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Moreover, ensuring that every one of our young people has the education they need is our moral  
obligation. And it’s critical to fighting poverty in our region. In 2008, we published the Seizing 
the Middle Ground report, which lifted up the importance of middle school education and its 
proven connection to a student’s successful graduation from high school. The report profiled the 
dire state of our middle schools as a result of lack of funding, overcrowded classrooms, and a  
shortage of credentialed teachers. 

Based on the report findings, we worked to pass an LAUSD resolution to create smaller classes  
and schools. In partnership with parents, teachers, students, elected officials and community 
organizations, we successfully advocated for college prep classes (A-G) at two major school districts, 
benefiting almost 800,000 students.

Two years later, our graduation rate remains stuck at 60%, where it’s been for years. And if you  
are a student at LAUSD that number drops to 52%. 

But we are seeing improvement and models that are showing great promise. In our own work, we 
are focusing on implementing these best practices. Working with the California League of Middle 
Schools, we’re piloting our Leadership Matters professional development program. We collaborated 
with LAUSD on the creation of a school level report card, and are now mobilizing parents to use the 
report card to improve their schools. And we are holding community convenings to inform students, 
parents and community leaders about LAUSD’s Public School Choice Resolution. 

The four Los Angeles schools profiled in this report have been selected out of over 300 middle 
grades schools studied across California. They provide a look at what is working to help us begin  
to talk about how to replicate these models across our region. Two of our success stories are LAUSD 
schools, one is a charter school. They all have slightly different characteristics. But what these 
schools have in common is a passionate commitment to their students and their future potential. 
This passion is shared by teachers, principals, school leaders, parents and the community in which 
they live.

We must take immediate and bold action to improve the quality of our young peoples’ education. 
This is a solvable problem if we have a common vision, a common path and a long-term 
focused commitment.

Elise Buik 
President & CEO 
United Way of Greater Los Angeles 

Letter from the President

Middle school is our last  
chance to put a child on the  
pathway to graduation.
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For children who live below the poverty line, or come  
from troubled families or neighborhoods, it can be a great 
challenge just to graduate from high school, much less to 
go on and get a community college credential or a four-year 
college degree. But for students who do, it can change their 
lives, their opportunities, and the course of their family  
trajectory into the future.

A Good Education is the Best  
Pathway Out of Poverty

EdSource agrees with the United Way of Greater Los 
Angeles that improving educational practices and student 
outcomes in the middle grades is essential to keeping 
more low-income students on that path. The middle grades 
are the first step in the secondary to post-secondary  
pipeline—and the last, best chance to get students on track 
for a high school curriculum that will make them “college 
and work ready.”

An analysis by EdSource shows there is great variation in 
middle grades student performance among California schools 
serving high numbers of minority, English learner, and/or 
low-income students. These schools vary widely on the  
Academic Performance Index and in their student outcomes 
on standards-based exams. 

Put simply, the practice and policy choices of middle grades 
principals, school leadership teams, and classroom teachers 
do make a difference in the academic success of their students.

In February 2010, EdSource released a large-scale study—
Gaining Ground in the Middle Grades—designed to identify 
school and district practices and policies that set apart 
higher-performing schools from lower-performing ones  
serving similar middle grades students, as measured by  
standards-based tests in English language arts and math-
ematics. The study yielded a wealth of actionable practices  
that were associated with improved student outcomes.

At the request of the United Way of Greater Los Angeles,  
EdSource selected six schools from the study to profile,  
four of which appear in this report. These schools are  
improving the academic outcomes of middle grades students 
from predominantly low-income families. Our goal: to show 
what higher-performing middle grades schools look like 
in practice, and how these public schools have organized 
themselves explicitly to produce the academic improvement 
that is essential for more young people—in Los Angeles and 
statewide—to be college and career-ready.

PREFACE  |  Trish williams, Executive Director | Edsource

Getting a good education is important for many 
reasons. Individuals who are well educated tend  
to contribute more positively to society and the 
economy, and are better able to get the kinds of 
jobs or build the kinds of careers that will enable 
them to support themselves and their families.

“ Put simply, the practice and policy 
choices of middle grades principals, 
school leadership teams, and  
classroom teachers do make a  
difference in the academic  
success of their students.”
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The Study—Gaining Ground in 
the Middle Grades: Why Some 
Schools Do Better
During the 2008–09 school year, EdSource and our partners 
from Stanford University and the American Institutes for  
Research, surveyed the principals of 303 middle grades 
schools in California, 3,752 English language arts and  
mathematics teachers in grades 6–8 in these schools,  
and 157 district superintendents and charter management 
organization (CMO) leaders who oversee them.

We asked these educators about concrete, actionable  
practices and policies in place in their schools, based on  
extensive review of middle grades research and policy 
literature. We then analyzed the schools’ reported practices 
against their achievement on the California Standards Tests in  
English language arts and mathematics in grades 6, 7 and 8 
during that year. The analysis controlled for student back-
ground differences.

The study’s findings provide a coherent and compelling  
picture of what distinguishes higher-performing schools  
in the middle grades:

•   An intense, schoolwide focus on 
improving academic outcomes. 
Educators set measurable goals and are accountable  
for improved student outcomes, and they share a mission  
to prepare students academically for the future. Students 
and parents share in these responsibilities.

•    Curricula and instruction are closely 
aligned with state academic standards. 
Educators emphasize key standards from one grade  
to the next in each subject area, use standards-based  
curricula frequently, and collaborate around pacing  
and benchmarks.

•   Assessment and other student data 
are used extensively to improve student 
learning and teacher practice. 
Districts play a strong leadership role in providing student 
assessment data and the technology for accessing and 
using it. Principals and teachers, in turn, use data exten-
sively to evaluate instruction and identify problems.

•    Emphasis on early identification and 
proactive intervention to meet students’ 
academic needs. 
Educators review the records of entering students thor-
oughly for warning signs of academic vulnerability and the 
need for support, and employ a range of required and vol-
untary strategies to intervene with students when needed.

•     Districts and principals are vital to 
orchestrating school improvement, with 
principals being the linchpin between  
the district and teachers. 
They also ensure a clean, safe, and disciplined school  
environment. Teachers work both individually and collec-
tively to improve student outcomes, supported by substan-
tive evaluations of their practice and adequate common 
planning time and resources to improve instruction.

All over California and in Los Angeles, some schools are doing 
much better than their peers at raising the academic success 
of middle grades students. These schools have made this 
improvement their top priority, with student outcomes as the 
measuring stick. They understand that successes or failures 
at this grade level have the potential to make or break what 
happens for students as they enter high school.

Private and public investments in strengthening the middle 
grades can pay off—in future outcomes and as a pathway out 
of poverty for students, and in benefits to California.

“ These schools have made this  
improvement their top priority,  
with student outcomes as their  
measuring stick. They understand 
that successes or failures at this 
grade level have the potential to 
make or break what happens for  
students as they enter high school.”



We are seeing modest gains and some  
pockets of excellence.

 But modest gains and pockets of excellence 
aren’t good enough.

We are not seeing improvement fast enough.

And solutions are not scaled quickly enough.

Only 60% of our students are  
graduating on time. And for LAUSD  
students, the number drops to 52%.

�•   half of our students are dropping out. And if you are 
a low-income student, it’s even worse because the  
chronically failing schools are in your neighborhood.

�•  English Language Arts proficiency for 8th graders has 
improved. And 8th grade Algebra 1 proficiency, for those 
taking the course, is trending up. But the numbers are  
still low, which means that many of our students still do  
not have the gateway course proficiency they need to  
secure jobs with career paths. 
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�•  since 2000, we are seeing a decrease in the number of lower performing schools and an increase 
in the number of higher performing schools. But only one-third of the schools in L.A. County have  
API scores over 800, and that number drops to 24% for LAUsD schools.

Hundreds of thousands of students, because of their economic status  
and where they live, rely on their neighborhood schools. And many of these  
schools have been underperforming for years. If half of our young people  
don’t complete high school, they won’t be able to go on to college or have  
access to jobs with career ladders. They will never reach their full potential.

Demand accountability and transparency  
and putting our children first. 

We cannot wait another day. 
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We wanted to learn more about what these higher- 
performing middle grades schools look like in practice,  
and how educators in these public schools have  
embraced the mission of continuously improving  
student achievement. 

Four of the schools are included in this report.  
They come from a range of L.A. County school districts  
including Los Angeles, Montebello and Palmdale.  
One is an L.A. charter school. Some have distinctive  
features such as a dual language curriculum. They  
vary both in size and the grade levels they serve. 

But these schools share a great deal in common in their 
efforts to put on a “full court press” to raise the academ-
ic achievement of all their middle grades students.

The schools leverage a common, standards-based 
infrastructure. State academic content standards enable 
middle grades educators to intently analyze lessons, 
aided by district or CMO-wide resources such as pacing 
guides that keep principals, teachers, students, and 
parents on the same page. In addition, these schools 

depend on student data generated by assessments 
aligned with these standards—including regular assign-
ments, unit assessments, district benchmark tests, and 
statewide tests. Enabled by training and technology 
provided by the district, these data form the basis for 
critical conversations about how best to serve different 
students and for decisions about how to intervene  
when necessary.

The schools we profiled also share a “future oriented” 
mission and instructional program, geared toward 
preparing students for a rigorous high school curricu-
lum. They explicitly work hard to make clear to students 
and parents the connection between middle grades 
academics and students’ futures. This future orienta-

INTRODUCTION TO sChOOL PROFILEs
by Trish Williams, Executive Director, EdSource

At the request of the United way of Greater Los Angeles, Edsource has profiled 
several California schools from its Gaining Ground in the Middle Grades study. 
Each of these schools is improving the academic outcomes of middle grades 
students from predominantly low-income families. 

“ The schools profiled also share  
a “future oriented” mission and 
instructional program, geared  
towards preparing students for a 
rigorous high school curriculum.”
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“ Standards, assessments, data, 
and a strong future orientation 
cannot improve student out- 
comes without a professional 
culture at the school.”

tion is exemplified in countless ways, whether through 
everyday conversations, college-oriented rallies, encour-
aging students to set their own goals, or explaining to 
students and parents how achievement and test scores 
in the middle grades will later be used to inform high 
school interventions and course placements (including 
in California’s A-G college preparatory curriculum).

But the profiles make clear that standards, assess-
ments, data and a strong future orientation cannot  
improve student outcomes without a professional  
culture at the school. In this environment, teachers  
have adequate common planning time to collaboratively 
discuss what is working and what is not, have the  
resources to try out and debrief new approaches, and 
trust that this collective work will be undertaken in a 
spirit of shared and continuous improvement. For  
example, decisions about student interventions may  
involve data-informed conversations about which  
teachers are best positioned to provide the extra sup-
port students need relative to a particular academic 
standard, and what kinds of collaboration will ensure 
that teachers who are seeing better results can share 
their expertise with others.

These cultures took time and strong, committed district/CMO 

and principal leadership to develop. They are, by definition, 

“works in progress” that the schools continue to refine in  

response to student outcomes. The profiles make clear that 

public middle grades schools—in California more broadly,  

and in Los Angeles and its surrounding areas—can build these 

environments provided they have the tools, time, resources, 

and other standards-based support they need to do so. 

This lesson is particularly important in a time when California’s 

public schools are under both unprecedented financial strain 

and unprecedented pressure to demonstrate academic results. 

Indeed, the principals we interviewed report struggling this 

year to keep the programs they have created as they face  

budget cuts that are forcing some difficult trade-offs.

Just as the findings of the Gaining Ground in the Middle Grades 

study help us see more clearly the hard work being done by ed-

ucators in higher-performing middle grades schools, so too do 

these schools’ stories help us see more clearly what it means to 

intently pursue not just improvements in student achievement 

but in students’ future prospects. These school profiles and 

the Gaining Ground study show that it can be done, provided 

schools have the tools, the commitment, and the public and 

private support required.

“ These school profiles and the  
Gaining Ground study show that it 
can be done, provided schools have 
the tools, the commitment, and the 
public and private support required.”
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PRofile  |  sTEPhEN M. whITE MIDDLE sChOOL

“ I don’t believe in spelling tests. 
That’s kind of old hat,” he adds 
laughing. “But I do believe in  
conceptual tests. Do you have the 
concept? Kids need to be able to 
analyze, synthesize, and evaluate.”

    —PRinciPAl JAMeS noble   

The first three non-negotiables—an agenda, an objec-
tive, and a standard—provide evidence that the lesson 
being taught is focused around the state’s academic 
content standards and is consistent with what the 
school’s teachers have developed together. Each  
teacher is required to post an agenda for each lesson 
in his or her classroom. The agenda communicates to 
students the objective of the lesson and what the class 
will cover that day. It also outlines the activities that  
will help students meet the objective and learn the 
standard. When Noble visits a classroom, that’s  
what he wants to see. He also looks for the fourth 
non-negotiable—word walls.

“I know that almost all testing is a matter of kids being 
able to decipher the printed code on the page,” he 
says. These word walls must be dynamic, with specific 
vocabulary that teachers use with students on an ongo-
ing basis, he adds. Every discipline has its unique set 
of terms, such as “quotient” in math or “metaphor” in 
English language arts. “When kids see those terms on a 
standardized test, if they’re unfamiliar, they are dead in 
the water,” Noble says. “I don’t believe in spelling tests. 
That’s kind of old hat,” he adds laughing. “But I do be-
lieve in conceptual tests. Do you have the concept? Kids 
need to be able to analyze, synthesize, and evaluate.”

Providing students with a Road Map
And the fifth non-negotiable item? He wants to see 
authentic student work posted in the classroom that 
represents the highest order task in a lesson. Along-
side that work should be the standard and a rubric that 
was given to all students ahead of time. The rubric lists 
the criteria students must meet to turn in quality work. 

“I just cringe whenever I ask students, ‘How do you 
know your work is good?’ and they respond, ‘If the 
teacher likes it.’ I could just crawl under my desk and 
cry,” he says. “I want kids to have some road map of 

Although he likes to have fun and is open to criticism, Principal James Noble 

also has some non-negotiables when it comes to how the 1,822 students at Stephen 

M. White Middle School are taught. In fact, he has five of them: five things he expects 

to see in every classroom, for each lesson.

STePHen M. WHiTe Middle ScHool
22102 s. Figueroa st.
Carson, CA 90745 | 310.783.4911
Los Angeles Unified school District

PRinciPAl James Noble since 2005–06

configuRATion Serves grades 6–8

enRollMenT (2010–11)
1,822, including 612 8th graders

AdMiniSTRATive And PuPil SuPPoRT STAff
>  Two assistant principals
>  Instructional coach 
>  Title III coach
>  Three grade-level counselors
>  Title I categorical program adviser
>   English learner program coordinator 

(half-time)



“ I just cringe whenever I ask students, 
‘How do you know your work is good?’ 
and they respond, ‘If the teacher likes 
it.’ I want kids to have some road map 
of how to get the best possible grade, 
how to get the best possible learning.”

    —PRinciPAl JAMeS noble   

how to get the best possible grade, how to get the best  
possible learning. I’ve found that a rubric gives a step-by-
step checklist so students know ahead of time when they 
hand in a paper that it’s quality.”

Lesson study Approach 
To attain these five non-negotiables, teachers partici- 
pate in the Japanese educational practice of Lesson Study, 
which Noble says “was pretty much mandated” by Los  
Angeles Unified School District. Teachers take apart and  
examine all the elements of a lesson, then put it back 
together. They then implement the lesson, come back and 
debrief, and then tweak the lesson based on their experi-
ence with it as a group. Although this is difficult work, the 
teachers were  open to the new approach, he says.

“It’s a laborious process, but it has paid dividends for kids,” 
says Noble, who for six years has been principal at the 
District 8 school, which has seen steady gains in student 
achievement. Noble says the math teachers, in particular, 
have embraced this approach. They met diligently, he says, 
and developed common end-of-unit tasks, assessments, 
and agendas. That way, “any student at any given week  
can talk with any other student at the same grade level  
and discipline, and they are all on the same page.” 

2      Increased its mean score for 8th graders on 
Algebra 1 CsT and English Language Arts CsT.

3      Increased its statewide rank, which compares its 
API to all other schools of its type across the state.
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growth targets.
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Using Data Proactively
Besides preparing the lesson well through the Lesson 
Study approach, teachers at Stephen M. White rely  
on district benchmark data and their own assessments 
to find out if students understand the standards. If 
most students do not assess well, then the teacher will 
re-teach the standard. If only a few students are lagging 
behind, they will give them special tutoring help. 

Noble uses data to spot trends. “Is there a trend in 
a particular teacher’s class that tells me they aren’t 
teaching the standard, or a trend in another class that 
shows me a teacher is teaching the standard particu-
larly well?” he explains. “Then I’ll try to get those two 
teachers in a peer relationship, some direct interven-
tion. Maybe those two can form a partnership and get 
to where we’re hitting all the standards with all the kids 
all the time.”

Noble also uses data to uncover risk factors for specific 
students, such as if they have failed classes or had low 
achievement on a regular basis in the past. By review-
ing the students’ histories, he can discover the holes in 
their education and intervene. 

The middle school also relies on summer packets 
in English and math—sent home with all returning 
students and incoming 6th graders—to help determine 
students’ academic strengths and weaknesses. 

 

PRofile  |  sTEPhEN M. whITE MIDDLE sChOOL

Teachers take apart and examine 
all the elements of a lesson, then 
put it back together. They then 
implement the lesson, come back 
and debrief, and then tweak the 
lesson based on their experience 
with it as a group.

One of the primary purposes for the packets is to  
prevent “slippage that always happens when kids  
are on vacation,” Noble says. But they can also  
reveal which kids need help and which ones would 
benefit from enrichment activities.

For example, in English, students are asked to read a 
book and respond in writing to some questions about it. 
Based on the student’s response, teachers and admin-
istrators can determine if they are literate and set them 
up for enrichment opportunities; they can place them in 
a core class and add some extra support; or if they are 
very weak, provide some intervention.

An Emphasis on Math
The summer packets also help school staff place 
students in the appropriate math classes. However, all 
8th graders enroll in Algebra I, even though some may 
not be quite ready. Noble strongly believes that this 
is the best approach. He points out that to be eligible 
to go to the University of California (UC) and California 
State University (CSU), students must take a minimum 
of three years of college preparatory math: Algebra I, 
Geometry, and Algebra II. 

“If a kid enters 9th grade and they’re taking Algebra I 
and they’re not successful, then they have just enough 
years left to get UC eligible,” he says. “But if I give it to 
them in the middle grades and they pass it, then they 
don’t have to take Algebra I again in high school. It 
provides a cushion.” 
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Finding Out who You Are
Noble introduces fun in other ways, including  
obtaining a grant (formerly given only to high schools) for 
a robotics class. He believes that middle school is the time 
when students start to develop their life interests, and he 
wants to give them as many opportunities as possible.

“Middle school is about finding your interests,  
determining what you’re going to pursue in life,  
setting goals for yourself, and following through,”  
he says. “I want to do anything I can to prepare kids,  
pique their interest.”

And that caring approach, perhaps, is also  
non-negotiable for Noble. 

To support the 8th graders who are likely to struggle 
in Algebra I, the school offers a second simultaneous 
course with the same teacher. Students are identified 
for this class based on their math performance in 7th 
grade, including their test scores. The class has fewer 
students, and the teacher goes over what was taught 
a second time more slowly, making sure the students 
understand it. Students can choose to leave the second 
class after they are scoring well on the school’s periodic 
assessments, but many want to stay because they feel 
they are really learning the subject, Noble says. And he 
lets them. “I won’t take them out because what the kids 
are saying is true. If I take them out, they might go right 
back down.”

Not only 8th graders get support in math. Sixth graders 
who are behind when they enter Stephen M. White are 
assigned to an extra class in math and/or English lan-
guage arts. “We call it academic workout,” Noble says. 

Noble also encourages academic prowess by holding 
jousts (“we’re the home of the Knights”). A joust at Ste-
phen M. White is an academic contest between classes. 
Each class will have a team. One team of students will 
be asked a math question, for example; if they can’t an-
swer it correctly, the opposing team gets a chance. “I’ll 
go to the joust as a spectator, and the kids are showing 
off. Oh, it’s fun!”

“ Middle school is about finding 
your interests, determining what 
you’re going to pursue in life, set-
ting goals for yourself, and follow-
ing through,” he says. “I want to 
do anything I can to prepare kids, 
pique their interest.”

    —PRinciPAl JAMeS noble   

Student characteristics  2008-2009

PARenT educATion 
n  Some College -28% 

n  High School Graduates -25%

n  College Graduate or Above -24%

n  Not High School Graduates -23%

                   

eTHniciTieS 
n  Hispanic - 61% 

n  Filipino -20% 

n  African American - 8% 

n  Pacific Islander - 4% 

n  White -3%

n  Asian -2%

n  Native American -1%  

STudenT leARneRS
n  Low-income Students - 68%   

n  English Learners -13%

n  Special Education -9%
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PRofile  |  LA MERCED INTERMEDIATE sChOOL

“ We’re not guessing at what we 
should be doing. It’s all defined  
by data.” 

—PRinciPAl eugene c. keRR  

weekly Meetings Focused on Data  
and Instruction
Principal Eugene Kerr points to the school’s weekly 
teacher meetings as a key part of this communications 
strategy. Every Monday, students are dismissed at 
12:38 p.m. so all teachers can participate. They meet in 
teams based on the grade levels and subject areas they 
teach. Each team has a leader with the school’s admin-
istrators and counselors rotating through the sessions. 

Each team discusses the curriculum and methodol-
ogy. Then they agree on their goals and plan how to 
achieve them. The teams rely on benchmark tests that 
are aligned with curriculum and pacing guides which 
determine what teachers are supposed to teach and 
when. The district has provided training to teachers so 
they can make the best use of student data to inform 
their instruction, which is targeted for each student.  
The test results are compared with tests taken earlier. 
“We’re not guessing at what we should be doing,”  
Kerr emphasizes. “It’s all defined by data.”

Once a month, the principal meets with the Advisory 
Council, which is made of certificated lead teachers, 
the dean of discipline, counselors, and the principal’s 
secretary. They discuss a number of issues, including 
student progress and where help is needed.

At La Merced Intermediate, everyone aims to be on the same page. 
That’s why this school in Montebello has developed common systems and  

structures to support student achievement among its 1,391 6th, 7th, and 8th  

graders, and facilitate professional learning among its staff. These systems are  

designed to make sure routine and open conversations about teaching and  

learning occur among administrators, teachers, counselors, and parents.

lA MeRced inTeRMediATe ScHool
215 E. Avenida De La Merced
Montebello, CA 90640 | 323.722.7262
Montebello Unified school District

PRinciPAl Eugene C. Kerr since 1998–99

configuRATion Serves grades 6–8

enRollMenT (2010–11)
1,391, including 467 8th graders

AdMiniSTRATive And PuPil  
SuPPoRT STAff
>  Assistant principal
>  Dean of discipline
>  English learner facilitator
>  Title I facilitator
>  Three grade-level counselors

SPeciAl funding
>   QEIA (State Quality Education 

Investment Act)
>   International Center for Education 

& Sports (ICES), which funds after- 
school programs 

MAJoR cHAngeS Since 2008–09
>   In 2010–11, school configuration 

changed to 6–8  (from 5–8) due to  
declining district enrollment. 



“ Everything is out in the open. In the 
old days, it used to be: ‘I’m doing 
great, but I’m not going to share with 
anybody because I want to be the 
shining star.’ That’s a cultural change 
we’ve been able to implement.”

    —PRinciPAl eugene c. keRR   

The Professional Culture
What is exciting about La Merced’s team approach, Kerr says, 
is that Monday afternoons are spent with teachers conversing 
with each other, sharing strategies that have worked as well 
as approaches that have not worked so well, based on data. 

“Everything is out in the open,” Kerr says. “In the old days,  
it used to be: ‘I’m doing great, but I’m not going to share  
with anybody because I want to be the shining star.’ That’s  
a cultural change we’ve been able to implement.”

The change was intentional and took effort. Kerr and his  
assistant principal met with teachers to encourage the  
team approach. In addition, the school benefited from  
having an English learner facilitator and a Title I facilitator 
provided by the district. The school also receives extra  
funds from the State’s Quality Education Investment Act 
(QEIA) that allows it to have smaller class sizes.

Today, Kerr says, the teachers at La Merced take  
personal pride in their common approach to teaching,  
and many put in extra hours each week to reach the  
agreed-upon benchmarks. “We have teachers who arrive  
really early to school and stay really late. Some-times  
I have to kick ‘em out, they’re here so long.”

continued on page 16

1      La Merced met its schoolwide and subgroup API 
growth targets.

Why We Selected la Merced  
intermediate School 

2       Among the 144 schools serving low-income students 
that participated in Ed source’s Gaining Ground study, 
La Merced was in the top 20 for achievement, beyond  
what would be predicted by students’ prior test scores,  
in 8th grade:

             • English Language Arts

             • General Mathematics

             • Algebra 1 

3        La Merced scored far above average for 8th grade mean 
scale scores on General Math and Algebra 1 CsTs.
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4        La Merced increased its statewide and similar 
schools rankings between 2008-2009.
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Use data to construct  
early warning systems to  
target students who are  
at risk of dropping out.

Warning signs such as infrequent attendance, behavior  

infractions and course failure is predictive of high  

school dropout as early as the start of middle school.  

State, district and school officials need to harness  

the power of data to construct early warning and  

intervention systems.

Implement a better  
system to measure  
teacher and school  
leader effectiveness.

Data shows that a truly effective teacher can have a  

critical impact on a student. Teachers and principals  

must have the tools they need to be their most effective. 

That includes regular evaluations, not just based on test 

scores but also reviews by other teachers and school 

leaders, as well as feedback from parents and students.  

And based on data, high performers should be rewarded 

and chronically low performers should be let go.

Create a stronger  
professional learning  
culture in schools. 

Give teachers the resources they need to do a great  

job. Ensure that they have the time they need to work  

collaboratively to understand what works and what  

doesn’t. Incorporate leadership training for teachers  

and administrators and provide the necessary  

resources for professional development and support.

We can improve the quality of our schools if we have a  
common vision and a commitment to long-term change.
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Hold school district  
leadership accountable  
for implementation.

Use public policy to  
advocate for increased  
funding tied to student  
performance outcomes.

Work together to  
create a multi-sector  
and community  
based effort.

Create an annual district level report card to track  

the progress of school reform efforts, and provide  

ratings on key action items that impact student  

academic achievement.

Mobilize parents  
to get involved.

Parents are the most important partner, ally and  
advocate that an educator can have. Data shows that 
an engaged parent is a critical predictor of a student’s 
academic success. Tools like The School Report Card 
provide the data to help parents understand how their 
school is doing, and what they can do to advocate for 
change in their school.

Our state is currently ranked 44th in per-pupil  
funding and 50th in student-to-teacher ratios.  
Passing good school legislation and funding at  
the necessary levels, with appropriate accountability 
measures, is the only way that every one of our  
students will get the education they deserve.

Commit to working together in cross-sector alliances 
with labor and business bringing solutions to the 
table. States and school districts that have made the 
most progress have built alliances that include gover-
nors, labor leaders, mayors, legislators, non-profits 
and community organizers and businesses. We can, 
and we must, now do the same in Los Angeles County. 
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continued from page 13

Informing Parents About Academic  
Goals and Progress
The school relies on common pacing guides to not only 
help teachers coordinate with one another, but to also 
keep parents informed of their child’s progress, Kerr 
says. The Montebello School District has provided a 
software system that the administration and teachers 
use to ensure that parents receive schoolwide informa-
tion, such as events and activities, by telephone. 

But the phone system also serves another purpose, 
Kerr explains. “Teachers can specifically send mes-
sages to the homes of our students saying your son or 
daughter didn’t do their homework, or they’re strug-
gling in this particular area, or can you give me a phone 
call so we can meet and discuss further?” The school 
uses district-provided software that makes student 
achievement data available to parents online. That way 
when students bring home their report cards, there are 
no surprises.

Through this ongoing interaction with parents,  
teachers build trust with the family. Kerr explained  
that they are aided in their efforts by counselors,  
who attend the team meetings and also interact  
with parents regularly. 

Interventions Based on Individual  
student Needs
The school has redefined the counselor role in  
support of academic achievement, Kerr says. Discipline 
is handled by an administrator so that counselors 
can focus on supporting students and their families. 
Counselors are assigned a group of students that they 
stay with through their entire three years at La Merced. 
That way, counselors get to know their students and 
their families, and build on that relationship from year 
to year.

Teachers and counselors together identify individual 
students who need additional help. Often, through 
these conversations, teachers discover that a student’s 
difficulty in other subject areas such as math, is ulti-
mately a literacy issue. For example, at a grade-level 
meeting, a math teacher might recognize that a student 
is struggling in math because of literacy issues and can 
then get other teachers involved. The staff discusses 
what kinds of strategies—including after-school tutor-
ing, Saturday school, and other interventions—can be 
employed to help the student. These strategies may 
include math teachers modeling academic language 
and tailoring their instruction so it is comprehensible 
to students still struggling with academic English. 

In a school with more than 20% of its students identi-
fied as English learners, language skills are often a 
focus. For these students, the school emphasizes  
oral language and transitioning from oral language to 
academic language—learning how to decode words.  

PRofile  |  LA MERCED INTERMEDIATE sChOOL

Teachers and counselors together 
identify individual students who  
need additional help. Often, through 
these conversations, teachers  
discover that a student’s difficulty  
in other subject areas, such as math, 
is ultimately a literacy issue.



Although La Merced also wants its students to be ready  
for the next big transition—to high school—the school does 
not put its focus there, Kerr says. Instead, it seeks to set 
students’ goals higher.

“In the 6th grade, high school is very seldom mentioned,” 
he says. “We talk about college. It’s assumed students 
will graduate from high school. We have college night for 
parents starting in the 6th grade. It’s almost like a pep 
rally.” Teachers put college banners in their classrooms, 
and former students now in college come back to talk to the 
middle schoolers. Kerr says the school also understands 
that some students may choose to attend a tech or trade 
school and not go to college. But students need to focus on 
higher-level skills either way, he says.

“If our students cannot read at grade level, it really  
slows us down,” Kerr says. In an effort to help teachers 
focus on student needs, core classes are organized  
in part based on students’ literacy levels.

Transitions
The school also works to meet its students’ emotional 
needs by easing the transition from a smaller, more inti-
mate elementary school to the much larger middle school. 
Elementary teachers fill out information sheets for each 
student giving their academic history. Teachers also share 
challenges that students may face, special needs they may 
have, and interests, such as drama or music. These sheets 
are used to inform teachers and counselors, and to recruit 
students for the middle school drama and music classes. 
Feeder elementary school teachers accompany their 
students on a visit to the school. During the visit, students 
learn the layout of the campus so they will feel confident on 
their first day of school. La Merced also hosts a 6th grade 
parents’ night prior to the first day of school so the parents 
are able to meet their child’s teachers.

“ We talk about college. It’s assumed 
students will graduate from high 
school. We have college night for  
parents starting in the 6th grade.  
It’s almost like a pep rally.”

     —PRinciPAl eugene c. keRR  

Student characteristics  2008-2009

PARenT educATion 
n  High School Graduates -35%

n  Not High School Graduates -27%

n  SomeCollege -28% 

n  College Graduate or Above -11%

eTHniciTieS 
n  Hispanic - 93% 

n  White -5%

n  African American -1% 

n  Asian/Filipino -1% 

STudenT leARneRS
n  Low-income Students - 77% 

n  English Learners -21%

n  Special Education -9%
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Once there, they stay. Unlike many 
schools with a large percentage of 
low-income students, Los Amigos 
does not have problems with  
student transiency.

That new school is likely to fill up quickly. Los Amigos 
has a waiting list, and its 897 students, who are mostly 
from Hispanic families, either walk or take one of 11 
buses that service the school. And once there, they 
stay. Unlike many schools with a large percentage of 
low-income students, Los Amigos does not have prob-
lems with student transiency.

The Dual Immersion Program
The students are evenly split when they enter the 
school: half of them are English learners, and the other 
half are English-only speakers. The dual immersion 
program looks different depending on the grade level. 

In grades K–3, students have a half-day in English and 
a half-day in Spanish. In grades 4–6, they alternate lan-
guages weekly. In grades 7–8, the language depends 
upon the course. Upper-grade students take language 
arts in both languages. But social studies and physical 
education are taught only in Spanish, while math and 
science are taught in English. Although students work in 
both languages, individual teachers instruct in only one 
language. This approach carries over to administrators. 

“I speak to the students only in Spanish,” Principal 
Elena Esquer says. “My assistant principal speaks to 
them only in English.”

“We are a different kind of middle school in the sense 
that we don’t have traditional periods because we are a 
K–8,” Esquer says. At Los Amigos, all of the classrooms 
are next to each other, separated by a sliding door. 
“They go in between classrooms and the outside doors 
are also connected, so it’s very easy for them to switch 
classes,” she says. Students in the upper two grades 
have only two core teachers for each grade—one who 
teaches in Spanish and one who teaches in English. 
However, the two teachers break up the day into peri-
ods so students can experience that approach before 
high school. “But it’s a little bit different from having 
seven teachers,” Esquer notes.

If imitation is the sincerest form of flattery, then Los Amigos School in East 

Palmdale should feel flattered. In September 2011, the Palmdale Elementary School 

District plans to open a second school based on the same K–8 Spanish/English  

immersion model that has been so successful at Los Amigos. A former principal  

of Los Amigos is spearheading that effort. 

loS AMigoS ScHool
6640 E Avenue R-8
Palmdale, CA 93552 | 661.285.1546
Palmdale Elementary school District

PRinciPAl Elena Esquer since 2009–10

configuRATion Serves grades K–8. 
>  Spanish/English dual immersion school.

enRollMenT (2010–11)
897, including 84 8th graders

AdMiniSTRATive And PuPil SuPPoRT STAff
>  Assistant principal (half time)
>  Learning support teacher
>  School psychologist (half time)
>  Resource support teachers
>   Kindergarten instructional assistants

(half time)



Each day, one period is set aside  
to re-teach material to flexible 
groupings of students who have 
similar needs.  

Interventions During the Regular  
school Day
In addition, students who need extra help typically get  
that assistance during the school day instead of before  
and after school because so many of the students arrive 
and leave in buses. Each day, one period is set aside to  
re-teach material to flexible groupings of students who 
have similar needs. Based on data results, these interven-
tion sessions are taught by the teachers who were the  
most successful in teaching the material initially. The 
school has also eliminated assemblies and other outside 
events so that the day is not interrupted, allowing more 
time for academic interventions. 

Teachers also help struggling students during the lunch 
break. “We instituted a play-first, eat-lunch-second  
model for the whole school, and that kind of forces them  
to sit there and really try to do the work,” Esquer says. 
After students have had their playtime, teachers walk  
the struggling students to lunch. They eat their food  
and then come back to the classroom  for a one-on-one 
tutoring session.

Collaboration is key
The different approach taken by Los Amigos requires that 
teachers work closely together. “Getting the right combina-
tions of teaching partners has been huge,” Esquer says. 

1      Los Amigos met its schoolwide and subgroup API 
growth targets for 2009.

Why We Selected los Amigos School

2       Among the 144 schools serving low-income students 
that participated in Ed source’s Gaining Ground study: 

          •  Los Amigos was in the top 20 for achievement on the  
8th grade CsT in English Language Arts, beyond what  
would be predicted by students’ prior test scores.

           •  Scored far above average for 8th grade mean scale  
score on the English Language Arts CsT.

3        Increased its statewide and similar schools rankings 
between 2008-2009.
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To aid in this collaboration, 7th and 8th grade teachers 
meet together as a kind of middle school team. “They 
know they are all responsible for each other’s kids,” she 
says. “They know that it’s not just one group that has 
success, that everybody contributes to that success.” 

Los Amigos has to focus on language arts in both  
Spanish and English, and often standards are lacking in 
Spanish. This requires the Spanish teachers to see what 
the standard is in English and then apply it to Spanish. 
“A lot of the standards are very similar so they blend 
well together, but there are some that are very differ-
ent,” Esquer explains. “For example, Spanish grammar 
is very different from English grammar.” Teachers from 
kindergarten through 8th grade work together to ensure 
that everyone is on the same page with the additional 
standards each grade is teaching in Spanish.

In order to stay aligned with more traditional schools, 
Los Amigos faculty have had conversations with teach-
ers from other middle schools to determine the most 
essential academic content standards for their grades. 
This past year, the school’s faculty participated in  
lessons with other teachers to observe their approach 
to help refine their teaching.

The school also had a teacher participating in district 
meetings that helped define academic standards. Out 
of these meetings came pacing guides to let teachers 
know what they should be teaching and when.

Teachers Need to keep Parents Informed
Esquer also expects teachers to keep parents informed 
of what is being taught in the classroom and their 
student’s progress. “Parents need to know when their 
kids are having some struggles with certain standards 
or just in general,” she says. Esquer also encourages 
parents to visit the classroom. Some English-speaking 
parents have only had Spanish in high school and 
maybe a year or so in college. After a while, they are  
unable to help their children with their homework.  
By coming to school and observing a class, they have 
a better understanding of what is going on, she says. 
“Our program is intense,” Esquer says. “Oftentimes it 
can be overwhelming to parents.” The teachers also 
share data with parents, and discuss what is expected 
of the 7th and 8th graders. 

“Middle school is a very difficult age,” Esquer says. 
“They are just finding their way, learning about who 
they are, and it can be a very trying time. So I ask the 
teachers to also be cognizant of that as they’re looking 
at the data. If they know a student has a particular issue 
at home, then they need to be aware and be compas-
sionate. But they also need to make sure that the  
student meets the standard. How can we bring them  
in, and what resources do we need to provide?” 

PRofile  |  LOs AMIGOs sChOOL

“ They know that they are all  
responsible for each other’s kids.” 

    — PRinciPAl elenA eSqueR   

“ Middle school is a very difficult  
age. They are just finding their  
way, learning about who they are, 
and it can be a very trying time.  
So I ask the teachers to also be 
cognizant of that as they’re  
looking at the data.”

    — PRinciPAl elenA eSqueR   



“We want students to master all of the essential skills 
that they need to be successful in high school, while still 
realizing that they’re all different and some may have more 
proficiency than others in certain things,” Esquer says. 

Like many high-performing middle schools, Los Amigos 
also promotes the goal of postsecondary education. “We 
want them to think about college, about being the type of 
student who would be college bound, whether it’s Harvard, 
a junior college, or a trade school; whatever may be right 
for them,” she says.

But Los Amigos also has another goal for its students that 
is not so typical. “We want our students to leave here bilin-
gual and bi-literate,” Esquer says. “That’s our mission.”

Focusing on Data and the Future
Esquer also emphasizes using data to improve instruction. 
The data includes district benchmark tests as well as other 
classroom assessments. Because of the data system the 
school uses, the principal is able to see how often teachers 
access the data. 

“I’m asking them to really examine the data and look at the 
line items,” she says. “If a majority answered ‘a’ and the 
answer was ‘b,’ why did they do that? Let’s look at ‘a’ and 
see what it is about ‘a’ that made them all think that was 
the right answer, and how does that inform your teaching?” 
Esquer asks teachers to be reflective, and reach out to 
students who are struggling.  

Teachers meet with all students to discuss their test scores, 
set goals, and talk about their future. Every time a student 
reaches a goal, the teacher and student together set a new 
one, keeping in mind a broader, overall objective. Teachers 
also talk with students about high school and college.

This year, to aid in this effort, Esquer is working with the 
principal of the high school located next door to ensure that 
Los Amigos’ students enter 9th grade well prepared. The 
high school principal is going to walk the Los Amigos cam-
pus with a couple of teachers and give them some feedback. 

Teachers meet with all students to  
discuss their test scores, set goals, 
and talk about their future. Every  
time a student reaches a goal, the 
teacher and student together set  
a new one, keeping in mind a  
broader, overall objective. 

Student characteristics  2008-2009

PARenT educATion 
n  Not High School Graduates -36% 

n  Some College -28% 

n  College Graduate or Above -19%

n  High School Graduates -17%

                   

eTHniciTieS 
n  Hispanic - 80% 

n  African American -7% 

n  White - 7%

n  Multiple/No Response - 6%

STudenT leARneRS
n  Low-income Students - 74% 

n  English Learners -38%

n  Special Education -11%



22    Middle School Report  |  United way of Greater Los Angeles

PRofile  |  VIEw PARk PREPARATORY ACCELERATED ChARTER MIDDLE sChOOL

“ I think the reason it has been  
successful is that we included  
the teachers in the process of  
identifying those standards.”

    — PRinciPAl nikolAS HoWARd   

Almost all of the students are African American, and 
more than half are from low-income families. They come 
from the neighborhood, and get into the school through 
a lottery.

“We know our kids, we know their families, I know my 
staff, I know what’s going on in their classrooms every 
single day,” says Principal Nikolas Howard. “We’re ca-
pable of doing that so effectively because we have only 
342 students.”

Howard checks in biweekly with each of his 7th and 8th 
grade teachers. The assistant director meets one-on-
one with the 6th grade staff. Altogether, 14 teachers 
work at View Park. In his meetings with each teacher, 
they “dive into the data,” and also discuss concerns 

and objectives. When conversations are tailored to one 
teacher, Howard has found, “they are much more genuine 
about trying to take the ideas that come out of our conver-
sations and implement them in the classroom.” 

Howard visits classrooms every day and makes sure to 
set up times to formally evaluate teachers while they 
are instructing. Altogether, he estimates, about 60% to 
70% of his time is devoted to curriculum and instruction. 
Most of the rest of his time is spent on interactions with 
students and parents.

The Role of the Charter Management  
Organization
All ICEF middle schools have cadres focused on specific 
content, such as an English or math cadre. Together, the 
teachers from each subject worked to make sure that the 
teaching of the courses was consistent across all ICEF 
schools. The teachers identified what they wanted to fo-
cus on, using California Standards Test (CST) frameworks 
and the standards. “We all commonly planned from there, 
and then we created common assessments in every 
content area,” Howard says. Four times throughout the 
year, every content area in every grade level in the middle 
school takes a common assessment. The assessments 
are used to drive student interventions. 

“I think the reason it has been successful is that we 
included the teachers in the process of identifying those 

At View Park Preparatory, building relationships is key to the school’s 

success with its 6th, 7th and 8th graders. This small charter school in Los Angeles  

is part of the Inner City Education Foundation (ICEF) charter management organization 

and shares a campus with an ICEF high school. 

vieW PARk PRePARAToRY AcceleRATed 
cHARTeR Middle ScHool
5749 south Crenshaw Rd
Los Angeles, CA 90043 | 323.290.6970
Los Angeles Unified school District 
ICEF Public schools

PRinciPAl Nikolas Howard since 2010–11

>   Assistant director/8th grade history teacher 
from 2007–08 through 2009–10 

configuRATion Serves grades 6–8

enRollMenT (2010–11)
342, including 116 8th graders 

AdMiniSTRATive And PuPil SuPPoRT STAff
>  Assistant director



“ We definitely teach our kids the 
standards, but we also teach  
beyond them as well, especially  
in terms of critical thinking and 
those types of skills.”

   — PRinciPAl nikolAS HoWARd   

standards,” he says. “We allowed them to bring all 
the things that they’ve done well and kind of put them 
together and pool all their talents. Our teachers are very 
invested in the process.”

The cadres continue to function. Every Wednesday is 
a half-day for students. Although much of that time 
is used for school site meetings, once a month when 
the cadres meet. “That has driven our professional 
development quite a lot,” Howard explains. “What has 
come out of it is lesson plan sharing, resource sharing, 
unit sharing, all those kinds of things. It’s allowing our 
teachers to create critical friends and colleagues, and 
push themselves in that way.”

Howard also emphasizes that View Park teachers incor-
porate successful lesson plans they have developed. 
“We definitely teach our kids the standards, but we also 
teach beyond them as well, especially in terms of criti-
cal thinking and those types of skills. The content itself 
is not as important to us as their ability to read and 
write and think critically and show that.”

Beyond the cadre approach, ICEF also plays a crucial 
role in providing data programs to support the school 
staff. Data, such as test scores, are automatically 
loaded into the system in the summer. For example, 
when school starts Howard can say to his math teach-
ers, “here are all the kids who are weak in fractions.” 
Another program allows staff to keep notes or ideas 
about specific students.

1     View Park’s API has been above 800.

2       Among the 144 schools serving low-income students 
that participated in Ed source’s Gaining Ground study: 

          •  View Park was in the top 20 for 8th grade achievement,  
beyond what would be predicted by students’ prior test  
scores, on the General Math and Algebra 1 CsTs.

          •  It scored far above average for 8th grade mean scale  
scores on: 

             > English Language Arts

             > General Mathematics

             > Algebra 1 CsTs

3        View Park increased its statewide ranking and maintained 
its similar schools ranking between 2008-2009.
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Model study halls
Students’ academic achievement is carefully monitored. 
The school relies on study halls to keep students on 
track. Students have a study hall period every day,  
but it is very different from the stereotypical study hall.

When Howard first came to the school, he realized that 
study hall “was a missed opportunity to have an impact 
on kids because you’re spending an hour every day with 
them. It’s great if they can work and keep themselves 
on task, but what we didn’t know was how productive 
the kids are being in study hall.” Perhaps, he thought, 
study hall could be used to get students thinking  
about what it takes to be a good student and why  
that was important.

Howard began tracking kids’ productivity and setting 
goals. “Our school model for study hall has become 
that you’ve got to complete two assignments in 60 
minutes.” Study hall teachers track student productivity 
with a spreadsheet. As students finish an assignment, 
they check it off.

One of the primary goals of middle school is to develop 
good academic habits that will allow students to be  
successful in high school and college, Howard says.  
“We teach them organization, and how to manage time. 
Through study hall, we teach them study skills and how 
to keep themselves on task and self-driven for at least an 
hour a day.”

The study hall teacher checks on student grades, whether 
homework assignments are completed, and whether they 
have written down their assignments and due dates in 
their student planners. They then have the students talk 
to their teachers about make-ups, or they contact parents 
to ensure that kids are doing their homework. The effect 
of these efforts, Howard says, is that “kids become more 
involved in how they are doing at school. They become the 
ones who are driving it.”

Focus on high school and College
Besides teaching key academic skills, teachers and  
administrators at View Park also talk about college  
all the time with the students. 

Howard makes an effort to talk with students one-on-one 
about setting goals. He asks students what colleges they 
are considering. Then he asks them to go on that college’s 
website to find out what is the average GPA for accep-
tance. Then he has another conversation and says, “Let’s 
start shooting for that kind of a GPA right now. This is  
what that would mean.”

View Park uses a school information system that is  
web-based, so Howard carries his laptop into study halls, 
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One of the primary goals of  
middle school is to develop good 
academic habits that will allow  
students to be successful in high 
school and college.

“ If we see a kid who is really struggling 
across the board, one adult on cam-
pus will try to take that child under 
their wing and figure out what’s going 
on, and then siphon them to the help 
that is most appropriate for them.”

    — PRinciPAl nikolAS HoWARd   



When students are really struggling, View Park creates a  
student study team that involves an administrator and a  
member of the student’s family. The team drafts a plan with 
objectives and steps toward those goals. After all, at View 
Park, it all boils down to relationships.

“If we see a kid who is really struggling across the board, one 
adult on campus will try to take that child under their wing and 
figure out what’s going on, and then siphon them to the help 
that is most appropriate for them—counseling, tutoring, a 
workshop, whatever it is, whatever needs to happen.”

picks kids at random, pulls up their grades, and discusses 
their progress with them. “I’ll say, remember we talked 
about such and such a college. What was their minimum 
GPA? Are you there? What’s holding you back?”

What’s nice, Howard says, is that he is not the only one  
doing that. Their study hall teachers also have access to 
that information. 

Students also learn from their high school counterparts 
who are on the same campus. They talk to the older 
students about how hard high school is and what their 
homework load is like. Sharing a campus also makes it 
easier for students to accelerate in courses. For example, 
some middle school students are taking a geometry class in 
the high school. 

Determining Algebra Readiness
In 2006–07, all 8th graders at View Park took Algebra I, 
except for those accelerated students ready for geometry. 
But, Howard says, it became apparent that some were not 
ready for Algebra I, and that their lack of success in the sub-
ject hurt their progress in math. Now the school determines 
which students are not ready based on a diagnostic test at 
the beginning of 8th grade and their 7th grade CST scores 
in math. The students who are not ready—about a quarter 
of 8th graders this year—review 7th grade pre-algebra skills 
and also begin Algebra I at a slower pace. The middle school 
then coordinates their placement in the charter high school.

Differentiated, Data-driven Learning
The school relies on a breakdown of data into specific math, 
English, or other subject skills to intervene with struggling 
students through a process called workshops.

View Park relies on common ICEF assessments and end- 
of-unit tests. “There is a constant stream of data on the  
kids coming in,” Howard says.  Based on that data, the 
school holds workshops—typically during study hall  
period—that cater to smaller groups of 10 to 15 students 
who have common deficits in one standard. They usually  
last three to five weeks.

Student characteristics  2008-2009

PARenT educATion 
n  College Graduate or Above -43%

n  Some College -38% 

n  High School Graduates -16%

n  Not High School Graduates -3%

                   

eTHniciTieS 
n  African American -98% 

n  Hispanic -2% 

 

STudenT leARneRS
n  Low-income Students (2010-2011) -54% 

n  English Learners -0%

n  Special Education -4%
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JOIN Us as we work with educators, leaders from 
the public, private and non-profit sectors, parents and 
youth to improve our schools. Together we can create and 
implement the solutions that will improve the middle 
school experience for all students in Los Angeles County. 



log on to unitedwayla.org to find out how you can help.

GIVE. ADVOCATE. VOLUNTEER.

whAT YOU CAN DO RIGhT NOw
Connect with students
Volunteer at one of United Way’s  
Leadership Matters middle schools.
We can identify kids at risk of dropping out by  
middle school. It’s their last chance and they need  
your help.  Get a group from your company together  
and make a commitment to spend a few hours each  
week volunteering with students. 

Organize a career day at your  
workplace or college day at your  
local college or university. 
All students should graduate from high school  
ready for college and a career. Help organize a tour  
of your workplace and create job shadowing or  
career guidance programs for middle school students 
from United Way’s Leadership Matters program.  
Or chaperone a tour of your local college or university.  
Use this important learning opportunity to coach  
students on the types of classes they need to take  
to be college and career-ready.  

Organize a school supply drive in a  
Leadership Matters Middle School.
Our schools are now so under-funded that parents  
and teachers must supply their schools with critical 
school supplies. Organize a drive to package  
essential school supplies for one of our Leadership  
Matters middle schools. 

Provide on-site services to  
Leadership Matters Middle School  
students and their families. 
If your organization provides vital services such  
as medical or legal services, organize a group of  
colleagues to volunteer their time and expertise. 

help Reform our school system
Meet with school district officials  
or other school board members.
Your voice is critically important in the conversation  
about improving our schools. Join a United Way  
representative in a conversation with our local  
school board members about how we can work  
together to improve our schools. 

Join a Public School Choice  
Oversight Board.
Make sure our Public School Choice schools  
are showing improvements and provide strategic  
guidance to those school leaders. 

Support an analysis of the  
California laws that affect teachers.
Advocate for the development of data we need to  
determine which policies are outdated, ineffective  
or hamstring local leaders. 

Support greater transparency  
and better use of data to inform  
policy and practice.
Push to make school and district data easy to  
understand and available to parents, educators  
and policy makers in a timely manner. 

Advocate for change across the  
region with our elected officials. 
Vote in your local elections for the people who can  
help us improve our schools and encourage your  
representative to push for the urgent change we need. 
Write letters to your state and federal representatives  
to increase funding for K-12 education. Invite your  
colleagues, friends and neighbors to do the same. 
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PAgeS 4 And 5 SouRceS

l.A. county High School graduation Rates
high school graduation rates were calculated using raw data from the California Dept. of Education. Calculations were made using a 
formula known as the cumulative promotion index. For more information on this methodology please see Who Graduates? Who Doesn’t? 
A Statistical Portrait of Public High School Graduation, Class of 2001 by the Urban Institute.

l.A. county Program improvement Middle Schools
school Program Improvement data is from the California Dept. of Education for school year 2009. The poverty data is from a special  
tabulation by the American Community survey, the U.s. Census Bureau for the year 2006.

8th grade Algebra 1 cST Proficiency
8th grade english language Arts cST Proficiency
Percentage of Schools with APi 650 and under
Percentage of Schools with APi 651 and Above
Raw data is from the California Dept. of Education.
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