I 
looked at the teacher, thinking that she 
might stop the discussion, but she did 
not. Another student raised their hand 
and said, “I agree, I got 42 for that part 
too, but I used a different strategy to 
show my thinking.”
 This dialogue went on for sever-
al minutes before the teacher brought 
them back to the original problem, al-
though solving the problem seemed 
less important than the discussion that 
had just taken place. She let their dis-
cussion, their questions, and their dis-
course speak for itself: they were doing 
the thinking and they were doing the 
work.
 In this classroom, the teacher was 
clear about what students needed to 
know and be able to do by the end of 
the year, and the teacher structured the 
experiences that built trust and safety 
within the learning community so that 
they would be able to take risks in aca-
demic dialogue. Student voices need 
to be heard, but if they don’t trust us, 
they will never let us in.
 As we return to our classrooms 
this fall, please invest in building your 
classroom community, but give them 
the specific skills that they will need 



to be highly successful learners within 
that community. Identify and explic-
itly teach the strategies that you need 
students to use regularly (e.g., Turn 
and Talk, 4 Corners, Socratic Semi-
nar, Partner Reading). Teaching those 
strategies with personal content in the 
beginning of the school year and then 
gradually adding in curricular con-
cepts will help students understand 
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the strategy and trust you enough to 
apply it in a different way.
 Most of all, don’t give up. We 
need teachers and leaders who have 
high expectations and a clear plan to 
get our students there. Every day, 
educators have the power to change 
the trajectory of their students’ lives. 
We need believers, we need dreamers, 
and we need committed educators 

who can see a path for making the 
world a better place.

CARIN L. REEVE is the director of literacy 
in the Oswego City School District. A 
successful turnaround principal, Carin has 
presented at the local, state, and national 
levels and her writing has been published 
in SAANYS Vanguard and ASCD Express. 
She recently published her first book, LOL: 
Letters on Leadership, which can be found 
on Amazon.
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is a comprehensive English language arts 
curriculum crafted for grades K–2 using 
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proven-effective program follows a unique, 
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through engaging, increasingly complex text.
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1. Nurture, 5. Learn, 8. Calms, 9. Culture, 12. Ices, 14. TED, 15. ET, 
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 Students want to come to school when they feel safe and secure, 

welcomed, and successful. The American philosopher William Durant 

said, “Success breeds success.” Everyone likes the feeling that success 

brings. Helping students feel accomplished costs nothing and means 

everything. First, we must provide a structured environment that 

clearly articulates the expectations in observable and measurable terms 

for every setting. 
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 They should know exactly what it 
means to behave appropriately in the 
cafeteria, the restroom, the classroom, 
and on the bus. Students should be 
explicitly taught what the expectations 
look like and sound like. They should 
be precorrected for behaviors — 
reminded of how we assume they 
will conduct themselves when they 
are about to move from one setting 
to another. If they fall out of line, we 
should reteach them by modeling 
our expectations once again. As Ross 
Greene has said, “We have forgotten 
that those skills on the more positive 
side of human nature have to be 
taught, have to be modeled, have to be 
practiced.”
 The good behavior game is an 
example of a classroom management 
approach that rewards students for 
good behavior during instructional 
time. The class is divided into two 
teams. If there is an infraction of the 
rules or expectations of the class, the 
team responsible for the infraction 
scores a point. The goal is to be the team 
that gets the fewest number of points 
to win the team prize, or if teams end 
up with tied scores, the whole class 
shares in the prize. If a team includes 
a student who has a tendency to be 
disruptive, the team will have to work 
together to keep the student engaged 
and on track. The game was first tested 
in 1969. Several studies have been done 
since then and confirmed its efficacy. 
It has been shown to increase the 
rate of on-task behaviors and reduce 
the number of challenging behaviors 
(Barrish, Saunders, and Wolf, 1969; 
Harris and Sherman, 1973; Medland 
and Stachnik, 1972).
 Mindfulness should be a part 
of the everyday routine to prepare 
students for the demands of the 
school day. Some simple stretching 
activities to calming music should be 
part of the morning ritual alongside 
the Pledge of Allegiance — a modus 
operandi beneficial for both mind 
and body. To complete the morning 
schedule, mindfulness circles should 
be established. Circles provide a few 
moments in time for each one to have 
the floor uninterrupted, allowing them 
to respond to a prompt, while others 
listen or perhaps use a “free pass” to 
share something that is keeping them 

give students a sense of power and 
control over their lives, but they also 
learn the possible consequences of the 
choices they make and how to accept 
the responsibility for their decisions.
 Students need to feel successful 
academically. They need “just right” 
work — nothing too hard and nothing 
too easy. They need to feel challenged 
but not overwhelmed. Instruction 
should be explicit and systematic 
enough that students do not have 
to guess about what the outcome of 
their work should look like. Learning 
objectives should be observable and 
measurable in clear and concise 
language that students understand. 
The teacher should model what they 
want the students to do, provide 
guided practice as they try it out, and 
then let them have a go at it on their 
own without consequence should they 
not get the preferred outcome. Anita 
Archer says, “How well we teach 
equals how well they learn.” There 
should be plenty of opportunities for 
all students to respond to guarantee 
that the teacher can see the students’ 
practice work before they are expected 
to work independently or be tested. 
The teacher must be careful that the 
“loudest voice in the room” is not 
the only one who ever gets a chance 
to respond or actively participate in 
answering or discussions; otherwise, 
some of the less confident students will 
give up and fade into the background. 
Students should not be penalized 
for when they are having difficulty 
learning. Just as with other behavior, 
students need to be retaught and 
reassessed once they feel confident 
about the process and the content. 
If it was important enough to spend 
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from fully participating in 
school. It is a safe outlet and an 
opportunity for students and 
teachers to get to know each 
other better and learn to put 
themselves in another person’s 
shoes and build their capacity 
to show empathy for others.
 Students need to hear when 
they are doing what is expected 
of them. They need to be ac-
knowledged with measurable, 
observable, behavior-specific 
feedback when they demon-
strate expected behaviors. 
Behavior-specific praise rein-
forces positive behavior and increas-
es the likelihood students will repeat 
that desirable behavior in the future. 
Giving five positive statements for 
every negative or neutral comment 
helps students to stay academically 
engaged, develop positive relation-
ships with their peers and teachers, 
and reduce the need to be disruptive 
in order to get attention. Unfortunate-
ly it is not natural for us to comment 
on expected behaviors that most peo-
ple do without thinking about, so we 
have to work at finding those gems in 
the sand. “Thank you for putting your 
name on your paper.” “Your desk is 
very neat.” Behavior affects behavior. 
The Mary Poppins principle builds 
our students’ confidence, making the 
mundane seem like a joyful surprise, 
plotting the next usual act to see if we 
notice. You can’t give too much be-
havior-specific praise. As a reminder, 
teachers can put five rubber bands on 
one wrist and set a timer for 15 min-
utes. Every time the teacher provides 
behavior-specific praise, they move a 
rubber band to the other wrist. If they 
have moved all five bands before the 
buzzer rings, they have accomplished 
the goal. This also demonstrates active 
supervision, teachers moving about 
from one student to the other, always 
engaging with the class as they work 
or listen.
 Another positive way of 
interacting with students when they 
find themselves in a difficult situation 
is to give them two to three choices 
that are acceptable to us and will be 
appealing to them. That means we 
need to get to know them, what they 
like and what makes them tick. Choices 
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time teaching it, it must be essential 
that they learn it, no matter how many 
tries it takes. Students ought to feel 
comfortable asking for and accepting 
“hurdle help.” There should be no 
students suffering in silence. Asking 
for help should be viewed as a strength 
and not a weakness. Confidence comes 
from lots of practice, so teachers should 
build in review of previously taught 
skills and content in their daily lessons 
prior to teaching something new, so 
they have more than one session to get 
comfortable with the task or material. 
There should be no satisfaction in 
letting a student fail. How well they 
have learned tells us how well we have 
taught.
 Accommodations should be made 
available for all students. Once again, 
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it is essential to have measurable and 
observable learning outcomes. The 
activity that has been developed by 
the teacher may depend on a student’s 
weakness. If students are asked to retell 
the outcome of a story, it doesn’t mean 
that the student has to write it by hand. 
They could dictate to a peer, a teacher, 
another adult, or a computer. The path 
that is taken to get to the outcome is 
not consequential to the outcome; if 
the learning objective is written in clear 
and concise language, it will be easy to 
see when it has been met. Once again, 
choice provides power and control, 
making students feel comfortable 
with both their strengths and needs. 
Allowing for differences in learning 
paths builds trust between student and 
teacher.

 Students work for teachers they 
feel like them and value them as 
individuals. We don’t need more 
money or more things to improve 
outcomes for students. We need 
commitment to grow them as the 
next adults to achieve their dreams 
and to treat each other with empathy 
and understanding. It is a part of 
every teacher’s success story to have 
her students remember how to be 
socially appropriate and to have 
the knowledge and skills to make a 
difference in this world.

Michele Boutwell, MEd, is the 
instructional coach in the behavior 
services department at Erie 
2-Chautauqua-Cattaraugus BOCES.
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AGE OF LEARNING 
Dana Grau  |  (818) 246-2223
Dana.Grau@aofl.com  |  ageoflearning.com          
At Age of Learning, we help educators reimagine 
education by delivering personalized, equitable 
instruction that accelerates achievement. Our school 
solutions are designed to enable every student to 
achieve mastery through a holistic approach that 
supports child learning and development.  
 
 

CODE.ORG 
Robyn Speed 
Robyn@code.org  |  code.org   
Code.org works with schools and districts 
to expand access to computer science. We 
offer free K-12 computer science curriculum, 
highly supportive professional development 
for teachers, and access to regional 
support teams who provide guidance on 
implementation, certification, and funding. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

DEMCO 
Greg Richardson  |  (315) 399-3906 
gregr@demco.com 
demco.com | demcointeriors.com   
Demco’s goal is to help educators spark 
curiosity and ignite learning. From inspired 
furnishings and space design to innovative 
learning tools, top-quality supplies and 
equipment, our products and services 
are designed to maximize the potential of 
educational spaces. 
 

EDMENTUM 
Alex MacKinnon  |  (845) 430-2886 
Alex.MacKinnon@edmentum.com 
edmentum.com   
Edmentum delivers rigorous, research-based 
curriculum, assessments, and practice items 
aligned to the most up-to-date standards. 
Edmentum is committed to making it easier 
for educators to individualize learning for 
every student through simple technology, 
high-quality content, and actionable data. 

EDUCATIONAL VISTAS, INC. 
Scott B. Crowder 
(518) 344-7022 
scrowder@edvistas.com 
edvistas.com   
Founded in 1993, Educational Vistas has 
become the world’s most comprehensive 
education software and services company. 
Nearly 700 school districts throughout 
New York State and many BOCES and 
RICs have chosen our industry-leading 
suite of education management solutions 
and best-in-class services to help them 
meet their goals and requirements. EVI 
is proud to say that all our products and 
services are developed locally right here in 
the Capital Region.

EQUITABLE ADVISORS 
Kelly D. DeMay  |  (585) 475-8431 
Kelly.demay@equitable.com 
www.kellydemay.com  
Equitable is proud to be a strategic partner 
to the School Administrators Association of 
New York. As the leading provider of 403(b) 
plans in the K-12 market, we are committed to 
helping clients take small, manageable steps in 
achieving financial wellness. We are honored to 
support SAANYS and its members’ continued 
commitment to protect public school systems and 
the future of our children. Our collective effort as 
an organization instills confidence in employees 
across all demographics and job classifications, so 
that they can retire with dignity.

 
 
 EVOLV TECHNOLOGY 
Olivia Demarinis 
(920) 421-1662 
odemarinis@evolvtechnology.com 
evolvtechnology.com   
Evolv Technology is the leader in weapons 
detection security screening. Its mission is to 
enable better security to create a safer world to 
live, work, learn, and play. It has screened more 
than 350 million people, and its technology 
combines advanced sensors with artificial 
intelligence to detect threats 10x faster than 
traditional metal detectors.

FLEXPOINT 
flexpointeducation.com  
FlexPoint Education Cloud™ is an internationally 
recognized, full-service kindergarten-12th 
grade online education leader. For more than 20 
years, FlexPoint has developed and delivered 
comprehensive and effective digital courses that 
can be customized and implemented seamlessly 
via various online learning platforms. FlexPoint 
also provides training and unparalleled customer 
support, equipping educators with the resources 
and tools they need to deliver better student 
performance outcomes. With an unwavering 
commitment to putting students first, FlexPoint is 
transforming education worldwide – one student 
at a time – by connecting educators around the 
world with the tools they need to drive better 
student performance outcomes.

 
FRANKLINCOVEY EDUCATION 
Sharon Feeley  |  (518) 779-3085 
Sharon.feeley@franklincovey.com 
Renée Ailing  |  (716) 946-7006 
Renee.ailing@franklincovey.com 
franklincovey.com 
For nearly three decades, FranklinCovey Education 
has been a trusted provider of educational 
leadership development, school systems change 
management, and career and life readiness 
solutions. 

 
HARRIS EDUCATION SOLUTIONS 
Nathan Howell | (412) 606-0893 
nhowell@harriscomputer.com 
harriseducationsolutions.com   
Harris Education Solutions provides state-of-the-
art platforms for curriculum, content, assessments, 
data collection and analytics, teacher growth tools, 
and more! Whether in-person or remote learning, 
we offer valuable solutions that allow educators to 
grow, students to succeed, and schools to improve. 
With superior training, coaching, and customer 
support, you can rest assured we set you and your 
team up for success.
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MOOZOOM 
Jean-Philippe Turgeon  |  (514) 567-2478 
jpturgeon@moozoomapp.com 
moozoomapp.com  
moozoom is a digital, research-based CASEL-
aligned program. It brings the real world into 
classrooms through interactive, choose-your- 
own-adventure style cinematic videos to help 
elementary school students learn how to handle 
everyday challenges and learn self-management.  
 

PEACEFUL SCHOOLS 
Dr. Lura L. Lunkenheimer  |  (315) 558-4219 
LuraL@peacefulschools.com 
peacefulschools.com  
Peaceful Schools (WBE Certified) partners with 
schools across NYS to provide training, coaching, 
and consultation promoting socially safe and 
supportive schools. We offer a full range of 
services including mediation, restorative practices, 
school improvement, leadership development, 
theatrical productions, and more.

PROMETHEAN 
Regina Yeager  |  (718) 864-3587 
Regina.yeager@prometheanworld.com 
www.prometheanworld.com  
For over 25 years, Promethean has been the global 
leader in award-winning education technology 
innovation. Our latest integrated classroom 
technology solution, ActivPanel 9 Premium, 
delivers the most robust, seamless, and secure 
experience promoting teacher efficiency and 
student collaboration, and includes lesson delivery 
software and panel management. 

 RENAISSANCE LEARNING 
Amanda Pottinger  |  (561) 962-5314 
amanda.pottinger@renaissance.com 
renaissance.com  
Renaissance is a global leader in assessment, 
reading, math, early literacy, and data-driven 
solutions for preK-12 schools and districts. 
Renaissance is committed to providing teacher-
facilitated instructional delivery with resources 
to help students build a strong foundation for 
success.  
 
   
    SCHOOL OUTFITTERS  
Kim Machado  |  (800) 260-2776 
kim.machado@schooloutfitters.com 
SchoolOutfitters.com  
School Outfitters works hard to bring your 
learning space visions to life. We pride ourselves 
on enterprise-level project services like expert 
space planning and hassle-free installation. And 
with ready-to-ship inventory, your project will get 
done on time and on budget. 
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HUNGER SOLUTIONS NEW YORK  
Jessica Pino-Goodspeed  |  (518) 741-0917 
jessica.pinogoodspeed@hungersolutionsny.org 
hungersolutionsny.org 
 Hunger Solutions New York promotes hunger 
awareness, participation in federally funded 
nutrition assistance programs for all who are 
eligible, and public policies that contribute to 
ending hunger. We also raise awareness of the 
health, economic, and educational benefits of 
antihunger programs.

LEARNING ALLY 
Candice Long | (800) 221-4792 
clong@learningally.org 
www.learningally.org  
Learning Ally is a nonprofit education organization 
dedicated to equipping educators with proven 
solutions that help struggling learners reach 
their potential. Our literacy-focused offerings 
for students preK to 12th grade and catalog of 
professional learning allow us to support educators. 

LEGO EDUCATION 
Joseph Sanfilippo  |  (516) 528-1738 
Joseph.Sanfilippo@LEGO.com 
education.lego.com/en-us  
LEGO® Education offers a range of hands-on, 
playful STEAM learning experiences based on 
the LEGO® system of bricks that meet students 
wherever they are in their learning journey. The 
scaffolded approach of the LEGO® Learning 
System creates an environment where active, 
collaborative learners future-proof their skills 
and spark a lifelong love for learning. Encouraging 
creativity, collaboration, and critical thinking, 
LEGO Education solutions help learners build 
resilience and confidence in learning through the 
power of purposeful play.

 
LEXIA LEARNING 
Mary Huff | (203) 448-7660 
mary.huff@lexialearning.com 
Bonnie Kurtz | (518) 929-1444 
bonnie.kurtz@lexialearning.com 
www.lexialearning.com  
Through a singular focus on literacy and a 
full spectrum of solutions to support it, Lexia 
helps more learners read, write, and speak with 
confidence. Lexia is all for literacy because we 
know that literacy can and should be for all.

 

 SCHOOLSIMS 
Brian Biddulph-Krentar  |  (973) 879-6792 
bbiddulph-krentar@schoolsims.com 
schoolsims.com 
Current leaders, and aspiring leaders and teachers, 
are better prepared for their job when they 
can practice using experiential learning tools. 
SchoolSims provides a library of simulations to 
help manufacture experiences through practice in 
a safe space. 
 
 
 

THE POSITIVITY PROJECT 
Elizabeth MacWilliams  |  (315) 727-5863 
elizabeth.macwilliams@posproject.org 
www.posproject.org  
The Positivity Project brings positive psychology 
to life in schools in just 15 minutes per day. School 
communities are empowered with the strategy 
and resources to build and maintain positive 
relationships by recognizing the 24 character 
strengths within themselves and others.  
 

 
U.S. ARMY RECRUITING BATTALION 
Lynn Currier  |  (518) 266-7451 
lynn.currier.civ@mail.mil 
goarmy.com  
Education service specialists present educational 
programs and products the U.S. Army offers 
schools and their students, which cost nothing 
and carry no military service obligation. These 
programs assist youth with long-term planning and 
identify with the student’s potential career paths.

  ZSPACE, INC. 
Lisa Grippo  |  (631) 241-6800 
lgrippo@zspace.com 
zspace.com  
zSpace is the leading evidence-based augmented/
virtual reality (AR/VR) platform providing 
innovative hands-on experiential learning to 
improve achievement in science, math, and career 
and technical education credentialing.
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