
 

 

 

 
 

 
          

          
           
             

         
        
 

 

        
     

 

              

   
 

        
      

         
    

       
 

 
    

     
      

 
        

   
        
     

 
       

       
         

     
  

 
        

 
    

   
 

           
        

     
       
       

 

     
 

Washington State Board of Education 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

During the spring of the 2025-2026 school year Strobel Consulting collected focus group data from educators in 
Washington whose schools were recognized in the Washington School Recognition Program for three consecutive 
years (2023 – 2025). The data is intended to provide the Washington State Board of Education (SBE) with a 
better understanding of what practices, policies, initiatives, and other factors may have contributed to three 
consecutive years of recognition awards, as well as inform future research on the relationship between school 
practices and longitudinal school recognition awards. Focus groups were designed to answer the following research 
questions: 

I. Does a focus group format produce meaningful data regarding the relationship between district, school,
and classroom practices and longitudinal school recognition awards?

II. What relationships are observed between district, school, and classroom practices and longitudinal school
recognition awards, including but not limited to: a) student achievement; b) student growth; and c) other
anticipated or unanticipated outcomes?

Focus group participants across all participating schools consistently shared 10 key aspects they think may have 
influenced educational growth at their school. The summarized findings are shared in the order of the data with the 
strongest consistency across focus group participants, specifically in order of most often identified as a component 
that led to three years of recognition awards. Based on the collected data, key findings indicate that 
administrators believe the following practices, policies, initiatives, and other factors may have contributed to their 
school receiving a school recognition award three years in a row: 

1. Having an educational framework that includes strong systems of support to address social and
emotional learning. This included the relevance of implementing multi-tiered systems of support (MTSS) and
Positive Behavioral Intervention & Supports (PBIS) with a formalized framework for using it.

2. Cultivating a sense of classroom and student community contributed to sustained growth and
achievement. Specifically, creating a safe place where students felt seen and heard made a big difference
in their success and that advocating for, “every learner every voice” helped students become active partners
in their learning, inspiring engagement and ownership.

3. Providing strong leadership, clear expectations, and processes, policies, and/or standards for
accountability made growth and success possible. Having strong leadership and clear expectations helped
prevent confusion, reduced anxiety, and helped align students, teachers, and staff so they could focus on
shared goals. Providing clear expectations creates a more consistent, safe, and highly productive learning
environment.

4. Building a greater school community that involves families is essential for student achievement because it
fosters belonging, reinforces vital support systems, and unites educators and families in shared accountability.
Specifically, when schools are able to collaborate with families, students are more likely to be motivated,
engaged, and equipped to work through and overcome challenges.

5. Having a strong learning community that supports and nurtures staff is a key aspect of growth that’s
important to achievement and often includes Professional Learning Communities (PLC). Strong learning
communities are vital to teacher effectiveness. They breakdown professional isolation, allow for
collaboration, give educators the opportunity to share resources, provide a dedicated time to discuss student
data analysis that can help refine instructional strategies, and create shared learning opportunities amongst
educators.

School Recognition Focus Groups  
April 15,  2026   



  

 
         

    
        

      
 

 
        

         
  

    
 

        
          
          

 
 

        
         

         
      

      
 

       
 

      
 

        

 
   

      
            

 
    
        

 
       
     
      
          
  
    
    

 
 

 
 

            
     

     
         

       
            

 

6. Implementing intervention that is targeted, evidence-based, and multi-tiered is an important part of
supporting students in their academic attainment, especially students who are struggling or falling behind.
Intervention strategies are essential to prevent small learning gaps from becoming permanent roadblocks,
address barriers like trauma or socio-economic challenges, and foster an inclusive environment where every
student has the opportunity to reach their full potential.

7. A shared academic vision unites administrators, teachers, parents, and students around common learning
goals, ensuring that all efforts, resources, and decisions drive the school towards equitable, high-quality
student outcomes. A shared vision also helps provide strategic direction, guides decision making, fosters an
inclusive culture, and amplifies teacher morale, which increases retention.

8. Providing uninterrupted learning time is essential to student achievement. When learning time is continuous
without interruptions, instructional focus is maximized, behavioral disruptions are minimized, and there’s a
learning environment that allows students to master complex material. Uninterrupted learning time allows
teachers to move through lessons so that there’s time for collaborative, hands on activities that foster critical
thinking.

9. Delivering meaningful professional development (PD) plays a role in positive student outcomes. Access to
quality PD equips teachers with updated instructional methods, improves student learning outcomes, helps
keep teaching fresh, and staves off “burnout”. When teachers are able to master new strategies, expand
subject knowledge, and refine the way they use evidence-based practices in the classroom, it is very likely to
impact the overall growth and achievement of the school.

10. Promoting student buy-in is important for academic achievement, as student buy-in transforms learners
from passive recipients of information into active, motivated participants. When students "buy in” they
understand the value of their education, which leads to deeper engagement, higher grades, and improved
persistence. Students who see the relevance of their coursework are driven by a more personal desire to
learn rather than an obligation to “get good grades”.

Table 1. Summary of Key Findings 
Key Findings from Surveys, Focus Groups, & Interviews 

• Having an educational framework that includes strong systems of support to address social and emotional
learning.

• Cultivating a strong classroom and student community.
• Providing strong leadership, clear expectations, and processes, policies, and/or standards for

accountability.
• Building a greater school community that includes families.
• Having a strong learning community that supports and nurtures staff.
• Implementing intervention that is targeted, evidence-based, and multi-tiered.
• Having a shared vision that unites educators, students, and parents around a common goal or goals
• Providing uninterrupted learning time.
• Delivering meaningful professional development.
• Promoting student buy in.

INTRODUCTION 

One of the best ways to improve future educational outcomes is to learn from current experts (Connolly, et. al., 
2019). The Washington State Board of Education (SBE) developed this project to help better understand the 
factors and practices school administrators and educators have undertaken that may have led to receiving a school 
recognition award for three consecutive years. Data collected as part of this project may be used to inform future 
educational practices in the state of Washington by identifying and sharing common practices, policies, initiatives, 
and other factors that lead to increased growth and achievement in Washington schools. 
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The SBE, Educational Opportunity Gap Accountability Oversight Committee (EOGOAC), and the Office of the 
Superintendent of Public Instruction (OSPI) designed the system of school recognition to identify schools through the 
following three routes: 

a) Closing Gaps recognizes schools previously identified for ESSA Comprehensive or Targeted Supports
demonstrating substantial improvements for the school or student groups for which the school was identified
and meeting other requirements.

b) Growth recognizes schools where the All Students group or other student groups are making the largest
annual gains on multiple Washington School Improvement Framework (WSIF) measures and meeting other
eligibility requirements including the High/Low Gap measure for the All Students group.

c) Achievement recognizes the highest achieving schools on ELA and math proficiency, high school graduation
rate, and the School Quality and Student Success (SQSS) measures, while also meeting the winter 2025
WSIF performance requirement (all student performing at 6.0 or higher on the winter 2025 WISF).

Because it is somewhat uncommon for a school to receive a school recognition award for three consecutive years, 
the SBE wanted to investigate the relationship between school practices and longitudinal recognition awards. Data 
from focus groups can offer deep insights that help provide context for quantifiable data. They allow the 
gathering of initial information on the “why” and “how” that helps inform additional research and ensures that 
future data collection efforts are relevant, accurate, and comprehensive. Because focus groups create opportunities 
for participants to build on each other’s ideas, generate spontaneous answers, and reveal a full spectrum of 
potential insights they provide an ideal format to explore relationships between measurable data and relational 
variables (Barbour, 2018; & Barbour & Kitzinger, 1999). 

There is a great deal of research indicating the various educational practices that lead to growth and 
student achievement (Chaudhary & Singh, 2022). Current data shows schools that measure strong in 
school leadership, parent and community ties, professional capacity of the faculty, student learning 
climate, and instructional guidance are more likely to achieve substantial gains in core areas like 
reading and math than schools that are not as strong in even one of these areas (Bryk, et. al., 2010). 
Research has also shown that evidence-based social emotional learning (SEL) programs have a positive 
effect on students’ social, emotional, behavioral, and academic outcomes in PK–12th grade and 
improved academic engagement and performance (Greenberg, 2023). Schools with strong classroom 
and student communities that boost students’ psychological safety and sense of belonging show higher 
academic performance. Additionally, over 50 years of research has revealed that schools actively 
partnering with families improves student learning (Sebring, et. al., 2006). 

The data collected as part of this project reflects what existing research has already shown: that schools who focus 
on creating community, nurturing students and staff, have strong leadership with clear expectations, provide 
opportunities for social emotional support, and use evidence based interventions, are more likely to show 
measurable student growth. 

METHODOLOGY 

In order to collect qualitative data from schools in Washington that received a school recognition award for three 
consecutive years, the SBE provided Strobel Consulting with a list of schools who received school recognition 
awards in 2023, 2024, and 2025, including administrator contact information. Administrators at each school were 
invited via email to participate in focus groups by attending or having a member of their school staff attend. 
Because there were more elementary schools than middle and high schools who received three years of school 
recognition awards, two, one hour, Zoom focus groups for elementary schools were offered and one for middle 
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and high school, for a total of three focus groups. Focus group participants represented a mix of demographics 
across school size, teaching experience, and locations1. 

School District 
Grades 
Served 

(2025 26) 
Type of School 

Total 
2025 26 
Enrollment 

Average Years of 
Teaching Experience 

(2024 25) 
Midway Elementary Mead K-5 Regular Public School 409 18.3 

Choice Academy Highline 6-12 Alternative Public School 171 12.1 

Selkirk High School Selkirk 9-12 Regular Public School 80 10.2 

Waitsburg Elementary Waitsburg PK-6 Regular Public School 176 15.3 

Larchmont Elementary Tacoma PK-5 Regular Public School 291 13.7 

Silver Firs Elementary Everett PK-5 Regular Public School 617 15.6 

Beachwood Elementary Clover Park PK-5 Regular Public School 454 12.9 

Each focus group had 7 available spots, for a total of 21 spots across all focus groups. Spots were filled on a first 
come first served basis. Once participants registered for a focus group they were provided with the Zoom link and 
interview questions prior to the focus groups to provide them with time to reflect on the questions and/or speak to 
other staff at the school to gain further insight around the questions (see Appendix B for the complete focus group 
protocol, including questions). A total of 50 schools were invited to participate in the focus groups. 8 administrators 
registered to participate in a focus group, 6 from elementary schools, and 2 from middle/high schools and a total 
of 7 participants attended the focus group they registered for. Focus group questions addressed the following: 

1. General factors that contributed to receiving a recognition award three years in a row.

2. Specific district, school, or classroom practices, policies, or initiatives that contributed to receiving a
recognition award for three consecutive years.

3. The extent to which instructional and classroom quality led to three years of recognition awards.

4. The extent to which fostering supportive environments led to receiving three years of recognition awards.

5. External factors that contributed to receiving a recognition award three years in a row.

RESULTS 

Focus group participants across all participating schools consistently shared 10 key practices, policies, initiatives, 
and other factors they believe may have contributed to their school receiving a school recognition award three 
years in a row. Additionally, please see Appendix A for a table of actionable items, organized by key findings, as 
reported by participants. The findings reported here reflect data with the strongest consistency across focus group 
participants. It should be noted that all participants, without exception, shared that the following practices, policies, 
initiatives, and other factors potentially contributed to having received three years of school recognition awards. 

Because this report is intended to present the data in a way that accurately reflects the viewpoints of the 
respondents the results are organized in order of what focus group participants most often identified as an element 
that potentially influenced their three years of recognition awards. Specifically, this means that the following 10 
key practices, policies, initiatives, and other factors are not listed thematically and there may be overlap in 
concepts. For example, “having targeted, evidence based intervention strategies” (item 6 below) would typically 
fall under “systems of support” (item 1 below). Rather than combining them into one thematic finding, we have 
presented them separately, as that is the way focus group participants shared these concepts, and with different 
levels of reporting (i.e. “systems of support” was mentioned more frequently than “having targeted, evidence 
based intervention strategies”). 

1 Source: OSPI Report Card and OSPI Education Directory 
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1) Focus group participants indicated that having an educational framework that includes strong systems of
support to address social and emotional learning was an important part of student growth and success. This
included the relevance of implementing multi-tiered systems of support (MTSS) and Positive Behavioral
Intervention & Supports (PBIS) with a formalized framework for using them. Respondents also shared that
identifying and addressing emotional issues in real time is a key to longitudinal success, as well as utilizing
practices like having recess before lunch so social and emotional issues can be addressed during lunch and
don’t interrupt learning time, having “Student Success Teams” dedicated to supporting students, and having
students write out a list of needs prior to testing windows, in order to support students on their learning
journeys.

“We’ve worked really hard to allow kids to have time for productive struggling and
support this by having special education teachers partnered with classroom teacher 
to understand behavior and Full Individual Evaluation (FIE) supports.” – Focus 
Group Participant 

“Teachers run clubs as part of recess so all students have extra curricula activities 
that are relevant to them, and we do recess/clubs before lunch so common social 
issues that occur during these times can be addressed during lunch so everyone can 
focus on learning when they return to their classrooms.” – Focus Group Participant 

“We address issues that arise in real time instead of waiting, that ability to be in 
present time with staff, students, and family members means we don’t let things 
fester or get ignored.” – Focus Group Participant 

2) Fostering a sense of classroom and student community was another crucial area focus group participants
indicated contributed to their sustained growth and achievement. They shared that creating a safe place where
students felt seen and heard made a big difference in sustainable growth. Many participants indicated that
establishing a safe supportive environment helped students feel like they belonged and that this sense of
belonging increased their sense of safety and made them more likely to take academic risks, engage in
lessons, and share and collaborate in class, helping to boost overall achievement. Focus group participants also
stressed the importance of advocating for, “every learner every voice” to help students become active
partners in their learning, inspiring engagement and ownership.

“We have a lot of community support, both at school and from parents, and make 
sure staff really know each and every one of our students so that they genuinely feel 
they are seen and valued.” – Focus Group Participant 

“Because we have a high ML and high mobility population we have aligned a 
common language in all classrooms by using sign language so that every student can
feel they are part of the community and can participate in some way.” – Focus Group 
Participant 

“We want every student to feel they belong, so we make sure that each year we 
provide activities that ensure every student has a choice that is relevant to them, they 
change year to year depending on our students, because we know each cohort is 
unique.” – Focus Group Participant 

3) All focus group participants expressed that providing strong leadership, clear expectations, and processes,
policies, and/or standards for accountability made growth and success possible. Specifically, that this helped
prevent confusion, reduced anxiety, and helped align students, teachers, and staff so they could focus on
shared goals. They also indicated that by providing clear expectations it created a more consistent, safe, and
highly productive learning environment. They also shared that providing strong leadership, clear expectations
and processes, policies, and/or standards for accountability like behavior policies, curriculum standards, and
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data driven decision making, made for more effective teaching. It was noted that this gives teachers the 
framework they need to manage classrooms and assess progress objectively. 

“Our change and growth didn’t happen overnight, and we were intentional in our 
planning with our teams, everyone has learned about formative assessment, 
strengthening professional learning communities (PLC’s), and having a system to 
implement what we are asking teachers to do.” – Focus Group Participant 

“We have very clearly defined student and teacher expectations in documented 
resources that everyone can access to ensure they know what the expectations are;
even if they are new teachers, they know what to do.” – Focus Group Participant 

“Everyone in the building is accountable for learning and we do what we’re supposed 
to do based on evidence and best practices; if you do that you can’t not succeed.” – 
Focus Group Participant 

4) Participants indicated that a strong school community that involves families is essential for student
achievement, because it fosters belonging, reinforces vital support systems, and unites educators and families in
shared accountability. When they are able to collaborate with families, their students are more likely to be
motivated, engaged, and equipped to work through and overcome challenges. Many participants shared that
developing a sense of community with families made it easier to address academic, social, and emotional
issues immediately and help students work through issues quickly so that they could return to focusing on
learning.

“We have a lot of community support, both at school and from parents, and make
sure staff really know each and every one of our students so that they genuinely 
feel they are seen and valued.” – Focus Group Participant 

“We make sure there are really strong family connections and work to find the 
right amount and type of events to connect with families.” – Focus Group 
Participant 

“We are fortunate to have a lot of community involvement and focus on school
wide diversity and opportunities to learn about diversity so that our students and 
their families feel welcome and seen regardless of their culture or background.” – 
Focus Group Participant 

5) Having a strong learning community that supports and nurtures staff was another key aspect of growth
that focus group participants felt was important to their achievement, often citing the positive impact
Professional Learning Communities (PLC) had on both staff and students. They shared that a strong learning
community is vital to teacher effectiveness, because it breaks down professional isolation. They also indicated
that when educators are able to collaborate, share resources, analyze student data, refine instructional
strategies, and learn from one another there’s a continuous, positive feedback loop that drives professional
growth and improves student outcomes.

“Professional Learning Communities (PLC) and Universal Design for Learning
(UDL) has been a big push, especially to ensure there is voice and choice in 
learning.” – Focus Group Participant 

“You must have the right people, with the right skills, and a unified staff that like
each other and are good at their job in order to have any kind of success.” – Focus 
Group Participant 

“We leverage early release days to focus on Professional Learning Community
(PLC), including Universal Design for Learning UDL training which we have 
really benefitted from.” – Focus Group Participant 
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6) Focus group participants identified having targeted, evidence based intervention strategies as an important
piece of supporting students in their academic attainment, especially students who were struggling or falling
behind. They shared that intervention strategies are essential to prevent small learning gaps from becoming
permanent roadblocks, address barriers like trauma or socio-economic challenges, and foster an inclusive
environment where every student has the opportunity to reach their full potential. Participants also reported
that effective educational interventions often included the implementation of a Multi-Tiered Systems of Support
(MTSS) model.

“Something I think really led to our getting the three years of recognition is that 
our intervention is very customized for every kind of learner.” – Focus Group 
Participant 

“Positive Behavioral Interventions & Supports (PBIS) is something we use to
recognize traits we have identified as important to our school, and we work hard
to recognize students who demonstrate these traits.” – Focus Group Participant 

“We make sure we have good structures in place and systems that support students,
teachers, and other staff in the classroom during our two 30 minute intervention
blocks; this makes a huge difference.” – Focus Group Participant 

7) Focus group participants communicated that having a shared academic vision unites administrators,
teachers, parents, and students around common learning goals, ensuring that all efforts, resources, and
decisions drive the school towards equitable, high-quality student outcomes. Specifically, that having a shared
vision helps provide strategic direction, guides decision making, fosters an inclusive culture, and increases
teacher morale, which increases teacher retention. Additionally, they shared that clarifying long-term academic
objectives provides strategic direction and reduces the likelihood of competing priorities and divided goals.

“Our whole school approach to teaching and leading makes a huge difference in
the success of our students and our school community in general, that shared vision
brings us together with focus.” – Focus Group Participant 

“We focus on inspiring kids to learn; our entire school community understands
that this what we are here to do.” – Focus Group Participant 

“All of our teachers are on the same page and are clear what our vision is; this
makes a huge difference when it comes to learning and achievement.” – Focus 
Group Participant 

8) Data collected from focus groups shows that participants feel uninterrupted learning time is essential to
student achievement. Participants indicated that when learning time is continuous without interruptions,
instructional focus is maximized and behavioral disruptions are minimized, which creates the type of learning
environment required for students to master complex material. They also shared that when students are
interrupted by announcements, social or emotional issues, tardy peers, transitions, etc., their brain must
reengage with the material, causing a negative impact on mental energy and reducing retention. Focus group
participants indicated that uninterrupted learning time allowed teachers to move through lessons in a way that
increased time for collaborative, hands on activities that foster critical thinking.

“We changed the schedule to extend instruction time so there are less interruptions
and longer learner times.” – Focus Group Participant 

“If students are working and on task during class they are going to grow, that’s 
just the bottom line.” – Focus Group Participant 

“We are able to focus on core content areas instead of spinning our wheels on time 
that is not devoted to learning and I think this is something you can really see in
terms of our growth.” – Focus Group Participant 
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9) Focus group participants shared that they believe professional development (PD) plays a role in positive
student outcomes. Access to quality PD equips teachers with updated instructional methods, improves student
learning outcomes, helps to keep teaching fresh, and staves off “burnout”. They shared that when teachers are
able to master new strategies, expand subject knowledge, and refine the way they use evidence-based
practices in the classroom, it is very likely to impact the overall growth and achievement of the school. In a
positive way. Specifically, they felt it helped educators become better teachers in general, increased career
satisfaction, and improved leadership skills, all of which benefit students in the classroom and the school
community as a whole.

“We provide meaningful PD for our staff, it keeps them happy, lowers retention,
and they become better teachers because of it.
PD is essential to improving student outcomes.” – Focus Group Participant 

“Professional development is huge for encouraging positive behaviors from staff.” 
– Focus Group Participant

“Our staff is happier when they have PD, they feel more relevant, and walk away
better leaders which is an improvement for everyone.” – Focus Group Participant 

10) Focus group participants reported that academic achievement is positively influenced when educators find
meaningful ways to foster student buy-in. They communicated that creating opportunities that support
student buy-in transforms learners from passive recipients of information into active, motivated participants.
When teachers ensure that students have experiences that encourage "buy in” they are better able to
understand the value of their education, which leads to deeper engagement, higher grades, and improved
persistence. Specifically, students who are given opportunities to see the relevance of their coursework are
driven by a more personal desire to learn rather than an obligation to “get good grades”. For example, they
shared that when educators present students with opportunities to take ownership of their learning they are
better equipped to set goals, manage their time, and monitor their own progress. Additionally, they indicated
that fostering active buy-in encourages deeper cognitive processing, making it easier for students to retain
information and apply it to real-world situations.

“When students by-in to what we’re doing, what we’re teaching they’re more likely
to show up on time, finish assignments, and ask for help if they need it.” – Focus 
Group Participant 

“The week before any major testing we have each student write out a needs list to
help them feel more comfortable around testing and to help us support them in the
ways they need.” – Focus Group Participant 

“When students see why they are learning, why a concept is important, how it will
help them now or later in life, they are more likely to show up and engage”. – 
Focus Group Participant 

CONCLUSION 

Focus group participants from Washington schools that received three years of school recognition 
awards are consistently implementing educational strategies that research has shown produce positive 
educational outcomes. They are ensuring that there is strong school leadership, parent and community 
ties are prioritized, professional capacity of the faculty is nurtured, student learning climate is positive, 
and instructional guidance is based on evidence based strategies, including multi-tiered systems of 
support and interventions that support academic, social, emotional learning. They are prioritizing strong 
classroom and student communities that boost students’ psychological safety and sense of belonging, as 
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well as actively partnering with families to improve student learning. If future work is conducted to 
further explore the practices, policies, initiatives, and other factors that may have contributed to three 
consecutive years of recognition awards or the relationship between school practices and longitudinal 
school recognition awards we recommend the following: 

1. Collect additional survey data from a wider audience of longitudinal school recognition award recipients
to explore the practices, policies, initiatives, and other factors that might lead to favorable outcomes for
school growth, using data from this project to design sensitive survey instruments.

2. Follow up with additional data collection that compares the level of implementation of evidence-based
practices between schools that received three years of school recognition awards versus those who did not.

The results show that focus group data collected from schools that received three years of school recognition 
awards does provide meaningful data regarding the relationship between school and classroom practices, but that 
further research is needed to understand the relationship between district level practices and school growth 
awards. Additionally, there is strong initial evidence suggesting that schools who implement evidence based best 
practices that promote a positive school environment, increase school community, systems of support and 
intervention that include social and emotional learning, teachers having access to professional learning communities 
and professional development, and clear goals, visions, and accountability are more likely to have longitudinal 
student achievement growth. 
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APPENDIX A 
ACTION ITEMS REPORTED BY FOCUS GROUP PARTICIPANTS 

It should be noted that the data presented in the table below is based on the opinions and perceptions of the focus 
groups participants and that without further quantitative data collection/analysis, the data collected for this project 
doesn’t provide the quantitative evidence needed to conjecture whether or not these action items represent 
promising practices that influenced schools receiving a school recognition award for one or more consecutive years. 
Rather, the table is intended to summarize the data in a way that is concise and accessible to stakeholders reading 
the report. 

Table 1. Actionable Items Reported by Focus Group Participants 

Key Finding Reported Action Items 

Have an 
educational 
framework that 
includes strong 
systems of support 
to address social 
and emotional 
learning. 

1. Support socio-emotional learning during recess so issues are less likely to take away from 
classroom learning time. 

2. Structure recess first, followed by lunch to allow time during lunch for social-emotional 
issues that arise during recess so they can be addressed and rectified before afternoon 
learning takes place. 

3. Provide students time for productive struggle and support with special education teachers 
partnering with classroom teachers to provide Full Individual Evaluation (FIE) supports. 

4. Use different screeners, including teacher and student surveys to support SEL. 
5. The week before major testing, have each student write a needs list to help them feel more 

comfortable during testing and help staff provide related support. 
6. Run clubs as part of recess so all students have extra curricula activities that are relevant to 

them. 
7. Ensure all students receive SST and MTSS so that every student is supported in the ways 

they need. 
8. Implement PBIS and MTSS school wide. 
9. Provide professional development that includes social-emotional learning. 
10. Make sure issues are addressed in real time with staff, students, and family members. 

Cultivate a strong 
classroom and 
student 
community. 

1. Create opportunities for staff to get to know each and every student so that students feel 
that they are seen and valued. 

2. Implement a common language such as sign language across all classrooms so that every 
student can feel they are part of the community and can participate in some way. 

3. Provide activities that ensure every study has a choice that is relevant to them (activities 
may need to change year to year depending on student interest). 

Provide strong 
leadership, clear 
expectations, and 
processes, policies, 
and/or standards 
for accountability. 

1. Make sure educators understand formative assessment. 
2. Strengthen professional learning communities. 
3. Have a system to implement what you are asking teachers to do. 
4. Use consistent language, strategies and terminology across all classrooms. 
5. Clearly define student and teacher expectations in documented resources that everyone 

can access. 
6. Ensure staff is aware of expectations and that expectations are clear. 
7. Make data driven and research-based policies. 

Build a greater 
school community 
that includes 
families. 

1. Create a strong PTA that connects with families. 
2. Work to support all types of people and families. 
3. Provides opportunities for the greater school community to learn about diversity. 
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Key Finding Reported Action Items 

Have a strong 
learning 
community that 
supports and 
nurtures staff. 

1. Offer professional development sessions that include colleague observation options, so that 
staff has the opportunity to see how their colleagues teach. 

2. Implement Professional Learning Communities (PLC) and Universal Design for Learning 
(UDL) to ensure there is a voice and choice in learning. 

3. Leverage early release days to focus on Professional Learning Community (PLC), including 
Universal Design for Learning (UDL) training. 

4. Provide a lot of teacher preparation and planning time. 

Implement 
intervention that is 
targeted, evidence-
based, and multi-
tiered. 

1. Implement a push-in model of intervention. 
2. Customize intervention for every kind of learner. 
3. Use Positive Behavioral Interventions & Supports (PBIS) to recognize traits identified as 

important to the school, and to recognize students who demonstrate those traits. 
4. Have good structures in place to support students, teachers and other staff during 

intervention. 
5. Use interim assessments to identify areas of focus for instruction and to identify students in 

need of support or enrichment. 

Have a shared 1. Offer Professional learning communities (PLC) at least once a month. 
vision that unites 2. Provide support to teachers when they implement new curriculum. 
educators, 3. Ensure the entire staff understands the “why” and vision of the school and is united around 
students, and common goals. 
parents around a 4. Take a whole school approach to teaching and leading so that a shared vision unites 
common goal or everyone together with focus. 
goals. 5. Ensure consistent language, strategies, and terminology are used across all classrooms. 

Provide 
uninterrupted 
learning time. 

1. Look at the daily school schedule and make any changes needed to extend instructional 
time so there are less interruptions and longer learning times. 

2. Ensure that paraprofessionals are hands-on with students and staff instead of having them 
make copies or do other administrative tasks. 

3. Focus on core content areas. 

Deliver meaningful 
professional 
development. 

1. Provide professional development sessions that include colleague observations. 
2. Leverage early release days to focus on Professional Learning Community (PLC), including 

Universal Design for Learning UDL training. 
3. Implement Professional Learning Communities (PLC) once a month and provide related 

support. 
4. Help teachers to implement new curriculum. 
5. Provide relevant Positive Behavioral Supports and Multi-Tiered Systems of Support 

training. 

Promote student 
buy in. 

1. Create learning opportunities that give students a voice and choice in learning. 
2. Identify the traits and qualities that are important to your school and then recognize 

students who demonstrate these traits. 
3. Implement Positive Behavioral Interventions & Supports (PBIS) practices and policies. 
4. Find action oriented ways to help students take ownership of their learning and behavior, 

such as signing a “maximum effort contract”. 
5. Before major testing ask students to write out a needs list to help them feel more 

comfortable around testing and then support them in the ways they need. 
6. Implement a strong Social & Emotional Learning (SEL) curriculum that helps educators create 

opportunities to foster buy in from students. 
7. Make sure educators provide students with opportunities to understand why what they are 

learning is important and how it will help them now or later in life. 
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APPENDIX B 
FOCUS GROUP PROTOCOL 

WA SBE SCHOOL PRACTICES FOR GROWTH PROJECT 

FOCUS GROUP PROTOCOL 

Focus Group Summary 

Structure: 4-7 participants per focus group, 60 minutes 
Participants: School or district administrators, teachers, other staff 
Research Questions: 

1) Does a focus group format produce meaningful data regarding the relationship between district, 
school, and classroom practices and longitudinal school recognition awards (>3 years)? 

2) What relationships are observed between district, school, and classroom practices and 
longitudinal school recognition awards (>3 years), including but not limited to: a) student 
achievement; b) student growth; and c) other anticipated or unanticipated outcomes? 

GENERAL PROBES: 
• What do others think about…? 
• I’d like to hear a little more about… 
• Does anyone else have anything to add? 
• Has anyone had a different experience? 
• Can you give me an example? 
• I want to make sure I understand, can you clarify? 

Focus Group Protocol 

Welcome to the WA State Board of Education’s focus group regarding school recognition for 
three consecutive years. We appreciate your willingness to be a focus group participant and 
share your perspective. My name is Alisha Strobel and I’m the president of Strobel Consulting. 
We were hired by the State Board to oversee data collection from administrators, teachers, and 
other staff whose school received a recognition award for three years in a row so that the State 
Board can gain a better understanding of what factors might increase the likelihood of 
receiving a school recognition award. 

Before we get started, I wanted to let you know that today’s session will be recorded, since it’s 
hard for me to facilitate the focus group and transcribe at the same time. That being said, only 
myself and my project manager will have access to the raw recording and any data 
gathered from these focus groups will be reported in summary form and any quotes will be 
shared anonymously. Is everyone amenable to the focus group being recorded? 

This is a small, informal group, so please feel free to jump in at your leisure. If you have 
background noise where you are, please keep your microphone on mute if you are not 
actively sharing. Are there any questions before we begin? 
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Questions: 
1) Let’s begin with a quick round of introductions. Please tell me 1) your first name, 2) the name of 

your school and/or district, and 3) your role there. 

2) What factors do you think contributed to your school receiving a recognition award three years in 
a row? 

3) Are there specific district, school, or classroom practices, policies, or initiatives that contributed 
to your school receiving a school recognition award for three consecutive years? 

4) To what extent did instructional and classroom quality such as expectations, feedback for 
growth, evidenced based instruction, teacher professional development, classroom community, 
etc. led to your school receiving three years of school recognition awards? 

5) To what extent did fostering supportive environments that might include social-emotional 
learning, student teacher relationships, school community, school leadership, attendance, 
student/staff motivation or engagement, parental involvement, community engagement, etc. 
led to your school receiving three years of school recognition awards? 

6) Do you think there are any external factors such as socioeconomic status, access to 
extracurricular activities, home environment, access to resources, poverty, food insecurity, 
stability of housing, family trauma, access to quality early education, community engagement, 
etc. that factored into your school receiving three years of school recognition awards? 

7) Is there anything else you’d like to share about the factors, practices, policies, etc. you think 
contributed to your school receiving a school recognition award for three years in a row? 

Closing: Thank you so much for taking the time to be a part of this focus group. Your feedback 
is especially valuable. If you think of anything else you want to share later, please feel free to 
email me at alisha@strobel-consulting.com and otherwise I hope you have a wonderful day. 
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