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By Patricia Kilmer,  
Kerri Reed,  
Angelique Gourley,  
Ryan Fiedler, and 
Kelly Neely

Raising Academic Achievement: 
Strategies for Success

Each year, the Office of Superintendent 
of Public Instruction (OSPI) selects several 
schools for Title I Academic Achievement 
Awards. The award is given to schools which 
have significantly raised student achieve-
ment in mathematics or reading. In 2012, 
East Olympia Elementary, in the Tumwa-
ter School District, was recognized as an 
Academic Achievement recipient. Principal 
Patty Kilmer, along with school team lead-
ers Kerri Reed, Angelique Gourley, Ryan 
Fiedler, and Kelly Neely share their story 
about improving student achievement.

How did you begin the process of 
improving student achievement in 
reading?

In 2008, East Olympia was in the first 
year of Step One for not meeting Adequate 
Yearly Progress. The district hired Teachers 
on Special Assignment (TOSAs) to assist 
in the improvement of reading instruction. 
Two TOSAs attended our opening staff 
meeting. As a staff we made a conscious 
decision to embrace and trust the TOSAs. 
We recognized that we could not keep do-
ing what we had been doing and expect to 
get different results. Some grade levels began 
Walk to Read or Walk to Intervention groups 
and some added both. The TOSAs realigned 
our pacing guides to reflect state standards 
and assessment timelines. They also estab-
lished Common Formative Assessments, 
data was collected, and TOSAs would then 
assist with instructional planning based on 
that current data cycle.

What did you do after establishing 
these initial systems?

In 2009, as a result of our improved 
Measure of Student Progress scores, we 
achieved Safe Harbor status (meaning we 
had fewer kids below proficient in reading). 
Our efforts in 2008 were paying off and we 
added benchmark assessments to monitor 
student performance three times each year. 
Our newly assigned Instructional Facilitator 
(IF) conducted data team meetings with the 
principal where teams were taught to inter-
pret assessment results. This specifically and 
significantly informed teacher instruction. 
The IF modeled and team taught numer-
ous reading lessons that staff found to be 
extremely beneficial. It was also during this 
time period that diagnostic assessments were 
added to our system. Students were assessed 
using the Diagnostic Decoding Survey and a 
multisyllabic screener. This enabled more fo-
cused grouping and instruction to meet very 
specific phonemic, beginning decoding, and 
advanced decoding needs for each learner.

How did your efforts affect teachers?
Teachers began owning and interpret-

ing data and the instructional implications 
of the data on student learning for both 
remediation and acceleration. At the same 
time, the role of the IF evolved from a lead 
position to a focused support position to 
assist staff in using assessment data to form 
reading groups. Teams of teachers also took 
ownership of all students at the same grade 
level and met frequently to ensure that 
student needs were being met. The groups 

were fluid and teachers maintained a high 
degree of communication with one another 
as well as with parents. Grade level teams 
also set SMART goals based on fall to spring 
district benchmark data, which helped 
overcome deficiencies in focus skills, fluency, 
and decoding.

What did you do to maintain the 
momentum of progress that began in 
2008?

The staff moved from being merely 
teams to truly having Professional Learning 
Communities with a strong interdepen-
dence focused on common goals. PLCs then 
created long range SMART goals as well 
as multiple short cycle goals throughout 
the year. The groups presented their goals 
to all other school members at staff meet-
ings. Progress toward meeting goals was also 
shared and celebrated. In addition, short 
cycle goals were discussed every other week 
at site team meetings. An effective strategy 
underlying the entire system was frequent 
presentation of student performance data 
to everyone involved. The end result was 
significant increase in student reading 
performance and East Olympia Elementary 
received a School of Distinction Award in 
2011 and an Academic Achievement Award 
in 2012.

What are some characteristics of 
East Olympia that facilitated these 
changes?

•	 We have a clear vision, which is 
Learning and Succeeding Together. 
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This powerful statement is the 
motivating force behind our decision 
making.

•	 We embrace the goal of having 100% 
of our students meet standards as 
well as setting goals that are attain-
able. While we understand that our 
students may have different challeng-
es, we believe that it is our mission to 
help all students be successful.

•	 Our principal makes sure that we 
have the time required for quality 
teaching and learning. With the help 
of the Site Team, the master schedule 
was crafted to maximize instructional 
minutes by reducing transitions and 
interruptions.

•	 Our Professional Learning Commu-
nities unite teachers, the principal, 
the IF, and specialists on a weekly 
basis. During this time, staff review 
student data and make informed 
decisions guiding our next steps.

•	 We have a clear pacing guide based 
on state standards.

•	 We have a robust assessment system 
for screening and diagnosis. This has 
been coupled with short- and long-
cycle goal setting for teachers and 
students.

•	 We provide professional development 
based on student performance data.

•	 We share students across grades, 
which creates more opportunities for 

kids to connect with adults. We also 
have a high degree of trust with one 
another and involve families as much 
as possible.

•	 We have a positive behavior interven-
tion system, which defines expecta-
tions for students.

•	 We have a shared sense of responsi-
bility. For example, our office staff 
gathers essential information from 
families at registration, which is not 
limited to addresses and phone. They 
have been trained to administer DI-
BELS tests, expediting initial reading 
placement. They also gather informa-
tion about homelessness, transiency 
and poverty.

What are some final thoughts 
you have about raising student 
achievement?

The system we developed matches our 
vision: Learning and Succeeding Together. 
Teachers are learning how to work with 
students based on assessment results; they 
are succeeding. Students are demonstrating 
increases in literacy achievement; they are 
also succeeding. For years we felt like we 
were behind. However, through hard work, 
perseverance, and dedication, teachers, 
staff and administration are transforming 
East Olympia Elementary into a model of 
effective practice. Our systems continue to 
evolve and we are excited about the days 
ahead, which will undoubtedly bring chal-
lenges, but also progress and growth.

Patricia Kilmer is principal of East Olympia 
Elementary. She has thirty years of experi-
ence in the field of education. In 2011, 
Patricia received the Spirit of Leadership 
Award from ESD 113. She has also worked 
in the North Beach and Arlington School 
Districts.

Kerri Reed has taught kindergarten, first 
and second grade for a total of 18 years. 
Kerri is a Trainer of Trainers for Read Well 
and has served on several district teams, 
including Data Driven Decision Making, 
Student Learning Coordinating Council, 
and Professional Learning Communities.

Angelique Gourley is currently the Title 1 
teacher at East Olympia Elementary. She 
has eleven years of experience working 
with general education, special educa-
tion, and title students. Angelique has also 
worked as an instructional facilitator for 
the Tumwater School District.

Ryan Fiedler is in his 25th year of teaching. 
He spent four years in the Bethel School 
District before accepting a 3rd grade posi-
tion in Tumwater at East Olympia Elemen-
tary School.

Kelly Neely is currently the Tumwater 
School District Reading TOSA. She has 
worked in the Clover Park School Dis-
trict as a teacher and at OSPI where she 
was the Secondary Reading Assessment 
Specialist. She has also worked as reading 
coach and TOSA at East Olympia Elemen-
tary.

Rick Wormeli
Standards-Based Grading: 
Fair Isn’t Always Equal

Monday, January 6, 2014 • 8:30 am-3:00 pm
Sumner High School Performing Arts Center
Sumner, Washington

Washington State ASCD Members  - $150
Workshop Attendee -$200
Student Teacher/Principal Intern -  $75
Registration link. [Download PDF file]

Description
In this seminar, Rick Wormeli will explore the burning issues in grading, 
including what to do about zeroes on the 100-point scale, averaging, late 
work, alternative assessments and scales, homework, uni-dimensionality, 
re-do’s, grade books, students with IEP’s, and other concerns. Don’t miss 
this opportunity to explore your core teaching beliefs as you determine 
what’s fair and leads to the most learning!

About Rick Wormeli
One of the first Nationally Board Certified teachers in America, 
Rick brings innovation, energy, validity and high standards to 
both his presentations, and his instructional practice, which 
includes 30 years teaching math, science, English, physical 
education, health, and history and coaching teachers.  Rick’s 
work has been reported in numerous media, including ABC’s 
Good Morning America, Hardball with Chris Matthews, 
National Geographic and Good Housekeeping magazines, 
What Matters Most: Teaching for the 21st Century, and the 
Washington Post.  He is a columnist for the National Middle 
School Association’s Middle Ground magazine, and he is the 
author of the award-winning book, Meet Me in the Middle, as 
well as the best-selling books, Day One and Beyond, Fair Isn’t 
Always Equal: Assessment and Grading in the Differentiated 
Classroom, Differentiation: From Planning to Practice, Grades 
6-12, Metaphors & Analogies: Power Tools for Teaching any 
Subject, as well as Summarization in any Subject and the 
Homework foldout from Incentive Publications.   His classroom 
practice is a showcase for ASCD’s best-selling series, “At Work 
in the Differentiated Classroom,” and he is a contributing 
author to Middle School Matters and Because You Teach.

Sumner School District and WSASCD present
Professional Development

http://wsascd.org/downloads/profdev_reg_forms/Wormeli_Form_1_6_14_Sumner_-_grading_opt.pdf

