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From the Executive Director

Dear Colleague,

It has been a year since we last published Educational Viewpoints, and it has been a year like no other. Education, and 
educators, have come under attack on nearly every level, questioning our ability to successfully educate the students in our 
charge and doubting our commitment as educators. But while the battle may be raging outside, inside our schools we carry 
on, chipping away at the edges, making improvements one class at a time, one student at a time.

As educators we can certainly devote attention to the political and economic climate, but it cannot consume us. We have a 
job to do—a mission to which we are dedicated. Accounts of budget cuts and union busting and impossible mandates are 
everywhere, but we continue to focus on the students, even though it seems at times that public education is being torn 
down around us.

We are inspired daily by our students and by our peers and do not need to look any farther  than our own backyards for 
ideas that will help us improve the education we deliver.

In this issue, we bring you a good deal of home-grown innovation straight from people in our field. Too often today the 
loudest voices are those of non-educators who can afford the media coverage that spreads their ideas. But we know you 
want to hear from your colleagues in the trenches who have spent years in classrooms, not boardrooms—people who just 
might know a little something about education.

We begin with high school redesign as implemented by Lisa Brady at Hunterdon Central High School. In that article the 
author describes an innovative program built around a technology plan that equips students and teachers with state-of-
the-art computer equipment that improves learning outcomes and even saves money on books and supplies.

Next, Robert Fisicaro discusses what he feels is wrong with the way teacher evaluations are typically performed.

Christine Abrahams then shares with us her research into the importance of movement and its impact on learning.

Following that, Ted Lind of the Newark Museum discusses museum programs available to schools and how one program in 
Newark helped integrate art and literature.

Jamie Sussel Turner then discusses the importance of careful conversations, and Melissa Johnson outlines how she created 
successful writing centers, staffed by teachers and students, in her intermediate and high schools.

Robert Schwartz explains what the new anti-bullying law will mean to schools and administrators come September, and 
Susan Limber explains why ending bullying is critical to students’ success.

Finally, George Alexis discusses the gender gap that has been all but eliminated for math and science, but persists for language 
arts, and Marie Adair discusses the implementation of the common core.

We hope you find the wisdom of your peers inspiring and enjoy the insights they deliver in this issue of Educational Viewpoints.

Sincerely,

JoAnn D. Bartoletti, Executive Director 
New Jersey Principals and Supervisors Association
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Why Change?
The Case for High School Redesign
By Lisa Brady

At Hunterdon Central Regional High School, teachers and administrators 
are committed to the Essential Elements for Transforming New Jersey’s 
Secondary Schools, a framework that places student-centered learning at 
the core of the reform initiative, and standards-based design at the hub of 

teaching and learning. Hunterdon Central is a strong supporter of standards-based 
design and, as a district, has been energized by the emerging Department of Education 
focus on curriculum, as opposed to an isolated focus on standardized testing.

Working with Learner Centered 
Initiatives, standards-based design 
experts headed by Dr. Giselle Martin-
Kniep, Hunterdon Central has 
trained over 150 teachers to use 
the Understanding by Design (UbD) 
framework to revise curriculum, with 
an emphasis on both inquiry-based 
and student-centered lessons. As 
emphasized in the Essential Elements 
framework, this focus on emerging 
technologies and 21st-century skills 
across the curriculum created a strong 
bridge for our participation in the 

New Jersey Department of Education 
High School Redesign initiative, and led 
to our eventual selection as one of two 
districts in New Jersey that effectively 
illustrated the intentions of meaningful 
high school reform and redesign. 

The leadership challenge that Hunterdon 
Central and all schools face is the 
reality that students learn in different 
ways. Although some schools have 
acknowledged this reality, made use of 
emerging technologies, and developed 
pockets of inventive, student-centered 

instruction, most systems of instruction 
remain largely unchanged, with no 
allowances made for differentiation 
among learners. To further exacerbate 
this problem, systems of assessment 
are largely unchanged, teachers are 
in need of increased professional 
development, emerging technologies 
are not mainstream, and available 
school technology is inconsistent.

Hunterdon Central’s involvement in 
the High School Redesign Initiative 
was an important experience for the 
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district; it provided an opportunity to 
share district programs with a broader 
audience of peers, as well as with the  
Department of Education. The district 
was interested in obtaining peer feedback  
on the student 1:1 computing pilot 
program that was scheduled for 
implementation in September 2009. 
It was also exciting to have the 
opportunity to share the resulting data, 
after it was collected over the 2009-
2010 school year. Specifically, we hoped 
to share student and teacher experiences 
in the student 1:1 computing program 
concerning how 1:1 computing impacted 
a teacher ’s professional practice and 
whether 1:1 computing had an impact 
on student engagement, the acquisition 
of 21st-century skills, and academic 
performance. 

The Technology Plan
To paint an historical perspective 
for Hunterdon Central’s use of 
instructional technology, the district 
developed and launched a Tablet PC 
pilot for teachers in 2004-2005. This 
pilot program was grounded with 
a heavy professional development 
component, requiring a significant 
time commitment from teachers 
(20 hours of summer professional 
development work) in a cohort focused 
on using the Tablet PC to change the way 
instruction was delivered. In 2005-2007, 
the Tablet PC rollout was completed, 
and today 100% of the teaching staff at 
Hunterdon Central use a Tablet PC as an 
essential tool in their classrooms.

The next phase of the district’s 
technology plan introduced the 
concept of a student 1:1 netbook pilot 
program. The goal of the program 
was to implement a student 1:1 
computing plan that would supply 
a computing device to each student 
in the pilot, for use at school and 
at home. This initiative is directly 
related to the Learning and Teaching 
components of the Essential Elements 
for Transforming Secondary Schools. 
Specifically, it supports the following 
goals under Learning and Teaching:
•  Teachers use a variety of innovative 

strategies to teach rigorous content 
and skills and to promote more 
active involvement of students in 
their own learning.

•  Technology is integrated into all 
content areas including virtual and 
face-to-face opportunities.

•  Students are actively engaged in 
learning both in and out of the 
classroom.

In terms of influence on the instructional 
core, the student 1:1 computing project:
•  Enables the learner to be most effective 

as a critical thinker in the 21st century
•  Treats the learner as an individual
•  Creates an improved learning 

environment
•  Enriches and expands curriculum 

materials
•  Improves the quality of instruction 

Through the use of instructional 
technology, student 1:1 computing 
enables the learning experience to be 
centered on the individual, rather than 
on the transmitter. This allows the 
student to become more effective as a 
learner. The program also influences 
the instructional core by promoting 
students’ technological literacy, as well 
as by impacting the ability to construct 
meaning, conceptualize, and better 
communicate. 

Implementation
In the summer of 2009, 17 teachers were 
trained to effectively incorporate student 
1:1 computing into their classroom 
curriculum. In the 2009-2010 school 
year, 550 students participated in the 
pilot program. This past summer, an 
additional 25 teachers received seven 
weeks of professional development in 
student 1:1 computing, turn-keyed by 
the original 17 teachers. As a result, 
Hunterdon Central currently has 42  
teachers working within the 1:1 
computing pilot. The summer work 
focused on rewriting instructional plans 
in a cohort atmosphere, the development 
of personal learning networks, the 
creation of student-centered instruction 
and curriculum work, and an 
exploration of emerging technologies.

This year, 1200 students are 
participating in the student 1:1 
computing pilot in classes that 
extend across general education, 
honors, special education, advanced 
placement, ELL and Twilight School, 
with every curricular department 
represented. With a grant from the 
Verizon Foundation, the district has 
been able to ensure 24/7 Internet 
access for all students, providing this 
service free to any student who does 
not have Internet access at home. 

With the district’s rapidly changing 
demographic—students on free and 
reduced-price lunch has tripled over 
the past few years—issues of equity are 
emerging. The use of student netbooks, 
in combination with the grant from 
Verizon, has allowed the district to 
address some of the inequity. 

Making the Case for Change
From the program’s inception, one 
key strategy has been to encourage 
teachers to become willing participants 
in the profound instructional shift from 
teacher-centered to student-centered 
learning environments, and to encourage 
parents to become supportive partners 
in the creative and rigorous education 
of their children. In a high-performing 
district such as Hunterdon Central, 
where the overwhelming majority of 
students pass the HSPA, average SAT 
scores are solidly high, and strong 
student performance on AP exams is 
a standard expectation, the essential 
leadership question becomes “why 
change?” The case for change needed to 
be understood and embraced by teachers 
and students, and clearly articulated 
to parents and the community. The 
district continues to work toward this 
goal; however, fewer questions have 
emerged than originally anticipated. 
One consistent concern continues to be 
the issue of school funding. But after 
establishing an ongoing dialogue with all 
constituents, it became evident that there 
are few Board of Education members, 
parents, or community members who 
do not recognize the deep, fundamental 
shifts in our world that have resulted in 
profound changes for today’s students. 

Initially utilizing the work of Dr. Tony 
Wagner, Co-Director of the Change 
Leadership Group at the Harvard 
Graduate School of Education and 
author of The Global Achievement Gap, 
the district began collaborative inquiry 
work with administrators and teachers 
in the spring of 2009, focusing on 
what Wagner calls the Seven Survival 
Skills: critical thinking and problem 
solving, collaboration and leadership, 
agility and adaptability, initiative and 
entrepreneurialism, effective written 

Few would argue that the 
classrooms of yesterday can 
equip students to effectively 
deal with the realities of today.
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and oral communication, accessing and 
analyzing information, and curiosity 
and imagination. 

By using these skills, promoted by 
Wagner in his journal article “Rigor 
Redefined” (Educational Leadership, 
October 2008), the district was able to 
give specific examples of what is meant 
by 21st-century skills. In doing so, 
our constituents achieved a universal 
understanding of the phrase. 

Traditional faculty meetings were 
abandoned during the 2009-2010 school 
year and that time was instead used 
for cross-curricular teacher groups, 
activities, and discussions. This strategy 
gave teachers the opportunity to 
consider the nature of today’s learners 
who are ubiquitously connected, globally 
aware, motivated to make a difference, 
and developmentally different. Teacher 
groups explored the realities faced by 
today’s students, who will be required to 
work independently and adapt to rapidly 
changing technological environments. 
From the perspective of teaching and 
learning, it soon became obvious that 
to be effective, an educational system 
cannot continue doing things the same 
way they have always been done. Strong 
student performance on standardized 
tests can no longer be the sole standard 
used to evaluate preparedness and 
proficiency. Old measures can no longer 
be used as an excuse not to change.

In her book Getting to Got It!, Bette 
Garner says, “It is crucial that our 
students learn how to learn—how to 
figure out how to figure out—so that 
they can make sense of the unfamiliar 
information they encounter on a daily 
basis.” This statement is at the heart of 
student-centered learning. It is the life 
blood of the seven survival skills that 
students must acquire and embrace if 
they are to compete effectively in the 
global community.

The Results
In reviewing the data from the first 
year of the 1:1 student computing 
pilot, there is cause for encouragement. 
Students were given pre-program 
and post-program surveys and asked 
how often they practiced the seven 
survival skills in class every day. In 
the pre-survey, students answered 
for all classes; in the post survey, 
they answered specifically for their 
1:1 pilot classes. Across the board, a 

consistent upward trend was seen in 
how often students perceived that they 
practiced the survival skills in their 1:1 
computing classes, when compared 
to all their classes. This positive trend 
can be attributed to the shift toward 
student-centered learning and the use 
of technology as a powerful catalyst 
for change, both of which are pivotal 
components of the 1:1 pilot classes.

Student feedback on the 1:1 pilot 
classes was compelling. On having a 
netbook, students said:
•  “I’m so happy with my computer 

because now I have Internet at home.”
•  “It’s great when I need help at night.”
•  “I no longer need to go into my yard 

to get to the Internet.”
On collaboration
•  “It helps you when you can reach out 

to other people online who have the 
same interests as you.”

•  “Sometimes someone from the outside, 
or even my classmates, can explain it 
to me in a way that the teacher can’t.”

•  “You have to reach out to people 
to learn. If you reach out you will 
learn a lot more than you would in 
a traditional class.”

Teacher feedback has been 
extraordinarily positive and has noted:
•  Increased student engagement and 

empowerment
• Increased agility and flexibility
• More creativity
•  More connections outside of the 

classroom

Teacher concerns in the following areas 
were assuaged:
• Classroom management
• Time and space to experiment
•  Content coverage, which has been 

effective (in spite of the learning curve)
•  Student responsibility, which has 

been very good with students 
bringing netbooks to class and 
making sure they are charged

• Netbooks lost: 0
• Accidental damage: 4

Teachers involved in the pilot program 
also stated that they would teach all 
their classes in a 1:1 environment, 
given the opportunity to do so.

Hunterdon Central’s participation in 
the High School Redesign Program 
has been a powerful catalyst for 

change. The district’s leadership team 
has actively participated in redesign 
efforts and in the development of the 
student 1:1 computing program. In 
particular, the leadership team focused 
on the creation of ongoing professional 
development for staff, which kept 
the focus of the pilot program on 
instruction, not simply on the use of 
new technology. This focus was based 
on the essential belief that the use 
of technology in education becomes 
significant only when students and 
teachers change the way they deliver 
instruction and interact with one 
another in the classroom.

Upcoming Challenges
As the district continues to move 
forward with the 1:1 student computing 
initiative, there are still challenges that 
need to be faced. Of these, the most 
urgent is the perception that this is an 
expensive program. This perception 
is inaccurate. Costs may be absorbed 
by a decreased reliance on expensive 
textbooks and the elimination of 
replacements for desktop computers 
in classrooms. Personal computing 
devices also eliminate the need for 
expensive classroom items such as 
graphing calculators, and include 
video capabilities and other ancillary 
technologies that the district would 
normally provide to the instructional 
program. The cost of netbooks continues  
to fall and the price point now hovers 
at approximately $160. In addition, 
district-supplied netbooks make many 
parent-provided school supplies, such  
as notebooks, folders, pens, and pencils,  
unnecessary.

Our Board of Education, parents, 
and community members must 
continually be updated about the 
status of the program; to this end, 
administration and the Board of 
Education have recently met with 
sending district Boards of Education to 
build support for these instructional 
and technological shifts in the K-8 
school communities.

Another challenge that the district 
continues to manage is the increasing 
use of social networking sites as part of 
the instructional program, particularly 
in the classes utilizing the 1:1 computing 
devices. When a group of parents 
expressed concerns about this issue in 
the 2009-2010 school year, teachers 
and administrators met with them 
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and explained the ways in which these 
sites are actually being used, and what 
Internet safety measures the district has 
in place. This year, the district initiated 
a parent and community outreach 
program, which was launched at Back to 
School Night. The district created a video 
and a survey that were made available to 
parents for three weeks on the district’s 
website. Parents were invited to share 
their own use of social networking and 
other related technologies, to enable 
us to ascertain the readiness level of 
parents. A sample of 967 parents, 
from all K-12 grade levels and sending 
districts, completed the online survey. 
The data that emerged illustrated that 
parents are technologically savvy and 
many already use social networking 
sites and other technologies such as 

Facebook, Skype, Twitter, and You Tube 
in both their personal and professional 
lives. After analyzing the survey data, 
the district plans to create informational 
programs and parent workshops, some 
of which will be led by students, with the 
goal of increasing parental knowledge of 
and comfort with the technologies their 
children use every day. The district views 
parents as partners in education, and 
therefore communication with them is a 
major goal for the 2010-11 school year 
as the student 1:1 computing program 
begins its expansion.

For school administrators, today’s 
challenges are great. Shrinking budgets, 
lack of resources, and lack of support 
from government and communities are 
just a few of the hurdles that must be 

overcome. These challenges, however, 
should never be allowed to stand in 
the way of providing a 21st-century 
education to the children of New Jersey. 

So, in summary, when faced with the 
essential question, “why change?” it 
is necessary only to look at today’s 
students, reflect on the challenges they 
face in today’s world, acknowledge the 
achievement gap that exists in some 
student populations (even in high-
performing schools) and then find the 
courage to begin the conversations 
that will result in sustained reform.

Hunterdon Central invites you into 
this critical dialogue, and welcomes 
your feedback and insights on behalf 
of New Jersey’s students.

About the Author
Dr. Lisa Brady is the Superintendent of Hunterdon Central Regional High School in Flemington, New Jersey. In 2009, 
she spearheaded the 2009 Hunterdon Central 21st-Century High School Redesign Team.

Dr. Brady conducts workshops on creating 21st-Century classrooms and embedded teacher professional development 
and is the host of her own cable television show on HCTV Channel 14. Shows can be accessed via the Hunterdon 
Central website at www.hcrhs.k12.nj.us by clicking on the link for HCTV. Dr. Brady also maintains a blog at  
www.wiredsuperintendent.blogspot.com.
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Towards Win-Win Teacher Evaluations
By Robert Fisicaro

Teacher evaluation is an important element in any effort to improve student 
outcomes. Research demonstrates that evaluation can be used for more 
than merely grading a teacher’s performance (Danielson, (2001). Rather, it 
suggests that instruments and procedures can actually be used as tools to 

foster teacher growth. However, many of the evaluation instruments and procedures 
in place today are remnants of an era in which school management was emphasized 
over instructional leadership.

To be able to use the evaluation 
process as an opportunity to help a 
teacher grow, the process must focus 
on areas of growth that the tools of 
old did not consider. For example, 
today, evaluation instruments must 
promote formative assessment rather 
than summative assessment, and new 
comprehensive approaches should 
incorporate content-valid instruments, 
conferencing, and reliable indicators 
(Heafele 1993). Principals who seek 
to be instructional leaders should be 
equipped with evaluation tools that can 
help them engender great instructional 
practices. For staff evaluation to be 

a valuable procedure, the content of 
what is evaluated and the process by 
which it is evaluated must focus on 
assisting teachers in the improvement 
of their craft. 

Today’s Ineffective System of 
Evaluation
The traditional teacher evaluation 
system is rife with communication and 
perception problems. For example, if a 
principal enters a teacher’s classroom 
and observes an instructional lesson that 
is weak in certain areas, the principal 
rates the lesson in its entirety as either 
needs improvement or unsatisfactory. 

Following the completion of the rating,  
principals often provide an additional 
narrative, commenting on what the  
teacher could do to improve the lesson.  
The teacher focuses on the comments, 
becomes upset with the judgment, 
and either dismisses the comments 
as subjective, or attributes the poor 
performance to a bad day. The 
evaluation is then filed away and the 
teacher’s instructional approach often 
remains unchanged (Marshall, 1996). 
If the teacher is tenured, the principal 
typically will not observe her again 
until the following year when the 
cycle is repeated.
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Even when looking at the opposite 
outcome—a more positive evaluation— 
a similar lack of influence on 
performance can be observed. A 
principal enters a classroom and 
observes sound teaching that is 
closely aligned to the components 
of an effective lesson. The teacher 
demonstrates good classroom 
management and is well prepared. 
The principal judges the overall 
lesson as outstanding and assigns 
high marks that correspond to the 
rubric. However, the principal also 
recommends in the comments section 
of the observation some strategies 
that the instructor could employ to 
make the lesson even better. In this 
case, the teacher reads the evaluation 
with relief, believing she received an 
excellent assessment, and files the 
evaluation away (Marshall, 1996, 
p. 338). Though the reasons may be 
different, again the process does not 
yield any improvement in teaching 
practice.

The Principal as Umpire
Principals want to provide instructional 
leadership, but the current evaluation 
instruments and processes do not 
adequately support that mission. 
Nevertheless, school boards and teacher 
unions cling to traditional evaluation 
processes that have little impact on  
teacher growth. With the use of today’s 
checklists and rating scales, principals 
measure teacher performance in a 
manner similar to the way an umpire 
would call balls and strikes in baseball; 
the umpire provides no instruction 
to the pitcher on how to actually 
throw strikes, but merely grades his 
performance. However, great education 
leadership requires the ability to not only 
evaluate, but to also elevate the art of 
teaching. Education leaders should strive 
to be coaches rather than umpires. If 
principals are to be leaders rather than 
mere managers, then the evaluation 
tools and processes must help them 
provide useful feedback that teachers 
can use to improve their teaching.

Tomorrow’s Evaluations
Modern research indicates that 
effective evaluation systems are 
created through a partnership 
between supervisors and staff 
members, take into account student 
learning outcomes, help to facilitate 
the transfer of ongoing feedback, 
and are differentiated for teachers 
of different years of experience and 
ability levels. When attempting to 
reconstruct evaluation instruments 
and procedures, those charged with 
this responsibility should begin with 
such requirements in mind. 

Educators must have the ability to see 
beyond the status quo and challenge the 
systems currently in use so that the next 
generation of school leaders will enter 
the profession with improved evaluation 
systems that better support and help 
develop teachers in the noble task of 
explaining life to the next generation.

LEGAL ONE 

LEGAL ONE is a comprehensive, 
standards-based program that provides 
New Jersey school leaders with the 
essential knowledge and skills required 
in the areas of school law, ethics and 
governance required by state mandate.

For further information, call 
Rita Carter at 609-860-1200 
or email rcarter@njpsa.org

www.legalonenj.org
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As a doctoral student, I wanted to see 
how I could continue to incorporate 
movement into the lives of students, 
but in a way that they could access it 
spontaneously, at any time, without 
my facilitation. As a counselor, I already 
knew that group work helped students 
to feel understood and to change some 
behaviors that they found challenging; 
however, without consistent group 
participation, students would often 

relapse into their original behaviors. 
As a result, I wanted to try combining 
autokinesis (shaking medicine) with 
group work to mitigate at-risk behaviors 
in adolescents. Although the results of 
the study are statistically insignificant, 
looking at the means showed an increase  
in GPA for the students who were part 
of the experiment, a smaller increase 
in discipline referrals over the control 
group and an aggregate 50% increase in 

their self-concept measure. Additionally, 
the students involved in the autokinesis 
groups became more open to creative 
problem solving when faced with 
personal and academic challenges. 
Therefore, I would recommend that 
districts’ counseling departments 
experiment with using autokinetics in 
group sessions.

Shaking Up At-Risk Adolescents
By Christine Abrahams

I have always believed that children, especially children who are considered “at-risk,”  
could mitigate their negative social behaviors and emotional disabilities by 
incorporating movement into their lives. As a Taekwondo student and teacher, I have 
seen many cases of students with ADD/ADHD control their challenging behaviors 

in the Tae Kwon Do class.  However, when discussing their improved behavior with their 
parents, it became clear that the gains made in class did not translate into their lives at 
school or at home.  This led me to create a program which combined martial arts with 
individual and group counseling delivered to children who were classified as emotionally 
disturbed and who were removed from their original schools to be assigned to a special 
education intermediate unit. As a result of this intervention, several of the students’ 
behaviors improved and one student was returned to her original school (Abrahams, 
2004). Although these students showed improvement, to continually improve they 
would need the support of the martial arts program or something to take its place.
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At-Risk Students
Students who are labeled “at-risk” 
include students who are in danger of 
dropping out of high school, not  
working to their potential, are 
chemically dependent, are the victims 
of physical and sexual abuse, and who 
may have emotional and or physical 
disabilities which do not qualify them  
for special education (Capuzzi & Gross, 
2008). At-risk behaviors from a school 
perspective include behaviors that will 
negatively affect students’ academic 
success such as lateness, absenteeism, 
aggression, violence, poor grades, and 
defiance; in addition, at-risk behaviors  
outside of school include drug and 
alcohol use, dysfunctional families, 
divorce and physical and mental 
abuse. (Capuzzi & Gross, 2008; 
McWhirter, McWhirter, McWhirter,  
& McWhirter, 2004). 

However, research identifies resilience 
as a potential protective factor for 
“at-risk” youth (Capuzzi & Gross, 
2008; McWhirter et. al., 2004). The 
literature shows that group work 
with this population tends to increase 
connectedness to each other and 
resiliency within themselves (Bemak, 
Chung, & Siroskey-Sabdo, 2005), both 
protective factors (Search Institute, 
2006). Although this may be true, once 
a group ends, adolescents may tend to 
regress to previous behaviors. The key is 
to give them the tools to use throughout 
their lives. One way to do this is to 
encourage their natural desire for 
spontaneous movement, which is often 
lost by the time they reach adolescence. 
This spontaneity is often squelched by 
adults within a rigid school system. 
Keeney (1998) writes that by suppressing 
the tendency to move in children, we are 
forcing them to be out of balance with 
the life force and are teaching them to 
not rely on their innate ability to bring 
equilibrium into their lives.

Given what the literature says about at-
risk children and how both group work 
and movement can restore their balance, 
the purpose of this study was to examine 
whether the introduction of autokinetics 
(spontaneous self-movement), also 
known as “shaking medicine,” to at-
risk sophomore and junior high school 
students within a group setting at a high 
school would increase their feelings of 
school connectedness and self-esteem.

Group Work
Much has been written about group 
work being successful in helping both  
adults and adolescents work through 
emotional and developmental challenges.  
For the purposes of the study, group 
work is defined as a gathering of people 
who meet weekly to discuss personal 
issues with each other and to provide 
support to each other. Group work 
is a way to connect people and has 
been shown to be effective in working 
with at-risk students, especially in the 
areas of self-awareness and responsible 
behavior (Bemak et. al., 2005). Group 
work is cross cultural as well. Native 
Americans have relied on group work 
to heal members of their communities. 
Different tribes of Native Americans 
have used the power of the group to 
conduct healing ceremonies in order 
to “restore participants to harmony 
and balance through focus on healing 
and wellness of self, family, clan, 
community, nation and surroundings” 
(Garrett, Brubaker, Rivera, Olantunji  
& Convill, 2008, p. 179). 

Our current education system relies 
on student compliance, passivity, and 
immobility, which goes against children’s 
natural inclination toward movement. 
According to Keeney (1998):

“If you go into the classroom of 
children, you will see that no matter 
what the teacher says to them, they 
will not sit still. Children are naturally 
compelled to move their bodies. If 
they are sitting in a chair, you may 
see their legs and bodies swinging and 
swaying to a natural rhythm. Perhaps 
you can recall how you once sat in 
the classroom with your legs crossed 
while one leg and foot bounced in a 
steady rhythm, or how your body 
rocked forward and backward in a 
hypnotic pulse as the teacher talked 
about some subject that just didn’t 
quite grab your attention. Or maybe 
your fingertips always had to drum 
the top of your desk, or both of your 
feet bounced on the floor as if they 
were attached to springs.” (p. 39)

Keeney (1998) argues that, “as children 
our bodies had an innate wisdom 
that moved us to fall into the natural 
rhythms that brought us into harmony 
with the life force around us” (p. 39). 
He is referring to resonance, which 
when positive, creates an internal, 

energetic balance. Goleman, Boyatzis, 
and McKee (2002) talk about resonance 
being generated between two people:

“The human analog of synchronous 
vibration occurs when two people are 
on the same wavelength emotionally 
– when they feel ‘in synch’. And true 
to the original meaning of resonance, 
that synchrony ‘resounds’, prolonging 
the positive emotional pitch.” (p. 20)

Goleman et al. (2002) also describe the 
opposite of resonance as dissonance, 
when the people and environment 
around one are toxic.

“Such disturbing encounters wreak 
havoc emotionally, as demonstrated 
in studies in which physiological 
responses were monitored during 
arguments. Such attacks—which 
send the painful emotional messages 
of disgust or contempt—emotionally 
hijack the person targeted, particularly 
when the attacker is a spouse or boss, 
whose opinions carry much weight.” 
(p. 22)

Although Goleman et al. (2002) talk 
about the attackers as being spouses 
or bosses, one can generalize this 
to any significant other such as 
parents, teachers, friends, and 
siblings. As Capuzzi and Gross (2008) 
point out, at-risk youth often live 
in dysfunctional family situations; 
therefore, they are subject to a constant 
barrage of dissonance in the form of 
emotional negativity and socio-economic 
pressures. This can also be the case in 
school because of their poor academic 
performance and a teacher’s negative 
attitude towards them in class. This 
translates into at-risk students being 
unable to work or concentrate in school, 
setting up a cycle of failure for them.

Although Capuzzi and Gross (2008) 
outline a number of early prevention 
methods for at-risk youth, the overall 
literature does not discuss increasing 
students’ positive resonance and 
vibration levels as a means to increase 
resilience factors. There are techniques 
which involve movement that can be 
helpful to at-risk students (Abrahams, 
2004; Chek, n.d.; Illi, 1994; Schilling, 
Washington, Billingsley, & Deitz, 2003).  
The literature discusses various 
techniques of movement that can 
heal people emotionally, spiritually, 
and physically. Additionally, studies 
have shown that physical activities 
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such as moving, stretching, walking, 
and dancing can enhance a student’s 
learning process, well being, confidence, 
self-esteem, and cognitive abilities 
(Abrahams, 2004; Hulsmans, 2007; 
Medina, 2008; Privec, 2008).

The Setting
The study took place at a high school 
with approximately 1200 students. The 
school is not ethnically diverse, but does 
have some economic diversity. Although 
it is a comprehensive high school, which 
offers shop classes (auto shop and wood 
working), 94% of the senior students go 
on to two- and four-year colleges. The 
student body is highly academic and 
much emphasis is placed on students 
getting into, and achieving in, Advanced 
Placement (AP) courses. There is a 
small population of general education 
students who have been labeled “at-
risk” and who have an alternative 
English class where they receive extra 
support during different periods of 
the day. There are, however, many 
more “at-risk” students in the school 
because of the long history of multi-
generational drug and alcohol abuse.

Goals
The goals of the study were to see 
if the addition of autokinesis would 
increase the effectiveness of a group 
of at-risk students by increasing their 
positive feelings of school connectedness, 
academic self-perception, self-esteem and 
grade point average (GPA). Another goal 
was to see if an increase in self-esteem 
and school connectedness would reduce 
the participants’ at-risk behaviors in 
school and discipline referrals.

Methodology
The school counselors, vice principals, 
and principal were solicited to refer 
candidates for the group. Duplicates 
were culled from those names and the 
students were randomly divided into 
two control and two experimental 
groups. The students were interviewed 
prior to being placed into groups and 
understood that they would either be 
in the experimental or control groups.

The research was conducted in small 
groups of eight to ten sophomore and 
junior high school students over a six-
month period. All four groups attended 
a forty-minute weekly group session 
while autokinesis was used only in 

the experimental groups. The format 
of the control groups was as follows: 
the group started with a version of the 
Native American Talking Stick, which 
was passed around to each student. 
While holding the talking stick the 
student would let the group know how 
he/she felt and whether or not she/he 
needed time to bring an issue up to the 
group. After check-in, the remainder of 
the forty-minute session was a regular 
group session where students discussed 
topics that were on their minds. The 
experimental groups followed the same 
format, but during the last five to ten 
minutes of group work, they engaged in 
autokinesis (self-movement) to music. 

The Japanese version of autokinesis 
called Seiki Jutsu was used instead 
of the “Shaking Medicine” version 
practiced by the Kalahari Bushmen. 
Seiki Jutsu is practiced while sitting 
in a chair and letting the body move 
spontaneously. There is no music 
involved and no touching. “Shaking 
Medicine” is practiced to drumming or 
other types of music and often involves 
close hugging and body contact while 
vibrating. Because this study was being 
conducted in a public high school, it 
would not have been prudent for the 
students to engage in such close body 
contact; therefore, the decision was 
made to use Seiki Jutsu as the practice 
and to incorporate music to help the 
students move. However, music was 
used to help the students engage more 
fully in the movement.

In addition to practicing Seiki Jutsu in 
weekly group sessions, the experimental 
groups were provided a CD of music and 
asked to perform autokinesis daily for 
10 minutes and to log their results. They 
were required to list the music they used 
other than the music provided to them. 
There was no penalty for not engaging 
in daily autokinesis.

Before the groups began meeting, 
the students were given a school-
connectedness survey which asked 
questions about their perceptions of 
their academic abilities and the activities 
that they engaged in at the high school. 
They were also surveyed using the 
Multi-Dimensional Self-Concept Scale 
(Bracken, 1992) which indicated how 
they felt about themselves. These 
surveys were also given to the students 
at the end of the study. 

Results
Although this study utilized both 
qualitative and quantitative data, the 
results reported in this article are only 
the quantitative results. The results 
of the surveys indicated there was 
no statistically significant difference 
between the groups; however, the 
means of the experimental groups 
showed a slight increase in GPA, 
and although both the control and 
experimental groups had an increase 
in discipline referrals, the experimental 
groups’ referrals increased less than 
half of the control groups.’ Additionally, 
there was a 50% increase in the 
students’ overall self-concept score in 
the experimental groups as compared 
to a 33% increase in the control groups’ 
overall self-concept score. 
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While the small sample size and the 
nature of the data (categorical data, 
strongly agree, agree, neutral/not sure, 
disagree, strongly disagree) precluded 
running a traditional hypothesis test, 
there was some empirical evidence that 
academic self-perception, as measured 
by this survey, improved for the 
experimental group more than for the 
control group. Despite the small amount 
of data, this was an exciting result that 
may be worth further study dedicated 
to the impact of autokinetic activity on 
student’s academic self-perception. 

Recommendations for 
Further Study
The results of the study provide a view 
into how autokinesis has the potential 
to positively impact the self-esteem, 
GPA, and school connectedness of at-
risk high school students. This initial 
research study provides a foundation 
for additional studies that can provide 
insights into using autokinesis and 
other movement forms integrated 
with group counseling. The design 
of this study can be replicated in an 

environment with similar population 
demographics and size to reveal 
similar or contrasting results. Another  
factor for consideration in future 
studies would be to involve a more 
heterogeneous student population 
that included at-risk students and 
students who are not considered 
at-risk. Finally, the idea of using 
movement in classrooms at the 
high school level to help students 
academically, socially, and emotionally 
should be considered and explored.
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I can answer these questions by telling 
the stories of three recent partnership 
projects undertaken by the Newark 
Museum. As you will see, partnering 
with the Newark Museum means much 
more than simply taking a field trip. 

Romanticism and Urban High 
School Boys
In the late spring of 2009, I met with 
Pam Wye-Hunsinger, Chair of the Fine 
Arts Department, and Paul Thornton, 
Vice President-Development, at  
St. Benedict’s Preparatory School in 
Newark, New Jersey. St. Benedict’s 
Prep is an independent Catholic school, 
serving about 550 boys in grades seven 
through twelve. Our first meeting was 
a brainstorming session to determine if 
we could develop a project that would 

complement an existing partnership 
the school had with the American 
Symphony Orchestra (ASO) in  
New York City. This partnership had 
already resulted in some very exciting 
curricular projects that focused on the 
shared themes running through Music, 
Art and Literature around a given 
theme of an ASO performance. The 
ASO was planning to present a concert 
of Romantic music in the fall 2009. 
Originally, the Art, Music, and English 
teachers’ planning focused on European 
Romanticism within their respective 
disciplines. As the St. Benedict’s/Newark 
Museum partnership solidified, the 
teachers’ curricular focus shifted to 
examples of American Romanticism 
within the strong American collection 
at the Newark Museum. 

We decided that the Newark Museum’s 
collection of Hudson River School 
paintings would help students in 
their understanding of the arts. The 
Hudson River School was a group of 
nineteenth-century landscape painters 
who celebrated the beauty and grandeur 
of the American wilderness. The 
artists—“American Romantics”—often 
collaborated with poets, novelists 
and philosophers to express their 
love of nature. The students’ first-
hand exploration of the Hudson River 
School paintings, on view in Picturing 
America, the Museum’s American 
art galleries, became the center of an 
innovative interdisciplinary project. 
The Museum staff led the students in 
inquiry/discussion sessions and the 
teachers received digital photos of ten 

Museum Learning: More Than Meets the Eye
By Ted Lind 

How can the Newark Museum support your educational goals? What happens 
at the Newark Museum that enables young people to get more enjoyment 
out of their learning? Do you know what occurs in an in-depth partnership 
with the Newark Museum? 
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representative paintings from the 
Museum’s collection for students’ use 
in the classroom. 

The paintings inspired the students 
to create a set of illustrated children’s 
books. Each book was made by a 
design team using the technique of 
collage. All stories were inspired by the 
Hudson River paintings. Most were 
fantasies and adventures, involving 
an imaginary “stepping into” the 
settings depicted in these masterworks 
of American art. The emphasis in the 
stories was on the emotional drama 
and exultation of nature inherent in 
Romanticism. The finished books were 
reproduced in multiple copies, which 
were sold to support the school’s art 
program and readings were conducted 
for young children. 

Pam and I also brought together an 
expanded group of teachers of other 
subjects—all with the intention of 
connecting to Romanticism and the 
Hudson River School. The English 
department chair, David Wolf, led a 
study of American poets, studying 
Walt Whitman and Henry David 
Thoreau, and the students created their 
own Romantic poems. Jeremy Fletcher, 
the music director, selected American 
Romantic music for the school’s 
concert band. The science department 
chair, Michelle Tuorto, used the Hudson 
River School paintings to connect with 
environmental studies (air and water 
pollution), geology and meteorology. 
She also spent time with the Museum’s 
science department, exploring ways to 
connect the Museum’s natural science 
collections to the Hudson River School. 
The school’s drama guild director, Pat 
Flynn, mounted a stage adaptation of 
Billy Budd by the American Romantic 
writer Herman Melville. Noreen 
Connolly, faculty moderator of the 
school’s student newspaper, helped 
student journalists write stories on the 
Romanticism project and culminating 
event. This interdisciplinary approach 
enhanced the students’ appreciation 
of the ASO concert while it also 
deepened their understanding of the 
links between the different cultural 
expressions of a given period. 

The more than two hundred students 
involved in this project also had a 
chance to showcase their semester’s 
worth of study and creativity at a 
special evening event at the Museum 

in December 2009. Families, the 
school’s faculty and other invited 
guests participated. The students 
presented their completed story books, 
recited poetry aloud in the Museum’s 
courtyard and in readings that were 
filmed in a nearby park, performed 
excerpts from Billy Budd adjacent 
to Hudson River School landscapes, 
displayed hands-on science projects in 
the galleries, led tours of the Hudson 
River School galleries, created a podcast 
tour, and performed music with 
professional musicians from the ASO. 
It was a celebratory occasion with 
tremendous tangible evidence that 
the students had fully embraced their 
study of Romanticism. It was also 
clear that the students were proud of 
all that they had accomplished. 

The project and event were covered 
both by the Newark Star Ledger and 
by student journalists in The Benedict 
News. This unique interdisciplinary 
project that blends art, music, drama, 
literature, journalism and science, is a 
prime example of what can result in a 
partnership with organizations such 
as the Newark Museum. Pam said, 
“The Newark Museum engages those 
students who are most under-served 
and at-risk. We at St. Benedict’s and the 
staff at the Museum were thrilled with 
the outcome.” The Museum’s director, 
Mary Sue Sweeney Price said, “The 
event brought the Museum to life with 
compelling projects proudly presented by 
the students for their peers, parents, and 
teachers. The partnership demonstrated 
the value of a school’s collaboration with 
the Museum. ” The partnership with St. 
Benedict’s Prep continues this school year 
with a similar interdisciplinary study of 
Asian art, history and culture. 

Abstract Art and Preschoolers
The Newark Museum recently presented 
an important exhibition entitled 
Constructive Spirit: Abstract Art in 
South and North America, 1920s–50s 
(February–May 2010). Six months 
prior to the opening of the exhibition, 
I met with a group of early childhood 
educators from La Casa de Don Pedro, 
the Newark Preschool Council, Newark 
Public Schools, and other select pre-K 
programs in the area, to determine if the 
Museum might be able to support their 
educational needs and interests through 
the exhibition. We looked at a selection 
of the colorful and impressive geometric 
artworks that were going to be included. 
Almost instantly, it was unanimously 
decided that we could use this exhibition 
as an opportunity to collaborate in 
the development of a special program 
specifically targeted at the curricular 
needs of preschools, with an emphasis 
on 4-year-olds. The early childhood 
educators agreed to be members of an 
advisory team. The study of colors, 
shapes and lines would be the focus of 
the developing program.

Over the course of the fall 2009, the 
various components were designed. To 
get started, a full advisory team meeting 
was held at the Museum. Participating 
were the curator, Mary Kate O’Hare, 
and educators from the Colección 
Patricia Phelps de Cisneros, the primary 
cultural partner in the exhibition. It was 
decided that the focus would be a one-
hour field trip to the exhibition with 
pre- and post-visit resource materials 
developed. These materials took the 
form of a family guide that included a 
poster-sized reproduction of a painting 
in the exhibition, presented in English, 
Spanish, and Portuguese. Included were 
suggestions for “circle time” discussions, 
books to read, art projects, and follow-
up activities. A workshop for preschool 
teachers was presented at the Museum 
during the exhibition’s first week. A 
special weekend family event was also 
scheduled in April to feature shapes, 
colors and lines, co-sponsored by the 
regional branch of the New Jersey 
Association for the Education of Young 
Children. TD Charitable Foundation 
agreed to support the entire program, 
even providing transportation funding 
for Newark preschools. The Museum 
expected to provide the program to 
1,300 preschoolers—at final count 

St. Benedict’s Prep Fine Arts Chair, Pam Wye-
Hunsinger, and student Ishmael Solomon display 
the children’s books they made, inspired by the 
Newark Museum’s Hudson River School paintings. 
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almost 3,000 students participated 
during a thirteen-week period.

This partnership with early childhood 
educators was an excellent way to 
emphasize the value of the Newark 
Museum for early learners. Since the 
exhibition, preschool educators in the 
area have asked the Museum to provide 
them with additional professional 
development and more programming 
specifically for preschoolers. We have 
responded by offering a wide range of 
age-appropriate learning experiences in 
our new state-of-the-art planetarium, 
on-site science and art tours, and off-
site programs. 

American Art and Professional 
Development 
The Newark Museum has one of the 
best collections of American art in the 
nation, representing artists’ visions 
from the colonial era to the present 
day, including the diverse range of 
Native American cultures. Two years 
ago, the National Endowment for 
the Humanities (NEH), sent out a 
request for proposals to schools and 
libraries across the nation. NEH had 
developed a special curriculum resource 
called “Picturing America” (not to be 
confused with the Newark Museum’s 
collection of American art by the same 
name). This included poster-sized 
reproductions of forty masterworks 
by American artists, selected from 
important museums throughout 
the country. The portfolio of posters 
reflected American themes from the 
early history to contemporary times 
and included an extensive teaching 
guidebook. Schools and libraries had 
to apply for “Picturing America” and 
eventually almost 80,000 sets were 
distributed. Eventually, NEH sought 
out American museums and cultural 
organizations that might be willing 
to host national conferences for 
educators to demonstrate the most 
effective ways to use these resources, 
resulting in model lessons that would  
be disseminated widely. 

The Newark Museum was one of only 
three organizations selected to host 
national conferences related to “Picturing 
America.” The others were the Newberry 
Library in Chicago and Primary Source 
in Watertown, Massachusetts. Only 
recipients of “Picturing America” were 
eligible to apply to participate in the 

conferences. The purpose of these 
conferences was to emphasize the value 
of using American art to connect with 
the teaching of American history and 
culture in our schools at all age levels. 
The Newark Museum presented three 
3-day conferences (in February, April and 
June, 2010). More than 225 educators 
from 33 states attended. Each conference 
included presentations by renowned 
national scholars, demonstrations 
of visual thinking strategies, hands-

on orientation to distance learning 
technologies (videoconferencing, 
Webinars, blogs and podcasts), modeling 
activities led by teacher leaders, and 
suggestions for integrating material 
culture and other forms of primary 
source resources into classroom 
teaching. The attendees of the conference 
contributed to a blog spot where they 
shared ideas, perspectives and lessons, 
and a virtual class reunion was held in 
September 2010 as a Webinar. 
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The “Picturing America” conference 
series was only one of a number of 
professional development opportunities 
presented each year by the Newark 
Museum. The Museum participates 
as a member of the Network for 
Educational Renewal at Montclair 
State University, and presents teacher 
workshops related to art and science 
throughout the school year. All 
of the in-depth partnerships with 
school districts (Newark, Jersey City, 
New Brunswick, and others) include 
professional development. By request, 
the Museum also hosts in-service 
training at the Museum or off-site 
within specific school districts. In 
addition, distance learning technologies 

allow the Museum to conduct training 
with teachers in remote locations. If you 
can’t come to the Newark Museum, we 
can come to you through cyberspace, 
says Kevin Heller, the Museum’s 
Assistant Director of Education for 
Instructional Services. 

The Newark Museum is 
Committed to Schools
The Newark Museum has a fabulous 
newly upgraded planetarium, complete 
with hi-definition digital video projection 
and surround-sound, art and artifacts 
from all over the world, science exhibits 
that are engaging and interactive, and a 
professional staff of Museum Educators 

who are able to develop curriculum-
based programs that can specifically 
address any school’s needs. The Museum 
is the ideal organization for a school or 
district to partner with if the objective is 
to create educational programming for 
students and educators that is relevant to 
the core curriculum content standards, 
creates a desire to know more, and 
strengthens skills of critical thinking and 
creative problem-solving. Please visit 
www.newarkmuseum.org to learn more 
about the Newark Museum’s resources 
and services for schools.
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It takes a combination of courage, 
compassion, and skill to venture into 
critical conversations. When you 
acquire the skill, convey compassion, 
and summon the courage to speak, 
you invite transformation in yourself, 
your colleagues, and your school 
community. And together you can 
create a culture where trust and 
learning will flourish.

When school leaders speak, our words 
evoke an unspoken power that comes 
with our position, making what we 
say matter. Whether in a hallway 
conversation or faculty meeting, when 
we speak we invite transformation in 
others and in ourselves. The choices 
we make; in our tone, our words, and 
our timing, all converge to create this 
invitation. What others do with what 
we say is up to them. Learning to say 
it in the best way possible is up to us.

I’ve been honing my speaking for 
many years now and it hasn’t always 
been pretty! I’ve misspoken, been 
misunderstood and mistaken, and often 
felt miserable. Each time I’ve had a 
conversation that didn’t go well I tried 
to reflect to find the lesson, apologized 
when appropriate, and mustered my 
courage to jump back in and do better 
the next time. Here is some of what 
I’ve learned.

Barbara E. Sanderson wrote in Talk 
it Out! that, “Speaking from your 
heart is the most compelling form of 
communication.” Her words help me 
to find the right tone in a conversation. 
When I speak from my heart and have 
a compassionate regard for the other 
person, my tone is usually just right. 

I once worked with a teacher who 
struggled with an eating disorder. 
Joanne dressed in layers of clothing 

to keep her underweight body warm, 
even during the heat of early summer. 
She was an outstanding teacher who 
was on overdrive to achieve success in 
the classroom so there was no concrete 
evidence that her illness was impacting 
the students, though perhaps they too 
recognized the problem. Joanne’s health 
was becoming a grave concern to her 
colleagues who came to me asking, 
“What can we do?” My education clearly 
hadn’t prepared me for this scenario. I 
wasn’t even certain what my role might 
be. I did know that I cared for Joanne 
and shared her colleagues’ concerns. So, 
one day I sat beside her and said, 

“Joanne, I am concerned for your 
health. I have noticed your body is 
getting smaller, you are wearing 
many layers of clothing, and you are 
bringing large quantities of food to 
every meeting. I’m not an expert in 

S.A.Y. I.T.—Speak And You Invite Transformation
By Jamie Sussel Turner

There is a natural synergy in transformative conversations. We can rarely manage 
to change all by ourselves. It is in the interplay between both participants in 
a conversation, speaking and listening to one another, that the invitation for 
transformation lives. For school leaders there is no better place to be. This is 

where we can uncover obstacles, discover passions, reduce stress, and guide our school 
communities to excellence. 
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eating disorders so I’ve recently done 
some reading and it seems that these 
could be signs of a serious problem. I 
want you to know that I am here for 
you and will help you in whatever 
way I can.”

Much time passed before Joanne availed 
herself of my help, eventually seeking 
treatment. Hopefully the tone of my 
words was felt in her heart as they 
poured out of mine.

Inviting transformation is also about 
speaking carefully chosen words that 
spark reflection, growth, affirmation, 
strength, and perseverance. There is 
enormous possibility inherent in a 
genuine compliment or acknowledgment 
of someone’s strengths. I’ll always 
remember the words of my former 
principal who told me, early in my 
teaching career, that she saw great 
potential in me and I should consider 
going to graduate school. It was the 
catalyst that eventually led me to earn 
dual graduate degrees and enjoy a long 
career as a school leader. Every leader 
has the power to motivate or inspire 
someone with his or her words. 

Sadly, the reverse is also true. Many 
adults can recall a childhood memory 
of overly harsh, judgmental, and 
uncaring words spoken to them by a 
teacher or school leader, in moments 
of anger, confusion or disappointment. 
My husband tells the story of his high 
school guidance counselor who told 

him to accept that he wasn’t college 
material and he should just get a job. 
I wonder how the guidance counselor 
would feel to learn that his former 
student is a school superintendent 
who has earned a doctoral degree in 
educational administration!

While school leaders are most often the 
senders of transformational messages, 
sometimes we are on the receiving 
end as well. Many years ago, I visited 
the classroom of Katie, a non-tenured 
third-grade teacher, as she taught a 
language arts lesson. As I headed out 
the door the students were reading 
silently so I quietly pulled Katie aside to 
provide some feedback, not all of which 
was positive. The next morning an 
email from Katie appeared in my inbox 
and read something like this:

“Thank you for visiting my classroom 
today and providing feedback. I am 
eager to learn and improve my skills. 
I want you to know that it’s hard for 
me to hear suggestions for how to 
do things differently when they are 
given to me during the school day. 
I had a troubled afternoon after our 
conversation and found it hard to stay 
focused on my teaching. I would very 
much appreciate if you would share 
things like that with me at the end of 
the day from now on.”

I was stunned by Katie’s email since 
teachers don’t typically provide 
principals with such direct and 

critical feedback. Katie helped me to 
realize that I hadn’t considered how 
the timing of my words might have 
impacted her. Her email had been an 
invitation to me for transformation. 
I thanked Katie for letting me know 
how she felt. I knew that she might 
not have been comfortable voicing 
her feelings to just any principal in 
this way. I had been working hard to 
change how I received criticism and 
this change created a safe place in 
which mutual feedback could occur. 
There was no more defensiveness, no 
more “yes, that’s how you see it but, 
let me explain how I see it” comebacks. 
I learned to remain curious so that 
I could gather information and see 
the entirety of a situation from the 
other person’s point of view, without 
jumping in to make assumptions, 
assuming I had the full picture at the 
start of the conversation. 

As these examples show, by taking a 
closer look at our tone, timing, and 
choice of words, school leaders can 
invite transformation in others and be 
transformed ourselves.

Now when someone presents me with 
a challenging conversation or I initiate 
one with them, I recognize that it offers 
us both an opportunity to learn. Being 
fully present for every conversation is 
like opening a gift without knowing 
what might be inside.

About the Author
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With proper instruction, students 
could be more successful on the 
required standardized tests and be 
better prepared to succeed in the post 
secondary environment. According to 
Poole (2009), “writing is a universal skill 
that is required at the college level and 
in many, many jobs… Helping students 
to write effectively should be one of the 
main goals of any English Language 

Arts classroom”(87). Writing instruction 
and writing assignments can be found 
throughout the high school curriculum; 
however, the methods of writing 
instruction, the types of writing that 
are being taught, and the time spent 
writing vary widely. Because of these 
variations, not all students are equally 
prepared to exit public school and enter 
college or the workforce. 

The Problem of Preparation
In many New Jersey school districts, 
students are unprepared to complete 
required writing assessments including 
the High School Proficiency Assessment 
(HSPA), the Scholastic Achievement 
Test (SAT), and the Accuplacer college 
entrance exam. In addition, students 
often exit the public school system 
unprepared for the rigorous coursework 

Enhancing Writing in Our Schools:
Developing Secondary Writing Centers
By Melissa A. Johnson

A student once asked me to explain the purpose of English class. He wanted 
to know why he had to write essays if he wasn’t going to be a writer or an 
English teacher. I asked him what he planned to do after high school and he 
said he didn’t know, but he knew he would never have to write. To educators, 

that comment is funny. Of course he would have to write in the future. But, his answer 
exemplifies how some students feel about writing—that it is an unnecessary skill in the 
days of computers, spell-checkers, email, and text messaging. However, that couldn’t be 
farther from the truth. According to Barton & Klump more than 80 percent of companies 
(in high-growth service-sector industries) reported that they assess writing when hiring 
(Barton & Klump, 2008, p.1).  
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that is found at the post secondary 
level. Writing instruction, or lack 
thereof, impacts all secondary students 
within the school district; lack of 
writing preparation mostly affects 
students because of the pressure to 
succeed on various standardized tests 
and the need to transition into the 
postsecondary environment. 

Implementing a  
Research-Based Approach
With the establishment of No Child 
Left Behind in 2001, the revision of the 
New Jersey Core Curriculum Content 
Standards, and the addition of an essay 
component to the SAT, writing has 
played an increasingly important role 
in high school curricula. Today, “writing 
is central to learning throughout the 
curriculum” (Jordan, 2007, p. 54). 
Although educators encourage writing 
in all disciplines, a majority of academic 
writing occurs in the English classroom. 
Teachers are asked to incorporate 
writing into daily lessons, administer 
quarterly writing assessments, measure 
learning with unit tests in the form of 
short answers or essays, and assign 
several longer writing assignments each 
marking period (Toms River Regional 
Schools, 2004). 

However, as Thompson (1993) stated, 
“Not all English teachers teach writing. 
Those who don’t may go through the 
motions, and they may use writing-
to-learn strategies, but they seldom 
ask their students to produce formal 
pieces of writing” (p. 90-91). Even 
though extensive writing practice is 
dictated by the English/Language Arts 
curriculum in the high school, some 
teachers ignore this directive because 
of the paper load. With approximately 
130 students per marking period, 
the number of essays and writing 
assignments a teacher is expected to 
grade can be overwhelming. In addition 
to grading final drafts of essays and 
writing exams, teachers are also expected 
to teach and practice process writing 
in class (Toms River Regional Schools, 
2004). Typically, when a teacher assigns 
a longer writing activity, he or she must 
read each essay twice, once as a draft 
and again as a final graded copy. 

With current expectations, teachers 
are often reluctant to assign multiple 
writing tasks because of the burden of 
grading each draft. By assigning less 
writing, however, educators are doing 

students a disservice. Even with the 
burden of grading, writing must be a 
central skill in every classroom. For 
this reason, an alternative method of 
evaluation must be established that still 
gives students ample writing practice. 
A writing center provides students with 
tutors who read first drafts and help 
the students when making necessary 
revisions before submitting final copies 
to the teacher. Although a writing center 
program can help reduce teachers’ 
workload, it can serve a greater purpose 
as well.

Writing centers are considered by many 
to be merely remedial centers (Ashley & 
Shafer, 2007, p.83), and these centers 
do help students identify and correct 
grammatical errors and sentence 
structure. But working with a center 
can “provide a resource and forum for 
discussion about students’ understanding 
and interpretation of classroom 
objectives that cannot be measured 
through usual academic evaluations” 
(Mullin & Childers, 1995, p. 24).  
Furthermore, writing centers allow 
students to engage in the social aspect 
of the writing process. According to 
Ashley and Shafter 
(2007), a writing 
center program 
will reinforce the 
instruction that 
takes place in the 
classroom while 
circumventing 
the need to focus 
strictly on grades, 
promoting a focus 
on process and ideas 
instead (p.84). By 
discussing a piece of 
writing with a peer 
tutor, students can 
identify the aspects 
they do understand, 
the aspects they do 
not understand, 
and what elements 
would enhance their 
writing overall. 

According to Barton 
and Klump, to build 
an effective center, 
administrators  
and teachers 
need common  
performance 
expectations 
driven by the 

shared understanding of good writing, 
especially in schools in which students 
have several teachers. (Barton & Klump, 
2008, p.5). The overall goal of the center 
should not be to improve student writing 
alone, but also to unify the school and 
bring the teaching of writing to every 
classroom. 

Methodology
In the Fall of 2006, the writing center 
program was developed. This program 
was created to enhance and expand 
the time students spent writing by 
offering free peer-tutoring services 
to high school students. At first, the 
writing center consisted of one teacher 
staying after school in her classroom 
with three volunteer tutors. Use of the 
center by students was infrequent and 
many staff members did not seem to 
recognize the value of the program. 
After three years and countless efforts 
to recruit both staff and students, the 
center was helping an average of 15 
students per week after school while 
utilizing between 25 and 35 tutors. 

In an effort to grow the program 
and provide compensation to the 
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supervising staff, I was invited to 
attend the August 2009 Curriculum 
Board meeting to elaborate on the 
need for the program and its overall 
goals. At that meeting, the program 
was approved for implementation in 
September of that same school year. 
Approximately 60 student tutors were 
recruited and trained in preparation 
for participation. These students were 
all enrolled in an 11th-grade Advanced 
Placement (AP) English course. In 
addition to attending rigorous training, 
tutors were also required to submit a 
writing sample to provide evidence of 
appropriate writing skills. 

In early October, the high school writing 
center at Toms River North opened for 
student use. Specific classes were invited 
to participate in the program, and nine 
teachers and their classes accepted. The 
program ran for approximately 12 
weeks, Monday through Thursday, for 
after-school peer tutoring opportunities. 
During the 12-week period, teachers and 
students who participated in the tutoring 
sessions were asked to take part in a 
survey designed to measure the success 
of the program and to discover areas 
that needed improvement. Results were 
used to help develop a similar writing 
center program at the intermediate 
school level.

Following the 12-week period of 
implementation, a staff in-service was 
conducted to discuss the services of the 
center and the purpose of peer tutoring. 
Teachers and supervisors from both the 
high school and the intermediate school 
attended. Following the in-service, a 
meeting was held with the Intermediate 
Language Arts Supervisor and the three 
participating teachers for the upcoming 
pilot program. During this meeting, 
the structure of the program and the 
appropriate grade-level adjustments 
were discussed. 

In the beginning of March, a writing 
center was opened in one of the 
three district’s intermediate schools. 
The center was staffed by the same 
tutors as in the high school centers. 
The program serviced students of all 
ability groups in grades six, seven, and 
eight. Services similar to those found 
at the high school center were offered. 
Approximately fifteen individual 
tutoring sessions were held each 
day, three days per week (Tuesday: 
6th grade; Wednesday: 7th grade; 
Thursday: 8th grade). Throughout the 
7-week period, teachers were surveyed 
regarding the procedures, use, and 
validity of the Center ’s services. In 
addition, these follow-up questions 
asked teachers to evaluate any changes 
in students’ writing. 

Findings, Conclusions, and 
Recommendations
The exit surveys of the students and 
teachers showed several strengths 
and weaknesses of the writing center 
program. Teacher input included 
requests for increasing the number 
of available tutors, extending services 
to all lunch periods, adding more 
comprehensive training for tutors, 
and a better scheduling system. Eight 
of the twelve teachers surveyed felt 
that adding tutoring sessions during 
lunch periods would help to increase 
the daily use of the program. Although 
the high school center was open four 
days a week after school, teachers felt 
it was difficult to require students 
to stay after school because of other 
obligations such as sports, clubs, and 
so forth. Four teachers also responded 
that they believed the center would be 
utilized more if the tutors received more 
comprehensive training. As the program 
moves forward, plans are in place to 
increase training and test prospective 

tutors’ writing prior to allowing them 
to participate in tutoring sessions.

The teacher survey also revealed the 
center ’s strengths. Most teachers 
cited student growth in the areas of 
organization, structure, and grammar. 
Also, every teacher participating in 
the survey responded that they saw 
improvement in the quality of papers 
they received from those students who 
attended tutoring sessions. Finally, all 
twelve participating teachers indicated 
that they plan to use the center next 
year if the services are offered.

The student survey produced similar 
results. Of the thirty students surveyed, 
all responded that they were attending 
the writing center as an extra credit 
assignment or a revision assignment 
as an opportunity to earn extra points. 
An encouraging response was that 
none of the students who attended the 
center were required to do so. They 
were simply there on a voluntary 
basis to earn extra points, not for a 
graded component of the class. At the 
conclusion of the pilot, about 83 percent 
of the students (25 of 30) stated that 
they found that the services helped 
them improve their writing. When 
asked if they plan to attend the center 
again, only two of the thirty students 
surveyed said they were not planning 
to return. In addition, most students 
indicated that additional rewards from 
teachers would encourage them to use 
the center more frequently and that 
offering services during lunch periods 
would make attending the center easier. 

In response to information gathered 
in the surveys, English/Language 
Arts staff members now oversee 
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the daily operation of the writing 
center as either a duty period or as a 
stipend position. These staff members 
participated in the pilot program and 
were selected because they are the most 
knowledgeable about the daily activities 
of the center. At the conclusion of the 
study, it was recommended that the 
high school writing center tutors also 
serve as the intermediate writing center  
tutors on alternating days. It was 
preferred that the same set of tutors 
work in the intermediate school each 
week so that the younger students can 
form relationships with them. However, 
due to budget constraints, the writing 
center program has not been continued 
in the Intermediate school. In the 
future, I am hopeful that a center can 
be developed and daily tutoring can be 
implemented at that level. 

It was recommended that the high 
school writing center open four days 
per week (Monday-Thursday) and one 
day per week during all lunch periods 
to accommodate students’ needs. As the 
use of the center during lunch periods 
increases, the availability of services 
should increase as well. In September 
2010, the writing center was fully 
staffed and ready to operate each day 
after school. However, for budgetary 
reasons, after school transportation 
was changed from four days to only 
two per week. Therefore, at the current 
time, the writing center operates two 
days per week. It is important to 
recognize, however, that the number 
of tutors and the number of students 
attending tutoring sessions each week 
have not decreased due to the schedule 
adjustment. While it is harder to see 

each student that comes to the center 
because of time constraints, I am 
happy to see that students are still 
eager to use the services provided. 

A high school writing center helps 
students improve their writing 
through peer review and provides 
teachers with the opportunity to 
continue to teach writing outside of 
the classroom. As writing becomes 
more and more important, so does the 
need for a writing center. The time is 
ripe for developing and implementing 
programs that will help students grow 
as writers. The responsibility lies with 
educators. A properly designed writing 
center with adequately trained tutors 
can better prepare our students and help 
to restore higher writing expectations 
and better outcomes. 
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What happened at Rutgers is not an 
isolated event. On any given day, it 
seems that the media reports another 
act of bullying. In September, it involved 
the Rutgers student. In November, a 
14-year old Michigan girl hanged herself 
after being made fun of for accusing 
an 18-year old of having sex with her. 
In Philadelphia, a 13-year old student 
was beaten and harassed by several 
of her female classmates after one of 
them became jealous over a boy who 
had expressed interest in the student 
victim. In October, the Star Ledger 
published an article about a father who 
shared the story of how his 13-year old 
son committed suicide after years of 

bullying. The father related that it began 
when his son was in fifth grade. He said 
that his son had pleaded to take him out 
of school after rumors had spread that 
he was gay. The son also had received 
vulgar, homophobic emails. After being 
humiliated by a girl who faked an 
on-line relationship with him, his son 
hanged himself.

Most everyone has seen or experienced 
some form of bullying or harassment. 
As these stories illustrate, acts of 
bullying too often become toxic. While 
there may be many reasons for this, 
certainly one of them has to do with the 
fact that bullying is no longer limited to 
the playground or the classroom or the 

school hallway. Now bullying can occur 
through e-mail, instant messaging, via 
text messaging, and on Facebook. And 
because messages on the web are visible 
to the world, it’s much harder for 
students to escape bullying behavior.

As tragic as so many of these stories 
are, the statistics are no less alarming. 
In 2007, a national survey by the 
Department of Justice reported that 
32% of students ages 12 to 18 had 
been bullied during the school year. 
A 2009 New Jersey Department of 
Education (DOE) survey indicated 
that 17% of high school students had 
been bullied during the previous 12 
months through email, chat rooms, 

The Evolving Law on Bullying
By Robert M. Schwartz
 
This article first appeared in Legally Speaking, LEGAL ONE’s Online School Law Magazine.

When two students at Rutgers University invaded another student’s 
expectation of privacy and broadcast to the world the student’s sexual 
orientation, the student victim later committed suicide.
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instant messaging, websites, or text 
messaging. That didn’t include in-
person bullying.

And so, it’s no wonder that the 
New Jersey Legislature passed 
the Anti-Bullying Bill of Rights, 
A-3466/S-2392 (Vainieri Huttle/
Buono). It’s not that there aren’t 
statutes currently on the books 
that address the issue of bullying. 
There are. But media attention often 
engenders legislative response. The 
Anti-Bullying Bill of Rights Act is the 
New Jersey Legislature’s response.

This article will review the law as it 
has existed until now, as well as the 
Anti-Bullying Bill of Rights Act. The 
legislation’s overarching goals are to 
have more detailed reporting of incidents 
of bullying, ensure that investigations 
are undertaken, and require training 
of both staff and students on how to 
identify and stop bullying behavior.  
The aim is to promote better protection 
of student victims, punish the offenders, 
remediate the bullying behavior, and 
ensure that boards have and enforce 
their anti-bullying policies. But, 
before reviewing the new mandates 
contained in the legislation, it’s 
helpful to understand the statutory 
and regulatory requirements that 
already exist.

Existing Law
The statutory framework in place before 
the January signing of the Anti-Bullying 
Bill of Rights Act was last adopted by 
the legislature in 2002. The legislative 
findings then were no different than 
now; that bullying and harassment have 
no place in our schools; that they disrupt 
a student’s ability to learn and a school’s 
ability to educate. To this end, in 2002 
the legislature enacted the following 
statutes:

N.J.S.A. 18A:37-14 defines acts of 
harassment, intimidation, and bullying. 
They include:

1.   Gestures, written, verbal or 
physical acts, or any electronic 
communication reasonably perceived 
as motivated either by any actual 
or perceived characteristic, such 
as race, color, religion, ancestry, 
national origin, gender, sexual 
orientation, gender identity and 
expression, or a mental, physical or 
sensory handicap, or by any other 
distinguishing characteristic, 

2.   that a “reasonable person” should 
know, under the circumstances, will 
have the effect of harming a student 
or damaging the student’s property, 
or placing a student in reasonable 
fear of harm to his person or damage 
to his property; 

3.   that have the effect of insulting or 
demeaning any student or group 
of students in such a way as to 
cause substantial disruption in, or 
substantial interference with, the 
orderly operation of the school. 

N.J.S.A. 18A:37-15 provides that 
every district adopt a policy aimed 
at prohibiting acts of harassment, 
intimidation, and bullying on school 
property or at school-sponsored 
functions or on a school bus and aimed 
at addressing acts of harassment when 
they occur.

N.J.S.A. 18A:37-15.1 makes certain 
that school policies prohibiting 
harassment, intimidation or bullying 
include “electronic communication.”

N.J.S.A. 18A:37-15.2 requires school 
districts to have their bullying policies 
available on their website.

N.J.S.A. 18A:37-16 immunizes from 
liability school employees who report 
incidents of harassment, intimidation 
or bullying.

N.J.S.A. 18A:37-17 “encourages” 
school districts to establish bullying 
prevention training programs for 
school employees and volunteers who 
have significant contact with students 
and encourages districts to develop 
a process for discussing the district’s 
policy with students.

N.J.S.A. 18A:37-19 provides that 
school districts who incur additional 
costs due to the implementation of the 
anti-bullying legislation “shall apply 
to the Commissioner of Education for 
reimbursement.”

In addition, the State Board of Education 
adopted N.J.A.C. 6A:16-7.9 which 
reiterates that boards of education must 
have policies prohibiting harassment or 
bullying on school grounds, at school 
functions, or on school buses. It also  
adopted N.J.A.C. 6A:16-7.1, the Code 
of Student Conduct, which provides 
that the reach of school officials 
extends to non-school events off school 
grounds when the conduct is such 
that it “materially and substantially” 

interferes with the operation of the 
school. N.J.A.C.6A:16-7.6(a)(2).

The courts have also addressed the issue 
of bullying. Finding that bullying is a 
form of harassment, which if directed 
at a protected class may rise to a 
violation of the New Jersey Law Against 
Discrimination, as well as its federal 
counterparts, the courts have laid out 
the rights of student victims and the 
responsibility of school districts, their 
staff, and their administrators. In the 
leading case of L.W. v. Toms River Board 
of Education 189 N.J. 381, 407 (2007) 
the New Jersey Supreme Court said:

A school cannot be expected to shelter 
students from all instances of peer 
harassment. Nevertheless, reasonable 
measures are required to protect our 
youth, a duty that schools are more 
than capable of performing… in the 
school setting… a school district may 
be found liable under the law against 
discrimination for student-on-student 
sexual orientation harassment that 
creates a hostile educational environment, 
when the school district knew or should 
have known of the harassment, but failed 
to take action reasonably calculated to 
end the harassment.

The Anti-Bullying Bill of 
Rights Act
So, it’s clear that a detailed framework 
designed to address student-on-student 
harassment and bullying has existed 
since at least 2002. This begs the 
question as to why the Anti-Bullying 
Bill of Rights Act was shepherded 
through the legislature with such speed. 
Introduced near the end of October, soon 
after the tragic incident at Rutgers, only 
one month later the legislation was 
overwhelmingly passed by both houses 
of the legislature, and signed into law in 
January 2011. Summarized below are 
its key provisions:

Definitions
The definition of harassment, 
intimidation, or bullying is amended by 
specifying that the “harm” that a student 
may experience can be either physical 
or emotional. While this represents a 
change in the current definition in the 
statute, it doesn’t change how bullying 
behavior has been viewed until now. The 
understanding has been that the harm 
that can result from bullying behavior 
can be both physical and emotional.
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The legislation also adds an additional 
criterion to the definition; acts that create 
a “hostile environment at school.” This, 
too, is in accord with what the courts 
have held to date. In L.W. v. Toms River 
Board of Ed, the New Jersey Supreme 
Court held that student-on-student 
bullying or harassment should be 
addressed by using the same standard 
as in hostile work environment cases. 
That standard is the “reasonable person” 
test: what would a reasonable person 
(teacher, supervisor, vice principal, 
principal, etc.) do in a similar situation?

Bullying Behavior Outside of 
School
The legislation maintains that for 
districts to be able to respond to bullying 
or harassing incidents off school 
grounds there must be a “substantial” 
disruption or interference with the 
orderly operation of the school. This 
only follows what is now contained in 
the Code of Student Conduct and what 
the courts have held; that school districts 
and their staff are required to act when 
bullying, harassing, or intimidating 
conduct outside of school is brought to 
their attention which “materially and 
substantially” impacts on the school 
environment.

Training
Instead of encouraging training, the 
legislation requires annual training on 
harassment, intimidation, and bullying 
involving employees, volunteers, 
students, parents, law enforcement, and 
community members. It also states that 
beginning with the 2012-2013 school 
year, candidates for school administrator 
or teacher certification will be required 
to complete a program on harassment, 
intimidation, and bullying and that 
such training will now be a part of the 
professional development requirements 
for such individuals.

Further, the legislation states that 
school districts may apply for a grant 
to be used for training programs 
established through the “Bullying 
Prevention Fund,” to the “extent…
funds…are made available.” But the 
bill does not speak to what is in the 
fund, or how it will be funded, or 
what responsibility there is for the 
New Jersey Department of Education 
or any other agency to contribute to 
the fund.

Policies
Schools were already required to have 
policies aimed at prohibiting harassment, 
intimidation, and bullying on school 
property or at school-sponsored 
functions or on a school bus. The 
Anti-Bullying Bill of Rights Act would 
provide specificity for what is to be 
contained in the policy; that it must 
include a description of the type of 
behavior expected from each student, 
the consequences and appropriate 
remedial action for those who commit 
acts of harassment, intimidation, or 
bullying, and a procedure for reporting 
all acts of harassment, intimidation, 
or bullying. It also sets out the process 
by which the policy is to be created; 
that the process include parents and/or 
guardians, as well as school employees, 
administrators, students, volunteers, 
and “community representatives.”

Anti-Bullying Specialist
Required for every school, the anti-
bullying specialist is to be appointed by 
the principal. To create the appearance 
of revenue neutrality the proposal is for 
the principal to appoint someone from 
among the school’s staff; the guidance 
counselor, or psychologist, or another 
individual “similarly trained” who is 
employed in the school, or if these titles 
do not exist in a school, then another 
existing employee in the school. The 
anti-bullying specialist is to (1) chair 
the school safety team, (2) lead any 
investigation of bullying, and (3) act as 
the primary school official responsible 
for preventing acts of bullying. The anti-
bullying specialist is also to have “input” 
into the required annual re-evaluation 
of the district’s policy on harassment, 
intimidation and bullying, a copy of 
which will have to be transmitted to the 
executive county superintendent within 
thirty (30) school days of its revision.

Anti-Bullying Coordinator
The superintendent is to appoint 
an anti-bullying coordinator. Here, 
too, the idea is that the appointment 
will be revenue-neutral because 
the anti-bullying coordinator is to 
be chosen from existing staff. The 
coordinator is to (1) coordinate and 
strengthen a school district’s policies 
on harassment, intimidation, and 
bullying, (2) collaborate with each 
school’s anti-bullying specialist,  

(3) provide data in collaboration with 
the superintendent to the NJDOE 
regarding harassment, intimidation 
and bullying, and (4) meet at least 
twice a year with each school’s 
anti-bullying specialist to discuss and 
strengthen procedure and policies 
to prevent, identify, and address 
harassment, intimidation, and bullying.

School Safety Teams
The legislation requires School Safety 
Teams for each school. A team is 
to consist of the principal, or the 
principal’s designee, a teacher, the 
anti-bullying specialist, a parent of 
a student in the school, and “other 
members to be determined by the 
principal.” The School Safety Team is 
designated to (1) receive the complaints 
of harassment, intimidation, or 
bullying that have been reported to 
the principal, (2) receive copies of the 
investigation reports, (3) review and 
strengthen a school’s policies that 
address harassment, intimidation, and 
bullying, educate the community,  
(4) participate in training programs, 
and (5) collaborate with district’s anti-
bullying coordinator in the collection 
of data and the development of the 
district’s policies.

To maintain student confidentiality, or 
the semblance thereof, the legislation 
provides that the parent named to the 
School Safety Team shall not receive 
the complaint or the investigation 
report, and shall not participate in 
identifying and addressing patterns of 
harassment, intimidation, or bullying 
of students in the school. Presumably, 
the other members of the team will not 
be permitted to share with the parent 
member of the team the information in 
the complaint or the investigation report 
or the intended remedy.

Reporting Requirements
1.    All acts of harassment, intimidation, 

or bullying are to be reported 
verbally to the school principal 
on the same day that an employee 
or “contracted service provider” 
witnesses or receives “reliable 
information” regarding an incident. 

2.    The principal is to inform parents or 
guardians of all students involved 
in an alleged incident and may 
discuss, depending on the situation, 
the availability of counseling and 
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other intervention services. While 
no time frame is given here, the 
presumption is that parents need to 
be informed promptly. 

3.    All acts of harassment, intimidation, 
or bullying must be reported in 
writing to the principal within two 
(2) days of when it was witnessed 
or when “reliable information” was 
received. 

Investigation Requirements
1.    The principal or the principal’s 

designee is to “initiate” an 
investigation within one (1) school 
day of the report of the incident. 
The statute does not state whether it 
is within one school day after receipt 
of the written report or one school 
day after receipt of the oral report. 

2.    The investigation is to be conducted 
not by the principal, but by the 
school’s anti-bullying specialist 
who is to be appointed by the 
principal. Additional personnel may 
be appointed by the principal to 
assist the anti-bullying specialist. 
The problem here is that though the 
principal may be disciplined for how 
the investigation is conducted and/
or whether it is completed in a timely 
fashion, the principal is not the one 
charged to conduct the investigation. 

3.    The investigation must be completed 
“as soon as possible, but not later 
than ten (10) school days from the 
date of the written report of the 
incident…” If, after the investigation 
is conducted, additional relevant 
information is received, the anti-
bullying specialist may amend the 
investigation report. 

4.    The results of the investigation are 
to be reported to the superintendent 
within two (2) school days of the 
completion of the investigation. 

5.    In accordance with regulations 
promulgated by the State Board 
of Education, the superintendent 
may decide to provide intervention 
services, establish training programs 
to reduce harassment, intimidation, 
or bullying, impose discipline, or 
order counseling as a result of the 
findings of the investigation. 

6.    The superintendent is to report 
the investigation’s results to 
the board of education no later 
than the date of the next board 

meeting following completion of the 
investigation along with information 
on any service provided, training 
established, or discipline imposed 
or recommended, “or other action 
taken or recommended” by the 
superintendent. 

7.    Parents or guardians of the  
students who are parties to the 
investigation shall be entitled to 
receive information about the 
investigation, including the nature 

of the investigation, whether 
the district found evidence of 
harassment, intimidation or 
bullying, and whether discipline 
was imposed. This information is 
to be provided in writing within five 
(5) school days after the results of 
the investigation are reported to 
the board. 

8.    The principal, in conjunction with 
the anti-bullying specialist shall 
determine the “range” of ways to 

www.njpsa.org 609-860-1200
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address the incidents of harassing 
and/or bullying behavior. 

9.    A parent or guardian may request 
a hearing before the board after 
receiving the information and the 
hearing shall be held within ten (10) 
days of the request. The hearing is 
to be conducted in executive session. 

10.  At the next board meeting the 
board is to issue a decision in 
writing to affirm, reject, or modify 
the superintendent’s decision/ 
recommendation. 

11.  The decision may be appealed to 
the Commissioner of Education 
within ninety (90) days after 
issuance of the board’s decision. 

Disciplining School Districts 
and Staff Who Fail To Act
The legislation imposes potential 
discipline on a principal or other 
school employees who do not comply 
with required timelines or who fail 
to report incidents of bullying and/
or harassment. However, as noted 
above, the law already provided for a 
standard, or a duty of care for school 
administrators or other employees 
who receive reports of harassment, 
intimidation or bullying. In the matter 
of L.W. v. Toms River, the court held 
that school personnel are accountable 
for their actions regarding bullying 

behavior; that they are subject to 
what a “reasonable person” would do 
in a similar position and in a similar 
situation; and that this includes action 
to be taken for bullying or harassment 
that occurs outside of school, if the 
behavior is such that it “materially and 
substantially” impacts on the school 
environment.

Conclusion
While a statutory framework designed to 
identify and stop harassing, intimidating, 
and bullying conduct already existed, the 
Anti-bullying Bill of Rights Act adds to 
that framework by imposing additional 
requirements. The time frame within 
which reports shall have to be made and 
investigations conducted will now be 
codified, the noncompliance with which 
may subject the principal and other staff 
members to discipline. Each school will 
have to have a designated anti-bullying 
specialist, among whose duties will be 
to conduct investigations of reports of 
bullying conduct. Each school will have 
to have a school safety team whose 
purpose will be to assist in making the 
school safer. Each district will have to 
have an anti-bullying coordinator who 
will be charged with coordinating the 
district’s anti-bullying training and 
implementation of policy. In addition, 
if there are additional costs associated 
with these requirements, the legislation 

specifies a fund to which districts may 
apply for assistance, though it does not 
provide for funding. 

Having reporting requirements and 
ensuring that the reports are properly 
investigated, and the bullying conduct 
is remedied, are all certainly important 
to the process. However, creating an 
environment of tolerance for difference, 
which is the ultimate antidote for 
bullying conduct, will still come down 
to the training school staff and their 
students receive.

The court in L.W. saw the 
interconnection between bullying 
behavior and the school’s climate; the 
need to address the bullying conduct, 
to punish the offender in accordance 
with the type of bullying reported, 
and to protect the victim, but most of 
all to promote a climate of tolerance 
and acceptance. While certainly 
this is the aim of the legislation as 
well, the glaring reality is that it 
leaves school districts on their own 
to find the resources necessary to 
meet the new mandates. As a result, 
the challenge for school districts 
continues to be to provide in these 
financially difficult times the required 
resources for effective training for 
staff and students alike, to create to 
the greatest extent possible a school 
climate where bullying has no place.
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Today we face a similar crisis in fighting 
a gender gap, but this time the boys are 
behind and reading is the battleground. 
Poor reading scores and a general lack of 
achievement by boys have captured the 
attention of policy makers and the media 
in the past year, and we can no longer 
afford to ignore this pressing concern. 

The issue has emerged as a large-scale 
national problem, but we can take steps 
locally to reverse this trend. The time is 
now to begin that journey.

“For There is Nothing Either 
Good or Bad But Thinking 
Makes It So”—Hamlet

Most high schools can identify a 
gender imbalance in enrollment in 
AP and honors humanities classes, 
the most common of which regularly 
arises in English. Some people will say 
that’s just the way it is; in fact, that’s 
how it’s always been. And perhaps 
the imbalance can be attributed 

Relevance is Key
How We Can Begin Narrowing the Gender  
Gap in High-School Humanities Courses 
By George P. Alexis

In the mid-1990s, it appeared that an age-old stereotype threatened to widen an 
already significant gender gap. Boys were outperforming girls in math and science. 
Girls were discouraged and lacked interest in the field. The future was bleak, and 
society braced itself for another generation of male mathematicians and scientists. 

But that future never came. Today girls routinely outperform boys in math and science, 
and there are as many girls as boys enrolled in AP and honors courses in these disciplines. 
What altered the landscape? What prevented this bleak future? Much of this progress can 
be traced to the national campaign designed to encourage higher achievement in math and 
science by girls in the late 1990s and early part of the new millennium. 
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in part to societal attitudes, but a 
multitude of problems with lasting 
consequences arise out of such a 
gender gap—the most troublesome 
being a general decline in achievement 
by boys—and those problems should 
not go unexamined or unsolved. If 
a school is committed to promoting 
high achievement for all students, 
an understanding of a trend toward 
enrollment imbalances based on gender 
is critical. Important questions that 
focus on the attitudes, beliefs, and 
actions of students and teachers need 
to be asked:

Why do fewer boys appear to be 
willing to take challenging courses in 
the humanities?

Why is there not a similar opposite 
trend in math and science? 

What role does ability, as evidenced 
by test scores, play in the enrollment 
statistics? 

How can we seek to balance the course 
enrollment by gender? 

Looking carefully at the course-selection 
process, enrollment data, grades, and 
standardized test scores could help us 
to begin answering these questions and 
gaining some insight into the problem. 
But what is likely to be discovered is 
that test scores and natural ability do 
not give the answers. Typically, girls 
do less well on math tests, but they 
take advanced math courses in high 
school at generally the same rate as 
boys. Looking at the NJASK scores 
for third graders in a district typically 
will confirm conventional wisdom: the 
highest scorers in math usually tend 
to be boys, and the highest scorers in 
language arts are mostly girls. But 
why then do boys opt out of advanced 
English, social studies, and languages 
courses, when the girls do not choose 
less rigorous math and science classes?  

Test scores do not give us an answer, 
but talking with students, on the other 
hand, does provide insight into this 
problem. The prevailing sentiment 
seems to be that boys are not interested 
in taking the challenging English classes, 
because studying literature—and by 
extension, languages—is “something  
girls are interested in.” And this lack of 
interest, when coupled with a failure to 
see the relevance of their literacy skills 
to the outside world or their specific 
career plans, often leads talented male 

students simply to take less rigorous 
courses in English and the humanities. 
We do not see a similar trend in math 
and science with girls, because there 
has been plenty of emphasis on the 
importance of those fields and their 
relevance to career opportunities. Girls 
also have benefited from the ongoing 
national attention given to the lower 
performance of girls in math and science 
that began over a decade ago. And that 
same type of attention is now surfacing 
in the area of technology, while boys 
continue to lag behind in reading.

The attitudes the students have 
toward certain subjects and how those 
attitudes follow certain patterns based 
on gender are significant factors in 
solving this problem. By addressing 
those attitudes and making an effort 
to encourage students who do not see 
themselves as AP or honors students in 
particular areas, we can begin to chip 
away at the imbalances. 

The Past Is Prologue
Looking at the past can yield some 
ideas for interventions in this area that 
may change future trends. Much has 
been made of gender inequity when it 
comes to girls lacking opportunities 
in the fields of math, science, and 
technology. In November 2004, in 
fact, Educational Leadership published 
an article about measures taken in 
the Dallas Independent School District 
to re-balance gender enrollment in 
the sciences (Sanders and Nelson). 
An examination of the data there 
revealed that though girls had begun 
taking math and biology courses, their 
enrollment in AP physics and computer 
science courses lagged well behind the 
boys. In addition, research correlating 
PSAT scores and AP results revealed that 
girls were doing poorly on the subject-
specific tests, even when they had 
comparable PSAT math scores.

The Dallas Independent School 
District took action, joining forces 
with corporate and not-for-profit 
organizations. They devised a plan and 
enlisted the help and support of the 14 
AP Physics teachers as collaborators. 
At a series of workshops, teachers 
examined the data and began sharing 
their experiences in the classroom. 
They began devising gender-equitable 
teaching practices to ensure that girls 
were being encouraged and supported 
in the same way the boys were. 

Teachers discovered through action 
research that they were treating the 
genders differently and started to 
remediate their methods. Essentially, 
the interventions and professional 
development raised the teachers’ 
awareness regarding the issue, and 
the efforts started to take hold and 
create a more balanced enrollment and 
standard of achievement. Changes in 
the teaching methods of one teacher 
yielded a change in female enrollment 
in AP Physics to 10 girls out of 20 
total students from 4 out of 13 in just 
one year. As one physics teacher put 
it, “The most important lesson I took 
away from my female students was 
this: Each student needs to feel that she 
is competent, important, and talented” 
(Sanders and Nelson 77).

In the same article, the authors also note 
the other side of the issue. At the time of 
the study, girls were the dominant test 
takers in many AP disciplines: 66% in art 
history and 64% in English literature, for 
example. They acknowledge that such 
imbalances can create “serious gender 
issues for boys: It’s not healthy for us 
as a society, or for boys individually, 
to think that excellence in reading and 
writing is ‘feminine’” (Sanders and 
Nelson 74). 

With the analogy drawn, it is important 
to note another study—one performed 
by Willingham and Cole to determine 
whether there is a gender gap in test 
performance. As an article in Educational 
Leadership notes, the conventional 
wisdom is that girls do better in the 
liberal arts, and boys shine in math and 
science (Latham). The Willingham and 
Cole study concluded that the data does 
not support this myth and concluded 
that nearly all examined areas yielded 
insignificant differences, with two minor 
exceptions: boys performed slightly 
better in the “mechanical/electronic” area 
and the girls in “verbal/writing” (Latham 
88). Interestingly, though, a study of 
the girls’ math sub-skills revealed that 
they were stronger than the boys in 
certain categories. Likewise, the minor 
advantage in writing had narrowed 
considerably from a 1960s study. The 
authors concluded that any gaps that 
do exist are “the result of a complex web 
of factors that are virtually impossible 
to unravel” (Latham 89). They also 
emphasized that “individual uniqueness 
overshadows the impact of any possible 
gender difference” (Latham 89).  
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And much like the actions taken 
by the Dallas Independent School 
District, educators have offered a host 
of practical suggestions for ensuring 
gender equity in schools (“Reducing 
Gender Bias”). Raising awareness 
of student participation and the 
classroom procedures related to it 
and maintaining high expectations of 
all students are examples of methods 
suggested, but the common thread is 
that the teacher should set out to raise 
the self-confidence of all students and 
encourage them to take risks. Though 
most of these suggestions were made 
at a time when there was concern for 
girls’ achievement in math and science, 
the strategies are equally important to 
raising student achievement for boys 
today, particularly given the most 
recent study on the poor progress 
of boys in reading. The Center on 
Education Policy released the latest 
installment of their study on state 
test scores in early March 2010. In 
the report, the authors demonstrate 
a cause for concern because boys 
are lagging behind girls in reading 
performance by at least ten percentage 
points in some states. Meanwhile, girls 
are performing “roughly as well” as 
boys in math.

Making teachers aware of this issue 
and guiding them toward collaboration 
and action research to discover ways to 
encourage boys in these fields can help 
narrow the gap. Encouraging them, for 
example, to conduct peer observations 
or to ask their supervisors to assess their 
gender-equity strategies during lessons 
would yield insight into the imbalance. 
Keeping a close eye on the enrollment 
data and interviewing students and 
teachers routinely also would keep the 
issue alive and in the forefront of the 
school’s collective consciousness. 

Literacy’s the Thing
Emphasizing the relevance of academic 
skills to the world outside the classroom 
has become a high priority over the past 
several years. Schools have done this 
primarily with a focus on inquiry-based 
instruction and problem solving, but 
high school students sometimes miss 
the subtlety of this approach and fail to 
understand the relevance of the skills 
they are developing, particularly in 
the humanities courses, which seem to 
them to have less of a direct connection 
to career plans. Students need to see 

the importance of reading and writing 
in math and science careers. They need 
to see that sophisticated writing and 
critical-analysis skills, both of which are 
bolstered by advanced reading skills, are 
keys to success in the business world. 
They need to see that sensitivity to 
language and mastery of rhetoric are 
fundamental components of effective 
leadership. Humanities teachers cannot 
do this alone, however. They need 
support from their colleagues across the 
curricular spectrum. In short, focusing 
students on the relationship between 
literacy skills and other disciplines—as 
well as seemingly unrelated career 
fields—and broadening the scope of this 
effort across the school will help produce 
more gender equity. 

At Chatham High School, we have made 
it a point to introduce literacy across 
the disciplines to the new teachers 
during our multiday orientation in the 
summer. We believe that the more we 
can emphasize the relevance of literacy 
skills to other subjects and to career 
fields, the better chance we have of 
helping students succeed in all subjects. 
But we also are likely to help boys see 

the benefits of these skills and encourage 
them toward higher achievement in the 
humanities through this approach. That 
was part of the thinking behind our 
decision to integrate more nonfiction 
texts in our English courses. We began 
three years ago with the seniors and 
have continued to add nonfiction at all 
grade levels. We also have found that 
by broadening the range of assessments 
so that success in English does not 
rest too heavily on traditional literary 
analysis skills, AP and honors classes 
are drawing a more diverse group of 
students. Our hope is to interest more 
boys with these types of texts and 
assessments.

At the heart of our literacy initiative, 
however, lies our summer reading 
program, which was revised three 
years ago. It had always been a 
traditional required-reading program: 
the students were assigned two books, 
one required title and another chosen 
from a prescribed list. Tests and quizzes 
were administered the first week in 
September. After reflecting on this one-
size-fits-all program, a committee of 
English teachers decided to try a new 
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approach, free of requirements, with 
the hope that we could reach more 
students—readers and nonreaders alike. 
The program became voluntary, and 
all students now have the freedom to 
choose what they would like to read. 
To facilitate the program, we began 
a blog-style forum on the school’s 
website to invite book recommendations 
from teachers and administrators 
in the district. When we surveyed 
the students, we were quite pleased 
to confirm what we had hoped: the 
students were reading more than they 
did when a text, which they had little 
interest in, was assigned and required. 
They clearly appreciated the freedom 
to choose their own books. 

By giving students the power to 
choose, we make reading more 
compelling and invite students to 
become part of a larger community 
of readers. We want students to 
know that reading is important and 
relevant to our lives, and we aspire to 
serve as role models. Inspiring boys 
to see reading as pleasurable and 

meaningful gets them to see school 
reading in a different light and is an 
important step toward helping them 
understand the relevance of their 
skills. If they see that sophisticated 
literacy skills can help them excel 
in other classes or advance in their 
selected career fields, they will give 
humanities courses higher priority. So 
it is incumbent upon us to communicate 
that message clearly through our words 
and deeds. 

ACT V
There is no denying that this is a 
complex issue with roots that reach 
well beyond a high-school setting, but 
there are actions that high schools can 
take to begin stemming the imbalance. 
And though these proposals may seem 

limited in scope, with a coordinated 
effort on a school-wide basis, larger 
changes will take place over time. 
Certainly, too, last year’s study that 
identified the lagging reading progress 
of boys will help this effort. More 
attention given to improving boys’ 
reading skills in the lower grades and an 
emphasis placed on the importance of 
reading at all levels will have a positive 
influence on the boys’ perceptions of 
themselves as readers and writers. Such 
attention, much like that placed on 
girls’ achievement in math and science a 
decade ago, will help raise awareness of 
gender equity, albeit in a nontraditional 
way. The challenge for school leaders is 
to sustain the focus on the achievement 
of boys. Their time is now. 
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This national effort, initiated by the 
Council of Chief State School Officers 
(CCSSO) and the National Governors 
Association (NGA), launched a set of 
state standards entitled the Common 
Core on June 2, 2010. The New Jersey 
State Board of Education approved 
the Common Core at its June 2010 
meeting, authorizing these as the new 
standards in English language arts and 
mathematics for New Jersey.

Standards provide the foundation for 
what students are expected to learn 
and be able to do; however, they are 

only the beginning. Important issues 
connected to the implementation of 
standards quickly come into view and 
need to be addressed and developed. 
NJASCD has identified new and revised 
standards, 21st-century learning 
environments and skills, curriculum 
design, instruction, and assessments 
that measure what counts, as important 
connectors to effective implementation 
of the Common Core. Being informed to 
deliver schooling that responds to these 
components of school change is the 
focus of this article.

Leadership from every professional level 
is essential for all to be effective in their 
positions of responsibility. We hold a 
common goal: to educate. Collectively, 
we accept the responsibilities that 
accompany that goal. Collaboratively, 
we anticipate the issues and shape the 
responses. Organizationally, we identify 
successful colleagues and effective 
practices and invite them to inform the 
profession. Together, we learn, teach, lead.

The Common Core Initiative:  
Dimensions of Implementation
By Marie M. Adair

At no other time has a quality education been more crucial to our state and 
our country.  Learning, teaching, leading are the pathway to the future. As 
New Jersey continues to create the best experiences and environments for 
learning to occur, educators face major change and a new set of standards 

for content in the core areas of English language arts (ELA) and mathematics.
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Shaping the Implementation
Fully recognizing that follow-up 
activities are essential to the success of 
the Common Core and its connected 
issues, NJASCD, with partners and 
outstanding practitioners throughout 
the state, has designed several 
opportunities for professional learning. 
These initiatives build capacity in 
leadership to develop processes for 
implementation. A brief description of 
these key components follows with an 
open invitation to visit www.njascd.org, 
and the NJASCD Common Core Portal: 
Resources for Implementation for 
further information and offerings.

Dimensions
The Common Core Initiative: a New 
Vision for Teaching and Learning

In order to form a collective vision 
for understanding the intent and 
opportunities associated with the 
adoption of The Common Core, NJASCD 
convened a symposium of high-
profile leaders who provided national, 
federal, state, and local perspectives on 
the Common Core Initiative. This event 
introduced the approval of The Common  
Core by the NJ State Board of Education 
as the standards for New Jersey 
students in English language arts 
and mathematics. Leaders of all state 
level content area organizations, 
professional organizations, and 
representatives in administration from 
school districts, the State Department 
of Education, the state, business 
and community were in attendance. 
The symposium raised awareness, 
engaged New Jersey stakeholders in 
new thinking and requirements for 
learning that are inherent in these core 
areas, and hosted discussion about the 
impact on schooling in New Jersey. 
Recommendations from this symposium 
will be further explored and developed 
in various formats throughout the year.

The Curriculum 

NJASCD recognizes that the Common 
Core Standards Initiative provides the 
foundation for change in the content 
and process of what students will learn 
during their school career. To enable 
delivery of the new vision, designing 
professional development in the 
dimensions necessary for successful 
implementation would include 
curriculum design and 21st century 
learning and skills:

The idea that a rich and balanced 
curriculum that addresses the needs 
of all students is the basis of schooling 
is widely accepted and understood by 
educators. The new standards provide 
the framework for designing and 
developing curriculum that prepares 
New Jersey students for college and 
careers.

NJASCD is a leader in curriculum. 
As such, we embarked on a special 
venture, conceived to be representative 
and ongoing, with school districts to 
create sample curriculum and unit 
plans in English language arts and 
mathematics in grades K-8. Using an 
organizational format for curriculum 
design, practitioners design curriculum 
and units based on the Common Core 
standards for their districts/schools 
and offer them as samples to educators 
in New Jersey. A one-day Curriculum 
Showcase is planned and will be offered 
 on three dates: June 2, August 4, and  
August 11, 2011. In addition the 
Common Core Standards Partnership 
for Professional Learning has shaped 
a comprehensive set of learning 
opportunities entitled Engaging 
Students and Staff in Learning: The 
Common Core Standards at Work. 
Please reference the web site for 
further information.

Educating a generation of students 
who live in a rapidly changing world 
and have instant access to knowledge 
becomes a new challenge for schools. 
The Partnership for 21st Century Schools 
provides information on a framework 
that integrates the Common Core 
with the four C’s of Critical thinking, 
Creativity, Communication, and 
Collaboration. This skill set is known 
as 21st century learning and skills.

The value of these skills as essential 
components of a 21st century education 
requires articulation in curriculum, 
instruction, and assessment practices. 
Acquiring the knowledge and ability to 
embed the four C’s into the Common 
Core standards is required for success of 
both students and staff.

NJASCD began to address this 
challenge by forming a cadre of 
professionals schooled in 21st century 
learning and skills. These educators 
are preparing workshops/institutes 
(entitled 21st Century Skills: What 
Are They; Why Are They Needed; and 
How Do We Get There?) at three levels: 
Awareness, Implementation, and 
Leadership. The Awareness workshops 
are posted on the web site at njascd.org 
and are available to you, your school, 
or your district on site as well as at 
the conference center.

Assessment

Of greatest concern to all involved are 
the issues around assessing learning. The 
call for measuring what counts, basing 
assessment on performance tasks, using 
new methods and technologies in testing, 
and applying formative and summative 
strategies, when taken to scale, can be 
daunting. However, schooling in the 
21st century demands these components 
of measurement. Developing multiple 
indicators for measuring success and 
achievement is the responsibility of 
educators. Research and experience 
underscore that there is more to 
determining the degree of student 
learning than depending on a single test 
score. The presentation of The Common 
Core standards requires that learning 
be measured through a multitude of 
projects, activities, and processes that 
mirror real-world situations.

Consortia of states to discuss these issues 
and create appropriate assessments 
based on the Common Core standards 
are formed and conducted with the US 
Office of Education. Results in the form 
of recommendations, samples, and new 
assessments will provide the platform 
from which states will progress.

Effective Teaching

Research substantiates that the quality 
of instruction has the largest and most 
profound effect on learning. Instruction 
holds the greatest promise for increased 
achievement. Qualified staff, knowledge 
of content, facility in appropriate and 

Leaders are perpetual learners… Learning is the essential fuel 
for the leader, the source of high-octane energy that keeps up 
the momentum by continually sparking new understanding, new 
ideas, and new challenges.

-Warren Bennis and Burt Nanus
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effective strategies, data review as a 
natural step in the instructional cycle, 
feedback, and reflection all contribute to 
effective teaching. The components of 
planning and preparation make a huge 
difference in the delivery of programs 
and instruction.

Characteristics and qualities of an 
effective teacher are researched, 
documented, promoted, learned, 
and emulated, as indicated in the 
contributions to the field by national 
leaders held in high regard: Linda 
Darling-Hammond, Robert Marzano, 
James Stronge, Charlotte Danielson, 
and many others. As this dimension 
unfolds, the connected legal issues of 
tenure, pay increases based on gains 
in student achievement, promotion, 
and merit pay will also be parsed and 
re-configured. A new profession of 
teaching will emerge, one that reflects 

21st century values and skill sets but 
retains the core of what researchers 
reveal to be constant and necessary 
for learning. Perhaps this dimension 
presents the greatest personal challenge 
to the profession. 

The Importance of Leadership
Informed leadership, the key to the 
successful implementation of the 
Common Core, is the crucial element 
on which all else is based. Leaders who 
are knowledgeable and collaborative 
and who build capacity in themselves 
and their staff to embrace the work 
connected to new standards will 
experience success. They will become 
the models for the profession.

Conceptually, our profession is the 
profession of learning for adults as 
well as students. Ongoing professional 
learning available in many different 

formats will become the norm for a 
successful faculty in high achieving 
schools. The expectations that are 
embedded—to accomplish the common 
goal, to remain a profession, to learn, to 
teach, and to lead—require continuous 
professional growth. Leaders will emerge 
as the mental models of the profession 
with the physical presence to garner 
necessary support, thereby rising to 
the challenges of change.
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What Exactly is Bullying?
Dr. Dan Olweus, pioneering researcher 
on bullying and the creator of the 
Olweus Bullying Prevention Program, 
defines bullying as intentional, repeated 
acts designed to hurt another person. 
He says an act constitutes bullying 
“when someone repeatedly and on 
purpose says or does mean or hurtful 
things to another person who has a 
hard time defending himself or herself.” 

According to Dr. Olweus, this definition 
includes three important components: 
Bullying is aggressive behavior that 
involves unwanted, negative actions, a 
pattern of behavior repeated over time, 
and an imbalance of power or strength.  

This imbalance of power or strength 
could involve larger or older students 
bullying smaller or younger students. 
It could involve a group of students 
bullying one student, or a student with 

more “social power” bullying a less 
popular student.

Bullying can happen in many ways. 
Most types of bullying fall into two 
categories: direct bullying and indirect 
bullying. Direct bullying involves 
physical confrontations such as hitting, 
kicking, shoving, and spitting; and 
verbal harassment such as taunting, 
teasing, racial slurs; and threats and 
obscene gestures. Indirect bullying is 

Bullying: Another Limit on Student 
Achievement
By Susan P. Limber

School absences and declining achievement are areas of concern for all educators. 
While the nation struggles with teaching methodologies and assessment 
instruments to measure teacher effectiveness and link it to student achievement, 
there are many undercurrents in a school that can thwart the best-planned 

initiatives and diminish the impact of the best teachers. One of those undercurrents is 
the social climate in general and bullying in particular. Every day there are more school 
absences due to bullying than any other issue or illness. Bullying affects students’ 
well-being and academic achievement, and can negatively affect a school’s climate and 
culture and increase a school’s potential liability.
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more subtle and can include getting 
someone to bully for you, spreading 
rumors, deliberately excluding someone 
from a group or activity, and cyber 
bullying. However, all forms of bullying 
are equally harmful and can have long-
lasting consequences.

Not only is bullying prevalent, but 
children and youth report being 
extremely concerned about it. In a 
2003 Harris poll of more than 2,200 
girls between the ages of 8 and 17 
commissioned by the Girl Scouts of 
America, bullying topped girls’ list 
of concerns. When asked what they 
worried about the most, the most 
common response was being socially 
ostracized—being teased or mocked. 

In fact, among tweens (ages 8-13), 41% 
admitted that this was a major worry. 
It was cited twice as often as fears 
about terrorist attacks, war, or natural 
disasters; 15 times as often as dying or 
the death of a loved one; and 30 times 
as often as they cited fears or worries 
about school or grades. 

When you consider the many different 
forms it can take and how prevalent it 
has become, educators can no longer 
consider bullying a rite of passage or 
something that children just need to 
learn to deal with. Bullying is a form 
of peer abuse, and every child has a 
fundamental human right to feel safe 
at school and be spared the humiliation 
that happens with bullying.

Wide-ranging Impact
Bullying doesn’t involve only the bully  
and those being bullied. Bullying 
involves and affects the entire school 
community. The three main groups 
that are affected by bullying are the 
students who are bullied, the students 
who bully, and the witnesses or 
bystanders who see it happen. 

Students who are bullied can develop 
physical symptoms such as headaches, 
stomach pains or sleeping problems. 
They may be afraid to go to school, go 
to the lavatory, or ride the school bus. 
They may lose interest in school, have 
trouble concentrating, or do poorly 
academically. Bullied students typically 
lose confidence in themselves. They may 
experience depression, low self-esteem, 
and suicidal thoughts, or they may lash 
out in violent ways—the most serious 
result being school shootings.

Students who bully do not fare much 
better. Research shows that these 
students are more likely to get into 
frequent fights, steal and vandalize 
property, drink alcohol and smoke, 
report poor grades, perceive a negative 
climate at school, and carry a weapon. 
Long-term research has also shown 
that these students are at increased risk 
of committing crimes later in life.

It is important to note, however, that 
not all students who bully others have 
obvious behavior problems or are 
engaged in rule-breaking activities. 
Some of them are highly skilled socially 
and good at ingratiating themselves 
with their teachers and other adults. For 
this reason, it is often difficult for adults 
to discover, or even imagine that these 
students engage in bullying behavior. 

Students who witness bullying may also 
be affected. They may feel guilty for not 
helping, or fearful that they will be the 
next target. Or they may be drawn into 
the bullying themselves and feel bad 
about it afterwards. These behaviors 
create a harsher less empathetic school 
environment for all. 

When bullying continues and a school 
does not take action, the entire school 
climate can be affected. The environment 
can become one of fear and disrespect, 
hampering the ability of students to 
learn. Students may feel insecure and 
begin to dislike school. When students 
do not see the adults at school acting 
to prevent or intervene in bullying 
situations, they may feel that teachers 
and other school staff have little control 
over the students and don’t care what 
happens to them.

The effects of bullying are so devastating 
and profound that over the last few 
years at least 40 state laws against 
bullying have been adopted. There have 
also been civil suits brought against 
schools and school systems over bullying 
incidents, some with damages in the 
millions of dollars. It is important to 
realize that, like sexual harassment and 
racial discrimination, many forms of 
bullying are illegal actions.

Research into Prevention
It is not uncommon for schools to use 
a variety of approaches to address 
bullying, such as assemblies or zero-
tolerance policies. However, research 
shows that neither of these approaches 
are effective. So what is?

Although research into bullying 
prevention is still relatively new, a 
review of existing bullying prevention 
programs and feedback from educators 
in the field have identified ten strategies 
that represent best practices in bullying 
prevention and intervention.

Focus on the environment. To reduce 
bullying, it is important to change the 
climate of the school and the social 
norms with regard to bullying. It must 
become “uncool” to bully, “cool” to 
help out students who are bullied, and 
normal for staff and students to notice 
when a child is bullied or left out. This 
work should be done school wide, not 
just in one or two classes.

Assess bullying levels. Often, adults 
are not very accurate when estimating 
the nature and extent of bullying at 
their school. For this reason, it is most 
helpful to administer an anonymous 
survey to your students. This will 

Prevent Bullying
It’s the right thing to do, and 
it’s the law.
If ever there was a time to be 
concerned about bullying, it is now. 
We must take bullying in our schools 
and among our students seriously. 
How are you protecting students 
against bullying, cyber bullying, and 
other forms of violence in your school? 
In New Jersey, bullying prevention is 
the law!

In-district programs, including 
two days of training and follow-
up coaching, can be arranged by 
calling FEA at (609) 860-1200 or 
by emailing Jay Doolan, Director 
of Professional Services 
jdoolan@njpsa.org or visit 
www.njpsa.org/links.cfm
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show you how prevalent bullying in all 
its forms is at your school.

Garner staff and parent support. 
Bullying prevention is most effective 
when everyone in the entire school 
community, from the bus drivers to the 
teachers to the parents, are on board.

Form a group. Bullying prevention 
efforts seem to work best if they are 
coordinated by a representative group 
within the school. This coordinating 
team (which might include an 
administrator, a teacher from each 
grade, a member of the non-teaching 
staff, a school counselor or other 
school-based mental health professional, 
a school nurse, and a parent) should 
meet regularly to establish bullying 
prevention plans for the school. This 
approach has been adopted by New 
Jersey via the Anti-Bullying Bill of 
Rights Act, which is discussed in 
this issue in the article entitled “The 
Evolving Law on Bullying.”

Train your staff. All administrators, 
faculty, and staff at your school should 

be trained in bullying prevention and 
intervention. In-service training can help 
staff to better understand the nature of 
bullying and its effects, how to respond 
if they observe bullying, and how to 
work with others at the school to help 
prevent bullying from occurring.

Establish and enforce school rules. 
Although many school policies and 
procedures prohibit bullying, they 
don’t clarify expectations for bullying 
behavior. Developing simple, clear rules  
about bullying can help to ensure 
that students are aware of adults’ 
expectations and that they will know 
adults will help if they are bullied.

Increase adult supervision. Bullying 
tends to thrive in locations where 
adults are not present or are not 
attentive. Once school personnel have 
identified hot spots for bullying from 
the student surveys, look for creative 
ways to increase adults’ presence in 
these locations.

Intervene consistently. All staff should 
be able to intervene effectively on the 

spot to stop bullying. Designated staff 
should also hold separate follow-up 
meetings for the child who is bullied 
and the child who bullies.

Focus class time on prevention. It 
is important that bullying prevention 
programs include a classroom 
component. Teachers should set aside 
20-30 minutes each week to discuss 
bullying and peer relations with 
students. Bullying prevention is most 
effective with students when it is 
integrated into their classroom time.

Sustain your efforts. There should 
be no end date for bullying prevention 
efforts. Bullying prevention should 
be woven into the entire school 
environment.

By following these ten strategies, you 
will be well on your way to reducing 
bullying at your school and providing a 
safe, supportive learning environment 
for your students. 

Also read “The Evolving Law on 
Bullying” in this issue to understand 
the legal requirements in New Jersey.
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