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From the
editor

H

ere it is, the 13th annual Bragging Rights issue of Texas School Business!
In these pages, we highlight 12 exceptional programs going on right now
in Texas’ public schools. Selected from nearly 200 nominations, these
programs showcase some of the most innovative and forward-thinking work you
and your colleagues do each and every day. From large, urban districts to their
small, rural counterparts, from hands-on learning opportunities to behind-thescenes district business, the programs detailed in this issue highlight just what
makes Texas public education great.
It’s my hope that in these pages, you will find inspiration. That you’ll read a story
that will spark an idea that could lead to something new in your own district.
And that you’ll come away proud of the work you all do for our schoolchildren.
Everyone mentioned in these pages is open to being contacted, if you have
specific questions about any of the chosen programs. Education is a collaborative
field, and it’s my experience that school administrators are always open to
sharing ideas.
Our new online format makes it especially easy for you to spread the good news
about our public schools. Share this issue on social media. Share it across your
campuses. Share it with your local community. Let’s generate some positive buzz
for all of the work that you do.

DACIA RIVERS
Editorial Director
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▲ Mr. Pan, a visiting Chinese robotics coach, works with Boles ISD eighth-grade students Garrett Young-Frey and Jonathon Cruthird.

BOLES ISD
Boles ISD

Middle school robotics unites Boles
ISD with schools across the globe

County: Hunt

by Dacia Rivers

2018 Enrollment: 543

T

hese days, society, technology, and our entire
culture seem to advance in leaps and
bounds. Each and every August, a few
hundred thousand new kindergarteners walk
through the doors of Texas’ public schools, while
their administrators are charged with one not-sosimple task: Prepare these kids for the careers of the
future (and no, we don’t know what exactly those
careers will look like. Anyway, good luck!)
Luckily for Texas students, educators are used to
being asked to predict and prepare for the future.
Many of these educators go above and beyond to
prepare students for whatever’s coming next, and
that’s the case in Boles ISD, a rural district northeast
of Dallas with a total student body of around 540.

ESC Region: 10
Superintendent:
Dr. Graham Sweeney
Number of schools: 3

For the last several years, Boles ISD has been home
to a successful BEST (Boosting Engineering Science
and Technology) robotics program at the highschool level. Two years ago, Superintendent Dr.
Graham Sweeney heard that one of the district’s
former math teachers, Johnny Tharp, was headed
into retirement after starting a robotics team in a
nearby district.
Sweeney reached out to Tharp to ask if he’d consider
working part time in Boles to help start a VEX
robotics team at the middle-school level. Tharp
agreed, and since then, the program has been off to
an impressive start — last year the team was invited
to participate in the VEX World Championship, no
small feat for the program’s second year in existence.
BRAGGING RIGHTS 2019-2020
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▲ Middle school students in Boles ISD work with visiting students from China on a VEX robotics competition.

There, students competed with more than 2,000 teams from 61
countries. Each participating team is paired with a randomly chosen
team, often from a different part of the world, with students using
translation apps to communicate and collaborate as they build and
program their robots.
This year, Boles has three VEX teams at the middle-school level, with
each team composed of two to four students. The students attend
a 45-minute robotics class every day, unless their schedules can’t
accommodate the class, in which case they meet before and after
school to work on their robots.
“Part of what the students learn is that they have to dedicate
themselves to doing the project and doing it right,” Tharp says. “After
all these years, I have not found a substitute for spending time as the
key factor in building a successful competition robot.”
The VEX program in Boles teaches students a number of hard and
soft skills that will benefit them as they enter high school, college,
and eventually, the workplace. As hard skills go, they learn how to
construct a robot. They also learn how to write a program to teach
the robots how to play a game. For the autonomous portion of the
VEX program, the students must also create a list of instructions for
the robots to perform certain maneuvers.
On the soft skills side of things, the benefits of VEX robotics
participation are several. Students have to learn to work in a group
in a positive, collaborative way, with their teammates and with their
partnering teams. The program helps develop students’ writing skills,
as they’re required to maintain an engineering notebook throughout
design, construction and programming, explaining the steps they’ve
taken.
During the competition, students face a panel of judges, who come
around and ask questions about the robots and their creation. As
part of the program, students must be able to speak up and answer
questions with confidence.
“Especially with middle schoolers, when they start at the first of the
year, they will bow their heads, talk very softly and mumble,” Tharp
says. “We work with them to where if a judge comes up to interview
them, the first thing they do is look him in the eye and shake his
hand. We want them to talk to the judges respectfully.”
The potential future benefits are a huge part of why Sweeney wanted
to created a middle school robotics program in Boles.
“What the students learn, they can take with them once they
graduate high school, go to college, graduate college, when they’re
in their careers, and they don’t necessarily have to be engineers
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to do so,” he says. “Whatever field they choose, they can take the
soft concepts they learn at this young age and they’ll help them be
successful.”
Running an outstanding middle school robotics team was always
Sweeney’s goal, but in 2017, he received an invitation to travel to
China for a delegation of U.S. educators held by the Confucius
Institute. The purpose was to encourage Mandarin language
programs in U.S. schools, but that curriculum didn’t fit into Boles
ISD’s needs. Rather than shrug his shoulders and return home
without a plan, Sweeney thought of a different way for Boles ISD to
partner with students in China.
Because Hunt County is home to Innovation First International, an
electronics producer that oversees the VEX program, and was the
birthplace of General Claire Lee Chennault, a U.S. military aviator
who helped defend China in WWII, Sweeney found a way to
connect Boles and Chinese students: through robotics.
Sweeney asked if Boles’ VEX team could pair up with a Chinese
team, and when the collaboration was approved, he teamed up with
a school out of Nanjing. Students from the Nanjing school came to
Boles last summer to attend a robotics camp in the district. Over
spring break, students from Boles will travel to Nanjing to work with
their Chinese teammates on creating a robot to bring to the VEX
competitions in 2020. In the meantime, the students are working
together using WeChat to span the continents as they create their
robots. If all goes well, they will be the first collaborative team to
participate in the VEX World Championship in April.
The idea was such a popular one that Sweeney was approached by
another Chinese school, this one based in Changping, who wanted
to visit Boles for a summer camp as well. Sweeney agreed, and says
that both summer camps were successful. Boles has since signed a
sister school agreement with the school in Changping, and plans
further joint events and collaboration. This pairing has generated
multiple opportunities for growth and connection for students in
Boles.
“When the students came for our summer camp, we did a ropes
course, and our kids and the Chinese kids got along fabulously,”
Sweeney says.
Tharp agrees that watching the students interact has been
enlightening.
“The first day, we took them to the Perot Museum as an ice-breaker,
and on the bus ride over, the students started playing Uno together
immediately,” Tharp says. “This is something that we can’t teach.
And we don’t stand in the way once it starts.”

▲ Boles ISD students and visiting students from China pose with the robots they built during a robotics summer camp.

On the last day of the Chinese students’ visit, Tharp wrapped
things up with true Southern hospitality by inviting everyone out
to his personal home so the visiting students could swim, ride
boats and enjoy a typical Texas summer day alongside the local
students.
“He is such a generous person, him and his wife,” Sweeney says of
Tharp. “We are lucky that he came out of retirement to run this
program.”

▲ Boles ISD Superintendent Dr.
Graham Sweeney, Robotics Coach
Johnny Tharp and his wife, June
Tharp, pose at the Great Wall of China.

Tharp has personally
seen the effect a robotics
education can have on
a child. His youngest
son drove the first VEX
robot in Hunt County
and went on to win the
national championship
that year. The passion
stuck, and he earned
STEM-related bachelor’s
and master’s degrees
and currently works
as an applications
programmer for
Reynolds and Reynolds.

▲ Boles ISD students and visiting students from China do a ropes
course as a team-building exercise.

“His career came strictly out of robotics,” Tharp says.
Looking forward, the VEX middle school robotics program in
Boles is headed upward and outward. Sweeney and Tharp plan to
host more Chinese students for summer camps in 2020. Sweeney
says more Chinese schools are interested in coming to Texas,
and he is working with other organizations that might be able to
sponsor programs for these students. He’s reached out to Texas
A&M University at Commerce, Paris Junior College, Region 10
ESC and the Texas Rural Education Association to try and spread
opportunities for visiting students across the state.
“We’re both very anxious and excited about future opportunities
and how many students have the potential to be impacted by this
international relationship,” Sweeney says.
DACIA RIVERS is editorial director of Texas School Business.

▲ Visiting students from China enjoy a Texas summer day with
students from Boles ISD.
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▲ College Station High School Senior Megan McMurray poses with agricultural science teacher Erin Stutts in the school’s meat processing
facility.

COLLEGE STATION ISD

College Station High School’s Foods
of Texas class introduces students to
the harvest-to-store side of food prep
by Bobby Hawthorne

E

rin Stutts tried hard not to become a teacher
because her mother was a teacher, her
stepfather was a teacher, and her grandparents
were teachers. She figured that was enough teachers.
Besides, she intended to land a job developing foods
for Tyson or Hormel or Cargill or one of those
conglomerates after she graduated from Texas A&M.
In the end, “I guess I didn’t try hard enough,” she
says.
Not long after graduation, she realized she did not
want to go to work for a big packing company
and live in the Midwest for the rest of her life. She
wanted to get married, have kids and settle down.
She also decided she wanted to teach, and she was
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College
Station ISD
County: Brazos
ESC Region: 6
Superintendent:
Dr. Clark Ealy
2018 Enrollment:
13,508

willing to do whatever was necessary to do just that.
Though her degree is in food science, her first
teaching gig was in tiny Dickson, Oklahoma, where
she taught English IV and English IV AP (to all of
three students), as well as psychology and sociology.
The principal didn’t care that her degree wasn’t in
English/language arts or social studies. He liked her
enthusiasm and energy, and he needed someone to
fill the position.
Today, Stutts teaches Agricultural Science at College
Station High School and is the driving force behind
CSHS Meats, which is an extension of the school’s
food processing class and College Station’s Future
Farmers of America chapter. In the past year,
enrollment in her program has tripled, thanks in

Number of schools: 19

understand,” Stutts says. “They think, ‘Oh, you teach food,’ or ‘You
teach cooking.’ And I say, ‘No. I teach what happens between harvest
and store.’ We collaborate with culinary, of course. Our kids may
create an interesting sausage, and their kids will figure out what to
do with it.”
Stutts says it has taken a while to build the program and master the
practical stuff, such as cleaning, sanitizing and maintaining
equipment, and creating a budget despite industry prices that
fluctuate on a whim.
“Sourcing products is really hard, really time-consuming,” she says.
“Negotiating with the biggest and the smallest meat producers is
practically a full-time job.”
If that weren’t enough, she always has laundry to do.
“I teach down here half the day and I also teach in our family
consumer science room half the day, so both places have laundry,
but I’m never in one place long enough to actually finish the laundry,
so it never ends.”
Of course, Stutts said she’s also had to learn how to teach the class.
“My first year, I remember trying to teach students academic things,”
she says. “I wanted them to learn all kinds of things. One day, a boy
said to me, ‘I didn’t take this class to do worksheets.’”
It was her great awakening.
“I realized he was right,” she says. “Besides, I wasn’t and never have
been a worksheet kind of teacher. So, that has stayed with me, and it’s
why this class is so different than almost everything else they take.
It’s 100% hands-on.”
The morning I interviewed Stutts, she had been up for five hours,
standing out in a field on her 22-acre ranch located between Iola and
Carlos, feeding her two sons’ show heifers as a massive thunder and
lightning storm rolled through.
Four hours later, she was guiding me through the classrooms where
culinary arts and other food-related classes are taught, then walked
me into the meat processing lab and the refrigerator unit. If you are
allergic to stainless steel, you’d drop dead the moment you walked
into the room. She shows me the band saw, the slicers, the grinders,
and the gadget that stuffs sausage into a casing. She points toward
something called a “vacuum tumbler,” which takes air out of meat
during the tumbling process and forces in the marinade.
I also see racks of utensils, rows of kitchen knives, and shelves
crammed with food staples — everything needed to prepare fully
cooked meats to be sold to the public via the website (cshsmeats.
com) and/or at the high school stadium concession stand. It’s the
students’ jobs to cut, clean, cook, wrap and price the product.
“Students process whole lamb and pork carcasses and beef primal
cuts into value-added retail cuts,” says Chuck Glenewinkle, CCISD
director of communications. “The revenue from sale of these
products makes the program self-sustainable, and very little CTE
funding is used for day-to-day operations.”
▲ College Station High School is home to a well equipped meat
processing lab and culinary arts classroom.

part to a subtle semantic tweak: She changed the class name from
Food Technology & Safety to Foods of Texas.
It’s not a culinary class because that would be “store to plate.” It’s a
meat processing class, which means “harvest to store.”
“It’s so different from culinary, and that’s hard for some people to

In the end, it’s not about sales. Stutts says she is preparing students to
join the workforce, whether they make food or practice law or rotate
tires.
“I’m teaching them how to finish the job,” she says. “I’m teaching
them how to do that as a member of a team, to work together and
pull their weight with the least amount of domestic conflict.”
She says she’s also teaching her students to respect the animal and
treat every step in the process ethically.
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As for the students themselves, she takes all comers.
“Everybody has different abilities and skills,” she says. “For example,
a boy has been hunting all his life, so he’s really good with knives.
A girl may be more hesitant, and it takes her a long time to get
comfortable. My expectation for them is the same. I expect both of
them to work hard, to do the job — start to finish, and to pull your
weight. If you do, then you’re good.”
Senior Megan McMurray is one of her prize students. She’s been a
member of the FFA Meat Judging Team since her freshman year,
back in her dance and gymnastics and cheer days.
“I thought in meat judging that we got to eat and judge cooked
steaks,” she says. “That’s why I signed up. Turns out it was nothing
like that. We actually judged uncooked products in a cooler that was
set at 37 degrees.”
Though she almost froze, the experience amazed her. Since then, she
has committed herself to the program. She gave up cheer, even
though she was the junior captain of the varsity cheerleading squad.
She’s spent countless weekends crisscrossing the state to attend
livestock shows and FFA and 4-H competitions.
“My parents have always supported my passions, but they’ve been
especially supportive of this,” McMurray says. “My mom went from
a crazy dance mom to a crazy cheer mom to crazy meat-judging
mom.”

For Christmas last year, her parents bought her a set of meat-judging
flashcards, which is what she wanted. This year, she wants cutlery:
a boning knife, a breaking knife, a scabbard and a sharpening steel.
She already has her monogrammed frock.
It’s a meat-judging thing. Kids who ask for cash or gift cards for
Christmas may have a hard time understanding her wanting a down
heated jacket powered by a 12-volt battery pack, but it all makes
perfect sense to her.
McMurray says she will attend Texas Tech University next year, kickstarted, she hopes, by winning first place at the 2020 San Antonio
Beef Cattle Skillathon in February. The winner will take home
$10,000 while the runner-up — which she was, last year — will likely
receive a lawn chair, a fancy fountain cup and a plaque.
“This program has made a huge impact on my life,” she says. “I
wouldn’t be making the choices I am today as far as college and
career are concerned if I weren’t in this program. Going into high
school, I didn’t really take my classes seriously because I didn’t have
as much of an interest in them. So, I never thought of myself as very
studious or nerdy, but I realize now that I’m very nerdy. It’s all about
finding the right passion.”
BOBBY HAWTHORNE is the author of “Longhorn Football” and “Home Field,”
published by UT Press. In 2005, he retired as director of academics for the
University Interscholastic League.

!
Congratulations and thank you for your
superior service to Texas public education!
2019 Superintendent of the Year
Keith Bryant • Lubbock-Cooper ISD
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2019 Outstanding School Board
Harlingen CISD

▲ Members of the CCISD crisis response team include Debra Mendoza, Susan Erwin, Melody Pro, Debra Aguilar and Dr. Ada Besinaiz.

CORPUS CHRISTI ISD
Corpus
Christi ISD

Crisis response team helps ease
Corpus Cristi students, staff
through tragedy

County: Nueces
ESC Region: 2
Superintendent:
Dr. Roland Hernandez

by Dacia Rivers

W

hen tragedy strikes, the first response is
often the most crucial … and the most
difficult. Dr. Tracie Rodriguez, director
for Branch Academy and Collegiate High School
in Corpus Christi ISD, discovered that first hand
when one of her students recently commited suicide.
She found herself in the awful position of having to
provide support to her 290 students and staff, all of
whom were affected by the loss, while handling her
own emotions.

2018 Enrollment: 37,910
Number of schools: 60
counselors who are always ready to step in and help
support a campus in times of loss.
The team was brought into being in 2016, after a student athlete at one of the district’s high schools died.
Dr. Ada Besinaiz, executive director for educational
support and counseling services in the district, took
some of her counselors to the campus for support,
and realized that many of them seemed ill equipped
to handle the challenging situation.

“I wanted to do things right, but wasn’t even sure
what ‘right’ meant,” she says. “When you’re dealing
with a tragedy, as a result of all the emotions, it’s very
difficult to process because the emotion drives you.”

“Some of my counselors were in the center with
the students, facilitating the grief work, while the
majority of them were standing back by the wall, just
standing there,” she says. “Some of them were very
well versed in the academic side of our job, but not
the emotional/social side.”

Fortunately, Rodriguez was able to call in Corpus
Christi ISD’s crisis response team, a group of trained

In her effort to look for more training for these counselors, Besinaiz discovered the work of Dr. Alan WolBRAGGING RIGHTS 2019-2020
Texas School Business
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three-part approach to tragedies. First, they focus on
memorializing the individual who died, and not the
circumstances surrounding
the death.
“When we first started,
especially in the case of a
suicide, it was just, ‘We don’t talk about it. We just sweep it under the
rug,’” says Melody Pro, a member of the crisis team. “And now we
want them to know that the student was still an individual, a human
being, and a life that was lost, no matter the circumstances of the
death.”
When students show up to school the morning after a tragedy, the
crisis team has already been to work. They set up a memorial table,
where students are able to write messages for the deceased. They find
out the person’s favorite color, and make ribbons that the students
can wear to show their solidarity. They set up a crisis center, where
students who are struggling can visit counselors throughout the day
to talk about whatever they’re feeling, even if the death has brought
up other issues in their lives.
“Often the loss of someone will rekindle a loss that we haven’t finished mourning,” Pro says. “If a student is visibly upset, they could be
reliving a loss, so we recognize that, too.”
The second part of the crisis team’s response is allowing the students
to lead counselors, rather than the other way around. Counselors go
into each situation with open minds and allow the students to process
their emotions in whatever way they need. The team is trained to
observe students, so they know how to respond and react in a way
that best serves those who are suffering most.
▲ The crisis response team sets up a remembrance table after the
loss of a student.

felt. An author, educator and grief counselor, Wolfelt’s writings spoke
to Besinaiz, and she started making plans to take some counselors to
receive training directly from him directly.
Thus began the creation of the CCISD crisis response team. A
provisional team of Besinaiz and four counselors went to Colorado
for three days of training with Wolfelt. In 2018, Besinaiz added three
more counselors to the team, and this past summer two more joined,
taking the total team membership to 10. CCISD has also brought
Wolfelt to Texas on two different occasions so staff could receive
more training from him.
“I now feel very confident in their level of training that they can step
in and help facilitate what we’ve learned,” Besinaiz says.
Now, when tragedy
strikes a campus in
the district, usually in
the form of a student
or staff member’s
death, the administration reaches out to
the crisis team. Team
members immediately go to work, often
heading to the campus in the evening to
prepare for students
showing up the next
day and receiving the
bad news.

▲ Crisis response team members pose
with Dr. Alan Wolfelt.
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Through Wolfelt’s
training, the counselors have developed a

“Typically the morning starts off very intense, so usually we just
walk around and visit with students and allow them to talk when
they’re ready to start talking,” says crisis team member Debra Aguilar.
“Usually throughout the day, the mood does change and the students
become a little more open and want to talk.”
Counselors are prepared to listen when students talk, usually to share
stories of their classmate or teacher who has died. The team listens to
and validates the memories, adapting to students’ needs, no matter
what they want to talk about, even if it’s another tragedy they’ve
suffered.
Through this modeling, students are able to grieve in their own ways,
and learn that open grieving is a healthy and necessary reaction to
tragedy. During the day, the team follows the deceased student’s
schedule, making themselves available to students most affected by
the loss.
“In one event, we went into the choir room, and students had placed
a vase of flowers and a teddy bear on the student’s chair, because they
were such a tight-knit family,” Aguilar says. “They didn’t get that idea
from us. It was us allowing them to mourn freely and express themselves in a safe environment that allowed them to react that way.”
The last key point the crisis team has learned from Wolfelt is to
accompany the mourners, rather than treat them. Debra Mendoza,
one of the team’s members, says the technique is all about allowing
students to lead the process and gauging their energy to see what
they need. If students are being quiet, the counselors remain quiet. If
students are talkative, the counselors talk with them.
“The model includes helping people mourn so they can live well and
love well,” Mendoze says. “That’s really what we do, and we do it with
a full heart. It’s not the easiest job, but we know it’s important work.”
The crisis team is also on hand to support staff members through a
tragedy. While each campus in CCISD has a trained counselor on
site, those counselors have endured a loss themselves, which makes
the trained team even more helpful. They’re also prepared to help
students suffering from other tragedies, such as divorce, a family

Memory Tables

▲ Members of the crisis response team work to support students
and staff after a tragedy.

member going to jail, relocations, sexual abuse and rape.
Besinaiz is quick to point out that the team sticks around for as
long as necessary after a tragedy. In the past, administrators were
often eager to get back to business as usual, returning students to
their academic tasks as quickly as possible. Wolfelt’s training has
showed the team that grieving can’t be rushed, and administrators
have adjusted their thinking to allow for as much time as needed
following a loss.

Hon
Rib
Saf

Stones & Paint Pens

After the loss at Branch Academy and Collegiate High School,
Rodriguez readjusted rotations to allow the crisis team to be on
campus for nearly an entire week.

Note Cards

“It was extremely organized and the students and staff felt supported,” Rodriguez says. “I think if it hadn’t been for the crisis
team, I would have struggled because I was so emotionally impacted by the situation.”
Through the additional training, CCISD counselors are now better
equipped to handle all kinds of crises, something Besinaiz says
came in handy when the Legislature passed SB11, which mandated threat assessment teams at all Texas school districts. The
district was already way ahead, and Besinaiz has been working
on forming a threat assessment team, one of her last acts in her
position in CCISD, as she is retiring in December.
As Texas school districts work to assemble these threat assessment
teams, Besinaiz encourages administrators to reach out to the
CCISD crisis response team to discuss incorporating a similar
set-up in their districts. Looking forward, the team continues
to expand, with new members traveling to Colorado for more
training from Wolfelt. The crisis team will work closely with the
threat assessment team to create a unified mental health approach
to best address the social and emotional needs of all students in
the district.
DACIA RIVERS is editorial director of Texas School Business.
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▲ As part of the CODE: Girls summer camp, students in Donna ISD have the opportunity to participate in STEM learning activities.

DONNA ISD
Donna ISD

CODE: Girls inspires Donna ISD
students to get involved in tech field

County: Hidalgo

by Dacia Rivers

2018
Enrollment: 14,792

A

s technology evolves and becomes an even
larger presence in our lives, the need for
trained tech professionals is critical. But
despite this growing need, the U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics reports that in 2019, just 26% of workers
in “computer and mathematical occupations” are
women.
Studies attribute this statistic to the fact that,
historically, boys have been pushed more toward
math-, science- and computer-oriented careers than
their female counterparts. The good news is that
times are changing, and school administrators are in
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ESC Region: 1
Superintendent:
Dr. Hafedh Azaiez

Number of schools: 22
the perfect position to bring about future equality in
these tech careers.

Hands-on coding
In Donna ISD, just steps from the Texas-Mexico
border, the folks in the science department spent
years talking about what they could do to get
more girls interested in the district’s computer
programming offerings. When one member of
the department traveled to a convention, she was
introduced to programs such as Girlstart, which

▲ The CODE: Girls summer camp serves to spark girls’ interest in STEM careers.

works to get girls interested in STEM careers. From there, the
conversation turned into a game plan.
“We talked about how important it is for girls to
have a space that’s just for them, to encourage
them, and how big an impact it makes in girls’
lives to have that special opportunity, also
knowing that they’re underrepresented in tech
fields,” says Emily Anderson, science director in
Donna ISD.
Anderson and her colleagues applied for a federal
grant, which gave them the funds needed to kick
off CODE: Girls, a one-week summer coding program for middle
school girls in the district.
Emily Anderson

Held six hours a day from Monday through Thursday, the camp
welcomed 27 student participants in its first year, in summer 2019.
Open to incoming sixth- through eighth-graders, the camp was
taught by two STEM teachers from the district’s middle schools,
and one high-school computer science and robotics teacher. Part of
the idea was to introduce the girls to teachers who could help them
dig further into coding via the existing classes in the district, once
interests were piqued.
During the camp, girls used a variety of coding
programs, including Scratch, Blockey, Spark and
Turtle Art. They coded EV3, Lego Mindstorm,
Ozobots, Cubelets and drones, among other
tech. For Nydia Silvera, an eighth-grader at Todd
Middle School, the introduction to coding was
eye-opening.
“We learned how to use JavaScript to turn on
lights, and put them in a specific pattern,” Silvera
says. “We learned how to build our own robots and control them. It
was super fascinating.”
Nydia Silvera

One of the camp’s teachers, Esther Sauceda, who
teaches science at A.P. Solis Middle School, refers
to the experience as “a summer of wonder and
education.”
“The program inspired and improved
participation from young girls to think beyond
the norm and leave their comfort zones,” she
says. “The girls walked away with skills to solve
Esther Sauceda
problems and generate solutions through coding,
exposing them to the wonders of computer science concepts.”

The girl zone
The Women and Public Policy Program at the Harvard Kennedy
School has found that girls perform better in all-female learning
environments, especially when studying STEM-related subjects.
Anderson says that the girls who participated in CODE: Girls
benefited from the class make-up in many ways.
“We noticed that the girls were much more active in the hands-on
activities,” she says. “Being in the science department, we go into
science classes all the time, and frequently, the girls kind of let the
boys do the work and get the attention. So it was really wonderful to
see the girls working together, challenging each other and sharing
ideas without holding back.”
Silvera agrees, adding that the all-girl camp made for a family
environment, where the girls were able to support each other as they
learned.
“I feel more comfortable around girls than guys, so I was able to talk
more freely and ask questions,” she says. “We can connect to each
other in different ways. It felt really nice.”
“The change in the confidence level and the relationships they built
with each other was the fun thing to see,” Anderson adds. “We know
BRAGGING RIGHTS 2019-2020
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that’ll have many benefits across all areas of their lives.”
Sauceda hopes that the program will further grow participating girls’
interests in pursuing STEM careers.
“As a district, Donna ISD is headed in a promising direction by
tapping young girls’ curiosity in STEM fields, such as computer
science, in an effort to break gender barriers and close the gender
gap in STEM career fields through empowerment and opportunity,”
she says.
Besides the camaraderie, the camp served its purpose of getting
more girls interested in STEM-related classes in the district.
Enrollment and attendance in computer science classes at the
district’s middle schools have risen following the camp, with many of
the campers signing up for these classes for the first time.
At the high school level, Donna ISD offers video game design classes
as well, and Anderson hopes CODE: Girls will entice more girls to
join that program. That’s just one of the goals she has as she works to
expand the camp next summer.

The future
After such a successful first run, Anderson has big plans to grow
CODE: Girls in the future. In summer 2020, the camp will run for
two full weeks, with an attendance goal of 80 campers. To entice
attendance, each week will end with a field trip, where campers can
see tech careers in action. The border is home to many fabrication
plants and other industry locations, allowing many opportunities for
girls to see coding in action, right in their community.
In year two, another high-school teacher will be joining the camp,
allowing girls to meet and connect with another adult who can help

support them in their coding education after they move on from
middle school.
Anderson uges that any science department in any school district
can implement a similar program with minimal investment. In
Donna ISD, they started small to gauge interest and are excited to
expand the program.
By relying on free resources, the science team in Donna was able to
start the camp without a large financial cost. While there are many
programs that come with expensive kits and specific apps, Anderson
says they aren’t a necessity. She pooled her resources in the district,
working with the technology and continuing education departments,
both of which have numerous industry contacts in the area, which
will prove useful for future field trips.
Getting girls interested in coding is a national priority, and thus
Anderson discovered it’s not too difficult to find people who want
to help. She welcomed friends from the science communities in San
Antonio, Houston and Brownsville, who traveled to Donna to work
with the girls, bringing their own materials, which helped the district
save money.
Federal grants are always available to schools looking to start girlfocused tech programs, including the Texas Workforce Commission,
which awards grants annually for schools looking to participate in its
Camp Code program.
“Just try it,” Anderson says. “Try it, and it’ll be positive, no matter
what.”
DACIA RIVERS is editorial director of Texas School Business.

▲ Middle school girls in Donna ISD have the chance to participate in a girls-only coding camp each summer.
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▲ Administrators in Fort Sam Houston ISD aim to help students manage their own time through a new flexible schedule.

FORT SAM HOUSTON ISD
Fort Sam
Houston ISD

Flexible schedule gives Fort Sam
Houston ISD students the opportunity
to self-direct

County: Bexar
ESC Region: 20
Superintendent:
Gary Bates

By Dacia Rivers

L

ife in the military is about as structured as it
gets. From reveille to lights out, your day is
often planned to the minute. But in Fort Sam
Houston ISD, a school district adjacent to the Fort
Sam Houston Army base outside of San Antonio,
where nearly every student is a military dependent,
administrators are taking things in a more flexible
direction.
At the district’s Robert G. Cole
Middle and High School,
principal Isabell Clayton was
looking for a way to customize
education for her students and
help better meet their social and
emotional needs.
Isabell Clayton

“We had kids who said they
never got to take a lunch break,”

Associate
Superintendent:
Jayne Hatton

Clayton remembers. “They got here in the morning,
they worked all day long, then they had after school
jobs or athletics. They weren’t getting things done.”

2018 Enrollment:name
1,608
Number of schools: 2

To combat this issue, Clayton and her team decided
to introduce a flexible schedule at the school. They
modeled the design after one used at Incarnate Word
High School, a private school in San Antonio that
has been using what they refer to as a “college prep
schedule” since the 1980s. At Cole, Clayton thinks of
the flex schedule as a “life prep schedule,” though it
has a lot of similarities to a college calendar.
Beginning with the fall 2019 semester, students at
Cole stopped attending their core classes five times a
week. Instead, they now attend each class four times
a week, allowing for built-in flex periods, which
students can use as needed. And there are plenty of
ways students can make use of this time.
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absolutely loves her flex time to get her work done,” she says. “And my
eighth-grade English teacher told me that she did not have one student
with a missing assignment at the end of the first nine weeks. They all
came to her to make up their work.”
Teachers at Cole have had to make some changes to adjust to the new
schedule. Each student now has a daily homeroom period, and will
have the same homeroom teacher for the entirety of their time at Cole.
Teachers are still figuring out the best way to use that time to teach
students how to manage their schedules and maintain productivity.

▲ Students in Fort Sam Houston ISD plan their own schedules,
choosing how they will spend their free periods.

Much like on a college campus, teachers at Cole hold open office hours
during some flex periods, so students who need assistance in one area
can take time during the school day to seek extra help where they need
it most. They can also use the time to visit the library to study, read, or
work in designated group project work zones.
Last year, when students’ schedules were jam-packed, clubs such as
FFA and UIL teams often held practices during the 22-minute lunch
period, so students could squeeze them in to their busy lives. But
this left a lot of students with no time to sit and eat. With the new
flex schedule, students now have two 22-minute lunch periods back
to back, allowing for them to eat, and then attend club meetings or
practices.
Clayton has several hopes as to what the flex schedule can provide to
her students. She wants them to have down time. Time to sit and eat.
Time to read. She wants them to be able to soar academically, with
more opportunities for help from teachers when needed. She wants
them to be able to go home each day having finished their homework,
because they were able to get it done during the day, when teachers
are available to assist them. Most of all, she wants her students to
take control of their educations, to learn how to schedule themselves
effectively, and to be more successful overall.
“We’re hoping it prepares kids to use their time more wisely when they
get to the real world or college and learn to set their own priorities,”
Clayton says. “I think by the time our sixth graders get to high school,
they’ll be way ahead.”
Though it’s still in its early days, it seems the flex schedule is having
positive effects at Cole High and Middle School. While Clayton can’t
be certain the new schedule is responsible, she says that the attendance
rate is high so far for the school year, while failure rates have dropped.
While some parents and teachers were nervous about how the flex
schedule would work, Clayton says the feedback she’s received so far
has been entirely positive.
“I just had a mother of a sixth grader tell me how much her daughter

20

BRAGGING RIGHTS 2019-2020
Texas School Business

Since classes meet four times a week now, instead of five, teachers are
looking at what they need to teach in person, and what lessons they
can give to the students in other ways, to follow on their own time.
Cole has a testing center, where students can go during their flex
periods when they need to make up a test. With the new scheduling,
more teachers are having all of their students take tests in the testing
center, during their flex times, to make better use of classroom time.
“The teachers have had to change how they’re teaching, and I think
that’s been a big adjustment for them,” Clayton says. “They’re using
more of a flipped classroom type situation now.”
Staff at Cole planned a three-year implementation for the flex
scheduling, and will be tweaking the setup to get it functioning just
right. One change Clayton is planning is to extend some classes,
adding additional blocks to allow for lab meetings. She also wants to
create a learning zone, which will be an area like a study hall, where
kids can go to get help on a subject from an available core teacher.
This would allow students to get help on any subject during their flex
periods, even if their own core teacher is occupied.
Clayton believes this type of flex scheduling better prepares students
for the future, and urges other schools to consider making similar
changes to their own structure.
“If the world is changing, we need to teach graduates how to be time
managers and how to work together in groups,” she says. “I think
this gives students the chance to become autonomous and take
responsibility for their own time and their own grades.”
Clayton adds that this is a time-tested system, since it’s been used at
Incarnate Word with success since 1988. That said, making the leap
still came with fears, challenges and setbacks, but with each passing
day, as she sees students more relaxed, happier and more confident
about being able to reach their goals, she knows she made the right
choice for her school.
“It was a little mind-boggling to think that we were going to do it, but
sometimes you just have to step off that cliff and do it all at once,” she
says. “The first three weeks were hard, and we had some parents last
year who were really worried. But honestly I haven’t had one parent
call me with anything negative since school started. I’ve had parents
tell me good things about it, but I haven’t had one parent concern.”
DACIA RIVERS is editorial director of Texas School Business.

▲ Lubbock-Cooper ISD invites students’ families and other community members to guide the district’s growth through an ambassador
program.

LUBBOCK-COOPER ISD
Lubbock-Cooper
ISD

Community ambassadors get
insider info, help steer growth in
Lubbock-Cooper ISD

County: Lubbock
ESC Region: 17
Superintendent:
Keith Bryant

by Dacia Rivers

W

orking in a school district’s central office,
many administrators don’t get to know
the families they serve in the same way
that a principal or other on-site staff might. But in
Lubbock-Cooper ISD, the administration has found
a way to facilitate and nurture those relationships
to the benefit of the district and the community at
large.
It’s not uncommon for an administrator to come
home from a convention with a wild hair for some
new idea. That’s what happened in 2012, when one
LCISD board member came back from the TASA/
TASB Convention with the idea that the district
create a group to help engage the community in a
way that had never been done before.

Deputy
Superintendent:
Macy Satterwhite

In 2013, this idea came to fruition in the form of the
LCISD Ambassador Program. District
administrators asked the principals from each
campus to select two or three families from their
schools who would best represent the diversity and
positivity in LCISD.

2018 Enrollment: 6,313
Number of schools: 9

Since then, administration has met with these
ambassadors four times a year to inform them about
goings on in the district and seek their input in all
manners of decisions. These ambassadors are now
the first community members to hear of any new
initiatives in the district. They receive in-depth
information on construction, new programs, or any
other changes, with the hope that they will then
serve as ambassadors in the community, squashing
rumors and sharing the facts that they’ve learned.
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ambassadors have been inspired enough to run
for seats on the school board.
“How wonderful is it that we now have educated
folks running for our school board, who know the
inner workings of the school system, the culture
of the school, and what we try to do, which is to
reach every student,” Satterwhite says.
Macy Satterwhite

Along with childcare and a meal, ambassadors
receive LCISD merchandise and tickets to
all home events in the district, from sporting events to theater
performances. But more importantly, they receive inside information
on what’s going on in the schools, and the opportunity to offer input
as to the district’s future.

▲ Ambassadors in LCISD meet to discuss new programs and
construction in the district.

The plan was for these ambassadors to serve for a year and then
move on, but the group has been so popular, many ambassadors
want to stay involved. Thus, the group has grown from about 20 to
30 people in the first year to more than 100.
LCISD Superintendent Keith Bryant says the
ambassadors have three roles: to get the inside
information, to provide feedback to stakeholders,
and to spread the good word in the community.
“You ask someone over to your house, and you
clean your living room, but you don’t show them
what’s in the closet. Well, with ambassadors, we’re
opening the closet,” Bryant says. “We give them a
Keith Bryant
lot of inside information that they can then use to
influence their friends and help spread the word in the community.”
The meetings are designed to be informative and collaborative.
Ambassadors don’t just sit and listen passively as administrators
detail the inner workings of the district. Students from the National
Honor Society and Future Farmers of America provide childcare for
the ambassadors during the meetings. The district’s food services
department or culinary arts students prepare a meal for all attendees.
While spreading information and gathering feedback is the purpose,
there’s also time for socialization, as families familiar with one
campus in the district get to mix and mingle with families from
other schools.
The program is intentional, not just an opportunity for the district to
pat itself on the back, Bryant says. The intent is always to inform and
educate so that these ambassadors can go out and serve as advocates
for the district.
“We really like to get to know our ambassadors
one on one,” says Sadie Alderson, LCISD director
of public information. “We don’t like for them
to sit in a room and be addressed. We want to
interact with them.”

When the ambassadors asked for more fine arts offerings and
expanded athletics, the district added orchestra and swimming
programs. When LCISD had a plan to renovate the oldest campus
in the district, it was an ambassador who asked why the other
campuses had new facilities while the oldest had to remain the
oldest.
This question lead administrators to go back to the board and
rethink the entire scope of the project. The campus wound up getting
brand-new construction to replace the 50-year-old existing building.
When planning a new campus in the district, LCISD has taken
ambassadors on bus tours to show them pieces of land being
considered. As a result, these community members have been able to
provide insight into these locations, or offer up other potential real
estate that wasn’t on the district’s radar.
For community members to be able to make suggestions about
campus improvements and then see them come to fruition is a heck
of a perk, but Bryant insists that he and other administrators receive
more than they give from the ambassador program, from a district
standpoint.
“We get really good feedback that helps us adjust our direction or
change our thoughts on a matter,” he says. “And in a growing district,
we have to rely on bonds to build facilities. The ambassadors have
been invaluable in getting the word out about why there’s a need,
what the numbers are, and what we’re looking at doing in the future.”
Satterwhite agrees, and adds that the ambassador meetings have
allowed her to connect with the families the district serves in a more
personal way.
“I love the relationships that we make with these families,” she says.
“It would be very hard for us at a central office level to get to know
these families the way that we do. I consider them not only our
stakeholders, but also friends now.”
Administrators in LCISD have found so much value in the
ambassador program, they plan to keep it going as the district
continues to grow.
“It’s the easiest thing we do that has the most benefit,” Satterwhite
says. “So, we plan to continue growing the program in the same
format we’ve been using for the past several years.”

To this end, LCISD limits the number of new
ambassadors each year. Some community
members who don’t have students in the
Sadie Alderson
district along with families whose children have
graduated from LCISD are in the ambassador program, offering
their unique input and spreading the word in their own circles. The
program has become so popular, the district maintains a waiting list
of people interested in becoming ambassadors.

Bryant agrees, adding that this is a crucial time for LCISD, as the
district was named the third-fastest growing district in the state by
the Fast Growth School Coalition.

LCISD Deputy Superintendent Macy Satterwhite says some of the

DACIA RIVERS is editorial director of Texas School Business.
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“We’ve got some big decisions coming up in the next four years in
the district, so continuing to access this group for information,
direction and wisdom is going to be invaluable to us,” he says. “We
plan to continue for many, many, many years to come.”

▲ Members of the eSports team in Merkel ISD meet after school to participate in online multiplayer video game competitions.

MERKEL ISD
Merkel ISD

Merkel ISD’s eSports program pairs
competitive online video games and
… marketing?

County: Taylor
ESC Region: 14
Superintendent:
Bryan Allen
2018 Enrollment: 1,168

by James Golsan

W

hat do you think the fastest growing
sport in the world is? Perhaps an
established international giant like
soccer, or basketball, as they continue to grow their
footprints in both the American and Asian markets?
The answer is eSports, or competitive video gaming.
Popular in Korea and Japan for more than a decade,
the sport has exploded stateside in the last few
years, with more tournaments, broadcasts of those
tournaments and gambling dollars spent betting on
these competitions growing at what Home Business
Magazine describes as a “phenomenal rate” every
year.
Yet as eSports grows, it has yet to make its way into
the mainstream of competitive high school sports,
where more traditional sports such as football, base-

Number of schools: 3
ball and basketball still dominate. That isn’t to say
there aren’t early adopters of competitive gaming at
the high school level, and one of those early adopters
is one of Texas School Business Magazine’s Bragging
Rights award winners for 2019: Merkel ISD, whose
fledgling eSports program, now in its second year
of existence, is already competing against teams
nationwide and providing team members a unique
opportunity to participate in a competitive institution
while receiving a cutting-edge education in digital
marketing.
Much of the credit for the program’s genesis goes to
Matt Tarpley, who serves as the school’s digital marketing instructor and coach of Merkel High School’s
eSports team. He says he’d been considering eSports
as a possibility for a new program in Merkel ISD for
several months ahead of the program’s inception. So,
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when Merkel High School Principal James Stevens made it known he
was looking for new avenues for student engagement, Tarpley pitched
an idea that would marry a digital marketing course to a competitive
eSports team. The result is a unit that functions something like a pintsized professional sports franchise inside a high school.
What does that look like in practice? The term eSports, as opposed
to specific athletic competitions such as football or baseball, encompasses a broad range of competitive video games, which means
the eSports team has a number of options to choose from regarding
which game they’ll play. For fall 2019, they’ve chosen Overwatch,
a team-based fantasy game where players occupy different roles to
achieve the team’s end. Those roles include players who deal damage, short-handed as damage per second or DPS, players who heal,
referred to as healers, and players who attempt to draw and absorb
fire from the other team, called tanks. Next spring, the team’s competition game will be League of Legends. The chief commonality, says
student and team member Joseph Pena, is that both games are about
“supporting each other as teammates.”
As to who the team competes against, Merkel High’s eSports team
competes on a scale that would be accurately described as global,
because nearly all of their competitions take place in an online environment. The only restriction regarding who they play is that their
opponents must be in the Central time zone.
As eSports competitions take place entirely in an online space, the
team’s marriage to a marketing class with a significant online component is a logical fit, especially since, in Tarpley’s view, eSports would
serve as a draw for participation in the marketing class.
“When I was talking to Principal Stevens, I told him why not take a
boring class like marketing and tie it to eSports,” he jokes. And while
he may be kidding, it was an incredibly effective approach: 15% of
the entire high school population applied to participate in the class.
Now in the program’s first year, Tarpley is giving those students lucky
enough to have gotten in not only an exciting new competitive op-

portunity, but a cutting-edge digital marketing education as well.
The students in the class who are not competitive gamers, e.g. those
on the marketing team, are broken into three groups, per Jacob
Toliver, one of the students in that group: “We have a graphic design
group, a social media group, and an event planning group,” he says,
adding that the marketing team maintains a Twitter feed, a Facebook
page, and a Twitch (a livestreaming platform for gamers) stream on
the team’s behalf.
Because the eSports team marketing course has so many distinct
paths for participating, the students have an opportunity to learn
from professionals in an array of relevant fields. Juan Gutierrez,
another student in the program, points to the guest speakers the class
has been able to bring in as a high point of the class.
“Recently, we brought in a guest speaker from McMurray [University] to talk to us about social media marketing,” he says. “She showed
us how to put ourselves out there more, helping us focus on our
branding and how to get noticed more.”
Gutierrez also points to a recent visit from an eSports professional
player. A member of the graphic design team, Gutierrez says that
while he does not intend to make a career out of marketing (he’s
focused on a STEM career), he thinks the class has been an incredibly
valuable experience that has given him a better sense of how marketing and technology can tie together.
Between the intrigue of competitive video gaming, the unique
curricula and team environment, and exposure to diverse learning
opportunities, both in the classroom and from professionals in a
variety of fields, Merkel ISD’s eSports marketing team is almost sure
to grow in the coming years. If you want to know more about this
group of students and educators, why not check out one of their
matches? They play Wednesdays at 3:30 p.m, and you don’t need a
ticket to watch this team take the field: You can watch them right
here: www.twitch.tv/mhsbadgeresports. Go Badgers.
JAMES GOLSAN is a writer and education professional based in Austin.

▲ The eSports team in Merkel ISD competes in online video game competitions with other students in the Central time zone.
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▲ Midway Middle School hosts MMS Community and Beyond events to reach out to new and returning families over the summer.

MIDWAY ISD
Midway ISD

Midway Middle School keeps in touch
over summer break

County: McLennan

by Dacia Rivers

2018 Enrollment: 8,068

S

ummers can be long, and often blissfully so.
But for some students, 81 days away from
school offers too much opportunity for
back-to-school anxiety to set in, especially when
students are transitioning from intermediate to
middle school. In Midway ISD, southwest of Waco,
one middle school is helping ease this transition by
bringing the school to its students — even in the
middle of summer.

April Harris

April Harris, an assistant
principal at Midway Middle
School, came up with the idea for
MMS Community and Beyond
— a summer program that helps
the school keep in touch with
its new and returning students
before the school year begins.

ESC Region: 12
Superintendent:
Dr. George Kazanas
Number of schools: 11

“I miss our kids when they’re gone!” Harris says.
“We feel like we kind of lose our connection with
them, and we were trying to find a way to connect
with our families who are moving into the middle
school.”
Each school year comes with its share of learning
curves, especially for students and families setting
foot into a new school for the first time. Through
MMS Community and Beyond, Harris aims to
eliminate the anxiety and confusion she sees in a lot
of students and their families each August.
While on-campus events are great, parents who
work sometimes have trouble getting across town to
daytime meetings, so Harris decided she’d bring the
information to them, during the summer, and after
work hours.
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She dug into Google Maps, plotting home addresses for all 1,300
MMS students and selecting mid-point locations that would be
convenient for as many families as possible. In the end, she settled
on 12 locations, including parks and church parking lots, and set
dates and times at each, planning to hold two one-hour meetings a
night over the course of two and a half weeks in the summer.
“The biggest part was reaching out to our churches and other
community locations and saying, ‘Is it OK if we use your parking
lot?’” Harris says. “But it was really nice because they were like,
‘Absolutely! Do you need any food or snacks or anything?’ I love that
the community wanted to be a part of it.”
To staff the events, Harris sent a letter to MMS teachers, inviting
them to participate on a volunteer basis, knowing that teachers value
their summer breaks. Many teachers were happy to get involved,
including coaches eager to meet incoming athletes, choir teachers,
Pre-AP English teachers and the school’s librarian, who brought free
books and pencils to share with the students.
At each event, staff provided useful information to middle schoolers
and their families, including school year calendars, supplies lists and
free and reduced lunch applications. They also created an iMovie
presentation showing the different electives students have available
to them to spark interest, along with information on various awards
MMS staff and students had won in the past.
By bringing along a mobile Wi-Fi access point and a few school
computers, MMS staff was able to walk parents through the online
registration process, which can prove confusing to some first-time
users.
The goal was not only to keep in touch, but to prepare students and
their families for the upcoming year. Visitors completed surveys
at the end of each event, letting staff know what other information
they’d like to receive, and allowing parents to ask questions and
receive answers via email.
In the end, Harris says about 80 families made it to the MMS
Community and Beyond events over the summer. The response the
school received from attendees was overwhelmingly positive.

▲ At MMS Community and Beyond events, families are welcome to
come and learn more information about their children’s school.

“Across the board, the parents said they want to continue [the
events],” Harris says. “Some said they wished all schools in the
district would do something like this.”

administrator from a nearby school in Waco dropped in to see what
was going on and said he would love to do something similar in his
own district. Harris encourages other schools to host these types of
events in their own areas.

Amy Beseda, fifth and sixth grade resource and
co-teacher in Midway ISD, helped plan and run
the events and says she enjoyed being able to
establish relationships with new families and help
ease their anxieties.
“It really helped the beginning of the school year
to flow very smoothly, because we didn’t have as
many questions — we’d answered those over the
Amy Beseda
summer,” Beseda says. “The kids came to school
feeling better, and they seemed more relaxed.”
Harris adds that the events have helped her build relationships with
families at MMS, many of whom now see her out and about in the
community and are quick to come up and say hello.
“If you look at any research, the foundation of having a successful
school is how well you can build relationships,” she says. “When you
build that relationship in a positive light first, instead of when there’s
an issue, it really helps them connect to the school before they even
get here.”
The we’ll-bring-the-school-to-you idea has already started to spread
in Midway ISD and beyond. During one of the events, an
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She recommends starting out with a staffing survey, looking to see if
volunteers are willing to help out, because tackling so many events
would be tough to do without assistance. MMS held the events
over a two-week period to prevent fatigue and to take up minimal
summer break time. At the events, staff were sure to point out what
makes MMS so great, getting kids excited about the prospective
opportunities that awaited them in the fall.
Harris is already planning to expand the MMS Community and
Beyond events. School staff will continue to host the summer
meetings, while adding block parties in the fall and spring semesters
to deepen the community connection. Harris wants these events
to be big, with fun offerings, such as bounce houses for younger
siblings, alongside important information on attendance regulations
or other timely topics.
“We want to show them it’s not just a one-time thing,” Harris says.
“We want to continue to connect in a way that’s going to help them
and build resources for them.”
DACIA RIVERS is editorial director of Texas School Business.

▲ Winners of the STEM Tank in San Elizario ISD celebrate their victory.

SAN ELIZARIO ISD
San Elizario ISD
County: El Paso

San Elizario ISD launches innovative
elementary STEM program

ESC Region: 19
Superintendent:
Dr. Jeannie
Meza-Chavez

by Autumn Rhea Carpenter

2018 Enrollment: 3,796
Number of schools: 6

I

n the lightning-fast pace of the information age,
it’s imperative that students learn employable,
applicable skills that will ensure successful
careers in the 21st century. The goal for San Elizario
ISD is to create a generation of lifelong learners
who can meet the challenges of society and apply
critical thinking with strong presentation and
communication skills.
In August 2017, the SEISD Elementary STEM
initiative was launched, with the goal of increasing
student engagement levels, creating a culture of
teamwork, and developing 21st century skill sets in
their students.
“This program is different from other STEM
programs as it offers various components at the
elementary level. Students can engage in the ‘create’

process either in engineering
labs or at their makerspace,” says
Science and Math Instructional
Officer Deborah Cortez. “All
students can have their interests
piqued whereas other districts
may only target a specific group
of students. Our students need to
Deborah Cortez
obtain 21st century skills as this
will be a major part of the skill set
required as they go into the workforce. The ability
to collaborate with a team, be creative, apply critical
thinking and communicate well is essential to their
future. It is through our STEM initiative that our
students can engage in this practice.”
SEISD experienced some challenges when initially
BRAGGING RIGHTS 2019-2020
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starting the program in getting buy-in and resources.
“Luckily, we were able to meet with our elementary principals and
provide them with our ‘why’ along with the research and goals,”
Cortez says. As soon as they bought it, it became a challenge with
the teachers. I formed an engineering leadership committee, which
was composed of elementary teachers for first through third grades,
with one monolingual and one bilingual teacher from each grade
level. I trained them on STEM and the engineering activities. They
then adapted it for their grade level, added literacy and word walls
for our English language learners.”
The elementary STEM program was divided into three phases. The
first year, all students in grades first through third were included.
The second year, fourth graders were added, and in year three,
all fifth and sixth graders were added and called the 21st Century
Academy.
The initiative includes several components, including:
Engineering Connections using STEMscopes — As an extension of
the science curriculum, grades one through four learn about
engineering connections using STEMscopes, four times a year.
Students are challenged to extend their conceptual understanding
and apply their skills through cross-curricular connections.
Engineering projects include the use of the engineering design
process along with student collaboration.
STEMdolls — This is an effort to encourage young girls, specifically
between the ages of 9 and 11, to pursue STEM ideas and creativity.
SEISD STEMdolls are taken through various STEM activities, such
as Sphero robotics, STEM challenges and entrepreneurship.
STEMdolls Challenge — SEISD’s STEMdolls compete in a yearly
district challenge. The competition is also a way for the STEMdolls
to join as a leadership team and share their highlights. In 2018,
students competed in the Sphero City Challenge where they worked
in teams to create their own cities and code the Spheros to serve as
tour guides. The Spheros had to be coded to introduce each street in
the city and change colors at every turn.
Campus STEM Expo — SEISD’s elementary and primary campuses
participate in yearly STEM Expo events to showcase student
projects. In addition to engineering projects, third through sixth
grade students are encouraged to create inventions or innovations

▲ San Elizario students learn to use power tools as part of the 21st
Century Camp.

and are judged at each campus. Top contenders are then selected to
attend the STEM Tank.
STEM Tank — Stem Tank is SEISD’s STEM competition for third
through sixth grade students. Students with the top innovative
projects for their campus’s STEM Expo qualify to compete with
other campuses. Students are asked to pitch their projects to
convince judges that their products are marketable.
STEAM Palooza — STEAM Palooza is SEISD’s summer camp for
elementary students in grades three through six. Students are
selected based on their invention or innovation during their campus
STEM Expo. The top 20 projects from each campus are selected to
attend this complimentary two-week camp. The camp introduces
students to the basics of concrete design, the engineering design
process, and the STEM fundamentals. Incorporating art and design
into STEM and innovation helps students look at problems from
multiple perspectives. In addition, a leadership academy is included
that is comprised of high school students who serve as mentors for
students. Workshops consist of coding with dash and dot, coding
with Sphero, art, field trips and more.
In summer 2019, the STEAM Palooza included social and emotional
learning. High school mentors and workshop instructors were
required to read “#The Happy Manifesto: Three Rules for Happier
Students.” The mantra was “Be Better Than Good.” The culture of
happy and engaged students was evident throughout the camp.
21st Century Academy — Fifth and sixth graders will participate in
three project-based learning activities along with learning how to
code the Sphero robot and later participate in a district-wide Sphero
coding competition.
“In 2018, Kimberly Wright from Discovery Education was our guest
speaker. She was amazing,” Cortez says. “Her message was about
empowering our girls and letting them know that they can do
anything. Wright explained that they should consider a career in
STEM. This experience has introduced them to different types of
careers, such as the different types of engineers and other medical
fields.”

▲ A San Elizario student goes on camera at the 21st Century
Camp.
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21st Century Camp — In 2018, 60 incoming seventh graders
attended this hands-on program, which included workshops in
automotive and construction technology, youth entrepreneurship
and creating your own business, video production and graphic

▲ Members of the STEM Tank production crew pose at the event.

design, engineering and robotics, law enforcement and forensic
science, and culinary arts.
“The students loved it and the success of the camp came from the
real-world application and constant challenge of the lessons,” Cortez
says.
Angel Salas, a sixth grader at Borrego Elementary,
explained what he has learned from the
elementary STEM program.

Angel Salas

“I’ve learned so much about 21st century skills
and how to work with others. I can use this for
my future career, and I know I will need it,”
he says. “There is a class at the middle school
called Project Lead the Way and it has to do with
engineering. I would like to participate in that
class.”

▲ San Elizario is home to a VEX Robotics team.

▲ A San Elizario student dons virtual reality
goggles during an engineering connection.

“When I get older, I would like to be a lawyer,” Salas adds. “I believe
that the 21st century skills that I am learning will help me be
successful because I need to have them.”
For other districts interested in launching a similar program,
Superintendent Dr. Jeannie Meza-Chavez emphasizes including staff
interested in STEM.
“You need to have the right individuals leading in this area and we
are blessed to have great instructional officers with a passion for
STEM,” she says. “Then, you need to have the appropriate training
for staff and strategic financial support to sustain resources to
propel STEM projects and initiatives. It would also be helpful for
individuals to start with a visit and explore for themselves.”
AUTUMN RHEA CARPENTER is a freelance writer based in Portland, Oregon.

▲ San Elizario students participate in STEAM Palooza.
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▲ Students in San Saba ISD’s P-Tech/ICIA Academy have the opportunity to gain college, career and military preparation while earning
their diplomas. Pictured are the freshman participants.

SAN SABA ISD

P-Tech/ICIA Academy prepares
San Saba ISD students for
graduation and beyond
by James Golsan

S

an Saba sits about two hours northwest of
Austin, along the banks of the San Saba
River, in the border country between the Hill
Country and the North Texas plains. The “Pecan
Capital of the World” is home to just over 3,000 souls,
and, small size and all, one of the most dynamic K-12
education programs in the state: the Pathways and
Technology/Industry Cluster Innovative (or P-Tech/
ICIA) Academy. A dual-credit program with a strong
CTE (Career and Technical Education) bent, San
Saba ISD’s P-Tech/ICIA Academy, only now in its
first full year of implementation, offers students the
opportunity to graduate from high school better
prepared for college — and in some cases immediate
entry into the workforce — than ever before.
The program, which began with a $50,000 planning
grant from TEA is, per San Saba ISD teacher and
program lead Brenda Martinez, designed as a “school
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within a school model.” It’s flexibly designed so
students may enter or exit the program at a variety
of points during the course of their high school
careers, and features a number of academic options
for students to pursue, all of which are geared toward
making them more college-, career- or military-ready
upon graduation.
Local businesses and industries frequently contribute
their expertise to the program, which allows for
education opportunities that might not otherwise
exist in smaller, more rural communities such as
San Saba. Indeed, one of the primary motivations
for choosing this particular model is giving students
at San Saba ISD, which is at least 45 minutes by car
or bus away from the nearest technical school, per
Martinez, the same opportunities for professional
certifications and college credit available to students
from larger communities.

San Saba ISD
County: San Saba
ESC Region: 15
Superintendent:
Wayne Kelly
Assistant
Superintendent:
Brenda Martinez
2018 Enrollment: 734
Number of schools: 3

While the 2019-20 school year represents the first full year of
implementation, the program is already growing: San Saba has
received a new success grant from TEA for $200,000, which, per
Martinez, will allow the district to grow the P-Tech half of the
program.
“The ICIA half was what the initial grant from TEA funded, with a
focus on the healthcare industry,” says Martinez. “The new success
grant will help us expand the P-Tech half, which provides education
and certifications related to the tech industry,” she says, adding that
the hope is that the program will continue to grow and potentially
expand into other industries in the coming years.
For now, specific industry certifications available in the district are
selected based on data from the Texas Workforce Commission,
which determines what occupations in the San Saba area are
considered to be in high demand. For the 2019-20 school year, that
means students have the opportunity to work toward job-specific
certifications such as Certified Nurse’s Aide (CNA), Medical Office
Specialist (MOS), Pharmacy Technician, and some that aren’t geared
toward a specific profession but rather an industry, such as Welding
Level I, Accounting Marketable Skills Award and Business Systems
Technology Level I.
An undertaking of this size requires school wide buy-in, to say
nothing of the substantial sweat equity that went into the academy’s
planning and design, and San Saba ISD has that in spades. Dr. Scott
Snyder, principal at San Saba High School, counts himself among the
biggest believers in the program.
“The certification programs at San Saba High School are enabling
students to think about their future goals beyond high school,” he
says. “Students are able to take courses that interest them, and more
importantly, help build a skill set for industry certifications that
assist with future employment or obtain college credit during their
high school journey.”
Students seem to agree, as the impact of the P-Tech/ICIA Academy
for participants have been immediate and substantial. Nayeli
Gonzalez, a student in the ICIA health pathway pursuing her CNA,
says, “The CNA certification program has helped me learn how to
work professionally with patients in many different settings. The
CNA certification will be beneficial to my future. I will be able to
earn and learn while finishing college.” Gonzalez adds that she
plans to attend Austin Community College and pursue further

▲ Junior and Senior participants of the P-Tech/ICIA Academy in
San Saba.

certification in sonography or as an X-ray technician.
Another student, Armando Betancourt Del Angel, says that the
ICIA/P-Tech Academy has helped him discover a passion for
welding: “The welding program along with other helpful teachers
is the reason why I come to school. I enjoy the hands-on courses
here at San Saba High School. Being in the welding program has
helped me build different skills that I can use in life. I have learned
that welding is what I want to pursue as a career. I plan to finish my
welding certifications at TSTC Brownwood after graduation.”
The shape the program will take as it continues to grow will depend
on several factors. Which professions are considered high demand
will play a significant role in those determinations, as will which
local business entities or industries will either continue or begin
working with the program. For now, the administrative staff and
CTE instructors are focused on getting the P-Tech portion of the
program up and running on par with the ICIA.
Daryl Cash, a CTE technology instructor in San
Saba ISD, thinks this will be a huge boon to
students in the district.
“The kids enter this class with so many great ideas
and are gifted with the use of technology,” he
says. “We teach them how to put it all together to
make it neat, clean and professional. We have had
multiple students go to college to pursue careers
in the video production or editing field. Without
this certification, several would never give much
thought to the creative side of technology.”
Rural schools wrestle with a number of challenges
that districts in larger communities don’t have to
face. San Saba ISD’s P-Tech/ICIA Academy is one
approach to overcoming those challenges, and
between the enthusiasm from staff and concrete
academic and professional returns from students, it
looks like one TEA should consider as a model for
other rural districts.

▲ Sophomore participants of the P-Tech/ICIA Academy in San Saba ISD.

JAMES GOLSAN is a writer and education professional
based in Austin.
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We’ve grown a lot since we ﬁrst launched Aesop
(now Frontline Absence & Time) in 1998, but we’re
still humbled by and grateful for the opportunity to
serve school districts across the state of Texas.
Thank you for partnering with us!

FrontlineEducation.com

▲ Participants of the multi-tired system of support in Tomball ISD work as a team to assist students in need.

TOMBALL ISD
Tomball ISD

In Tomball ISD, a multi-tiered system
of support addresses student
mental health

County: Harris
ESC Region: 4
Superintendent:
Martha Salazar-Zamora
2018 Enrollment:
15,884

by Bobby Hawthorne

B

Number of schools: 20

y and large, parents just want their kids to be
normal. Play this sport. Take this class and
get good grades. Be included in this club or
activity. Have these kind of friends. Get along with
the family. Just be normal.

and depressed. Some won’t eat. Some will eat too
much. Some will act out or lash out. Some will lose
themselves in drugs or alcohol or ball up and try to
disappear. Some will contemplate suicide. One or
two will do more than contemplate.

Unfortunately, many children are not going to be
what their parents think they can be, should be,
will be. Some will struggle. Some will be anxious

Today, one in five adolescents will experience a
mental health condition, but only one in five of those
conditions will be diagnosed. It’s hard on parents
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and families, but it’s hardest on the kids themselves because, in the
end, they suffer the consequences.
And when kids suffer, schools suffer.
“With or without our consent, teachers and administrators have
become mental health providers by default,” says Dr. Michael Webb,
Tomball ISD assistant superintendent for student support. “I think
it’s too much to ask teachers to provide mental health treatment.
I think it’s too much to ask teachers to provide diagnosis. But it’s
not too much for us to train teachers so they can recognize and
understand the signs.”
Tomball ISD has partnered with local mental health institutions to
implement a multi-tiered system of support (MTSS) that meets
the mental health needs of all children in the district. That is, every
child. K through 12.
“We’re adding about 1,000 students per year,” Webb says. “There is a
rapid increase in enrollment, but there is not a rapid increase in state
funding for mental health support in schools, and we really don’t
have the knowledge or resources alone to address these issues.”
Thus, partnerships are essential. For example, the district is
collaborating with the Center for School Behavioral Health in
Houston in implementing its “Emotional Backpack” mental health
awareness campaign through which more than 1,200 teachers
and administrators have been trained on topics associated with
suicide prevention, mental health awareness and trauma-informed
instruction and mindfulness.
Through a partnership with the Harris Center of Mental Health &
IDD Services, more than 150 teachers have been Mental Health First
Aid training-certified. The Harris Center has opened co-location
mental health clinics on individual campuses to provide direct
counseling and cognitive-based therapy to students referred to them.
“While we have outpatient clinics, many of the parents of children in
need are sometimes reluctant to use the services,” says Tiffanie
Williams-Brooks, Harris Center’s director of children’s and
adolescent services. “In many cases, they’re not going to believe their
child has any mental health issues. Providing the services in the
school and in the community where these families live has resulted
in a very good buy-in. We are in the schools. They live down the
street or around the corner, so they feel safe with that.”
And the list goes on and on:
•

TISD will soon collaborate with MD Anderson Cancer
Center to discourage tobacco and nicotine use.

•

Presence Learning and EverFi have helped the district
create web-based counseling and online learning modules.

•

Teen and Family Services (TAFS) screens and provides
intervention for students found to be under the influence of
drugs or alcohol on TISD campuses.

•

TAFS also helped develop RISE (Restore, Instruct, Support
and Educate), which works with students with more severe
substance abuse disorders. In the past year, more than 100
students were screened and offered an appropriate level of
intervention through the RISE program.

Beyond the stigma
Clayton M. Goldberg is a program manager with TAFS. The first
student he met in working with RISE was 11 years old. Fortunately,
the child wasn’t addicted, strung-out or suicidal. Mostly, he put
himself at risk, and that scared him enough to reach out for help.
“He just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time,”
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Goldberg says. “But, he put himself in that place. He took a risk, and
risk-taking is so prevalent at that age. In a way, he was in the right
place at the right time, because we gave him an opportunity to meet
with a counselor, who impressed upon him that decisions lead to
consequences.”
Fortunately, the kid’s parents were on board.
“It’s up to the families whether they want the spotlight to look at
their child’s issues and identify problems or potential problems, to
see what’s going on in the family history, in school, in their friend
groups,” Goldberg says. “If they want the therapy, it’s available.”
It’s essential, he added, that students understand what RISE is and is
not.
“The message to the students is this: ‘You are not in trouble. You
already got in trouble. It’s pointless for us to add more shame or pile
on more punishment. Our goal is to help you learn coping skills and
then get you back in school.’”

Counseling options
Since we can’t use her name, let’s just call her Jane. In August 2018,
Jane learned that her 13-year-old son was abusing drugs. She and
her husband tried to tackle the problem themselves at first. They sent
him to a therapist. They took him to his pediatrician. They lectured
him and grounded him, but none of it worked.
Jane said she and her husband — a law enforcement officer — were
“shell-shocked” to learn their second of four children was using.
“And, using a lot. We had no idea how to deal with it. We were, like,
‘What do we do?’” she says. “We didn’t have the resources for a
private therapist. We were once told, “Well, if he uses again, just
send him to the hospital.’ OK, well, that’s not going to fix him. The
pediatrician kept asking, ‘Is he depressed? Is he anxious?’ But it
wasn’t solving the problem either. When the school counselor told us
about this program, we immediately said, ‘Yes!’”
Her son was referred to RISE, and he began a roller-coaster ride
toward sobriety. He would celebrate a week, two weeks, maybe even
a month of sobriety, but then he’d fall off the wagon, and they would
start over. This happened again and again.
The breakthrough came when Jane’s son was enrolled in an APG
(alternative peer group), which, she says, he enjoys because it’s
counseling that doesn’t look or feel like counseling, and the message
is: “You can have fun without drugs or alcohol.”
Instead of sitting in front of a therapist, staring at a clipboard, he was
with other students he could identify with, discussing similar
problems, similar situations. He wasn’t bored stiff, thinking, “Get me
out of here.”
Today, he is 12 months sober.

A universal issue
It would be a mistake to see this as mostly a male problem.
“Recently, HISD had a holiday,” Williams-Brooks says. “We had 15
families walk into our main eligibility center and take assessment.
Out of those 15 families, 12 of those referrals were females.”
Tweaka Dilek, a TISD student support specialist, said she sees the
same thing.
“As academics and activities accelerate, referrals increase,” Dilek says.
“If it’s close to a testing window or the end of a grading period, or
even right before a break, they’ll think, ‘Oh my God, I’m going to be
out of my home, out of my routine.’ At that point, we experience an
influx of referrals, and the majority of them are girls.”

So, this isn’t a gender or race or socio-economic issue. It’s universal,
and that’s why partnerships with groups such as the Tomball
Regional Health Foundation (TRHF) are critical.
“We have given around $185,000 toward the district’s many mental
health initiatives, and we’re proud of it,” says Lynn LeBouef, TRHF’s
chief executive officer. “We’re proud of our relationship with the
district because they’re setting the standard for other districts to
follow.”
Without the contributions from TRHF and the Harris Center and
others, TISD children with emotional needs would still go
undiagnosed.
“Think about face time,” LaBouef said. “Who spends more time with
students than teachers? No one. Not even their parents. When the
kids are home, they’re on their devices. So, nobody was trying to
identify the kids in need because no one was trained to identify
them.”
Now, they are. There are also programs that infuse character and
social-emotional training into the daily fabric of every campus,
that encourage mentorships, that offer skills to help students make
wise decisions, and that train teachers to safely manage and prevent
difficult behaviors. The result, Webb says, is greater harmony and
more enthusiasm for learning.

“It’s only when we partner,” he adds, “that we can begin to create
momentum in the community to address the behavioral health of all
students.”
BOBBY HAWTHORNE is the author of “Longhorn Football” and “Home Field,”
published by UT Press. In 2005, he retired as director of academics for the
University Interscholastic League.
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▲ Two UPSTART students prepare to walk the stage at graduation.

WICHITA FALLS ISD

Wichita Falls ISD gives
prekindergarteners an early learning
boost with UPSTART
by Autumn Rhea Carpenter

A

year-old children. This is the demographic that
WFISD has targeted with UPSTART.

In the 2019-20 school year, 68 percent of students at
WFISD qualified for the free lunch program. Of
those 800 students, approximately 720 qualified
for public prekindergarten or Head Start based
on economics, military affiliation, or language
deficiency. An estimated 80 remaining children
did not qualify for these programs, restricting early
learning opportunities for the remaining 3-to-5-

There were 96 participants in cohort two. This year,
WFISD is enrolling its third cohort of students.
“We have connected with 86 students this
year by advertising everywhere,” says WFISD
Superintendent Mike Kuhrt. “We’ve hit doctors’
offices, health clinics and food banks. We’ve also
employed the Parents as Teachers program, a
federally funded program that allows certified Texas
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County: Wichita
ESC Region: 9
Superintendent:
Michael S. Kuhrt
2018 Enrollment:
14,072
Number of schools: 28

s many school districts struggle to support
children whose families don’t qualify for
public prekindergarten or Head Start and
cannot afford private preschool opportunities,
Wichita Falls ISD has discovered a solution called
Waterford UPSTART, offering families an online,
robust prekindergarten curriculum that ensures
students are kindergarten-ready.
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Wichita Falls ISD

In their first cohort of 50 students, WFISD required
grant support to participate in the UPSTART
program. They received $125,000 in match
grant funding from the West Foundation and
an additional $60,000 from the Perkins-Prothro
Foundation.

In addition to measurable skills, students gain self-confidence
throughout the program. “They gain confidence because they see
their progress through each level they reach,” says Hernandez.
“In the reading portion of the program, they can go up to reading
paragraphs and fill in the blanks to a story. This in return will
expand their vocabulary to better communicate
with others.”

Travis Armstrong

According to Director of Early Learning at
WFISD Travis Armstrong, if a child is 4 years
of age (on or before Sept. 1 of the school year)
and lives in the WFISD attendance zone or
surrounding areas, they are eligible to enroll in
the UPSTART program.

“There are no financial criteria attached to
enrolling in UPSTART,” he says. “A child cannot
be enrolled in two district 4-year-old programs simultaneously. They
must choose to enroll in Head Start, prekindergarten or UPSTART.
The great thing here is that every 4-year-old in the community has
a preschool option, regardless of their financial or transportation
situation.”
“We are extremely grateful for the West Foundation, which
continues to fund the program,” Armstrong says. “Wichita Falls
remains the only site in Texas to offer the program. We are contacted
by families across the state who wish to enroll their child in the
program. Unfortunately, we are limited to enrolling the students
from our community.”

▲ A student graduating from the Upstart Program.

educators to visit the homes of children, prenatal through age 5,
and provide instruction and guidance to both the parent and the
child. It’s an important chance to show parents that they are truly the
child’s first teacher.”

Parent Debra Crawford says UPSTART greatly helped her daughter
prepare for kindergarten during the summer before school started.
“My daughter enjoyed receiving her own tablet and learning the new
songs and games. She worked through each letter, practiced writing
the letters, and played math games after finishing her 15-20 minutes
of the reading and writing program.”

Parents as Teacher Program Supervisor Yolanda Lewis explains that
the UPSTART curriculum is based on math, science and reading.
When entering the program, each child is tested, and UPSTART
develops a customized plan for the child. Participants receive a
Chromebook with program software. Families are provided an email
address and a password to log their child on for lessons that are
completed online, five days a week for 15 minutes per day. Waterford
staff provides parents with technical support, and if families do not
have internet access, Waterford offers that service so they can use the
tools at home.
“There are not physical books or audio books, however, the children
do read books in the lessons,” Lewis says. “Parents can track their
child’s success and that has been a strong selling point for this
program. Upon graduation, the parent will know if their child is on
an upper grade level such as kindergarten, first grade or even higher.”
“UPSTART has worked because the families have been provided
with the resources and it is a very simple program that engages
the child for a few minutes of their day,” says Parents as Teachers
Administrative Assistant and Waterford UPSTART Community
Liaison Anouchka Hernandez. “They also receive support from
WFISD and Waterford technical support, ensuring these families
receive the best results from the program.”

▲ Parents join their students for games and snacks before an
UPSTART presentation.
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“Attending the different local events that UPSTART hosted
throughout the program was great,” Crawford says. “My daughter
was recognized for her work and received extra incentives to
continue.”
Crawford recommends the program to other parents and will
register her son next year so he can be fully prepared for
kindergarten. “Along with learning her letters, it helped my daughter
get in a system of experiencing instructional time every day, so she
was more prepared for a school setting,” she says.
WFISD is beginning a project with Waterford to administer the
Waterford Assessments of Core Skills (WACS) to their
prekindergarten, Head Start 4-year-old, kindergarten and first grade
students. WACS is a computer-based assessment designed for early
learners as young as four. This is the same assessment UPSTART
students take at the beginning and end of the program, an online
adaptive assessment suite for prekindergarten to second grade
students.
The early literacy module consists of 11 skill areas, or sub-tests,
including: letter recognition, letter sound, initial sound, blending,
segmenting, real words, nonwords, sight words, vocabulary, reading
comprehension and listening comprehension. The assessment takes
45 minutes per student to complete.
“I personally appreciate that the assessment is 100% objective and it
will provide some hard data to indicate how our children are
progressing through the program,” Armstrong says. “We plan to
follow our students as they progress throughout their elementary
and secondary school experience to conduct a linking study.”
Armstrong suggests getting creative with funding options to other
school districts interested in launching a similar program.
“Communicate with your regional education service center and
United Way. Communicate with community organizations,
educational foundations, churches or whoever may listen,” he says.
“If intervening early in the life of a child is a priority for you and
your community, great things can happen. We always push to enroll
our qualifying students into prekindergarten or Head Start, however
the reality is that many students do not meet the state’s criteria for
enrollment in the prekindergarten program.”
“The question that districts should ask is, what are you doing to
ensure that students are entering kindergarten prepared to learn
and succeed? Will these same students be where they need to be
academically when they enter first grade?” he says. “What about
second grade? When students don’t qualify for prekindergarten or
Head Start, will you ignore them and roll the dice, hoping they come
to kindergarten prepared or can catch up? That’s a risk we in WFISD
are not willing to take.”
AUTUMN RHEA CARPENTER is a freelance writer based in Portland, Oregon.

▲ Anne Izzo from Waterford ISD offers UPSTART parents tips
for preventing summer slide.
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Congratulations
The Texas Association of School Administrators (TASA) congratulates the
12 Texas school districts selected for the 13th Annual “Bragging Rights”
issue of Texas School Business.

Boles ISD
College Station ISD
Corpus Christi ISD
Donna ISD
Fort Sam Houston ISD
Lubbock-Cooper ISD
Merkel ISD
Midway ISD
San Elizario ISD
San Saba ISD
Tomball ISD
Wichita Falls ISD

www.tasanet.org
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