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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
The 2009 Unit 5 Citizens Advisory Council Committee on Best Practices was charged with 
identifying the best practices that would allow “Unit 5 to be regarded as the best school district 
in downstate Illinois.”  The expectation was that the committee would review current programs 
in comparison with best practices identified in other school districts statewide.  While focusing 
on academics, the committee would also look at other educational services provided to students. 
 
The Best Practices Committee identified the following areas of emphasis for best practices 
 

•••• Reading 
•••• Curriculum Continuity  
•••• Supports for Students At-Risk   
•••• Extra-Curricular Activities 
 

The research process for identifying best practices included a review of professional journal 
articles and educational studies, web based research, and interviews of administrators and 
principals from Unit 5 and other districts.    
 
Based on our research the committee’s recommendations on best practices are: 
 
1. Reading 

� Continue development of current reading programs. 
� Implement new schedule for Middle School that was presented at the January CAC 

meeting. 
 
2.  Curriculum Continuity 

Enlist the Necessary Staff for a High Quality Curriculum 
� Hire qualified Instructional Coordinators at the elementary level. 
� Hire Instructional Coordinators at the 6th-12th grade level, who are highly 

qualified in content knowledge, instructional practices and curriculum 
development. 

 
Develop Curriculum Framework with Specific Standards 

� Align district curriculum Pre-K through twelfth grade using backward mapping. 
� Develop a framework in the areas of math and science using the draft of the new 

Illinois Learning Standards, which will be available in the summer of 2009. 
� Compare the new district standards in reading and math against the state standards 

in reading and language arts. 
� Create timeline for developing standards in other content areas. 
� Use staff that is knowledgeable in writing curriculum. 

 
Select Curriculum Planning Model 

� Continue the process used in developing a new language arts curriculum. 
framework in other content areas, but add a plan to continually review and refine 
in the "off" years. 
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� Explore the planning model used by Pekin Public School District 108, “Plan, Do, 
Study, Act.”   

� Inquire further into Plainfield CCSD 202 curriculum development process. 
 

Capacity Building at All Levels 
� Develop on-going practice-oriented professional development activities, which 

are practice oriented. 
� In the elementary schools and high schools, allow time in the school schedule to 

accommodate teacher collaboration and planning activities.  If time is allowed 
during the school day, the time is used for activities relating to student 
achievement.  The activities may include analyzing student achievement data, 
designing student intervention and refining curriculum and instruction practices. 

 
Evaluating Curriculum 

� Keep curriculum committees in place to review and refine curriculum to ensure 
alignment with the standards.  Do not disband the committee after the standards 
are developed.   

� Train teachers to examine and analyze student data to inform instructional 
practices. (Best Practices Study, 2004-05)  This is an ongoing focus of the 
Response to Intervention.  As Unit 5 moves more towards implementing RTI, 
these practices would be expected to increase in frequency and effectiveness.   

� Use Instructional Coordinators to facilitate the process of monitoring, reflecting 
upon and evaluating the curriculum as teachers implement it in the classroom. 
 

3. Students Who Are At-Risk 
Instructional leadership and teaching practices 

• Teachers in at-risk programs should have experience or training in reading 
remediation, behavior management, and counseling skills. 

� Training for teachers in Universal Design. 
� Incorporate home culture, language, and experiences in curriculum. 
� Provide on-going professional development for faculty. 
� Promote teacher control of curriculum and classroom in at-risk programs. 
� Support teacher collaboration across classes and grades. 
� Support partnering with Illinois State University and other local educators. 

 
Academic Expectations 

� Teachers should avoid stereotypes of what students who are at-risk can achieve. 
� Teachers should have high academic expectations of students who are at-risk. 

 
Behavioral Expectations 

� Teachers should have high behavioral expectations of students who are at-risk. 
� Teachers of students who are at-risk must be strict but caring. 

 
Home-School Relationships 

� Successful at-risk programs involve parents of students at-risk in defining 
program direction. 
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� Survey and hold focus groups of parents of students who are at-risk. 
� Expand parent involvement of pre-K and junior and high school students. 

 
Monitoring Student Progress 

� Perform frequent, systematic assessment of students who are at-risk. 
� Offer frequent and immediate feedback to students. 

 
4. Extra-Curricular Activities 

� Increase the percentage of students in at least one extra-curricular activity. 
� Increase extra-curricular activities available to elementary school students. 

 
 
 

Suggestions for Future Best Practices Study Topics 
 
1.  While a school or school district can have all the technical best practices in place, the effect of 
climate and culture on the success of students needs to be studied. 
 
2.  Although Unit 5 has many aspects of best practices for students who are at-risk in place, a 
study needs to be completed on how our district’s various schools and programs can be aligned 
to provide improved continuity. 
 
3.  Further study is needed to identify a limited number of specific programs from other school 
districts which have been successful in applying the best practices discussed in this report. 
 
4.  Collect data on student participation in extra-curricular programs.   
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READING  
 

Introduction 
 
In researching this area, several schools were observed for what they considered to be the best 
procedure to teach reading and prepare students for the future.   Also, Susan Almeida, a reading 
recovery instructor at Illinois State University, was contacted for her opinion on this subject. 
 
 
 

Current Practices and Programs 
 
Elementary schools are teaching Guided Reading (K-5) and a 90 minute Literacy Block of 
uninterrupted reading, patterned after Just Read, Florida!  There is a balanced program of 
modeling reading, shared reading, guided reading, independent reading, collaborative reading, 
(all of these include writing), performance assessment, and staff development.  
 
Harcourt Trophies is the basal series used by the district, and it is the anchor program of literacy 
instruction in the classroom. 
 
Literacy instruction includes:  Phonemic Awareness, Phonics, Vocabulary, Fluency, and 
Comprehension.  The role of spelling in literacy is still being researched by the district with the 
goal being to have consistent instructional methods in place. 
 
Organization of classroom instruction includes: 
 

• All students participate in the 90 minute Literacy Block.  For students who are not 
meeting literacy benchmarks, additional direct instruction is provided outside this 
timeframe. 

  
• Small group instruction is skill-based with flexible grouping practices (heterogeneous and 

homogeneous). 
 

 
Current assessment methods include: 
 

• DIBELS:  Every K-2 grade student is screened three times a year (fall, winter, and spring) 
starting in the fall of 2009.   

 
• All 3-5 grade students are given this universal screener (fall, winter, and spring) 

beginning in the fall of 2010. 
 
 
Supplemental programs include: 

 
• Michael Heggerty’s Phonics 
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• Lexia:  systematic reading  

 
• RtI—Response to Intervention 

 
1. All students receive research-based and standards-driven instruction in general 

education. 
 

2. The learning of all students is assessed early and regularly (ongoing progress 
monitoring). 

 
 

3. If there are concerns about student progress, increasingly intense tiers of intervention 
are available to groups or individuals:  tier one to tier three. 

 
 

4. Individual student data gathered through the process may be used to determine 
appropriateness of a special education referral (e.g., in the case of students who do 
not respond adequately to intervention or who require ongoing intensive intervention 
in order to sustain growth) and as part of a comprehensive evaluation for 
determination of special education eligibility. 

 
 

 
 

Recommendations 
 
� Recommendation:  Continue development of current reading programs. 

 
The 90 minute Literacy Block and Guided Reading are still being fully developed. 

 
� Recommendation:  Implement new schedule for Middle School that was presented at the 

January CAC meeting. 
 

Implementing the new Middle School schedule will eliminate large study hall settings for 6th-
8th grades and allow additional reading/language arts to align with the district literacy 
plan.  This would offer consistent core classes for 6th-8th grades, enhance exploratory 
offerings, provide small tutorial settings, and maintain teaming philosophy. 
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CURRICULUM CONTINUITY 
 

Introduction 
           

An aligned standards based PreK-12 curriculum is an important factor in improving the quality 
of education for all students.  Successful districts have reworked the state learning standards to 
be more specific and consistently aligned.  As a result, they are better able to guide classroom 
instruction and assessment.  These districts also have staff and procedures in place to implement 
and continually review and refine district curriculum expectations. This practice is a foundation 
for student achievement and it needs to be firmly in place in Unit 5.  Outlined below are key 
steps to integrate standards into the curriculum.  They include some of the current practices in 
Unit 5 as well as recommendations.  
 
 
 

Enlist the Necessary Staff to Successfully Develop,  
Implement, Review, and Refine a High Quality Curriculum 

 
Recommendations 

 
� Recommendation:  Hire highly qualified Instructional Coordinators at the elementary level.   
 

These coordinators may be similar to the Literacy Specialists being phased in next year. The 
coordinator may cover two content areas such at math and science.   

 
� Recommendation:  Hire Instructional Coordinators at the 6th -12th grade level, who are 

highly qualified in content knowledge, instructional practices and curriculum development. 
 

Instructional Coordinators’ responsibilities may include: 
• Facilitate the development and alignment of curriculum 
• Involve teachers from all grade levels in refining, and reviewing curriculum 
• Function as coaches and leaders in curriculum implementation 
• Help maintain the vertical articulation of the program and work with school 

administrators to maintain the horizontal articulation of the program.  
• Assist teachers in analyzing student data and developing instructional practices and goals  
• Facilitate staff development that supports the curriculum goals. 
• Enlist in the assistance of master teachers to build capacity in instructional practices and 

content knowledge. 
•  Develop common assessment to be used to drive instruction. 
• Support district initiatives and improvement processes at the school level. 
• Secondary level… consider giving them the additional responsibility of evaluator of 

instruction in content area knowledge to ensure instruction and content are of high 
quality.  
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Examples From Other Districts 
 

 
District Structure / Job Title Responsibilities Strengths 

Naperville 
School District 

Elementary Level: 
•••• Instructional 

Coordinators 
(IC) 

Middle School Level: 
•••• One of the 

Assistant 
Principals  

High School Level: 
•••• Instructional 

Coordinator 
with the added 
responsibility of 
evaluation. 

-project managers for 
curriculum development 
- field testing curriculum 
- facilitating professional 
development 
- provide support to 
individual teachers 
- assist with analyzing 
data 
- assist with 
differentiation 
- assist in implementing 
“best practice” strategies 

The IC's are 
constantly monitoring 
the delivery of 
curriculum.  They 
support the individual 
building faculty 
implementing and 
then identifying if the 
curriculum contains 
too many objectives 
so that it is reasonable 
to expect students to 
master all of the 
objectives. 

Pekin School 
District K-8 

Facilitators: 
 
Language Arts 
curriculum K- 8 (two) 
 
Social-Emotional 
Learning (one) 
 
Response to 
Intervention (one) 

- To provide feedback to 
guide the next steps of the 
implementation of 
curriculum or program 
- Support schools  
- Tailor professional 
development 
- Coaches and leaders in 
curriculum 
implementation 
 
 

The facilitators 
provide on-going 
feedback to 
maintain vertical 
articulation of the 
curriculum.  They 
provide effective 
communication 
between 
administration and 
classroom teachers to 
increase the 
involvement of all 
stakeholders. 

 
 
 
  

Develop Curriculum Framework with Specific Standards 
 
Developing a curriculum framework with specific standards entails assembling a team of 
teachers and curriculum specialists to “unpack” the state standards.  “Unpacking” the standards 
is a term used by Robert Marzano to describe the process of identifying the unique elements of 
information and skill in each standard in order to design measurement criteria. In other words, 
what do we expect the student to know and be able to do? Doing this creates a curriculum that 
enhances classroom instruction and assessment.  
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Current Practices and Programs 

 
The district’s Curriculum Expectations are based on the Illinois Learning Standards.  Curriculum 
expectations have been made more specific by “unpacking” the state standards in the area of K-5 
art instruction and are in the process of being developed in reading / language arts. 
  
In 2000, the American Diploma Project (ADP) evaluated the Illinois Learning Standards.  The 
ADP assists states in analyzing their current standards and offers assistance in developing new 
ones.  After the ADP evaluated the Illinois standards, they found the following key areas for 
improvement: (Achieve, Inc. 2000) 

•••• Standards need more clarity and specificity. 
•••• In some instances, critical content is missing and needs to be added. 
•••• Some standards repeat throughout grades and make it difficult to determine a clear 

learning progression and mastery of skills. 
•••• The standards underestimate student capability and call for more standards that require 

higher level thinking skills. 
The Illinois Department of Education is currently working with the ADP to create new Learning 
Standards in the areas of reading / language arts, math and science.  The draft for those 
documents will be available in the summer of 2009 and final approval will go before the board in 
January of 2010. 
  
 

Recommendations 
 
Given the shortcomings of the state standards, we make the following recommendations. 
  
� Recommendation:  Align the district curriculum Pre-K -12 using a backwards mapping. 
 

This approach is based on the needs of successful graduates.  It helps the students begin 
preparing for the skills needed at the time of graduation in the early grades and allows them 
to be built on over time. 

 
� Recommendation:  Develop a framework in the areas of math and science using the draft of 

the new Illinois Learning Standards, which will be available in the summer of 2009. 
 
� Recommendation:  Compare the new district standards in reading and math against the state 

standards in reading and language arts. 
 
� Recommendation:  Create a timeline for developing standards in the other content areas. 
 
� Recommendation:  Use staff that is knowledgeable in writing curriculum. 
 
By using staff that is knowledgeable in writing curriculum, districts will avoid the two major 
problems identified by Robert Marzano.  He states, “A case can be made that state and national 
standards, as currently designed, detract from a teacher’s ability to teach effectively.  At least 
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two reasons account for this unfortunate situation:  the standards articulate too much content, and 
they lack undimensionality." 

 
 

  
Select a Curriculum Planning Model 

  
Current Practices and Programs 

  
The district has a seven-year rotation schedule for the adoption of new textbooks.  The adoption 
process often times coincides with a refinement of the curriculum guidelines and pacing.  
  
In the area of reading / language arts, the district has recently formed a committee of teachers 
from all grade levels and schools to rework and align the curriculum framework PreK - 12.  Kurt 
Swearingen the Director of Elementary Education is leading the committee to create specific 
standards that are more useful in the classroom.  
 
 
 

Recommendations 
 
� Recommendation:  Continue the process used in developing a new language arts curriculum 

framework in other content areas, but add a plan to continually review and refine in the "off" 
years. 

 
� Recommendation:  Explore the planning model used by Pekin Public School District 108, 

“Plan, Do, Study, Act.”   
 
Pekin has developed a district-wide process to align and coordinate academic goals and 
improvement planning.  They use concrete data based on student performance to create their 
instructional plan.  (Best Practices Study, 2004-05)  
 

� Recommendation:  Inquire further into Plainfield CCSD 202 curriculum development 
process.   
 
Plainfield’s process spans three years.  The first year involves analyzing what they currently 
teach, when they teach it and why it is essential.  A committee of teachers is trained in this 
process.  The second year, teachers validate a draft curriculum and provide the subject area 
committee working on the curriculum with feedback.  Then the feedback is analyzed and the 
curriculum is revised and finally Board adopted.  According to Dr. Acevedo , year three 
“ involves the writing of common local assessments.  Each question on the assessment is 
aligned to a component in our curriculum.  Teachers on the committee receive training in this 
area as well.”    The third year also includes research of resources that support the curriculum.  
Finally, to ensure the curriculum is in alignment the curriculum is read grade by grade to 
identify redundancies, flow and rigor PreK-12.  

  



11 
 

Build Capacity at all Levels of the District 
  

Current Practices and Programs 
  
A beginning teacher training and new teacher-mentoring program is in place in the district.  
Mentoring program assists all new teachers in their transition into the district. 
  
Professional Development Academy encourages teacher to enroll in courses at Illinois State 
University or attend conferences and workshops.  It also supports teachers in pursuing action 
research. 
  
Beginning next year, the district will begin to phase in the Literacy Framework.  The framework 
will use Literacy Specialists to increase building capacity by training literacy coaches at 
individual schools. 
  
The new structure of the middle school day allows time for teachers to collaborate within grade 
level teams and within content areas. 
 
 
 

Recommendations 
  
� Recommendation:  Develop ongoing professional development activities, which are 

practice-oriented.   
 
Activities center on deepening teachers’ content knowledge and enhancing teaching skills. 

 
� Recommendation:  In the elementary schools and high schools, allow time in the school 

schedule to accommodate teacher collaboration and planning activities.  If time is allowed 
during the school day, the time is used for activities relating to student achievement.  The 
activities may include analyzing student achievement data, designing student intervention 
and refining curriculum and instruction practices. 

 
 
 

Monitor, Reflect Upon, and Evaluate the Curriculum as 
Teachers Implement It in the Classroom 

  
Current Practices and Programs 

  
District building chairs meet four times per year to focus on content areas. 
  
School administrators use observations (formal and informal to inform teacher evaluations. 
  
ISAT Grades 3-8 
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Prairie State Achievement high school level 
 
 
 

Recommendations 
   
� Recommendation:  Keep curriculum committees in place to review and refine curriculum to 

ensure alignment with the standards.  Do not disband the committee after the standards are 
developed.   
 
Belleville District 118 has developed a district wide “Skills Continuum” that consists of 
district wide standards that are aligned with the state standards.  These skills are updated 
through the work of the district Curriculum Committee and its various subcommittees, which 
are made up of teacher representatives from every school and grade level.  About ½ of the 
members rotate annually. The Curriculum Committee is where new programs and ideas are 
decided upon and changes occur.  The refinement process is ongoing.  

 
� Recommendation:  Train teachers to examine and analyze student data to inform 

instructional practices. (Best Practices Study, 2004-05)  This is an ongoing focus of the 
Response to Intervention.  As Unit 5 moves more towards implementing RTI, these practices 
would be expected to increase in frequency and effectiveness.   

 
The Best Practices Study found that Sunset Hills Elementary in the Pekin School District 
improved instruction by successfully monitoring curriculum through training its teachers to 
collect and analyze student data to guide their instruction. 

  
� Recommendation:  Use Instructional Coordinators to facilitate the process of monitoring, 

reflecting upon and evaluating the curriculum as teachers implement it in the classroom. 
  
 
 

STUDENTS WHO ARE AT-RISK 
 

Introduction 
 
Students who are at-risk are identified differently at different grade levels, with later grades 
adding at-risk factors to those of earlier grades. 
 
In pre-K years, children at-risk are those with a lower chance of success in school.  They are 
identified by low socio-economic status, single parent families, disability, and delayed 
development.   
 
In the primary grades, students at-risk are those with lower chance of academic success.  The 
definition of at-risk expands in the primary grades to also include delayed literacy (reading 
and/or writing), poor academic performance, social isolation, and lack of motivation.   
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In middle school and high school the risk expands from possible academic failure to likelihood 
of dropping-out.  Students at-risk have “poor academic and social skills that promote a general 
disconnection with the school culture” (McDonald, 2003). Beyond the at-risk factors for pre-K 
and the primary grades, not attaining sufficient course credits to move to the next grade because 
of failing one or more courses and a low grade-point average in middle school also identify 
students at-risk. 
 
Not unexpectedly, many of the children identified as pre-K at-risk, become, nine or ten years 
later, high school students at-risk.  The danger changes from academic failure to dropping out, 
and additional risk factors are added, but core factors remain unchanged as a student ages. 
 
At all grade levels it is important to differentiate at-risk from special education.  While many 
students who qualify for special education are at-risk of school failure and dropping out, 
programs for at-risk students are for students who may, or may not, qualify for special education.   
 
 
 

Current Practices and Programs 
 
Unit 5 has an array of program for students at-risk.  The programs vary, but combine to cover the 
two key elements of at-risk programs:  screening to identify students at-risk, and program 
content to assist students who are at-risk in succeeding in school. 
 
Unit 5 identifies children who are at-risk before kindergarten through a screening program or a 
referral from an agency that deals with children. 
 
Children at-risk before kindergarten are initially identified by a Unit 5 screening program, as 
well as referrals by agencies that deal with children.  Unit 5 has a district-wide pre-K at-risk 
program that is held half-days at several primary schools.  At-risk pre-K classes are being 
combined with the Early Childhood program.  This benefits the Early Childhood students by 
providing them with a more “regular” class setting, including students with higher language 
skills, without affecting the quality of the program for students at-risk. 
 
For grades K to 5, students at-risk are identified by their teacher.  Primary schools also screen 
students using DIBLES, a reading program.  Standardized testing is also used to identify primary 
grade students at-risk, including ISAT and Stanford Achievement tests. 
 
Primary grade students who are at-risk participate in both in-classroom differentiated instruction 
and after school programs which vary by school.  The after school programs often include 
tutoring and reading help.   
 
In addition to the same screening methods as primary schools, teachers and standardized testing, 
at the junior high level counselors also screen for students at-risk.  Starting next year, 2009-2010, 
the junior high schools will implement a tutorial program, replacing study hall time, which will 
provide tutors in core subjects for students.   
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High school screening for at-risk students includes all those at the junior high level, plus whether 
sufficient course credits have been accumulated to advance to the next grade.  At the high 
schools a credit recovery program is being considered for students who have failed one or more 
subject.  Normal West Community High School has started a program of teacher-mentors at off-
campus locations to assist students with homework.  The Freshman Mentoring Program at both 
high schools, while not specifically targeting students at-risk, benefits them by providing 
assistance in the transition from junior high to high school. 
 
Seen as a whole, Unit 5 has an impressive and encompassing set of programs for students at-risk, 
although coordination across the programs and grades seems challenging.  Current at-risk 
programs in Unit 5 already are meeting many of the following recommendations.   
 
The Unit 5 Board, principals and other administrators, and teachers in at-risk programs when 
evaluating existing at-risk programs or considering a new at-risk program use the following 
checklist of attributes of successful at-risk programs. 

 
 
 

Instructional Leadership and Teaching Practice 
 

Recommendations 
 

� Recommendation:  Teachers in at-risk programs should have experience or training in 
reading remediation, behavior management, and counseling skills. 

 
Certain teacher behaviors have been consistently related to achievement by students who 
are at-risk:  clarity, variability, enthusiasm, task orientation, directness, structuring 
comments, multiple levels of questioning, and minimal criticism.  The best teachers for 
at-risk students are adept at managing both student behavior and time.  (Duke, Griesdorn,  
1999, and Kraft, 1998) 

 
� Recommendation:  Training for teachers in Universal Design. 
 

“In terms of learning, universal design means the design of instructional materials and 
activities that make the learning goals achievable by individuals with wide differences in 
their abilities to see, hear, speak, move, read, write, understand English, attend, organize, 
engage, and remember. Universal design for learning is achieved by means of flexible 
curricular materials and activities that provide alternatives for students with differing 
abilities. These alternatives are built into the instructional design and operating systems 
of educational materials-they are not added on after-the-fact. “ (Research Connections, 
Number 5, Fall 1999, p. 2) 

 

� Recommendation:  Incorporate home culture, language, and experiences in curriculum. 
 

“Motivating students to move to higher levels academically also requires incorporating 
their home culture, language, and experiences in the daily curriculum.”  (Rush) 
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� Recommendation:  Provide on-going professional development for faculty. 
 

A key part of effective instruction for students at-risk is on-going professional 
development for faculty.  An example of how this is being done in Unit 5 is NCWHS’s 
staff development sessions on teaching strategies for low-income students, including 
review and discussion of books by Ruby Payne. 

 
� Recommendation:  Promote teacher control of curriculum and classroom. 
 

Beyond teacher skills, research and experience shows that in successful at-risk programs, 
teachers have autonomy and control of curriculum and classroom management. (Ashcroft, 
1999; Denti & Guerin, 1999; Guerin & Denti, 1999; Husted & Cavalluzzo, 2001; Krovetz, 
1999; Leone & Drakefield, 1999; Secada, 1999, Soleil, 1999). 

 
� Recommendation:  Support teacher collaboration across classes and grades. 
 

Another aspect of effective teaching practices is collaboration by teachers.  Teachers in 
effective schools state that collaboration within and across grades is the reason for their 
success.  “Factors such as peer coaching, teaming within and across grades, working 
together to help all students, and program consistency were mentioned as aspects of 
collaboration which teachers valued in these most effective schools.”  (Taylor, et al, 
1999)  

 
� Recommendation:  Support partnering with Illinois State University and other local 

educators. 
 

Teachers in Unit 5 would also benefit from partnering with Illinois State University in a 
variety of ways to identify additional best practices in teaching at-risk students. 
 
 

 
Academic Expectation 

 
Recommendations 

 
� Recommendation:  Teachers should avoid stereotypes of what students who are at-risk 

can achieve. 
 

Research shows that teacher belief in students encourages students to believe in 
themselves.  Teachers of students at-risk need to avoid stereotypes of what some groups 
of students can achieve.  Stereotypes can cause students to lower their expectations of 
themselves, adversely affecting performance. 

 
� Recommendation:  Teachers should have high academic expectations of students who 

are at-risk. 
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The value of high academic expectations would be more visible at high school and junior 
high school levels; less valuable in a pre-K program. 

 
High academic expectations are hallmarks of successful alternative programs (Secada, 
1999;  Slavin Madden, 1989).  Successful schools “shift the focus…from constant rule 
enforcement to academic progress.”  (Duke and Griesdorn, 1999) 

 
“High academic expectations are being recognized as the key to success of all students, 
especially those at risk.  Traditional ability grouping of all students often leads to 
diminished expectations and lower achievement levels for students who are placed in 
lower tracks.”  (North Central Regional Educational Laboratory, Learning Point 
Associates, 1997) 

 
The paradox is that one of the worst things a teacher of at-risk students can do is make 
topics less challenging for at-risk students.  This results in students expecting less of 
themselves.  The more at-risk students are challenged to excel, the more they will. 

 
 
 

Behavioral Expectation 
 

Recommendations 
 

� Recommendation:  Teachers should have high behavioral expectations of students who 
are at-risk. 
 
One of the features of a successful program for students at-risk is clear articulation and 
consistent maintenance of high behavioral expectations.  This is supported by significant 
research.  (Denti & Guerin, 1999; Guerin & Denti, 1999; Soleil, 1999;Walker & Golly, 
1999).  Successful at-risk programs feature strict discipline, activities that build social 
skills and self-esteem.  The program fosters ethical attitudes and behavior.  (Guerin and 
Denti, 1999)   

 
The value of high behavioral expectations is just as true in high school programs and 
junior high school programs, as it is in pre-K programs.  The behavior expected would, of 
course, vary from pre-K to high school, but the expectations should always be high.  At 
all levels the discipline should be strict but caring.  The discipline of the at-risk program 
can replace a lack of structure students who are at-risk may experience in other parts of 
their lives. 

 
� Recommendation:  Teachers of students who are at-risk must be strict but caring. 
 

The success of behavior expectations rests with the teacher who must be strict, caring, 
and a role model for civility, service, and valuing diversity. 
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Home-School Relationship 
 

Recommendations 
 

� Recommendation:  Successful at-risk programs involve parents of students at-risk in 
defining program direction. 

 
Effective at-risk programs have links with parents.  The most successful programs 
involve parents in serving on committees with teachers and other school staff.  The 
parents help make decisions on school direction.  (Taylor, et al, 1999) 

 
� Recommendation:  Survey parents and have focus groups of parents of students who are 

at-risk. 
 

One successful school program “had regular focus groups and conducted phone surveys 
to determine parents’ concerns and needs.  Stevenson school officials sent a written 
survey home to parents, and the principal attempted to communicate with all parents 
regularly.  None of the moderately successful or least successful schools reported 
engaging in any of these practices.”  (Taylor, et al, 1999) 

 
� Recommendation:  Expand parent involvement of pre-K and junior and high school 

students. 
 

In Unit 5 the greatest success for parent support of their child’s participation in an at-risk 
program is at the pre-K and junior high school levels.  Parents will be most supportive 
when their child is just starting the education process because of their desire to have their 
child succeed.  Parents’ support may wane during the primary grades, but continues 
through junior high school.   Junior high school is often the last chance for at-risk 
programs to count on parent support.  When their child reaches high school, many parents 
begin viewing him or her as an adult and become less involved. 

 
 
 

Monitoring Student Progress 
 

Recommendations 
 

� Recommendation:  Perform frequent, systematic assessment of students who are at-risk. 
 
Systematic assessment is a significant part of the success of student who are at-risk.  
Frequent in-classroom monitoring of performance provides immediate feedback to both 
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students and their teacher.  The immediate feedback lets them know where they are 
succeeding and what topics require more attention. 

 
� Recommendation:  Offer frequent and immediate feedback to students. 
 

Just as was the case with high academic expectations, academic immediate feedback is 
most valuable for high school and junior high school programs.  For example, a high 
school credit recovery program at NCHS or NWCHS should have monitoring in place to 
support weekly updates to students on their performance. 

 
 
 

Conclusion 
 
The measure of quality of a school district is not by how well it educates its best students, any 
school district can educate a good student, but by how successfully it educates average and at-
risk students.  This is a challenge only the best school districts meet in preparing students for 
success in life. 
 
 
 

EXTRA-CURRICULAR ACTIVITES 
 

Introduction 
 
Extra-Curricular activities teach real world skills and encourage life-long interests. They 
encourage teamwork and leadership skills, responsibility and discipline. Extracurricular activities 
teach students to multitask and micromanage as they juggle the demands of school, friends, and 
family. 
 
Activities allow students to boost their self-esteem as they learn to perform in something they 
enjoy. They find friends that share their common interests and meet students from other 
backgrounds. While participating in a physical activity, they benefit from good exercise and a 
healthier lifestyle. All enjoyable activities provide a source of stress relief.  
 
Mahoney & Stanton (2000) characterize extra-curricular activities as having, “regular 
participation schedules, rule-guided engagement, direction by one or more adult activity leaders, 
an emphasis on skill development that is continually increasing in complexity & challenge, 
activity performance that requires sustained active attention and clear feedback on performance.” 
These characteristics lead to healthy adolescent development. Extra-curricular activities have 
traditionally been offered by schools as a way to foster development and leadership for youth 
and to build school spirit. They are also successful in developing a sense of community between 
schools within a district. 
 
Extracurricular activities are seen to offer academically gifted students a way of excelling within 
the school environment, and a way for academically challenged students to achieve within the 
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school setting. The research goes on to say that participation in activities during the middle 
school years has a profound positive impact on those students who project to be most at risk for 
dropping out when they do arrive in high school. Extracurricular activities may reduce drug and 
alcohol abuse not only by giving kids a place to go instead of an empty home or wandering the 
streets, but also by giving them the motivation and sense of purpose to say “no.” Parents who 
participate with their child may even find that they grow closer as they share conversation about 
their child’s interests.  
 
 
 

Current Practices and Programs 
 
Review of the Unit 5 school websites and conversations with teachers, students, parents and 
administrators reflect positively on the use of Extracurricular Activities in our district. There are 
a diverse and vast number of activities provided, from athletics to performing arts with a myriad 
of variants in between.  
 
 
 

Recommendations 
 
� Recommendation:  Increase the percentage of students participating in at least one extra-

curricular activity. 
 
Unit 5 already offers a wide variety of extra-curricular programs, including sports, drama, speech, 
foreign language clubs, so a goal then is not to increase the amount of Extracurricular Activities 
offered, but to focus on the percentage of students participating in at least one activity. 
 
Unit 5 should continue to promote participation in Extracurricular Activities, with the intention 
of maintaining and increasing opportunities. Our district should provide financial backing to 
support these activities, including an increase of paid positions as necessary. We recommend that 
individual school-wide initiatives in the form of public relations campaigns be encouraged and 
implemented.  
 
� Recommendation:  Increase extra-curricular activities for elementary school students. 
 
Although Unit 5 has a wide variety of extra-curricular programs at the high school level, there 
are insufficient extra-curricular activities available at for primary school students. 
 
Elementary school students will benefit from the healthy activity of sports, the team membership 
skills, and the time management training of extra-curricular activities. 
 
Partnering with private providers, for example YMCA and YWCA, should be considered as a 
way to increase extra-curricular programs for elementary students in Unit 5.  For example, a 
possible partnering program could involve gymnastics. 
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Conclusion 
  
Education is not solely learned by reading the textbooks. All students can learn an incredible 
amount from their peers through extracurricular activities. Students learn how to compromise 
and work in a group. They provide opportunities for students to meet and interact with peers that 
may not be within their close group of friends. In addition, extracurricular activities help to 
enhance these social skills and teach lessons not learned in a classroom. Participation in 
extracurricular activities will improve the overall well being of each student, and the totality of 
success in school. Further, this will establish Unit 5 as a premiere district in Illinois. 
  
  
  

SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE  
BEST PRACTICES STUDY TOPICS 

 
 
1.  While a school or school district can have all the technical best practices in place, the effect of 
climate and culture on the success of students needs to be studied. 
 
2.  Although Unit 5 has many aspects of best practices for students who are at-risk in place, a 
study needs to be completed on how our district’s various schools and programs can be aligned 
to provide improved continuity. 
 
3.  Further study is needed to identify a limited number of specific programs from other school 
districts which have been successful in applying the best practices discussed in this report. 
 
4.  Collect data on student participation in extra-curricular programs.   
 

Future committees should also gather data regarding current numbers of students 
participating in at least one extracurricular activity to be used to determine goals for 
expanding enrollment. Calculation of student/staff ratios for extra-curricular programs at 
schools in Unit 5, when compared with ratios from similar programs at other schools, 
could reveal a need for additional positions in Unit 5. 
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