




Centennial Avenue Elementary 
Unifying the Elementary Curriculum

Standardizing the elementary curriculum throughout the Roosevelt District is cited by both teachers and administrators as a positive 

step toward academic achievement for all students. All the schools in this large, diverse district on Long Island have the same text books 

for reading, science, and math. Curriculum specialists are in place in all the schools, and all the special education teachers have been 

trained in the use of several commercial programs to meet the literacy needs of their students. 

A district administrator maintains that “strong leadership is most important. We must be accountable to parents, students, and 

staff. We must be sure the curriculum is being implemented with fidelity in each building and that funding is in place to sustain it.” And 

a district coordinator explains that unifying the curriculum is an important step forward because “the elementary schools used to be 

islands by themselves. With the mobility of our student population, we need the cohesion of all doing the same texts with discussions as 

a whole district. We now have a unified curriculum with a district-wide literacy team.”

Some of the coordinators’ efforts are directed at working together “to accommodate special ed students without watering the con-

tent down.” The recent addition of curriculum specialists in English language arts, math, and science provides teachers with mentoring, 

model lessons, data collection and interpretation, and professional development. One of the coordinators believes the weekly grade-

level meetings in each building and monthly meetings with the coordinators strengthen the implementation of the curriculum and the 

instructional program. 

 A monthly curriculum newsletter, “Curriculum News,” details what is expected in a given month for English language arts, math, and 

science instruction for each grade level; it also includes upcoming testing dates and topics of general interest. Both ESL teachers and 

special education teachers report that “Curriculum News” helps them stay abreast of where they should be and the goals for the month. 

As one special education teacher says, “We use the same texts across the district for uniformity. The special education

teachers adapt these materials. Content is taught. We know our own students and differentiate based on what we know our students need. 

We have worked hard to use the same curriculum with all of our students” (adapted from Nickson, 2011).  

WHAT IT LOOKS LIKE IN

All subgroups in Centennial Avenue’s 

fifth grade consistently perform near 

or above the state average on the 

NYS ELA Assessment. Statewide, 

the average percent meeting the 

standard was 82% in 2009. Data are 

based on publically available NYS 

Assessment data for 2009 as dis-

played at http://knowyourschoolsny.
org. For results for additional grades, 

years, and assessments, click on 

“Find Your School” on the website.
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4.
Fluid Adaptation and Deployment  
of Resources

I was here in the early phases of our beginnings of our inclusion program. [The former prin-
cipal] was determined that we were going to teach them [special education students]. We 
were going to keep the bar high. As we brought on the inclusion model, we were all brought 
on board and enthusiastically grasped the philosophy that children with special needs 
should be included in the general population. That started an ingrained philosophy in this 
school that there was no difference. We can meet the needs of every single child. We had an 
enthusiastic principal and staff. Every teacher is invested in the success of every student.  
           							             –Davison Avenue teacher

Although this element of promising practices comes at the end of this report, it is not in any 
way less important than the other three. Rather, it may be best envisioned as the lubricant 
that enables the structured components undergirding teaching and learning (e.g., curricu-
lum, instructional programs, material resources) to function effectively. The way resources 
are adapted and deployed to the benefit of ethnically and linguistically diverse and special 
needs students is related to stances toward difference (Element 1) and to the ways that 
literacy instruction and curriculum development are approached (Elements 2 and 3). 

In contrast to their counterparts in average-performing schools, educators in the 
higher-performing schools show evidence of using resources so as to provide maximum  
levels of inclusion for EL and special needs students; using an extensive array of intervention 
strategies, including response to intervention (RTI); and pursuing and successfully garnering 
funding for extra support targeted specifically to ELs and special needs students.

Adaptability Enacted. Across the higher-performing schools educators keep a keen eye on 
subgroup performance, acknowledging that deploying resources to best serve critical needs 
populations is dynamic and results can be unpredictable. Therefore they expressed the 
need to take some risk, experiment, and think flexibly to do what needs to be done for their 
student populations. Inherently, then, what is a “promising” practice in this regard is really 
about adaptability and not any one approach. 

This adaptability is evident in the ways the boundaries between general and special 
education and general and ESL education are blurred. In Forest Road, special education 
teachers, reading specialists, and classroom teachers collaboratively seek to provide what-
ever instruction each student needs to succeed and group children from different classes 
together by reading level. This works especially well for lower-level readers, who receive 
more individual and small group instruction as a result. A Columbus teacher described the 
mind-set that prevails in her school, which is consistent with other higher-performing schools 
in this study: “We look at what the child needs and figure out ways to meet those needs 
without feeling that we need to label.  We look at what are the needs, what are the strengths; 
let’s build on the strength.  Let’s meet the needs and monitor how they progress. In other 
schools, in order to provide these services, the child needs to be labeled.  We first look at the 
need and the services and provide it [label or not].”

To make inclusion as it is carried out in these schools possible, a web of support for 
teacher capacity-building has been put into place. In many of these schools such  
supports have been in response to school-level needs, such as using a specialist to  

[The school’s level of success] is  
definitely a collaborative effort. We  
have such a large population of ELs.  
Before they used to get pulled out [so]  
a lot of children knew who the kids in 
ESL were....[Now], because most of  
the kids who are in the ESL program  
are in general education classes with a 
general education teacher and an ESL 
collaborating teacher, [the children do 
not know which of them are classified  
as ESL]. –Columbus administrator

We recognize the degree to which we 
achieve success with certain at-risk 
groups—children of economic disad-
vantage, ELs, special education—will  
ultimately affect the success of the 
district as a whole. We provide teachers 
with an understanding about how to be 
effective with these population groups.   
–New Rochelle (Columbus) administrator
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coteach in a classroom where students are struggling. In others, a great deal of central  
office planning for relevant and intensive—“not one shot deal”—professional development 
has helped bolster all classroom teachers’ knowledge of and ability to enact  
inclusionary practices. 

In Lincoln, an administrator described the reading teachers as “a tremendous compo-
nent,” able to “coteach or work with students individually, and also hav[ing] a pretty good 
knowledge of data. They’re able to measure growth and talk about strategies to achieve 
growth with the rest of the teachers.” Empowering specialists to use their knowledge and 
their time to have the greatest impact on student achievement is related to the previous 
elements regarding stances toward difference and how teachers interact around student 
performance data.

Extensive Range of Interventions. Providing an “array” of services is facilitated through 
the use of coteaching and inclusion models as well as Academic Intervention Services (AIS) 
and Response to Intervention (RTI). RTI has been largely embraced in many of the higher-
performing schools, along with a variety of other interventions. Part of what makes AIS 
and RTI effective in the higher-performing schools is the collaborative foundation, instruc-
tional coherence, and approaches toward data analysis already in place. This collaborative 
foundation extends to school psychologists and social workers. At Davison Avenue and John 
F. Kennedy, for example, a team of these specialists as well as nurse practitioners work 
together to provide social, emotional, and physical supports to struggling students and  
their families. 

In New Rochelle (Columbus), an administrator described their model for service as 
“a full continuum of services. To the greatest extent possible we attempt to integrate and 
support philosophically and morally children’s rights to be integrated as appropriate, and 
we work hard with principals to be sure it happens. We also recognize [that we] serve a wide 
array of children. In addition to coteaching and inclusion we also have special classes for 
students with moderate to severe disabilities for the purpose of keeping them close to their 
community.”

Beyond the interventions that are a regular part of classroom instruction or encom-
passed under the umbrellas of AIS and RTI, other interventions come in the form of help 
teachers offer “on-the-fly.” In Maybrook, for example, a district administrator explained that 
when something is “not on an IEP...teachers will take that extra step.” Those extra steps 
include things like offering tutoring before or after school or during lunch. A Lincoln teacher 
also attested to a spirit of “volunteerism” where teachers just “take the time to work with 
those students.” 

Pursuit and Targeting of Funding. All schools in this study receive varying amounts of 
federal and state funding to support the education of their critical needs students. However, 
one of the patterns among the higher-performing schools that differentiates them from 
average-performing schools is in how their leaders pursue and garner extra funding. This 
funding is targeted to the needs of their special education and EL populations and to devel-
oping teacher and administrator capacity. 

Some examples of such funding and how it has been put to use include an ELA and 
STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics) enrichment grant at Martin  
Luther King Jr., and at John F. Kennedy, a grant to support after-school and morning programs 
seen as vital to efforts to raise achievement among special needs and EL students. In other 
districts, administrators have used federal stimulus monies to provide professional devel-
opment to build teacher capacity in using research-based instructional techniques. And in 
Utica (Martin Luther King Jr.), district administrators sought and received grants to offer 
leadership academies to support newer principals.  

We also are continually willing to try 
things out. We’re never really sure 
when we pilot or adopt an initiative or 
program—a training or approach—how 
effective it will be at Columbus.  [We 
have] an unwavering desire to promote 
an even higher level of student achieve-
ment. We are even [willing to] take a 
half step backward if [a program offers] 
the prospect of being able to take two 
steps forward.  –New Rochelle (Columbus) 

administrator

[We use an] integrated coteaching mod-
el, but with a lot more services. It allows 
children to be in classrooms with [a 
range of students, from] those not iden-
tified [but needy] to those proficient, 
and they benefit from having those extra 
teachers in the classroom. There’s no 
specific student-teacher ratio; it’s more 
of group instruction, based on needs. 
It’s very amorphous, with a tremendous 
amount of auxiliary staff and a high 
allocated budget to retain those teachers.  
–Pine Bush (Pakanasink) administrator

It’s really all education rather than gen 
ed-special ed. As time has gone, we really 
don’t need to distinguish between the 
two....It’s not uncommon to see special 
ed teachers provide reading instruction 
for gen ed students. It’s not unheard of 
for reading teachers on the gen ed side 
providing special reading instruction for 
special ed students. 
–Valley Stream 30 (Forest Road) administrator
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Average Performing	

ESL and special education is not as inclu-
sionary as it could be—may be in transition 
to more inclusionary, but struggling with 
scheduling and belief constraints.

The use of Response to Intervention sys-
tems is in its infancy and/or resistance to 
RTI is evident. 

Little evidence is shown of successfully gar-
nering grant support for extended day inter-
ventions or other special support targeted to 
ELs and/or special needs students. 

Higher Performing

A flexible stance toward the use of  
specialists, instructional space, and time 
maximizes levels of inclusion for EL and 
special needs students.

An extensive array of intervention strategies 
is used, including effective use of Response 
to Intervention. 

Funding for extra support targeted specifi-
cally to ELs and special needs students is 
pursued, successfully garnered, and well 
appropriated.

On the Continuum to Higher Performing 
What the resource levers are and how they are pushed are qualitatively different in the 
higher-performing than the average-performing schools studied. This finding implies that 
there is an interdependent and constantly co-evolving system of actions and responses that 
informs the effective application of resources in schools with higher-achieving critical needs 
students. Human resources (e.g., ESL, special education teachers, counselors), the organi-
zation of students and staff in space and time (e.g., in classrooms and in schedules) and the 
tools and materials used (e.g., literacy programs and instructional practices related to them) 
in higher-performing schools are continually manipulated in the service of raising student 
achievement. The higher-performing schools demonstrate that the fluid adaptation and 
deployment of these resources impacts critical needs students’ academic performance. 

Right now, we don’t have an EL 
director. What we are doing well is to 
empower teachers and put people in a 
position to lead in that area, so they’re 
not being left out at all. –Mount Vernon 

(Lincoln) administrator

Even before students go through the 
RTI process—[teachers] have spoken to 
CSE [Committee on Special Educa-
tion] with a great deal of assessment 
information.  –Valley Stream 30 (Forest Road) 

administrator

Here at Davison, we work together as 
a team. If anybody’s struggling here, 
there’s so much support. Everyone really 
bands together. We have a really good 
school psychologist and social worker. 
Last year I had a lot of SIFE [Students 
with Interrupted Formal Education] 
students and foreclosures and kids still 
came to school. –Davison Avenue teacher



John F. Kennedy Magnet School 
Tapping a Variety of Resources

JFK serves a large, diverse, and needy population, with more than 75% of students eligible for free or reduced-price lunch. 86% of 

students are Hispanic and come from Spanish-speaking homes, with 55% of students identified as English learners (ELs). 

Although once a magnet school, JFK, like all schools in Port Chester-Rye, is now a neighborhood school. The principal proudly 

states, “We’re a community school. We don’t feel poor; if anything, we feel like we’re rich. Our job is to give this community a school 

of excellence, so indeed they can be proud of their neighborhood school, proud of the education their children receive. We take this 

business very seriously.”

Despite its relative poverty, diversity, and mix of cultures, JFK is an academic success story. For example, since 2006 its students 

have consistently outperformed students in similar schools on state mathematics and English language arts assessments. Recently the 

school began dedicating a block of time in the school day when all interventions are provided within the classroom. According to one 

teacher interviewed, it “is the best thing we’ve done....It’s a sacred time every day for teacher-supported intervention.” 

The school also provides extensive services beyond the typical school day—before- and after-school programs (7:30 a.m. to 6:00 

p.m.), an academic extended day, and summer programs for students who need them. Grant funding and partnerships with other 

community programs support these additional services. A clinical social worker is assigned to the school through a social services 

agency, and a school-based health center allows for medical and mental health coverage and provides an important network of 

services for students and their families. 

 The PTA is also a vital contributor to the school community. Its fund-raising efforts have created opportunities for child-centered 

events, books for the library, after-school activities, visiting authors, and educational field trips. In addition the PTA was credited with 

making an outreach to Hispanic families, which has resulted in increased attendance at school events and helped create a more inclusive 

school community. The PTA sponsors family literacy nights with teachers who model different reading strategies and do read alouds in 

both English and Spanish. (adapted from Tangorre, 2011). 

WHAT IT LOOKS LIKE IN

John F. Kennedy fifth graders con-

sistently outperform their peers in 

schools with similar demographics 

on the NYS ELA Assessment.* Data 

are based on publically available NYS 

Assessment data for 2010 as dis-

played at http://knowyourschoolsny.
org. For results for additional grades 

and assessments, click on “Find Your 

School” on the website. 

* Predicted performance is represented by the diagonal line. Grey dots represent all other schools in the state serving Grade 5.
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Conclusion

From this viewpoint, to understand resilience in the complex 
contexts that many diverse elementary schools are, one needs 
to be sensitive to the relationships between individuals and the 
systems of which they are a part. In schools, this includes not 
only those who work in classrooms but also those who do instruc-
tional coaching, provide special services (e.g., ESL and special 
education) and manage the day-to-day operations of the school. 
It also includes those who provide and plan for professional de-
velopment and steer district-level planning. Finally, these schools 
and districts are embedded in the communities that they serve 
and the larger national context, both of which impact perceptions 
of what is valued and also determine resource allocation. 

The framework employed in this study views student per-
formance through this lens of embedded and inter-dependent 
systems, namely classrooms, schools, and districts. As the 
findings reflect, these systems, when calibrated along the lines 
of inclusive stances toward difference, adaptable and flexible 
approaches toward instruction, curriculum and assessment, and a 
culture of iterative and shared decision-making, are able to posi-
tively impact critical needs students’ academic achievement. 

In sum, results from this study identify as a promising prac-
tice close engagement with and understanding of the popula-
tion. This characteristic is supported by a dominant view that 
difference does not equate to deficiency, but rather is inherent 
within the fabric of a richly diverse community for which appro-

priate adaptations are made. Working with parents and foster-
ing communication and collaboration from district to school to 
classroom is the norm. Findings also suggest that the element of 
literacy- and technology-enriched instruction is one of the keys to 
higher performance among critical needs students. Teachers in 
higher-performing schools typically use a variety of programs and 
practices for developing literacy early in a student’s elementary 
years and utilize technology in ways that help monitor literacy 
development and motivate mainstream, special education, and 
ESL students at the same time. Technology also plays a role in 
ensuring coherence of curriculum from class to class and grade to 
grade and collecting data to closely monitor how well curriculum 
and instruction are meeting the needs of students. In the higher-
performing schools in this study educators demonstrate a high 
level of “data literacy” in the way that they employ a variety of 
data to continually inform modifications to instruction and ensure 
interventions are in place in a timely fashion. And, finally, the 
finding regarding deployment of resources suggests a constant 
system of actions and responses that informs the way resources 
address the education of critical needs students. In higher-
performing schools, human resources (specialists, counselors), 
space and time (classrooms and schedules), and tools and mate-
rials (literacy programs and instructional practices) are continu-
ally manipulated to raise achievement of all students. 

[A]n era of post-standardization may now be emerging in which schools, communities, and highly qualified professionals  
become networked in cultures of trust, cooperation, and mutual responsibility, with an inclusive mission that inspires rather  
than imposes engagement with diversity in order to develop more flexible and locally responsive solutions to diverse student  
populations (Skerrett & Hargreaves, 2008, p. 939).

S
ome studies exploring what can be learned from schools that serve stu-
dents facing conditions that would typically leave them at risk for school 
failure are informed by theories about resiliency—the ability of individuals 
to be successful even in the face of adversity (Borman & Overman, 2004; 

Elias & Haynes, 2008; Greene, Galambos, & Youjung, 2003). These theories view 
human social systems as complex, multi-leveled, and intertwined with the systems 
around them, both human and natural. In the school reform literature, cultures of 
trust, cooperation, mutual responsibility, and an inclusive mission have also been 
identified as factors associated with higher performance in diverse contexts.
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This qualitative study was part of a series of best practices 
studies at all levels of schooling, elementary, middle, and high 
school (National Center for Educational Accountability, 2005;  
Wilcox 2009; Wilcox & Angelis, 2009, 2011). The study sought to 
investigate what factors promote exemplary performance among 
critical needs students at the elementary level. Specific ques-
tions explored five areas: How are academic goals and curriculum 
developed, revised, and utilized to support higher performance 
by these groups? What practices related to staff selection, leader-
ship, and capacity building support higher performance? What in-
structional programs and practices support higher performance?  
How are data gathered, analyzed, and used to support higher 
performance? What interventions, recognitions, adjustments are 
used to support higher performance? 

Fifteen schools were included in the study. Ten of these were 
identified as “higher performing” based on subgroup perfor-
mance on New York State English and Mathematics Assessments 
for Grades 3, 4, 5, and 6 (depending on the school’s grade con-
figuration) in 2007, ’08, and ’09. Five of the schools were identi-
fied as “average performing” based on the same data. For this 
sample, study schools were chosen following regression analyses 
in which performance for each of five subgroups—EL, special 
education, economically disadvantaged, African-American, and 
Hispanic students—was regressed against a combination of de-
mographic factors that included school-wide percentage of low-
income students, the enrollment of the school, the percentage of 
EL students, stability of the student population, and the school’s 
ethnic composition. Separate regressions were aggregated for 
math and ELA, then averaged for an overall school performance 

measure. “Higher performers” were selected from the set with 
a mean of at least 1 standard deviation above the average. The 
average-performing sample was drawn to resemble the higher 
performers as closely as possible but with a mean close to the 
average for all schools. In addition, per-pupil expenditures in the 
sample schools cluster near the state average and all have open 
admissions policies. In 73% of the sample schools, the percent-
age of students qualifying for free or reduced-price lunch exceeds 
the state average.

Data collected include interviews and documentary  
evidence. Teachers and administrators were interviewed during 
two-day site visits by two-person research teams for 40 min-
utes to an hour each. Interviewees typically included two to five 
administrators and five to ten teachers totaling 211 individuals 
interviewed across all schools. Documentary evidence collected 
includes school and district plans, curriculum maps, pacing 
guides; professional development information/materials; teach-
ing evaluation information/forms; staff selection materials; unit 
and lesson plans; school schedules; district, school, and class-
room assessments; and AIS and RTI-related documents. Interview 
data were coded inductively using a constant-comparison method 
utilizing qualitative software.  Documentary evidence was used 
in triangulating findings (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Individual 
research teams crafted case studies for each school, and cross-
case analyses of all higher-performing and average-performing 
schools were used to identify promising practices in support-
ing the academic performance of critical needs students at the 
elementary level as discussed in this report (Yin, 2005). 

Research Methods

Recommendations for raising achievement among critical needs 
students based on this study include:

•	 Improving dissemination of promising practices and pro-
cesses for nurturing effective engagement with parents  
and promoting vertical collaboration from classroom to  
central offices.

•	 Increasing use of literacy- and technology-enriched, 
research-based programs and instructional strategies calibrated 
with a system of ongoing collection and use of achievement data. 

•	 Improving teacher preparation and inservice professional 
development for adapting instruction to ethnically and linguisti-
cally diverse students, including ways for collaborating with ESL 
and special education specialists, but also non-instructional staff 
such as school psychologists and counselors. 

•	 Developing and using effective coteaching and inclusion 
models for the fluid deployment of ESL and special education 
specialists.

Close 
Engagement 

with and 
Understanding 

of the Population

Literacy- 
and Technology- 

Enriched 
Instruction

Enlightened 
Approach to 
Curriculum 
and Data

Fluid Adaption 
and 

Deployment of 
Resources
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