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Historically, elementary schools in Kennewick had not received
much board attention.  Now they were in the spotlight, and none of
our principals was going to publicly announce that his or her
elementary school could not teach its students to read.  Chapter 9
provides a deeper look at what this process looked like from the
superintendent and board levels.

�We began to have serious staff meetings,� Dave remembered.
�We began going through the district White Paper and looking at the
Northwest Evaluation Association test data to see how far behind some
of our kids were.  It was the first time Washington had ever had such
precise data.  In the fall of 1995, 23% of our third-grade students were
reading at second-grade level and 41% of our third-graders were
reading at a kindergarten or first-grade level.  It was professionally
unacceptable to have that many of our students so far behind.� 3

Washington Elementary wasn�t alone. According to the fall 1995
scores, only 57% of Kennewick�s third graders were on track to achieve
the district reading standard.  Yet by the spring of 1996, 74% of third
graders across the district reached the standard.  Schools were jubilant.
The extra money had hardly kicked in yet.  No school had even held
school-wide staff training.  At that point, decisions about how staff-
training dollars were spent were still made by individual teachers.
Getting to the 90% goal was going to be easier than anyone thought.

�We celebrated in the spring of 1996,� Dave recalls.  �At
Washington, we had moved 72% of our students to the standard.  Our
hard work and focus had paid off. The following year we worked
more intentionally. During the summer, we selected the Consortium
of Reading Excellence (CORE)

 4
 as our school-wide training model for

kindergarten though fifth grade and spent 30 hours in training.

5
  Our

3Northwest Evaluation Association (NWEA) is a not-for-profit organization that provides begin-

ning, middle, and end of year on-line assessments of student achievement and growth.    The

data can be used by classroom teachers to diagnose and modify classroom instruction as well

as by administrators for program measurement and accountability. The assessments, called

Measures of Academic Progress or MAP, are currently being used in over 2,000 of the nation’s

school districts.  NWEA is located at 5885 SW Meadows Rd., Suite 200, Lake Oswego, OR

97035.  Phone: (503) 624-1951; fax: (503) 639-7873, Website:www.NWEA.org.
4CORE stands for Consortium on Reading Excellence. Address: 5855 Christie Ave. Suite A,

Emeryville, CA 94608.  Phone (888) 249-6155;  fax: (888) 460-4520, Website: core.learn.com.

CORE has provided training in over 750 schools and 70 school districts.
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teachers focused on reading, and we studied our data from NWEA more

carefully.  We were shocked when we only got to 72% again in spring of

1997 and stunned when we fell to 68% in spring of 1998.”

Table 2.1 shows the district’s discouragingly flat-growth

period—four long years from 1996 to 1999.  We realized later that our

first year pop in test scores was from the three to five months of extra

gain that came from additional focus and curriculum alignment in

third-grade classrooms.  Three to five months of growth lifted the

students nearest the standard over it, boosting the percentage of

students above the standard the first year.  But the second year, the

same amount of effort moved the new wave of students only up the

same three to five months.  Replicating the first-year growth with the

new third graders during the second year means no system growth

during the second year.  Gains during the first year come from harder

work and curriculum alignment.  Gains in the subsequent years have

to come from other strategies.

“By the third year, we had exhausted our work-harder-at-third-

grade strategy,” Dave recalls.  “More of the catch-up gain had to be

made at second and first grade.  Our first- and second-grade teachers

realized that they had to become more accountable for their students’

learning.  Even our kindergarten teachers, who had spent most of

their class time on social activities, began the transition to teaching

phonemic awareness along with letter and sound recognition.”

At the beginning of the fourth year (1998-99), the district

extended the NWEA reading tests to second grade.  Other assessments

were implemented at kindergarten, first, and second grades.  The new

tests showed what was happening in the early years.  After the tests

were instituted at second grade, second-grade scores jumped six points.

The following year, the higher scoring second graders became third

graders and made growth typical of the previous three years.  The

five-point district-wide jump in 2000 (see column 8 of Figure 2.1) was

primarily a result of more gain during second grade of the prior year.

“By the fifth year, I was convinced high performance reading

5Three full days were spent in training in August, October, and June with two all-day site visits

from CORE instructors in 1996-97 and two training and two site visit days again in 1997-98.
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was about more time and better use of that time,” says Montague,

rubbing his jaw thoughtfully.  “Students who were behind needed

more direct instruction.  Some of them started getting 60 to 90 minutes

extra each day for a total of 180 to 210 minutes a day.  We spent that

additional time on the sub-skills they hadn’t mastered.”

Table 2.1

Percentage of Washington Third Graders Reading

at or above Standard, Spring 1996-2006

It was during the fifth and sixth years that Washington really

broke away from the pack.  Sunset and Southgate, two schools with a

high socio-economic population, hit the 90% reading goal early on

but without consistency.  Washington was the first to repeat.  Appendix

C contains Washington’s unique schedule, a frequently requested item.

The schedule shows how adults nimbly shift from hour to hour and

grade level to grade level to provide 120 minutes of small and whole

group reading instruction in the morning, with additional afternoon

remediation time for those who need it.

Curriculum became not a personal option but a carefully honed

tool. “Before year seven, we used MacMillan for curriculum and CORE

for training,” recalls Montague.  “After year seven, we changed to

Open Court for both curriculum and training.  Open Court starts with

phonemic awareness, moves to phonetics, and then quickly to

comprehension.  Open Court has more extensive daily classroom

materials and activities.  However, Open Court is very prescriptive

and works best when every teacher teaches every lesson as written.”

Each elementary school in Kennewick is generally free to choose

its own reading curriculum, staff-training programs, and allocation

of direct instructional time.  The board is hard on results, liberal on

means.  Before the 90% goal, each teacher was an individual provider—

adding, improvising, creating the curriculum as he or she saw fit.

School
 Free or Reduced 

Lunch 96 97 98 99 00 01 02 03 04 05 06
1996 2006

Washington 43 55 72 72 68 78 94 96 99 94 98 99 98

District (Ele) 39 48 74 70 71 72 77 78 82 86 88 86 90
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results. However, such cooperation with the school’s priorities has

paid off. Washington Elementary has reached the 90% reading goal

every year since 2000.

Dave celebrates but with humility. “There are schools in our

district with more difficult populations.  The difficult  populations are

And now teachers rarely see themselves as composers working

in isolation.  In the metaphor coined by Dr. Edward J. Kame’enui

(pronounced come-ME-new), Department of Special Education,

University of Oregon at Eugene, the publishing companies are the

composers, the principal is the conductor, and teachers are the

performers.  The shift has been slow but is bringing significant results.

Elementary teams, using carefully developed curriculum, are

consistently getting better results than collections of individual

providers using an eclectic collection of curriculum, no matter how

gifted they are individually.  These results have encouraged principals

like Dave Montague and his teachers to bring demanding rigor to their

curriculum. If it doesn’t work deep enough, fast enough, and hard

enough, it isn’t good enough. (See Chapter 5 on instructional

leadership.)

“Washington has a great team,” affirms Dave.  “This is not an

easy school.  Teachers think twice about coming, but once here, almost

no one transfers.”

From early days, schools with high levels of collaboration and

teamwork made greater gains than schools where teachers worked in

isolation using traditional concepts.  At Washington Elementary, teachers

collaborate at and between

grade levels, discussing

techniques that work with

certain kinds of kids and

reorganizing the mix

between classes, especially

during the reading block.

Grades 4-5 generally gave

up resources so that K-3

could front-load what it

needed—sometimes with

more hope than faith in the

Targeted Accelerated Growth (TAG) Loop

� Diagnostic testing to determine the

deficient sub-skills of those behind

� Proportional increases in direct

instructional time

� Teaching to the deficient sub-skill

� Retesting to assure that adequate

catch-up growth actually occurred
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not those with high free and reduced lunch counts.  The research is

fairly clear that poverty correlates with low performance only when

it’s aggregated on school levels, not by individual student.
6
  No, the

difficult populations are those with mobility and second language

learners.  Our hat is off when we see the gains that schools like Amistad,

Eastgate, and Westgate are making.”

Washington Elementary’s Targeted Accelerated Growth (TAG)

loop may be the most intensive individualized instruction these students

will ever receive, and it is working.

6 Catherine E. Snow, M. Susan Burns, and Peg Griffin, eds., Preventing Reading Difficulties in

Young Children (Washington, DC:  National Research Council/National Academy Press,
1998),  126-27.  “When the average SES [socio-economic status] of a school (or district) and the
average achievement level of the students attending that school are obtained for a large sample
of schools, a correlation between SES and achievement can be calculated using the school as the
unit of measurement.  In a meta-analytic review of the findings for 93 such samples, White
(1982) found that the average size of the correlation was .68 which is substantial. . . . When
achievement scores and SES [socio-economic status] are measured individually for all children
in a large sample, however, the strength of the association between SES and achievement is far

lower.  In White’s (1982) meta-analysis, for instance the average correlation between reading
achievement and SES across 174 such samples was .23.  Similarly, the correlation was .22 in a
sample of 1,459 9-year old students whose scores were obtained through the National
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) evaluations (Walberg and Tsai, 1985). . . . In
other words, within a given school or district, or across many districts within a country, SES
differences among children are relatively weak predictors of achievement.  Thus, all else being
equal, coming from a family of low SES (defined according to income, education, and occupation
of the parents) does not by itself greatly increase a child’s risk for having difficulty in learning to
read after school income level has been accounted for.”

“In primary grades, a minimum of two to two-and-a-half hours

of daily instruction is recommended for language arts.  These

two hours may be consecutive or broken up.  Additional time

beyond the two hours is needed for special one-to-one or

small-group intervention.  In general, for every grade a

student is below  his or her level, an additional 15 minutes of

daily instruction is warranted.”

                --The CORE Teaching Reading Sourcebook, 22.6




